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The war against COVID-19 is being fought on many fronts, not least the
technological. Khairy Jamaluddin, newly minted MOSTI minister, announced
on March 26 during an online forum “Adapting to the COVID-19 Challenge”
that the Malaysian Government is commissioning a smartphone
application with the function of tracking the movements of individuals.
We’re a little late to the party. Many countries have already resorted to using
various tools to track their citizens in an effort to map out the spread of the
virus amongst its people, some more invasive than others.
In China, government-installed surveillance cameras are arranged to point
at the apartment doors of citizens who are under a 14-day quarantine to
ensure that they do not leave their houses. Drones are deployed to remind
the public to wear their masks, and digital barcodes on mobile apps
highlight the health status of their users.
The Hong Kong government is using electronic wristbands connected to a
smartphone app to track the movements of its citizens. The wristbands
function to ensure that wearers who tested positive for COVID-19 are abiding
by the government’s orders to stay at home. Users were even told to walk
around the corners of their houses so that the technology can precisely track
the coordinates of their living spaces.
The government of South Korea uses records such as credit card transactions, smartphone location data, and CCTV
videos to create a system through which COVID carriers are tracked on a map that could inform the public whether they
had been near a carrier of COVID-19. The movements of people before they were diagnosed with the virus were
published by retracing their steps using GPS phone tracking, credit card records, surveillance videos as well as personal
interviews with the patients.
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So, can the Malaysian government legally track the
movements of its citizens during the Movement Control
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Personal data protection has always been only lightly
enforced in Malaysia. Under the Malaysian Personal Data
Protection Act 2019, “personal data” refers to a person’s name,
address, phone number, and any other information that can
identify the person, and “sensitive personal data” refers to a
person’s physical or mental health or condition, political
opinions, religious beliefs or criminal records, amongst others.
Processing any personal data generally requires the consent
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