Taken from Project Eyeball, 4 August 2000


A Gallup poll showed that even though one-third of those surveyed knew of S21 without prompting, almost 90 per cent think the Government is not listening enough. How do you feel?

"Is the Government really genuine about Singapore 21? Or is it just paying us lip service?" - Aiz Bawaz

"Take the conservation cases... Active citizens were writing into The Straits Times Forum pages, hoping to change things, but following slick PR replies, nothing was changed.'' - Gerard Wong

Are you being heard?

By Wong Sher Maine

"Is the Government really genuine about Singapore 21? Or is it just paying us lip service?" asked Mr Aiz Bawaz, a strategist.

That pointed question directed at David Lim, who is usually very quick on his feet, left him stumped for a good 15 seconds.

Over 300 civil servants and members of the public waited to see how the Minister of State for Defence and Information and the Arts would respond.

Finally, Mr Lim said: "The proof of the pudding is really in the eating. I cannot convince you of the sincerity of my motives and my intent until you have seen me act it out."

But how do you convince the cynics like Bawaz to accept pudding from a government they see as propagandistic or oppressive?

In a Gallup poll of 501 Singaporeans on S21 conducted in June, one-quarter felt that the initiative was Government propaganda.

But Minister Lim who was speaking at the Singapore 21 @ Work Conference on Saturday says the sceptics have got it wrong.

Rather, its five values, from active citizenship to strong families, are meant to be internalised by the public of their own free will.

Which is why the S21 Committee is not going to try and force S21 down the throats of the sceptics ala Singapore's Courtesy Campaign.

"I don't think we will over-react, I don't think we should, I don't think we need to," said Mr Lim. 

"There will be sceptics and it will take time to convince them."

But a worrying statistic in the S21 Gallup poll showed that even though one-third of those surveyed knew of S21 without prompting, almost 90 per cent think the Government is not listening enough.

Dissatisfaction can easily turn into a loss of faith. Why do people think the Government is deaf to them?

"Take the conservation cases," said 23-year-old student Gerard Wong, referring to the attempts by the public to save the National Library Building, Chinatown and Lazarus Island.

"Active citizens were writing into The Straits Times Forum pages, hoping to change things, but following slick PR replies, nothing was changed."

A random sampling of seven other men-in-the-street turned up the usual gamut of coffeeshop grouses.

Taxi fares just went up despite complaints.

The people's bank - POSB - was swallowed up amidst hue-and-cry.

And gays, "right at the end of our society's pecking order", according to a manager who declined to be named, are notmeant to be heard at all.

These issues have had the Government and other agencies responding to them, but most people in the street seem to have broadened the term "listening" in their favour.

The government is only listening when it translates feedback into action or changes course due to popular or even personal opinion.

But not everyone can be "listened to" in this way.

"I don't know of any country and system and government where everyone gets everything that he wants," said Minister Lim.

Indeed, during the S21 conference, the other sceptic to speak up was a government pensioner, asking for a personal favour from Lim to redress his being "shortchanged" by a ministry.

Hmmm. Where should the line be drawn between acting on behalf of the people and acting for a minority or on the own behalf.

At a basic level, listening does not equal action.

In fact, if listening was defined in its narrowest sense as taking note of feedback, then even PR replies and curt acknowledgements by the Government, signal even if only theoretically that the Government is listening. Most Government websites also have feedback sections.

Perhaps, at the very basic level, the people simply want to hear of cases when the Government said that this or that was done because "you told us too" rather than "we heard you".

Perhaps, Mr Lim is right. It will take ages for the sceptics to come around.

"We can be sceptical about means and methods but let's not be sceptical about goals," said the Minister. "You may disagree with what I do, but if you doubt my intent, then it's very hard for me to convince you."

Are you listening?

