Singapore 21

Together, We Make The Difference

A great number of people and organisations have contributed valuable ideas and insights, for which the Singapore 21 Committee is most grateful.

Making the difference

"The 21st Century will bring new uncertainties and challenges. Asia is in a historic period of change. Peace, stability and economic growth are not assured. We must compete with both developing countries and developed countries for investments and jobs. We must blaze our own path towards a better life, and avoid the problems that have beset richer and better-endowed countries. As Singaporeans become better-off and more internationally mobile, we must strengthen our community bonds so that we stay committed to Singapore. Whether Singapore can continue to be a good home will depend on our will to overcome constraints and succeed."

"I say to all Singaporeans: You have to feel passionately about Singapore. Being Singaporean should resonate in our hearts and minds. We built this country. We live, work and raise our children here. We will fight and, if we must, we will die to defend our way of life and our home. Here, we will realize our hopes and aspirations. Here we will have a bright future, where Singapore becomes our home of choice. Let us work together to make Singapore our best home."



-- Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong at the National Day Rally, 1996

Preface

What is Singapore 21?

Singapore 21 is what Singaporeans want for the future of our nation.  The Singapore 21 Committee was launched by Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong in August 1997 to strengthen the “heartware” of Singapore in the 21st Century.  “Heartware” refers to the intangibles of society – social cohesion, political stability, and the collective will,  values, and attitudes of a people.

The Singapore 21 Committee, and its five subject committees with a total of 83 members, were drawn from all walks of life, including Members of Parliament, volunteers in welfare and community organisations, lawyers, unionists, businessmen, technicians, teachers and others.

Their discussions centred around ten issues that Singaporeans will have to face in building our “heartware” in the new century.

These issues were posed as five apparent dilemmas, to emphasise that tough choices are often required in the search for solutions and a consensus. These are challenges which we will all have to resolve as individuals and families, as communities and as a nation.

The five dilemmas are:

1.
Less stressful life vs Retaining the drive 

2 
Needs of senior citizens vs Aspirations of the young

3.
Attracting talent vs Looking after Singaporeans

4. 
Internationalisation/Regionalisation vs Singapore as home

5.
Consultation and consensus vs Decisiveness and quick action.  

Each subject committee focused on one dilemma. Over more than a year, the committees met with some 6,000 Singaporeans from all walks of life, to understand their concerns and aspirations, and to seek their views and suggestions. Chapter 1 of this book introduces five key ideas that surfaced through the discussions. Chapters 2 to 6 elaborate on each in turn.  Finally, Chapter 7 draws them together.

The five ideas form a vision for the future. They are ideals that we strive for, to add to the timeless ones we already hold as a nation – meritocracy, clean government, racial and religious harmony. They recognise that every Singaporean, male or female*, young or old, has a role to play in helping to make Singapore our best home.

This book serves as a compass to navigate towards those ideals.

* For the sake of brevity, the Singaporean is referred to as ‘he’ in this book.  It is not intended to detract from the importance of females in Singapore.

Chapter 1

A VISION FOR THE 21st CENTURY

Modern Singapore has achieved its present level of peace and progress, thanks to the ideals of a far-sighted and dedicated founding generation of leaders and citizens. Building on this firm foundation, Singapore 21, launched by Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong in 1997, seeks to articulate a vision that Singaporeans can reach out for together to build  the society we want for the year 2000 and beyond. 

Beyond 2000

A new century, a new millennium. How new will Singapore be? How new should it be? How new must it be? These are important questions. They are questions not only for the Government, but for all Singaporeans. Like our founding generation of people, we must all put on our thinking caps together to find answers that will help make the Singapore of the 21st century the kind of home we want, for ourselves and our children. 

But first, why is the 21st century special?

The knowledge economy 

 “KBE”. This will be one of the most important acronyms of the next century. The “knowledge-based economy” is one in which information and knowledge, rather than material resources, drive activities.

Knowledge knows no boundaries. In the future, it is no longer individual countries, which are "knowledge economies". The whole world will be one big "knowledge economy", with countries linked to one another via fast-growing information technology. As an illustration, some people estimate that by the year 2000, there will be a staggering 300 million telephone calls every hour. 

Singapore has no choice but to join the network. The nations that can ride the fast-moving waves of IT are the ones that will succeed. All Singaporeans will need to be prepared for the ride. It will be scary for some, exhilarating for others, but necessary for all.

There will be important implications. Knowledge is fast changing. Work will require a lot more brain than brawn, compared to the past. Workers at all levels will find that they need continual learning. It will affect the family, and the way society is organised. Can we cope with the stress, while retaining the drive?

The borderless world 

 In the 21st century, IT will bring the latest ideas and fashion into Singapore living rooms. The Internet will enable Singaporeans to know about the latest events and trends around the world. People will be highly mobile. More Singaporeans will travel to other countries, for business or leisure, or to sample life there. Likewise, more people from other countries will come to Singapore, to stay for a while, or to sink roots and make a lasting contribution.

In such a world, how does a city-state like Singapore ensure its integrity as a nation, and not just a city? How can all Singaporeans, whether in Singapore or overseas, continue to feel that Singapore is home? How can the needs of Singaporeans be met, while keeping the country open to foreign talent?

Population changes 

In the 21st century, Singapore’s population will undergo two major changes. The elderly will increase in numbers, and the young will increase in demands. By the year 2030, one quarter of the population will be aged 60 or more. Can Singapore maintain the same standard of living it has grown accustomed to? How should it allocate resources between the needs of the elderly, and the aspirations of the young?

Fuelled by better education and the Internet, the young will be more independent and inquiring. They will be more questioning and want more involvement in things that affect their lives. Can Singapore develop more consultation and arrive at consensus on public policy matters without compromising on decisiveness and quick action when needed? 

These questions are different from those in Singapore’s early years. Then, the key concerns were jobs shelter and security. The population was young and had the vigour and energy of new immigrants. The threats were tangible and visible to every one. Today’s challenges are less obvious and therefore more complex.

New ideals

But challenges are opportunities for growth. The world is changing and we must change with it. We thrived in the last 35 years despite adverse geographical and political circumstances. With good government and a determined and hardworking population, there is no reason why we cannot rise to the challenge again.

At the threshold of the 21st century, we re-affirm our ideals of meritocracy, racial harmony, strong leadership and a government free from corruption. We also seek to articulate five new ideals to add to the future, reaching for a vision of a home that we as Singaporeans will build together. They are, if you like, the five pillars of Singapore 21.

1. Every Singaporean matters

We all know that people are Singapore’s only resource. But for the 21st century, we go one step further. People will matter not only in the collective sense; every Singaporean will matter too at the single, individual level. Every Singaporean is unique. Everyone has a contribution to make to Singapore.

It is not only those who score a dozen ‘As’, or those who make a lot of money who are important and an asset to the country. Every Singaporean is unique. Each one of us has a place in society, a contribution to make and a useful role to play.  We should therefore strive to do our best.  Everyone who does so is worthy of praise, for in striving to do his best, he brings credit to himself, his family, his community and his country.

As a society, we must widen our definition of success to go beyond the academic and the economic. We must not be so seized by the five ‘Cs’ of cash, car, condo, credit card and career, that we lose sight of more enduring traits like character, courage, commitment, compassion and creativity. 

Success is not so much whether we live up to other people’s expectations, but whether we live up to our own. We must strive to be the best that we can be. Sometimes, paradoxically, this can be tougher than being what society thinks we should be.

Every Singaporean has a two-way responsibility in this area. One is to set his own goals and strive for them, based on an honest and in-depth estimation of his own potential. The other is to respect and applaud others for striving to be the best that they can be.

2. Strong Families: Our foundation and our future

Singaporeans have always valued strong families. They are the foundation for healthy lives and wholesome communities. But we must ensure they are strengthened even further, because the 21st century will bring greater pressures on them.

With an ageing population, there will be fewer working adults to care for aged parents.  Children will need to be supported through more years of education.  In many cases both mother and father will be working. Their jobs will be more demanding. Children will be open to more influences and be harder to manage.

To ensure that these do not strain the family too much in the future, we must constantly reinforce family bonding. Government policies must reflect this emphasis. Employers too must play their part by allowing more flexible work arrangements. Individuals can take strain off ourselves and our families by leading a healthy lifestyle and planning for our old age.

Strong families give security and meaning to life. They are the "base camp" from which our young venture forth to reach for high aspirations. They are the conduit through which our elderly pass on their values and lessons they have learnt in life. They ensure that our children grow up happy and well and our elders enjoy respect and dignity. They are an irreplaceable source of care and support when we need it, at whatever age.

3.  Opportunities for all

Modern Singapore thrives as a magnet for people seeking to rise above the circumstances they were born into. The Singapore of the future must continue to be a place where opportunity abounds, where our children can find the same optimism, prospects and fulfilment that our forefathers did.

But in the Singapore of the 21st century, opportunity must expand beyond the economic. We must be able to pursue personal rainbows, whether in the arts, sport, entertainment, or other areas off the beaten track. 


Opportunities do not fall from the skies. They need to be created and grasped. Singapore must aspire to be one of the great global centres where people, ideas and resources come together to spark new opportunities.

People will be drawn here from near and far. Some will stay for a time to contribute to our development and progress. We should welcome them. Those who share our dreams and are committed to Singapore, should be embraced as citizens.

To enable our own people to make the most of opportunities available here, Singapore must remain committed to developing the full potential of every citizen. Educational opportunities must remain open to all who have the ability, regardless of family, financial or social background.

Singapore must also be a place of second chances, where those who have tried and failed are encouraged to try again. Singaporeans of all ages will always have opportunities to upgrade and renew their knowledge and skills. 

4. The Singapore Heartbeat: Feeling passionately about Singapore

The more international Singapore becomes in the 21st century, the more must our national bonds be strong. Singaporeans must develop a stronger sense of belonging and commitment to this country. Whether we live in Singapore or overseas, we must embrace a common vision of the country as a place worth coming home to and if need be, fighting and dying for. We need to feel passionately that Singapore is where we identify with, where our roots are and where we feel is home, wherever we may be around the world.
Every Singaporean, male or female, young or old, has a part to play in strengthening these bonds. Some of us feel that this is home because we grew up here. For others, this island has become home because they have chosen to come here and make it so.  All of us can contribute and play a part in shaping this country.  The more successful Singaporeans have a special duty to the rest of society.  But each and every one of us can make a difference.

But whatever the diverse origins of Singapore's citizens, the most important thing is that we all share the common vision of Singapore as the place that we want to call home. Only when all Singaporeans unite in a common passion for the country, will the Singapore heartbeat be strong.

5. Active citizens: Making the difference

The hallmark of Singaporeans in the 21st century will be active participation in civic life. At present, Singaporeans already play important roles in nation building. We work hard, contributing to the economy. Male citizens defend the country through National Service. Some volunteer time and resources to community associations and welfare organisations. But many of us still remain content to let the government, or others be the ones taking the active role in community and civic affairs. This has to change.

Why? Because we need “heartware”, not just hardware. It is not just money, or machines or scientific and technological knowledge, that determine the wealth of a people. It is also social cohesion, political stability, collective will, values and attitudes - the “heartware”  -  that determine whether these resources can be harnessed for the good of all.

We must become active citizens, who are participants, not mere observers, in building the Singapore we want for the future. When we express our views or suggest alternative solutions, we become engaged and involved in issues that affect us, whether in our neighbourhood, or in the wider community. When we put our suggestions into action, we take ownership of the problem and share responsibility for the outcome.

Active citizens have a passion for and commitment to building a better Singapore. In turn, active involvement enhances ownership, passion and commitment.

A compass for the future

Singapore 21 is about our future as a nation, a society and a people. It is about what Singaporeans want to make of this country. The discussions over the past year were a catalyst to bring out the ideas of Singaporeans from all walks of life. This book is the culmination of that discussion process. It records and synthesises the ideas and voices that came from our many discussions. 

This book also marks a beginning. The ideas in it are not a blueprint for the next century. They are only broad strokes of a future for Singapore, to serve as a compass, a guide for navigating the future. There are recommendations and conclusions, but no detailed plans, targets and deadlines to be met. There is no one government agency or council or civic body responsible for implementing it. Singapore 21 is not the responsibility of any one person or body or agency.  It is the responsibility of everybody, every agency, every Singaporean, to interpret these broad strokes and translate them into plans and action. Only then  will Singapore 21 truly come alive. 

---- end of chapter ---

Signal: 


Less stressful life vs Retaining the Drive




Chapter 2

EVERY SINGAPOREAN MATTERS
In the 21st century, people rather than machines, will make the difference to how well a country does and how good a life it can give its citizens. In this, every Singaporean matters. By reaching to be the best that we can be, we can together contribute to making Singapore 21 the best home for ourselves and our children.

Everyone matters
It is dawn and the sun is slowly rising. An old encik is walking along the beach. He meets an anak, who is picking starfish up from the sand and throwing them back into the sea…one, two, three, four… The encik asks why the anak bothers as there must be hundreds of starfish along the beach. Does he think he will save all the starfish? Without looking up or pausing for breath, the anak picks up another starfish, tosses it into the sea and says, "It mattered to that one!”


This folktale is simple, but it holds profound lessons. It is a parable of the type of society we want in Singapore. Like the starfish, everyone matters and like the anak, anyone can make a difference.

Is this wishful thinking or an ideal that can be realised? We will not be so naïve as to imagine that such a society can materialise overnight. But we will be optimistic enough to say that it is something we can strive for.

Why should we do so? Because while we have been successful economically, that is not enough to make Singapore the best home for ourselves and our children. A society founded only on economics lacks the bonds that draw the people together. Our foundations must be built on firmer ground. This is the shared vision that Singapore 21 seeks to articulate. 

The dilemma

Singapore’s economy has grown at a frenetic pace since Independence. By material yardsticks, we have succeeded almost beyond all expectations.

But rapid success has come with a cost: stress. Rare is the Singaporean who is free from it. Like being on a treadmill, many of us feel that we have to keep running just to stay in place.

A survey by the Singapore 21 Committee found 37.5% of Singaporeans feeling that society was changing "too fast", while another 26.6% rated the pace of change here as "fast". That makes a total of 64.1% who feel keenly the pace of change here.

As a society, can we slow down without compromising our success? Not if we want to maintain our high standards of living. The harsh reality of global economics is compete or perish. So how do we cope with the stress while retaining the drive?

The answer is not a simple matter of stress management, although this should be promoted. Neither is it merely reducing the workload of Singaporeans, although again this should be done where necessary. Instead, we should get to the root of the problem. What Singapore needs, the subject committee suggests, is to widen its definition of success.

Re-defining the very nature of what Singaporeans have been pursuing for decades – isn’t that a very radical objective? Yes, it is radical. But urgently needed. Why? Because a narrow definition of success brings a narrow sense of self-worth. Would anyone not feel miserable, if he or she can measure his or her own worth as a human being only in terms of academic or material attainments? 

Success and self-worth
There are good historical reasons why Singaporeans view success narrowly. Economics was the imperative when the country first came into being. When we had nothing, having something was success. Education was pursued as the path to a good job.

On the positive side, a narrow definition of success has helped to maintain Singapore’s competitive edge by feeding the desire to excel. But it has also had undesirable social effects:

An unforgiving society Singaporeans have become so accustomed to being judged by narrow definitions of success in their own lives that unconsciously, some apply the same narrowness to other people. They do not allow for diversity or second chances.

A culture of risk aversion  When no second chances are available, people stick to the tried and tested instead of venturing into new ground. The fear of failing breeds a risk averse mentality.

Talents under-utilised As society does not accord the same recognition to success in areas outside of the conventional norms, someone with a passion, say, for astronomy may choose instead to take up economics. The result: a potentially first-rate astronomer becomes a second-rate banker! 
Loss of buzz  People who fit themselves into more socially acceptable roles are like square pegs in round holes. Energy that could be channelled into creative and constructive pursuits is spent conforming to society. Not only is that debilitating to the individual, society too pays a price in the loss of dynamism and "buzz".

A new self-worth 

Old definitions of success are no longer healthy for Singapore in the 21st century. We need to look beyond our basic survival needs to the higher needs of people, as individuals with social and spiritual dimensions.


What counts as “success” must now embrace achievements in all fields of human endeavour, from astronomy to music to zoology. Animal training, bus-driving, charity work, designing – all are fields to excel in and to derive self-worth from. There is no job too low that excellence cannot dignify.

In our quest to widen our notions of success, and consequently, our notions of self-worth, we are fortunate that culturally, our people have always had a strong and genuine desire to excel. There is little danger that widening the notion of success will become a refuge for laziness, that will lead the nation down the slippery slope of indolence and sloth.

Widening the notion of success requires effort at three levels: the individual, the society and the Government.
What the individual can do

Realise that drive and stress are not opposites  A Persian proverb says that he who wants the rose must respect the thorn. We have to get rid of the idea that all stress is bad. Stress is like cholesterol: there is good and bad. We should optimise good stress and minimise the bad.

Take responsibility for ourselves  All of us stand or fall by our own efforts. What we make of our lives depends on ourselves alone. That involves setting our own goals and having the determination and perseverance to realise them. We may choose the way many people have gone before, or we may choose the road less travelled. Either way, we choose. Each has its potholes, each has its hazards and obstacles. We embark on our chosen paths with open eyes.

Be the best that we can be  It is not enough to say that we “try our best”. Trying can be half-hearted. Reaching out to be the best that we can be is an act of will and commitment. We must know our strengths and weaknesses and from there, set goals for ourselves based on our true potential. We must believe in our talents and have the courage to forge our own way.

What society can do
Pursue professional pride, not social prestige  At the workplace, many Singaporeans in professional positions are anxious to move into managerial positions because they see these as more prestigious. But a premature switch stresses the individual and denies him the opportunity to deepen his expertise. As a society, we need to revamp mindsets towards desirable occupations. Employers need to revamp pay systems to reward the good professionals as well as the managers.

Be more broad-minded  Our society must learn to appreciate accomplishments off the beaten track. Those who have managed to climb Mount Everest, or trained unruly monkeys, or staged a musical, are all talented people worthy of our admiration and applause. 

Heighten sense of social responsibility  People intoxicated with success often forget those less successful. This brings social divisions. A divided society is a weakened society. Before that happens, the successful among us must develop a conscious sense of responsibility towards the less successful. 

Second chances  Success may not be attained at the first attempt.  Each of us should be more tolerant of failure – in others and in ourselves.  Trying again and encouraging others to try again should become part of our culture.

What the Government can do
Lead the way  The Government is in the most influential position to change mindsets among people. It can lead the way by shaping its public image accordingly. Ministers, MPs and the public sector can show by example what is meant by “Every Singaporean matters”. Seeing the principle in action will be more effective than a thousand reminders.

Educate the people  The Government can use its many avenues to reinforce the message that all Singaporeans matter. In education, for instance, we should seek to develop a range of talents and abilities at all levels.  The message can also be written into the curriculum, the same way that racial and religious harmony is taught to children from a young age. 

Break the mould  Finally, the Government can break the perception that economic and material considerations dominate its decisions. By encouraging Singaporeans to pursue their interests in the arts, or mountain climbing, or other sports, it sends a strong signal that being Singaporean is more than being an economic machine. 

Conclusion


As the 21st century draws near, we need urgently to re-look the notion of success in Singapore society. Narrow academic and economic benchmarks are unhealthy. As Singaporeans, we must reach out to be the best that we can be in whatever areas our potential leads.


Most of us run more than one race in life. Some we lose, others we win. We have to learn to forgive those who do not win; equally importantly, we have to learn to forgive ourselves and try again. The spirit of marathon and the belief that we can triumph against the odds, are fundamental values to reinforce in Singapore society. In this, everyone has a part to play. Every Singaporean matters.





---- END ----


Capsule summary

Every Singaporean Matters

We all know that people are Singapore’s only resource. But for the 21st century, we go one step further. People will matter not only in the collective sense, but at the single, individual level.

Every Singaporean is unique. Everyone has a contribution to make to Singapore.

It is not only those who score a dozen “As”, or those who are important, or make a lot of money, who are an asset to our country. Each one of us has a place in society, a contribution to make and a useful role to play.  We should therefore strive to do our best.  Everyone who does so is worthy of praise, for in striving to reach his full potential, he brings credit to himself, his family, his community and his country.

We can be technicians, salespersons, singers, chefs or machine operators; whatever our chosen fields, as long as we stretch our  abilities to the fullest, we would have done well.

As a society, we must widen our definition of success to go beyond the academic and the economic. We must not be so seized by the five “Cs” of cash, car, condo, credit card and career, that we lose sight of more enduring traits like character, courage, commitment, compassion and creativity. 

Success is not so much whether we live up to other people’s expectations, but whether we live up to our own.

We must strive to be the best that we can be. Sometimes, paradoxically, this can be tougher than being what society thinks we should be.

Every Singaporean has a two-way responsibility in this area. One is to set his own goals, based on an honest and in-depth estimation of his own potential and strive to achieve them. The other is to respect and applaud others for striving to be the best that they can be.

Singaporeans in the 21st century must embrace a spirit of continual self-improvement, learning and daring to make the difference - to ourselves, our community and our country.

Footnotes : 

1)  Sources of stress : -    Stress in school Students are constantly reminded to excel 

academically. While not a bad thing in itself, stress comes from not knowing how to respond. In recent years, the pressure is extending downward, even to the kindergartens. Extra-curricular activities, ideally a way to de-stress, are viewed by some students as additional work. Parents add to the stress when they pressure their children into taking up ECA not to their inclination.

· Stress at work Workers struggle with tight deadlines. They lament the tendency to equate staying late with working hard. Older workers feel threatened by younger ones. Some also feel threatened by the Government's policy of attracting foreign talent. They fear that there will be glass ceilings for locals once the import of foreign talent becomes a norm. Less-educated Singaporeans fear lower-priced, better-educated foreigners taking away their jobs.

· Stress at home Adult Singaporeans juggle roles as parents and caregivers to their own aged parents. Many ply their children with extra tuition and enrichment classes, creating strain not only on their and the child's time, but on their own pockets.

· Stress as a citizen The Government is constantly trying to get people to improve, some people lament. While they may understand the need to boost productivity, they resent being mere economic digits pushed into prescribed moulds. They want a sense of control. If Singapore is a pressure cooker, one person asked, " Am I the cooked or the cooked? "

2) What students say : -  " Pressure  comes from watching other Singaporeans  take the  same 

   classes  I  do,  doing better  in them than me and knowing that  the    

   difference  will  be  used  against  me  some  day,  simply  because      

   paper qualifications are so relied upon in Singapore. "

· " We spend too much time stressing out over the risk of failure. "

3) Pursue satisfaction, not success :   - " Many people are stressed because we pursue success 

as an end in itself. We end up trying to be someone    else  (another Sim Wong Hoo or another Bill Gates) without realizing that their strengths may be our weaknesses and vice versa. The harder we try, the more stressed we are and the less likely to succeed. "

" In pursuing satisfaction, we do things we believe in and are good at. This leads to strong self-motivation, commitment and passion. We feel much less stress because we are our own driving force. We are therefore more likely to excel in what we do and feel satisfied with what we have done. Excellent performance will lead to recognition. Recognition will lead to reward and success, but only as by-product because satisfaction is reward in itself. In short, if we pursue success, success will run away from us. But if we pursue satisfaction, success will come to us without stress. " -- MP Lim Swee Say, in response to a question at the Pre-University Seminar, 1998.

4) Reducing Stress : Four parallel tracks : - ESEC, a Swiss company producing 

semiconductor equipment, is rather special. It has  no market in Switzerland itself, there being no wafer fabrication plants there. Yet it has made itself into a world leader. It did this by nurturing four categories of world-class employees. It has in place four parallel career and salary tracks for (1) designers, (2) managers, (3) marketeers and (4) production specialists. No one needs to cross tracks to get a higher salary elsewhere. Instead, everyone pursues his professional interest with passion and pride.

Signal:


Needs of Senior Citizens vs Aspirations of the Young




Chapter 3

STRONG FAMILIES: OUR FOUNDATION AND OUR FUTURE

Every Singaporean matters in building a better Singapore. But when our families are strong, we can do an even better job. As a society, we are fortunate that most are indeed strong. To withstand the extraordinary social and economic changes of the 21st century, our families must be stronger than ever.

My grandpa, my friend

Almost every afternoon, a chirpy boy and a wrinkled old man clamber onto the bus for Ang Mo Kio Central. Jonathan, 8, chatters to his grandpa, 78, in Teochew. The old man gets his exercise; the young man gets a daily treat, paid for by granddad out of money given by his three working children. Jonathan’s kid sister, left behind with grandma in their three-room flat, is barely three, but beginning to clamour to join “kong kong” (grandfather) and “hia hia” (big brother) in their outing.

This slice of life reflects a fortunate state of affairs in Singapore: families that are, by and large, sound enough, even if not perfect. Despite his age, Jonathan’s granddad plays an important role in his family. By keeping an eye on the kids, with the help of a maid, he lightens the burden on their working parents. By bringing them out for some fun, he is also the kind of active grandparent our kids would surely like to have.

Will this happy symbiosis among three generations remain the case for the 21st century?
The dilemma

As Singapore enters the next century, the family will come under increased strain. Nuclear families will be the trend. In most cases, both mother and father will be working. In a knowledge-driven workplace, their jobs will be less secure and more demanding. At home, their children will be open to more influences and be harder to manage. Meanwhile, in another flat, often in another part of Singapore, there will be elderly parents waiting for them to visit, to give them their allowance or to fetch them to the doctor’s. The “sandwiched generation” indeed!

In such a situation, how are we to decide how to balance our time and money, between children and perhaps two sets of aged parents?

At the national level, how is a nation to generate the resources and spread them, to best meet the aspirations of its young people and the needs of its elderly?

On the one hand, Singapore’s population is ageing very fast. There will be fewer working adults, proportionately, to care for the elderly. Yet the elderly will need attention - physical, emotional and especially medical. Our healthcare system must be prepared for them. Our housing must be adjusted to make them more elderly-friendly.


On the other hand, the young cannot be forgotten. Singapore must continue to invest in education for them. The economy must continue to provide jobs. The Housing and Development Board must continue to build flats and the Land Transport Authority roads, for the young will, like now, aspire to own homes and cars.

The answer cannot be to raise more money: raising taxes will only add to our stress.  And in any case, more taxes do not create more resources.  They only redistribute the earnings of the shrinking percentage of working adults in an ageing population.


Instead, we must get back to the heart of the matter: the family. The way out of the dilemma is to strengthen our families so that these can be better equipped to take care of both  our young, and our elderly.

Strong families

Strong families are the foundation for healthy lives and wholesome communities. They give security and meaning. They are the "base camp" from which our young venture forth to reach for high aspirations. They are the avenue through which our old pass on the values and lessons they have learnt in life. They ensure that our children grow up happy and well, and that our elders enjoy respect and dignity. They are an irreplaceable source of care and support when we need it, at whatever age.

Right now, Singaporeans generally believe in strong families. But this cannot be taken for granted. We must constantly reinforce family bonding. This requires effort by the individual, the society and the Government.

What the individual can do

Build bonds early  Whether old or young, our family members do not need just our physical and material upkeep, but also our emotional and moral support. We must spend time with them. We must strike a balance between making our millions and ensuring that our families continue to grow.

Preserve the extended family   While all three generations may not always chose to live under one roof, we should at least try to live near our ageing parents.  There is a special joy and mutual support in three-generation family living.  And when our parents reach their twilight years, they will need our care.  We should be there for them.

Bridge the generation gap  No Singaporean is too elderly to be able to understand the young, nor too young to understand the elderly. While it would be virtually impossible, and probably also undesirable, to close the generation gap, we can bridge it by making a serious attempt to know and appreciate the concerns of the other side. Only then can a family be cohesive.

Continue to contribute  Youth is no impediment and ageing is not a slide into infirmity. All of us, young or old, must get rid of that kind of thinking. As we grow older, we can continue to lead active, healthy and meaningful lives, and to contribute to the family for as long as possible. “Lifelong engagement” – in which we keep useful for life – must be our aim.

What society can do
Employ our elderly   To help bridge the generation gap, schools, public libraries and other places where young Singaporeans predominate, can employ elderly but able Singaporeans in front-line jobs that will bring them in contact with the young. This  provides the retired with opportunities for gainful employment and enables the young to see for themselves how the elderly remain useful to society.
Remember that our elderly can contribute Most of our elderly are physically well.  In the future, our elderly will also be better educated and skilled.  They can continue to be economically active.  At home, they can play more active roles in helping to bring up their grandchildren.  By remaining useful to others, elderly Singaporeans will feel a sense of dignity and self-worth, and their families will be cohesive.
Build neighbourly support networks  A neighbour living next door can be more helpful than a family member far away.  We can rediscover some of the warmth of kampong days, by enlarging our neighbourly support networks.  We can take the first step by helping our neighbours out in childcare, household repairs or small errands.  This way, the neighbourhood we live in becomes a living, thriving community and not merely a cold collection of houses.
What the Government can do
Flexible work arrangements  Singaporeans will have more time to spend with their families if work can be rearranged around a family’s other commitments. Part-time work, working from home and job-sharing are some examples. As the biggest employer in Singapore, the Government can lead by allowing flexible arrangements wherever possible.

Promote active grandparenting Children have little opportunity for adult nurturing when both parents in a household are out working. Grandparents are the natural alternative. The Government can encourage more grandparents to be more active in helping to look after their grandchildren.
Teach graceful ageing Families can be strong only if individuals within them are strong. The Government can help by imparting to younger Singaporeans what they need to do, to grow old gracefully and with resilience, remaining active and contributing to their families or society for as long as they can. While strong families may be our safety nets in old age, safety nets may develop holes. Our children may run into financial difficulties, or, who knows, we may even outlive them! 

Conclusion

It is a cliché that families are the building blocks of society; but when we look at how other societies are engulfed by social problems that stem from weak families, we realise that they are indeed important. Families make for healthy lives and wholesome communities.

Families in Singapore are strong today, but individuals, families, communities and the Government must work together to keep them so. Strong families are an inheritance we must not squander. They have been our foundation. They must remain our future.




---- THE END ---

Strong Families: Our Foundation, and Our Future

Singaporeans of all races value strong families. They are the foundation for healthy lives and wholesome communities.

We are fortunate that our families remain strong. But we cannot take them for granted. We must ensure they strengthen further, because the 21st century will bring greater pressures on them.

Families will be smaller and in most cases, both mother and father will be working. Their jobs will be more demanding. Children will be open to more influences and be harder to manage.

To cope with these pressures, we must constantly reinforce family bonding. Government policies must reflect this emphasis. Employers too must play their part.

With an ageing population, there will be fewer working adults to cater for aged parents. To ensure that this does not strain the family too much in the future, some messages must be taught and absorbed now:

1. Lead a healthy lifestyle to prevent illness in old age.

2. Save for old age.  Plan our finances now.

3. No one is too old to learn. Focus not on what we cannot do, but on what we 
    can.

4. The elderly are not a burden, but a resource. Whatever our age, we can still 
    contribute.

Strong families give security and meaning to life. They are the "base camp" from which our young venture forth to reach for high aspirations. They are the conduit through which our old pass on their values and lessons they have learnt in life.

They ensure that our children grow up happy and well, and that our elders enjoy respect and dignity. They are an irreplaceable source of care and support when we need it, at whatever age.

They are an inheritance we must not squander. They have been our foundation. They must remain our future.

Footnotes:

1) A greying issue : - In 1995, only 10% of the population were aged 60 or more. 

About 127,000 were aged 65 to 75; another 76,000 were above 75. By the year 2030, fully one quarter of the population will be above 60. Almost half a million will be in their late 60s or early 

70s. Another 300,000 will be more than 75. 

At present, it costs the country about $35,000 to educate a Singaporean from Primary One to Secondary Four. Only $240 comes from school fees (in addition, parents pay up to $1,400 over ten years in miscellaneous fees as a contribution towards the cost of the materials used by pupils in schools.) The rest comes mostly from public taxes. Can Singapore afford to maintain high levels of expenditure on education when one in 

four Singaporeans will be over 60?

2) Ageing with dignity :- 
Stay Healthy : We cannot prevent ageing, but we can 

prevent illness. Eat  and exercise smart. It could  mean 

reducing problems like heart disease by half  or  more.

    -      Start Saving : Your dollar may not go as far in  future.    

Medical costs will rise. To live like you do now  when   

you  retire,  you   need 70% of   your  last  salary   each 

month.  Start saving as soon as you can. Begin with 10 per cent of take-home pay, and raise it.

·   Keep Learning : Pick up new hobbies, interests and   

skills. Focus not on what you cannot do, but on what  you can.

·   Keep Useful : Being old in age does not necessarily  

mean being less capable. We can still be useful to our families and society in many ways. Help look after grandchildren. Give advice. Help your neighbours. Sign up for a volunteer programme. Make yourself count.

Signal:


Attracting foreign talent vs Looking after Singaporeans


Chapter 4

OPPORTUNITIES FOR ALL

Modern Singapore thrives as a magnet for people seeking to rise above the circumstances they were born into. The Singapore of the future must continue to be a place where opportunity abounds, where our children can find the same optimism, prospects and fulfilment that our forefathers did.

From West Bengal to Telok Blangah
Mr Asad Latif, 41, was born in West Bengal and educated in Calcutta. He came to Singapore to work as a journalist in 1984 and liked it so much that he settled here with his wife, also an Indian national.

“My son is now in primary school. As for me, I travel by bus to and from work everyday.  My most prized possession is my five-room HDB flat in Telok Blangah.  I bought it on the resale market in 1992.  I am now settling some outstanding matters in India and after that, I intend to take up Singapore citizenship.  When I left India, the push factors were more insistent than the pull factors. Today, the pull factors here are more important. I was attracted to this country because it is a land of opportunity, but the scope of that opportunity has expanded beyond the purely economic as I stayed on."


While he is extremely happy in Singapore, Asad is also aware that people like himself – “foreign talent” – make some Singaporeans unhappy. They are concerned that these foreigners will compete with them for jobs, flats and even places in schools.

The dilemma 

Most Singaporeans can accept at the intellectual level, the need for foreign talent to boost the economy. But not everyone is happy about it. One survey conducted by the Singapore 21 Committee found that graduates (70%) were more supportive than those without 'O' Levels (42%). Another survey conducted by The Straits Times found 85% of those in their 20s supportive, compared with only 68% of those in their 40s.

“Where there is sugar, there will be ants.  But what happens to the picnic when the sugar supply runs low?’’  A Singaporean made this comment during the height of the currency crisis in 1998. The anxiety is palpable.
People are afraid that foreign talent will crowd them out of the job market. Some feel aggrieved that as they get closer to the "Singapore Dream", the goal posts seem to shift further away. They feel that the Government's policy of bringing in foreigners pushes them to work harder against their will.  They perceive some of the "talent" that is imported not as real talent, but "cheap labour".

Singaporeans are also afraid of becoming “second-class citizens” in their own country. The Straits Times survey for instance, found 24% feeling that the Government treated foreigners better than Singaporeans.

This dilemma is a crucial one for Singapore. If the inflow of foreign talent leads to citizens losing their sense of affiliation to this country, Singapore is the poorer, even if in material terms we may be one of the richest in the world. Its people will be rootless, lacking in community bonding and that depth of feeling for the country that differentiates the citizen from the visitor. The country will be a hostel, not a home.

To resolve this dilemma, the subject committee feels that there is a need to explain more comprehensively why Singapore needs foreign talent. Do they create opportunities, or use them up? Who are the opportunities in Singapore for? Will there be more opportunities for Singaporeans if there are more foreign talent? Can the Government help Singaporeans make better use of the opportunities here?

Opportunities – where from, who for?
Opportunities do not just fall from the skies. They need to be created. Singapore must aspire to be one of the great global centres where people, ideas and resources come together to spark new opportunities.  Every great city has a hinterland from which it naturally draws in talent.  Singapore, with only three million people and no natural hinterland, needs to look beyond its shores for the human talent that can help generate the extra spark.  Only in this way can more opportunities be created for us all to enjoy.

Foreign talent are to Singapore what brooks are to the river: they help to make it stronger and flow faster. Many things which we take for granted would not have been possible without them.

University students are taught by staff almost half of whom came here from foreign shores. We enjoy the convenience of an MRT system built with the help of many foreign engineers when we had no experience of such a system. At home, Singaporeans relax to local television programmes starring celebrities like Fann Wong and Zoe Tay, and foreign artistes like Jerry Chang and Robin Leong - all of whom benefited from the infusion of well-known Hongkong directors like Jiang Long.

Foreign talent are also in our factories, law firms, hospitals and many others. Many of us work with them. They bring different skills and experiences.  They help to create the “buzz” of people and ideas that enables Singapore to thrust ahead.  

Talented foreigners are partners with Singaporeans in our global competition for scarce resources. It is better that they be part of the Singapore team, helping us to reach there first, than out there on another team competing against Singapore.  Yes, foreigners come and enjoy opportunities here, but in the process they also help create many more opportunities.

Singapore's strategy of attracting talent has caught the attention of other countries. Graham Bradley, managing director of Perpetual Trustees Australia Limited, said in an article in the Australian newspaper, The Australian, in July 1998, "To Prosper, We need More Migrants":

"Why does a nation…less than one-thousandth the size of Australia…decide to allow more immigrants than Australia?  Singapore's stated economic strategy is to be the regional centre of knowledge-intensive services industries…[to] get there, it will invite the brightest, best-educated and best-motivated people from the region to make Singapore their home. Singapore's bold strategy should shock us into rethinking our immigration strategy as a matter of urgency.”

Opportunities – for Singaporeans

Singapore is fortunate because Singaporeans are hard-working and willing to learn. Our people must be given every means available to maximise their potential. Opportunity, like charity, must begin at home.


Young Singaporeans today have access to an excellent and heavily-subsidised education. They acquire skills and knowledge that will enable them to compete in the modern world. Singaporeans a generation older did not have such easy access to education, but their determination to create their own opportunities and to succeed should inspire us.

Perhaps, some of us may think that opportunity beckons only for those who have taken the conventional academic route - from 'O' levels to junior college to university. But there are many successful Singaporeans who never went to junior college. There are also many who succeed not by excelling in academic, but technical subjects. There is a Malay saying tuah ayam boleh dilihat; tuah manusia siapa yang tahu: the fate of a chicken you know, but the fate of a person you never know.

Every year, about 10,000 students, or a quarter of the year’s cohort, enter the Institutes of Technical Education. Many can avail themselves of the scholarships and bursaries provided by the Government. All ITE graduates are snapped up by companies quickly. Some take up polytechnic courses in later life. Some go on to universities.

Singaporeans who chase rainbows outside of the conventional have also made names for themselves, such as singers Kit Chan, Ramli Sarip and Mavis Hee. Others have earned glory in sport, such as footballer Fandi Ahmad, bowler Grace Young and sailor Joan Huang.

More opportunities, for Singaporeans

Overall therefore, there is no shortage of opportunities in Singapore.  However, some of us may perhaps feel handicapped, say by having been born in a different era, or by a lack of nurturing.  As a society, Singapore must give second chances to those who want to try again.

We can re-engineer our education system so that Singaporeans of all ages can open up new opportunities for themselves through life-long learning. People who desire to go back to school in their adult years should be given the opportunity to do so, through night classes or part-time study, or even to enrol full-time as mature students.

To help individuals have the financial means to do so, the Government can set up a Life-Long Learning (L3) Fund for each Singaporean. When the economy does well, the Government could pay a special dividend into each citizen’s L3 account. Money in the Fund can be used to further one's study, or to acquire additional employment skills or knowledge. It cannot be exchanged for cash. The Fund will reduce the financial barriers that keep Singaporeans from pursuing learning on a life-long basis.


 In the new knowledge-based economy, opportunities will be created and seized by people who have ideas, enterprise and a spirit of curiosity and continual learning.  We must be such a people.

Opportunities, for the foreigner?
Wherever there are opportunities, there will be people coming from afar. This is natural. It is a sign of success. Many people from other countries have already come and will continue to come to work here for a time. In turn, they contribute to our development and progress.  We should welcome them, for their presence here helps to make our pie bigger. Those who share our dreams and are committed to Singapore, we should encourage to become citizens. This way, they contribute and share fully with Singaporeans the comforts of Singapore life, as well as the privileges and responsibilities of citizenship.

Still, it is not every foreigner who is offered the privilege of citizenship. Those who become citizens must be committed to Singapore, its values and its aims. Singapore’s core purpose is to give a better life to its citizens and prospective citizens must show that they can add to and not subtract from that purpose.

Citizens are the lifeblood of the country, who give meaning to Singapore as an independent, sovereign nation. Citizenship carries with it privileges which the non-citizen, however talented, does not enjoy.
Conclusion


Modern Singapore thrived because it was a place where our parents and grandparents could come to seek a better life. They settled here, prospered and helped to build the Lion City. In the 21st century, we must ensure that Singapore continues to be a place where opportunities abound, where our children can find the same prospects and fulfilment that our forefathers did.


Because talented foreigners help towards our progress and development, we must welcome them – with open minds and big hearts.  Our challenge is to build an inclusive Singapore where citizens welcome foreign residents to live with us, to be a part of our society and to contribute to our continued growth and prosperity.  Then we will be a thriving city that provides opportunities for all.
Years ago, a few rubber seeds were imported from the other side of the Pacific Ocean and germinated on Singapore soil. Look at what those few seeds did to the economy of Southeast Asia. Now, the orchid, a local plant cultivated with modern agricultural techniques, is exported and earns us millions of dollars every year. Singapore should be a plantation where every useful talent - whether native or exotic - is treasured and cultivated and from which plentiful harvests are exported to enrich other plantations.  Such a plantation would be an exciting place to live in.

-- Ee Teck Ee, letter to the Straits Times, 13 Oct 98 –





--- end of chapter ---

Capsule summary

Opportunities for all

Modern Singapore has thrived as a magnet for people seeking to rise above the circumstances they were born into.

Our own forefathers came from near and far, seeking fame and fortune, or simply a better life. They sank roots and built the Lion City.

The Singapore of the future must continue to be a place where opportunity abounds, where our children can find here the same optimism, prospects and fulfilment that our forefathers did.

In the Singapore of the 21st century, opportunity must expand beyond the economic. We must be able to pursue personal rainbows, whether in the arts, sport, entertainment or other areas off the beaten track. Diversity of pursuits adds vigour and vibrancy, freshening and enriching the fabric of Singapore society. It complements Singapore’s success in the economic field and makes Singapore a home we can be even prouder to call our own.


Opportunities do not fall from the skies. They need to be created and grasped.

Singapore must aspire to be one of the great global centres where people, ideas and resources come together to spark new opportunities.

Some people from other countries will come here for a time to contribute to our development and progress. We should welcome them. Those who share our dreams and are committed to Singapore’s well-being, we should embrace as citizens.

Because talented foreigners help towards our progress and development, we must welcome them – with open minds and big hearts.  Our challenge is to build an inclusive Singapore where citizens welcome foreign residents to live with us, to be a part of our society and contribute to our continued growth and prosperity.  Then, we will be a thriving city that provides opportunities for all.

To enable our own people to make the most of opportunities available here, Singapore must remain committed to developing the full potential of every citizen. Educational opportunities must remain open to all who have the ability, regardless of family, financial or social background.

As a society, Singapore must give second chances to those who want to try again.  Singaporeans of all ages will always have opportunities to upgrade and renew their knowledge and skills.

Footnotes :

1) The need and the fears : - " Like a top, Singapore needs to continue to spin at a fast

speed to sustain its dynamism. Otherwise, it will slow down and wobble. Enterprising and talented foreigners help to sustain the spin, to the benefit of locals and foreigners."--Professor Tan Kong Yam, National University of Singapore.

-  " Should we keep opening our doors ? Or should we 

protect our own people and be a bit nationalistic? I    think we should tighten up a bit. After all, we are the ones who are going to stay here for the rest of our lives."--Singaporeans who fear losing their jobs to foreigners.

2) The greatness of Taishan : - Two thousand years ago, China was divided into many 

kingdoms during the Warring States period. Many talented people from other states worked in the Kingdom of Qin as guest officials, occupying high positions. Jealous native officials told the king that the foreigners were lobbyists and spies and should be expelled. The king agreed. 

The most capable of the guest officials  was Li Si. He wrote to the king, arguing against the expulsion of guest officials. In his letter, which is still studied as a classic in Chinese literature, he said that if foreign talent were rejected, they would benefit enemy kingdoms instead. This would be tantamount to helping and feeding bandits who robbed Qin.

He said, "Just as there are many treasures not produced by Qin, there are also many talented loyal volunteers who are not from Qin." His most famous sentence was: " Taishan (one of the highest mountains in China) does not discard lumps of soil. That is why it is so huge. Rivers and seas do not reject the tiniest streams. That is why they can be so deep. "

The king changed his mind and withdrew the edict of expulsion. The rest is history. The king went on to unite China and become its first emperor: Qin Shihuang.

3) From pasar malam helper to ITE deputy director: 

· Tan Seng Hua, 45, attended a Chinese-stream primary school by day and helped at his father's pasar malam stall by night. At 15, having completed his 'O' levels (he started school a year younger than others), he could have gone on to National Junior College, but decided to enter the teachers' training college to train as a technical education teacher.

" It gave me an allowance. It was better than going to Pre-University and living with the uncertainty of whether my family could support me, " he says.

By 17, he was teaching boys almost as old as he was. It was the start of a career in technical education that would last for the next 28 years. At 19, he signed on with the Singapore Polytechnic for a part-time diploma in production engineering, which he completed four years later. But the self-improvement bug did not stop there. In 1980, having saved enough money, he went off to the University of Strathclyde in Scotland, for a degree in production engineering and management, spending, as he says, his "hard-earned money".

He worked in Chinese restaurants at night to supplement his savings. Only in his second year did he write to his technical education bosses to appeal, successfully, for a bursary. Then it was back to Singapore, teaching in the ITE and helping to chart futures for  Singaporeans who are more technically than academically inclined. 

" I have a special feeling for ITE, because they took care of my development in my early years.  Also, like me., some people cannot progress to university level for various reasons.  While you take care of those in the universities, you also have to take care of the rest: you have to ask, what kind of motivation, encouragement can you provide them? "

Does he regret not having taken the conventional path and gone to National Junior College?

" No, no regrets. It's been a tough but meaningful life. Because my starting point was from the ground up, I can appreciate the grassroots, operational issues much better. Some call it a longer path. I don't think so. A degree doesn't mean everything. It all depends on your ability, your fighting spirit, will-power and a mind to search for more learning. That's what I like best about Singapore-it offers plenty of opportunities. There are second chances. On top of that, I can say I did it my way!"

4) 'O' levels can wait, but the Asian Games can't : - Last year, school girl Joan 

Huang postponed taking her 'O' levels in order to take part in the Asian Games in Bangkok and returned with a gold medal in sailing.

5)    What does citizenship get you? : - 1. Economic privileges 

Subsidised public housing: citizens above 21   can rent or buy flats directly from the HDB, as well as resale flats. PRs can buy resale flats only. 

Housing grants: married citizens get CPF housing grants to buy from the open market if they are first time applicants; the sum is larger if the flat is near where their parents or married children live.

Upgrading subsidies: citizens pay a fraction of HDB upgrading costs while PRs pay the full cost. 

Mortgage loans subsidies: citizens are entitled to a subsidised mortgage loan which is above the CPF rate. 

Landed property rights: citizens can buy all types of private residential property. PRs must seek permission from the Law Ministry to do so and are limited to flats in buildings of six-levels or more, or in  approved condominiums.

Special tax rebates for children: citizens qualify for tax rebates for their second, third and fourth children. 

Special rebates for working mums: citizens qualify for a further rebate at the time of the mother's third or fourth child's birth if she pays income tax separately.

CPF top-ups citizens receive ad hoc CPF top-ups from the Government and can also own shares in major Government-owned companies through the Share Ownership Top-Up Scheme.

Education subsidies: citizens do not pay fees in government and government-aided schools. PRs pay concessionary rates. Citizens can apply for financial help to pay fees in independent schools, qualify for the Edusave Scheme and are given tuition grants at tertiary levels with no bond attached. PRs have to work here for three years to qualify.

2. Diplomatic privileges

Citizenship entitles a Singaporean to diplomatic protection should he run into danger overseas.

3. Political rights
Only citizens have the right to vote and to participate in politics. By extension, only citizens have a say in the running of the country. Views, advice and opinions from non-citizens may be sought, but citizens determine the outcome. PRs do not have full civil rights. Apart from not having the right to vote, they also cannot take part in political activities. The children born in Singapore of citizens, become citizens automatically.

Signal:

 Internationalisation and regionalisation vs. Singapore as Home


Chapter 5

THE SINGAPORE HEARTBEAT
The more Singapore becomes internationalised in the 21st century, the more crucial it is to have a strong national heartbeat. Whether we live in Singapore or overseas, or are new citizens, we must develop stronger bonds of belonging and commitment to this country and embrace a common vision of Singapore as a home worth fighting and dying for.

From City Hall to New York, and back again
Eleanor Wong, 37, became well known to Singaporeans as one of the team of legal eagles prosecuting the Pan-Electric financial fraud case in the late 1980s.


She lived in New York for three and a half years, to do her master's degree in corporate law and then to work for a law firm there.


She speaks enthusiastically of her time in the city that never sleeps "I worked side by side with lawyers who spoke Russian, or who had lived in Tokyo and Taiwan. Television, newspapers, specialist magazines and books presented all views, sometimes too many. People were individualistic and quite happy to openly display their uniqueness - sitting on the roadside at a cafe and watching the world go by was an entertainment all on its own."


Yet something held her to Singapore, and eventually drew her back here. She tells it in her own words, "Although I enjoyed myself tremendously in New York, Singapore, complete with its shortcomings and potential for improvement, was my home and I knew that I had the responsibility and the right to participate in the growth and development of this work-in-progress."


Eleanor felt that Singapore was home and so she returned. Eighty-five percent of the Singaporeans surveyed by the Singapore 21 Committee also felt the same way – that if they could have a choice of working or living anywhere in the world, they would still regard Singapore as home.

The dilemma


However, can we be sure that in the 21st century, the majority of Singaporeans will continue to be emotionally rooted to Singapore?  Globalisation demands that the Singapore economy has to internationalise to grow and prosper.  Many Singapore-based companies are already investing abroad.  They will require Singaporeans to move with them to provide expertise, continuity and linkages with their home offices.  This demand for Singaporeans to work overseas is likely to increase in the future. 


Those who work abroad may bring their families with them and enrol their children in schools overseas.  These children, Singaporean by citizenship, will have spent their formative years in another country and may therefore form few emotional ties to Singapore.


More Singaporeans are also pursuing higher education overseas, or choosing to work abroad for a time. This makes Singaporeans more cosmopolitan and helps Singapore plug into the world. But the years spent abroad may cause them to lose touch and feel less attached to Singapore.

We are concerned about the emotional rootedness of Singaporeans as they venture abroad.  In addition, there are new Singaporeans who lived elsewhere before coming here to make Singapore home. Will these new citizens bond with those who were born here and have lived here all their lives?
The Singapore heartbeat
The more international Singapore becomes in the 21st century, the stronger must our national bonds be. We need a strong Singapore heartbeat. The hearts which beat in resonance belong not just to Singaporeans who were born here, but also to those Singaporeans who are overseas, working or studying for a time, as well as the new Singaporeans who have chosen to make this country their home.  

Regardless of where we live and whatever our diverse origins, we must have a strong sense of belonging to this country. Wherever we might venture, our hearts should be emotionally rooted to Singapore. We should have an instinctive sense of shared values, shared history and shared destiny, simply because we are Singaporean. We must embrace a common vision of Singapore as a home always worth returning to and if need be, fighting and dying for.

Singapore as Home



How can this heartbeat be achieved?  What will cause us to be emotionally rooted to Singapore? Three ideas have already been discussed: Every Singaporean matters; Strong Families; and Opportunities for all.   The next chapter will discuss Active Citizenship.  We can list three more here: 

Emotional anchors 

Singapore is home because of emotional and social anchors in the country.  Family, friendship, fond memories of growing up, landmarks, well-known areas and buildings - all these provide a feeling of familiarity and comfort in the midst of rapid change.

Preserving things Singaporean  Not only are strong family and friendship ties important, we need to identify, promote and retain areas and buildings which make Singapore unique.  Society as a whole can be involved in heritage conservation and keeping memories alive.  Community centres, clan associations, ethnic-based groups, schools, conservation bodies and even property developers and architects all have a role to play.  An old school, a favourite coffee shop, Lau Pa Sat, Chinatown, Little India, Geylang Serai, the Botanical Gardens, MacRitchie Reservoir – all these serve as miniature anchors to Singapore.

Fostering community spirit   The building of community spirit can be done at all levels.  The young can be more involved in community and voluntary work.  Sports is an excellent way to develop community bonding.  Adults can join the Neighbourhood Watch.  Take part in schools’ parent-teacher events. Organise community bazaars.  All these form the building blocks of a vibrant and caring Singapore community. 
National identity and shared values  

No matter one’s race, religion, gender or economic status, Singaporeans live together in harmony, with unity of purpose and with a sense of national identity. A shared history, common memories and myths, national icons in sports and the arts, all serve to bond all segments of society into a united and cohesive Singapore.

National Education National Education is a good start towards developing a collective consciousness. Every Singaporean, especially each new generation and every new citizen, should understand the facts surrounding Singapore’s journey to nationhood and the dreams and ideals that the founding generation strived for. Every Singaporean should have a realistic appreciation of the challenges and circumstances we face and develop a well-founded confidence in our future as a nation.
National icons  Singaporeans take pride in our many economic achievements.  But it is important to nurture icons in other areas, such as in the arts or sports. Singaporeans who are world-class artists or musicians, a national soccer team of regional, if not international, standing, striking gold in international sporting events – all these make the Singapore heart beat faster.
Promoting greater inter-racial understanding Tolerance is not good enough.  We need to actively develop a better understanding of fellow Singaporeans from races and cultures other than our own.  It requires that extra effort.  Schools can encourage more frequent direct interaction among students of different races. Businesses, community groups and national events all have a role to play. The celebration of different ethnic festivals at the national level serves as focal points for inter-racial bonding.

Bonding with the new We should welcome new citizens and help them grow emotional bonds with this land and people. Our own forefathers came to Singapore from near and far, two, perhaps three, generations ago. Rare indeed is the Singaporean who traces his roots here beyond four or five generations. Yet within this short time, we all call this our country and our home. Employers, colleagues, teachers, schoolmates, friends and neighbours should all play a part in helping these new Singaporeans sink roots and make this country their home. 

The cosmopolitan Singaporean 

The Singaporean of the 21st century is a cosmopolitan Singaporean, one who is familiar with global trends and lifestyles and feels comfortable working and living in Singapore as well as overseas.  At the same time, he retains strong ties with Singapore and has an active interest in developments at home.  His children grow up with an international perspective and have a love for Singapore in their hearts. There is a culture of internationalisation.  Overseas assignments are perceived as part and parcel of career development. The institutional and social infrastructure facilitate and support this culture. 

“World ready”  Singaporeans need to be encouraged to go global.  To go global, the best preparation is to start young.  Schools can foster that spirit of international adventure in their students.  Singaporeans will then grow up feeling comfortable with peoples, cultures, food, religions and social norms from around the world.  They should be encouraged to explore foreign languages, literature, geography, history and cultures throughout their school years, so that they will grow up “world ready”, able to plug-and-play with confidence in the global economy. Working overseas should be considered as valuable experience and part of career development.

Keeping in touch  Singaporeans who are working abroad should be regarded as members of the wider Singapore community.  Efforts should be made to help them keep in touch with developments in Singapore.  There are already about seventy Singapore Clubs set up overseas.  Members meet to exchange news, celebrate ethnic festivals and national events and provide a support network among themselves.  More such clubs can be established.  The Singapore International Foundation (SIF), which supports these clubs, can be given more resources to do so. In emergency situations, a Singapore Phone Home emergency hotline will not only provide assistance in times of need, but would send a strong signal that they are cared for even when abroad.  

Children’s education   A survey conducted by the Singapore 21 Committee revealed that one major hurdle that deters Singaporeans with families from taking up jobs overseas is concern over their children’s education. The setting up of Singapore schools where there is a critical mass of Singaporeans, as in Hong Kong, is one solution.  Facilitating re-entry into the Singapore school system is another.  Helping children keep up with the local school curricula while abroad - for example, by making available teaching materials on the Internet - is a third. 

Drawing them home Singaporeans who have lived and worked abroad will have experiences which could enrich the country, both in their workplaces as well as the community at large. They should be welcomed home and given every assistance for them and their children to fit back into society here, just as a family welcomes a member who has been away for some time.  

Conclusion

The Singaporean of the 21st century will be one who is comfortable living and working abroad, yet retains a strong emotional attachment to home. While he may wander far and wide, his network of family and friends, plus fond memories of growing up in Singapore, of his school days here, his ties to the community, as well as pride in the country’s past achievements -  whether in sports, the arts or economically -  and a sense of responsibility for its future, will always draw him home.

Singapore, for all its constraints in size and resources, will offer him the best “total package” that will make this a good home - a good quality of life, a secure and stable place to bring up his children, a commitment to meritocracy and multi-racialism, and above all, a stake in a country he can call his own - which will rival life anywhere else in the world.  Singapore will, in short, be his “best home”.

This vision of Singapore in the 21st century is not unambitious.  But neither is it unattainable.  If Singaporeans work at it together, it can be realised.  Internationalisation will then no longer be a dilemma, for the Singapore heartbeat will resound here and beyond our shores, wherever Singaporeans live or work in the world.

---- THE END ---

Capsule summary
The Singapore Heartbeat: Feeling passionately about Singapore

The more international Singapore becomes in the 21st century, the more must our national bonds be strong.

Singaporeans must develop a stronger sense of belonging and commitment to this country. Whether we live in Singapore or overseas, we must embrace a common vision of the country as a home worth returning to and if need be, fighting and dying for.

We need to feel passionately that Singapore is where we identify with, where our roots are and where our future lies, wherever we may be around the world.

Every Singaporean, male or female, young or old, has a part to play in strengthening these bonds.  Some of us feel that this is home because we grew up here. For others, this island has become home because they have chosen to make it so. All of us  can play a part in shaping this country. The more successful Singaporeans have a special duty to the rest of society. But each and every one of us can make a difference.

Whatever the diverse origins of Singapore's citizens, the most important thing that unites us is  that we  share the common vision of Singapore as the place that we want to call  home.

Only when all citizens unite in a common passion for our country will the Singapore heartbeat be strong.

Footnotes:

1) Home is where the memories are : -  Eurasian David Kraal is a retired newspaper editor with a multi-national family with branches all over the world. But there is no question that for him, Singapore is home even though he may grouse about the high prices of cars or the scarcity of greenery.

In a column in The Strait Times on 14 Oct 1998, he wrote: " Strangely, six members of my family in different lands, all at once, had decided to talk seriously about coming here to live and work - and calling Singapore home for the rest of their lives. One of them had already taken the plunge and given up his citizenship of the land of his birth. He is spending two weeks in limbo-land before he takes the pledge as a new Singaporean, making him fully as one with his Singapore-born wife and daughter and son. Two are from the United States. The mother, divorced from her American husband, wants to come home to where she was born. Her daughter, born in the US, wants to give up being an American to become a Singaporean. Four others want to leave a country in Europe and settle here for good - father, mother and two young children, three of them nationals of a foreign land. I know that they will come to stay, if Singapore will have them, whatever I say - because, with them, it is a matter of heart over head. Singapore has been the heartland of my family for over 100 years. The few who did depart hometown Singapore followed the call of love. But, I am certain, the beckoning of their roots never died down - and will sound till they are back on the soil that harbours those roots.

2) Affinity to a country that can withstand the test of changing fortunes exists because of emotions invested therein over many years of active involvement in its growth and development. Capital and labour may be mobile, but emotions are markedly less so. That is what makes a place home. - The Strait Times editorial, 21 Aug 1998.

Signal:

Consultation and consensus vs Decisiveness and quick action


Chapter 6

ACTIVE CITIZENS: MAKING A DIFFERENCE TO SOCIETY

The Singapore Government has run a tight ship since Independence. This has earned it a good reputation for being able to make decisions quickly and to respond nimbly to changing situations. However, the 21st century brings a population increasingly different from the old one. They want more consultation, more say, in setting  directions. This can only come about if citizens play their part by contributing effort, initiative and ideas.

Making his citizenship count 
Dharmendra Kunjuraman is a busy shipping lawyer and an active sportsman. He used to be on the national rugby team. In his spare time, he helps the Hindu Endowments Board with legal advice on their projects for the Hindu community. He also works with a group of Singaporeans who help poor children in Chiangmai, Thailand, by providing them with books, clothes, food and other necessities.


Why take precious time away from his career to do these things? Because he remembers his own life as a child in Toa Payoh, where he lived with his mother and sister in a rented room. He believes that the best way to help problem kids is: “Give them hope, and they’ll sort themselves out.”

He remembers his grand-uncle Ganesan who brought him to stay in his house and sponsored part of  his studies, and the St Andrew’s School principal and vice principal who made the boy study every afternoon from 2pm till rugby practice at 4pm.

Today, life is good for the 29 year old but he wants more than a career; he wants to make his citizenship count. “I was born here, bred here and given opportunities here. In whatever small way I can return it, I will.”

There are others like Dharma quietly doing their bit for society.  Singapore could do with many more like them,  “active citizens” who identify enough with the country to want to make a difference.

Information yes, action no

A survey conducted for the Singapore 21 Committee last year found only 15% of Singaporeans willing to contribute to their community.  Singaporeans expressing their views at various Singapore 21 forums cited three recurring themes to explain this lack of desire to participate:

1.  No ownership over issues and challenges facing the country. They attribute this to the meagreness of consultation between the Government and the public.

2.  No respect. They feel that their views, instead of being given due consideration, meet with a swift and cold “stone wall”.

3.  No trust. They feel that trust on a level that can enable the Government to explain issues freely to the people, and the people to respond freely with their views, has yet to be reached.

The dilemma

The Government is known for its efficiency, pragmatism, decisiveness and swift action. Its track record has been one of the strengths of the country and it is often rated highly by international observers for its adaptability and responsiveness to new economic trends. Singaporeans also have strong confidence in the Government, reflected in a Singapore 21 Committee survey which found an overwhelming 83% trusting in its ability to run the country.

However, while the speed and sea-worthiness of the Singapore ship of state may be the envy of captains elsewhere, steering methods cannot remain as they have always been. Where the Government used to lead directly and always from the front, this cannot remain so.

The first reason is the faster waters of the 21st century. A passive crew, responding quickly to directions but reluctant to go beyond prescribed manoeuvres, is not sufficient. As Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong said in his 1997 National Day Rally speech: “For the future, we cannot depend on just a few people to mastermind the course of Singapore…. Things change so swiftly, and the task of governing Singapore has become so complex, that no small team of ministers or civil servants can know it all or react quickly enough to stay ahead.”

The second reason is change in the nature of the crew itself. As Singaporeans become better educated, they will want more autonomy and discretion. They want a greater say in national affairs, in the steering of the ship and in setting its direction.

Younger Singaporeans complain that they are not consulted enough before, during or after policy-making. Even when their views are given, they lament the “black hole” of obscurity and non-action into which their ideas may fade, or the “black book” of notoriety into which their names may be recorded. These perceptions inhibit the development of an enterprising, creative and vibrant society.

We will benefit from greater responsiveness, more consultation and a wider range of views and ideas. The crux is how to do so without losing the efficiency, decisiveness and collective action that has enabled Singapore to thrive. How do we build more mutual respect, trust, ownership and participation, so that our many contributions and efforts will combine together to steer Singapore to a brighter future?

What is active citizenship?

Active citizenship means taking an active part, as a citizen, in making the country a better place to live. It means realising that every citizen has a stake in this country. Like the founding generation of Singaporeans, it means a concern to do all that is necessary to make this the best home possible.

Active citizens keep themselves well informed of issues and challenges facing the country.  Instead of leaving it to the Government to do all the thinking, they offer feedback and suggestions founded on thoughtful consideration, with the aim of making things better. And more importantly, they take action and assume responsibility, rolling up their sleeves to help implement what they envision or suggest.

The idea of active citizenship is as old as the idea of democracy itself. It can be traced back to the ancient Greek ideal of the "virtuous citizen". A similar idea is found in the writings of Confucius. Active citizenship encompasses the kampong spirit and gotong royong. It is as relevant in modern times as it was in the past.

But active citizenship is more than each individual advocating his point of view and acting on it.  Active citizenship must be enlightened by commitment to the values and principles that underpin Singapore society.   It paints a powerful vision of a people sector, energised by active, involved citizens, which share in the task of nation-building with the private sector and the public sector.
The “people sector”: Can it happen?
Can Singaporeans achieve the ideal of an active people sector? The thousands of people who helped in the work of the Singapore 21 subject committees are already “active citizens”. So are the thousands of HDB flat-dwellers who join Residents’ Committees to improve the communities they live in. They help by organising classes for children, lantern festivals, Christmas parties, funeral wakes and much more. There are also thousands of civic-minded Singaporeans who do charitable work, donate money or serve in a civic cause outside the grassroots network.


Still, more can be done. 

People should be prepared to “walk the talk”. Instead of indulging only in “coffee shop talk”, we should go the extra mile to bring about what we yearn for. This is so especially for matters at the local community level, where there are many channels through which to get things done. These include Members of Parliament, the Town Council, the community centre, the Residents’ Committees and the Community Development Councils. All can be avenues for civic participation.  The challenge for active citizens is to participate and feel an ownership and pride in these existing channels.  Active citizens should also be willing and able to organise themselves for common cause.

There are, to be sure, many difficulties in the way of civic participation. Working adults, especially those with young children, will find it hard to make time. After a hard day’s work, most will be sapped of energy and will want only to relax. These are all valid obstacles. 

But civic participation does not require us to always make heroic sacrifices. Neither should we see it as a drain on resources. By providing variety to a person’s life, civic involvement can energise us. Working with other like-minded people can bring synergy and joy. And there is no greater satisfaction than knowing that you have made a difference to the country your children will grow up in, and which you can tell your grandchildren about in later life.
The public sector must play its part
While the starring role in active citizenship must be played by the citizen in the people sector, his partner in the public sector must also play his part. Both should step forward together. 
Firstly, the public sector should welcome suggestions, views and participation. They should see the people sector as an asset. The people sector is not one homogeneous entity, but a kaleidoscope of many personalities, experiences and ideas, a vibrant, varied and rich resource pool.

There should be no loss of face by the public sector if good ideas come from the people. Mutual respect and trust are needed. A difference of views should be seen as an opportunity to benefit from a diversity of ideas. The people and public sectors should work in partnership, pooling their energies together. Where there are differences of opinion, these should be shared fairly and rationally in the spirit of civil, open-minded discussion.
Secondly, the public sector can encourage greater understanding and better consultation from the people sector if they share more information with them.  This can help build the basis of an equal dialogue. The Government can tap on Internet technology to enhance the public’s access to information on the work of Government ministries.

Thirdly, to redress the perception that suggestions from the public simply disappear into a “black hole”, public recognition should be given for suggestions that have been taken up and implemented. This will encourage an even more active flow of ideas from the people.

Fourthly, there should be an attempt to spell out the “out-of-bounds markers” in more precise and transparent terms. When these “OB” markers are clearer, people can be encouraged to take a more active part in civic life, knowing that there is less danger of straying into them unwittingly.

Conclusion

The hallmark of Singaporeans in the 21st century will be active participation in civic life. This will be built upon a foundation of mutual respect and trust between the public and people sectors, and enlightened by commitment to the values and principles that underpin Singapore. Together – a capable public sector, a competitive private sector and an active people sector – we can create a future we can all be proud of.
 A good ship is not just about hardware and software. It is about “heartware” too. This is the commitment of citizens to combine their ideas and energies to steer the ship to a brighter future. 




--- END ---

Capsule summary
Active citizens: Making the difference

Singaporeans already play important roles in nation-building. We work hard, contributing to the economy. Male citizens defend the country through National Service. Some of us volunteer our time and resources to community associations and welfare organisations.

But many of us still remain content to let the Government, or others, be the ones taking the active role in community and civic affairs.

This has to change.

Why? Because we need “heartware”, not just hardware.

Even in a knowledge-based economy, the wealth of a people does not depend only on how much scientific and technological knowledge they possess.

It depends also on social cohesion, political stability and the collective will, values and attitudes – the “heartware” that determines whether this knowledge can be harnessed for the good of all.

Singaporeans must be strong and supple enough to withstand the rapid changes of the 21st century and innovative and imaginative enough to thrive on them; but we must also be caring and cohesive enough to grow as one united people, overcoming adversity and prospering together. 

We must become active citizens who are participants, not mere observers, in building the Singapore we want for the future.

Active citizens form a people sector that can complement the public sector and the private sector in a tripartite partnership.  Effective consultation and the national interest must form the basis for this partnership. 

Active citizenship is built upon a foundation of mutual respect and trust between the public and people sectors, and is enlightened by commitment to the values and principles that underpin Singapore.

When we express our views or suggest alternative solutions, we become engaged and involved in issues that affect us, whether in our neighbourhood or in the wider community.

When we put our suggestions into action, we take ownership of the problem and share responsibility for the outcome. 

Active citizens have a passion for, and commitment to, building a better Singapore. In turn, active involvement enhances passion and commitment.

That will be the hallmark of Singaporeans in the 21st century.

Footnotes : 

1) Lions at the market : - Every Saturday morning, the Pasir Panjang Wholesale Market gets a visit from an unusual group of people. David is a burly watch merchant. James is a Chinese medicine trader. The other five also run assorted small businesses. They are members of the Amber branch of the Lions Club, a charitable organisation. They come with a lorry, to collect vegetables to distribute to seven welfare homes in the Mountbatten district. One group packs cartons of vegetables onto trolleys and pushes these to the waiting lorry, where another group takes over. The vegetables are not leftovers, but have been specially set aside by the wholesalers for these homes, which include the Muslim-run Muhammadiyah Welfare Home, the Methodist-run Christallite Home and the Buddhist-run Moral Home For the Disabled. All in, each home saves a few thousand dollars a month in food costs. The leader of the team, Lions zone chairman Elaine Yang, is a petite Mandarin-speaking lady who is 53 but looks 35. Apart from the Saturday efforts, every first Sunday of the month she will be at Hougang Community Club. There, she bends over a giant pot, cooking soup for about 60 old and destitute people. Helping to chop, slice and cut meat, garlic, onions and other ingredients are fellow Lions from her Amber branch.

" It's only a small contribution, but it's meaningful because I know it goes to people who are unfortunate in life." - Vegetable wholesaler Sim Tong Hua.

James Lim, former chapter president of the Lions, has been going to the Pasir Panjang Wholesale Market every Saturday for six years to collect vegetables for welfare homes. "It feels like something is missing if I don't go."

" Now I'm so caught up I can't get off the pirate boat!" - Businessman Yong Pow Yee, 48, started helping with the Lions in November 1998. He calls their lorry the "pirate boat", because it collects food given free by wholesalers.

" You don't need any special qualification to do volunteer work; all you need is a volunteer's heart. My satisfaction comes from seeing poor people benefit." - Research engineer Ang Chee Wei, 30, a Residents' Committee volunteer in Old Airport for nine years.

2) Even America feels that it does not have enough active citizenship. In 1998. a group called the National Commission on Civic Renewal, comprising members from both the Democratic and Republican Parties, came up with a report despairing what it termed " A Nation of Spectators ". " Despite peace and prosperity, people continue to feel alienated and disaffected…" it said, and went on to recommend that Americans take on more active roles in their community.

Chapter 7

TOGETHER, WE MAKE THE DIFFERENCE

The Singapore 21 vision sees Singaporeans playing active roles in shaping the future of Singapore, whether at the community or national levels. When we pull together as one people, we make the difference to the country we live in and call home, and to the future we leave for our children.   
The secret of the bamboo
The bamboo is light, but supple and hardy. It is celebrated in Asian culture because of its great beauty and usefulness. A versatile plant, it can be used to make medicine, high quality paper, food, houses and many other things. Its stem is slim, but strong.  It can take tremendous pressure. A Malay saying exalts its ability to stand tall in the face of strong winds – saperti pohon buluh di tiup angin.

What is the secret of the bamboo’s strength? It is that each bamboo you see above ground is NOT an individual tree. The long woody stems are joined underground in a thick bulb. This foundation, this secret heart if you like, is what enables the bamboo to stand firm and  not topple in a storm.

We started off this book with the story of the anak picking up starfish on the beach. That story highlights how every Singaporean is important and how everyone - anyone - can make a difference to the lives of others.

In this chapter, we want to emphasise how important it is for all Singaporeans to stand together if we want to achieve the vision of Singapore 21 as our best home. Only when we are bound together at heart, can our country become a home worth living, fighting and dying for. Our heartware will be what enables us to survive setbacks and challenges, and to grow from strength to strength as a nation.

The Singapore 21 vision
The Singapore 21 vision sees all Singaporeans united at the very foundation with a shared sense of mission, working towards a Singapore we will be proud to call our home. It sees every Singaporean giving of his best in time, energy and emotions, to build a strong and lasting home we will always want to come back to.

The vision marks a paradigm shift in the way that we, as individuals, relate to our fellow Singaporeans and to the community at large, and how we view our roles and responsibilities. It means a shift from being merely observers to being active participants in shaping the future of our nation. It means a refocusing from mere self-interest - a scramble to attain the 5 ‘C’s - to the interests of community and nation. 

Every Singaporean matters…
At the single, individual level, every Singaporean matters in Singapore 21. What we seek is a meaningful balance: individuals who are strongly motivated in their own right, yet who have the interests of society at heart. Society will be weak if the individual is all there is, but society cannot be strong if the individual is weak.

Every Singaporean holds in his hands the well-being of Singapore. We will always need good leaders committed to the well-being of Singapore, able to see the big picture and look beyond the present. But they can never be enough. Only when every one of us helps in steering the ship and setting its direction, and pulls our weight, will the Singapore ship go its furthest.

…in sustaining the Singapore heartbeat…


Singaporeans will be a people profoundly aware that we are fellow citizens, fellow owners of Singapore. Whatever our ages, occupations or backgrounds, or even physical locations, we each have a stake in Singapore’s success, each a share in the wealth of the nation and each a part to play towards the peace and prosperity of Singapore. 

We want to build a home…

Singapore will be a home for all Singaporeans, a place of hope, opportunity and protection in an uncertain world. A home where families and friends are always nearby; where communities work with one another to build a better life for all; and where warm memories and familiar sights and sounds linger to lure us back when we wander away for too long. 

…founded on strong families…

Strong families will be a key component of Singapore society, giving security and succour to our young and dignity and meaning to our elderly in their golden years. They will provide emotional ballast to Singaporeans.  The age-old values of family togetherness, care for our young and respect for our elders, will be anchors which will help us stay rooted in a fast-changing world.

…and a social ethos of sharing success…


We will have a society where the successful see it as their duty to share their success with society, by caring for the poor and the weak; and where the ablest shoulder the responsibility to become leaders who are trustees and stewards for the good of the people.
…where every one is valued 
Meritocracy will always be the bedrock of our society.  It encourages excellence and rewards  everyone who works hard. But it will be meritocracy with a heart, based on  respect for every individual, compassion for the weak and encouragement to try again.  Everyone is worthy of being treated with dignity. Everyone, regardless of age, talent or ability, will be a valued member of the Singapore community.

…and  opportunities are open to all …

Every Singaporean will have the opportunity to improve himself. The less-educated, the elderly, the handicapped  … all are members of the community towards whom all Singaporeans have a responsibility to give a helping hand up the ladder of life.

Neither will Singapore deny a place to foreigners who can  contribute to Singapore’s development- for by bringing them in, we enlarge the opportunity pool for ourselves. They bring new jobs, new industries and new ideas. Together with us, they generate a synergy that enables our economy to thrive in the face of global competition.

…to attain a better life

We will become a valuable node in the global network. We will be a competitive and resilient economy, playing useful roles in the region and in the world. Our people will be “world ready” and a workforce to be proud of -capable, adaptable and innovative, engaging in life-long learning that will keep us at the forefront of the knowledge economy.

…and a more rounded one…


Singapore will be a centre for learning and the development of the sciences as well as the arts. We will become a city renowned for innovation, where creativity flourishes and where we can exercise our talents to the full.

We will be a magnet drawing the best ideas from East and West.  Our people will not only have the opportunity to work alongside some of the best in the world, but also to enjoy the best that the world has to offer in entertainment and recreation.

And we will be active citizens… 

Finally, we see a people who rise up to the challenge of building Singapore 21. We will participate actively in the civic life of Singapore, at both the community and the national levels. We will become an active people.  The vibrant and dynamic people sector   complements the private and the public sectors in a tripartite partnership, helping to build a cohesive and resilient nation.

By participating actively in building the home we want for ourselves and our children, we make living in Singapore exciting, fulfilling, meaningful and worthwhile.

…for together, we make the difference

Unlike building houses, where you can use pre-fabricated materials, there are no shortcuts to building a home. Singapore 21 will not be achieved overnight. The contribution of every Singaporean will matter; everyone’s effort  makes a difference. We can attain the vision of making ours the best home if we all pull together.

“Best” means finest; peerless; matchless; superlative; most excellent. It is not an absolute standard, nor a quantitative yardstick. It is not a matter of attaining a certain level of per capita national income, or having a certain standard of living. “Best” is an ideal towards which we strive, where there will always be room for improvement, knowing that the striving itself is meaningful and as worthwhile as the eventual product.


Some of the elements for making Singapore our best home are already in place. We have opportunities to improve our lives. Many of us already place a heavy emphasis on the family. A number of Singaporeans are fine examples of active citizens who make a difference to the nation.


But there is much room for improvement.  We can do more.  In many ways, Singapore 21 has just begun. The next section compiles the recommendations that the five Singapore 21 subject committees have come up with in the course of deliberations. There are recommendations for the Government, the private sector, the people sector and the individual Singaporean. Everyone has a part to play, for Singapore 21 is a vision that concerns all of us. It is only when we all work together and like the bamboo, share the same heartware, that we can make the difference to our future.



----- END ---- 

Footnotes :

1) No ordinary country : The successful in Singapore must have a sense of trusteeship towards the less-successful. 

"Singapore's continued existence and prosperity depends on the commitment of the people to society, especially those in charge of government, of the professions or of business. They must place the interests of society above their own, for they carry the heavier responsibility of ensuring the well-being of the whole society.

To strengthen this social glue, we must fight against the present tendency of the successful to seek status and snobbishness, and to disassociate themselves from the less-successful in where they live and where their children go to school. If all the successful want to move out of HDB flats or out of HDB areas for private condos, they unwittingly accentuate social stratification. We should not carry this segregation too far.

We are mostly the descendants of poor people from India, China, Indonesia, who have come here to make good. All of us who have succeeded have relatives, brothers, sisters, cousins who have not done so well. We owe it to them to ensure that the interests of the less-successful are catered for." - Senior Minister Lee Kuan Yew, speech to trade unionists, July 1996

2) " Our concept of competitiveness must recognise that the robust and successful societies of the future will be those which place people at the centre. Countries and societies which can develop and mobilise their people, and serve the human needs, goals and aspirations of their citizens will have a lasting edge. Singapore must be such a society." - PM Goh Chok Tong's Speech to Parliament, 5 June 1997.
Subject Committee Recommendations

EVERY SINGAPOREAN MATTERS

What the individual can do

Realise that drive and stress are not opposites.  We must understand that there is both good stress and bad stress: we should optimise good stress and minimise the bad.

Take responsibility for ourselves.  What we make of our lives depends on ourselves alone.  We thus need to set our own goals and have the determination and perseverance to realise them. We may choose the way many people have gone before, or the road less travelled.  Each way will have its own risks, but we embark on our chosen paths with open eyes.

Be the best that we can be.  More than just trying our best, we need to be the best that we can be. We must know our strengths and weaknesses and from there, set goals for ourselves based on our true potential. We must have the courage to forge our own way.

What society can do
Pursue professional pride, not social prestige. Many Singaporeans in professional positions are anxious to move into managerial positions as these are regarded as more prestigious.  But a premature switch can stress the individual and deny him the opportunity to deepen his expertise.  We need to change our mindsets on desirable occupations – employers should revamp pay systems to reward both managers and good professionals.

Be more broad-minded.  We must learn to appreciate accomplishments off the beaten track.  Those who have achieved such things are talented people worthy of our admiration and applause. 

Heighten sense of social responsibility.  People intoxicated with success often forget those less successful. This can fragment and weaken our society.  The successful among us must develop a conscious sense of responsibility towards the less successful. 

Second chances.  Success may not be attained at the first attempt.  Each of us should be more tolerant of failure – in others and in ourselves.  Trying again and encouraging others to try again should become part of our culture.

What the Government can do
Lead the way.  The Government can influence Singaporeans to change their mindsets. It can lead the way by shaping its public image accordingly. Ministers, MPs, and the public sector can demonstrate by example what is meant by “Every Singaporean matters”. 

Educate the people.  The Government can use its many avenues to reinforce the message that all Singaporeans matter.  In education for instance, we should seek to develop a range of talents and abilities at all levels, and this message can be written into the curriculum. 

Break the mould.  The Government can break the perception that economic and material considerations dominate its decisions.  By encouraging Singaporeans to pursue their interests in the arts or in sports, it sends a strong signal that being Singaporean is more than being an economic machine. 
Strong Families : Our Foundation and Our Future

What the individual can do

Build bonds early.  Our family members need both our physical and material upkeep, and also our emotional and moral support. We must spend time with them. We must strike a balance between making our millions and ensuring that our families continue to grow.

Preserve the extended family.  We should try to live near or with our ageing parents.  Three-generation family living brings joy and mutual support.  When our parents reach their twilight years, they will also need our care. 

Bridge the generation gap.  No Singaporean is too elderly to be able to understand the young, nor too young to understand the elderly. We should bridge the generation gap by making a serious attempt to know and appreciate the concerns of the other side. Only then can a family be cohesive.

Continue to contribute.  As we grow more elderly, we can continue to lead active, healthy and meaningful lives, and to contribute to the family for as long as possible. “Lifelong engagement” – in which we keep useful for life – must be our aim.

What society can do
Employ the elderly.  Schools, public libraries, and other places where young Singaporeans predominate, can employ able, elderly Singaporeans, in front-line jobs that will bring them in contact with the young. This provides the retired with opportunities for gainful employment and enables the young to see for themselves how the elderly remain useful to society.

Remember that the elderly can contribute.  Most of our elderly are physically well.  In the future, our elderly will also be better-educated and skilled.  They can continue to be economically active.  At home, they can play more active roles in helping to bring up their grandchildren. 

Build neighbourly support networks.  A neighbour living next door can be more helpful than a family member far away.  We can take the first step by helping our neighbours out in childcare, household repairs, or small errands.


What the Government can do
Flexible work arrangements.  Singaporeans will have more time to spend with their families if work can be rearranged around a family’s other commitments. Part-time work; working from home, and job-sharing are some examples. As the biggest employer in Singapore, the Government can lead by allowing flexible arrangements wherever possible.
Promote active grandparenting.  Children have little opportunity for adult nurturing when both parents in a household are out working. Grandparents are the natural alternative. The Government can encourage more grandparents to be more active in helping to look after their grandchildren.

Teach graceful ageing.  Families can be strong only if individuals within them are strong. The Government can help by imparting to younger Singaporeans what they need to do, to grow old gracefully, remaining active and contributing to their families or society for as long as they can.

OPPORTUNITIES FOR ALL

What the individual and society can do
Welcome foreign talent.  People will flock to wherever there are opportunities.  This is natural and a sign of success.  Foreigners who come to Singapore to work contribute to our development and progress.  Their presence helps to make our pie bigger and we should welcome them.  Those who share our dreams and are committed to Singapore should be encouraged to become citizens.

Reach out and tap talents.  Societies, business associations and the like can actively recruit foreign talents into their organisations and organise activities which foster the transfer of knowledge and know-how from these talents to local members.  By taking an inclusive approach, we make foreign talents feel welcome and benefit from their sharing and active participation in our communities.

What the Government can do

Re-engineer the education system.  The education system can be restructured to enable Singaporeans of all ages to create new opportunities for themselves through life-long learning.  People who desire to go back to school in their adult years should be given the opportunity to, whether through night classes, part-time study, or even as full-time students.

Set up a Life-Long Learning (L3) Fund.  To help individuals to finance life-long learning, an L3 Fund can be established for each Singaporean.  When the economy does well, a special dividend can be paid into each citizen’s account, and the money can be used to further one's study or to acquire additional employment skills or knowledge. 

THE SINGAPORE HEARTBEAT

What society and the Government can do

Preserving things Singaporean. We should identify, promote and retain areas and buildings which make Singapore unique and serve as anchors to Singapore.  From community centres to ethnic-based groups to architects – all can play a role in conserving our heritage and keeping memories alive.

Fostering community spirit.  This can be done at all levels, from young people doing community and voluntary work, to adults joining a Neighbourhood Watch or organising community bazaars.  Sports is an excellent way to develop community bonding.

National Education.  Every Singaporean, especially each new generation and every new citizen, should understand the facts surrounding Singapore’s journey to nationhood and the dreams and ideals that the founding generation strived for.  Every Singaporean should have a realistic appreciation of the challenges and circumstances we face, and develop a well-founded confidence in our future as a nation.
National icons.  Apart from economic achievements, it is important for us to nurture icons in other areas, such as in the arts or sports.  Singaporeans who are world-class artists or musicians; a national soccer team striking gold in regional or international sporting events – all these make the Singapore heart beat faster.

Promote greater inter-racial understanding.  Beyond just tolerance, we need to actively develop a better understanding of fellow Singaporeans from races and cultures other than our own.  Schools, businesses and community groups can all help to encourage more frequent direct interaction among people of different races.  The celebration of different ethnic festivals serves as focal points for inter-racial bonding.

Bonding with new citizens.  We should welcome new citizens and help them to grow emotional bonds with this land and people.  Employers, colleagues, teachers, schoolmates, friends and neighbours can all play a part in helping these new Singaporeans sink roots and make this country their home.

Being “world ready”.  Singaporeans need to be encouraged to think global from a young age. Schools can foster a spirit of international adventure in their students, so that they grow up feeling comfortable with peoples and cultures from around the world.  They should be encouraged to explore foreign languages, literature, geography, history and cultures throughout their school years, so that they will grow up “world ready” and able to face the global economy with confidence.  Working overseas should be seen  as valuable experience, and part of career development

Keeping in touch.  Singaporeans who are working abroad should be regarded as members of the wider Singapore community.  Efforts should be made to help them keep in touch with developments in Singapore.  More overseas Singapore Clubs should be set up to allow Singaporeans to meet, support each other and celebrate ethnic festivals and national events.  The Singapore International Foundation, which supports these clubs, can be given more resources to do this.  A Singapore Phone Home emergency hotline to expedite assistance in times of need, and to assure Singaporeans that they are cared for even when abroad.  

Children’s education.  A major hurdle that deters Singaporeans with families from taking up jobs overseas is concern over their children’s education. More Singapore schools should be set up where there is a critical mass of Singaporeans.  We can also facilitate re-entry into the Singapore school system upon return.  Schools can also make available teaching material on the Internet to help children keep up with the local school curricula while abroad.

Drawing them home.  Singaporeans who have lived and worked abroad will have experiences which could enrich the country, both in their workplaces as well as the community at large.  They should be welcomed home and given every assistance for them and their children to fit back into society here, just as a family welcomes a member who has been away for some time.  

ACTIVE CITIZENS: MAKING A DIFFERENCE TO SOCIETY

What the individual and society can do

Engage in issues and challenges.  Active citizens keep themselves well informed of issues and challenges facing the country and consider them thoughtfully.  They offer feedback and suggestions with the aim of making things better. They take action to help implement what they envision or suggest.

Walk the talk.  Instead of indulging only in “coffee shop talk”, we should go the extra mile to bring about what we yearn for.  At the local community level especially, there are many channels through which one can get things done, from Town Councils to Residents’ Committees. Active citizens should also be willing and able to also organise themselves for the good of the community.

What the Government can do
Welcome suggestions, views and participation.  The public sector must see the people sector as an asset -- a varied and rich resource pool of personalities, experiences and ideas.  Welcoming and accepting good ideas from the people is no loss of face but a sign of respect and trust.  A difference of views should be regarded as an opportunity to benefit from a diversity of ideas, and should be discussed fairly, rationally, civilly and with an open-mind.
Share information with the people sector.  This will encourage greater understanding from and better consultation with the people sector.  It will help to build the basis of an equal dialogue.  One means to increase information - sharing is through a more sustained and intensive use of Internet technology.

Give public recognition for good suggestions.  To redress the perception that suggestions from the public simply disappear into a “black hole”, public recognition should be given for suggestions that have been taken up and implemented. This will encourage an even more active flow of ideas from the people.

Spell out “out-of-bounds markers”.  If these “OB” markers are made clearer, people will be encouraged to take a more active part in civic life, knowing that there is less danger of straying into them unwittingly.

