Jan 17, 2000

Foreign Talent Tops S21 Dialogue

Admitting foreigners helps to create more jobs, rather than take away jobs, says MP to 300 grassroots leaders

FOREIGN talent: You can't live with them, you can't live without them.


This dilemma emerged as the major concern of about 300 grassroots leaders at a dialogue on Singapore 21 yesterday.


Their worry revolved around the key question: How to ensure that Singaporeans would not lose out to foreign talent in opportunities, especially jobs?


The almost two-hour forum was organised by the Ang Mo Kio-Cheng San Community Development Council.


Addressing the questions raised were five panellists. Four were MPs from the wards: Mr Heng Chiang Meng, Mr Zainul Abidin Rasheed, Mr Seng Han Thong and Associate Professor Tan Boon Wan. The fifth was Mr Heng Chee How, deputy secretary-general of the National Trades Union Congress.


Mr Seng addressed the question by arguing that foreign talent does not steal jobs from Singaporeans - it, in fact, helps to create more jobs.


He noted that, usually, complaints about foreign talent were made in emotional tones, by giving this example: "In my company, the foreign talent is no better than I am!"


But this does not detract from the fact that Singapore needs foreign talent to thrive in a global economy.


Of the lower-skilled Singaporeans who feel insecure, Mr Seng said that if they lose their jobs, it is not because of foreigners, but because their companies are restructuring to become more competitive. ''Their jobs are no longer there." For them, there are schemes to help them, such as training to upgrade their skills.


Mr Zainul reminded the grassroots leaders that Singapore's foundations were built by foreign talent. The original Cabinet, for instance, consisted of many foreigners.


Mr Heng Chiang Meng, who chaired the forum, added: "Our forefathers from China were foreign talent, whether they came as businessmen or coolies."


Other issues raised by grassroots leaders included opportunities for the ageing, the poor and the disabled.


Earlier in the morning, Deputy Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong had launched the Singapore 21 logo. He had also given the keynote address, urging the grassroots leaders to help realise the S21 ideals.


Mr Heng Chiang Meng, who is also chairman of the Ang Mo Kio-Cheng San Community Development Council, said the CDC plans to co-sponsor activities in line with the S21 vision.


The activities can be organised by any group - grassroots groups or those in condominiums. Details will be released later, he said.

