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INTRODUCTION

I feel privileged to be given the opportunity to deliver this summary of the proceedings for the past three days of the Polytechnic Forum 2000.  The student participants have been involved with different research and survey projects since the Kick-Start event on 2 September 2000.  They have submitted their reports and presented their findings to each other before the Opening Ceremony on Thursday, 23 November 2000.  I will summarise only the speeches made by the Guest-of-Honour and speakers from the four Plenary Sessions.  I will try to be brief as there are eight participants eagerly waiting to present their findings and recommendations to you.

GUEST-OF-HONOUR’S KEYNOTE ADDRESS

During the Opening Ceremony, we were privileged to be addressed by RAdm (NS) Teo Chee Hean, Minister for Education and Second Minister for Defence.  RAdm Teo examined the Economic and Social Impacts of Globalisation as well as some negative reactions from various parts of the world.  He underlined the inevitability of globalisation and suggested how young people might prepare themselves to face the challenges of globalisation.  He also stressed the importance of knowing who we are and where we have come from.  He concluded that “Singapore depends on the energy, enthusiasm, and vitality of its youth to find new ways of learning to live, grow and compete in a global environment.”

FIRST PLENARY SESSION

In the first plenary session, which focused on Materialism versus Altruistic Values, we were very privileged to have three speakers, namely, Mr Mike Gray, Partner, PricewaterhouseCoopers; Associate Professor Chua Beng Huat, Dept. of Sociology, NUS and Dr Tan Chi Chiu, Executive Director, Singapore International Foundation.

Mr Gray defined materialism and altruistic values.  He highlighted the low rate of voluntarism in Singapore; a very low 9.7% compared to 25% in Japan and 53% in the USA.

Prof. Chua proposed that materialism and altruistic values are not necessarily in conflict with each other.  He explained that Singapore had moved from a country where people had very little material comforts to become very affluent within one generation.  He suggested it is only when people become excessively preoccupied with acquiring material things and the display of wealth that it may become an area of concern.  He suggested that when people are reasonably well off materially then they would be able to help less fortunate members of society.

Dr Tan Chi Chiu proposed that Singaporeans actually have altruistic values in them but it often takes a crisis to trigger them to action.  For example, the hundreds of people who queued up to donate blood for the SQ006 victims and the people who donated money for the Nepalese couple for the operation on their Siamese twins.  He further suggested that Singaporeans are often willing to contribute money but much less willing to contribute their time – which probably accounts for the low rate of voluntarism.

SECOND PLENARY SESSION

In the second plenary session, Mr Lim Swee Say, Acting Minister for Environment & Minister of State for Communications & Information Technology spoke to us on the sub-theme of  “Culture as a Constraint versus Culture as Freedom in Creativity and Entrepreneurial Spirit”.  Mr Lim quoted the Enterprise 50 Awards as an example of how Singapore culture celebrates entrepreneurial spirit.  He suggested that creativity and innovativeness are alive and well in Singaporean culture.  He interpreted “Culture as a Constraint” to mean knowing when to pull the brakes on innovative ideas that may not be culturally acceptable in the Singapore context.  He suggested that we should be creative and entrepreneurial but to do so in a moral and ethical way.

THIRD PLENARY SESSION

In the third plenary session, Mr Chan Soo Sen, Parliamentary Secretary to the Prime Minister’s Office and Parliamentary Secretary to the Ministry of Health dealt with the sub-theme on the “Dilemma of Self, Family and Society in the New Economic Order”.  He stated that he disagreed with the statement.  He said that, “The New Economic Order is characterised by many disorders”.  The thrust of his argument focused on the two ‘T’s, Turbulence and Tranquillity.  He proposed that in order to have tranquillity, we must believe in something that is bigger than ourselves, and the pursuit of material wealth.  He suggested that in order to cope with the turbulence generated by the disorders in the new economic order, we could find tranquillity from our families to re-energize us.  He likened us to “Brave sailors who sail in the rough sea and need to seek safe harbours for sanctuary to recuperate to be ready to sail again.”

FOURTH PLENARY SESSION

In the fourth plenary session, Dr Yaacob Ibrahim, Parliamentary Secretary, Ministry of Communications and Information Technology spoke on the sub-theme of “Equal Opportunity versus the Threat of Global Competition”.  He quoted a book titled “The Golden Straitjacket” and cited the conditions required for a country to enjoy continued prosperity.  He observed that Singapore was already doing most of the things listed in the book such as maintaining a balanced budget or budget surplus and low or no tariff barriers and so on.  He compared the growth rates of countries with open economies and those with relatively closed economies – he noted that open economies grew at a much faster rate.  He also discussed the social and cultural impacts of foreign talent. He proposed that it is all right to adopt aspects of foreign culture so long as we do not consider our own culture as inferior and therefore throw it out.

CONCLUSION

Each of the plenary sessions was followed by lively question and answer sessions during which the participants engaged in interesting discussions with the speakers.  The participants have also deliberated on their responses to the various issues raised and are eager to share their recommendations with you.

At this point, I would like to express my appreciation to all the facilitators for the wonderful job they have done in guiding the discussions.  Special appreciation also goes to all participants, and the student presenters and their support teams who have set a new benchmark in commitment, responsibility and teamwork.

Thank you very much.

