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I would like to start my brief talk by quoting Mr. David T.E. Lim, Minister of State for Defence and Information and the Arts:

“Building a nation is about building people. Building a nation is not just building the economy. It is not just the government’s job and it does not happen by itself.”

To me Mr. David Lim has effectively summed up what S21 is all about – nation building.

I shall skim through the history behind S21. It would suffice to say that PM Goh Chok Tong started the ball rolling. A Singapore 21 Committee was formed and chaired by Rear-Admiral Teo Chee Hean and supported by 83 members (inclusive of 10 members of parliament) from all walks of life. They were tasked to look into the 5 apparent dilemmas. The S21 Committee conducted more than 80 forums, carried out surveys and solicited views of Singaporeans on the issues. In all, some 6,000 Singaporeans were involved in the process.

The 5 dilemmas were:

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

The 5 dilemmas were examined from the opposing ends, the contradictions.  Resulting from the discussions and feedback the S21 values took form. The five key ideas that were developed were:

5. Every Singaporean matters

5. Opportunities for all

5. Strong families: Our foundation and our future

5. The Singapore Heartbeat

5. Active Citizens: Making a difference to society

In appearance these are simple statements, motherhood in nature. However, these statements are deep statements. Let’s take each statement in turn.

Every Singaporean matters


The popular response to this statement has been that since every Singaporean matters what is the government doing for me. Don’t I matter?


Generally people had been slow to respond to the recognition given to every Singaporean. This statement is an affirmation that each Singaporean has a contribution to make. This is a call for each Singaporean to be the best he can. This is a call for mutual respect amongst all Singaporeans who are making a contribution. In a small nation like ours where the population is small every single person matters.

It is vital that every Singaporean realises that he has a contribution to make and retain the drive. He will have to strike a balance in his life and as Steven Covey would put it, he will have to be mindful of his roles and give sufficient attention to each role he has to fulfil.

Opportunities for all


There is a need to create opportunities for all even whilst we seek to attract foreign talents. Every one must be given access to training facilities to enhance their capabilities and thus open up opportunities. Every Singaporean matters. Everyone must also be given a second chance as long as they are willing to try again.


Taken in context opportunities for all should not be achieved through a protectionist approach. Every Singaporean must be encouraged to improve and be provided with access to enhancement facilities. The motivated Singaporean need not fear competition from foreign talents. Foreign talents bring along with them other knowledge and experience which could enable Singapore to keep pace and even get ahead of other economies. In turn their existence could help to create newer job opportunities for Singapore to retain its competitiveness.

Strong Families


Establishing strong family bonds would help bridge the competing needs of the different generations. Each generation has its part to play and collaboration between the young and old can produce greater benefits for the nation. 


Government policies must reflect this emphasis. Policies should facilitate and promote mutual family support through grants and tax incentives – parental support incentive, childcare grants, etc

The Singapore Heartbeat


This is not a reference to party time. The “Heart” referred to is the heart of the nation. The heartbeat of a nation beats strongly when its citizens are united by a common vision and share a common passion for the nation.


When Singaporeans treat Singapore as home as opposed to being a hotel they will establish a Singapore heartbeat. There will be a sense of belonging and pride in the nation. In this age of regionalisation/globalisation more Singaporeans will be working overseas. Many young Singaporeans will also be spending years studying abroad. Even more Singaporeans will be spending their holidays in far away places. As long as their heart remains in Singapore they will come home to roost and bring with them a wealth of experience and ideas that will benefit the nation.


The establishment of the Overseas Singapore Clubs is an example of maintaining ties with Singaporeans abroad and helps affirm the view that every Singaporean matters. I am sure that every one of you has your heart in Singapore and that is why you are interested in what is being done to enhance the life of a Singaporean.

Active Citizens


This is a call for all Singaporeans to participate in nation building and not be mere observers. If we all want Singapore to be more of what we dream of we must participate actively in the building of the nation and not leave it entirely to others to run the show. As the song goes, “Let there be peace on earth and let it begin with me.” 


The National Volunteers Centre (“NVC”) was established last year to promote active citizenry through volunteerism. There are many Singaporeans active in civic groups, welfare organisations, sporting clubs, etc.  NVC will help groups to promote their interest through providing assistance with their formation and in some cases with seed money too.

S21 is about nation building by its people. We have had a long run of successful economic growth through perseverance, hard work and sacrifices. It is time to build on the heartware and establish a people’s society, a caring one. As stakeholders we should play a part in the building of our nation. As members of the Overseas Singapore Clubs, you would have noticed the changes that have taken place during the last few years. There is a greater openness and collaboration amongst the public, private and people sectors. There is a growing vibrancy as more people realise that they do matter in nation building and that everyone has a role to play. The future may be tough because of regional and global competition. Standing together we can make our future a bright one because we will have a home that can weather all storms, which will provide us with comfort, protection and warmth.
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