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ANNUAL BUDGET STATEMENT
Mr Ong Ah Heng (Nee Soon Central) (In Mandarin):  [For vernacular speech, please refer to  Appendix A *. ]  Mr Deputy Speaker, Sir, the Budget for Financial Year 2008 has addressed the concern of rising cost of living, particularly the prices of many daily goods and services.  Many Singaporeans, especially the lower income and elderly, really feel the pressure of inflation.  What worries them most is whether they would be able to cope with their earnings if inflation continues.  The one-off generous payout would only help them in the short run.  They have asked, "What will happen next year?"  

 

     Being practical Singaporeans, they are concerned with the measures adopted by the Government in helping them to grow their income and the economy as a whole.  The people want the Government to spend more resources to focus on overcoming the problems of low wages, low productivity and low self-esteem in certain sectors of the economy or industries.  In this aspect, we need professional people to understand business and its value chain, analyse the problems and put in place the right plans that will help to increase job opportunities.  Our Government departments may need to review their policies to assist companies.  All ministries and statutory boards should focus and further introduce measures to help the workers, especially the low-wage workers.  I believe this administrative effort will make a difference in truly helping and giving them confidence to cope with the rising cost of living.

 

     I often watch the progress and issues in Taiwan.  Many friends from Taiwan have commended how Singapore had done well in the last few years.  Each year, when there is a Budget surplus, the Government acts like generous parents, giving them hong baos.  Eight years ago, Taiwan was one of the four Dragons in Asia with good economic progress.  They have a bigger population than Singapore, a population size of 23 million people.  In shipbuilding, steel making and agriculture, they are more advanced than Singapore.  However, today, if you watch the Zhong Tian TV News, we have seen many elderly people waiting for their children to finish their meals and pour over the leftover food to get some food to eat.   Such a big contrast, eight years before and eight years now.  How unlucky, how unfortunate they have been.  If we look around us, there are many things that make us thankful.  From the Taiwan example, we have many reasons to be thankful. We should remind ourselves that if our national leaders have made a wrong move, the people will suffer.  Therefore, as Singaporeans, we should be thankful and grateful that we have a good Government.

 

     It is true that the cost of living is hitting the pockets of many Singaporeans.  Living in a small country with little natural resources, except with a lot of sea-water around us, we need to be mindful that there is really very little we can do to contain imported inflation.  Many raw materials, from petrol to wheat grain to steel, we have seen unprecedented increase in prices of all materials. In this regard, the Government has been advising people to buy "house brands" to contain the high cost of living.

 

     When I was moving around the constituency, many people asked me, "Is our PM in good health?  There is talk that PM has gone overseas.  Is it to seek medical treatment?  Is it true that he is looking for the fourth generation leaders to take over from him?"   I assured them that PM is in good health and he has been going round the constituency to attend local events.  They hesitated and asked again, "If he is healthy, what is the hurry?  He is only in his 50s and he can wait for another 10 years to look for a successor!" Although this is a "coffee-shop talk", to me, it reflects the concerns of the people.

 

     We certainly feel that Singaporeans do appreciate the importance of good Government and what it means to their livelihood.  The people are very sensitive and they make all kinds of comments. I urge the Government to assure the people that we do have strong and capable leaders to run the country.  Concerted effort should be made to strengthen the leadership and leadership renewal should be ongoing.  The people of Singapore are confident that the Government is always doing what it could to help the people.  But, Singaporeans can be full of complaints.  For example, the taxi drivers in Taiwan and Hong Kong are the same.  In the past, they praised President Chen Shui-bian. Now, they scold him.  In Singapore, it is the same.  Our taxi drivers are full of complaints.  As Mao Zedong said, "Taxi drivers in every country have something against the government."  Therefore, such emotional outburst should be carefully considered by us. On our part, we should unite together to make Singapore a stronger and more resilient society.  I believe we can make it happen.

 

     I support the Budget.
Appendix A
 王雅兴先生（Mr Ong Ah Heng）：2008年的预算案考虑到生活费的上涨，特别是日用货品价格和服务价格的关注。许多低收入和年长的新加坡人确实感觉到通货膨胀的压力。他们最担心的是：他们的收入是否能够应付持续不断的通货膨胀？政府一次过的慷慨补助，只能给予他们短期的协助。他们的问题是：明年要怎么办？ 

新加坡人民是很实际的，他们关注政府所实施，协助增长他们的收入以及提高整体经济的政策。人们希望政府投入更多的资源，去克服某些经济领域或行业的低薪，低生产力，低士气的问题。在这方面，我们需要专业人员去了解那些经济领域或行业的业务以及他们的价值所在，分析他们的问题，实施增加工作机会的策略。我们的政府部门有必要检讨他们的政策，以协助这些公司。所有政府部门以及法定机构应该采取必要的措施，来协助工友，尤其是低薪工友。我相信我们所做的各种行政努力，将对协助人民应付高涨的生活费，提高人民应付问题的信心有所帮助。 

许多来自台湾的朋友们，他们对新加坡过去几年来的好年头都赞扬有加。尤其在政府预算有盈余时，政府就像慷慨的父母给予花红，他们对我们恭维，也非常羡慕。8年前，台湾还是亚洲四小龙之一。有着良好的经济成长，它们地方比新加坡大，人口2,300万。那时候它们在造船业，钢铁业，甚至农业都比新加坡先进。8年后的今天，如果你看中天亚洲新闻的报道，年长的老人们，年长贫困的老人，要在学校的食堂等候那些小孩子吃完以后，才拿剩下的菜来吃，你就会发现，这个国家在8年前和8年后的处境是多么的不同。如果我们环顾新加坡，有很多事情是值得我们感恩的。从台湾8年前的例子到今天的例子，我们能够得到什么启示？我们要时常提醒自己，如果国家领导人走错一步，最终老百姓要遭殃，受苦的是老百姓。所以做为一个新加坡人，我们应该感到庆幸，因为我们有一个好政府。 

高涨的生活费使许多新加坡人的钱袋一直消瘦下去，这个是不争的事实。作为一个没有天然资源而只有海水环绕的小岛，我们能够做什么？我们必须了解在控制外来的通货膨胀方面，能做的不多。许多物资，从汽油到大米，面粉到钢铁的价格都在增涨。当然政府的一些提示，如购买自家品牌的食品，是能协助我们稍微降低我们的生活成本。 

最近我在选区走动的时候有一些居民问我：“现在总理的健康怎么样？有传闻说总理曾到国外去接受治疗，还需要找第四代领袖来接班。”我请选民放心，总理健康如常，他同样接待外宾，日理万机，访问选区。他们还是迟疑的问：“如果他的健康如常，为什么急着找接班人？他不过50多岁，可以多等10年才找接班人。”虽然这只是小市民的谈话，但对我来说，这反映人民对总理的关心，同时也反映人民对自己国家的关心。 

我们确实感觉到新加坡人民是能够体会，有一个好政府对他们的生活来说非常重要。所以在反映一些重要课题的时候，人民就相对的非常敏感，而往往引起他们没有必要的猜测。因此我呼吁政府多向人民表达有信心继续拥有坚强和能干的领袖来治理我们的国家。加强领导层以及更新领袖的努力是有必要的，而且要尽早做好准备。 

新加坡人民都是有信心的，政府一向来都在尽力尽心给人民带来更美好的将来。他们是知道的，但是新加坡人跟其他国家的人民一样，时常都有埋怨，正如我们讲到新加坡的德士司机。在新加坡一样，在香港一样，在台湾也一样。如果你在台湾搭德士，他们对民进党好的时候，就称赞阿扁。现在你去的时候，他们会骂阿扁。在新加坡，不论有多好，现在德士司机车资增加，还是要骂行动党的。这是毛泽东所说的“放诸四海皆准”的一个定律。不管是哪里的德士司机，都是要骂政府的。所以我认为我们不要为了一些小市民老百姓情绪上的不满，而乱了自己的阵脚。我呼吁新加坡人民，我们更应该团结一致，齐心把新加坡建设成为一个更强大和更有活力的社会，我相信我们能够做到。 

副议长先生，我支持财政部长的预算案。
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ANNUAL BUDGET STATEMENT

Mr Sam Tan Chin Siong (Tanjong Pagar): Mr Speaker, Sir, today, we count our victories and our successes.  Our budget surplus is astonishingly high because 2007 was a very good year. We expected to lose $0.7 billion; instead we landed up with $6.4 billion in the black.  Our forecast was wildly inaccurate but what a happy mistake it was.  

      So, today, as we celebrate the past, we are excited about the future.  Even as we speak of inflation, cost of living, tax rebates, economic matters, I believe we need to reflect on a deeper issue, a long-term but currently unapparent issue.  And I would like to go beyond the dollars and cents to talk about our future, which is also featured prominently in this year's Budget Statement. 

      Sir, I am talking about the Singapore identity in the long term.   As a Member of Parliament, we represent our people, and we like to think that we can always rise to the challenge, but sometimes, once in a while, in our secret moments, we dream of the perfect citizen who makes our life so much easier. Who would he be? Let me try to sketch him as follows:

      "He was found by the Feedback Unit to be one against whom there was no official complaint.  He was married and added three children to the population, which our Government says was the right number for a parent of his generation.  And our teachers report that he never interfered with their education.  Was he free? Was he happy?  The question is absurd.  Had anything been wrong, we should certainly have heard."

     So, colleagues, this is a parody of the Singapore system.  We are neat, we plan, we work towards the future, and our people are happy.  If not, we would have heard.  Would we not?

     I work in Radin Mas.  As you would know by now, it is an old ward.  Many of the people are elderly.  When I go on walkabouts, there are many uncomplaining faces, they smile at me, shake my hand, and I hope they are happy.  When we plan for the future, we often think of helping those who do not have enough.  How do we help them?  We give them a sufficient sum so that they can live a subsistence existence.  Some $330 a month - a small sum enough to keep body and soul together.  At the same time, we are also one of the most competitive, one of the most technologically savvy, one of the liveliest and most vibrant.  For me, there is a disconnect between the two. 

     Today, I would like to warn of the dangers of the perfect citizen who is uncomplaining but maybe unhappy.  He is, in fact, politically quite dangerous.  Why do I say that?

 

     I have spoken in Parliament of the Pensioners' Party in Israel more than a year ago.  This is a party that swept seven seats in the 2006 elections.  They campaigned on one single platform - in a complex and strongly patriotic country like Israel, you would think that issues such as foreign policy, education, or even security, would be the trigger.  But, no, this party won on the back of one promise, ie,  to give more to the pensioners.  This is what one voter said, and I quote:

      'The high cost of medicine, the cuts to the elderly, it's shameful.  A disgrace.  This will now end.  It will spread to other places and have the largest lobby in the country."

      Others believe the Pensioners got wide support from many younger Israelis who want to once again take care of their elders.

       This is the political power of the people who have few complaints about the general state of their country - everything else - defence, taxes, schools - they think it is generally okay.  But it is the pensions and old-age benefits that they are unhappy about.

 
"One man two votes": The false battle
      So we had considered this political problem some time ago. One solution proposed was to give younger Singaporeans two votes, to count against the larger lobby group of the aged.  There is a perceived gap between the young and the old.

     But before we rush in and try to tackle this problem, the experience of the Pensioners' Party in Israel  shows that the problem is not so simple.  Even young people would want to vote for this party.  First, because they want their own parents to get better benefits; and second, they themselves want better benefits when they get old.

     So this is a party that can be hugely popular for a long time - until they deplete the country's resources and, then, we would have to think about the solutions.

     So it is not the Young vs the Older People; it's the Head vs the Heart.  The head knows that we have to be tight-fisted with welfare.  It knows that we cannot afford to be generous.  We must, in fact, be cruel to be kind.

      The heart wants people to be free, to be happy, to have more than a plate of rice every day.  It wants the poor to be rich, and the weak to be strong.  And at election time, the heart sometimes rules over the head.

      Now, as far as this Government is concerned, what are the lessons that we can draw?

      First, we cannot under-estimate the political pressures of an aging population - that we must take into concern about retirement savings, healthcare costs and weakening family ties seriously.  These are not just the concerns of the old.  These are issues that will feature strongly in the future years, and we ought to tackle them now.

 

     I am glad that our Government has introduced CPF LIFE, a form of life-long insurance scheme to take care of the old till the very end.  I am also glad that the Finance Minister has allocated more resources to Ministry of Health and to the Ministry of Community, Youth and Sports.  So these funds will put us in a good position to tackle future medical and social problems which may only surface 20-30 years from today.

      Second, and this is perhaps the most difficult question of all:  is our party and political framework strong enough to withstand the pressures that will come from the grey lobby?  Many of the retired MPs have special relationships with older Singaporeans.  So, is there a way to tap on their networks?  On the political front, do we need a new political manifesto, for a new Singapore with a sizeable old population?

      So, aging is not a 'them vs us' problem.  Political problems are not ageist; they apply equally to all ages.  We have to tackle them on this basis, and I hope the Government could consider the two points that I have made.

  

Who is the Chinese Singaporean?
       Now, I would like to address the issue of identity along a different line.  It has become fashionable to say that we are Singaporeans first, and then Chinese, or Indian, or Malay second.  And there are many Chinese Singaporeans who cannot speak Mandarin well, or others at all.  Some of these Chinese Singaporeans are among the country's best and the brightest.

      This state of affairs we take for granted.  There has been a common notion among many people that it is okay for the general level of the Chinese to be moderate, and to focus on our firepower at the high level, to create an intelligentsia, so to speak, who has strong command of spoken and written English and with perhaps elementary Chinese are good enough to keep the basic social conversation going.

      There are two main points I would like to make on this topic.

      First, we ought to stand against the tide of eroding standard of Chinese.  The solution to the problem of sliding standard is not to lower the standard but to stop the slide!  And we need to give schools more resources, more time, more teachers, and more materials to allow them to teach Chinese.  And to teach it in the way that the language deserves.  I know that the Primary One students now learn Hanyu Pinyin first, before characters, to make it easy for them to read.  But this creates a crunch for them - how can they read novels if they depend on this anglicised Chinese?

      The Internet and typed Chinese is also another problem - many online novels have Chinese characters that are phonetically accurate but, in reality, the words are wrong.  This is the result of the dependence on Hanyu Pinyin.

 

     Sir, I have many friends working in schools and for the Chinese newspapers. We share the same concern about the standard of Chinese here.  So I hope that they do not take offence when I say that the standard of Chinese writing has declined in recent years.

      This problem is at once complex and easy.  Complex, because it involves the collective will of educators, policy makers, the Chinese community and the Singaporean community at large to recognise that the level of Chinese here is not what it should be, and that we ought to tackle it.

     What follows is then easy - we fix the problem in the same way that we have fixed dirty rivers and narrow roads, drunken drivers and underaged drinking, imported inflation and structural unemployment. 

We are good at solving problems, but we are perhaps less good at recognising them at times.

      Second, we ought to take note of the rise of China.  It is not possible to miss the self-evidence but it is possible to read it wrongly.

          The rise of China does mean that there is an added economic dimension to learning Chinese.  For example, Jimmy Rogers, an American investor has moved to Asia and his daughter speaks fluent Mandarin.  I do not think they would have done this purely for the love of the 5,000 years of Chinese history or to read the Dream of the Red Chambers in its original form.

      But, in Singapore, for the Chinese, we ought to have a certain pride and an intrinsic reason to learn Chinese for its own sake. We ought to appreciate Chinese calligraphy, painting and music.  And we ought to have some rudimentary knowledge of Chinese history.  All these will help greatly for our Singaporean Chinese to connect effectively to the Chinese in China, just like Jimmy Rogers' daughter.  But how is it that young Chinese Singaporeans know more about the music of Amy Winehouse than Cui Jian ( 崔健 ) - the young man who picked up a guitar and galvanised a young generation of Chinese at Tiananmen?

         Sir, I am not a Chinese chauvinist. I stand for a united, multicultural Singapore.  But for Singapore to remain multicultural, we have to maintain the multi-cultures!  And we cannot slide into a meaningless, dumbed down existence where everybody knows how to say "ni hao" and not much else.

         Sir, my two questions - on the politics of a greying population and the identity of the Singapore Chinese - are not evidently important in the present day.  They may strike many as so much philosophising.

      Sir, I started my speech with the following lines from a poem by W.H. Auden: 

      "Was he free? Was he happy? The question is absurd:
     Had anything been wrong, we should certainly have heard."

 

    Would we have heard?  If there is a growing discontent in the elderly, would we have heard?  If there is a downside to the slow decline of the Chinese language in Singapore, would we have heard? 

      Are these questions absurd?  Sir, I have heard, but one man cannot stand against the tide.  So I urge the Government and the relevant Ministries to consider these issues and their consequences with the budget given to them by the Finance Minister.  With that, Sir, I support the Budget for the new financial year.

      Sir, I would like now to continue my speech in Mandarin.

      (In Mandarin ):  [For vernacular speech, please refer to Appendix A*.]  Mr Speaker, I will now talk about a number of issues concerning the people.  Every year, during the Budget debate, we are most concerned about what kind of bonuses the Government will give out, whether the people can get a big ang pow or a small ang pow.  Besides cash bonuses, our people also hope that the Government will implement anti-inflationary measures to help us and our families cope with rising costs.

      Over the past year, the people are most worried about rising food prices, medical and transport fees, property prices and inflation.  Although the size of the ang pow is not big, overall it takes care of everyone and makes sure that no one is left behind.  The Government, through its five-pronged strategy, that is, appreciation of the Singapore dollar via exchange rates adjustments, diversifying food resources, home ownership, targeted help for the needy, and strengthening competitiveness, has helped to deal with inflation.  These are all very carefully planned strategies.  We hope that through such inter-agency and inter-Ministry cooperation we can continuously fine-tune and review our policies so that it can push for more efficiency.
 
     Lastly, I would like to raise some of my personal comments regarding the ang pows given by the Government.

       Over the past few years our economy has achieved good growth and we have enjoyed budget surpluses.  The Government will generously give out ang pows to share the fruits of success with its people.  This has inevitably raised our people's expectations to receive a bigger ang pow from our Government.

      According to Lianhe Zaobao's report on 17th February 2008, the headline pointed out that the people feel that the ang pow is helpful in taking pressure off the inflation.  However, it is an inadequate measure.  During my meet-the-people sessions, some residents' feedback is that the Government is very rich and therefore they should give a big ang pow; the size of this year's ang pow is too small.  Such comments got me worried.

     During good economic years, the Government can share its surpluses with the people.  However, will this make our people take it for granted and expect the Government to give a bigger and bigger ang pow every year?  If the Government is unable to give out ang pow due to a budget deficit, will the people become disappointed and eventually despaired?  Therefore, in its effort to share the surpluses with its people, it is therefore necessary for the Government to manage the people's expectations towards the Budget's bonuses.  This is just like what Senior Minister Mr Goh Chok Tong had said:  "The people lack self-examination."  I hope that the Government can, through National Education, educate our people and manage their expectations so that they can have realistic expectations about the Budget.  This will ensure continuous growth and constant prosperity for our nation.  Only by doing so can our people learn how to prepare for rainy days, take a broader view and adjust their expectations. 

      Sir, I support the Budget.
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ANNUAL BUDGET STATEMENT
Mr Lim Swee Say (Tanjong Pagar): Mr Speaker, Sir, I rise to support the motion standing in the name of Dr Richard Hu, Minister for Finance. 

    Sir, the economic crisis we are going through today is the worst the world has seen in 50 years. Every economy is being put to a real test and they will come out with different responses. Take, for example, Hong Kong and Singapore. Even though both of us are among the world's freest economies, yet we come out with very different responses. Just last week, the Hong Kong Secretary for Trade and Industry explained the different responses between Singapore and Hong Kong by saying that it was because the Singapore Government controls the people, the trade unions, and so on, whereas the Hong Kong people are more creative, more innovative. I have a different explanation. I think the core issue is that for the last 100 years, Hong Kong has been busy building a competitive economy, whereas in the case of Singapore, in the last 33 years, we have been busy building a nation. 

    There is a big difference between building an economy and building a nation. In the case of Hong Kong, the focus is purely on competitiveness. In the case of Singapore, we adopt a balanced approach between competitiveness and cohesion. Because of this equal emphasis on competitiveness and cohesion, we are able to achieve unity in purpose, have a cohesive people and one united people. That is why we are able to move together in one force. Sir, there is a saying that people do not care how much the government knows until they know how much the government cares. If you were to look at the two off-Budget measures announced by the Minister and the Budget announced this year, if you look at the three Budgets in totality, it is quite clear that, firstly, this Government does know how to run the economy and the kind of difficulties the business community is facing. Hence these various cost-cutting measures. But more importantly, it also clearly demonstrated that the Government does care for the people knowing the kind of pain the people are going through as a result of wage reductions and so on. Therefore, the Government has introduced a total rebate amounting to about $485 million. It is a clear concrete action on the part of the Government to demonstrate that it knows how to run the economy and it cares for the people. 

    Speaking as a labour MP, I fully support the financial policy announced by the Minister. Sir, this Budget 1999-2000 is a very significant one for two reasons, at least. Firstly, this will be the first time that we are going to run into a significant operating deficit. Secondly, this is the Budget that will take us into the next century. I feel it is very important that we make full use of this Budget to spur Singaporeans to embrace a new mindset in preparation for the new millennium. To transform the mindset of the population, I think it is very much like trying to change the shape of a block of solid ice. One way to do it is, firstly, "de-freeze" the ice, because a solid block of ice is very hard to reshape. But if you can de-freeze the ice and reshape the water and then re-freeze the water, we can end up with a new mindset, like a new block of ice with a new shape, without losing too much water. Looking at the mindset of Singaporeans, over the last 33 years, we do form a certain mindset after all these years. And now this mindset of Singaporeans is de-freezing under the heat of the regional crisis. In a way, I think our challenge is to capitalise on this opportunity now to reshape the mindset of Singaporeans before this mindset is being re-frozen again. The next two to three years is really a window of opportunity for us to do so. Even though the cyclical recovery of the Singapore economy is likely to happen, maybe over the next six months to a year, structural recovery is not likely to take place until after a period of a few years of concerted effort by all parties. Therefore, it is very important that over this period of two to three years, we make full use of the financial policies to spur all Singaporeans, business community, civil servants towards a new mindset, so that we can move together in one force, in one united direction. 

    In this regard, Sir, I feel that there are three areas we can do with more emphasis in the implementation of the financial policy this coming year. These three areas are the public sector, the private sector and the people sector. Firstly, in the public sector, I feel that 1999-2000 is a good time for us to forge a new mindset in the public sector among the civil servants. In the past, we have always looked at unspent budget as something bad because it adds further to budget surplus. But this year is different. We are going to have a budget deficit, which means any Ministry that is able to save on the annual budget is, in fact, going to help us to reduce the budget deficit. So any unspent budget should be viewed as something good rather than bad. In fact, if the civil service can improve spending or achieve a saving of 1% alone, it will amount to about $292 million. It is a lot of money. If we are able to achieve a 5% improvement in cost optimisation, the total saving will come to $1.5 billion, which is about 30% of the budget deficit. 

    Sir, my main point here is this. I am actually very comfortable with the $5.1 billion budget deficit, but my point is that I am not convinced that every civil servant is putting every dollar to the best use. We are putting the money to good use but not necessarily to the best use. My suggestion is why not send a clear message to all civil servants to take this year as a beginning of the new year to challenge ourselves on how we can, as a public sector, achieve better outcomes with lesser resources. And here I have two suggestions on how this can be done. Firstly, send a clear guideline to all Ministries to cut down on the "nice-to-have" spending on hardware facilities. Because I feel that over time, our hardware facilities, like the schools, hospitals, including bus stops, are getting better-looking year after year. There is a danger that we may have gone over board. Choosing between a public institution of a 5-star hardware facility and a 3-star software capability versus one with 5-star software capability and 3-star hardware facility, I think any time I will go for the one that is able to offer 5-star software capability because this software capability is what will make a difference in the quality of public services to the members of the public. By making a constant check on cost control on hardware spending, hopefully, we would be able to reduce the cost of public services to the members of the public. 

    My suggestion is that as far as the hardware design and hardware spending are concerned, let us remind ourselves that we must continue to focus on functionality, buildability, maintainability, and so on. Better still, why not set cost standards and challenge the Ministries to try to achieve saving over the next few years? At the same time, we have to challenge the Ministries to set clear targets on how they can improve on software capability. Today we already have the Budgeting For Results system in place. Why not we require all Ministries now to clearly spell out exactly what kind of software capability targets they are going to achieve over the next few years. Hopefully, by re-orientating our focus on software capability, making a check on hardware spending, we would be able to offer better public services at lower cost. 

    My second suggestion is that in the coming years, can we not do something to encourage inter-Ministry collaboration and innovation in the public sector? We are going to face many new economic and social challenges in the coming years and many of them will be very different from the kind of challenges we had faced in the past. Take, for example, from an economic angle, our challenge to move towards a knowledge-based economy. So many Ministries will have to be involved, whether it is MTI, MOM, Education, and so on and so forth. 

    On the social front, our challenge is to overcome such issues as aging population and the emergence of an information society. Again, many Ministries will have to be involved in order to make sure that the social need, economic issues and so on of an aging population are addressed. The Inter-Ministry Committee on the Aged is a step in the right direction. We have to do likewise for the information society. 

    From the nation-building point of view, we also have new challenges, like the one being addressed by the Singapore 21 Committee, chaired by RAdm Teo Chee Hean, regarding the strengthening of the heartware of Singaporeans. Again, many Ministries have to be involved if we want to truly make a quantum leap in strengthening the heartware in the population. 

    Sir, my point here is that be it knowledge-based economy or information society or aged population or strengthening the heartware of Singaporeans, all these are multi-dimensional issues requiring inter-Ministry collaboration, over a sustained period of time. If we want to really achieve the kind of outcome we are looking for, we will need to set clear targets, assign clear responsibility and support them with adequate resources. In other words, we may have to look into ways of creating a separate budget for such inter-Ministry projects and, hopefully, this new budget will not be created at the expense of increasing our budget deficit. My suggestion is to reduce all Ministries' budget by 10%. With that, we will be able to create a fund of about $3 billion. Put this fund under the direct charge of the Ministry of Finance and use it to support inter-Ministry projects and collaboration so that, over time, the issue of knowledge economy, information society, and so on, can really be addressed in a concerted effort by all Ministries and all civil servants. 

    Secondly, I feel that there is also a need to strengthen the new mindset in the private sector. Up till now, we have often heard the business community complaining that the cost of doing business in Singapore is too high and that we need to lower cost. But how low can we go? At the end of the day, what is the purpose of economic progress if we keep on talking about cost cutting, wage cutting, and so on? Over time, I am not too sure how we can sustain our competitiveness through cost cutting. It is quite clear that innovation and adaptability are really the key if we want to sustain our growth in a knowledge-based economy. But we have to recognise that process towards a knowledge-based economy is going to be an evolutionary approach and the process will take time. The change management expert will tell us that any change process would go through at least five stages. We start with the pioneers, the early adopters, the early majority, followed by the late majority and then the laggard. 

    The challenge for Singapore is not to try to achieve the change overnight but rather how we can speed up this evolutionary approach. How can we help the early adopters and pioneers to succeed in setting the pace so that, hopefully, they will give encouragement to many more others to come along? In this regard, I feel that the off-Budget measures last year and the Budget this year have sent a very clear message only to the financial community. The feedback from the business community is that they are not hearing the same strong message being sent to all the other sectors, whether it is manufacturing or retail or communication, and so on. So my suggestion is this. Why not revise all the incentive packages managed by all the economic agencies to encourage companies to move towards knowledge-based companies? 

    In this regard, I have two suggestions. For companies to be knowledge-based companies, firstly, they must be able to develop total capabilities, hopefully base their operations in Singapore. We have to encourage them to deepen their capabilities in individual areas, whether it is technology development, market development, innovation development, organisation development or mass customisation. In each of these areas, obviously we have to encourage them to deepen their capabilities. But what is even more important is to encourage them to nurture their capabilities in all these five areas so that they will be able to function truly as knowledge-based companies to be able to respond quickly to market changes and conditions. 

    Sir, I feel that the existing incentive schemes in Singapore today are basically targeted at individual capabilities. Maybe it is about time that the Ministry of Finance reviewed the need on whether we should repackage all these incentive schemes so that, while on the one hand, we achieve the deepening of capability objective but, at the same time, we achieve the broadening capability objective. Maybe we should also look into whether there is a need to reorganise the duties and responsibilities of various economic agencies because it is no longer possible for each of the economic agencies to promote their own areas of interest in isolation. Take, for example, for any company which wants to be a knowledge-based company, henceforth, when they want to deepen their R&D capability, they talk to NSTB. When they want to enhance their innovation capability, they talk to NCB and EDB. When they want to go into mass customisation, they talk to EDB and JTC. When they want to go to market development, they talk to TDB. When they want to go to organisation development, they talk to MOM. Over time, if we continue to let this develop, we are going to lose our capability in offering one-stop service to these leading investors of the world, whether they are MNCs or local enterprises. So I hope that this is something that the Government would think about. 

    The second area, in promoting the change of mindset in the private sector is that, for knowledge-based companies to succeed, for them to have this total capability, obviously they have to invest more in manpower development. If I were to be objective about this, today, there are three ways at least a knowledge-based company can develop their manpower. The first is by retraining their existing workforce. The second is by getting rid of those who cannot fit in and recruit young Singaporeans who are better educated. The third is to recruit foreign talents. I think all three approaches are equally relevant. But my point is that, from the company's point of view, the cost of redeveloping the existing workforce is most time-consuming and, in fact, can be most expensive. Therefore, it is very important that we do something to help them to balance the cost equation so that it will make business sense for companies to reinvest in manpower rather than to displace them with younger or foreign talents. 

    Sir, I feel that what we have to do is to set up a manpower development assistance scheme. When we decided to promote R&D, we have the Research Development Assistance Scheme (RDAS). When we promote innovation, we have the Information Development Scheme (IDS). When we want to promote market development, we have the Market Development Assistance Scheme (MDAS). Today, we want to promote manpower development, why not set up a Manpower Development Assistance Scheme so that all companies will find it to their commercial interest to invest in manpower development. Hopefully, over time, the training and development of knowledge workers will become a joint responsibility of not just the Government and the union but all companies as well. 

    Sir, let me move on to the third area, which is the people sector. Likewise, we need to find ways to inculcate a new mindset in the people sector as well. We are going to face a lot of new challenges in the area of social cohesion as we move ahead. In the past, when we talked about social cohesion, we focused on areas like, for example, racial harmony, wealth sharing, and so on. But, in future, there will be new issues that would challenge us in terms of social cohesion. Take, for example, the potential widening of social gap between the young and the old; the widening of wage gap between the knowledge workers and the unskilled workers; and the widening of communication gap between the connected and the unconnected in the population. The greater inflow of foreign talents and the increasing number of structurally unemployable Singaporeans will add to social tension as well. 

    Sir, the question is: what can we do to further strengthen this greater sense of caring and sharing in the age of globalisation and technology? I remember that in the past, when we wanted to change the mindset of Singaporeans towards family planning, when we wanted them to go beyond two, to go for three or four if they could afford it, what did we do? We offered them a whole host of incentives like priority in school registration. We even offered them tax rebate amounting to $20,000. In fact, many people said that you could actually start a bigger family to enjoy pioneer status for four to five years, and so on. Now the question is: at a time like this, when we are going to encounter many more social challenges, why not consider to provide some kind of incentives to encourage and reinforce some of these social values which will help us to strengthen our social cohesion in the future? Take, for example, this year, we are going to give a 10% tax rebate to all taxpayers. My question is: why not just give 5% rebate to everyone? For the other 5% equivalent, we can return it to the taxpayer, for example, in the form of higher tax relief for parents and dependants. So, hopefully, this will help to send across the message that the family is a very important building block of society. 

    Another example. We want to encourage people to continue to contribute to charity and community projects. Why not give them tax allowance just like the way we give investment allowance to companies who invest in capital equipment? The difference between a company investing in capital equipment versus somebody who gives money to charity is, in my view, that one is investing for economic return, whereas when giving to charity, we are investing for social return, ie, social cohesion. I think both are worth supporting. 

    Sir, these are just some of the suggestions. My point basically is that we can think about how to use all these taxation incentives, rebates, and so on, to also help reshape the mindset of Singaporeans so that they will be more aware of the need to take on a greater sense of social responsibility as we move ahead. 

    Sir, in conclusion, 1999 is a golden opportunity for us to inculcate a new mindset in all the three "P" sectors - the Public sector, the People sector and the Private sector. We need to inculcate this new mindset because, for Singapore to succeed, we need to have many more new change agents in the Government, the business community and the people sector, so that the pace of change will be faster. It is my hope that, in the implementation of this year's financial policy, we will send a very clear signal to all Singaporeans and the business community that only by constantly reinventing our economy, our society and our civil service, can we become even more competitive as a knowledge economy, more cohesive as an information society and more united as a developed nation in the 21st century.
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ANNUAL BUDGET STATEMENT

Mr Bernard Chen (West Coast): Mr Speaker, Sir, I have been reading reports in the press today as to the various reactions to the Budget presented by the Minister for Finance. Everybody seems to think that this Budget is rather dull and no excitement. Even Members of the House were saying that there are not enough goodies for everybody. But if we cast our mind back, this has been the way the Finance Minister has presented the Budget for the last 10-15 years. The Budget has been rather dull every year and the economy kept on going. We get more and more things, tax reductions, and so on. If we look at the other countries, budget time is a time for crisis. There is something always going wrong in the country when the budget is presented and the people always look towards the budget to see whether the government has any solutions to resolve this crisis. You look at the recent budget in Great Britain, the Philippines and a few other countries. We are probably the only country in the world where we have a painless Budget. 

    Members in this House always say that the Budget is painless and the pain comes afterwards. But very few countries in the world can afford this luxury of having a budget that has no excitement. But that is not really the key to the situation. The situation is that the Budget has been painless all these years because the Government has taken pains to make sure that there is no pain. By the time the Budget is presented, the various policies are already in place and under implementation. It is because of the smooth implementation of these Budgets that we do not have the ups and downs and the worries and pains that come along with it. 

    But I think many people in the public, and I must say some Members as well, have missed, one very key point in the Finance Minister's Statement. He mentioned quite extensively the longer term prospects of Singapore and the challenges that we face in the coming years. The challenges are real and difficult. Those of us, especially those of us in the business world, will know what it means. We talk about creating a second wing in the region. I think all of us who are doing business in the region will know that it is very difficult doing business, whether it be in China, Russia, or in any other places. 

    Secondly, we ourselves have to protect our own economy because of the challenges posed by the surrounding countries in their attempt to attract investments. The key question is how we react to these challenges. What kind of sacrifice we have to make and what must we do rather than what the Government can do for us. The Government can only do so much. But if we were to secure business opportunities in the region and to increase our competitiveness, we have to play our own part as well and not depend on the Government all the time to hold our hands. So these challenges underline not only this year's Budget Statement but the Statements in the past five years and whatever the Minister has suggested in terms of incentives are meant really to pursue these objectives. 

    Many of our local businessmen, especially in the manufacturing industry, have complained that the Government is not doing enough for them. The Government can only go so far as to provide finance for small businesses, ie, capital assistance scheme. But the Government cannot provide the entrepreneurship which these industries must have to penetrate the region. And this is up to us. And if we take a recent example of Hong Kong and Singapore, Hong Kong succeeds despite the government. There is no government. But in Singapore, if we were to succeed as well as Hong Kong, I think we must have the same entrepreneurship, the same amount of risk-taking and the same amount of self-sacrifice if we were to carve out a niche in the marketplace. 

    The second point raised by many Members in this House and also outside is the huge surplus that we accumulate every year. In fact, even the Minister for Finance was a bit embarrassed when he said that this year's surplus at $5.7 billion would be less than the $7 billion we had last year. But many of us fail to see that the budget surplus has been used to finance very major development expenditures. Quite apart from the housing that we have to subsidise quite a lot, the three hospitals that we have or are building cost us about $1.5 billion. The Airport terminals will also cost billions of dollars, and the MRT line will cost $5 billion. Where did all these monies come from? Contrary to what Mr Low Thia Khiang had said that it comes from the people, it has not. The surplus did not come from taxes. The surplus came from the operation of the Government. We did not have to raise taxes to finance all these expenditures. We did not even have to borrow externally. 

    In many other countries, you take Taiwan, for example, in order to finance the mass rapid transit system, they have to borrow heavily. In Thailand, they cannot have the MRT system because they have got no money. We are the only country, so far as I know, that can undertake all these development projects without borrowing a single cent. This is what the budget surplus is about. If we did not have this budget surplus, then you can forget about the North-East MRT line, whether it passes through Potong Pasir or not, and you can forget about the hospitals. You can forget about a lot of things. You would not even have an airport that has been consistently considered as number one in the world. So let us get first things first. You must make the money and after that, you can think of distributing it. 

    Mr Low Thia Khiang has said that the wool came from the same sheep. Mr Seng said that the wool came from different sheep. Wherever the wool came from, I think the Singapore Government has returned a lot of this wool to whatever sheep of whatever sizes, except the black sheep, I suppose. We all know where the black sheep are. 

    The Government has consistently lowered taxes throughout the years, not only corporate taxes but also personal income taxes. Mr Low Thia Khiang may say that the lower income people do not benefit from this reduction. But he would know that now 70% of our people do not pay taxes. This again has not happened in many countries of the world. Not only that 70% do not pay taxes, whenever the Government has to pass on some benefits back to those people who pay taxes, the Government makes it a point to pass back equal benefits to those who do not pay taxes in terms of rebates on S&C charges, utility bills and so on. So everyone gets back something. 

    We have the asset enhancement schemes, ie, Telecom, Edusave, Medisave, etc. The amounts that are passed back are not in the millions but they are in the billions of dollars. Where did all this money come from? It is not from the people. It is from the surplus generated, and income tax only accounts for a small proportion. And considering the fact that 70% do not pay taxes, obviously, the lower income people would not have contributed to this surplus. 

    In a statement made on Friday, we were told that we have to pay much more for water, four or five times more. But even in this case, the Government is concerned enough for the lower income people to pass back the entire amount of increase in utility bills in the form of rebates to those in 1-, 2- and 3-room HDB flats. I do not think many governments would be in a position to do that. So it is quite obvious that the Government has been looking after the lower income people all these years, and look after them very well, despite what Mr J B Jeyaretnam and Mr Low Thia Khiang have said. 

    Mr Low Thia Khiang and Mr J B Jeyaretnam's statement could well be true 30 years ago. But in the 30 years since the PAP came to power, I think we have done more than our fair share, much more in looking after the lower income people than any government you can name me in the world. 

    I think there is an increasing mentality in the Singapore people, especially the younger ones now, and it may be our fault, that they have come to expect more and more from the Government. Why doesn't the Government do this for me? Why don't we do that? Why don't you give me this? And it is because for years we have been giving. Rightly so, because of our economic success, which is their effort. But I think it is time for us also to think of the challenges posed by the Minister in his speech. We are facing very difficult times, and normal reaction would not be enough. We ourselves have to do much more, rather than depend on the Government only. If I can refer to the famous saying of Mr J F Kennedy, President of the United States. He said this in 1960 when he became President. This is almost 37 years ago. He finished his speech by saying, "Ask not what the country can do for you. Ask what you can do for your country." I think this statement can well be applied today. To my fellow Singaporeans, I think we should stop asking: what more can the Government give us? The Government has given you more than enough, quite a fair bit. We should rather ask: what can we do to maintain Singapore as a country that we can be proud of, that we can do business in? It depends on our sense of commitment, our sense of sacrifice and our entrepreneurship in order to tackle the next set of problems. These problems are no longer the same that we faced even five years ago. These are difficult ones and it calls for extra commitment from us. 

    The Minister for Finance has, in his Budget Statement, tried to pass this message across. But as in all budgets, most of the discussion concentrates on the last 10 minutes, the last five pages. But I think the bulk of his message that bears closest scrutiny are the first 20 pages. 
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ANNUAL BUDGET STATEMENT
 Dr Michael Lim Chun Leng (Cheng San GRC): Sir, I declare my interest as a practising doctor. 

    We recognise that even as the population ages, the family size is also getting smaller. This creates problems as it will be difficult for the working adults to look after the aged sick. Currently, there are nursing homes and some day-care centres. But most of these centres are not near population centres. The current infrastructure does not meet the conflicting needs of small working families who have to look after their aged sick parents and work to earn a living. The facilities provided should allow them to do both and yet maintain close family bonding without undue stress on the family care givers. 

    The Ministry should consider plans to build community facilities in the heart of population centres that will enable families to send their elderly to these community facilities when they go to work in the morning and allow them to fetch them home when they return from work. The alternatives to this, if the aged parents are sick, are for the children to stop working, to hire domestic maids or to send them to a nursing home. I think that a drop-in facility is a better alternative to these three options as it will enable the children to continue working and yet care for their aged sick parents. Facilities such as this should have social, physiotherapy, rehabilitation and nursing services. It should also provide easy access for the sick and disabled. 

    Currently, there are senior citizens' health care centres, day-care centres, and social day centres in certain areas. Are there plans for the Ministry to consider providing an improved facility that has both day-care facilities providing nursing and physiotherapy services for senior citizens and also short stay facilities for these senior citizens, so that health care givers can be given a respite, whenever necessary, or when they are overseas. 

    There are some families who are able to manage the aged sick and disabled at home. However, they will require assistance from organisations such as the Home Nursing Foundation. The Home Nursing Foundation has limited staff catering to increasing demands of an expanding population. If it was to effectively meet these growing needs, it must also evolve; its role may be expanded to provide social support as well. This could be done through coordination with MCD or Family Service Centres. It can then be a one-stop service for those requiring support for home care of the aged sick. 

    Over the years, the problem of the aged will increase. What measures will the Ministry take to meet these growing needs? 
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Dr Janil Puthucheary (Pasir Ris-Punggol): Thank you, Mr Deputy Speaker. Budget 2013 is a generous Budget. The unexpected increase in revenues and the favourable economic conditions Singapore has seen in recent years have allowed the Government to produce a Budget with a balance between extending assistance to companies and employers and at the same time giving help to Singaporeans, especially the needy and lower income groups who need it the most. The plans to drive and support economic restructuring are a declaration that we as a nation intend to make ourselves relevant to the future, to survive and indeed to thrive.

This Budget also cements the shift in approach which the Government has been taking incrementally over the last few years. It increases the transfers to the needy; it re-distributes wealth with an emphasis on the low-income and the elderly, and makes the tax system more progressive and fair. It assumes that as the nation prospers and thrives, we should not presume that all will benefit equally from the opportunities, and it seeks to correct that imbalance. The shift was seen with the Grow and Share Package, for example, in 2011 where dividends were given to Singaporeans, and again when Workfare was introduced. Another example is the GST Voucher scheme in last year’s Budget, costing $680 million and has become became a permanent fixture. Several other measures address education, healthcare expenditure, social mobility, and many other factors that burden all of us, but particularly the less fortunate of our fellow citizens.

But some may ask: What happened to "rely on the family first"? Where did "self-reliance" go? Are we no longer concerned about "welfarism", and "the moral hazard"?

For many decades, the approach was to stress heavily on self-reliance, to not promote welfarism. An approach where if public funds were to be used, there is always an element of co-payment to prevent over consumption. In this day and age, the fundamentals have not changed. There is still a need for the able-bodied to work and to earn a living. There is still a need to promote self-reliance and there is still a need to emphasise the central role of the family.

In this Budget the fundamentals have not changed. There is still a need to attract, encourage and grow businesses. There is a still a need to grow the pie for everyone. There is still a need for those who can, to look after themselves, so that more can be done to support the needy.

However in these complex, globalised times, where the scale and the pace of change are magnified, some assumptions need to be challenged. This Budget demonstrates that we understand that as life in general gets better, not everybody can keep up. This Budget demonstrates that some people need help to be self reliant, as contradictory as that sounds. Some families need help to break out of their situation and become more independent.

So what is this shift in policy? It is an over simplification to say that it is a shift to the left. For the very wealthy and the low-income needy, it is certainly that, with an increase in re-distribution. This socialist approach is helping those at the lower end of society by increasing taxes on the rich and re-distributing to the poor. As a nation we are very wary of labelling ourselves, but from the perspective of some of our citizens, there is a well-hidden, well-camouflaged and well-used welfare state. This Budget takes further steps in that direction, but for the broad majority the fundamentals have not changed.

Sir, one of Singapore’s strengths has been that we do not subscribe to ideology for its own sake. Other than sticking to our core beliefs on being a meritocratic system and shaping a fair and harmonious society, we are free of dogma. The Government does not lean on ideology or received wisdom but looks for the right solution for each problem and does what needs to be done in the interest of Singaporeans.

How far are we prepared to abandon dogma or ideology, in the interest of our nation? One thing we appear to be quite dogmatic about is the mantra that “nothing is free”. There is no such thing as a free lunch. There is always an element of co-payment. The risks are shared between the people and the Government or businesses and the Government, and “free” has become somewhat of a dirty word especially in the provision of public services such as healthcare, transport and education. 

The concern is that anything free is over-consumed and under-valued − the "moral hazard", the "buffet syndrome". Anything free distorts behaviour. However this is something that the world of marketing, advertising and consumerism is very well aware of, and takes advantage of. Think of the “free gifts” offered in order to attract customers to buy something bigger, something more expensive, something we really did not need. Logic would have it that the cost of the “free” gift would have been included in the price of the item and the customer would have ultimately have had paid for it anyway, but still, the lure of something “free” often works in modifying consumers’ behaviour.

Free parking is always attractive, even if you have to use more petrol and walk back to your final destination. The presence of free food is an immediate draw, people tend to pile more onto their plates, and enjoy it, and it is great way of making sure my students turn up for some seminars. When ERP charges are removed from some roads, motorists would rather sit through a jam, use up more fuel on an ERP-free road. The word “free” has a powerful impact on people’s minds and does indeed change behaviour.

But what if this is exactly what we want to achieve − a change in behaviour! How would we choose the best tool for achieving that on our part?

When choosing a policy tool, the outcome is the issue. An example would be the calls for more healthcare spending, or free healthcare. Free healthcare sounds great. Who would not want all the essentials of life taken care of? Unfortunately when we look at the healthcare outcomes that matter, such as mortality, the quality of life in the last few decades as a senior, there is no correlation. Free healthcare does not change what really matters. Free healthcare achieves one significant outcome − it results in much higher state spending, which is funded by higher taxes. "There ain't no such thing as a free lunch". Free healthcare is not free and is not good for your health.

What if we go in the other direction and "spend more", taking healthcare as an example? The first point of comparison is why do other countries spend more on healthcare, is it that they achieve better healthcare outcomes? Or is it that they do a less than optimal job of controlling their costs? In principle I cannot object to spending more on healthcare, and we may all well need to in the future. But we need to be very careful about the “why” and the “how”. We should be doing so in order to get better outcomes not just because other countries are doing so. Doing more and spending more is not automatically going to improve our health.

In the US the medical community is looking actively to reduce the number of investigations performed, procedures done, and medications administered, in recognition of the fact that sometimes in spending more and doing more, more errors are made, patients are subjected to needless risks and side effects, and often it fails to affect the outcomes that really matter.

A recent study from, I believe, the University of California, Davis, looked at the most satisfied patients in the US healthcare system. They found that the patients that were the most satisfied were those that have the highest healthcare expenditure. So the patients who were the most satisfied with their doctor were the ones who had the highest amount of money spent on them. The study went on to demonstrate that these were also the patients with the highest risks of death. And you can draw from that your own conclusions. They have: Spending more does not automatically assume better outcome. Let us aim for the right outcome, with the most appropriate tool, not just use a tool for its own sake.

Another example of an inappropriate tool would be the idea that deregulation of the pre-school Anchor Operator Programme would automatically result in lower fees through competition. The point was made that land is scarce, sites are rare, and the labour market for teachers is very tight. The reality is that if the Anchor Operator Programme is de-regulated, the competitiveness would not necessarily lower the cost, the Government would no longer have the ability to ensure affordability, and we would largely be held hostage as a society by the operators that are out there in the industry. So, I disagree with that suggestion.

Let me return to things that are free, things that we can potentially make free. Could something free be the right policy tool?

I would like to suggest that in public transport, the concept of “free” could be used as a tool for demand management, for reducing the crush at the peak hour. Currently on the MRT, a discount is offered to incentivise people to travel early. Instead, why not offer a window period where commuters can travel for free? If we can afford it, have all travel on public transport until the start of peak hour, as free.  If that is too great a leap, then maybe for example, a 30-minute window or an hour, ending at 7.45 am, the commuters travel for free. Will this distort behaviour? Yes, absolutely, it will distort behaviour, that is the whole point. This will attract more people to change their travel patterns than any discount. It will be far more effective than any discount.

Money has been budgeted for demand management; why not channel the money that is being put aside into just giving free rides during a window period? Instead of using the money to conduct complex research studies, to create and maintain Smartphone apps or generating programmes with rewards and “free” gifts that we really do not need, just channel all the money directly into free travel that consumers and commuters will benefit from? Everyone will benefit. Those that travel earlier will benefit from free travel. Those that cannot will have less congestion and be more comfortable.

Sir, on the surface it may look like we would be shifting to take a more liberal, leftist approach, but in truth this would be a pragmatic, utilitarian approach to achieve a concrete outcome, in this case to change the passengers’ behaviour to ease congestion. In essence, the Government will still be doing what it has done all these years. Not sticking to a particular dogma or ideology, finding the best way to solve problems by putting Singaporeans at the centre of the issue. We can free ourselves from the idea that nothing good can be free. This idea would benefit Singaporeans, it can be done, and I urge the Government to consider this proposal.

Sir, in this Budget even when it seems that the economy is made the focus of policies it is with an end in mind that benefits the people.  This Government has taken a citizen-centric approach in serving Singapore, and not an ideology or dogma-centric approach.  We do what is needed.  We do the right thing.  Budget 2013 reinforces this and I support the Budget.
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DEBATE ON ANNUAL BUDGET STATEMENT

Mr Inderjit Singh (Ang Mo Kio): Sir, today I would like to address a number of issues which are related to the state of the economy and will basically set the stage for a number of recommendations which I hope to make during the next two weeks of the Committee of Supply discussions. 

    Let me start by saying what I have said many times too that Singapore's economic development model has done very well in the first 30 years of development. Our model of bringing in foreign direct investments, multinational companies and even of developing Government-linked companies was necessary to bring Singapore to where it is today and it is a model that many countries try to emulate. In developing strategies in the past, we did however develop some structural problems which I would like to address today before I talk about the Budget proper. 

    Sir, the fundamental problem of how our economy is structured can be traced to the role of Government in influencing the economy. We are seeing our worst recession in our history since independence, and in my opinion, the approach we took in developing our economy got outdated as the new economy arrived. Specifically, I would like to highlight a few areas where the Government had played a role in causing some of the problems, because of its dominant presence. 

    First, the asset enhancement policy. The asset enhancement policy has been a key policy since the 1990s and the key goal was to create wealth for all Singaporeans through owning properties that will increase in value over time. Little did we realise that this wealth was mostly going to be unrealised or perhaps paper wealth. Through a number of Government initiatives and policies, we drove property prices to untenable levels, much like how the Japanese asset bubble grew in the 1980s. As has been told by history many times before, the bubbles are never long-lasting. The Government's attempt to implement the asset enhancement policy basically backfired, resulting in a vicious cycle of artificial high costs of properties, high wages and the high cost of doing business in Singapore. The three policy levers which the Government used that have created this vicious circle are: firstly, the use of CPF investments in properties, resulting in Singaporeans over-investing in assets, especially in properties; secondly, the land sales policy and the approach of reserve pricing which artificially propped up the price of land, whether for private, commercial or industrial land; and thirdly, the prices of new HDB flats which increased at unbelievable rates throughout the 1990s. 

    All the above levers were completely in the hands and control of the Government. Why do I say that this is the cause of our economic problems and hence our employment problems? The answer lies in the vicious cycle that I mentioned earlier. The high cost of owning properties drove the need for higher wages which added to business costs. Similarly, as commercial and industrial land and property prices went up, this eroded the margins for businesses. This therefore accelerated the changes in the type of industries which could operate in Singapore and also led to many companies having to exit from Singapore, many prematurely because of the high rate of increase of cost. 

    The second issue which is structural in nature is one of Government-linked companies and is another significant factor and the creation of these companies, which are called State Owned Enterprises in many countries, is another deliberate Government policy. Being impatient about the development of certain industries, the Government felt that they needed to step in and create companies, using the reason of market failure. On the other hand, the Government, through its protective policies, created monopolies which lasted for too long. 

    What are the issues that GLCs have created? I will briefly mention some of them as they have been widely debated. The three main issues are: 

    (1) the stifling of entrepreneurship by using their resources in the GLCs, especially easy access to funds, to do the same of what can be done by smaller players, that is, before they are publicly listed; 

    (2) the crowding out of local companies, sometimes through unfair practices; and 

    (3) dominating and predatory practices which result in foreign companies being compelled to work with the GLCs instead of local companies. 

    The third structural issue is one of the Government influencing the outcome of the economy. The Government created many economic agencies which have tremendous influence on the outcome of our economy. If you talk to any private sector company, whether big or small, they will most likely agree that these agencies have had an impact on what they do and how they do their business. The Government has been dominant in the following three areas: 

    (1) picking industries; 

    (2) picking winners in each industry; and 

    (3) deciding on how funding and incentives should be 

    channelled. All these influences are outcomes of our industries here. 

    When we have regulators also playing the role of industry developers, we run into problems. Today, you will see many private sector companies here which feel that they have to get the endorsement and the support of our economic agencies in order to get moving in their businesses. 

    While we still have the opportunities to be competitive in certain types of industries if we focus on enhancing capabilities and productivity, and through the use of technologies, when Government agencies start picking industries, they will never be able to do a good job simply because they do not have a feel of business nor the experience of business acumen to understand what determines the success of a particular industry. For this reason, we have not been able to successfully create global champions like Starbucks and McDonalds. These industries would never have been on the radar screen of our economic agencies. Instead of planning the industries to the details and instead of driving industry development to the details, the Government should focus on the broad strategies and be involved in only creating and facilitating the business environment. 

    Why are there no new world-class companies from Singapore? I still remember the Government's bold plan of identifying 500 world-class companies in a certain number of years. We have missed the target by miles and if you ask me, I would have guessed that we would have missed simply because the Government was not capable of picking industry winners. The various Government agencies have relied on old and irrelevant measures in picking the potential winners to groom. Schemes like the Promising Local Enterprise (PLE) which have been in place for so many years have had no success in finding real global winners except for a handful of companies which were excellent in their own sense. The yardsticks measuring promising companies have to be completely different from what we are used to. 

    The third structural issue is basically rules and regulations designed for multinational companies and GLCs and not for SMEs. One of the clear issues we have today, which is a cause for concern, is a structural problem and that is the lack of local private enterprises and local entrepreneurs who are able to develop world-class capabilities. How did this come about? We started rightfully with the industrial economy driven by multinationals and then one dominated by Government-linked companies. Our administrators basically focused on a regulatory system which was conducive for both types of companies to operate in Singapore and they were big. There was nothing wrong with this in the beginning, but we never got out of this mode, despite the many signals that we got many years ago when we started seeing sleeping giants like India and China opening up. What we should have done was to start shooting the laws to accommodate and encourage and grow local enterprises, particularly SMEs. We should have learnt from countries like USA where legislation has been put in place for many years with SMEs at the core. The focus for legislators and government administrators in the USA has been to create local private enterprises many years ago. It will logically follow then that if rules and regulations work for SMEs, there should be no problems for the same rules to work for larger companies. The likes of competition laws, Government procurement procedures, financing schemes and many others are examples of legislation with SMEs in mind. Time is of essence for us in Singapore. We must make the necessary changes to our rules to facilitate the development of our private enterprises. 

    Sir, there were very high expectations for this year's Budget because it was supposed to be a Budget for a new and different world. I personally feel that there were no real new initiatives to tackle the issues of the new world, except for the tax changes. I was hoping that this could have been called a bold new Budget, with creative initiatives, but frankly I feel that there has been nothing significant this year. To be fair, I believe that the Government is still waiting for the recommendations of the Economic Review Committee to be finalised before making the bold changes which Singapore badly needs. I hope that after the recommendations are ready, the Minister will not wait for next year's Budget to make more changes. I feel that there is a real need for us to implement measures quickly, particularly in the area of the cost of doing business in Singapore and by waiting too long, it may result in the premature collapse of many companies and the premature departure of many multi-nationals. I would like to touch on a few areas which I feel should have been addressed, but have not been done so in the Budget and, I hope, in anticipation of the ERC recommendations, these issues will be considered seriously soon. 

    Sir, first of all, the tax system. While I am in complete agreement to go towards a consumption based tax system, I believe that we have been too quick to increase the GST from 3% to 5%. By all means, this should be the long-term target, but by doing it so early, we once again put tremendous cost pressures on our companies even before they could recover from the worst recession our nation has seen. The real short-term improvement that the Government is suggesting is a mere 0.5% reduction in taxes since, in the preceding years, we were already enjoying tax rebates, bringing the effective tax rate down to 221 / 2%. So, by going down to 22% with a consequential increase of 2% in GST, this is a significant increase in cash out-flow for many companies. The feedback that I have got from a number of people is that while a 20% maximum income tax level is good, we have not been radical enough. We are still worse off than Hong Kong, and if we include the many other taxes that Singaporeans and Singapore-based companies are paying, then we are still not very competitive. While we may look better than many countries like the USA and Germany, as the Minister has mentioned, we must compare this against the percentage reduction these countries have made as compared to the reductions we have made. The facts are as follows: 

    In the USA, as the Minister has mentioned, the effective tax rate, after many provisions, is actually 11%. In Germany, the new tax rate is 25% compared to the previous 40%. This is a reduction of 37 1/2% for the 15%-point drop. Whereas in Singapore, we plan to reduce from 25% to 20%, and this is only a 20% reduction. In Ireland, the tax rate is at 12 1/2%. 

    The countries that I have mentioned are the ones that we should compare against, as we are trying to do the same things as all of them. It is obvious that compared to where they have gone, our changes are not radical enough. 

    The second issue with this Budget is that we have not addressed the single most important issue, and this is on the cost of doing business. I mentioned about our vicious cost cycle and the consequent impact on the cost of businesses. This year's Budget clearly did not address this very important issue. On the contrary, we ended up adding to the cost problems with the implementation of the additional 2% GST. We may argue that companies will be able to offset this with lower income taxes. The problem is that this additional 2% adds up to the cost upfront and affects cash flows and puts additional strains on businesses, while the tax is an after-the-fact phenomenon. Many companies in the short term may not even benefit from the lower taxes, because they will not be making money in the first place. I therefore urge the Minister to delay the implementation of the additional 2% GST until the business environment improves. Why the hurry, especially since the Government has the firepower to withstand lower tax collections for a short period? 

    Unless we find a solution for our structural cost problems, we will have difficulties competing in any type of industries that we choose to compete in, including those in the high value added activities. Everything being equal, we will still lose out because of the cost when it comes to competing with any of the countries, whether it is Taiwan, China, Malaysia, Ireland or many others. So we should not brush aside the cost issues by saying that those industries dependent on cost should be eliminated from Singapore while we bring in new industries. The cost issue will linger on with us forever. It is a structural problem and needs urgent resolution. 

    What are our cost problems? And everyone knows this. First, the high wages driven by high asset values. 

    Second, terribly high land cost leading to high rentals, thus eroding margins for businesses. 

    Third, the regime of hidden taxes which also erode margins. Let us for a moment try to add all the taxes, levies and charges which may seem small on their own in some cases, but all add up significantly. Let me list the ones that I can think of. We have property taxes, petrol taxes, utilities taxes, foreign worker levies, COEs, ERP charges, business licences, Skills Development Fund contribution, and these are all that I could think of when I was writing this speech. I am sure there are many more that I do not have the time to think of. These all add up and do have a high cost impact for businesses. 

    A couple of years ago, a prominent businessman from the Singapore Chinese Chamber of Commerce and Industry showed me a computation comparing similar businesses in Singapore, Malaysia, Hong Kong and Taiwan, and his analysis showed that because of all these hidden taxes, companies in Singapore are inherently delivering weaker profits and much lower margins compared to Malaysian and Hong Kong companies doing business in the same area. 

    Fourth, Government charges like aviation and port charges, Government fees, licence fees and the likes are also significant. Adding to the cost problems are also our high telecommunications charges compared to many other countries in the world. 

    The third issue that was missing in this Budget was help for the small and medium enterprises (SMEs). This is another regular topic for many of us from the private sector. There were high expectations of the Budget from local companies, and they were disappointed that help did not come promptly. Many are struggling and have faced two consecutive recessions and many have yet to come back to profitability. The additional cost burden, especially the increase in GST, could deal a final blow to some of these companies. I mentioned about the need to restructure our economy and to create an environment which nurtures small and medium enterprises. SMEs are not always looking for handouts, as has popularly been talked about. And I also do not support a subsidy mentality, because I believe that it weakens companies and not strengthens them. All SMEs want are avenues which facilitate and not hinder their businesses. 

    The issue is that our SMEs face obstacles in many areas, including when they deal with Government agencies. Those which are bigger know how to get around the obstacles, but the smaller ones, particularly the start-ups, have tremendous problems. They do not have the resources and time to manoeuvre around the obstacles that they face. 

    The other important problem they face is the access to funds. Once again, SMEs are not asking for free and easy money. They just need the right channels and institutions where they are able to get the support. For the banks, the effort put in for too many small companies are just not worth their while and they prefer to deal with bigger clients, and a number of bankers have mentioned this very clearly. 

    The issue for Singapore is also the fact that we are at a very infant stage of our venture capital (VC) market, created by transplanting some big names from around the world into Singapore. The problem with this transplant is that these VCs operate in a very narrow range of investment cycle. With VCs on the one end and debt financing through banks on the other end of the spectrum, we have one big vacuum which should consist of a whole slew of financing instruments consisting of angel investors, early stage VCs, hybrids, derivatives, junk bonds, collateral and IP-based financing, brand name financing and many others. If the Government wants to help out by not getting directly involved in businesses, then it should focus on developing the financial instruments that I have mentioned above. It will go a long way in helping our SMEs. This approach differs from giving handouts and subsidies which we all want to avoid. We will see two possible outcomes if nothing new is done for SMEs. First, they will collapse and, second, they will relocate, and many of them are talking about relocating to the nearest location they can think of and manage, and that is to Malaysia. And I know that many of them are seriously thinking of this right now. 

    Sir, the final issue about the Budget, and about most of the Budgets that we have had in the past, is that the approach that we have taken to address the cost pressures during the recession has been by temporarily bringing down rentals, charges, levies and taxes through rebates, and we have become a nation of rebates, subsidies and grants. While this is good for the short term, it does nothing for the long term. On the contrary, it sends the wrong signals to investors and companies that costs will go back again to the high levels once there is a sign of improvement in the economy. It may have worked in the past in keeping companies invested in Singapore, but I think, by now, most of them have wised up to the reality that costs will come back and hit them over and over again. So, instead of using rebates to address our cost problems, it is more prudent and more useful to institute real cost reductions, whether in rentals, taxes, levies or charges. It will allow companies to have a long-term view of things and plan to be in Singapore for the longer term. 

    Sir, I also have an issue with the approach that we have taken each time when we run into an economic crisis. Each time, we have put in place rebates for companies as well as individuals. The signal that this gives to our society is that we are so tightly geared and fundamentally stretched that each time something changes, we have to resort to such measures to create some relief. This indicates that we are living to the brink and have very little room for changes. With such tight margins, life can be very stressful and one can understand why the Government has to come to the rescue with rebates and subsidies. We really need to permanently reset the whole cost structure so that Singaporeans and companies here will have much more margins, and each time they face a crisis, we will then not have to resort to rebates and subsidies. And we should spend the next few years building up the margin for Singaporeans so that their lives do not have to be so stretched and stressful. 

    Sir, in conclusion, I started by saying that the Budget has not been bold enough, contrary to expectations that something significant should have been done in this year's Budget. We know that we have to wait for the final outcome of the ERC recommendations. I thought I should take the opportunity to give a sense of what I feel are bold measures and of what it should really mean when the Government says that there will be no "sacred cows" and that "no stones will be left unturned." Here is my wish list of radical things which we should do: 

    First, a 30% reduction in rentals, whether it is JTC or HDB properties, and allowing property prices to decline and to find their right levels, without propping them up artificially. And if need be, the Government should step in to mop up any residual problems, even if it means dipping into the reserves. 

    Second, bringing the income tax level down to 121/2% that Ireland has. 

    Third, to spin off most of the GLCs, except for strategic ones like SIA, PSA and perhaps SingTel. And the Government should cut its ownership to less than 30% in each of these GLCs. 

    Fourth, to help the SMEs with their problems before we could develop a mature financing industry, to create a fourth local bank to service the SMEs. 

    Fifth, halve the petrol tax, halve the ERP charges, halve the foreign worker levies and halve the property tax. 

    Sixth, eliminate the need for yearly Government issued licences and depend on income tax and GST to collect all revenues. 

    Seventh, reduce the size of the Government and the civil service by 30% over a 5-year period. 
    Sir, these are radical things, just to give you a feel of what people are thinking of. The list can go on, but I thought that I would give a feel of what being bold really means, from the perspective of the private sector. 

    Finally, I feel that it is too early to rejoice. When the Minister revised the growth forecast from the previous 1-3% to the current 2-4%, I thought he was a little too quick off the mark. Things are still very unclear, including in the USA. There are pockets of recovery, but just a few. Good times will come back, as we know, but let us tread carefully for now and not let our guards down too quickly. By thinking that the economic recovery is going to come very soon, I feel that the Government may get complacent in trying to help address some of the issues that I have just mentioned. Sir, uncertainty still rules the day. 
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Dr Tan Cheng Bock (Ayer Rajah): Mdm Deputy Speaker, I am surprised that no one has acknowledged the grandparents' role in the upbringing of the grandchildren.

I think my contribution to this baby debate will be to call all grandparents to continue to support their children who have babies or those who want to have babies. 

      The greatest gift that my daughter gave me were her two lovely sons.  My two grandsons have given me joy and happiness.  So when I listened to Mr Gan Kim Yong's speech and smiled, I understand how he feels.  I can share his joy and I can share his happiness.  Keep up looking after your children!

 

      I will come straight to the point.  I have only two issues to present to this House.  Before I come to the two points, I want to say that I support the Budget.  The Budget indicates that things are getting better.  But my fear is that rentals and Government fees are going to go up, like my good friend, Mr Inderjit Singh, said yesterday.  I hope the Government will monitor the Government services and rental costs very carefully.  The SMEs and companies about to see a turnaround in business are again thrown out of gear when the rentals and Government fees go up.

 

     My first point is on the education system.  Our education system has undergone many changes.  I want to propose one change for the Ministry of Education to consider.  After 'O' levels, students move to either the 'A' levels, or the polytechnics, or ITE.  Some do the 'A' levels in two years and some do the 'A' levels in three years.  Those who fail their 'A' levels have to repeat, go to do a polytechnic course or go to work.  But such students do not fare well in the job market because 'A' level schooling is, in my opinion, too narrow and not so tailored to the workforce.   Therefore, I am suggesting that we review the 'A' level examination and perhaps allow all 'O' level students to continue their studies at the polytechnics, as many are doing now.  Of course, for those who do not do so well at the 'O' levels they can opt for ITE.  The 'A' levels have served us well in the past.  It is a British legacy.  We must now move forward and ask ourselves whether the 'A' levels are appropriate.

 

      Polytechnic education can be refined or restructured to have more choices, more options and more disciplines.  They must not only have technical disciplines, but academic ones too, so that the students have more choices to choose when they opt for a university education.  For those who do not make to the university, at least a polytechnic diploma graduate is better trained for the workforce.

 

     At the university level, the courses could be shortened for the polytechnic graduates, like what is happening now.  Polytechnic students can skip the first year of the course they are studying or they might get credits given to the subjects that they took at the polytechnic level.  My proposal is a radical change.  My thinking is that we must better prepare our students for the new global economy where changes in science and technology and business operations are moving so fast that we may be ill-equipped for the new changes.

 

      I call for a review because the 'A' level and polytechnic courses are very different.  Polytechnic students are more hands-on and already enjoying a reputation of better job prospects compared to the 'A' level students.  'A' level students do not command such premium as shown in the survey by the Straits Times, on Saturday, 27th December, last year.  In the Straits Times here, it is revealed that the upper secondary school students who were jobless were 1.5%; diploma holders, 1.1%; degree holders, 1.2%.  Therefore, we know that the 'A' level students are at a little disadvantage.  I spoke to a parent who has a son doing 'A' levels and a daughter at polytechnic, and he told me the remarkable difference between the two.  The son went to 'A' levels and he was a very good student, but compared to his daughter who went to a polytechnic, he found that she matured very fast, she could mix very well and she was behaving like an adult already.  Whereas the 'A' level student is still a student, still wearing school uniform, and in a school environment, cannot mature that fast.  Therefore, I am asking the Ministry to look at my suggestion.   I am sure there is no hurry but an examination into the merits of polytechnic education to university, to me, is a better option than 'A' levels.

 

      Next, I will come to a subject which could be sensitive but has to be aired in this House.  The DPM and Minister for Finance wants to build a strong society marked by a high degree of self-reliance, resilience and social responsibility.  He said that we must not weaken our people's resilience by being too protective.  I fully agree and I support the actions he outlined in his speech.  However, at the feedback session, when I raised this point, a young participant asked me, "Is Lee Kuan Yew too protective in the handling of the SIA pilot affair?"  Listening to him and to others, I sensed a disquiet among Singaporeans on this matter.

 

       I have therefore chosen to raise a few matters that are on the lips of many Singaporeans and hope DPM can enlighten us later in his reply.  They articulated the issues passionately but would not want to speak up publicly for fear of the wrath of the Government.  This is a common perception of the people.  However, all these issues that they raised need to be aired here because of their implications of how the Government handles dissent and labour relations.  One question that had been asked is:  why is the Government interfering in this matter?  Should this not be thrashed out by the management and the union?  Why do we allow foreigners to sit in the union executive committee?  What if a similar, or even a more serious, issue involving, say, a pilot strike were to happen in future, and there is no Lee Kuan Yew to crack some heads?  I think these are legitimate questions being asked.  They have always been told that the present political leadership can handle such matters on their own steam and they showed they did well in the management of the country generally and during the Asian financial crisis, SARS and the current economic downturn.

 

     Their concern is that all these issues have been managed well because of our good established institutions, good civil service, good financial institutions and a good healthcare delivery system.  In the case of the SIA pilot issue, it is more than just administrative ability.  It involved people.  It involved people management.  It involved EQ as much as IQ.  It involved politics.  It involved political judgement.  Will the current leaders be up to the mark when managing such issues without the presence of Lee Kuan Yew?  Many have told me that SM should have let the younger Ministers handle the issue by taking a back seat.  They asked me, "Why must SM run to the help so fast?"  They want to know.  Do I believe that our new leaders can handle these issues?  Yes, I am sure they can.  You watch how our new leaders have handled SARS.  You watch how they have handled the Asian financial crisis.  And you watch how they are managing our economic downturn.  They have the confidence, they have the ability, and we should support them.

 

     Therefore, when Singaporeans are afraid that our younger leaders cannot manage without Lee Kuan Yew and losing their sleep, I tell them, "Don't worry, our younger leaders can do."
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Mr Simon S C Tay (Nominated Member): Mr Speaker, Sir, this Budget comes at a time of economic uncertainty. It is clear that Singapore will be affected by the regional downturn. It is also clear that the present downturn is unlike any other we have faced, quite different and potentially deeper than what we have seen in the mid-1980s. What is less clear is the extent and duration of the downturn and the particular sectors that will be hardest hit. But also has to be decided which sectors Government will intervene to help and which it will leave to their own means, for better or worse. For those sectors where Government intervenes, the method and extent of intervention have also to be seen. Against this background, the Government has set three priorities: (1) to rally the people; (2) to help resolve the regional crisis; and (3) to plan for the future, so that Singapore will emerge from the crisis stronger than before. 

    Sir, this Budget seems to focus on (3) to plan for the future. It gives a wide range of incentives for newer, emerging industries that Government wishes to foster. For other sectors, the Budget gives less relief than many had hoped for. The Minister for Finance has emphasised that the Government believes there is no immediate need for bailouts and that off-Budget items would be held in reserve if things turn for the worse. This seems a confident and prudent approach. It is an approach that, however, postpones potentially harder economic questions that this present economic crisis may yet require us to answer. When the Government holds other measures of help in reserve, it remains to be seen how well and how timely the Government will read the needs on the ground and shape its response. What we need, at this juncture, is a promise of close monitoring and that the Government would remain open to calls for assistance. 

    In the present Budget, while the emphasis seems to be on incentives rather than bailouts, as I have said, one exception stands out. This is the measure to forgo property tax on land under development. This measure will cost the Government some $200 million in revenues forgone. This is a considerable amount to assist one particular sector, property developers. The last time this measure was taken was in the mid-1980 recession. In contrast, Sir, measures to help other sectors, such as hotels and retailers, are scant, if not, non-existent. Measures to help the individual taxpayer with a 5% rebate, while useful, are not as ample as they were last year where a 10% rebate was given. The present rebate seems even smaller when we compare it to the 25% given during the recession year of 1985. 

    When we compare the assistance given to property developers with the 5% rebate, we must note that the relatively small number of developers will receive some $200 million, as I have said, while all taxpayers will in total receive the lesser sum of about $130 million from the rebate. Two questions arise from these comparisons. First, is it the Minister's view that the property developers are in a situation akin to that which was witnessed in the mid-1980s and, by comparison to the help given to them, is it the Government's view that other sectors like hotels and retailers and individuals are not so badly hit at present? The second question is how much must other sectors and individuals be affected before Government will assist in a larger way? What yardsticks will Government use to measure when it will be timely to bring in its reserved off-Budget assistance into play? In asking this, I note that the business sector has perceptions that things are already bad. Among some individuals I also know there have been already reports of distressed sales of property and even some suicides apparently triggered by economic woes. We have a reactive Budget. The important question is that it should be clearer when the threshold for reaction will come. 

    Sir, in bad times of uncertain growth, many will look to the Government for assistance. It is not of course that all who ask must get what they ask for, not even Singapore's reserves are large enough for everyone's wish-list. But in deciding who to help, when and how much, there has to be a legitimate and fair basis for decisions and just as important, transparency. 

    Sir, I have suggested that this Budget focuses on the third priority to plan for the future so that Singapore would emerge from the crisis stronger than before. While I agree largely with this policy, I think it is also important that this Budget gives equal expression to the first priority, to rally the people. In good times, many would be proud of Singapore, of being Singaporean. The more severe test of this pride is during bad times. Will the people rally? Does Singapore have sufficient heartware to pass the test of bad times? This is a question that follows from the Prime Minister's speech in this House in June last year about Singapore of the 21st century. The Singapore 21 Committee, of which I am a Member, and I declare my interest, Sir, will undertake its work on Singapore's heartware during the course of this budget year. There is a real danger, Sir, that some will think that the relevance of heartware is sidelined by economic exigencies. I hope that many more will be persuaded that, to the contrary, the question of heartware becomes even more important this year. It is precisely during these testing times that the heartware becomes vital and people have an opportunity to unite. 

    How does heartware and the priority of rallying the people find expression in this present Budget? I am encouraged by the farsighted and generous provision for education. There is every need for a long-term and sustained commitment to the education of our youth. Additionally, Sir, I believe more can and should be done for heartware in terms of charities and the arts. These two subjects are of course very different. But they connect to heartware, how we take care of the less fortunate in our society and how we give expression to ourselves as Singaporeans. Both charities and the arts also need long-term and sustained commitment and they both share the prospect of diminished financial support during the coming hard year. 

    The economic uncertainties of 1998 will likely cause businesses and individuals to cut back on their contributions to charities and the arts. Some arts groups I have spoken to have already seen or anticipate a drop of about a quarter of their support. The Government's emphasis has been on the `many helping hands' approach. The Government is not to be the sole provider but businesses, individuals and the people sector - societies, clubs and others - must also help. I do not ask Government to change the `many helping hands' policy. I do not ask them to step in with more money where private sector has pulled back, although of course there seems to be more than ample surplus for this. What I do ask is for Government to keep its contribution to charities and the arts constant, as far as possible. If there are cuts by this Government, this would be read by the private sector that the Government accepts that these matters are not priorities. Then they too will cut back. The other helping hands will take their signal from Government. In this way, our `many helping hands' policy means that a cut of a single dollar by Government must be multiplied by the corresponding cut of other helping hands. 

    I also ask Government to recognise that even if their contribution to charities and the arts remains constant, the cut-back by the private sector will be felt. That is to say, in the `many helping hands' approach, the pulling back of any one hand would destabilise the charity or the arts in question. I therefore ask Government to consider if there are ways to encourage the private sector hand to remain constant even in these coming hard times. One measure, it seems to me, is to use the tool of double deductions. 

    Sir, we currently allow contributions to approved charities and the arts to be deducted from taxable income on a one-to-one ratio. My suggestion is that this ratio be doubled. I understand a double deduction is already available for some contributions under the National Heritage Board, mainly for donations made to museums. I would encourage its wider application during the current downturn. I reiterate that this is not for Government to give more money or to give up the `many helping hands' approach, rather my suggestion is to find incentives for private sector hands not to waver in hard times. This would help maintain the consistent support that is needed for both the charities and the arts. For charities, especially, it should not be the case, that in hard times, the recipients of charity who can least help themselves would be those hardest hit. 

    Sir, in conclusion, the Budget is not just a question of dollars and bottom lines. It represents our priorities as a nation. In bad times as much as in good, or even more so, we must prioritise not just big businesses and heartware but also people and heartware. I urge the Minister to consider the needs I have pointed to. 
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Giving soul to the city
      Ms Irene Ng Phek Hoong (Tampines): Sir, Singapore seems to be sprouting giant shopping malls everywhere. And now, oversized Integrated Resorts. They scream that we are a consumer city – even a copy-cat city. 

      You see the same offerings at any other large city in the world. They say nothing about our cultural heritage or our distinctive character.

     Sir, we need to inject more soul into the city. We should identify more heritage areas and create a buzz around them while preserving their authentic, old-world charm. This should be done in an integrated masterplan, involving not only the hardware of buildings, but also the software to give the area its own personality.

      A great example is Haji Lane and Arab Street – pulsing with the energy of our vibrant culture. A not-so-good example is Boat Quay. Visitors walking along the promenade today will not get a sense of its history. They would not know that it was once a major port in Singapore, or one of the most popular sites for Chinese street story-telling, stunts and opera performances. Why not build a maritime museum along the river and also bring back the aura of that history?

      We should also be innovative and creative. Why not use our Electronic Road Pricing (ERP) gantries, bus stops, MRT stations, even rubbish bins, to display our heritage and creativity?  Work with our local artists to hand paint on them. For example, the bus stops and ERP gantries in Orchard Road can have an orchard theme. Those in Chinatown can have a Chinese theme.

      It is by involving people that the city evolves its personality. We should also allow people to adopt benches to commemorate a person or an event. For example, a husband can sponsor a bench in Boat Quay in memory of his wife because they used to date there regularly.  Others reading the inscriptions would connect with the gesture.

      Sir, it is our unique history, cultural diversity and the human touches which would give the city personality and soul. Then perhaps one day, our slogan can be "Singapore: The City with Soul".

  

Green spaces and coastal areas
      Sir, go to the East Coast Park on any weekend and you can see crowds of people jostling for space – walking, jogging, cycling, roller-blading, camping, fishing, flying kites, and so on.
 
     All over the island, our parks, beaches and other recreational spaces are getting over-crowded.  It is good that more people are into outdoor activities. However, the whole idea of being outdoors is to have a sense of freedom and space, and to connect with nature.
 
     We need to provide more areas for our often-stressed Singaporeans to get away from it all. Reports about a man with this big problem of not knowing where to row his own kayak, and the rise in illegal fishing, point to the need to give more thought to this.

      The Ministry has done a good job of turning this island into a garden city. I especially commend it for building the park connectors. Like Member Teo Ser Luck, I have also enjoyed it tremendously, cycling from East Coast to Changi Village and marvelling at the natural beauty around us.

      I would like to ask for an update of the work to link up the major parks, nature reserves and housing estates throughout the island.


     Besides the main island, more should be done to develop our offshore islands into recreational areas, where people can swim, kayak and island-hop.  But please do not turn them into another Sentosa, which has an artificial plastic feel about it.


     When I was in Koh Samui and Phuket, it was easy to hop from island to island on a boat, and to swim and snorkel.  However, the experience was somewhat marred by the hordes of tourists, the pollution of the boat engines and the destruction of corals.

      Sir, we should use our own parks and coastal areas to teach Singaporeans, especially the children, to respect the environment and to love nature. Let us have more educational signs to teach them to identify the wildlife species that live under their own noses.

      Many Singaporeans did not know that we have rare sambar deers living in the wild until one was recently killed by a car on the Seletar Expressway.  This accident raises a red flag – is encroaching development threatening their survival?

      I would like an assurance from the Minister that we are doing all we can to protect the habitat of our wildlife.
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National Education

Dr Amy Khor Lean Suan: Sir, national education is the focus of our efforts to ensure that our young grow up with an understanding of the constraints that Singapore overcame in its attainment of nationhood, as well as the challenges it now faces as a nation. It also builds a sense of shared history and destiny to root our young.  This is especially important as Singaporeans become more mobile and display a higher propensity to study, live and work abroad and, in the face of increasing immigration, that could strain our social cohesion. It plays a crucial role in helping the children of our immigrants better integrate into the community, and helping our own children accept these immigrants into their world.  Therefore, its role is vital to the future we are trying to build.

But from the perspective of the students, National Education, which at secondary schools is currently taught under the subject "Social Studies", is perceived as dry and uninteresting, often studied merely because it is one of the compulsory subjects whose grades count for entry into junior college.

As National Education is a compulsory subject required for entry into junior college, the teaching focus is on examination techniques and not on whether the students really truly appreciate the significance of the topics being taught.

Sir, I would like to ask the Ministry to look into how National Education can be made to come alive and more enjoyable.  In fact, I feel that our National Education syllabus, in typical Singaporean kiasu style, is simply too ambitious.  The subjects covered are too diverse, historically, geographically and thematically - from macro issues such as the birth of Singapore, Japan's industrial development and a case study of Switzerland, to the micro issues such as health and education services in Singapore, to what makes good governance in Singapore and even a chapter on the rise and fall of Venice!

I know all these because I have to tutor my kids.  I think this is really against MOE's very own "Teach less, learn more" spirit.  It would be far better to trim down the syllabus to the essentials and to what students can more easily relate to, such as the challenges that Singapore currently confronts.  This would allow more in-depth study of the topics from different perspectives and alternative viewpoints.  This will avoid students' perceptions that a particular view is being shoved down their throats and, hence, their conclusion that National Education is propaganda.

Sir, hands-on practical learning can add interest to the subject, as educationists would confirm.  Perhaps, teachers who teach National Education should be trained in generating a creative learning environment.  They could, if they are not doing it already, use a variety of teaching methods - project work, group assignments, policy simulation exercise, mock Parliament, community projects and so on.  Schools could work more closely with the community organisations to identify projects that students can meaningfully engage in, as part of their National Education curriculum.

Central to this is also the issue of whether the National Education teachers are themselves convinced of the value of what they do and the substance of what they teach, without regarding the subject matter as propaganda.  If they do, instead of being ambassadors and evangelists of the message to the students, their scepticism will rub off onto the students and it will be a great setback for the entire National Education policy.

I, therefore, urge the Ministry to study this issue carefully in relation to National Education teacher selection and training as well as what is taught in National Education and how it is being taught.

	Parliament No:
	11

	Session No:
	1

	Volume No:
	82

	Sitting No:
	17

	Sitting Date:
	2007-03-06

	Section Name:
	BUDGET

	Title:
	HEAD O - MINISTRY OF HEALTH

	
	


Focus on Patients
      Mr Sam Tan Chin Siong: Madam, the Ministry of Health has been given an extra $300 million in this Budget.  So, the Ministry has more money to spend in this financial year.  My concern, and I am sure the Minister's as well, is that the fund should go to the right places. 

     To begin with, I must say that our restructured hospitals are already one of the best, if not the best, in the region.  However, like many other things, there is always room for improvement.  In my opinion, building a large water feature, three-man high and about the length of a small swimming pool, in a place mostly meant for hospital staff, is not the best way to spend the money.  Hiring high profile consultants at millions of dollars is not the best way either.  Having more non-professional than professional directors is also not the best way too.  Yet, all these are being done in a large restructured hospital.

      I believe we can afford to be more restrained in our landscaping and renovations in our restructured hospitals, especially those at the staff block where few patients go to.

     Madam, my second point is more paradoxical.  I believe that our restructured hospitals should be more concerned with taking care of patients than the bottom line.  It is good to be able to say that our private patients subsidise our public patients, and hence, each hospital is able to cut its spending, require less funding support from the Government, and lower the tax burden on Singaporeans.

     To me, this is an attractive argument but not a convincing one.  I feel that our restructured hospitals should not be in the business of competing with private hospitals to improve their bottom line.  My GPC Chairperson had elaborated on this point in her speech just now.  I fully agree with her that our restructured hospitals should focus on taking care of the public patients and improving their services. 

       I would like to share a personal experience at a large restructured hospital recently to illustrate the importance of patient care.  A few weeks ago, I visited a relative and found him to be quite ill.  So I accompanied him to a restructured hospital.  He was sent to the A&E Department around 2.30 pm.  Within an hour, the A&E doctor had examined him, and informed us that he needed to be hospitalised for treatment.  This was an excellent and speedy action taken by the doctor, and I think the doctor deserved a commendation. We were told to wait for a ward and a bed.  At 5.00 pm, the ward admission procedure was done as a bed had been made available.  However, from 5.00 pm to 7.00 pm, the patient and family members were made to wait outside the A&E Department.  Despite making four enquires on the status, the patient was still left at the A&E Department.  At 7.00 pm, I finally went up to the A&E counter to enquire about the long wait.  The nurse on duty checked and explained that due to manpower shortage, they could not send the patient to the ward early.

    I am not sure whether it is manpower shortage or communication gap, or both, that had resulted in two hours of unnecessary waiting time.  This is not a unique experience to us.  I asked some people waiting around at the A&E Department, and they told me they had been waiting for between four and six hours, and they were still waiting.

      Long waiting time is just one of the many complaints we often hear from people, or read about in the newspapers' Forum articles.  Indeed, Lianhe Zaobao carried two more complaints on 12th February 2007 and yesterday.  While acknowledging the hardwork and good work of our healthcare professionals, I think the service gaps need to be plugged.  While focusing on improving the facilities and amenities, I feel that the restructured hospitals should adopt a patient-centric approach in providing medical care and services.

      While we strive to become a medical hub, we need to ensure that our focus remains on patient care, not just making sure that our hospitals can attract more foreign and well-paying private patients, not just making sure that doctors and nurses are well trained, not just making sure that we have the state-of-the-art equipment, but also making sure that we turn our attention to things that matter to the patients and their families.

     With so many medical advances today and even more rapid advances tomorrow, I am sure that the care for the patient can only become more complicated and sophisticated with an ageing population, and all the more reason then to focus on getting our basics right.
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Singapore's Foreign Relations
         Ms Indranee Rajah: With respect to Singapore's foreign relations,  I would like to ask the Minister whether there had been any significant developments in our foreign relations as a whole.  In particular, I would like to know where our relationships with the US and Europe stand and also our international standing.  We are a small country but it has been said that we punch above our weight.  It would be good if the Minister could update us on where Singapore stands in the international community and whether what we say in respect of international conventions, treaties and international affairs generally is taken note of by other countries.  

ASEAN

      I would also be grateful if the Minister could comment or give us an update on ASEAN.  ASEAN is still a cornerstone of our foreign policy, so I would appreciate it if the Minister could let us know what is our current policy on ASEAN and, in particular, what are our plans for the ASEAN Chairmanship since Singapore would be taking the chairmanship of ASEAN.  And also what it the progress on the ASEAN charter?

      There has been much talk from time to time about ASEAN integration.  It would also be appreciated if the Minister could comment on the feasibility of ASEAN integration, or what sort of progress is being made in that decision.  I would also ask the Minister to comment on our bilateral relations with Malaysia, Thailand, Brunei, Vietnam and Indonesia.

      If I may just spend a few minutes on Indonesia because I had, in my Budget Statement, spoken about that.  I had noticed that in the Sunday Times, there has been a further development or yet another episode emanating from our Indonesian neighbours.  I must say, Sir, that it really is rather like a bad soap opera. 

      The latest salvo that has come from Indonesia can perhaps be described as the five Ps. The first "P" is that Indonesia took a stand on banning the export of sand on the matter of principle.  They said that it was the environment. So that sounds quite noble and high minded.  They wanted to protect the environment.  It is a matter of principle.  A few days later though, they emanated another statement which said that the ban was because of pressure. They wanted to pressure us.  That sounds rather less noble.  That is the second "P". 

      Then, on Sunday, I noticed that Indonesia's Maritime Affairs Minister, Mr Freddy Numberi, had said, and I quote, "The ban on sand exports will not be lifted till the Republic settles their border dispute.  And even if Indonesia were to eventually allow sales to resume, it wants to renegotiate the price of the sand and determine which areas could be mined to avoid environmental degradation."  And he said also, "Politically, we banned the export of sand because we wanted it to have a larger economic value, and we also wanted to settle our border disputes with Singapore."  This comment about banning sand because they wanted to have a larger economic value is rather telling.  Because what that suggests is its price, the third "P".  So the first "P" - principle can perhaps be compromised, if the third "P" comes in, which is price.  So the principle can be purchased.  Of course, all this results in the fourth "P" for Singapore because we are puzzled.  And if I could just wrap the whole thing up by saying that the entire Indonesian stand can be described as the fifth "P", which is that it is peculiar.

     If the Minister could comment on these developments as well as the other bilateral relations that we have with our neighbours, which seem to be rather more smooth sailing with the occasional ups and downs.  But bearing in mind that we live in a neighbourhood which is sometimes calm and sometimes exciting, it would be helpful if the Ministry of Foreign Affairs could give us an indication of whether we are sailing in smooth waters or whether we must experience a little turbulence here and there. 
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Mr Koo Tsai Kee: Sir, consumers in Singapore need legislation to compel all banks and financial houses to give full disclosure on information regarding loans. All developed countries have consumer credit legislation. The USA has its Truth in Lending Act. Britain and Australia have their Consumer Credit Acts. 

    Essentially, these consumer credit Acts ask banks and financial houses to disclose all relevant information which will impact on the consumers adversely upfront, not when consumers ask bankers. This information includes: 

    (a) The annual effective interest rates, which I would refer to as the Annualised Reference Rates (ARR). And a statement in the Act as to what the ARR means, so that nobody is in doubt as to how it is interpreted. 

    (b) The Act should include the total amount financed and total cost of the interest charged in dollar terms for the entire duration of the loan, including all hidden transaction costs. 

    (c) The method and timing of calculating the interest rates. 

    (d) The early repayment penalty. 

    (e) The repayment schedule, the frequency and the commencement date. 

    (f) Any other legal and financial liabilities which would normally be encountered by the consumer during the period of the loan. 

    Among this information, the most important figure is the Annualised Reference Rate, because it is a simple number that can be immediately digested by almost all consumers. 

    On 1st March 1995, the Minister for Finance said in this House that he would ask the Monetary Authority of Singapore to remind the Association of Banks Singapore (ABS) and all the other financial institutions to volunteer such information. 

    Unfortunately, Sir, the problem has not been arrested. On 10th March, a full-page advertisement placed in the Straits Times by the Citibank - the Minister can take a look at this advertisement - nine days after his speech in this House, Citibank proudly touted its low auto repriceable car loan of 3.75%. There are no clear explanations as to what the 3.75% means, except an asterisk - the Minister cannot see this but I will send this advertisement to him - trying to explain what the 3.75% means. It says "subject to prevailing market rates". I do not understand what that statement means. 

    What that means is really ambiguous. But I am extremely doubtful if the 3.75% quoted in the advertisement is the Annualised Reference Rate. Citibank is offering much higher ARR on time deposits. How could it offer car loans below the ARR? Certainly, if the 3.75% was the ARR, Citibank would have said so. Perhaps Citibank should explain itself. And I think the Minister should ask the MAS to ask Citibank for a written explanation. This is one example where the Minister's moral voice has been ignored and totally kicked aside. And this trend is dangerous. If the Minister's moral guidance is ignored, it is dangerous. 

    To be sure, Sir, Citibank has not done anything wrong at law. But should we allow such practices to carry on? The fact is that most banks in Singapore, including financial institutions, are rather honest about disclosure. But honesty may not pay, because innocent and financially illiterate consumers could be fooled and have been fooled. 

    Let me contrast Citibank's advertisement to DBS Finance's honest advertisement on 14th March 1995 in the Straits Times. DBS Finance's advertisement is honest because it states clearly in one column the "special rates" and in the next column the "effective annual interest rates". Note that the DBS Finance's car loans are priced from 6.77% to 7.8% on an ARR basis. So it is much higher than Citibank's 3.75%. I am suggesting that DBS Finance's honest and transparent advertisement is commendable. But by allowing Citibank to quote non-ARR rates, the playing field is not level, because consumers could be fooled into thinking that the Citibank's rates are low, and DBS Finance's rates are high. DBS Finance's policy of stating its ARR carries a cost. 

    Sir, the Association of Banks, Singapore (ABS) has written to CASE, of which I am the President, and the Finance Houses Association of Singapore to set a date to discuss the matter of information disclosure by banks and financial institutions. But the important thing here to note is that the ABS in a letter to the Straits Times' Forum page, dated 28th February 1995, has admitted that the problem of less than full disclosure exists. The ABS wants self-regulation, not legislation. Understandably so. But, Sir, self-regulation has failed, will fail and will continue to fail. 

    Sir, I would like to point out to the Minister again that the ABS had circulated a note to its members on 21st February 1990 asking them to state their interest rates in ARR. Clearly, self-regulation has not worked. It will not work because there is always the temptation to use creative marketing techniques to seduce borrowers into thinking that non-ARR rates are low. 

    Legislation will help. In fact, legislation will help all banks and finance companies in Singapore, because then they can promote their loans on a level playing field based on quality of service, based on information and based on other attributes other than non-ARR rates. In fact, quietly, many bankers have told me that they prefer legislation because it makes their job easier. 

    I urge the Minister to compel banks and finance companies to provide full disclosure through legislation quickly. Similar legislation already exists in Britain, in Australia and in the United States of America. Why are we behind? We are trying to be a developed country by 1999. I think we are way back as far as the Consumer Credit Act is concerned. Consumers need protection. I need protection, Sir. We all need protection. 

    Sir, if a bank can openly defy the Minister only nine days after he has suggested in this House that banks should volunteer information, I think the Minister should start wielding the big stick.
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Promotion of Flexible Work Arrangements
Mr Seah Kian Peng (Marine Parade): Sir, thank you for the honour of filing the last cut for this year's COS debate.  I would like to use this time to pursue an old hobby horse.  But first, let me declare my interest as a board member of Centre for Fathering. 

      Last August, the Government has said that there was no need to introduce Paternity Leave as working fathers will benefit from two leave entitlements from the enhanced Marriage and Parenthood Package.  That is six days of paid childcare leave plus six days of unpaid infant care leave per parent per year. 

      In granting fathers this leave entitlement, which I support, the Government has signalled its recognition of the importance of working fathers' role in raising children.  But I am not at all convinced that this is enough for someone who views parenting as a shared responsibility – a role that has been consistently advanced by our various Ministers.  But, to me, it remains more words than action. 

      I am sure all of us have received much feedback from friends and relatives, instances where many working fathers have to take extra days of leave just to handle the entire birth process – from running errands to and from hospital, assisting their wives to settle in with the newborn.  A bonus if the wife gives birth on a Saturday because it saves two working days.  Not so good if your newborn suffers from jaundice – another day required to make a trip to hospital to fetch the baby after recovery. 

      Hence, rather than imposing a strict four months' maternity leave to mothers and giving fathers just three days, I ask the Government to grant some flexibility to each set of parents to apportion their leave at their discretion.  Such a proposal gives more power to the couple to decide for themselves.

      Sir, I will argue that this personal choice allows us to increase the total sum of happiness at no extra costs.  There seems no reason why we should not do it.  The only reason I can think of not doing it is purely on administrative grounds.  But surely this is not a good enough reason.  If we believe this is a right policy, I am sure we can find a way out.  This change in policy will help us to take a step forward in building stronger resilient families.  It may even provide a fillip to our population woes. 

      At a time of uncertainty and social pressure, family needs more mothers and fathers even more.  Encouraging fathers to take on caring roles and joint responsibilities with their wives towards their newborns is vital, if we are serious about enabling both parents to realise their full potential at home and at work.  So, Sir, I hope the Ministry can put this as a high priority item on their To-Do list.
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