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SPEECH BY MR SAM TAN, MP FOR TANJONG PAGAR
GRC, ON THE MOTION OF THANKS TO PRESIDENT'S
ADDRESS AT THE PARLIAMENT SITTING ON 25 MAY
2009 AT PARLIAMENT HOUSE

1  Mr Speaker,

Thank you for allowing me to speak.

2 In his address, the President says that we “must take steps to
emerge from this global crisis stronger economically, socially,
and politically”. He also says that an important part of this

effort is to ensure that we strengthen social cohesion.

3 The President observes that challenging times will put
stresses on our society and our families. Globalisation, while
benefiting Singapore as a whole, also widens income gaps
and puts pressure on lower-skilled, less-educated workers.
He says “The Government has done much to help this group

upgrade, and to supplement their wages. In this downturn,
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lower-income Singaporeans will not be left to fend for

themselves.”

Sir, itis true. We have done quite a lot to help workers prepare
for new jobs, take care that children from vulnerable families
have opportunities to reach their full potential in schools.
Our Education Minister just yesterday announced another
$67.5 million to help students and their families cope with the

recession.

In the light of these points, | would like to pose a simple
question for the House to consider — do the members feel that
somehow, despite all the doom and gloom coming out of the
US, that there is a recession in Singapore? Or is it, really,
business as usual, with people still spending and being as
cheerful as ever? And second, do the members feel that this
buoyant optimism is our fault? Sir, | use the word “fault”
purposefully, because it will come clear that | do not consider

this unbridled optimism an altogether good thing.
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Let me elaborate.

Recession? What recession?

Today, as we go to some of the mid-priced restaurants like
Crystal Jade, and Ichiban Boshi, do we feel that there is a
recession? Even at MezzaNine in Hyatt Hotel, a fairly
upmarket place, there remains a sizable lunch crowd on most

days. So, what recession?

Today, if you were buying a property, you would have agents
telling you that the market for the mid-and- lower-range
properties is getting hot again, and sales are moving. You
would read from the newspapers that sales remain strong,
and that buyers are still snapping up new launches. So, what

recession?

| feel Sir, that this time, the recession is worse on paper, but

much less on the ground, compared to 2003. Perhaps in
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2003, it was SARS and everyone was huddling at home.
May be it was due to a psychological fear, the “Kia-si”

symptom.

This recession is every bit as severe as the ones we have
experienced in the past — in fact, it is the worse one yet, since
we have never had to draw down on our reserves before, and
we are doing so this time. Jobs are lost, and growth remains
very very sluggish. The economic growth rate was forcast at

-6% to -9%.

Yet, people are still spending.

On the one hand, this is good because it adds to the
economic multiplier, it prevents a downward spiral where
liquidity is sucked out of the economy. On the other hand, it is
worrying because this spending could have come about

because of a false sense of security.

Safety net or a padded cell?
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Sir, this government has been through many recessions with
its people. In the early days, we had recessions once every 10
years or so. Nowadays, shocks have been coming more
often. So, we have become “practiced” at the craft of
recession-cushioning. Each time the economy shows signs of
slowing down, we have the NTUC and e2i coming out at the
forefront to job match, get training, reduce retrenchments. We
have MND pump priming with infrastructure projects, we have

of course the MCYS and its numerous help schemes.

Sir, | am not diminishing the efforts of our civil servants and
union partners. | am however, wondering what the true impact

of these efforts are.

Suppose you are the father of an eight-old-year boy who
wants to learn how to cycle. Do you line the streets with
cushions so that he will not hurt himself if he loses his
balance? Do you brace his knees, and every conceivable part
of his exposed body, with padding? You might, if you were an
extremely protective father. But the commonsensical

approach would be to let the boy have a go at it himself, and
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take the knocks and spills as they come. A boy who is
mollycoddled is a very different person from the one who is

physically tough and to take spills without fear and whining.

The latter, | think, could be the approach that we take towards
helping Singaporeans during tough time. Recently | have
seen many residents, especially the elderly, come and see me
for help at my MPS. The difference is that while in the past,
many of them would be hesitant to do so, and would rely on
their children. Today, many see Government help as an
entitlement, something that they should tap on as a first port of

call, rather than a last resort.

“I want to spare my children the burden of caring for me,” they
tell me. | am frankly astonished and dismayed, for my
traditional Confucius values tell me that it is the natural
obligation for children to look after their parents, and for the
parents to be cared for by their children when they grow old.
| would sometime tell them “You should let your children care

for you, not the state, not because it is good public policy
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(although it is), not because society expects it (although it
might), but because it is the right thing to do”. It is filial piety,

one of the most fundamental values of the human race.

Now, it is difficult | think to put out ethical, foundational
arguments like these, in defence of policy issues such as
financial assistance, but isn't this the bottom of what we all
do?

The President says that the Government is able to provide
well for the people in this recession because it has cared for
its finances prudently. He says: “We steered clear of excesses
during the boom years. We strengthened our revenue base,
budgeted within our means and accumulated reserves for a
rainy day. We supervised our banks to be prudent, and
avoided a credit bubble. When the financial crisis struck, we

were in a strong position.”

Sir, | am happy that these words were true of the Government,
but can we say the same of our people? Have we, as sons
and daughters, as responsible parents, steered clear of

excesses? Have we worked hard, saved enough and
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accumulated reserves for a rainy day? Have we taken care of
our parents, our families, and become self-reliant so that in a
financial crisis, we do not ask for handouts? Sir, | think we

have not.

We have become accustomed to the largesse of an efficient
MCYS whose many helping hands are indeed everywhere
doing everything for us — they make sure the poor children do
not have to pay fees, the needy elderly have enough food,
and even well-to-do children who do not care of their parents
have VWOs to turn to, when they want to shunt these old folks

out of their homes.

Sir, 1 am in a terrible position of making a criticism without
having the foggiest idea of what the solution is. Sir, | do not
ask the Government to do less — for that would make those in
need terribly unhappy. And having seen many of my residents
during the MPS — | know that the need is genuine. | would

not want to offer them any less help than | am doing now.
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At the same time, | do think that our Asian family values and
traditional ethics have been eroded. We have periodic
discussions and collective hair-pulling about this issue in
Parliament regularly. We have often said that schools should
do more. But | think this is something that the school system

cannot tackle. | suggest that families take this up on their own.

Teach their children a core curriculum of five key family
values. These values do not have to be the same for all
families — after all we do not value things the same way. But
we ought to ensure that we do stand for something as parents,
as a family collective, and teach these values to our children.

In my own family, the Tan value system for example would be:

(1) Honesty

(2) Pillial Piety
(3) Sincerity

(4) Compassion

(5) Society above self
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These systems are manifested in the things that we do as a
family, and hopefully, will stay with my children when they

grow up.

On a national level, | suggest that this is something that the
National Family Council can take up. Organise a campaign to
get people to write down their family values. Showcase how
different families are living their “dreams” and being true to

their values.

Sir, this for me, is one way to balance the Government's doing
more to cushion people against future shocks, and the people
learning resilience and coping mechanisms on their own.
Sir, it will take a long time to achieve this in any society.
However, as the familiar saying goes, a thousand mile journey
starts with the first step. If we start this journey today, we will
reach the destination some day. When that day comes, we

would have built a resilient society with cohesive families.
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Now, | would like to speak in Mandarin on the need for

creativity, innovation in a new world order.
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