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CONSTRUCTIVE POLITICS

Empowered citizens or
risk of free-for-all debates?
Some MPs want more voices;
others, civil and informed debates
By CHARISSA YONG
WHILE some asked for citizens
to be empowered, others
warned of the dangers of
free-for-all debates driven by
misinformation.
As the House entered the
second day of debate on the
President’s Address, constructive politics continued to be a
running theme, with nine out
of 17 MPs raising the issue yesterday.
Two camps of thought
emerged, largely along party
lines.
For the PAP MPs, keeping
debates civil and informed is
critical to constructive politics.
“Debate with words dripping with hate cannot possibly
help.
“It may even cause a rupture
in our social stability,” said Ms

Lee Bee Wah (Nee Soon GRC)
in Mandarin.
Social media, in particular,
can derail constructive politics
when many “insidious untruths” are spread online, said
Mr Zainudin Nordin (Bishan-Toa Payoh GRC).
He singled out a segment of
society which is “louder, more
demanding and less willing to
accommodate changes” as culprits who stoke distrust and hatred online.
Dr Teo Ho Pin (Bukit Panjang) said that such acts can
have undesirable consequences
in the governance and policymaking of a country, a view echoed by Associate Professor Muhammad Faishal Ibrahim (Nee
Soon GRC).
Mr Edwin Tong (Moulmein-Kallang GRC) said the policies the Government has introduced in the last three years to

address concerns over housing,
transport and health care, did
not happen by chance.
“They happen because we
have a Government committed
to constructive politics of
proactive consultation, robust
debate, and then, most importantly, translating that debate
into real tangible outcomes for
Singaporeans. That, in a sense,
is what each of us should be
here for. Taking a position in a
debate is a means, not an end,”
he said.
For the Workers’ Party (WP)
and Nominated MP Laurence
Lien, constructive politics involve everyone in society and
not only politicians.
“We can embrace a more deliberative form of democracy
where there are authentic deliberations among representatives, meeting as equals,” he
said, adding that the creative
energies of people should be
harnessed, “even if they have a
few sharp edges”.
A wider market of voices
was also embraced by

Non-Constituency MP Yee
Jenn Jong of the WP, who
called for political education in
schools to teach students how
to handle diversity and differences in opinions. “Such education programmes can help our
future generation be more confident in dealing with the diversity of views in the public spaces.”
Mr Yee’s fellow Workers’
Party NCMP Gerald Giam also
noted that vigorous and passionate debates do not necessarily lead to gridlock and paralysis.
The converse is also bad –
policies which are rushed
through can cause much unhappiness and may have to be later
reversed, he said.
“It would be much better to
have a proper and informed debate, both inside and outside
this House, make adjustment in
response to feedback from MPs
and the public, then roll out
better schemes for Singaporeans.”
charyong@sph.com.sg

CALL FOR MORE INCLUSIVE SOCIETY
“As we pursue First World ambitions, can we look up
from our smartphones and tithe some of our time and
resources to those who
are disadvantaged...
knowing that it takes
more than paid social
workers and government
agencies to give them a
fighting chance of
survival?”

Nomination Day for the 2011 presidential election. Ms Denise Phua
(Moulmein-Kallang GRC) argued in Parliament that the role of the
presidency should return to a ceremonial one. ST FILE PHOTO

– Ms Denise Phua
(Moulmein-Kallang GRC),
calling for a more
compassionate and inclusive
society to ensure better days
ahead

MP calls for
elected presidency
to be scrapped
By RACHEL AU-YONG
THE elected presidency (EP)
ought to be scrapped and the
role should return to a ceremonial one, said Ms Denise Phua
(Moulmein-Kallang GRC).
She had argued in 2011 that
with more vocal People’s Action Party backbenchers and an
increased opposition presence
in the House, there was no longer a need for additional checks
on the Government.
Picking up on the same
theme, she said: “If the conditions under which (the elected
presidency) have changed, let
us have the courage to slay
these sacred cows before they
become obese and unhealthy.”
Her concerns are twofold.
First, she is worried about the
powers given to the President,
such as control over financial
reserves and key public office
appointments.
Her call echoes Workers’
Party chief Low Thia Khiang’s
speech on Monday, views
which Ms Phua said she shares.
Mr Low had on Monday described the presidency as a
“weakness” that could cause
the very gridlock President
Tony Tan Keng Yam discussed
in his opening address on May
16.
The Government can be paralysed by the President exercising his blocking power if they
do not see eye to eye, he said.
These powers were awarded
following a constitutional
amendment in 1991, to prevent
the possibility of a rogue government that might dip into the
reserves to pursue a populist
agenda.
Until then, the presidency
was a ceremonial role. And Ms
Phua said yesterday she longed
for a return to those days.
Recalling former presidents
Yusof Ishak and Benjamin
Sheares, she said she wished
for statesmen “who need not
be slugged through yet another
political campaigning process
that divides the country instead of healing and uniting the
people of Singapore”.
Second, she expressed concern about the lower qualifica-

tions of EP candidates.
Among others, a key requirement for the EP candidate is
that he must have been a chief
executive of a Singapore company with paid-up capital of at
least $100 million.
In the 2011 presidential election, doubts surfaced over the
eligibility of candidates Tan Jee
Say and Tan Kin Lian.
The former helmed an asset
company that did not meet
this, while the latter last served
as head of NTUC Income – a
co-operative, not a company.
Ms Phua said that the
scheme “has admitted candidates who were non-executive
chairmen of companies or portfolio managers with no strong
solid executive experience, expecting them to exercise the
very critical executive functions expected of the Elected
President”.
Scrapping the EP is timely,
she added, arguing that citizens
should learn to bear the consequences of their votes, instead
of looking to a president to protect them.
“If the government of the
day is elected by popular vote,
the electorate has to live with
its elected candidates and remove them at the next General
Election should there be better
choices,” she said.
In addition, she urged the
public service to “upgrade its
operating system”. It must consider how it selects and develops leaders.
“There is a need to re-think
the kinds of competencies we
need for leadership in the civil
service,” she said. “Is there
still a need for an elite admin
service which primarily admits
persons of a specific form of intelligence?”
Without these changes and a
more compassionate and inclusive society, she is fearful that
the President’s assurance of a
brighter future may be misplaced.
She said: “Until the majority
of us agree on the social contract that governs our society, I
am afraid our best days may be
over.”
rachelay@sph.com.sg

IT’S ABOUT CITIZENSHIP
“There is a
misconception that civil
society is about
anti-government bashing
or navel-gazing... Civil
society should just be
about citizenship –
ordinary citizens doing
their part to help with
the social and economic
progress of our nation.”
– NMP Laurence Lien, on
why the Government must
re-evaluate how it engages
with citizens

RESERVES NOT A BOTTOMLESS PIT
“We have to learn
quickly that there is no
free lunch. We cannot
just dip into our
reserves to fund social
spending as if it were a
bottomless pit – that
would be completely
irresponsible.”
– Mr Edwin Tong
(Moulmein-Kallang GRC),
on the importance of
having sustainable social
spending

GUARDING AGAINST CLASS STRATIFICATION
“We need to constantly
guard against developing a
gap in resources...
So-called ‘branded’ schools
which have larger alumni
networks may be able to
offer more expensive and
more comprehensive
learning programmes than
neighbourhood schools.”
– Workers’ Party NCMP Yee
Jenn Jong, cautioning the
House on how education could
perpetuate class stratification

THE NEED TO WORK HARD
“We came this far
because we worked
hard. And the journey
ahead is not going to
be easier, but harder...
because the motivation
for hard work, in an
era of plenty, is lower.”
– Mr Zanudin Nordin
(Bishan-Toa Payoh GRC),
on Singaporean workers’
responsibility to work
harder amid fiercer
international competition

