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introduction

The small island state of Singapore is unique in the region. Not only is it a very young country—independence came in 1965—but it is a land of immigrants, in which people from three distinct backgrounds, Chinese, Malay, and Indian, live side by side in harmony.

Singapore’s multicultural harmony is no accident. From the beginning, realizing that its people were its most precious asset, the government made free education for all a national priority, with schools teaching positive attitudes as well as essential knowledge and skills. This is an energetic, “can do” society, whose citizens are often worried about not keeping up with the Joneses, or, as it is portrayed in Singapore, “kiasu,” from the Hokkien word meaning “to miss out.”

On August 9, 1965, the national leader Lee Kuan Yew faced the unknown when he announced that Singapore had been forced to leave the newly formed Federation of Malaysia. Many commentators feared the worst, for this newly created republic had no natural resources, was tiny compared to its neighbors, and only had its deep water harbor, its commercial skills, and its close proximity to the rest of Asia to rely on. Within fifteen years, however, Singapore had transformed itself into an economic powerhouse and become a byword for technical excellence.

Yet despite its Western veneer, the visitor is quickly reminded that the “Lion City” is most definitely Asian. Although many of the traditional cultural values of the communities living there have been challenged by the demands of the modern Singaporean state, their underlying philosophies remain intact. It is therefore difficult to talk about a typical Singaporean, for this would depend on whether one were referring to someone of Chinese, Malay, or Indian descent. By and large, however, this is a very goal-oriented, meritocratic society. It is also fair to say that the three ethnic groups share certain Asian values—belief in ordered relationships, obligation, respect for traditions, polite behavior, and the protection of face, both for oneself and for others.

Culture Smart! Singapore introduces the Western visitor to the rich and varied cultures and customs of Singapore’s communities. It shows what motivates people, how they interact with each other and with outsiders, and tells you what to expect and how to behave in unfamiliar situations. In doing so, it offers you a fuller, more rounded experience of this fascinating society.


Key Facts




	Official Name
	Republic of Singapore
	Singapore is a member of ASEAN.



	Capital
	Singapore City
	On the southeast coast of the Island.



	Area
	244 sq miles (633 sq km), virtually all urban.
	 



	Currency
	Singapore Dollar
	 



	Climate
	Tropical, hot 73°–90°F (23°–32°C), humid and rainy all year.
	There is a monsoon season from November to January.



	Population
	2002: 4.2 million; 19% nonresident.
	 



	Ethnic Makeup
	Chinese 77% Malay 14% Indian 8% Eurasian 1%
	 



	Religion
	Buddhism, Taoism, Islam, Hinduism, Sikhism, Christianity, Judaism
	Freedom of religion is enshrined in the Constitution.



	Official Languages
	Chinese (Mandarin), Malay, Tamil, English
	Malay is the national language. English is the language of administration and business.



	Government
	Parliamentary republic, ruled by the People’s Action Party since independence. Head of State: President Sellapan Rama (SR) Nathan; Prime Minister: Goh Chok Tong.
	Cabinet appointed by the prime minister and responsible to parliament. The president is elected by popular vote for six years. Elections to unicameral parliament held every five years.



	Adult Literacy
	98% male, 88% female
	Literacy in 2 or more languages 56%



	Family Makeup
	Average number of children per family: 1.24 Infant mortality rate: 4 per 1000 births
	Age structure: 0–14 years 17%; 15–64 years 76%; 65 years and over 7%.
Population growth: 1.8% per annum resident; 9% nonresident. Life expectancy: 77 years male, 84 years female.



	Economy
	Most prosperous in Asia in terms of per capita GDP. Much of the economy is based on importing and reexporting and financial services.
	Exports: electronics, manufactures, and chemicals. GDP growth rate flat in 2000–2002; picking up with 0.8% in 2003.



	Media
	Both local and international newspapers and television channels are available.
	Restrictions sometimes apply where international newspapers and magazines are highly critical of the government or its policies.



	Electricity
	220–240 volts/50Hz
	 



	Internet Domain
	.sg
	 



	Telephone
	International country code: 65
	 



	Time Difference
	GMT + 8 hours
	 







chapter one



LAND & PEOPLE



Singapore is a small island state at the southern end of the Malay Peninsula. Separated by narrow straits from mainland Malaysia, and by the Straits of Malacca from Sumatra, one of the largest islands in the Indonesian archipelago, it is approximately 20 miles (32 km) long east–west and 12 miles (20 km) wide north–south. It consists of fifty-nine islands and has a population of 4.2 million people.

Singapore City, on the southeast coast of the island, is dominated by tall skyscrapers, some taller than the island’s highest point, Bukit Timah Hill. The modern buildings contain smart offices, numerous hotels, and glamorous shops. Yet despite the predominance of buildings, great thought and effort have gone into keeping the city green. You are immediately aware of this on the drive into the city from the airport—the long, straight road is lined with colorful bougainvilleas and frangipani as well as travelers’ palms and jacarandas. This is possibly the best drive from an airport into a capital city anywhere in the world, as these are usually rather nondescript, if not downright grim, stretches of highway in most countries.

CLIMATE

The climate is tropical. Situated just 5° north of the equator, Singapore is either hot and sticky or very hot and sticky all year round. The monsoon weather, which lasts from November to January, brings heavy rain and occasional flooding, but this does lower the temperature from 86°F (30°C) to 73°F (23°C). The hottest and most humid months are from March to July—but expect dramatic thunderstorms at any time of the year. Be warned, though: many visitors catch cold, owing to the contrast of the outside temperature with the aggressive air-conditioning in some hotels and restaurants.
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FLORA AND FAUNA

Singapore’s national flower is the purple and white orchid “Vanda Miss Joaquim,” a natural hybrid discovered in the garden of the lady of that name and subsequently presented to the Botanical Gardens. You will see the national emblem everywhere, from tourist trinkets and politicians’ shirts to the carefully packed bunches on sale at the airport for travelers to take back to colder climes as a souvenir of exotic Southeast Asia. Singapore exports large quantities of these flowers, and the Mandai Orchid Gardens, with over two hundred species, are well worth a visit, as are the Singapore Botanic Gardens. These gardens make up the oldest public park in Singapore and are famous for being the birthplace of the region’s rubber industry. This brought great wealth to the area—to Malaya for growing it and to the port of Singapore for its export.
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There is a nature reserve at Bukit Timah Hill. This is Singapore’s last remaining pocket of primary rain forest, and has an abundance of plant species. It is also the location of the island’s highest point. Many visitors like to stroll to the peak to see the monkeys; this is best done either in the cool of the early morning or in the evening, avoiding the hottest times of the day.

Similarly, the best time to visit the Sungei Buloh Wetland Reserve on the north coast is in the early morning. This protected wetland nature park becomes a stopover point from November to March for migrating birds from as far away as Eastern Siberia. You can observe the birds in their natural environment from hides.

THE PEOPLE

Singapore is a land of immigrants. Apart from small coastal communities, it was virtually uninhabited until the nineteenth century, when Britain turned it into a strategic naval and commercial staging post, triggering substantial immigration, particularly from China. More of a salad bowl than a melting pot, the resulting society is a model of multicultural harmony. Although the Chinese are by far the largest ethnic group, the Malays who make up just over 14 percent of the population, and the Indians who form 7 percent, contribute more to Singaporean society than their numbers would suggest.
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The official languages of Singapore are therefore Malay (which is also the “national” language), Chinese (Mandarin), Tamil, and English. English is the language of administration, business, and technology.

The Chinese Immigrants

Life in China in the the last days of the Qing dynasty in the nineteenth century was harsh and oppressive for many. Poverty was widespread and those in the coastal provinces did not need much invitation to leave. The first junk bound for Singapore with migrants sailed from Amoy in 1821, and by 1827 the local Malay population was vastly outnumbered. The British encouraged this immigration, as the Chinese were reckoned to be a hardy and industrious people. Many were illiterate and penniless, but once they had paid off their passage they flourished. Some came as indentured laborers to work in the tin mines of Malaya and the docks in Singapore. They became coolies, farmers, and traders.

[image: ]

Their numbers continued to grow, even though the Singapore government tried to impose quotas, especially during the years of the Great Depression. The administration was always anxious to maintain a balance between the sexes and so avoid the problem of prostitution that had occurred in the early years of the nineteenth century when most of the immigrants were young men. In the early years of the twentieth century there were still more men than women: something like 240 men to every 100 women.

Most Overseas Chinese, not just those of Singapore, come from the southern coastal provinces between Hong Kong and Shanghai. Some were original inhabitants of the region and others had migrated south over the centuries. Although they are all Chinese, they come from a number of different ethnic groups. They share the same written language but speak completely different dialects and have different local cultures that they value.

However, most of these ethnic groups trace their origins to four river deltas: the Min River flows into the South China Sea at Fuzhou, the Chiu-lung at Xiamen (Amoy), the Han River near Shantou (Swatow), and the Pearl River south of Guangzhou (Canton) and opposite Hong Kong.

The people from Fuzhou speak Hokchiu; those from Xiamen speak Hokkien (this is the largest ethnic group in Singapore); those from Shantou speak Hoklo (but are called Teochew); and those from the Pearl River delta and Guangzhou call themselves and speak Cantonese. In the early days this led to factionalism and clan conflicts in Singapore.

The Hakka, who speak Hakka, emigrated from Guangdong, Fujian, and Jianxi provinces, and the Hainanese from Hainan Island, the most southerly part of China that is opposite the Vietnamese coast.

In Singapore today members of the older generation still speak their native dialects, but increasing numbers of young Chinese people speak Mandarin at home.

Straits Chinese

There was, however, a group of Chinese who came to settle in Singapore who were very different from the poor, illiterate migrants. They were the Straits Chinese, or Chinese who had adopted Malay customs. They were descendants of the old Chinese families of sixteenth-century Malacca and Penang. Over the centuries the Straits Chinese were influenced by their Malay neighbors, and some even felt more comfortable speaking Malay. The women adopted Malay-style dress and were referred to as Nonya. Their cuisine was transformed by typical Malay ingredients such as fragrant roots, herbs, chilies, and, above all, coconut milk. They combined the traditional love of pork—forbidden, of course, to Malay Muslims—with classic Malay ingredients.

The Straits Chinese were educated, had money, and soon found themselves an indispensable part of the colonial administration. Some became doctors, lawyers, and teachers, while others established successful businesses, especially in the timber and rubber trades. The men, referred to as the Baba community, were often ridiculed for being “more British than the British.” Their newspapers were in English rather than Chinese, and they adopted the manners of their colonial masters, playing billiards and drinking brandy. Although they did not mix socially with the new Chinese immigrants, they kept abreast of developments on the mainland, especially those to do with the reform of Imperial China’s archaic system of government, conducted by corrupt bureaucrats from northern China. So it comes as no surprise to learn that it was a Straits Chinese, Teo Eng Hock, who offered his large villa to Sun Yat Sen, the future first President of China, when he sought refuge in Singapore. You can visit his villa today and view its vast collection of artifacts and photographs, for the Singapore government restored the villa in 1964 to commemorate Sun Yat Sen and his revolutionary nationalist movement.

The Malay Community

The original Malay inhabitants of the island were soon outnumbered by the thousands of Chinese immigrants looking for a better way of life. It is a testament to the strength of their community that not only did it survive intact, but in many ways it influenced the newcomers. Malay is the national language of Singapore, and one of the four official languages. (English, however, is the language of administration.)

The Malays are a gentle, courteous people—always generous and hospitable. Indeed, together with the promotion of social harmony, these are core Malay values. They have a strong belief in community, no doubt growing out of the traditional kampong (small village) way of life. Although the kampongs have been replaced by the ethnically diverse Housing Development Blocks, their values still prevail.

The Malays have become self-reliant and have prospered in the new Singapore, owning apartments and holding down good jobs. They do not believe in the pursuit of wealth for its own sake, but in the greater importance of the spiritual side of life. This is reflected in their concern not only for their families but for their neighbors as well.

The Malays want visitors to enjoy Singapore and their particular Malay culture. However, there are still a few “dos and don’ts” that visitors should be aware of, which in turn will make them feel comfortable and not worry about upsetting or embarrassing their hosts. These are discussed in Chapter 4, The Singaporeans at Home, and Chapter 8, Business Briefing.

The Indian Community

Despite making up just over 7 percent of the population, Indians have always been prominent in politics and the law, possibly because they are passionate public speakers who love an argument. They are also well represented in the other professions, commerce, and industry.

To get an understanding of the Indian community it is a good idea to visit “Little India” on Serangoon Road. Some of the shops now have Chinese owners but still sell the traditional colorful wares that their customers demand. Indeed, most Indians still shop there, especially when buying saris, men’s dhotis, betel nuts, heavy brass stands, garlands for weddings, arm bangles, and other indispensable items for an Indian household.

Like the Chinese, Indian shopkeepers appreciate a customer who will haggle and who relishes the prospect of a bargain. Again, as with the Chinese, the Indians regard it as a good omen if the first customer of the day buys something, however small, and especially if that purchase includes flowers, sugar, or sweets—but not oil. The latter is regarded as not a good sign for the rest of the day’s trading.

SINGAPORE: A BRIEF HISTORY

Despite being such a new nation-state, Singapore has a long history, owing to its strategic position at the junction of many shipping routes. There is a mention in 203 CE in the writings of General Lu Tai of the Chinese Emperor’s sending an expedition to Pue-lo-Chung, as Singapore was then known. Much later, in the closing years of the thirteenth century, Marco Polo visited Sumatra and wrote about a noble city called Chiamassie, which historians have identified as Singapore. A hundred or so years later it had changed its name to Singapura, Sanskrit for “Lion City.” Nobody knows why it got this name; the reason is lost in the mists of time. The city then went into decline as a result of the rivalry between the expanding Thai and Javanese empires. Singapore’s geographical position, which was to be such a bonus six hundred years later, meant that it became a pawn in these internecine wars, and this led to its abandonment when the traders moved to Malacca, which was fortified and much more secure. Only a few people—known as sea people—remained, surviving on fishing and, when times were hard, piracy.
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Early Days

Long before the British arrived the location was favored by traders taking their wares from Arabia, India, and the Malay peninsula to East and Southeast Asia and back again on the seasonal monsoon winds. This activity reached a peak as a port under the Malays in the thirteenth century, but was later curtailed by the Mongols and so it remained until the arrival of Raffles.

Colonization

In the eighteenth century Britain and the Netherlands were commercial competitors in the East-West trade, while Britain and France were military enemies and sought to extend their empires in the region. Early in the nineteenth century the French were defeated in Europe and no longer posed a threat to British and Dutch interests in Asia. The British and the Dutch then set out to acquire exclusive trading posts through agreements with local rulers.
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Britain was represented in the region by the powerful East India Company whose commercial strength was backed by its own military force. It had long wanted to have a halfway house between Bengal, its power base, and Canton, the source of its new wealth in tea and the destination for its opium, produced in India, for which the Company had a monopoly. The Dutch were snapping up what seemed the best ports, and Thomas, later Sir Stamford, Raffles of the Company had long wanted to establish a trading post in the region. “Our object is not territory but trade,” he wrote, “a great commercial emporium and a fulcrum whence we may extend our influence politically as circumstances may hereafter require.” He negotiated a treaty with Sultan Hussein of Johore giving Britain the right to establish a trading post on the island of Singapore and proclaim it a free port, and on February 6, 1819, the Union flag of Great Britain was officially raised. Security and stability soon attracted ships in search of a safe haven to restock with food and water and those needing to repair their vessels. Success was almost guaranteed.
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Raffles was one of a special breed of freewheeling and adventurous spirits produced by Britain’s great commercial empire. However else one views it today, the Empire gave opportunities and scope to many British men of humble birth, many of whom became efficient and fair administrators, humanitarian in their outlook and practical in their approach.

Raffles (1781–1826)

Thomas Stamford Raffles was born on a slave ship (his father was the Captain) in the mid Atlantic. He was forced to leave school at the age of fourteen when his father could no longer afford the fees. However, he was fortunate enough to obtain a clerical position in the East India Company in 1805, and ten years later he was on his way to Penang in northwestern Malaya to take up a position as Assistant Secretary in the Government. Raffles was ambitious and used his time wisely on the voyage out by learning Malay. He was soon considered fluent, and by 1811 his hard work paid off and he was appointed Governor of Java. After a spell back in England and a second marriage, his first wife, Olivia, having died in 1814, he was appointed Governor of Sumatra. In 1818 he persuaded the Governor General of India, Lord Hastings, to agree to an expedition to set up a trading post at the southern tip of Malacca.

Although his name is forever linked with Singapore, Raffles (he dropped the “Thomas” when knighted by the Prince Regent) spent surprisingly little time in the trading post. However, he took a keen interest in his project, and after each visit he left clear instructions as to the layout and development of the city. He stipulated that the streets be laid out in a grid pattern and that the houses conform to a specified style with a veranda and covered passages to ameliorate the climate. He later divided the area word for village) and promoted the education of the native Malay population. As in Java, Raffles was interested in the welfare of local people and set up wise and compassionate rule.

His life, like that of many others who lived in the tropics, including his children, was cut short prematurely. He returned to England in 1824, and two years later he died of a brain tumor. Before his death he was instrumental in the founding of the first Zoological Gardens in the world in London; he is also remembered as a great friend of William Wilberforce and the antislavery movement.
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Although barely remembered in the land of his birth, Sir Stamford Raffles is not forgotten in Singapore. First came a bronze statue, saved during the Japanese occupation and once again proudly on display, and then came a magnificent hotel, bearing his name, which has been a byword for luxury for many decades.

Development

British political control went hand in hand with trade and Singapore continued to flourish in the nineteenth century. In 1826 the island was combined with Penang and Malacca to form the Straits Settlements, ruled by the Governor of Bengal. In 1832 Singapore became the capital of the Straits Settlements; its port prospered and attracted Chinese and Indian immigrants. In 1851 the Straits Settlements became the responsibility of the Governor General of India. In 1858 the administration was run directly from London through the India Office, and in 1867 the Straits Settlements became a Crown Colony of the British Empire.

Economically Singapore grew from strength to strength, especially after the development of the rubber industry in Malaya and the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869. Western investments, banking, and business practices brought their advantages. The end of the century saw Singapore at the hub of international trade in the region. While the Malays resented and periodically rebelled against the British, Singapore remained calm and thrived as the area’s primary port for the export of rubber and tin. The British authorities opened English-language primary schools, while the Chinese majority built Chinese-language schools.

Singapore was largely unaffected by the First World War, but after the war there was a dramatic rise in tin and rubber prices and this created great wealth for some. The strategic military importance of the island became more apparent as the British defended their colonial empire and in 1922 it became the principal British military base in East Asia. Anti-Japanese sentiment among the Chinese population grew after Japan invaded Manchuria in 1931 and British officials outlawed anti-Japanese demonstrations and propaganda.

Japanese Occupation

Japan invaded the Malay Peninsula in December 1941 and barely three months later the British surrendered Singapore. The occupation of “Syonan,” as the Japanese named Singapore, was brutal and savage. Thousands of expatriates, including women and children, were rounded up and put into camps for the duration of the War. Many never survived the starvation, disease, and cruel punishments, as was the case with many thousands of Allied prisoners of war. Others were tortured and imprisoned in the notorious Changi jail. What is often forgotten, though, is that some 50,000 Chinese men between the ages of eighteen and fifty, labeled “undesirables” by the Japanese, were arrested and summarily executed. In Esplanade Park you can see the monument to Lim Bo Seng, a prominent Chinese businessman and resistance fighter. He was arrested by the dreaded Kempeitai, the Japanese Secret Police, and, despite months of torture, he refused to betray his comrades. His family also paid with their lives. Near the causeway linking Singapore with Malaysia is the War Memorial to the Allied troops stationed in Southeast Asia during the Second World War who died at Fort Siloso on Sentosa Island. Also on the island is the Wax Works Museum with tableaux depicting both the fall of Singapore in 1942 and the formal surrender by Japanese forces on August 14, 1945. This momentous event ended one of the most painful periods in Singapore’s history.
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Many older Singaporeans, however, have long memories and find it difficult to forget and, especially, to forgive. Like China and Koea, Singapore is still demanding that Japanese history textbooks state clearly what took place during the occupation of these countries. So far their demands have fallen on deaf ears.

Understandably the younger generation takes a more pragmatic view, realizing that the world has greatly changed in the last sixty years. They welcome Japanese investment and technology, as well as the large number of Japanese tourists who visit, spending freely in the department stores, bazaars, restaurants, and hotels.

Independence

After the War, Singapore’s fortunes were inextricably bound up with those of Malaya, but despite calls for a unified Malay Peninsula Britain resisted, although it became a separate Crown Colony in 1946. In the early 1950s the government of Singapore consisted of a British-appointed governor and a legislative council whose members were mostly wealthy Chinese businessmen. This introduced primary education in Singapore’s four main languages. This was followed by a period in which the pressure for self-rule grew, but with student and labor unrest Britain was reluctant to cede control. However, Singapore became self-governing in 1959 with Lee Kuan Yew of the People’s Action Party (PAP) being elected as Prime Minister at the age of thirty-five. He was in favor of a federation with Malaya. Lee introduced a new flag, a new national anthem, and made English, Chinese, Malay, and Tamil the official languages. Four years later, when Malaya gained its independence, Singapore joined the newly created Federation of Malaysia.
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Over the decades the Chinese had worked hard, assumed managerial positions, and prospered, not only in Malaya but also in Singapore. This led to resentment by the Malays. From the beginning there were political and racial tensions in the Federation, not least of which were the concerns expressed by the Malay states that the power and influence of the largely Chinese population of Singapore would dominate the new Federation. After much agonizing and wrangling, Singapore was expelled, and on August 9, 1965, the Lion City became an independent republic. August 9 is now a National Holiday
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Lee promised to create honest government and a single multicultural national identity, and to expand trade. He fostered good relations with his neighbors so that in 1967 Singapore joined Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, and Thailand in the regional Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN).

LEE KUAN YEW

Lee Kuan Yew was born in Singapore in 1923, a third-generation descendant of immigrants from Guangdong province. He studied law at Cambridge University, England, and in 1954 he formed the People’s Action Party (PAP).

It has to be said that it was Lee’s personal vision, energy, and drive that made Singapore into the Asian powerhouse that it is today. Within a few years of independence the economy grew, manufacturing prospered, and the port facilities—its deep-water harbor was Singapore’s only natural asset—soon rivaled those of London and New York, as it was strategically placed to be the distribution center for the rest of Asia.

Unlike many other countries in the region, the wealth from the rapid economic growth filtered down to the poorest in society. Lee was determined that obedience to the rule of law would stifle corruption—something that still bedevils the region. He also believed passionately in equality of opportunity, no matter what one’s ethnic origins were.

Lee’s vision of a prosperous, multiracial society has paid off handsomely: Singapore has a highly educated population, one of the highest literacy rates in the world, and excellent health care, social security, and transportation systems. Many citizens own their own homes in the brightly colored high-rise apartment blocks of the Housing Development Board (HDB).

Although Lee Kuan Yew officially retired in 1990 to assume the post of senior minister in the Singapore cabinet, no one doubts that his influence over the ruling PAP remains.

SOCIAL CHANGE

At the time of independence the social makeup of society could be described as a Chinese majority, which, while represented in all strata of society, dominated politics and government; Malays worked in the civil service, as policemen, servants, or laborers, and Indians were often shopkeepers or laborers.

Unfortunately the vision of a multiethnic society was not easy to achieve and in 1964-5, prior to the expulsion from the Federation of Malaysia, tension between the Chinese and the Malay underclass population boiled over. Fomented by extremist groups from Kuala Lumpur, race riots between Malay and Chinese youths led to deaths.

Following independence the government set out to free up the labor market by passing laws that gave employers more hiring and firing power; but workers saw changes, too, and for the first time received sick leave and unemployment benefits. Birthrates rose, and the Family Planning and Population Board began to offer clinical services, education, and incentives such as priority housing and education in exchange for voluntary sterilization.

The Housing Development Board

To raise living conditions and break down ethnic barriers, the new Housing Development Board (HDB) built high-rise apartment complexes and relocated lower-income citizens. The complexes featured schools, shops, and recreation areas. Many families used their compulsory contributions to the Central Provident Fund to buy apartments. Legislative support came in the form of the Land Acquisition Act set up in 1967 to compulsorily acquire private land for public housing or other development programs. Together with sensitive resettlement policies, this Act enabled the HDB to clear squatters and slum areas smoothly and in their place build new and comfortable HDB apartments. In the process the environment went from Third World squalor to First World standards. Today, about 85 percent of Singaporeans live in HDB flats compared with only 9 percent in 1960 when the HDB was first established. The government supports this public housing program by providing financial assistance for the funding of housing development and other activities. This is one of the few successful examples of the great modernist architect Le Corbusier’s dream of the high-density city of the future.
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The Central Development Fund

Singapore’s compulsory social security savings scheme, the Central Provident Fund (CPF), was founded in 1955 and is an important engine of social change. Originally employees deposited a predetermined portion of their income into a tax-exempt account, which the employer matched. Today the rate of contribution is variable, and this adjustment is used by the government as an economic regulatory tool. The CPF is a comprehensive savings plan that has provided many working Singaporeans with a sense of security and confidence in their old age. Its overall scope and benefits encompass retirement, health care, home ownership, family protection, and asset enhancement.

CPF savings earn interest. Savings in the Ordinary Account earn a minimum interest rate of 2.5 percent per annum, while savings in the Special Savings for old age contingencies and Medisave Accounts earn additional interest of 1.5 percentage points above the prevailing Ordinary Account interest rate. The most significant social outcome of the CPF is that most Singaporeans are able to own their own homes.

In the 1970s emphasis on education raised living standards, reduced poverty, and blurred class lines. Most families occupied, and many owned, HDB apartments. The command of English and technical or professional skills marked the upwardly mobile.

The 1980s saw a growing need for manpower and the state responded by expanding vocational training and encouraging more women to work. An important element of this recruitment drive was the education of women. This transformed the workplace, and today Singapore is unique in Asia in terms of women’s presence and position in the workforce. While this policy boosted household incomes, it had the unwelcome consequence of further lowering the birthrate, and the government launched a pro-birth campaign, offering tax rebates and day care subsidies for the third child.
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To ensure a balanced racial mix within HDB estates and to foster greater racial harmony, the ethnic integration policy was introduced. Even today, the HDB continues with its community builder role by working with other government ministries to provide social facilities such as community centers and neighborhood parks. Towns are planned with precinct spaces such as amphitheaters and pavilions to give residents more opportunities to interact with one another for a more cohesive community.

The 1990s were marked by the troubles in Indonesia and this led to more unskilled refugees arriving. A sign of a maturing economy was the departure of some members of Singapore’s professional class for overseas opportunities.

LAW AND ORDER

The country’s stability has come at a price. Many critics would argue that Singapore is over governed—a “managed democracy” with too many rules and strictures. Most visitors are surprised that heavy fines are levied on those who chew gum or spit in public places, jaywalk, or drop litter. Smoking is banned in most restaurants and there is a heavy fine for not flushing a public lavatory after use. As for vandalism, it is not only punished by a fine but, in some circumstances, the punishment is caning— anything from three to eight strokes. There is no trial by jury. After independence it was initially retained for murder, but with too few convictions, in the view of the government, it was phased out.
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In the 1980s the approach became softer and community policing was introduced and small neighborhood posts were opened. By the end of the decade 15 percent of police officers were women.

The 1990s saw the judiciary demonstrate its constitutional independence by ruling against the government in many political and civil rights cases. Although government officials intimidate political opponents and censor the press, they make no attempt to reverse rulings, or to remove or intimidate judges. Today Singapore remains a tightly ruled society, but maintains what it sees as a fair balance between openness and control.

POLITICAL LIFE

Despite the recent recession, the People’s Action Party remains overwhelmingly dominant, thanks both to its own popularity and to the harsh measures to limit opposition campaigning. It won eighty-four of the eighty-six seats in the 2001 general election.

The authoritarian style of Lee Kuan Yew and his successor Goh Chok Tong has all but suppressed political opposition. Life is made very difficult for those who oppose the PAP; there is little political debate in the media and many parliamentary candidates are returned to power without opposition. While much of this may seem oppressive to the Western visitor, it is worth remembering that for more than thirty years the PAP rule has meant wise, efficient government. The people’s standard of living has steadily improved, with Singapore having the highest rate of home ownership and national savings in the world, coupled with respect for law and order. This is a multiracial society that lives in harmony.

Discussing these matters with Singaporeans is not recommended, as the government is sensitive to criticism by foreigners. Furthermore, Lee Kuan Yew and his successors feel that the West has given up on its own values—pointing to drug abuse, crime, and violence in Western society and the associated breakdown of family life and homelessness. If a Singaporean does venture any views on politics, the comment will probably be that politics is best left to the politicians, while ordinary people get on with the important business of making money.

For some young people, though, this heavily managed society can lead to problems when they leave it. There is, admittedly anecdotal, evidence to suggest that some of those who leave to study in the West find the unexpected and exhilarating freedoms of New York, London, Sydney, or Vancouver difficult to handle.

LOW POPULATION GROWTH

Singapore’s society is changing in one dramatic way, and that is in the worrying decline in the birthrate. In the period 1990–2000 the resident population growth has been only 1.8 percent per annum, well short of the number needed for it to replace itself. Ever since the 1980s the government has been aware of the demographic time bomb and has rigorously pursued a pro-natal policy, without much success.

Many women are delaying the age at which they marry and have children because they wish to pursue careers, and there are very few social services for working mothers. Lee Kuan Yew is supposed to have declared that he regretted giving women equal educational and employment opportunities in the 1960s, and the present prime minister, Goh Chok Tong, has brought in more and more incentives for women to have larger families, echoing the 1980s slogan of “go for three or more.” The difference nowadays, though, is that the government pays bonuses to those who do. Of course, Singapore could again look to immigrants to keep its population growing, but as prime minister Goh recently stated, “…  but they cannot replace us,” as not all the new arrivals share the same cultural values and attitudes to conformity as the present population.

The government has even taken to desperate measures such as launching a “Romancing Singapore” campaign on Valentine’s Day to bring singles together by sponsoring rock-climbing trips and love-boat cruises, and setting up dating agencies so that well-educated female graduates can have the opportunity to meet prospective partners.
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