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A leader unfazed by politically sensitive questions

By Cecilia Tortajada and
Asit K Biswas

UR paths crossed with that

of former prime minister Lee

Kuan Yew in most serendipi-
tous ways. In 2005, our Third World
Centre for Water Management was
asked by the United Nations Develop-
ment Programme to conduct 21 stu-
dies for the preparation of the 2006
Human Development Report on wa-
ter. One of these studies was on the
city that has one of the best, if not the
best, water supply in the world.
Dr Tortajada took charge of these
studies.

We assessed numerous water utili-
ties all over the world, including Lon-
don, Paris, Berlin, Copenhagen, New
York, Los Angeles, Tokyo and several
others. Then a friend suggested we
should look at Singapore, about
which little was known then outside
the city-state. He also warned that it
may be difficult to get the necessary
information from Singapore to make
arealistic assessment.

We were working in Spain at the
time. By searching the Internet, we
found that Khoo Teng Chye was the
chief executive of PUB. We wrote to
him, told him about our study and
that we would like to consider Singa-
pore. However, we would need to ana-
lyse PUB’s performance and thus con-
siderable data was needed urgently.
Within four hours, we received a very
supportive letter from Mr Khoo ask-
ing us for the type of data that was
needed and also the deadline to pro-
vide it.

When we analysed the data, it was
clear to us that PUB was an outstand-
ing water utility and also one of the
best in the world. Dr Tortajada wrote
areport for UNDP pointing out the rea-
sons why PUB’s performance was ex-
emplary. One of the most impressive
parts was Singapore’s marginal water
cost pricing, the first country to fol-
low this approach. Unknown to us,
PUB had forwarded this analysis to
Mr Lee.

In 2006, during a breakfast with
Mr Khoo and his senior colleagues in
Mexico City during the 3rd World Wa-
ter Forum, we proposed that with a
first-grade utility in Singapore, the
city-state should consider transform-
ing itselfinto a knowledge hub for wa-
ter and this could be initiated by start-
ing a Singapore International Water
Week (SIWW) which could focus on
the business of water and real solu-
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politically sensitive questions, but not Mr Lee, who answered all the
questions directly and fully, say Prof Biswas (left) and Dr Tortajada

tions. Mr Khoo subsequently invited
us to give a public lecture on our
views on Singapore, where, in addi-
tion to SIWW and water hub, we pro-
posed that the Lee Kuan Yew School
of Public Policy could consider estab-
lishing an Institute of Water Policy
with an Asia-centric focus since such
a school did not exist in Asia and was
much needed.

All these suggestions soon be-
came a reality.

It is indeed absolutely remarkable
that some two years later, and a tri-
bute to his proverbial memory,
Mr Lee remembered Dr Tortajada’s
analysis in spite of thousands of is-
sues and documents that must have
passed his desk. At the first SIWW, in
2008, Mr Lee asked if he could meet
Dr Tortajada for which he would ar-
rive half an hour before his scheduled
visit to discuss her analysis. This was
our first interaction with him.

Later on, when we started writing
the book, The Singapore Water Story,
many questions had to be answered
to understand why certain policy deci-
sions were taken by Mr Lee. He gra-
ciously and promptly agreed to meet
us and answer our questions.

Before our discussion, many of
our Singaporean friends had warned
us to go well prepared for the inter-
view, since rumours had it that he
had terminated several interviews be-
cause he considered them a waste of
his time.

We arrived at his office with con-
siderable trepidation, not knowing
what to expect and how the interview
would go. For the first five minutes,
we were aware that we were in front
of a remarkable person, a giant of his
time, and were somewhat nervous as
to how the entire discussion would
go.

However, he very quickly put us
completely at ease, and we totally for-
got that we were in front of one of the
major historical figures of our time. It
became like a discussion with many
other peers. He answered all the ques-
tions directly and fully. We discussed
many issues and argued over some of
them. It was a new experience for us,
since in our extensive interactions
with major political figures, we found
many times that they did not want to
answer sensitive questions directly.
Politicians and diplomats often have
the habit of obfuscating complex or
politically sensitive questions, but
not Mr Lee.

For many of the questions, he ex-
plained at length some of the political-
ly sensitive issues that he had to con-
sider. Only in one case, he felt the an-
swer could still be politically sensi-
tive. He told us that we needed to
know the background as to why cer-
tain decisions were made so that we
could understand the context, but
that it was not for public consump-
tion.

After 90 minutes of intensive and

productive discussion, Mr Lee was
tired. It was late in the day and he had
been working all day. The gentleman
that he was, he asked us when would
it be “convenient” for us to return. We
told him - any time, any day!

We turned up for the second
round of discussions the following
day but this time with a very different
frame of mind, as if we were going to
meet a very intelligent and remarka-
ble old friend. We discussed the re-
maining issues for our book, and then
moved on to discuss other issues,
such as the development paths China
and India had taken, problems they
were facing and their future pros-
pects. He expressed his views candid-
ly and forthrightly, unlike nearly all
politicians of his stature.

At the end of this second
90-minute discussion, we asked him
if we could dedicate the book to him.
With a twinkle in his eyes, he said we
did not need anyone’s permission to
dedicate a book. We told him that
while this was true, we did not want
him to be “embarrassed” by our book
and the dedication. His prompt reac-
tion was that he would be “honoured”
by such a dedication.

When The Singapore Water Story
was published, we invited him to be
the chief guest for our book launch.
He promptly accepted the invitation.
However, he was unable to be present
because of his health.

Contrary to much of what we had
heard earlier, during our one-to-one
discussion, we found Prime Minister
Lee to be warm, friendly, candid and a
person who was not afraid to answer
forthrightly even the most politically
sensitive questions.

It was Mr Lee’s continued strong
political support and long-term vi-
sion that made Singapore’s water
management what it is today — one of
the very best in the world. We dedica-
ted the book to him as a token of es-
teem for an eminent statesman and
mark of true regard for his extraordi-
nary achievements.

We shall always cherish our inter-
actions with Mr Lee for his extraordi-
nary effort and kindness to us. Requi-
escat in pace.

1 The writers are co-founders of the
Third World Centre for Water
Management, Mexico. Dr Tortajada
and Prof Biswas are also respectively
senior research fellow and
distinguished visiting professor at the
Lee Kuan Yew School of Public Policy
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