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Minority PM inevitable, but
Tharman rules himself out

PM Lee enjoys S’pore’s trust and confidence, he
says, and younger candidates are in the wings

By Kelly Tay
kellytay@sph.com.sg
@KellyTayBT

IT is only a matter of time before
Singapore has its first minori-
ty-race prime minister, said Dep-
uty Prime Minister Tharman
Shanmugaratnam on Friday —
but it won’t be him because he
isn’t interested in the job.

He said: “Let me put it this
way. We all have our preferences,
and I was always, in sports, play-
ing centre-half rather than cen-
tre-forward. I enjoy playing
half-back and making the long
passes, but I am not the striker.
Unless I'm forced to be, and 1
don’t think I'll be forced to it, be-
cause | think we’ve got choices.

“We won't always get it the
way we expect it to be, but we
think very hard about succession
in Singapore.”

Mr Tharman, who is also Fi-
nance Minister, was speaking at
at the two-day SG50+ conference
jointly organised by the Institute
of Policy Studies and the Lee
Kuan Yew School of Public Poli-
cy, and themed “Singapore at 50:
What lies ahead?”.

His preferences aside, Mr
Tharman said he doesn’t need to
become prime minister because
there is a great deal of trust and
confidence in Prime Minister Lee
Hsien Loong, who is fortunately
very healthy, and also because
younger candidates are already
waiting in the wings; those al-
ready in the fray and those enter-
ing it will provide Singapore’s fu-
ture leadership, he said.

“It seems to me inevitable
that at some point, a minority
prime minister — Indian, Malay,
Eurasian, or some mixture — is go-
ing to be a feature of the political

landscape, because we've got a
meritocracy; it’s an open system.
It’s just a matter of time.”

He had been asked, during a
dialogue with American journal-
ist and author Fareed Zakaria,
which was a part of the confer-
ence, whether Singapore could
have an Indian prime minister.

As for the set-up of
Singapore’s political landscape,
Mr Tharman rejected the idea
that Singapore is a one-party
state — one where the People’s Ac-
tion Party (PAP) faces no serious
competition.

In response to Dr Zakaria,
who asked: “You have 80 out of
87 (elected) seats (in Parliament),
how is that serious competi-
tion?”, Mr Tharman replied:
“That’s an outcome, that’s not a
design,” to appreciative applause
from the 640-strong audience.

The minister was making the
broader point that one inherent
advantage in having a dominant
player in politics is that long-
er-term investments and policies
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‘... BUT PM NOT THE STRIKER’

Using a sports analogy to explain why the prime ministership was not his
cup of tea, Mr Tharman said he enjoyed playing half-back, but was not the
striker — unless he was forced to, and he didn’t think he would be forced
to, because Singapore had choices. PHOTO: INSTITUTE OF POLICY STUDIES

can be planned for and imple-
mented.

A one-party state, however,
would be a disadvantage, he said:
“It lacks the competition, it lacks
the contest— and we don’t have a
one-party state. We've got to be
subjected to serious competition,
as we are.”

Saying he and his fellow Singa-
pore politicians spend a lot of
time interacting with people, he
added: “It’s not what you see in
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typical one-party states. It’s not
even what you see in multiparty
states where you have a domi-
nant party that fixes the system.”

Still, he stressed that a politi-
cal structure in which one player
is dominant will work only under
two conditions: The leading par-
ty must be subject to competi-
tion, and it must be held account-
able to the people — at every elec-
tion and during its term of gov-
ernment.



