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One-party rule ‘may be
way for S’pore to succeed’

The system gives a small country
that needs to stay nimble its best
shot at success: Ong Ye Kung

Charissa Yong

A one-party system may give Singa-
pore its best shot at success, be-
cause it is a small country that
needs to stay nimble, said Educa-
tion Minister (Higher Education
and Skills) Ong Ye Kung yesterday
at the Institute of Policy Studies’ an-
nual Singapore Perspectives confer-

ence.

But Banyan Tree executive chair-
man Ho Kwon Ping, who spoke on
the same topic, warned that
one-party systems face the danger
of its political elites becoming slow
to change, resulting in a culture of

entitlementand corruption.

He added that the most desirable
scenario for Singapore would be a
system of robust internal competi-
tion within the People’s Action Par-

ty (PAP).

Likewise, Mr Ong stressed that
the PAP must stay open-minded
and grounded in reality, and have in-

tegrity beyond reproach.

Bothmen were ona panel discuss-
ing whether rule by a single politi-
cal party is best for Singapore.

The panel also addressed the pos-
sibility of Singapore having a two-
or multi-party system.

In his speech, Mr Ong made the
case that single-party rule is the
best way for asmall country like Sin-
gapore to succeed.

He said the party need not be the
PAP, but whichever party is the
most capable.

For a multi-party system to form,
said Mr Ong, there must first be at
least two sufficiently different
paths for Singapore to take, and po-
litical views distinct enough for dif-
ferent parties touphold.

But Singapore is not big enough
to have geographically separate
towns which evolve drastically dif-
ferent views on national issues, he
said.

Another reason he cited is that
Singapore needs to stay nimble and
move fastin a changing global envi-
ronment. Mr Ong questioned whe-
ther it could do so with a multi-par-
ty system.

Hesaid: “A country’s success is al-
ways idiosyncratic and can never
bereplicated wholesale by another.

“The formula for success is based
on different political processes and

The Institute of Policy Studies’ panel session saw Mr Ong and Mr Ho discuss whether rule by a single political party is best fo

ours happens to be a one-party sys-
tem,” said Mr Ong, who was recent-
ly made an organising secretary of
the PAP and has been touted as a
possible future prime minister.

He added that complacency, elit-
ism and corruption are not inevita-
ble outcomes of single-party rule,
and these traits have shown up
acrossall political systems.

However, Mr Ho said history
shows that a ruling political party
which faces no competition tends
to turn complacent.

Citing the declines of India’s Indi-
an National Congress and the
Kuomintang in Taiwan, Mr Ho said
a founding party’s political values
can be passed down over three or
four generations of leaders.

Beyond that, complacency will
overwhelm the self-discipline in-
stilled by the party’s pioneers and
its political culture will erode, he
told the 960 policymakers, busi-
nessmen and students in the audi-
ence.

Nevertheless, Mr Ho thought the
PAP had the best chance of any
long-term party to set anew record
for staying in power, because of its
“ability to self-correct and obses-
sively talk about problems” and
find solutions to them,

He suggested that the party intro-

A

duce a formal way for competing
policies to be aired internally.

To this suggestion, Mr Ong said
the PAP needed to be as pluralistic
aparty as possible and must take in
people with different views.

“Thiswill lead to internal competi-
tion which willbe agood thing.

“Today it exists, there are diverse
views, the public doesn't see them,
but perhaps we ought to formalise
this over time,” he said.

But Mr Ho said internal party
competition by itself cannot ensure
political elites remain relevant.

Civil society should also be nur-
tured and information should be
shared more freely, so that the pub-
lic can have robust discussions on
policies, he said.

Ambassador-at-large  Tommy
Koh, who was in the audience,
asked if the PAP could buck the
trend of history, or whether it
might falter within the next 10
years.

Mr Ho thought the party was un-
likely to decline with Prime Minis-
ter Lee Hsien Loong around, even if
he is no longer Prime Minister but
isMinister Mentor or Emeritus Sen-
ior Minister.

“So long as he is around, the
party’s adherence to its core values
will remain,” said Mr Ho.

Mr Ong - whom Prof Koh called a
“credible and leading candidate to
be our next prime minister” while
asking his question - also said the
new leadership team will face a se-
vere test in the next few years.

Describing their challenge, Mr
Ong said: “How do we then ensure
we have the bond with the rest of
the party members to continue to
hold everything together, while en-
suring the PAP is as pluralistic and
diverse as possible?”
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China will not want the US to "entirely disengage from
the region”, and neither does the US want to do so,
said Professor Joseph Liow. ST PHOTO: LAU FOOK KONG

What if S’pore
has to choose:
China or US?

PearlLee

The question “What if Singapore has to choose be-
tween Chinaand the United States?” featured promi-
nentlyata conference yesterday.

Professor Joseph Liow, dean of the S. Rajaratnam
School of International Studies, said it is unlikely Sin-
gapore willreach that crossroad.

China’s growing clout in the Asia-Pacific, and con-
cerns that America’s engagement with the region
will weaken should it turn inward, had led some ob-
servers to wonder whether countries in the region
will have to take sides at some point.

However, Prof Liow noted, among other factors,
that the scope of bilateral relations between the US
and China has expanded.

Both countries share a complex relationship with
intertwining interests, which have expanded be-
yond trade and exchange rate issues to include top-
ics such as territorial disputes, climate change and
counter-terrorism efforts, he pointed out.

China will not want the US to “entirely disengage
from theregion”, and neither does the US want todo
s0, Prof Liow told the annual Singapore Perspec-
tives conference organised by the Institute of Policy
Studies.Singapore has long maintained that it does
not want to choose between powers.

Still, Prof Liow noted that recent developments in
Malaysia and the Philippines have been portrayed
as the countries making a choice.

Atanother panel, Education Minister (Higher Edu-
cation and Skills) Ong Ye Kung was asked about
some of the hardest policy choices within the PAP.
He cited the shifting geopolitical landscape as one is-
sue.

Meanwhile, Banyan Tree executive chairman Ho
Kwon Ping said Singapore could face its first major
crisis if relations between the US and China worsen
toapoint whereit has to pick aside.

Should Singapore ever have to make a choice, said
Prof Liow, it will need to consider these terms:

First, the choice must be based on national inter-
est, and not on countries. It should also not be made
“atgunpoint”, he said.

The superpower should also not interfere in do-
mestic politics, though ensuring this will pose a chal-
lenge for the government of the day, he said.

Singapore also needs to be mindful of how other
countrieswillinterpret its move.

Prof Liow also highlighted two other points to
keep in mind - that other Asean states are also navi-
gating the same dilemma, and that there are other
major players who have a hand in determining the
state of regional affairs — such as Japan, Australia
and Russia.

What Singapore should do, said Prof Liow, is to
“look into diversifying engagement ... with external
playersof consequence in regional affairs”.
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