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Civil servants’job not just
to follow rules, but also
ask how to improve them

So says Mr Peter Ho, former head of civil service (2005-2010), to civil servants.

Mr Ho is Senior Adviser at the Centre for Strategic Futures. He is the Institute of Policy
Studies’2016/17 S R Nathan Fellow for the Study of Singapore and will give a series of
IPS-Nathan Lectures, on The Challenges Of Governance In A Complex World. The first
lecture is on April 5. Here, he talks to Fern Yu on governance for the future.

QA ot of your current work focuses
on complexity and preparing for the
future. Of all the issues facing
government today, what is it about
complexity that you find so
interesting?

Alstumbled upon complexity
because I had been encouraged by
acolleague tovisit the Santa Fe
Institute, which is the place where
complexity science started. This
wasin the1990s and Iwas so
intimidated by the reputation of
both theinstitute, as well as many
ofits alumni (including Nobel
Prize winners), that I backed off
from the visit.

But overtime, Ibeganto gaina
better understanding of
complexity, and to appreciate its
relevance togovernance, The
complexity of our operating
environment is increasing at an
accelerating rate, because of the

pace ofurbanisation, globalisation, :

and anew factor that didn’t exist

even 15 years ago: the socialmedia.
Complexity helps to explain why

we will always be surprised, why

weare surprised, and why we often :

get things wrong when we make
projections. Inacomplex world,
things often don’t follow the
predicted trajectory. As the
complexity of the world increases,
the traditional tools of governance
and the way we organise
governments willnot be enough.

New tools will be needed to deal
with theincreasing levels of
complexity. And risk management
is going to be amuch more
importantaspect of good
governance.

Q What are some of the “traditional

tools” of governance thatmay notbe

so usefulin thisera of complexity?

A 1t’s not that traditional tools are

nolonger important; toolslike
cost-benefit analysisare still
relevant. But cost-benefit analysis
ina complex environment, in and
of itself, may not provide you with
the complete answer. Cost-benefit
analysis isquitelinear, and
traditional tools don’t help you get
your arms completely around
complex problems.

Q You have over 30 years of
experience in the civil service, and
continue to advise many agencies.
How has the civil service changed
since you first started out?
Alnmany ways, ithasn’t really
changed because the basic values
that drive the civil service -
integrity, service and excellence -
haven'treally changed either.

But what has changed are things
like these: We've moved up
Maslow’s hierarchy, so the
expectations of people whom the
Government supportsand serves
have changed in tandem with the
progress that Singapore has made
over the years. People have more
complex needs, including needs of
self-actualisation and
transcendence, which are much
more difficult for governments
toaddress.

The other thing I think has
changedalot compared to the early
yearsis that today, Singapore isa
First World country,and a
successful oneat that. Governing
suchaplaceisvery different from
governinga Third World country.
Inthe early years, aslong as you
made the right decisions and
plucked the low-hanging fruits of
policy, things would move forward.

lot moreat stake. You have to strike
abalance between how much you
want togo forward, how much risk
you're prepared to take, and your
stomach for change. I think this
isthe real challenge of managing
success.

Q What about the different
generations of civil servants you've
met - what are the similarities and
differences?

Altrsabithard to say what the
difference is, The young
generation is the young
generation. Theywerebornintoa
different erawith completely
differentlife experiences from my
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i generation,just as my generation is
¢ totally different from the
i generation before us.

To this generation, I would say,

¢ what must remain the same is that
i youmust remember thatyourjobis :
¢ not tojust follow the rules. Your job
: istofind ways toimprove

: Singapore’s position and the lot of

: Singaporeansina period of

i accelerating change and

: uncertainty.

Of course you're not going to be

¢ criticised for following the rules,

i butifyouwant tolift the quality of
: your policies and plans, and raise

i thelevel of good governance

¢ practised in Singapore, then it

i cannotbe just about saying: “I

THEIMPORTANCE OF BEING BOLD

i Theimperative of

! being bold and trying
i thingsoutisinsome
! wayseven more

: critical now because
: you're competing at
i the top. You always

: havetofind

: something new that
: willgiveyoualead

: over the competition
| ~it'svery cut-throat
: and difficult at the

Now, it'svery different. Thereisa :

: top.
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followed the rules.” Instead, it

: should be that: “I tried to make
: thingsbetter.”

The basic misconception some

¢ younger civil servants may have is

thatwhatworked well in the past

¢ willbe what propels you into the
¢ future successfully.

Our civil servants must be able to

i keepup with the pace of change.
¢ Youhave toask yourselfif the rules, :
¢ plansand policies still serve the

i purpose for which they were

¢ designed, orif we need to change
: theminorder to do things better.

¢ QYousaidgoverning First World

. countries is very different from

i governing a Third World country.

¢ Having experienced both, can you

i shedsome insight on how

i governancein Singapore has

i changed?

i Alfyoulookbackatthe

: environment of the 1970s and
1980s, where we were moving

: rapidly out of being an emerging

¢ economyand on track to becoming
: aFirst World country, there werea
i lotof things to be done.

At thattime, you either had to

¢ just do thingsas prescribed in the

i rulebook, or you had to be prepared
i tomake bold decisions for which

: there’snoprecedent. Luckily for

i Singapore,we hadawhole

i generation of civil servants and

i governmentleaders who felt that

i theywere empowered to make

: suchbold decisions, and they did -
i without, by the way, compromising
: onthe basic requirements

i ofrunninggovernmentina

i properway.

Today, of course, yousstill want

¢ that spark - that ability to think

¢ boldlyabout the future. But the big
i challenge now is, how much risk

i areyou prepared to take? These

i are seriousrisks because we've

i achieved so much, thatabad

¢ miscalculation can mean losing it

i all. The stakes are much higher.

Yet, the imperative of being

¢ boldand trying things out

: isinsome ways even more

i criticalnowbecause you're

¢ competing at the top. Youalways
i have to find something new that

: willgiveyoualead over the

i competition —it’s very cut-throat
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and difficult at the top.

i QYou're used to speaking to civil

. servants. This time you’ll be

i speakingto a broader public:

: students and people from different
: walks of life, who have come to hear
: yourideas. What do youwant them
i totake away from the lectures?

i AThe first thing I hope they will

take away from my lectures is that

i theywillunderstand that our
: environmentisa fast-changingand
i complex one.

The second point is that there are

i noeasyanswers, It’s very easy to
: criticise from the side, butit’s not
i easyatall to find the right answers.

Thisleads to the third point,

i whichis that every major decision
: and every major policy is notan

i exercise in finding the absolute

: rightanswer. It'salways an

: exercise in making theright

i judgment - notahard right or hard
i wrong, but abalanced one that

: servesthebestinterests of the

i majorityand the country.

You cannot make everybody

: happy. Also,judgments always

i have to be revisited nowand then -
: togoback tomy point that things

i arechanging. What seems to be

i sensiblenowmayinafewyears’

i time nolonger be sensible.

: Youhave to be prepared to

i constantly change.

Thoseare the things T hope they

i will take away from this series of
: lectures. But they may not getitin
: thefirstlecture, so they may have
: tostick through all four lectures
: before these points come through.

i QYouworryalotabout the future of
i Singapore. Howdo you relax?

: AP'mactually avery relaxed

: person. The only thing that’s

i making me very stressed is

: preparing these lectures!

i Icanrelaxany time, including

: readingbooks.
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