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The 60th anniversary of legal
education in Singapore offers a
chance to look backon the history

forward to how the practice oflaw
is changing.

Six decades ago, the firstlaw
students enrolled as colonial
subjects in the new Department of
Law of the University of Malaya.
Four years later, the class 0f 1961
graduated froma faculty of what
would shortly be renamed the

University of Singapore, the country

itselfon the cusp ofindependence.
Given the importance of the rule
oflaw to Singapore today, it may be
surprising to learn that the study of
lawhad earlier been actively
discouraged by colonial authorities,
here and across much of the British
Empire. This was sometimes
justified as a question of priorities -
engineers, doctors and
agriculturalists were said to be
more useful in a developing
economy. Butitisalsoclear that

lawyers were viewed with suspicion :
i anniversary dinner in October,

¢ ChiefJustice Sundaresh Menon

¢ (classof1986) challengedus to

. preparestudents for aglobalised

i profession, toinstila commitment
¢ topublic service, toembrace the

: opportunities of the digital

knew that large numbers of lawyers !
i our current admissions process is

! bestsuited toidentifying those who

aspotential troublemakers.
Speaking in 1959, Singapore’s
founding Prime Minister, Mr Lee
Kuan Yew, who had studied law at
Cambridge, opined that the British
learnt from the mistake of allowing
legal education in India: “They

meantlarge numbers of
self-employedintellectuals who
were well-versed in the mechanics
of the colonial system and who
then set out to lead the mass of the
local people in breaking down the
colonial system.”

People like him, in other words.

Such wariness of the dangers ofa
legal training continued into
independence, with various efforts
tomatch the number oflaw

required by the economy. Indeed,
those efforts continue today in
tweaking the domestic and
international supply of lawyers.
Adecadeago, whatisnow the

: National University of Singapore

¢ Faculty of Law lost our monopoly

i status, welcoming some healthy

: competition from the Singapore

i Management University and, more
¢ recently, the Singapore University — :
: of Social Sciences - both law schools :
: headed, Iam proudto note, by i
i membersof our alumni (classes of
¢ 2006 and1978 respectively).

Indeed, froma dearth, it has been

i suggested that wenow havea“glut”, :
: asMinister for LawK.Shanmugam :
i (classof1984) putit, though this is
: primarily due to the fact that there
: arenow more Singaporeans

of therule oflaw in Singapore—and :
i threelocaluniversities combined.  :
¢ Unfortunately,alarge proportion of :
i those graduates who spend :
: thousands of pounds on their
i degreeslater fail the bar exam
¢ necessarytopractiselawin

i Singapore.

studyinglaw in England than inall

The importance of educating

: lawyersin Singaporeisnolonger  :
questioned. Indeed, it is recognised :
i asvitaltoouraspirations tobea :
: dispute resolution hub and

: underpinning other sectors of the

¢ economy, most obviously financial :
: services.Legal academics todayare :
: notonlyexpected to produce

: highly-qualified graduates, but also
: tohelp position Singapore asa

: thoughtleaderinlegal research.

Yetif the supply side of legal

i educationin Singapore has

¢ changed, this is nothing compared
¢ withthe transformation in demand. :
: between 2008 and last year.

Speaking at NUS Law’s 60th

revolution and to examine whether

will thrive in the profession.
In the first two of these areas, we

: aremaking progress. On

i globalisation, fully half of our

: studentsspend a semester or more
: onexchange, some earninga

i master’s degree in their fourth year
i through partnerships with New

¢ YorkUniversity, King’s College

: Londonand otherleading schools.

graduates to the number of lawyers :
i students from around the world

¢ whojoin our upper years. We are

i nonetheless exploring more ways
: forstudents to travel for shorter

i periods, in particular, exposing

The rest benefit from the diverse

: themtojurisdictions in Asia. The

: hopeistoenable them to take

: advantage of the growing market

: forlegal services exported from

: Singapore. As Senior Minister of

: State Indranee Rajah (class 0f1986) :
: reported earlier this year, the value

ofthatmarket more than doubled

On public service, we launched a

: new Centre for Pro Bonoand

: Clinical Legal Education in October
: thisyear, with the aim of

¢ broadening and deepening the

: opportunities for students to see the :
: lawinaction with real clients, real

: problemsandreal consequences.

: Thisechoed asentiment expressed
: lastmonth by President Halimah

: Yacob (class 0f1978) in her first

: speech as NUS chancellor, in which
: shestressed the importance of the

: university developing its strong

¢ tradition of service.

Lawand technology is a faster

: movingtarget, but with tremendous :
: opportunities in both educationand :
: research. We nowoffer courseson
: everything, from data protection to
¢ thelawofartificial intelligence, but
: are considering moreradicalideas, :
¢ fromspecialist degrees toincluding :
: codingaspartofthefirstyearatlaw :
: commenced studies 60 yearsago

: wasaremarkable group of menand

school.
On theresearch front, questions
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: raised by the digital revolution

: range from governance of smart
. contracts and blockchain to

. liability for damage caused by

: autonomous vehicles. In some :
cases,our students areracingahead :

i oftheir professors, with student
: groupssuchas Alt+Lawand legal
¢ analytics start-up Lex Quanta.

Admissionsisanotherareathat

. we continue to study. Onemodest

. stepisanincreaseinour

: discretionary shortlisting from10 to
: 15per cent, meaning that candidates :

are selected for an interview and

. written test not solely on academic
¢ marks. At the same time, we are

: committed to ensuring thatno

. deservingstudentisunable to take
: fulladvantageofaplaceinlaw

¢ school for financial reasons.

More radical possibilities exist

¢ here too, such as making lawa
. graduate degree, asitisinthe :
: United States, amodel embraced by :
: opportunity,in mylast piece in these
: pages for the year, to wish you (but

i innoway toguarantee or assume

: liability for) areasonably merry

: Christmasand/or festive period.

my own alma mater, Melbourne
Law School, a decade ago.
Legal education, then, haslong

been tied to the expansion of the
: legal sectorin Singapore, while the
: ruleoflaw remains vital to the fate

of the country asa whole.
The cohort of students that

; women. Professor Tommy Koh later
: servedasSingapore’s first

: ambassador to the United Nations,

i Mr Chan Sek Keong as

i attorney-general and later chief

justice, Dr Thio SuMien as dean of

i theFaculty of Law, Mr Koh Eng Tian
i assolicitor-general, Mr Goh Yong

i Hongas police commissioner, Mr

: T.P.B.Menon aspresident of the

: LawSociety,andso on.

Theywere the first 0of 10,000

graduates who now occupy leading

positions in the profession, such as

i Attorney-General Lucien Wong

¢ (class0f1978), public office, such as
¢ former deputy prime minister

¢ S.Jayakumar (class 0of1963), as well
i asindiverse fields such as the arts

i (MrlIvan Heng, class 0f1988),

: fashion (Ms Priscilla Shunmugam,

. classof2006), and technology (Mr
i TanMin-Liang, class of2002).

On behalfof them, and indeed on
behalfofalllawyers, let me take this
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® The writerisdean and professor of
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