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In 2019 Singapore, two processes of
coming of age are taking place
simultaneously.

The first of these is the political
coming ofage of the so-called
fourth-generation or 4G political
leadership, a transition in progress
which recently reacheda significant
milestone - the appointment of Mr
Heng Swee Keat as Deputy Prime
Minister (DPM).

The second is the demographic
coming of age of my generation -
theyouth.

Much has been written about the
4Gleadership and much more
about the youth. Yetbeyond an
understanding that the 4G leaders
must engage youth, little discussion
has focused on therelationship
between the two.

Last Saturday, Singaporeans got a
glimpse of what this relationship
would looklike, with the formation
ofthe SG Youth Action Plan panel
ontheheelsofaYouth
Conversation dialogue.

This panel will be co-chaired by
Senior Minister of State for Culture,
Community and Youth Sim Ann,
and comprises 15 other members
whose backgrounds include
entrepreneurship, music and civil
society.

The panel willlead efforts to
articulate young people’s vision for
Singaporein 2025 and formulate an
action plan toget there.

Asayoung person, [ believe the
panelandits plans provide an
important opportunity for agood
meeting of mindsand hearts
between the 4G and the youth. It
accelerates the ongoing shift from
engagement to empowerment,

: from conversation to action.

It was significant that the panel

i co-chair, Ms Sim, said the

: Government’s goals were aligned
¢ with those of young people in

: manyareas, such as buildingan

i inclusive society.

As amember of Access

¢ Singapore, a ground-up

: organisation tackling educational
: inequality, Ifound this extremely
: heartening.

More broadly, agood relationship

: between the 4G leaders and youth

: iskeytoastrong 4G mandate. After
i all, the 4G can take the country into
: thefuture onlyifthe actual future

: generation stands with them.

: Alignmentsinan

: age of disruption

: Andyet, when Ilook back on the

: happenings ofrecent years and

: reflecton the broader trends that
¢ define my generation, several

i questions emerge.

For one, while the Government’s

: goalsare aligned with those of

: youth in many areas, does this

: translate into alignment on what
i these goals actually mean?

Forexample, inclusivenessis

i suchabroad term that nobody

: would disagree with it, but gaps in
: expectations or desired outcomes
: may soon arise when these have to
: bedefined.

Furthermore, misalignments

i mayalsoarise on the policies
: needed to achieve said goals.

Asboth the 4G and the youth

come of age, these gaps or even
¢ misalignments could grow sharper.

Many older Singaporeans,

i including 4G leaders — most of

: whom are in their 40s or 50s -

: understandably want to continue

¢ thestructures and foundational

: values thatunderpin Singapore’s

¢ success, but some of these key

: principles are being questioned by

: youthtoday.

Forinstance, inarecent

: interview, DPM Heng highlighted

: the flaws of multi-party

: democracy,arguing that greater

: opposition does not mean better

: outcomes. He wasresponding toa

: question on younger Singaporeans
: wanting more political opposition.
: Itisdebatable if many young

: Singaporeans subscribe to that

i same view.

Therecent19+ Worldview survey

conducted by The Straits Times and
: the Singapore University of Social
¢ Sciences also points to other gaps.

A poignant example: 91 per cent

: ofrespondents who were not

: already pursuing a degree wanted

: one toimprove their salary

: prospects, which may not align

: with the Government’s 40 per cent
: cohorttarget.

Education Minister Ong Ye Kung,

¢ like his predecessors, has

: maintained the importance of

: aligning education with the

: economy’s needs and stressed that
: skills, not paper qualifications,

: should be the arbiter of workplace
: success - but are young people

: persuaded?

Vocal young people are among

: those questioning the assumptions
: underlying government policies.

: They takeissue, for example, with

: the fundamentals of meritocracy,

: questioning thelevel of inequality

: here;howracial harmony is

: maintained and discussed; and the
: implementation of fake newslaws.
: Quite frankly, I donot think these :
: differencesin views - which may
: reflectgapsin aspirations - will

: simply go away as time passes.

Comingofage inan era of

¢ disruption, my generationwillbe ~ :
: much moreinclined to question the :
: assumptions of past generations, :
: pushing the boundaries more than
: whatisnormal.

Thus, even if the Government’s

i goalsarealigned with those of the

: youthnow, will this alignment stay
: whenwe are forced to confront the
: answers to difficult questions and

: make the necessary trade-offs?

: Aconsensus that binds

¢ The solution, therefore, must be :
: thatthe glue which binds the4Gand :
: theyouth must go beyond broad :
: goalalignments or even individual

: policy alignments, which could end
: upbeingrather transactionalin the
: faceof disruption.

: consensus to underpin these

: alignments and to minimise the
: impactoftheinevitable

: misalignments.

: on trustand moral authority, with
: theyouth trusting that the 4G

: leaders will steer the Singapore

: ship properly, especially when it

: hits turbulent waters and even

: Incontrasttoamore

: hierarchicalrelationship,
: lhopetoseethe

: Government and citizens

: engage with each other as
: more equal partners,

: though the Government

: retains "veto power”.

My fear is that as both political

: leadersand youth come of age, gaps :
¢ inexpectations may widen,

¢ exacerbated by the forces of
: disruption.

Whatis neededis astrong

Inanincreasingly diverse

This consensus has to be based

. when they disagree.

Indeed, this is what the 4G

. leaderswill setout to doin the

: comingmonths. As DPM Heng said
. inaninterview: “Our biggest :
: challenge thatwe need toaddressis :
¢ tobuild a sense of unity amid these
¢ tremendous changes that are going

onaroundus.”
In the age of disruption, however,

: this consensus will not come easy.

: Furthermore, the 4G leaders must

¢ alsoensure thatthisisnota

i transactional consensus that

¢ breaks when tough times come, but :
i aconsensus thatbinds in the face of :
¢ disruption.

Thus, I wouldlike to suggest two

¢ guidingprinciples on which to
: ¢ build consensus.

: Singapore, disagreements on policy :

: options, evenon core principles, :
: areagiven. A climate of trust and
: mutual respect is crucial to

: maintaininga cohesive bond.

First, the principle of

i interdependence. Leadersand

¢ people, including the young, must
: understand that theyareina

: symbiotic relationship. Leaders

: cannot take Singapore into the

. futureif the future generation —

: today’s youth - does not stand

: with them.

Similarly, the youth should

: understand that the success of their
¢ futureis intertwined with the

: Government’s success.

The current political leadership is

¢ the best available right now to lead
. Singapore. There isno other; no

: parallel universe exists withan

. alternative set of leaders. The 4G s
i allthere is, and its success is

: possible onlyif people support its

. best efforts.

To further their causes, itis far

more beneficial for the youth to
: work together with the
: Government, seizing the

¢ opportunities that it willopenup to
: encourage participation.

¢ Furthermore, the Government

¢ remains the best provider of

. established resources and networks
: for the youth to achieve their goals.

Second, the principle of mutual

respect for each other’s roles,
¢ whichis embedded in theidea of
: “firstamong equals”.

Among the 4G leaders, DPM

: Hengis seen as “firstamong
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: equals”.Scaled up, this power

: relationship can be applicable in

: government-people relations, an

. answer to the question of whata

: new social compact might look like.

In contrast to a more hierarchical

i relationship, I hope tosee the

: Government and citizens engage

: with each other as more equal

: partners, though the Government
: retains “vetopower”.

Onthe Government’s part, this

entails a greater readiness to
: compromise after considering the
: depth of public opinion.

More importantly, citizens,

: especially the youth, mustbe ready
! tocompromise too. After all, how

: canwe expect the Government to

: compromise when we are not

¢ willing to do so?

“Firstamong equals” alsomeans

: that we must be more willing to

: accept the Government’s judgments
: evenwhen misalignmentsoccur,

: trusting the path that the

: Government has chosen.

Interdependence and the idea of

: “firstamong equals” are two
: principles on which the new
: consensus between the 4Gleaders
. and the youth mustbe based.

Foralignmentbetween the 4G

. and the youth tolast, it mustbe

: underpinned by abinding

i consensus thatisrootedin these
. principles.

Like other endeavoursinan age

: of disruption, it will not be an easy

: road. Conversations are ongoing

: and the youth panelhasbeen

: formed.Butontheroadtoastrong

¢ relationship between the two

i generations coming of age, the hard
: parthasonlyjust begun.
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