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Singapore not immune to divisive forces: DPM Heng

Mr Heng (left), and Janadas Devan, director of the Institute of Policy
Studies, at the Singapore Perspectives 2020 conference on Monday.
In his speech, Mr Heng warned about “insurgent political parties” that
have exploited people’s fears and frustrations. BT PHOTO: WANG YANYAN

He says anxiety caused by income inequality has led to
distrust but adds Singaporeans can be “bridge builders”
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Singapore
SINGAPORE has already seen some
semblances of nativist tendencies,
the Republic’s deputy prime minister
said, as he warned that the country
cannot assume it is immune to divis-
ive forces that have swept across the
world.

In a speech at the Institute of
Policy Studies’ annual Singapore Per-
spectives 2020 conference on
Monday, Deputy Prime Minister Heng
Swee Keat warned about “insurgent
political parties” that have exploited
people’s fears and frustrations, which
were brought on by globalisation and
disruption, in other parts of the
world.

He said the anxiety caused by in-
come inequality has created pessim-
ism and led many people to view
their governments with distrust, ush-

ering in an era of “anti-politics”.

While Singapore has “fared better
than most”, Mr Heng said the country
is not immune to such divisive forces,
adding that there are already some no-
tions of nativist tendencies here, such
as some of the public discourse
around foreigners.

He elaborated during the ques-
tion-and-answer session, warning
that casting doubt on new citizens'
loyalties and exploiting this issue
could make it a divisive force.

“I must say that I'm very troubled
that so many people are seeking to ex-
ploit these differences instead of mak-
ing an effort to integrate them,” Mr
Heng said, adding that many of them
became Singapore citizens by convic-
tion.

“Every new citizen is very much
part of our effort to take care of Singa-
poreans,” he said, describing their
role in boosting the workforce and
adding to Singapore’s strength.

Mr Heng added that making sure
Singaporeans grow up in a mul-
tiracial, multireligious and multilin-
gual society gives them a “very high
degree of cultural sensitivity". This
gives Singaporeans a special edgeina
world where “people are turning in-
wards” and are “less ready to cooper-
ate”, he said, noting that Singapor-
eans canbe “bridge builders” in a frag-
mented world.

Asked if the upcoming Budget
would be an “election Budget”, Mr
Heng said: "I think what is crucial here
is that it is important to think about
the Budget not as a goodie bag that
people look forward to.”

Instead, it is a financial plan that
supports a more strategic path for
Singapore’s future, he said, adding
that it is about putting the country’s
resources to the best use for the long
term as “short-term giveaways”
would not help Singapore build capab-
ilities to grow and prosper.

On a question about whether there
is a need to raise the Goods and Ser-
vices Tax (GST), which is set to go up
from 7 to 9 per cent some time
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between 2021 and 2025, Mr Heng,
who is also finance minister, said he
had considered all options before
coming to this decision.

He also said it is important to con-
sider Singapore’s tax system as a
whole and not pick one part and say it
is regressive, adding that the GST is
paid by everyone in Singapore and
not just Singaporeans. At the same
time, a “global tax competition”
means that the Republic does not
have the room to raise corporate or in-
dividual taxes.

During his earlier half-hour ad-
dress centred on the themes “differ-
ences”, “we” and “together”, he out-
lined the importance of unity and
trust between the government and
the people in Singapore’s early years
in helping the country succeed.

“My 4G colleagues and I are com-
mitted to go beyond just working for
you, to working with you, to build our
future Singapore,” Mr Heng said, as he
described the consultative approach
the government wants to take,
through the Singapore Together
movement launched in June last year.



