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Asean should do all it can to be a “neutral place where people from elsewhere can come and be engaged in the region”, says Minister for Trade and Industry Chan Chun Sing. PHOTOS: LIANHE ZAOBAQ

Asean can learn from Mid-East

woes, says Chan Chun Sing

Rules
are key,
like at
school:
Ong

Ye Kung

Linette Lai
Political Correspondent

Likening foreign affairs to a school-
yard, Education Minister Ong Ye
Kung said yesterday that small
states - like young children - thrive
best in an orderly environment
with clear rules.

But the well-being of both states
and students depends ultimately
on the individual and is not a func-
tion of size, he added. “If you do
your schoolwork well, you submit
your homework on time and are
helpful to the rest of your class-
mates, chances are, the teacher will
know you... and your friends will
watch your back,” he said.

In the same vein, Singapore is de-
termined to make itself relevant
and important to the world despite
its small size, said Mr Ong, adding
that foreign policy begins at home.

“Ultimately, it is about how our
country is run, how cohesive our so-
ciety is and what value we can bring
tothe world.”

Speaking at the annual confer-
ence of the National University of
Singapore’s Middle East Institute,
he also highlighted how technology
has fundamentally changed politics
around the world.

Now, politics is at risk of becom-
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The Middle East, through its long

i history, has seen attempts to domi-
¢ nate it by people as diverse as the
i Egyptians, Persians, Arabs, British
¢ and French principally because of
i its strategic location at the conflu-
: enceof Europe, Asia and Africa.

Its location has meant that it con-

With China’s interests in the Mid-
dle East growing - including in
SLOC, energy resources and reli-
gion, particularly the influence of Is-
lam on China’s Muslim minorities -
the Asian power could come up
against the United States’ many in-
terests in this region.

“Both the US and China have in-
terests in the Middle East that are
sometimes shared and, at other

make sure that we can chart our
way forward, without which we
may end up being a battleground
forproxy contests.”

Asean should do all it can to be a
“neutral place where people from
elsewhere can come and be en-
gagedintheregion”, he said.

He also touched on Singapore
and how its survival depended on
the country staying connected with
the rest of the world and making
the world its hinterland.

“For the world to be truly our hin-
terland, we must have a deep under-
standing of what’s happening
around the world, not just the US
and China or Europe, but many of
these other places like Middle East,
Central Asian republics, and also in-
creasingly Africa,” he said.

Nearer home, Singapore has been
playing a role in China’s develop-
ment. But, as China’s needs
evolved, so has Singapore’s rele-
vance to it, noted Mr Chan.

Singapore has gone from building
the Suzhou Industrial Park in the
early days of China’s development
in the 1990s to the Tianjin Eco-city,
initiated in 2007, which epitomised
China’s desire for sustainable devel-
opment, he said.

It has since gone beyond geo-
graphically bound projects to the
Chongging Connectivity Initiative
to connect China’s western prov-
inces to countries in South-east
Asia.

As for the Republic’s role in
China’s next lap of development,
Mr Chan pointed to its partici-
pation in China’s Belt and Road
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Initiative to build infrastructure
in Asia, Africa and Europe.

“This is one area where Singa-
pore can contribute to China, in
itsoutward push in its connectiv-
ity to the rest of the world,” he
said.

Another area that is of interest
to China is how Singapore has
continued to remain successful
and cohesive with its diverse
and multi-ethnic population.

“China finds us quite interest-
ing,” he said. “They try to under-
stand how we can keep a multi-
ethnic, multiracial society to-
gether, one that does not have a
lot of common history (but is)
united by a common vision, a set
of values, meritocracy, incorrupt-
ibility, multiracialism,” Mr Chan
added.

This is as China is also looking
at ways to maintain its social sta-
bility amid disparate forces that
threaten to pullits society apart.

As for Singapore, it needs to re-
main successful ifitis to stay rele-
vant to China and the rest of the
world, he said.

Itis only when Singapore is suc-
cessful that others will find it in-
teresting, he added.
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The well-being of both states and students depends ultimately on the
individual and is not a function of size, says Education Minister Ong Ye Kung.

Source: The Straits Times © Singapore Press Holdings Ltd. Permission required for reproduction.

Ong said. “When technology
shrinks politics to that nano level or
even smaller, we can imagine
democracy starting to break down
too.”

He said he believes democracy is
healthiest when it functions as a
“contest of big ideas”.

In the ideal democracy, voters
pick the best leaders, the losers
compromise and respect the re-
sults, and society unites and moves
forward, he said.

The conference, which ends to-
day, ison China’s Belt and Road Ini-
tiative in the Middle East. It ad-
dresses topics such as China’s pol-
icy towards Muslims and the
broader geopolitical context.

Mr Ong also spoke on relations be-
tween China and the United States,
and how the move from fossil fuels
to renewable energy sources will
impact the Middle East.

The US and China are not likely to
go to war as there is an “unprece-
dented level of interdependency”
between them, he said. And despite
the intense competition, both coun-
tries may eventually find that they
have no fundamentally irreconcil-
able conflict of interest.

“Technology may well be the cen-
trepiece of the contest between the
powers in years to come, and there
has to be peaceful platforms for
both sides to work out such issues,”
he said.

He also said there will be a long-
term shift away from oil as an en-
ergy source and that many Middle
Eastern countries are already try-
ing to reduce economic depen-
dence on oil and gas.

This shift will change the way the
US engages with the Middle East,
which will in turn affect US-China
relations, he said.

Mr Ong also took part in a dia-
logue, during which he was asked
questions such as how Singapore
has handled the challenges that
have come about from digital trans-
formation.

Inresponse, he underlined the im-
portance ofinitiatives such as Skills-
Future to help people catch up with
technology. “For you to move for-
ward, leverage on this whole new
technology, transform your econ-
omy, you've got to bring everyone
along,” he said. “Digital transforma-
tion and the digital revolution
makes thatalot harder.”
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