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Barely 20 months ago, in
December 2019 before Covid-19
surfaced, if you had told me that
the most densely populated
country in the world, Singapore,
wouldhave tolock up its entire 5.8
million population on a truly tiny
island for almost two years, I
would have said that the people
wouldsuffer great stressesand
strains, with many explosions of
anger and discontent.

Under normal circumstances,
most Singaporeans travel
overseas, especially in the region,
to escape the country’s tight space
constraints. Without this safety
valve, psychological anger and
discontent should have gone up.

Butitdidn’t! Overall, Singapore
society has remained calm and
measured, even with a series of
severe restrictions, startingwith a

last year. Certainly, unhappiness
hasincreased, especially for those
whose livelihoods have been
disrupted or damaged. Still, much

ofthe economic distress was taken :

care of by generous fiscal support
measures. Few countries can
spend approximately 20 per cent

ofits gross national product (GNP)

on economic relief measures.

Money could take care of
economicstresses. It couldn’t
relieve some of the social stresses.
A fewwaves of anger emerged

over the last18 months. None were

serious enough to cause serious
social unrest. However, several

incidents revealed the existence of

some social fissures in Singapore.
We need to payattention to them.

One fissure isbetween
occupants of Kampung (Majulah)
Singapura and the global city that
S.Rajaratnam, our first foreign
minister, dreamed of.

Some of us, like me, live in both
communities. Having been born
andgrown up in poor Third World
Singapore, [studied at
neighbourhood schools, speak
Singlish, curse in Hokkien, relish
char kway teow, nasilemak and
thosai,am blessed with friends in
all three communities, Chinese,

Malay and Indian - Iamanative of

KampungSingapore.
Yet, having lived in New York

for over a decade and participated :

in many global gatherings, I also
belong to the club of globalised
Singaporeans. Since I straddle
both communities, I can see
clearly the tensions between
the two.

DELINKING CECAAND
THECORONAVIRUS

One source of tensions surfaced
clearlywhenthere wasan
outbreak of the Deltavariant from
South Asiaaround February. My
WhatsApp chataccount exploded

Source: The Straits Times, pA21
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Celebrating Kampung Singapura

: South Asian migrants bring their

i feudal class-ridden attitudes to

i egalitarian Singapore. Fortunately,
¢ social attitudes and behaviour can

. and Global Singapore ~ «

Despite the tensions that arise occasionally, the symbiotic synergy
between the twoidentities is what makes Singapore truly special |

with angry messages from fellow
: Singaporeansblaming the “CECA
: Indians” for thislatest wave.

Few noticed that Taiwan, which

: had also managed Covid-19 well,

: also exploded with a new burst of
: thevirus, even without a CECA,

i short for the India-Singapore

: Comprehensive Economic

¢ Cooperation Agreement.

Indeed, several South-east Asian

i countries, including Vietnam,

: Malaysia and Thailand, and even

: Australia, suffered anew outbreak
: of Covid-19, demonstrating that

: weare dealing witha pernicious

! virus.Soto put it bluntly, if we
“circuit breakerlockdown” in April :
: analyse difficultsituations, CECA
: didn’t export the virus to

¢ Singapore.

believe in science and reason to
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One great strength that the

: founding fathers of Singapore

: bestowed on Singapore was a

: political culture of being ruthlessly
: rational,aswellascold and

: calculating, inits foreign policy.

¢ There's no room in Singapore for

: sentimentality or soft-headed

: thinking. With thisruthless

! rationality, we worked out that

¢ whenasmall, open city-state like

: Singapore signs freetrade

: agreements (FTAs), like CECA,

¢ with bigger economic powerslike

: India, Singapore inevitably

: benefits significantly, by any

: cold-blooded calculations of costs
¢ andbenefits.

Since the signing of CECA, trade

: betweenSingaporeand Indiahas
: grown from US$7 billion in 2005to :
i US$19.6 billion (S$26.4 billion)in
: 2018.Investment flows have also
: increased, with the trade balance
: inSingapore’s favour.

Let there be no doubt that India

: will eventually emerge asan
: economic powerhouse, even ifit

: stumbles from time to time. If we

: wantto maintain the

: extraordinary level of prosperity

: Singapore hasachieved, witha per
: capitaincome thatisamongthe

¢ highest in the world, we must

! remain one ofthe most open

: economies in the world.

Thisis the reason why

{ Ambassador-at-Large Tommy

! Koh says Singapore is the most

: “promiscuous” countryin the

: worldon FTAs. Indeed, itis

¢ shocking that great economic

: powerslike the United States and
: China, India and Japan - the four
: largest economies in the world in
¢ terms of purchasing power parity
1 (PPP) - have signed FTAswith

¢ tinySingapore. There’s an old wise

expression: Don’tlook a gift horse

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

; inthe mouth.

GLOBALCITY BENEFITS
: KAMPUNG SINGAPURA

: Inshort, the global city dimension
. ofSingapore has delivered massive :
: economic benefits to Kampung

¢ Singapura. This is the fundamental
¢ reasonwhy Kampung Singapura is
: farmore prosperous than any

: other kampungin South-east Asia.
: Weshould celebrate, not resent,

¢ thisglobal city dimension of

i Singapore.

History has taught us that when

i citieslose their global city

: dimensions, they shrivel. Just visit
! nearby Malaccato see what

: happens.

Certainly there should be

¢ safeguards toensure that

¢ disruptions caused by any of these
: FTAs should be managed. These

: FTAs must increase overall

i employmentin Singapore, not

: decreaseit. And overall

: employmentin Singapore has

goneup.

Wemustalsoensure thatthe
new migrants who come to work in
Singapore must accept the norms
andvalues of Kampung Singapura.
Thave been saddened to see some

: adaptandchange.

A greater challenge will be to

: sustain our prosperity ina more
: turbulent post-pandemic world.
i Buthereis one shocking fact that
: few Singaporeans have noticed.
: Singapore is the most globalised
: economy in the world. No other
i country hastrade thatis 320 per
1 cent ofits GNP. Covid-19 has

i caused, as we know, massive

¢ deglobalisation in many areas,

i includingaviation and tourism.

Intheory, the most globalised

: economy in the world should have

been hit the hardest by this

i temporary deglobalisation. But we
¢ weren’t. One reason why we

¢ weren't is that we also have one of

: the most diversified economies in

: the world, with strong links with

¢ allthe major economies, in part

: because of the many FTAs we have
i signed.

In short, even though my fellow

¢ Singaporeansinthe Kampung

: Singapura community may be

i unhappy with some aspects of the

: Global City community that also

¢ livesand thrives in our midst, itis

i the existence of both communities
i that explains some extraordinary

i strengths that Singapore has.

Professor Anthony Reid, a

i leading scholar on South-east Asia,
i pointsoutina fascinating essay

: entitled “Singapore between

¢ cosmopolis and nation”, that the

i tensions between our kampung

i (national) and global identity have
¢ long historical roots. He concludes
¢ bysaying “the interplay between

i cosmopolis and nation will

i continue in the 21st century”.

“We can be sure that Singapore,

i assupreme example of the type of

cosmopolis that haslong

¢ flourished in one of the historically
! mostopen crossroads of the world,
¢ willbe increasingly interesting toa
: globalised world in whichnone

: canaffordtoisolate themselves

: behind awall of homogenised

¢ national culture,” he adds.

Equally important, many

: thinkers are predicting that inthe

. post-pandemic world,

i globalisation will retreat. If it does,
: Singapore will be damaged.

Hence, Singapore should stand

¢ out and become one of the fiercest
i defenders of globalisation. Tobea
¢ credible defender, we need strong
¢ support from our own citizens.

i Thisisanother reasonwhy

i celebrating our dual kampungand
: globalidentities is so critical for

¢ the future of Singapore.

The symbiotic synergy between

the two is what makes Singapore
i truly special. Let's keep it that way!
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