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Singapore — lessons from

the rise and fall of great cities

Singapore is unique in being a city, a state and a nation all at once. Yet its continued success depends on drawing lessons from
the likes of New York City, Chang’an and Jericho, said Minister for Health Ong Ye Kung in his keynote speech yesterday at the
Singapore Perspectives 2022 forum organised by the Institute of Policy Studies. Here are edited excerpts from his speech.

What we lack in
resources and
strategic mass,
we can make up
with nimbleness,
and unity of
purpose and
action, says
Health Minister
Ong Ye Kung.
We may be small,
but we can move
fast and we do
things together.
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Twill start by recounting the
stories of a few great cities - past
and present. I will then draw out
key lessons from these cities, and
talkabout their implications for
Singapore, both our present and
our future.

My first example isJericho. [twas
one of the oldest human
settlements dating backto
9,000BC. Anold city born of
geographical advantage -a

combination ofgood climate, fertile :

soil,andan abundance of fresh
water. These conditions enabled

and cultivate crops. These werea
close-knit people. As their numbers
grew, a city was formed.

With accumulated wealth from
agriculture, the people of Jericho
established the cityasatrade
station, leveraging their strategic
location along the Jordan River, to
trade with peoples as far away as
Egypt and Anatolia. With wealth
came the need for defenceand
protection. Inhabitants built up
fortifications, most famously the
walls of Jericho. For a city to
defend itself, it needs toraise
taxes, mobilise and organise
resources. And, therefore, we see
the emergence of astate
administration.

This leads to my second set of
examples - political capitals, such
asRome, Chang’an,
Constantinople, Kaifeng and
Pataliputra.

These too began as well-located
settlements, but gained strategic
significance, as their rulers
consolidated territories around

capitals of empires.

The third set of examples are
present-day metropolises - New
York City, London, Paris, Tokyo,
Shanghai, Hong Kong and
Singapore.

With industrial revolution and
technological advancement, came
the free flow of capital,and the
world became increasingly
globalised.

The globalised world is
characterised by complex
networks of trade, financial
services, maritime, aviation,
infocommsand other activities,

andthese networksin turn needto

be servedbynodes or exchanges.
Global metropolises managed to
establish themselves as those
nodesinaglobal economy.

Theirsignificance is determined
by the breadth of their networks,
strategic clustering of industries,
rich flow of capital andideas, and
mostimportantly, their ability to
attractandretain talents from all
over the world.

Hence London no longer
depends on the Thames because it
isnot tethered toits maritime
roots. Its transformation intoa

 global financial centreanda hubof

: creativity, culture and the arts has
: allowedittokeepits position in
: theworld.

CITIES RISE ANDFALL
¢ However they come tobe, cities

i rise and fall with the tide of history. !
; theworld.

The same geographicalluck

: which gaverise to ancient cities
: suchasJericho can also be their
undoing. Natural disasters, climate :
: change and foreign invasion - they :
i canall turnacity’s fate. Today,
hunter-gatherers tosettle overtime :
i formerself, as part ofa disputed
: territoryinthe West Bank.

Jericho isa pale shadow of its

Asforpolitical capitals suchas

Asfor the great modern

i metropolises, theyare constantly
: jostling for relevanceina

i hyper-competitive global

: economy. Ifaglobal node can be

i established, it canalso be

: unplugged by a competitor.

Maintaining the vibrance and

i relevance of a city over
generations is, therefore, no mean

feat.

¢ SINGAPORE-ACITY,
: STATEANDNATION

: Icite these examples because

i think there are lessonsin each one
: that can enrich our collective

i endeavourto keep Singaporea
them. Eventually, they became the :
full-fledged politicaland economic :
i homeforallofus.

thriving city at the cutting edge, as
wellas astable and sustainable

Singapore cannot be modelled

i againstany of the examples |
: raised,and not even the modern
i metropolises.

This is because history has made

: usunique. We areacity,astateand :
i alsoanation of one people, all

i rolledinto one, In Singapore, we

i findsome of the essence of New

¢ York City, Chang’an and Jericho.

¢ Our future success depends onus
i recognising the importance and

i combining the essence ofallthese
: greatcities - pastand present.

THECITY OF SINGAPORE

i Letmestart by talking about the
i NewYorkCityinus.

Weareaglobal economic node.

i Thisis central to our survivalasa
i city. Without economic H
i opportunities and the prospect ofa !
i better future for its people, a city
i losesits dynamism and life,

Especially for a city like

i Singapore, withouta natural

: hinterland, maintaining our

i economic viability has always
: meant being connected to the
¢ world.

Oneof our pioneer leaders, MrS.

: Rajaratnam, set out our ambition
: ofbecominga “globalcity”ina

¢ speech to the Singapore Press Club :
i in1972. Mr Rajaratnam saw

: Singapore asagrowingly

i important component of the

: global economic system, side by

side with the economic giants of

Inlarge part, weachieved this

i ambition through decades of hard

workandenterprise. We leveraged
our geographical location to builda

: trading hub, and from there, other

. strategicindustries -

: manufacturing, tourism,

: biomedical, finance and infocomms,
; i aviation, researchand development.
: Rome or Chang’an, their character :
¢ andsignificance shifted along with !
: therise and fall of their parent

i empires, Chang’an was decimated
: atthefallof the Tang dynastyas

¢ the empire fragmented.

‘We have become likea

This is the value proposition we

i want to keep offering to the world,
: Strong enough, so that it is not

i easy, though notimpossible, to

: switch out of Singapore.

Thegreat task before usis to

: keepreinventing ourselves tostay
: relevant. We have made good

i progressasasmart nation. We are
: fastbecominga centre for green

¢ finance.

‘We have long-term plans to

i reinvent our cityscape, suchas

: developing the land to be vacated
i by Paya Lebar Air Base,and

i reimagining our city centre with

i theinclusion of the Greater

: Southern Waterfront, which is the
i sizeof three Marina Bays.

The city centre willlookentirely

: different, decades from now.

But I believe the biggest

i opportunity for reinvention lies in
: the post-Covid-19 world. Inmany
: ways, the crisis is like areset

i Themostcrucial aspectof
Singaporeis the Jerichoin
i us.

The sense that despite

! beinginaglobal city, we

i aremembersofa

: close-knittribe, sharinga
i common fate and destiny.
i Except, unlikethe

: inhabitants of Jericho,we
i arenotanatural tribe of

: similar origins. Singapore

isafar morediverseand

i complexsocietythanany
i ancientcity.

: button, forcing us torethink the
: waywe do thingsinsmarterand
: betterways.

For example, the post-Covid-19

i working world should embracea
i combination of working in the

i office orat home,asamore

: efficientarrangement tobe

i outcome-focused, and to help

: people juggle their lives.

‘We should rethink the concept

Covid-19 has pushed many

¢ hard-hit brick-and-mortar
i establishments onto digital
: platforms.

: smartphone witha good operating :
: systemandallkinds of apps. Your
i contacts, schedule, group chats,

: music, photos are personalised

i andstoredinhere.

Having gone through

home-based learning, educationis
i undergoinganother renaissance,

: kicked off with every secondary

i schoolkid equipped witha

: personal device, embracing the

i digital medium for education, and
: encouraging self-directed

i learning.

In healthcare, we now havea

i muchbetter appreciation of the

: importance of primary care, which
: includes things like good hygiene,
i vaccinations,and home recovery

¢ with the support of telemedicine.

i This may be anew beginning for

: primary preventive care, which

i will be the most important

: componentinanageing

i population,

Through the pandemic, we have

i positioned ourselves asa hub for
: vaccinemanufacture and
i distribution,

The process of coping with the

i pandemic has tested ourmettle as
i acity.Wehadtorollwiththe

: punchesandadapt to many twists
i and turns. We didn’t try to shut

i down every infection cluster, but
: we braved through, and rode the

¢ infection wave. To do this, we have
¢ hadtorely onpeople’s personal

: responsibility and civic

i consciousness. We have to trust

i thatpeople will do theright thing,
i intesting themselves, and

i isolating themselves if they are

i testedpositive.

While these have been done out

i ofnecessity, I believe it has helped
i usgrowasapeople.Ihope it is the
: start for asocietal attitude that is

i more forgiving of imperfections,

i embracing setbacks and failures,

i appreciating resilience,

: ruggedness, enterprise and even

i beingunconventional.

THECITY STATE OF SINGAPORE

i ThereisalsoaChang'anin us, even
: though we are noempire.

Thisis because we need torun

: aneffective state. In Singapore,
i our people do not have a choice
: betweena free-wheeling urban
 economic centre or a quiet life in
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the suburbs,

There is also no equivalent of

i Washington, DC, Canberra, or

: Brasilia outside of our global city.

¢ This city is allwe got. Within these
: 730square kilometreslie all the

: possible choices for five million

: people.

The Government of Singapore

: must defend our cityand maintain
: i lawand order.

: of “peak” commuting hours, which :
i hassolong dictated the planning
: and development of transport

i infrastructure. We can flatten the
: traffic curve too.

It must ensure thatall our

i infrastructureand services - from
: healthcare, educationand

i transport to utilities and refuse

- collection, libraries and parks, are
¢ allwellprovided forand working

- well.

‘What Singapore has been

! blessedwithisa founding

i generation that has builtupagood
: Government, with a capital “G”.

i Thisincludes the various arms of :
: theState —an executive branch

¢ thatis effective and can get things
: done;anon-politicised civil

¢ service; and ajudicial system that
: upholds the rule of law without

: fear or favour. Italsoincludes

: democraticinstitutions suchas

¢ Parliament, formed through free

: and fair elections.

i Buttheaffairs of the state cannot :
: runaway from politics. Therein
¢ liesaduality.

On the one hand, politics

: facilitates publicdiscourse, puts
i the fate of the countryultimately
¢ inthe hands of people, keeps

i powersin checkand maintains

i accountability of the executive

i branch.

Onthe other hand, politics gone

i wrong can polarise the population
¢ and destabilise societies. We have
¢ seenmany recent EXalTlp]ES.

Soa critical factor for good

i governance is to get politics right.
i Rather than endless bickeringand
i stalemates, the political process

¢ must be constructive, and help

¢ bridge divides. The objective of

: politics must be to help the

i country finda way forward evenif
i thedecisions involve very difficult
i trade-offs.

This is especially important to

i Singapore. Forwhat we lackin

i resources and strategic mass, we

i canmake up withnimbleness, and
: unity of purpose andaction.

‘We may be small, but we can

i move fast and we do things
i together.

Inequality, protectionismand

Toreconcile the dilemmas of

modern societies and deal with

i theseissues, weneedastrong

: state. Otherwise, it will not be

i possible to do difficult but

i necessary things suchasa carbon
i taxtoreduce emission, or

: redistributive policiesto help the
¢ low-income, or reform education,

health or other significant public
i policiesand programmes.

Our policies need to be

: consistent for the long term to

: make animpact. Unlike bigger

. countries, we cannot afford to be
¢ caughtin fractious politics with

¢ frequent change of governments
i andreorientation of policies that
: comewithit.

This does not preclude the value

¢ ofhealthy discourse that takesin

¢ diverse views, and the proper

¢ functioning of checksand

i balances - both of which can

i strengthen our healthand

i functioning as astate. The success
: ofthe Singapore state depends on
i ourability toachieve both aims.
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But the most crucial aspect of
: Singaporeis theJerichoinus.

The sense that despite beingina

global city, we are members ofa

¢ close-knit tribe, sharinga common
: fate and destiny. Except, unlike

i theinhabitants of Jericho, we are

i notanatural tribe of similar

i origins. Singapore is a far more

: diverse and complex society than

i anyancient city.

Havingaseatat the table at the

i United Nations, or a flag to

i competeunder in the Olympics,

i does not anation make. The litmus
: testofwhatit means to beanation
i isinour Pledge - “One united

: people”.

This makes nation building a

! long-term, subconscious process.
i Anation’s people willneed to have
: common experiences,and go

i through trials and tribulations

: together, Over time, this

i togetherness will forge common

: ideals that transcend primordial

i tribalinstincts, and overcome

: forcesthat deepensocial fault

i lines.

Then something mysterious

i emerges, beyond security, beyond
: makinga living, beyond creature

i comforts - like, the soul ofa

i mnation.

For ancient civilisations like

¢ Indiaand China, the sense of

i nationhood is almost second

¢ nature, having been born of

¢ millenniain time. In Singapore, we
: areworking on what it means to be
i Singaporean, day by day.

Students singing Majulah

¢ Singapura daily at school

: assemblies; different communities
¢ living side by side in HDB estates,

: visiting the same hawker centres

¢ andpublic parks; cohorts of young
i people performing national

¢ service together, total strangers

: instinctively connecting witha

: Singlish phrase, even thousands of
i miles away from home, like our

: sharedsecret code; and, battling

: crises like the Covid-19 pandemic

i together. These areallacts of

i nation building.

Many of these come through

i deliberate policies and
i programmesimplemented by the
: state.

Take our bicentennial

¢ commemorationin 2019 for
i instance. We wanted to figure out
: whatbest describes the Singapore

DNA. After consulting widely, we

i shortlisted three descriptors —
i openness, multiculturalism and
i self-determination.

Atthe end of the exhibition at

i Fort Canning, members of the

¢ public were asked to vote for the
i descriptor that resonated with
: them most. Bya wide margin, we
i chose self-determination.

Itis not surprising. Cities don’t

i needit; manystates don’t even

: thinkaboutit; but ayoung nation
¢ like us dreams of and cherishes

: self-determination.

Itwas a pity Covid-19 disrupted

: the process and we could not take

¢ the exhibition further, But we

¢ should think of other ways to do so,
: because thereisagrowing

¢ consciousness about why we exist
i asSingapore and what makes us

: Singaporean.

Toput that consciousness into

i words, itis perhaps:

That we are not just akey node of

¢ the globalised world, but the one

¢ that connects Eastand West, and

¢ different parts of Asia, creating

i vast opportunities that surpass the
¢ limits of our borders, for our

i people and future generations.

That the consistent strengths of

i the institutions of state will always
: strive to ensure justice and fairness
¢ toall, uphold meritocracy, bring

i outthe best of people, bridge our

i divides and putus on the right path
: forthe long term.

That, therefore, in this nation,

i thereisasolemn commitment to

i give every community that calls

: Singapore home a place under the
i climate change - these are some of :
¢ thebiggestissues thatnations and
i theirgovernments across the

: world have to grapple with today.

sun, where everyone also exercises

ia spirit of give and take rather than
¢ pushing for their own agendaat

: theexpense of others,andinso

i doing, provides space for

: something that we collectively

i ownas Singaporeans, to evolve

¢ overtime.

With all of these, we will

i determine our own future,and be a
i city,state,and nation that

: continues tothrive for manyyears
i tocome.



