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With an increasingly heterogeneous population and greater diversity of views in Singapore, public consultation will take on even greater importance ahead of major policy decisions, says the writer. Citizens expect to have their views heard and to
participate in the decision-making process, so it will not suffice for the Government to involve stakeholders only in the implementation. ST PHOTO: ONG WEE JIN

Bylnvitation

Strengthening the nuddle ground

An inclusive and cohesive society cannot be
taken for granted amid increasing diversity and
the pull of identity politics. A strong centre is
essential and must be continually nurtured.

-

Terence Ho

For The Straits Times

Atthe press conference
announcing hisselectionas leader
of the People’s Action Party’s
fourth-generation team, Finance
Minister Lawrence Wongalluded
to the challenges of greater
political contestation and the
growing desire for diversityin
Parliament.

Questions are already swirling
about how politics and governance
will evolve as the leadership
transition unfolds.

In particular, will Singapore
continue down the path of
increasing political participation
and social inclusivity? And how
will this evolution affect
Singapore’s efficiency and
distinctiveness?

CITIZENS' EXPECTATIONS

Withan increasingly
heterogeneous populationand
greater diversity of views, public
consultation will take on even
greater importance ahead of major

 policy decisions.

Citizens expect to have their

i views heardand to participate in
i the decision-making process. It

ahn

i implementation - upstream
: deliberation, too, willnolonger be
: the sole province of policy wonks.

willnot suffice for the
Government to involve
stakeholders only in the

Forinstance, the Ministry of

: National Development’s public

: consultation last year yielded

: manyideastoaddress the issue of
: windfall gains from the sale of

: prime-location flats, while also

: clarifying the trade-offs inherent

: ineach of the suggestions. The

: recentlylaunched White Paper on
: Singapore Women’s Development
: was the product ofa year-long

: consultation process that engaged
i nearly 6,000 participants over 160
i conversations.

Amore in-depth process of

¢ policy deliberation and public

: consultation canseem

: time-consuming and inefficient.
: Butthe process canuncoverpolicy :
¢ blindspots, generate freshideas
: for considerationandrefine

: policies before roll-out. Italso

: helpstoengender the buy-inso

¢ crucial for successful policy

: implementation.

: IMPORTANCE OF
© THE MIDDLE GROUND

i of citizens who are well-informed
: and committed to the national
: interest.

Mutual trustamong citizensand

i stakeholders allows for difficult

: conversations to take place

: without exacerbating divisions. It

: isthemarkofamature society that
. disagreements can be articulated

: respectfully without denigrating

i those who hold a different view.

Lawsand policies should reflect

¢ the tenor of societyin line with
i majority values, without imposing
¢ a“tyranny of the majority”.

There should be space for

i responsible public discourse and

. self-expression - whether on

: inequality, racism, LGBTQ+

: (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender
i and queer/questioning) matters,

: the death penalty or foreign

: manpower — while avoiding

¢ crippling protests orunbridled free
: speech that can inflame tensions

. between different groups in

: society.Stakeholders, including

: community and religious

: organisationsand civilsociety

: groups, can help by exercising

i theirinfluence responsibly and

¢ pursuing their interests in a spirit

: ofgiveand take.

AsMr Wong pointed outata

forum on tribalism andidentity
: politics last November, the

Government can play the role ofa

: fairand honest broker onissues

i thatdivide public opinion. This

: requiresagovernment that is

: trusted, responsive and prepared
i toexercise leadership.

Itis heartening that

¢ longstanding policies are being

: reviewedandupdatedassocietal
: norms evolve. The decision to

: : permit female Muslim nurses to
: Forginga consensus is much easier :

: ifthereisastrong middle ground

wear a headscarf while in uniform

: was taken aftera process of

¢ consultation to make sure that

i both the Muslim and non-Muslim
: communities were comfortable

i with thismove.

Onother issues, consensus may

i bedifficult toachieve, but it may

. stillbe possible to finda workable
i pathforward. The Government is
: now consulting with diverse

i groups of Singaporeans to better

. understand their viewpoints on

i Section 377A ofthe Penal Code,

¢ which criminalises sex between

i men.

FOURWAYS TOBOOST THE CENTRE

i Itis perhapsareflection of

: Singapore’s strong middle ground
¢ that the ruling party and main

i opposition party are seen as fairly

i centristin their public policy

i positions. However, this cannot be
i taken for granted as democratic

: contestation intensifies.

The experience of other

i countries shows how easyitisto

: slide into demagoguery, where

¢ politicians prey on tribal fearsand
i pitonegroup against another to

i advance their electoral prospects.
: Insome instances, this could take
: the form of divisive communal

¢ politics; in others, right-wing

¢ populism that veers into

: xenophobia.

The best antidote is to

continually nurture the middle
i groundinseveral ways.

First,itisimportant to pursue

: both outcome and process

¢ legitimacyas the bedrock of

: effective governance. Singapore’s
¢ leadership must continue striving
i tobetter the lives of citizens

¢ throughinclusive economic

i growth, while upholding fairness,
. transparency and rule of law. Both
i successful outcomes and fair
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¢ processesare necessary for

: broad-based supportofthe

: Government’sagenda, so that

i extremeviewsandideologiesare
: less likely to gain a foothold in

¢ politics.

Second, policies that promote

: socialinclusionandreduce
: socio-economic disparity willhelp :
i topreventthe emergence of

: marginalised communities and
i groups.

There is aneed for economic

: securityand social mobility to give
: citizensa stake in the nation, so H
i thatall canaspire toleada fulfilling :
: life evenina competitive,

i meritocraticsociety. Social

: investment to expand

: opportunities for Singaporeans

¢ from early childhood through to

: theworking vearsand beyondis

i vital. So, too, are measures to raise
: thewages oflower-income

: earners, enhance fiscal

i progressivityand strengthen

i socialsecurity.

¢ Otherwise, issues suchas foreign :
¢ manpower and climate

i sustainability willmore easily

: divide opinion between the

¢ affluent, who are well insulated
¢ from financial pressures, and

: those who feel the economic

¢ impact of policies much more

: acutely.

Third, the Government should

update policiesatapace that is
: comfortable for society, in step
¢ with evolving norms and values.

This is particularly pertinent to

¢ rights, where the assertion of such
¢ rights may run against traditional

i societal values. Interest groups are
¢ lesslikely to overreachif they

i know their viewsare factored into
: the decision-making process

i fairly.

Over time, this can nourisha

¢ middle ground that is patient and
: open-minded, in turn expanding
: thespace for societal consensus.

Finally, access totimelyand

reliable information isa necessary
: foundation for balanced public
: discourse.

Transparency engenders trust

¢ andis vital for Singapore’s

: competitiveness asa global city in
: theinformation age. Itis better to
- buildup trusted sources of

¢ information suchasan

: independent, responsible media

rather than torely on propaganda

: orcensorship.

At the same time, falsehoods

¢ must be called out and debunked.
: Thisis particularly challenging,

¢ giventherisein foreign influence
: campaigns andsocial media echo
i chambers. Encouraging

: responsibleand respectful debate
: canhelp toimprove public

¢ understanding and strengthen

¢ policymaking.

Astrong middle ground may

: serve as ballast, keeping the polity
: centredamid the geopolitical

: tempests that willinvariably come
¢ ourway. In seeking both outcome
¢ andprocess legitimacy, and

¢ avoiding the extremes of tribal

: politics andilliberal conformity,

: Singapore canaspiretobea

¢ “Goldilocks” polity — one that is

: neither too hot nor too cold, but

¢ inclusive and cohesive.
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