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IT STARTED as a casual comment while they were seated in front of the television set at home, and became a national talking point.

Earlier this year, Ms Tan Choo Leng, better known to Singaporeans as Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong's wife, watched Jack Neo's socio-comedy I Not Stupid with her husband.

She had seen the film about underachieving Singaporean children twice before at the cinema with two different groups of friends.

When MediaCorp's Raintree Pictures gave a videotape of the movie to Mr Goh, she watched it again with him.

Ms Tan, a lawyer, was so impressed with the movie that she wondered aloud if the actor-filmmaker should be given a National Day Award for his effort.

Well, Neo, who also won acclaim for his 1998 movie Money No Enough, did not get a medal.

But Mr Goh used him and his film as a shining example of constructive creativity during his National Day Rally speech last Sunday.

Encouraging those who parody national song lyrics to put their creativity to good use, the PM also related how his wife liked the movie and what she had said.

Joked Mr Goh: 'But I told her, 'Two No Enough!' '

So, was Ms Tan miffed that her husband failed to heed her suggestion?

Far from it, she said.

'I was just trying to put across the idea that people like Jack Neo deserve to be recognised for their work,' she told Sunday Plus last week.

'People in the artistic fields need encouragement.'

She added with a chuckle: 'I can only suggest to my husband what to do, but of course, he's not going to act on everything I've said. The most important thing is that he has listened to me.'

HALF IN POLL SAID YES TO AWARD

ARE the achievements of Neo, 42, worthy of a National Day award?

That was the question Sunday Plus put to 50 Singaporeans in a straw poll.

The result was split: 25 said he deserved a medal, 23 said he did not, and two declined to comment.

Those in favour noted how his 23-year career entertaining Singaporeans had culminated in a movie that voiced the concerns of fellow citizens.

Manager Shindy Kaur, 43, said: 'Even though his movies are comedies, they highlight problems and issues that a lot of us are facing. I've got kids who tell me that they're not stupid. But they are made to think otherwise when they can't cope with the school system.'

Sociologist Tan Ern Ser, 48, said: 'Jack Neo has done Singapore proud in the sense that his contributions reflect creativity, talent and entrepreneurship, qualities which we now revere.'

Those against said that one critically acclaimed film was not enough to warrant an award.

Customer service agent Muhammad Shaifudin Taib, 22, said: 'We have plenty of artistes, such as Malay music teachers, Indian cultural dance groups, who don't go on TV, who aren't famous, but work hard at dealing with Singapore life and culture. Why not give them an award?'

COMEDY CONTRIBUTION

THE National Day Awards are given by the Government to recognise contributions to the country.

They lean heavily towards civil servants and grassroots leaders. People in the private sector generally receive the public service medals, says a government spokesman.

Two out of the total 17 National Day award titles are public service honours. The Public Service Star is given to those who have contributed more than those eligible for the Public Service Medal.

While it can be argued that Neo has served the country by tickling its funny bone through his countless appearances on television and film, it was I Not Stupid that propelled him into the national socio-political arena.

The film, made last year for about $1 million, explored Singaporeans' angst over the stressful education system and the influx of foreign talent. It also took potshots at government policy. It earned close to $4 million at the box office here, and is currently screening in Hongkong. The film is slated to open in Taiwan and China later this year, and VCDs of the movie are selling well.

Neo joined the then-Singapore Broadcasting Corporation as a compere and actor in 1979. He has made four films - Money No Enough (1998), Liang Po Po - The Movie (1999), That One No Enough (1999) and I Not Stupid (2002).

Money No Enough, a box-office success that dealt with Singaporeans' obsession with money, was considered tamer than I Not Stupid because it did not touch on political subjects.

Mr Franklin Wong, 59, chief executive officer of MediaCorp Studios, said that when Mr Goh praised Neo, it was probably aimed at the later part of the actor's career when he became more vocal about social issues.

He said: 'The earlier days were for him to mature and discover his latent creativity.'

With I Not Stupid, Neo has shot to superstardom. In Time Magazine's April 8 issue, he was hailed as 'Singapore's biggest movie star'.

Political watchers like Mr Basskaran Nair, 54, believe that having Neo as a discussion topic in the National Day Rally was a positive step towards greater recognition of creative talent in Singapore.

As for Neo not getting the award, Mr Nair, the former president of the Singapore alumni of the US-based think-tank East West Center, said: 'Maybe the Government is still tentative about the creative fringe, and how much it can be brought into the mainstream.'

He added: 'But the Government is definitely prepared to stretch the boundaries now, naturally with caution.'

The Prime Minister's press secretary, Mr Ong Keng Yong, said: 'When Mr Goh used the anecdote, which arose from a simple spousal exchange, he was not suggesting that Neo will never qualify for the National Day award.

'It was just a light-hearted way of discussing the issues at hand, and he wanted Jack Neo to produce more good films. Who knows? He may well get an award one day.'

In any case, Mr Seng Han Thong, 52, an MP for Ang Mo Kio GRC, thinks that the entertainer has already been 'awarded', medal or no medal.

'Look at the box office for his film. MPs mention him in parliamentary debates and the Prime Minister praises him in his National Day speech,' he said.

'Who in this year's National Day Award recipients list gets the same kind of media attention that he is getting now?'

As for Neo, he is one happy man - whether or not he gets an award.

'Just being mentioned in the National Day Rally is a reward in itself. And the fact that I can't get the award just goes to show that the National Day Award is not suisui bianbian (something given out indiscriminately),' he said.

Meanwhile, he is busy preparing his next celluloid offering.

His next film, to be shot at the end of the year, will be set in Singapore during the 1960s.

Like I Not Stupid, it will feature children as leads. It will tell a touching tale of a father, his son and daughter.

'My plan, no matter what, is to do another good movie for Singaporeans, and let it travel to other countries, so that others can recognise our film industry,' he said.

'That will be my contribution to Singapore.' -- Additional reporting by Tan Hsien Chong

Award or no, you'll do things you believe in

THE National Day Awards were introduced 37 years ago and honour Singaporeans and non-Singaporeans who have made outstanding contributions or provided long service to the nation.

There are 17 awards, with the highest being the Star of Temasek (Bintang Temasek), and the lowest the Long Service Award (Pingat Bakti Setia).

Recipients receive a medal and a collar pin. The pin can be worn any time, while the medal can be worn at national functions such as the National Day parade.

Recipients can also use the titles. If a John Tan wins the Public Service Medal or Pingat Bakti Masyarakat, for instance, he can be addressed as John Tan PBM. Winners of higher awards are also given priority seats at national functions.

Each year, about 3,000 people receive medals from the Government. The bulk get the Long Service Award, which is given to civil servants who have rendered 25 years or more of service.

The criteria for winning the awards differ from medal to medal. The Star of Temasek is given to those who have performed well in warlike scenarios. So far, nobody has received this award, says a spokesman for the Cabinet Office.

Recipients of the Public Service Medal can come from all backgrounds. This year, national bowler Jesmine Ho got it for her contributions to sports, as did Australian Geoffrey Ellison McIntyre, the Honorary Trade Representative for International Enterprise Singapore, for promoting trade and investment between Singapore and Australia.

Around February or March each year, ministries, statutory boards and grassroots organisations make nominations for the awards to the Cabinet.

The Government's personnel boards and ad hoc committees pick the deserving recipients. The selections are sent to the Cabinet for clearance, then sent to the President's office for final approval.

Because of the sheer number of recipients, the various government bodies hand out the lower medals - the Long Service Award and the Efficiency Medal - on behalf of the President.

The President hands out the other awards.

Recipients say the awards recognise their work, but that their lives do not change because of it.

Songwriter and scriptwriter Mohamed Noor Mohamed Yusofe, 65, who has written more than 350 Malay songs, won a Public Service Medal this year. He says it has inspired him to work harder on a book he is writing on the Malay music scene in Singapore and Malaysia.

Colonel Bernard Toh Hoon Meng, 41, director of public affairs at the Ministry of Defence who won the Public Administration Medal (Military) (Bronze) this year, says: 'If you are passionate about the work you do, you'll do things you believe in - with or without the award.'
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