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SINGAPOREANS have survived tougher times in the past, so the current rough patch is no reason for them to quit the country.

This was the patriotic rallying cry from DBS Bank chairman S. Dhanabalan to staff at the bank's National Day observance ceremony yesterday, where the country's 37th birthday was toasted with Newater.

Mr Dhanabalan gave his flag-waving audience a brief history lesson at the DBS headquarters, where the ceremony was attended by Mr Matthias Yao, Senior Minister of State (Prime Minister's Office) and NTUC deputy secretary-general.

The 65-year-old bank chief took his audience back to the days before Singapore's troubled birth, when 'life was more difficult' and many people faced an even greater degree of uncertainty over the future.

He spoke of the difficulties caused by Indonesia's policy of confrontation in response to the creation of the Federation of Malaysia in 1963. This included a three-year suspension of trade between Indonesia and the fledgling Federation.

Singapore - which at the time was still part of the Federation - was hit hard as around one fifth of Indonesia's trade passed through it.

'At that time, the financial sector was very small, there was almost no manufacturing sector to speak of. Singapore earned its living by trade - entrepot trade,' said Mr Dhanabalan.

He was then a senior industrial economist at the Economic Development Board which was housed in what is now The Fullerton hotel.

He said: 'If you looked out from the Fullerton building where I used to work, there were hundreds of ships anchored in the port, ships that used to transport things from Indonesia into Singapore and take things from Singapore into Indonesia.

'There was no freight. They were just anchored there and thousands of people were out of a job.'

Talk of quitting Singapore for greener pastures is not new. Other pastures in Australia, the United States and Canada looked even greener then, he said, adding: 'I remember talking with my friends in the 1960s about whether we should leave Singapore and emigrate.'

However, he decided to stay because of the people he knew - family, friends, colleagues and fellow church members. 'When all's said and done, our commitment is not to food or to a place that's green and clean.

'Our commitment is to people. People whom you love, whom you respect, people who look to us for leadership, people who look to us for guidance.'

Mr Dhanabalan said he would not have been able to look at himself in the mirror with a clear conscience every morning if he had left.

Of those Singaporeans who decide to pull out their roots permanently, he said: 'If they're not quitters, I don't know what they are. Surely, we cannot send them off as brave folk, applauding their courage.'

His comments came after Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong, in his National Day Rally speech, referred to fair-weather Singaporeans who run away when the country hits stormy weather as 'quitters' compared to 'stayers' who, wherever they may be, are committed to Singapore.
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