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Don't lose confidence, PM urges S'poreans Welcome competition, see China as an opportunity, but remake the S'pore economy

By Chuang Peck Ming

(SINGAPORE) Urging Singaporeans not to lose confidence in their future, Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong said they should welcome regional competition and also see China as an opportunity and not a threat.

But Singapore must remake its economy and develop a creative society, while Singaporeans must change some of their mindsets and attitudes.

Speaking at his 12th National Day Rally, Mr Goh said Singapore has what it takes to tackle the tough challenges facing the nation. But Singaporeans must get over the present gloom that pervades even the young because of the economic slowdown.

Noting that the first generation of leaders faced an even more dire situation in 1965, he said: 'Today it's the turn of our young to be tested. This baptism of fire will temper your generation . . . I'm confident you have what it takes to secure your place under the sun.'

He reminded them that Singapore now has more human resources, better educated people, more material assets, world-class infrastructure and stronger foreign reserves. And while this means Singaporeans have more to lose, it also means they have more to fight with - and win.

Noting that Malaysia was intent on poaching business from Singapore, he said the silver lining was that Singaporeans finally understood the meaning of competition. And Singapore will not take the challenge lying down. 'We welcome competition. And we will compete. We will create new strategies,' he declared.

But the bigger challenge is from 'the rising dragon', China. He said: 'If we view China as a threat, we will be immobilised by fear. But if we see it as an opportunity, we will come up with creative ideas to ride on China's growth.'

He noted that foreign investors won't put all their eggs in one basket. 'They will want to hedge their bets, in case things go wrong with China . . . They will want another place in Asia to base their factories and regional HQs. Singapore can be this other place. We have many things going for us.'

This included free trade pacts that provide preferential treatment for Singapore exports to Asean, New Zealand, Japan, the European Free Trade Association and, soon, to the United States and European Union. Singapore also has political stability, social cohesion and a reputation for reliability.

Mr Goh reminded Singaporeans they also have a track record of overcoming the odds. 'At every critical point in our history, we have risen to the challenge. We have been nimble and bold enough to make tough adjustments. We have moved swiftly to seize the opportunities.'Singapore already has good ties with China, he noted, and half a million Chinese tourists come here yearly. More will come as the Chinese middle class grows.

Also, China itself is becoming a huge exporter of capital. Singapore must garner a fair share of it. And Singapore businesses should partner Chinese firms as they venture abroad. Some Chinese firms are already using Singapore as a stepping stone into markets in the region.

Singapore can again overcome the challenges, he said, but this must start with a remaking of the Singapore economy.

He noted that the government has already accepted the Economic Review Committee's proposal to cut Singapore's tax rates to among the world's lowest to attract investments and talent. The CPF contribution for older workers will also be capped to make it easier for them to secure a job.

Meanwhile, more money will be spent to help workers upgrade their skills. A Centre for Adult Learning is being looked into, to bring together expertise in curriculum development, training approaches and funding support for programmes.

But the key to success in remaking Singapore hinges on changing some mindsets and attitudes:

One is the aversion to global talent. Mr Goh said he was disturbed by the negative comments over Singapore's recent medal haul in the Commonwealth Games, because they were won by foreign imports. Such griping - instead of honouring them - gave the wrong signal to other talent who want to make Singapore their home. 'If a huge country like the US has embraced foreign talent, we, with only three million people, must be crazy not to do so,' he said.

Another change needed is the attitude of some workers who are 'actively disengaged' at work. The attitude of such bo chap workers will hurt productivity, growth and profits.

Workers out of work also must be realistic when it comes to taking on new jobs, he said. Stories abound of jobless workers rejecting an offer for frivolous reasons or pie-in-the-sky expectations.

'Singaporeans should adopt a more realistic attitude in looking for work. They should be more flexible and less demanding. With the restructuring of the economy, the job you want may not come by for some time.'

But the challenge of remaking Singapore required committed Singaporeans, especially among the young. 'Has the younger generation of Singaporeans gone soft? Look yourself in the mirror and ask: Am I a stayer or a quitter? Am I a fair-weather Singaporean or an all-weather Singaporean?'

He added: 'I'm not asking anyone to die for Singapore. I want them to live for Singapore. If you are a stayer and are committed to Singapore, we will more than survive.' 
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