National Day Rally 2002 The After Effect

20 August 2002


Avantgo Story

The Straits Times Interactive

Singapore

August 20, 2002

'You have rights as a citizen, and with rights come responsibilities.'

I AM a 100 per cent stayer, declares Mr Koh Poh Kwang, 59.

The principal of the Singapore School for the Visually Handicapped says that despite offers for him to go overseas to set up schools, and having studied abroad for a short time, he has never thought of jumping ship.

He told The Straits Times: 'Without my country and the society, I will not be where I am today. It's never crossed my mind not to come back, and not contribute back to society.'

But why stay, having duly given back to society with more than 34 years of volunteering with grassroots organisations?

'Now, I am surrounded by family and friends. If I were to go, parting would be too painful. Money is not everything in this world.'

And that is why he believes that, even if the going gets tough, he will soldier on to do his bit. 'If Singapore is in trouble, you cannot leave at the drop of a hat,' he said.

'If you do that little bit, you can help salvage the whole situation...'

He likened the relationship between a citizen and his country to one between a son and a parent.

'It's just like if your father tells you that after bringing you up and sheltering you all these years, he's going to be retrenched. He will be facing hardship and financial difficulties, and you turn around and say, 'Bye bye, dad, I'm going off; I'm not going to help you'. How can?

'The heartache is there, and that's why I believe the PM was so kek sim with these people who say they will leave because Singapore is not providing them with enough.' Kek sim is a Hokkien phrase expressing 'heartache'.

'You have rights as a citizen, and with rights come responsibilities - to protect and help the nation.'

After listening to Mr Goh Chok Tong's speech on Sunday, he had turned to his son, 20, and asked if he would die for Singapore.

He said with pride: 'My son told me, 'Of course!', and he said that if he were overseas, he would fly back to fight.

'He's a real son of Singapore.'
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PM's poser gets people pondering

IT WAS a stark choice that Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong put to Singaporeans on Sunday night: Are you a quitter or a stayer?

When the chips are down, would you stay to fight for the nation or take flight at the first sign of a bit of trouble?

For some, the answer was crystal clear. As tour leader Zubaida Mohammad Salleh, 52, put it: 'Why should I run elsewhere? I'm a Singaporean. My family are all here and even though I've travelled to many places, I've never thought of living elsewhere.'

Undergraduate Mervyn Sek, 23, agreed. 'Quitting has never crossed my mind. This is home, where you grew up, where you establish your first friendships, your first relationships.

'I don't believe you cannot establish yourself well in Singapore. It's just a matter of putting in a bit more effort, a bit more heart and relying on your friends and family to pull through tough times.'

Among the almost 100 Singaporeans who responded to this question, either through interviews or via The Straits Times Interactive website, older, established professionals were generally more vocal in their support of the nation.

Mr Ron Chandran-Dudley, 68, president of the Disabled People's Association, said he and his British wife, Rena, were here by choice: 'Perhaps it's the familiarity of the people and places, but this is home and we will not leave.'

Dr Shirley Lim, president of Research Communication International, 53, said that depite her many travels overseas, she still returned to her 'anchor' as she felt a very strong sense of connection to the community here.

But for many others, the issue was not so clear-cut.

Among the reasons that might cause people to consider leaving: Their children's education, more opportunities elsewhere, and a sense that this was not where they wanted to live.

Mrs Jessie Wee, 33, a human resource consultant, said that she would leave if her child could not deal with her second language. 'I want the best for her. Family comes first, and if it comes down to the fact that I have to go for her sake, I will.'

Some had a litany of complaints but were afraid to speak up in public. That fear was in itself a push factor, they said.

One 31-year-old IT manager said: 'The very fact that I'm not comfortable with saying negative things in print and putting my name down is why I want to go.'

Others took issue with the use of the term 'quitter'.

In this speech, Mr Goh had made clear that he drew a distinction between overseas Singaporeans who would 'come back when needed, because their hearts are here', and those who 'ran away' at the first sign of a little storm on the horizon.

Still, many found his uncharacteristically harsh words hard to stomach.

Said undergraduate Crystal Tien, 20: 'The PM should think about how he can get the quitters to be stayers. Personally, I'm a quitter because I do not feel much attachment to Singapore.'

Agreeing, Mr Keith Ong, 21, a law undergraduate, said: 'If the opportunity was there, I'd be a sort of quitter, I suppose. The word 'quitter' shouldn't be used. It's just a natural instinct - you want to live your life to the fullest and lead it somewhere else.'

Others found the quitters-versus-stayers divide unhelpful.

As undergraduate Kevin Tjan, 22, said: 'It cuts both ways. On the one hand, you're encouraging foreign talent to come here, while preventing Singaporeans from leaving. Does that mean we're taking in others' quitters?

'It's a bit ironic to use that label.'
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'I would love to stay, but I also don't want my daughter to be stressed out.'

MADAM Dorothy Wee is a community leader and considers Singapore home. But she is thinking hard about leaving the country.

Her reason: She is worried for her eight-year-old daughter.

The 49-year-old housewife feels the school system here is too rigid, too stressful and too geared towards 'producing smart kids with no emotional quotient'.

She said: 'I want my daughter to be gentle and have high EQ. No need to have high IQ.'

If she leaves, she will head to Australia.

School staff there are more people-oriented than task-oriented, she argued. The education system encourages creativity and inquisitiveness rather than loading students with worksheets.

There are also no examinations until students reach the Singapore equivalent of Secondary 1, she said.

But she is still grappling with whether to make the move.

She has many happy memories of growing up here, from licking ice balls that cost 10 cents each to the kampung spirit she felt when living in one of the four-storey Singapore Improvement Trust blocks between Prinsep Street and Short Street, where neighbourhood children would gather to play games.

But she left Singapore in 1977 to spend four years in Papua New Guinea as a nurse educator in remote villages, and another 17 in Australia as a nursing manager.

She came home four years ago because, she said, her daughter wanted to learn Chinese and grow up with her cousins.

Her husband, an Australian citizen and a Singapore permanent resident, teaches English at a private school here. They chose to live in a three-room Housing Board flat in Serangoon because they prefer to live simply.

She splits her time between looking after her daughter and serving as the Serangoon Zone 5 Residents' Committee chairman.

'I would love to stay in Singapore,' she said. 'But I also don't want my daughter to be stressed out.'

SEND IN YOUR VIEWS

'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?' This was the challenge that Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong threw down to Singaporeans here. He asked them to ponder whether they would stay to help the country tackle the challenges it faces, or flee at the first sign of trouble. Did you look in the mirror today? What did you see? What would make you stay? Or quit? Tell us. Send your views to stlocal@sph.com.sg or fax them to 6732-0131
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Take my word for it: PM

In his National Day Rally speech on Sunday, Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong gave Singaporeans reasons to be optimistic about the future and a promise that whatever changes might come, the Government would look out for them.

A word of encouragement...

'We now have more human resources. We have a better educated people, all working in the English language, with higher professional, management and organisational expertise, and technological skills. We also have more material assets, world-class infrastructure and stronger foreign reserves. This means you have more to lose. But it also means you have more to fight with, and win... So, while our external environment today may be the toughest since independence, we have many strengths that will bring us through these difficult times.

Singaporeans can also take heart from our track record. 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 opportunities. We can, once again, overcome the challenges and continue to provide a high standard of living for our people.'

....and a pledge

'These tax and CPF changes are by no means the last changes in the remaking of Singapore. We will have to make further changes over the next few years. But whatever changes we make, I give you my assurance that the Government will look after you, especially lower-income Singaporeans.'
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