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Getting better at discussing
population issues

I
T HAS been two years since
the Government released
the Population White
Paper. Singaporeans would
remember the anxiety and

angst its projections provoked.
It is understandable to want to

avoid revisiting the population de-
bate, especially in the year Singa-
pore celebrates its Golden Jubilee.
But this is also a year to ask ques-
tions on the country’s future, the
kind of society that Singaporeans
want, and how the city-state can
remain a place that citizens are
proud to call home.

These questions should drive
population policies, which have
s i g n i f i c a n t impa c t on
Singaporeans’ way of life and qual-
ity of life.

In the parliamentary debate in
February 2013, Prime Minister
Lee Hsien Loong indicated that
the Population White Paper will
be reviewed nearer to 2020. This
means there are less than five
years left to conduct studies or
implement and evaluate initia-
tives to inform the review. And to
engage the public.

The review of the White Paper
is critical because population poli-
cies have many consequences. So,
it is timely to reflect on some ques-
tions.

How has the Government re-
sponded to the reactions to the
White Paper? What could have
been done better in public commu-
nication, and how can it be
improved? Can Singapore review
its population challenges construc-
tively, in order to tackle them
effectively?

Adaptive responses

THE strong negative public emo-
tions experienced and expressed
since the release of the Population
White Paper did yield much good.

First, the demographic chal-
lenges were made clearer in policy
deliberations and public dis-
course.

Second, many deeper issues
were raised. Examples include sus-
tainable economic models, urban
planning, manpower manage-
ment, fair employment practices,
social mobility, and social cohe-
sion.

Overall, the Government re-
sponded swiftly and adaptively to
the public reactions and the deep-
er issues. There were investments
in improving infrastructure, eco-
nomic restructuring, tightening of
foreigner inflow, and steps to as-
sist more Singaporeans and raise
social mobility.

It is easy to label these respons-
es as populist because of the large

expenditures involved.
Indeed, it would have been pop-

ulist had the policy responses
been simply pandering to prevail-
ing public sentiments without
regard to their quality and sustain-
ability.

But the citizen-centric actions
were also principled – directed at
the pain points but guided by meri-
tocracy, fairness, accountability
and pragmatism.

For example, the inflow of for-
eign manpower was tightened by
slowing the growth rather than
turning off the tap. Housing
supply was dramatically ramped
up, but housing policies were
adapted in stages to calibrate the
impact on demand and property
prices.

The Fair Consideration Frame-
work ensures citizens are aware of
job vacancies and signals the im-
portance of fair employment prac-
tices. It does not mandate hiring
Singaporeans in ways that go
against meritocracy. University
places for Singaporeans were in-
creased, but scholarships for
foreign students were not done
away with.

Rather than labelling them as
populist, it is fairer to see
post-PopulationWhite Paper initi-
atives as sustained and sustaina-
ble principled efforts to develop
the Singaporean core.

But it is probably fair to say
that the strong reactions to the
White Paper had fuelled the

urgency and creativity underlying
many citizen-centric policies.

Strategic communications

INADEQUATE public communica-
tions contributed to part of the
negative reactions to the White
Paper.

The Government has acknow-
ledged that communications
should have begun much earlier –
to engage Singaporeans on the
demographic challenges. And the
importance of Singapore staying
open could have been discussed
more effectively.

But there is also the issue of
strategic communications. This is
not about using the right words or
framing issues in simple language.
It involves judgments on how to
integrate public discussions and
policy announcements.

Take, for example, the an-
nouncement of the Land Use Plan,
two days after the release of the
Population White Paper.

There were many ideas in the
Land Use Plan on optimising land
use to support a range of popula-
tion sizes and ensure a high
quality of life. These could have
generated discussions on how
Singapore can be highly liveable,
as both a city and a country. Such
discussions did not occur. The de-
bate was fixated at the 6.9 million
population figure in the White
Paper.

Negative reactions came fast

and furious. Several ministers
took pains to explain that 6.9 mil-
lion was the upper limit of a range
of population projections by 2030
needed for planning infrastruc-
ture, and not a target to achieve.

But confusion continued in
public debates. Are the population
figures hypothetical situations,
plausible possibilities, best-
versus worst-case scenarios,
planning parameters or popula-
tion targets? And what do all
these terms mean?

Releasing the White Paper
prior to the Land Use Plan result-
ed in a negative outcome. For the
public and even Members of
Parliament debating the White
Paper, the unexpected population
projection numbers evoked more
than a negative reaction. The num-
bers activated what behavioural
scientists call a prevention focus.

In prevention focus, one’s
thoughts and feelings are focused
on preventing adverse conse-
quences, such as those that easily
come to mind when thinking of a
large and rapid population
growth.

The public attention was fixat-
ed on the negative outcomes of
population growth. No attention
was given to the ideas and oppor-
tunities for a good quality of life
from optimal land use.

A strategic approach would
have, prior to releasing a Popula-
tion White Paper, presented a
draft general development plan

for public discussion on land use
and liveability.

The plan would focus on ways
to ensure a good quality of life in
high-density living. This would
allow various ideas on land use to
receive a fair hearing in terms of
constraints, opportunities, innova-
tions and implications.

At the same t ime, the
country’s demographic challeng-
es, including issues of local-for-
eigner relations, could have been
raised and honestly discussed at
the then ongoing National Conver-
sation.

The Population White Paper
would be formulated and refined
based on inputs from the public
discussions on land use and demo-
graphic challenges. The release of
the White Paper would occur af-
ter the National Conversation ex-
ercise, rightly so as an outcome of
discussions among Singaporeans.

Such a strategic approach
would be respectful of the Nation-
al Conversation exercise, which
was to discuss the kind of society
that Singaporeans want and
reflect on shared core values such
as meritocracy, respect for diversi-
ty, and social harmony.

It would also be aligned with
citizen-centricity in population
priorities. This is the idea that
Singaporeans’ interests, including
their concerns and aspirations,
should be the driver of population
policy, and not the population
numbers.

Challenges, opportunities

IN ADDITION to public communi-
cation, policy content can be
improved. For example, more at-
tention should be given to the
quality of the foreigner inflow,
not just the quantity. And too
much attention may have been giv-
en to the old-age support ratio.

It is important to treat ageing
as an asset and not just a liability,
with seniors able and willing to
contribute economically and
socially well beyond the arbitrary
cut-off age of 65 years old that
represents dependency.

Individuals need to adapt to
the environment as they age. But
jobs, organisations, urban plan-
ning and policies also need to
adapt to seniors and the changing
population profile. When there is
two-way adaptation to changes,
ageing can paradoxically increase
economic capital and social capi-
tal.

So, ageing is part of demo-
graphic challenges, but also part
of demographic opportunities.
The term “ageing problem”
should be replaced by the term
“ageing issues”.

Moving forward, major chang-
es to population policies will have
wide-ranging effects on people
and society. Which is why the
review of the PopulationWhite Pa-
per needs to be honest and genu-
ine, taken seriously, and proceed
constructively.

This applies to all parties – poli-
ticians, academics, public intellec-
tuals, civil society activists, and
anyone advocating a position. No
one party has a monopoly on wis-
dom. And in the light of clear con-
trary evidence, one should have
the intellectual honesty and politi-
cal courage to revise his position.

Singapore’s population policies
are not inherently flawed. Many
economic and social fundamen-
tals in population matters have
been taken care of. But policies
can certainly be improved to yield
more good.

If a whole-of-society approach
is adopted, Singaporeans can be
confident that population chal-
lenges can be tackled. They will
have hope that their goals and
aspirations can be achieved, and
be optimistic that the future will
be better. Resilience develops
when they recover from adversity
and adapt to changes. This positiv-
ity mindset among Singaporeans
will build psychological capital in
Singapore.

When the Population White
Paper is reviewed, the debate
should not be deja vu for Singapo-
reans. It must not be driven by
political correctness or populist
concerns. Everyone gains from
paying attention to policy con-
tent, public communication and
psychological capital.
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I
MPLICIT in the Jubilee celebrations’
heritage theme is the notion that emo-
tional ties to a common home, with
which national symbols of the past are
endowed, justify closer attention to
certain monuments, buildings and
sites. As part of this effort, a nation-
wide survey is to be conducted to get a
full sense of the social and cultural val-
ue of such places to people.

Dominant ideas of heritage manage-
ment associate “important places”
with history, architecture, particular
communities, uniqueness and national-
ism. The authentic and the monumen-
tal are deemed the inheritance of fu-
ture generations that call for protec-
tion, under the banner of national iden-
tity. Preservation often adheres to the

widely-accepted principles enunciated
by Australia’s Burra Charter.

As the value of places tends to be de-
termined by experts and those in au-
thority, criticism has been directed at
the influence of power relations and
the marginalisation of the views of or-
dinary stakeholders. However, a sur-
vey to gather the latter can also be
problematic. People’s affiliation with
particular spots might be awakened or
heightened by threats, as was the case
with Bukit Brown Cemetery which was
hardly cherished earlier and the Old
National Library Building which was
hardly talked about once. A wistful af-
fection for old neighbourhoods, past
eras, long-lived amenities and distinct
landmarks might also prompt a range

of effusive comments.
So, how would one evaluate the mer-

its of arguments invoking “heritage”?
The acclaimed Burra Charter, which it-
self had to be revised to take into ac-
count demands for community inclu-
sion, points to how worthy heritage
spots enrich people’s lives, “often pro-
viding a deep and inspirational sense
of connection to community and land-
scape, to the past and to lived experi-
ences”. Thus, the meaning of such
places to people is also drawn from
their uses, rather than just bare claims
of sacredness or the “fetishism of the
monumental”, as some critics put it.

These are issues worth pondering as
heritage is given more emphasis on the
national stage. There could be debate

over the relative allocation of funds for
restoration and the appropriate uses of
historic buildings renovated at huge
cost. Pragmatic considerations will
also come into play when one has to de-
cide how much should be preserved,
particularly if critical infrastructure
projects are held up in the process.

On top of space limitations and per-
haps bouts of nimbyism, future plan-
ners might also have to contend with
hands-off heritage markers, if one is
not discerning about what to con-
serve. Decision-making on what to pre-
serve as heritage should not rest solely
with the authorities but must reflect
the views of various segments of socie-
ty if we are to foster a sense of shared
identities and experiences.

A promised review of the Population White Paper is due before 2020 but in terms of fallout, it need not be deja vu.
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