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Increasing diversity in the
House with more NCMPs

But is a beefed-up opposition presence with
voting rights the electoral reform that is needed?

Rachel Au-Yong

Ifchangesto the Non-Constituency
MP (NCMP) scheme were in place
in last year's General Election, Sin
gaporewould have 12 Workers’ Par-
WP) parliamentarians today, in
stead of nine.

Six would have been the people’s
choice in Aljunied GRC and Hou-
gang. Another three would be the

political system.

WP member and former NCMP
Yee Jenn Jong tells The Sunday
Times that it is not healthy for Singa-
pore to have only one party with a
near-absolute majority, with alter-
native voices coming in by way of
the scheme.

“Every politician should aim to
get the full mandate of the people,
every party should work towards be-
cominga credible alternative to the

NCMPs as by the 2015
: Fengshan’s Mr Dennis Tan,

Mr Leon Perera

and PunggolL.lsl 's Ms Lee LiLian.

That is the number currently al
lowed for under the Constitution,
which provides for nine NCMPs,
less the number of opposition MPs
elected. Also, there can be no more
than two NCMPs from one GRC.

With Ms Lee opting not to take up
the NCMP seat, after much debate
in Parliament on Friday, the way
was paved for another candidate to
occupy it - Associate Professor Dan-
iel Goh, who was on the WP’s
four-mansslate in East Coast GRC.

The remaining three NCMP seats
would have gone to Sengkang
West's Mr Koh Choong Yong, and
two candidates from Marine Pa-
rade GRC, where the WP team was
led by former NCMP Yee Jenn Jong

Allthis s, of course, hypothetical.
But it would have certainly made
for an interesting Parliament term
as the 83 People’s Action Party
(PAP) MPswould have found them-
selves facing more WP MPs.

Not only that, but the opposition
NCMPs would have had the same
voting rightsas their elected peers.

it is no wonder that the proposed
NCMP expansion has been a hot
topic since it was announced by
Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong
last Wednesday.

Indeed, WP found itself in an un-
enviable position last Friday, after
moving a motion to ask Parliament
to give the NCMP seat vacated by
Ms Lee to Prof Goh.

The PAP seized on it as an oppor-
tunity to make a point about the
WP's criticism of the proposed in-
crease in NCMP number: The WP
ended up enduring a humiliating
amendment by the PAP.

“It noted as part of the amend
ment that the WP “supports this po-
litical manoeuvre to take full advan-
tage of the NCMP seat, even as its
secretary-general criticises NCMPs
as just ‘duckweed on the water of a

pond"”.

Last Wednesday night, WP chief
Low Thia Khiang likened NCMPs to
duckweed - tiny plants that float on
water - as they lack both political
muscleand

PAF " hesays.

“We cannot guarantee that the
ruling party will always be strong or
run the country well. We don't want
to be in a situation where both the
ruling and opposition parties are
weak.”

Another former NCMP, the Na-
tional Solidarity Party's Mr Steve
Chia, says the system benefits pri-
marily the incumbent. Through
NCMPs, it allows the party to hear
the needs of the 30 t0 40 per cent of
the population who did not vote for
it - yet without giving NCMPs any

Even if a PAP backbencher did
raise critical, alternative ideas, the
PAP is more likely to sit up when
something is highlighted by a
non-PAPMP,” Mr Chia argues.

The PAP's attempt to paint both
types of MPs as equal is disingenu-
ous, said Mr Low last Friday,

That is because the NCMPs do
not have the elected authority to
represent the people, oraccess tore-
sources like community club ven
ues, as these come under the pur-
view of the People’s Association, a
statutory board.

Ms Lee Li Lian said in a Facebook
post that as an NCMP, she would
not be able to represent voters on
theground, and cited how herappli-
cation to hold a charity food distri-
bution event in Punggol East yester-
day was turned down by the
PAP-run town council.

Then there'is a worry that, with
PM Lee promising more single-seat
wards at the next election and the
opposition'’s tendency to divvy up
the battlegrounds, the opposition
will fight to become second-best -
scraping by with just enough votes
tobecome NCMPs.

ALTERNATIVE VOICES?

At the end of the day, the NCMP
scheme affects only the composi-
tion of Parliament.

So if it is diversity in terms of
non-PAP MPs that one is looking
for, then the increase in NCMP num-
bers goes one step towards achie
ing that, says former PAP MP Alvin
Yeo.“Butif you're trying to focus on
the qualuy of dcmre rhen I'm not
mber nl

The scheme itself was introduced
in 1991 to allow the best-perform-
ing opposition party losers inagen-
eralelection tostill make it to Parlia-
ment, thus ensuring a minimum

sur
NCMPs would mlr\ that purpose;”
hesays.

‘At e samme time, if changes were
implemented in time for the 2015
elections, all the NCMPs would

number of
But while many havr gwcn it the
thumbs up, some have raised ques-
tions. Will the changes actually
strengthen the two-party system?
And will they actually satisfy the
people’s desire for more voices?

STRENGTHENING THE
TWO-PARTY SYSTEM
The changes can be seenas a clever
reversal of the opposition’s
oft-used “two for one” campaign,
where a resident gets two people
“serving” him if he votes for lhcm
Whatitboils down to:

questions about whether this is
true diversity.

Afterall, like the PAP, the WP has
its own internal whip, where indi-
vidual MPs are unlikely to stray far
from the party line.

Some supporters of the smaller
opposition parties have also de-
scribed the WP as “PAP-lite”. Over
the last term, many observers have
criticised the WP's elected MPs for
what they perceived to be a disap-
pointingly tame performance in
Parliament.

position MP as an alternative voice
while benefiting from PAP policies.

But under the changes, a resident
desiringa check on the PAP can con
fidently vote for it, with the know-
ledge that there would be a bigger
opposition presence in the House.

But is this the sort of politics Sin-
gapore should be working to-
wards?

Would it create the stabilising
two-party system that observers
have argued is a necessary part of
the evolution of politics in a matur-
ingsociety?

Toacynic, the changes area care
ful move by the PAP to dilute the
role of an opposition MP: someone
who keeps the Government in
check, and nothing more.

But WP’s Mr Low gave anal
tive view of “good politics” last
Thursday, arguing that the
outcome should not just be good
policy and a lack of gridlock - as Mr
Lee had suggested - but a resilient

the number of elect-
ed MP seats has also increased at
every election to reflect the grow.
ingpopulation.

This means the guaranteed mini-
mum of 12.5 per cent opposition rep-
resentation in Parliament would
likely remain far short of the propar:
tion of

Taking the NCMP seats in Parliament are Workers' Party members (from top) Mr Dennis Tan and Mr Leon Perera. Ms Lee Li

Lian (above left) turned down the seat and will be repl

d by Assoc Prof Daniel Goh (above right). The NCMP scheme was

introduced in 1991 to allow the best-performing opposition party losers in a general election to still make it to Parliament.
thus ensuring a minimum number of opposition MPs. PHOTOS: DESMOND FOO, ST FILE

wrested Punggol East from the WP
and almost claimed back Aljunied
GRC with less than a percentage
point to go.

Increasing the numiber of NCMPs
while the PAP “was not under
threat politically” was a good way

to a sufficient

percentin GE 2015.

But there is also the question of
whether the increase in NCMP
seats would just create diversity in
numbers, without actually adding
toit qualitatively.

POLITICALLY MATURE MOVE
So why would the PAP still go
through with this? Some argue that
it's the long-sighted, politically ma-
ture step to take

After all, the PAP came close to
making a clean sweep of all the
seats at the last election. Against
the backdrop of its disappointing
2011 GE result, it won an unexpect
ed 69.9 per cent of the vote share,

number of plural voices in the
House, says Chua Chu Kang GRC
MPZaqy Mohamad.

Still, dominance in the House is
not necessarily a bad thing: The
PAP ran a swift and efficient politi
cal machine from 1965 to 1981,
when then WP chief |. B. Jeyaret-
nam became the first opposition
MP.

litical maturity, as PM Lee was“pre
pared to take the risk” and face a

Youder, arger opposition to scruti

nise his Government's policies.
Addressing concerns that voters

Increasing the number of
NCMPs while the PAP

“was notunder threat
polmcally‘ wasa gnod way

would feell

sition members as check and bal-
ance, Singapore Management Uni-
versity psychology professor David
Chan says their perception and as-
sessment of the parties and candi-
dates would still be the critical fac-
torsinfluenci result

toil

sufficient number of plural
voicesinthe House, says
ChuaChuKang GRCMP
Zaqy Mohamad. Still,

inthe House is

There are also undeniable bene-
fits to the scheme.

The increase of three seats may
seem small, but can make a substan-
lml difference for the opposition if

But a lack of
would ot be acceptable to today’s
electorate, especially for the 30 per
cent of the population wondering
where their champions in the
Houseare.

Former Nominated MP Shrini-
‘was Rai $aid the changes showed po-

espe
cidly given the low base of the -
rent nine seats, he says.

“At the least, there will be more
opportunities to raise issues,” he
says.
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not necessarilyabad
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and efficient political
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