
 

 
Publication: Channel NewsAsia 
Date: 20 March 2011 
Headline: GE: Leadership renewal a key focus for political parties 

 

GE: Leadership renewal a key focus for political parties 
By Imelda Saad | Posted: 20 March 2011 1757 hrs 

SINGAPORE : Leadership renewal is shaping up to 
be one of the key focus for political parties in 
Singapore as the country heads to the polls. 
 
Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong has already said the 
nucleus of the ruling People's Action Party's (PAP) 
next generation of leaders would come from this 
election. 
 
The PAP is perhaps the most systematic in the way it 
identifies and grooms new talent. 
 
Newer Members of Parliament told MediaCorp it is a 
combination of meetings, informally known as "tea-
sessions", psychometric tests and induction into party 
activities to see how members deal with the public 
and solve problems. 
 
The party formed its Youth Wing in 1986, in part as a means to allow younger 
Singaporeans to participate in the political process and as an avenue to identify potential 
leaders.  
 
For this General Election, the party is said to have identified 24 potential candidates. 
 
Four of them come from Young PAP's Central Executive Committee (CEC). They are 32-
year-old lawyer Vikram Nair; 32-year-old deputy director of NTUC's Youth Development 
Unit, Desmond Choo; 37-year-old executive secretary of Young NTUC, Steven Tan; and 
35-year-old registrar at the National Cancer Centre, Tan Wu Meng. 
 
And some PAP members expect that the fresh faces fielded this time would represent the 
fourth generation of leaders for Singapore. 
 
Teo Ser Luck, chairman of the People's Action Party Youth Wing, said: "During every 
election, there are some YP members who would become candidates. This is a bonus 
every single time, and we are happy that some of our members are able to get through the 
interviews and get selected. 
 
"Everybody has the potential to be the 4-G leadership and YP has seen some members 
who are promising as well. I think they can form the 4-G leadership, but whether they can 
effectively play the role, you must give them time to be able to learn through the process 
and do it." 
 
The renewal process is a little bit more of a challenge for opposition parties, as they have 
admitted that it is hard to attract good calibre talents. 
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But some parties are reporting good progress.  
 
Low Thia Khiang, secretary-general of the Workers' Party, said: "We have done very well in 
terms of renewal. You can see that the old guards have all retired, they are playing a 
supporting role at the back, and if you look at the CEC, our CEC has much younger people, 
but what we are trying to do now is to inject certain depth into the party. Depth in the sense 
that you will see that the Workers' Party is not just led by Low Thia Khiang and Sylvia Lim, 
there will be other younger leaders. 
 
"We want to promote a leadership team and in the next election, you will see that the party, 
besides a younger team of leaders, you will have newer members who can play a 
leadership role with the maturity and experience in their profession in their field of expertise. 
So we will have certain depth in the Workers' Party moving forward." 
 
Spotted among the Workers' Party's negotiating team at the recent joint opposition party 
meeting to carve out electoral boundaries was 37-year-old Koh Choong Yong, head of the 
party's youth wing. 
 
The party would not reveal membership numbers, but said the unit, formed in 2005, has 
grown substantially.  
 
The party points to its growing number of youth-related activities conducted over the past 
few years, which include forums, online contests and even social outings among members. 
 
Today, eight out of 15 of its central executive committee members are in their 30s. 
 
Workers' Party Youth Wing head Koh Choong Yong said: "(For the) Youth Wing exco itself, 
since 2006, we have elections every year, and we have different people coming on board, 
so the 2006 committee is very different from the 2010 committee today, so these are the 
different people who come through the Youth Wing exco and they get to implement their 
ideas.  
 
"So by being able to contribute their ideas and through our Youth Wing activities, they feel 
a sense of belonging to the party and even when they step down to give way to other Youth 
Wing exco (members), they also continue to be active in the party". 
 
Other parties are now looking into the process of renewal. 
 
The Singapore Democratic Alliance (SDA) has just formed its own youth-wing coalition.  
 
The move comes following the pull-out of the Singapore People's Party, a founding 
member of the coalition. 
 
The alliance is now made up of the Singapore Malay National Organisation or PKMS and 
the Singapore Justice Party. 
 
Desmond Lim, secretary-general of the Singapore Democratic Alliance, explained: 
"Because the whole purpose of this alliance is to allow us to tap on the mass resources, 
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have a mass movement. In order to achieve that, the respective component parties should 
have combined resources, which means that whatever members PKMS members have 
and whatever number of members we have in SJP, we are going to dump it into one, under 
the alliance platform, and whatever training we go through, it is all under the alliance. 
 
"We are not going to say that ok, PKMS, you train your own members, ok SJP you go and 
train your own members. So from there, with the combined pool, it will be easier now for the 
SDA Supreme Council to identify the talents among these component parties and pull them 
out". 
 
The head of the coalition's Youth Wing is 30-year-old Abdul Mutalib Ithnin, who said a 
committee has also been formed to look into the umbrella group's online media presence. 
 
The SDA currently does not have its own website. 
 
Commenting on the alliance's strategy for leadership renewal, Mr Abdul Mutalib said: "We 
are trying to engage the youth of today and hopefully one day, these people would be 
ready." 
 
The National Solidarity Party said it is forming its Youth Guild soon. 
 
It hopes to bring younger members from the various opposition parties together for what it 
calls a "Youth Policy Network". 
 
Goh Meng Seng, secretary-general of the National Solidarity Party, said: "Inviting other 
parties' youth wing to come together to review certain policies that matter to the youth 
perspective. After the election, we would prefer that to be set up.  
 
"I think the interaction between young activists is very important, and to exchange policy 
ideas. And in the long run, these people will be the core of each party, and we would want 
to try to have an understanding among the differences between the parties so that in future, 
they may even form a coalition of some kind."  
 
Mr Goh added that the renewed focus on attracting younger members is in part fuelled by 
new media. He said: "The Internet is a very important tool, and compared to my generation, 
I think the awakening process for the young people has accelerated very much by the 
Internet.  
 
"So people get more aware, more concerned, they read more about alternative views and 
of course, that will result in more activism on the ground." 
 
He said online social activists are a big source of recruitment for parties. 
 
"I would say that they are more aggressive in nature, so we will be seeing more people, 
young people involved in political activism," said Mr Goh. 
 
The Singapore Democratic Party (SDP) said it is the first opposition party to form a youth 
wing in 1999. Its chairman, Gandhi Ambalam, said Young Democrats are exposed to 
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conference and training workshops. They are also at the forefront of the party's online 
campaign. 
 
He said: "As a result, we have seen our youth wing, the Young Democrats, play a very 
active role in Singapore's politics. The YD attend conferences and seminars as well as 
organise training workshops. These activities help them to develop their leadership skills.  
 
"In addition, they attend policy discussion seminars to enhance their knowledge of the 
SDP's policies and they conduct research for the party. As a result, they have been able to 
contribute significantly towards the policy formulation in the party."  
 
Observers said that to attract talent, parties need to recognise the role young people play in 
politics. 
 
Assistant Professor at the Singapore Management University's School of Law, Eugene Tan, 
said: "So it cannot be just about numbers alone, wherein a party attracts young people so 
that there are hands on deck.  
 
"The party must show that it recognises that young people have a highly relevant role in the 
party, and that there is a systematic programme to cater to their political aspirations, while 
also seeing to their development politically." 
 
Simply put, younger members need to feel invested in the cause. 
 
The Workers' Party Youth Wing's Mr Koh said: "I believe the party has given me a lot of 
opportunities to grow and learn, within not just the political process but also to go in the 
organisation. 
 
"It has given me the opportunity to go on walkabouts where I get to interact with residents 
in different languages. I also have the opportunity to take on leadership roles in the 
Workers' Party (Youth Wing)...and I have organised a few activities within the exco to help 
reach out to the youths of Singapore." 
 
Meanwhile, 25-year-old undergraduate, Bernard Chen, who is also secretary of the 
Workers' Party Youth Wing, said: "When I joined the party in 2006, I was elected to the 
Youth Wing executive committee, together with Choong Yong.  
 
"I was a member for one year after which I was appointed as the organising secretary, so I 
was able to look into the organisation of Youth Wing activities and also to liaise between 
the Youth Wing's organising department and the main party's organising department."  
 
One thing all parties agree on is that leadership renewal is key to securing Singapore's 
future. 
 
PAP's Mr Teo said: "We must have a vision for Singapore, we must know where we should 
lead Singapore to, and you must have visionary leadership.  
 
"You also need leadership that can put implementation in place, put the right policies in 
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place...it is important to have different types of people comprising this team, and to be able 
to carve out what Singapore would be like in the future. And Singapore's future is not...just 
what you see now, it is going to undergo certain changes.  
 
"It is going to be a new big picture that we need someone to put broad strokes, broad 
brushes, and to be able to paint to the detail and say, this is what it will look like in 10, 20, 
30 years and what Singapore will be like." 
 
The key test of course is in seeing whether or not the new faces fielded in this General 
Election will still be around in five years when the country heads to the polls again.  
 
For that to happen, political observers said parties need to stay relevant and make good 
their promise of leadership renewal. 
 
- CNA/ms/wk 

 


