13/ 10/ 2002

Si ngapor eans speak their mnds at Washington conference on politics

"I'S politics com ng back to Singapore?" asked the headline of a Straits
Times report filed fromthe United States by the newspaper's American
correspondent | ast week.

Zur ai dah Ibrahim s report stated that a conference in Washington to
di scuss "Singapore's future chall enges” reveal ed unexpected candour anong
Si ngaporean participants on the state of affairs in the republic.

"Except for two ministers and a couple of civil servants who spoke up in
defence of the Government, everyone el se appeared open, frank and at many
points critical,"” she said.

Voi cing the notion that may have been on the mnds of many in the island
and, indeed, in the region, she asked if Singaporeans can expect to be
able to speak their mnds from now on.

WI Il open debate be allowed on the island known for its people who are
general ly tight-1lipped when it conmes to anything controversial, especially
politics?

The critical tenor of the conference piqued Zuraidah's interest to the
point that she felt it showed the "Anericans that Singaporeans are mature
about their politics".

"As for the Singaporeans in the audience, the discussions generated a
coupl e of noteworthy points. One senses that, at |east outside the
CGovernnment, an elite consensus is solidifying on the need for greater
political openness,” she opined, qualifying that "a conference does not a
consensus nake..."

Politics seens to be all pervasive, judging fromthe Straits Ti nmes’
reporting of the Asian Ganes.

According to a story in last Tuesday's edition with the headline "Don't
lose to S pore, KL tells athletes”, a senior sports official in Mlaysia
all egedly told Ml aysi an sportsmen to nake sure they beat Singapore in the
medal tally.

The newspaper alluded to a Malay Mail report in Kuala Lunpur which
al |l egedly quoted National Sports Council director-general Datuk Mzl an
Ahmad as saying that the athletes should win for Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir
Mohamad.

The Straits Tines al so touched on the Singapore econony nidweek, saying
that it appeared to be down "but it is certainly not out".

This was the reassurance fromPrime Mnister Goh Chok Tong to
Si ngapor eans. He added that the republic's econom c recovery woul d hinge
on its conpetitive advant age.

Deputy Prine Mnister Lee Hsien Loong, as expected, endorsed the Prine
M nister's stand and stated that no one should over-react to statistica
indicators of the state of affairs of the Singapore econony.

Calling the figures not "totally reliable", he said the official growth
forecast for the year of three to four per cent remai ned unchanged.

"I think we maintain an even keel, and we shoul d expect these
fluctuations. | nean, we are in a volatile environnent and you cannot
reach for offbudget neasures and put your hand in the pocket every tine
you feel a drop of rain, it's not possible," he was reported as saying.

Meanwhi | e, Singapore is hel ping in Afghanistan's recovery by teaching
civil servants in the wartorn nation how to run a nodern and efficient
civil service

At the end of this year, 23 Afghan civil servants will arrive in



Si ngapore for English training before proceeding to Britain for courses in
public adm nistration and econoni cs.
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