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SINGAPORE AT 50
From Third World to First

M. SHAHIDUL ISLAM

-----------------------------------------------------------------------

INGAPORE is set to celebrate the 50th
S anniversary of its independence on

August 9. Once known as a backward
fishing village, Singapore now has one of the
highest per capita GDP (about US$56,000) in
the world. It is ranked as the third most com-
petitive economy, behind the United States and
Hong Kong. The city state is one of the best
governed countries, thanks to low crime rates
and virtually no public sector corruption.

Nevertheless, Singapore has drawn global
attention for its contribution to urban develop-
ment. It is a de facto living urban laboratory.
The island nation is one of the forerunners to
develop a host of modern urban amenities. It
offers good living to 5.5 million of its inhabit-
ants in a mere 697 sq km area, making it one
of the most densely populated countries in the
world.

Moreover, if cities are changing the global
geo-political order that the 21st century might
not be dominated by America or China but by
the city, Singapore, also known as 'a little red
dot, is surely one of the key catalysts behind
this change. This, according to some analysts, 15
largely due to time, technology and population
growth that have accelerated the advent of this
urbanised era.

However, at the time of Singapore's inde-
pendence, first from the United Kingdom in
1963 and then from Malaysia in 1965, virtually
no one believed that a resource scarce
Singapore could even survive. Its founding
father Lee Kuan Yew, who expired in March this
year, remarked that 'an independent Singapore
was a political, economic and geographic
absurdity.’

How Singapore has transformed itself from
a third world country to a first rated nation? A
host of factors have been credited for its rapid
development. The country was guided by Lee
Kuan Yew's astute leadership. Samuel
Huntington termed him one of the 'master
builders' of the 20th century. Mr. Lee and his
successors ensured that Singapore is run by a
small but very efficient government. It also
enjoyed relatively stable regional environ-
ment thanks to the US-led Asia Pacific order.
The regional entity ASEAN has also been
equally effective in maintaining stability as
well as integrating the vast markets of
Southeast Asia.

Located in the mouth of Malacca Strait,
through which about 40 percent of global
trade passes, Singapore is the second largest
container port of the world after Shanghai. It is
also a hub for regional and global air travel.
Given the lack of hinterland, the lion city had
no choice but to look outward. Its 22 percent
of income are generated in overseas. The city
state has been very open to trade, investment,
technology and talent. As a result, it has
become the Asian headquarter for hundreds of
leading Multi-National Companies (MNCs).

Meritocracy has been one of the guiding
principles of Singapore, which ensures that
the best and brightest, regardless of race,
religion and socio-economic background,
find a level playing field to develop to their
fullest potential. Its education system pro-
duces high quality English speaking gradu-

ates, critical to draw MNCs. Moreover, as
majority of Singaporeans are largely

Mandarin speaking ethnic Chinese, the coun-

try has also been well placed to take advan-
tage of the rise of China.

In a multi-ethnic country, Singapore's educa-
tion system and job markets offer equal oppot-
tunity for all, and the laws are enforced strictly,
ensuring that the society is not divided based
on religion or race.

Singapore's economic model is a mix of a
neoliberal and socialist features. It has devel-
oped some of the best institutions. They
include the Economic Development Board,
Central Provided Fund Board (CPF), Housing
Development Board (HDB), Urban
Redevelopment Authority, Monetary Authority
of Singapore, and a host of GICs (Government
linked companies) such as Temasek Holdings
and Singapore Airlines. The CPF Board man-
dates that Singaporeans save a large share of
their income, making the nation one of the
highest savers in the world. Thanks largely to
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HDB, the island nation has no slum and virtu-
ally no homelessness. Singapore Airlines,
among others, helped develope 'brand
Singapore’.

That said, Singapore is also a victim of its
own success. It is one of the most expensive
cities to live in, according to the Economist
Intelligence Unit. The city state has one of the
highest millionaires per capita in the world. At
the same time, its income inequality is also
very high. Its population is ageing rapidly and
fertility rates are dropping fast, forcing the
country to depend on immigrants. Of its 5.5
million residents, more than half were born
outside of Singapore. This has generated huge
political backlash as the country has become
very crowded.

Moreover, many Singaporeans blame
foreign talent and low-end workers for their
depressed wages. Housing is becoming less
affordable for the new generation. All these
issues are affecting the island's politics. The
ruling People's Action Party, which has been
at the helm since the country's independ-
ence, faced significant setback in the last
general election.

As Singapore prepares for the next 50
years, the ever cautious nation worries
whether the policies that paid dividend in
the past could work out well in future as
well. The country's policymakers and
thought leaders are drawing scenarios exam-

ining both internal conditions and external
environment.

The success of Singapore economy 1is tied
to high-end manufacturing and services
sectors. In other words, it has to depend on
higher productivity for growth. But for the
past few years its labour productivity is on
the decline. The latest economic restructur-
ing that began in 2010 urges companies to
produce more with fewer workers. To draw
tech start-ups and venture capital, it has
developed high tech parks. Singapore is
banking on advanced manufacturing, aero-
space and logistics, applied health sciences,
smart urban solution and financial services
for its future growth. Externally, China and
ASEAN would be even more critical for
growth in decades to come.

The city state's traditional locational advan-
tage faces some challenges, as China is spending
billions of dollars developing ports and other
maritime infrastructure to connect its coastal
cities and backward regions with the Indian and
Pacific Ocean as well as Central Asia and Europe
by overland Silk Road. The potential develop-
ment of the Kra Isthmus Canal, connecting the
Gulf of Thailand with the Andaman Sea could
save ships, some 1200 km off the total distance
travelled. If built, this could undermine the
importance of the Strait of Malacca and
Singapore.

As far as its foreign policies are concerned,
Singapore's biggest challenge is to maintain a
balanced relation with its traditional economic
and security ally, the USA and the surging
power, China.

It is hard to predict the future of
Singapore. However, its economic fate could
largely be determined by the quality of ter-
tiary education, adaptation of technology
and innovation. To maintain a stable politi-
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cal order, the authorities have to be even
more accommodating to the voice of the
social media generation, as well as allocating
more political space for the opposition.
Singapore's vision to develop a smart nation
also largely hinges on how it develops an
innovation driven economy and applies
technology to meet societal needs.

The writer is an economist and alumnus of Mational
University of Singapore.

Email: shahid.imon@live.com

Possible to Actionable

SHAFIQUL ISLAM

THE people of Bangladesh have
been playing football for over
100 years. But they have not
produced a globally competitive
football team. There is water
everywhere, but there is not a single
Olympic medalist swimmer from
Bangladesh. Yet, they have a respectable
national cricket team. While it is
possible that Bangladesh could have
produced a FIFA World Cup team or
nurtured an outstanding swimmer or
two, some possibilities don't make it to
reality. However, some possibilities -
like the successful cricket team - do
crystalise into action.

What makes something move from
the world of seemingly infinite possi-
bilities to actionable reality?

Unmistakable mega trends are shap-
ing our world: intensity of population
growth; issues of climate change; speed
of globalisation; and the over-

the possible

appropriate intervention
points

utilisa-
tion of
natural
resources
have already

started creating

constraints on our

planet. We can debate the nature and
implications of those constraints and
how they manifest across domains -
for example in water, climate and
health - but no matter what the future
holds, these constraints continue to
create uncertainty, add ambiguity to
planning, and create contentious com-
petition among differing ideas, values
and priorities.

Change and uncertainty are inevita-
ble. The pace and nature of change has
accelerated at a rate that we have never
experienced before. These social and
technological changes and innovations
are shaping policies, changing the
nature of politics, and redefining the
way we live our lives.

In an uncertain world, anything is
possible. However, not everything
happens. Of all possible events, only a
few will actually happen with signifi-
cant consequences. How do we know
which few important things will hap-
pen and when? How do we plan and
prepare so that we can act accordingly
when those few significant things hap-
pen? More importantly, can we identify
and influence what may happen, given
the resources and constraints we have?
How do we seize (or create) the oppor-
tunity to make an impact?

=

actionable

How do we decide what to do when
options are many, uncertainty is large
and consensus is difficult to achieve?
Many of these decisions are complex -
because processes, actors and institu-
tions are interconnected and interde-
pendent - making a range of solutions
possible, But not all possible decisions
are actionable.

As an illustration, we show two
examples of possible to actionable
solutions. First, mobile phone call was
made in 1946 by researchers from Bell
Labs in the USA, but the impractically
large size of the equipment combined
with extremely limited bandwidth and
supporting infrastructure made wide-
spread adoption virtually impossible.
In 1973, Motorola produced a battery
powered, handheld mobile phone, but
it wasn't until digital cellular networks
emerged in the 1990s that mobile
phone technology expanded to its
current massive adoption. Cell phones
are currently everywhere throughout
the developing wortld. This enables
other services; for example, cell phones
help farmers get the best prices for their
crops by eliminating the “middle man”.
In essence, intervention and implemen-
tation strategies for the mobile phone
in the developing world has provided
scalable implementation across socio-

economic groups, created
services
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constraints

that benefit the bottom of the pyramid,
and has produced macro-scale impact.
The second example: prior to
the1960s, diarrhea was one of the
leading causes of childhood mortality.
An international team started working
together in 1962 to develop an extraor-
dinary actionable solution - oral
rehydration therapy (ORT) - consisting
of sugar, salt, and water. The simplicity
of ORT combined with an effective
implementation strategy by BRAC
created a widely practiced, actionable
method to save children's lives
throughout Bangladesh and the world.
A closer look at the history of large
scale adoption of mobile phones and
ORT reveals that their development
and implementation were not a
smooth, linear progression of innova-
tion but were fraught with the struggle
for power, legitimacy, and control. Yet,
the enormous success of mobile phone
or ORT shows how we may move from
possible to actionable ideas.
The writer |s Director of Water Diplomacy,
Professor of Civil and Environmental Engineering
and Professor of Water Diplomacy at the Fletcher

School of Law and Diplomacy at Tufts University,
USA.

Twitter: @Shafiklslam

CROSSWORD BY THOMAS JOSEPH

ACROSS DOWN

1 Secluded Valley

5 Spider's creation 2 Pass by
9 Eyelashes 3 Maximum amount
10 Audibly 4 Highlands girl

12 Second L1.S. president
13 Beatles drummer
14 Keyboard user

16 Old horse 8 Sweet

17 Expense 9 Snare ;‘“’” "’”"?&%
18 Holds out 11 Beagles and bassets i £ -
21 Color 15 Guidebook user Yesterday's answer oh W 5
22 What karats measure 19 Worry NIEIR Al1TRTS g Y B Y
23 Emergency sound 20 Fish feature AlD|O | INTEIN S Nogr

24 "Settle down!" 22 Heap Pl11x RITIIIE Estd:1993
26 Cereal bit 23 Boston team, fﬂmlllﬂﬂ}’ EITIA cly OINIE

29 Wildcats 24 The Terminator, for one _.-

30 Half of a sextet 25 Kind of band or show = g I; Iﬂl -:- ': ? {; I'!.I i

31 Lincoln nickname 26 Baltimore player

32 Believer in "the Way" 27 Supermarket sections AlS1L i

34 Family member, familiarly 28 Lugs MIEINITIO LINIG

37 Fancy wrap 29 Flock member U[NIA R PIEIRIT

38 Cerebrum setting 30 Add up R|C SIS ! BIA|R

39 Stories 33 Nick and Nora's dog RIOIWIE RIU|P|E

40 Pesky insect 35 Farrow of film O|R|E|A A|L|IE|S

41 Pub brews 36 Crumb carrier WIEIE|T MIA|S|S

1 "- Ever See a Dream Walking?"

5 Kids' card game
6 Inventor Whitney
7 Easter topper
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Independent Umversuy, Bangladesh

Undergraduate Admission
Autumn 2015

Degree Programs Offered B

Scholarship and
Financial Aid

Apply Online :
" www.iub.edu.bd/admission

+ Help desk available at IUB

i

Top 5% scorers £
in admission test
will get 100%
scholarship

——

R
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100% scholarship with free board
& lodging will be provided to
meritorious underprivileged FEMALE
candidates from outside Dhaka
provided by Shaheed Khalek &
Major Salek Bir Uttam Trust

‘IUB Quarks’ is the proud winner of
NASA Space Apps Challenge’1l5
Bangladesh HACKATHON

The Association to

AT Advance Collegiate
CISCO. Schools of
Business, USA
B8 Microsoft AACSR

Saturday, 29 August 2015 at 10:30 am

Friday, 28 August 2015 fill 2:30 pm

Sunday, 6 September 2015

Admissions & Financial Aid Office (Ground Floor), Plot-16, Block-B, Bashundhara R/A, Dhaka-1229.

Tel: 8401645-53, 8402065-76 Ext-1354, 1355 Fax: 8401991 Cell: 01780 185006 e-mail: admission@iub.edu.bd



