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Feeling the
Drain in
Singapore

" m Despite prosperity, many .

L

-

professionals are flecing.

. They blanie the ‘rat race’

- of education and rigid
. controls on everyday life.

" By CHARLES P. WALLACE
- TIMES STAFF WRITER

" SINGAPORE—Is success spoil -

o worrrass o

i

Ve e

. pore, and the crime rale is tiny— °

' ing Singapore? .
.+ In 25 years since independence,
*.this istand nation has grown from a

Ewampy bacltwater getling much

of its income as a base for Britain's '+

imperial fleet to one of the eco-
nomic powerhouses of Asia. Per
capita income is more than $8,000 a
year, ahead of Spain and on a par
wilh New Zealand.

Singapore’'s 26 million people

&lso enjoy some of the best amen-
Ries in Asia, including a $2.5-bil-
lion subway system that whisks

"them to work in air-conditioned -

silence; fine schools, and mani-
cured parks along city streels

- where potholes are scrupulously -
- repaired within 24 hours. Polite-

ness is a national mollo in Singa-

; just 36 murders last year in a cily
- Lhe size of Miams.

- So even jaded Singapureans .

" were floored recenlly when Lee

-r

I

Kuan Yew, the country's only
prime minister since independence,
appeared on television with lears
in his eyes to warn that the nuinber
of people leaving the country is
growing at an alarming rate.

.- 'Lee said more than 4,700 fami- -

lies—ahout 14,000 people—applied
to emigrate lasl year. 'Fhat com-
pared with 2,000 families in the
early 1980s and 1,000 annually in
the 1970s,

"Singaporeans are going to get
. ereamed off unless we face this

problem i a rational, cool intelli-
gent way, make adjustments, edu-
cate our people so that they can

" weigh the pros and cons and not go

by rumor or hearsay,” Lee told the
nation.

Although the numbers are still
relatively small, a recenl analysis
by the U.S. stock brokerage firm
Merrill Lynch compared the brain
drain in Singapore Lo that of Hong
Kong, which is facing massive
emigration because China is sched-
uled to take over control from the
British in 1997.

“Singapore's 4,000-families-per-
year emigration rate is not signifi-
cantly Jess than Hong Kong's an-
nual talent drain of 45,000 persons,
especially if one considers the dif-
fering population sizes,” the report
said. Hong Kong has roughly 56
million people, more than lwice
Singapore’s population.

But Singapore lacks an obvious

threat, such as faces Hong Kong,
where fear of becoming part of
China in 1997 has soared since the
massacre of pro-democracy dem-
onstrators in Beifing last June. The
Merrill Lynch study neled, for
example, that more Singaporeans
now work in Hong Kong than
Hong Kong citizens work in Singa-
pore
Opinion i divided aboul why
Singaporeans want to leave, But as
one politiciapn noted, most just want
to escape the island’s “rat race”
Although based on the altruislic
Plense see SINGAPORE, Al0
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notici of creating a true meritoera-
cy. the country has instituted an
intensely compelitive system that
begins in pursery school and
ratchels up Lhe pressure well past
university into the job market.

Lee noted that most of the
emigrants comme from the "top
25%" of Singapore sociely, sug-
gesting that professionals such as
doclors and engineers are the main
onies leaving, Most of thein are
heading Lo Australia, New Zealand,
Canada and the United Stales.

A kindl of yardstick of the emi-
gration problem is the widely pub-
licized case of the stalf of Singa-
pore Airlines, which is consistently
ranked in pussenger surveys as one
of the worll's tup two airlines. But
52 of the airline's stalf, including 13
flight  enginecrs, emigrated last
year
- The povermment seot o mewler
of Parlinment te interview the
departing Hight enginecrs The two
reasons most often given were “tou
many restricjions and regulations”
and children's edueation
« Uniike Hopg Kong, which has a
freewhceling society where virtu-
ally anything paoes, life in Singa-
pore is stringently controlled by
the povernment
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" "Here the goverminent 1s every-
Lhing." onc diplomat said. “It runs
Singapore like a corporation, with a
clear set of objectives.”

: Books, magazines and films are
pensored with a heavy, often pnri-
tanical hand. In daily life, Sinpa-
poreans {ace a barrage of warnings

ahout forbitklen activities, from
caling or drinking in lhe new
subway (subject to a $250 line) to
failing to flush a toilet ($125).
There are daily exhortations (o
produce more efficiently and work
harder. One campaign even urged
the drudgery-prone working pop-
ulation to have some “sponlancous
fun.”

“When you look al any given
campaign, it's hard to quibble with
having clean streets or no graffiti
in the subway,” said one profes-
sional. “I3ul the total result is the
feeling that you are forever living
in the third prade, with teacher
telling you when o hlow  your
nose.”



. Drivers Take Heed

Singaporeans have becoine so
. compliant, in facl, that on the day
tafter the gavernment announced a
t*Don"t be a road hog” campaign—
aimed at getling drivers to leave
the passing lane ubnblocked on
highways—a Weslern resident
suid she was amazed lo sce nol a
;single car in Lhe fast lane any-
“where in the island.
~ Similarly, during last year's Na-
‘tional Day festivilies, the govern-
ment threw a steeel party to cele-
 brate. Expecting 20,000 people to
attend, the police were horrified
. when 500,000 showed up. A pollce-
: man announced over a megaphane
- that the party was canceled, and all
500,000 peaple quictly ceparted
"without a murmur of complaint,
.1'The government has established
.an ollice called the Psychological

| Defense Unit, which is designed, in’
¢ the words of dircetor David Ma, to,

, develop a “sense of belonging.”
“Qur worry is that in times of
crisis, our people won't stay, theyll
s just quil,” said Ma, himgelf an
¢ immigrant from Hong Koeng. “This
is a means of trying lo win over the
. hearts and minds of the people so
. When this comes, they will stay on
and fight.”
Currently, Ma is directing Lwo
- public campaigns, one a courteay
campaign aimed “al creating a
gracious society” and the other to

who make up 70% of the popula-
tion, to speak Mandarin. More than
20 years ago, the former Brilish
colony adopled English as its main
language as a means of integrating

b
|
{ get Singapore’s ethnic Chincse,
.*
§

fight Chinese dialects, which were
outside infiltration.

successful —laxi drivers are re-
quired by law to be polile. A visilor
from New York was amazed re-
cenlly when the administration of
the subway system apotogized pro-
. fusely to passengers because a
* lrain was two minules late,

But all this is a mixed blessing,
i One woman who works in a gov-
ernment department said she was
emigrating because she and her
husband are concerned about the
eliccts of “repimentation”™ vn her
children.

Normally civil serviurds in Sin-
gapore enjoy benefils far abead of
their counterparls 1 the region.
Ministers earu mere than $100,600
a year and senior offictals make
mare than $50,000, under a policy
designed to attract the best people
to government work and avoid the
temptations of corruption.
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with the world economy and lo |
considered a breeding . ground for

‘I'he courtesy campaign has been |

tHul Lhe femate civil servamt, wno
spake in an interview on the condi-
tion that her name not be vused, said
the education system has become
50 competitive that it is no longer
worth Lhe monetary rewards.

"Our daughter has tn fight tooth
and nail o keep up,” she said.

“Everylhing is so gearcd lo suc-
cess, to financial gain, Why shouid
we put her through that?”

Children of nursery-school ape
regularly have tutors hired by
their parenis. A child's luture ca-
reer prospects arc often deter-
mined by an examination given in
the third grade, including a written
test in Mandarin Chinese, which
most students do not speak at
howe.

Olher govermnent intrusions
that are (requently complained
about inclitde military service
{mosl men are required to reporl
every other weckend}; difficullies
with home ownership (80% of
Singapore’s population lives In
government housing), and the ex-
pense of owning a privale car {Lthe
import duty is 1759 of Lthe sticker
price to discourage driving).

Another {actor, which is harder
to gauge, is the cxtent to which
people resent a patitical system in
which a dingle proup, Lee's Peo-
ple's Action Party, controls 80 of
the 81 seals in Parliament.

"I*eopie have many different
reasons for emigration, bul the
main reason is the unhealthy polit-
ical climate,” said Lece Siew Choh,
an opposilion politician who was
appointed Lo Partinment. “Emigra-
tion is the crudest forin of political

opposition.”

Prime Minister Lee announced
last weckend that he will step
down before the e of 1990, In his
New Year's message, Lee, GG, said
that First Deputy Prime Minisler
Goh Chak 'I'ong will be his succes-
sor, ending speculation thal he
would pass the position to his son,
Lee Hsien Loong. Bul many expect
Lee 1o relain a voice on key
decisions while handpicked suc-
cessors run the country.

Lee Siew Choh complained in an
interview that recent eleclions
have been tanded beeause ballot
papers were numbered, implying
that a valer's preferences could be
traced by the authorities fHe also
voiced opposition to the use of the
Iiternal Seeurity Act, which pro-
vides for dgtention withoul tnal.

Asked i a recent newspaper
interview  why Lhe govesnment
retained the securily law, Prime
Minister Lee responded by arpruing
that the country’s cthnic mix of
Chinese, Malays and Indians makes
a volatile cocktail

“Disparale groups of people
came to make a living under Hrit-
ish rule. They remained them-
selves in separale, distincli com-
partments,” Lee said. “It's like an
aquarium, with different gluss par-
titions and different salinity of
waler, We're trying lo form one
nation out of them by removing the
glass partitions and graduably
equalizing the salinity.”

BBut the nervousness this pulicy
has penerated was illustrated re-
cently when the government
banned smoking it all restaurants.
Although such a move elsewhere
might be ecxpecied to produce a
range of feclings, a Weslern televi-
sion crew that tried lo interview
people aboul their views could find

no one witling to talk.

The government has also drawn
fire for altempts al social and
genctic engineering. One plan to
offer a $5,000 bonus to unschooind
peaple who volimteered for sterili-
zation was wilhdrawn after an
outcry.

But the children of cducated
parents still have casier access o
the best high schools, and a2 gov-
eritment department with the in-
nocuous name of the Social Pevel-
opinetit Unit tries lo arrange
marital matches belween civit ser-
vanis of promising intellectial
prowcess,

The government has reversed its
efforts to curb population growth
and now openly encournges fami-
lics lo have babies to help offsel
the mumber of pcople who are
emigrating.

Another solution to the problem
of declining populalion was to offer
a place of refuge to Hong Kong's
waorried populace. 'The poveriiment
sitys it has offered pernmnent resi-
dence to 25,000 educated Chincse
from Nong Kong, bul the aclual
resulls depend to a large extent on
the uncertainty in the British colo-
ny.
Meanwhile, lL.ee's government
has set up committees of experts to
study the emigration situation and
seck ways of piving the younger
generation the kind of atlachment
to the country that older people
feel.

Speiking of emigrants recently,
a member of Parliament comeent -
ed: ""They wanl less regulation,
more freeidom. They complain curs
is a "one mistalke' socicly, with no
tolerance for faiture, no second
chance. . . . Inshorl, they want to
opt ont of the rat race.”



