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Living up to its theme of “A celebration of joyful reflection”, the Institute of Policy Studies (IPS)
25th Anniversary Gala Dinner, held at the Shangri-La Hotel on 1 October 2013, resembled a
class reunion with old friends and former colleagues catching up with one another and
reminiscing about the many good years with IPS.

The dinner was graced by former Singapore President S R Nathan, Emeritus Senior Minister
(ESM) Goh Chok Tong and Mrs Goh, Prof. Wang Gungwu, Chairman of the Lee Kuan Yew
School of Public Policy (LKYSPP) Governing Board and Mrs Wang, Prof. Tommy Koh and
Mrs Koh, and close to 500 benefactors and distinguished guests.

The gathering was addressed by IPS Director Janadas Devan, followed by Prof. Chan Heng
Chee, the Founding Director of IPS, and ESM Goh.
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(From left) Prof. Jon Quah, Mr Ong Keng Yong, Prof. Chan Heng Chee, Prof. Wang Gungwu, ESM Goh Chok Tong,

Mr S R Nathan, Prof. Tommy Koh, Mr Janadas Devan, Dr Lee Tsao Yuan and Mr Arun Mahizhnan raising a toast
during the cake-cutting ceremony.
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Genesis of IPS

IPS Director Janadas Devan delivered the welcome address where he described the context
in which IPS was founded 25 years ago. With governance becoming increasingly complex,
then first deputy Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong felt that Singapore would benefit from
having established and nurtured institutions devoted to the study of public policy as a
discipline in itself. Public policy was too important, too intricate, too involved, and too
complex to be left to public servants alone. Mr Devan took the opportunity to express his
gratitude to “IPS’ true begetter” ESM Goh.

Mr Devan added that before IPS became part of the LKYSPP in 2008, it was run by an
independent board. Its first Chairman was former Chief Justice Yong Pung How, followed by
Mr Hsuan Owyang and Prof. Tommy Koh. Mr Devan thanked them for their contributions as
well as IPS board members for their services.

Also on his tribute list were his predecessors, the former Directors and Acting Directors of
IPS: Prof. Chan Heng Chee, Prof. Jon Quah, Prof. Tommy Koh, Dr Lee Tsao Yuan, Mr Arun
Mahizhnan and Ambassador Ong Keng Yong. Receiving special mention was Prof. Koh who
had served as the Director of IPS for two stints. Mr Devan explained that every major IPS
event would receive the support of former staff who had left the Institute a decade ago or
more — this esprit de corps is Prof. Koh’s creation above all.

Finally, Mr Devan took the opportunity to announce the establishment of the S R Nathan
Fellowship for the Study of Singapore. Named after Singapore’s sixth and longest-serving
president, this is the first named fellowship in a research institute in Singapore.

Founding Director as Pathfinder

At the anniversary gala, Prof. Chan Heng Chee, in her speech, observed that IPS has
carved a place for itself as the institute that focuses on Singapore issues and seeks to
understand what is happening in the polity. She added that IPS’ nation-wide surveys are
avidly followed and its analyses of population attitudes are viewed as independent and
objective. She pointed out that the large audience that was present to celebrate with IPS on
its 25th anniversary was an indication of “the place of IPS in people’s hearts and minds”.

On the genesis of the Institute, Prof. Chan expressed that it was her privilege to set up IPS
as its first director. In 1988, she was asked to meet with then Deputy Prime Minister Goh
who wanted to experiment in opening up Singapore’s political space. He thought if an
institute could be established to encourage discussion and to take in diverse views on policy
in Singapore, the government could find the feedback useful and incorporate some of the
ideas into their decision-making. This vision was developed at a time when the number of
intellectuals and professionals was growing and wanted to be heard. The prevailing political
environment then was one whereby the government was perceived as intolerant of
alternative views.

In the formative years of the Institute, academics, professionals and business leaders who
found some aspects of policies lacking were persuaded to come to IPS to share their views.
IPS was positioned not as a feedback unit, but as a stand-alone policy institute, which was
something new to Singapore. Initially, academics were horrified, Prof. Chan revealed,
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believing that policy involvement would taint their scholarship. The opposite is true in today’s
context, with policy-oriented research being conducted everywhere, including in top
universities.

If she were to do it all over again, Prof. Chan said that she would have organised IPS more
tightly and canvassed greater support from the bureaucracy and political levels from the start.
However, in those days, not many had experience in running a think tank. Nevertheless, IPS
was kick-started and it did develop further. The political public got used to the idea that there
was this institution called IPS and that it was dedicated to discussing Singapore issues.
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Past and present IPS members gathering onstage after the conclusion of the gala dinner for a family portrait.

Tributes and Surprises

The evening had several other nice touches — a celebratory cake was cut by an august
group including Mr Nathan, ESM Goh and Prof. Wang, with a supporting cast of all the
directors of IPS, past and present. The guests were also treated to a delightful musical
performance by the Jeremy Monteiro Trio with Melissa Tham. The highlight was perhaps the
surprise tokens of appreciation presented to two IPS colleagues: Mr Mazlan Bin Mahmood,
Operations Associate at IPS, and Ms Cynthia Lin, Personal Assistant to Visiting Scholar,
LKYSPP and Special Research Adviser, both of who have been with IPS since its birth and
personify the spirit Prof. Koh spoke of: “What makes IPS unique is the people. We have a
remarkable family of colleagues who are loyal, who work harmoniously with one another and
have created a unique esprit de corps.”
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If you have comments or feedback, please email ips.enews@nus.edu.sg
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