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Should the political landscape here evolve into one with more than one dominant political party,
it could mean a lot more “jostling on the ground” as unions and various associations and even the
media become split as parties seek support, said Education Minister Ong Ye Kung (Higher
Education and Skills).

And should political parties align themselves along “sinister” lines, such as by race, language or
religion, this “toxic mix” could leave the country broken, said Mr Ong, noting that even as political
parties represent diverse views, that very same essence can “take a nasty twist, sowing discord
and dividing societies”.

Mr Ong set out these scenarios yesterday at the Institute of Policy Studies’ (IPS) Singapore
Perspectives conference, where he spoke at a session on a multi-party system in Singapore.

The Republic’s formula for success, noted Mr Ong, who is among those touted to be Singapore’s
fourth-generation of leaders, could well be a one-party system.

One major long-term risk, he noted, is that a multi-party system could slow down decision-making
and nimbleness while navigating an “ever-changing world and environment”.

“Imagine, if we have a multi-party system back in 1965, will we have come so far so quickly?” said
Mr Ong in a speech opening the session.

But a single-party system in the case of Singapore is not a prescription but an outcome of choice
resulting from elections, he pointed out. For example, the state of Massachusetts in the United
States has been dominated by the Democrats for a long period, he said, adding: “Smallness and
concentration often do go together.”

If the people of a country wish for a multi-party system, it will be so. “The job of the opposition
parties is to point out the risks of a single-party rule. That is their job. But the job of the PAP
(People’s Action Party) is to make sure that Singapore continues to flourish. We will also point
out the risks of a multi-party system and, most importantly, we must always keep out the ills of
complacency, elitism and corruption,” he said.

Mr Ong’s remarks are the latest on the issue of multi-party systems, which was also touched on
by Defence Minister Ng Eng Hen during a dialogue with Yale-NUS students on Jan 13. Dr Ng had
said that the extent of progress in a country should not be measured by its number of political
parties.



In 2015, Deputy Prime Minister Tharman Shanmugaratnam had said that one-party states with
no political competition face a disadvantage, but having a dominant player in politics is an edge.

Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong also weighed in on this topic in 2011 at the Kent Ridge Ministerial
Forum, saying that a two-party system is not workable in Singapore as there is not enough talent
to form two “A teams”, and it could also bring about a division in society based on class or racial
lines.

Yesterday, Mr Ong noted that the civil service would be the most tested among institutions under
a multi-party system, as it has to be neutral and serve whichever party forms the Government.

“You can work on one set of policies for five years, then someone new comes along and says,
let’s redo everything, or undo everything. It can be frustrating and very demoralising,” he said. For
instance, the Affordable Care Act in the US has been repealed, and the US is set to withdraw
from the Trans-Pacific Partnership after President Donald Trump took power, he said.

In the face of all these risks, the Government has to make sure that the current system continues
to work, and the PAP must ensure that it is open-minded and keeps up with the times, and comes
up with policies that are “rooted in the ground”.

Asked by Ambassador-at-large Professor Tommy Koh during the panel discussion whether it was
in the national interest to evolve a credible opposition party to replace the PAP if it were to falter,
Mr Ong said the possibility of the PAP losing power always has to be “at the back of our minds”.

For example, the PAP could become corrupt and complacent. “Then ... it deserves to lose. And |
have faith that if that happens, there will be fine men and women who would form an alternative,”
he said.

Also, others more capable than the PAP could come along and claim the mandate. “l would say
there is robustness in the system, so long as we continue to identify good talent,” he said.

Banyan Tree Holdings executive chairman Ho Kwon Ping, also a speaker at the panel discussion,
added that the most desirable scenario would be a system where there is “robust internal
institutionalised competition” within the PAP. This system, he suggested, would allow the flexibility
of continuing on one-party rule, or to split into two parties.

“If the PAP can contain the different tendencies of thinking within itself, it would go on as a one-
party dominant system for a long time,” he explained. If it cannot, then the party can break into
two, with the advantage of leaders on both sides that had considerable experience in governance,
he concluded.



