SPEECH FOR NATIONAL DAY DINNER ORGANISED BY SINGCHAM ON 26 JULY 2008

Chairman Dorothy Seet,

Excellencies,

Distinguished Chinese Friends,

Fellow Singaporeans,

Ladies and Gentlemen,



I am delighted to join you this evening to celebrate Singapore’s 43rd National Day, and the 6th anniversary of the launch of the Singapore Chamber of Commerce and Industry (or SingCham) in China.
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In a week’s time, Singapore will turn 43.  The theme for our National Day celebrations this year is “Celebrating the Singapore Spirit”.  In the history of nations, Singapore is a relatively young country.  But young does not necessarily mean starry-eyed or callow.  I recall an interview given by Mr Huntsman, US Ambassador to Singapore in the early 1990s.  He was only in his early thirties then.  When asked the inevitable question of whether he was too young to be an Ambassador, Huntsman replied using a car analogy.  A car’s age, he said, is not just measured by the number of years, but the mileage.  Our per capita GDP of more than US$49,000 last year did not come by chance.  It was the result of our successfully overcoming the many obstacles during our 40-year journey of nation building and economic development.  From the racial clashes in the 1960s, the economic recessions of the late 1970s and mid-1980s to the economic restructuring in the early 21st century, we have come through quite a lot.  We may be young in age, but we have certainly clocked up quite a lot of mileage.
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Singapore is a small country devoid of natural resources.  Our only asset is our people.  Yet we have survived and prospered over the years.  It is therefore timely, and entirely appropriate, that we celebrate the “Singapore Spirit”.
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What is the “Singapore Spirit”?  Those of us who have served National Service would be familiar with SAFTI Military Institute’s motto: “To Excel, to lead and to overcome”.  The grit and determination to excel in the face of adversity must surely form the core of this Spirit.  Some of us have questioned Singapore’s seeming obsession with excellence in particular, of being “First”.  It is too hard, too boastful, we say.  There is an American phrase which aptly captures one hard fact of life: “The best, and the rest”.  We all remember Liu Xiang, the Chinese hurdler who won the gold medal in the last Olympics.  But how many of us can remember the names of the 1st and 2nd runners-up?  Singapore simply cannot afford to be among “the rest”.  So should we strive for excellence?  Yes.  Should we gloat?  No.  For Singapore, being First is often a necessity, nothing to gloat about.  We have come thus far because our founding fathers recognised this reality.  Looking ahead, with global competition becoming keener by the day, we cannot continue to prosper and even survive if we now choose to rest on our laurels.  The quest for excellence, I am afraid, is the lot of the Singaporeans!
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But the “Singapore Spirit” is more than just grit and determination to excel.  It is also adaptability.  We are too small to create or control global currents, so we must be ready to adapt to them even if it means having to reinvent ourselves again and again.  One mega-change is, of course, the rise of China.  In 30 years, China has totally transformed itself.  We welcome the rise of China, and we take steps to ride on China’s growth.  Today, we are in China in a rather big way.  We are a small country, but we are certainly not a small player in the Chinese market.  We must be able to recognize and willing to seize opportunities.  But that takes foresight and quite a bit of daring.  The “Singapore Spirit” includes these values too.
6

Because of globalisation, more and more Singaporeans have ventured abroad.  Today, the Singaporean diaspora is some 150,000 world-wide.  It is a good thing which shows that we dare and we can.  But it is only a good thing if we remain cohesive as a society, and have our hearts rooted firmly in Singapore.  Otherwise, it is just “brain-drain”.  Also, as we are not willing or able to increase our own numbers by birth, it is critical that we induct the bright and able in the region and the world into our ranks.  Provided, of course, that they add value to Singapore.  This requires an accommodating attitude.  Just because they were not born in Singapore does not make them less loyal to the country.  So the “Singapore Spirit” embraces also the notion of a cohesive “Singapore nation” – which includes the Singaporean diaspora – and a culture of accommodation to new-comers.
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The “Singapore Spirit”, in short, is what has brought us to where we are today – a prosperous and harmonious society, and the basis on which we can view our future with optimism.  It is well that we celebrate it.

SingCham’s 6th anniversary
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This evening, we are also celebrating the 6th anniversary of SingCham.  I would like to congratulate the Chamber on its excellent work over the past six years in promoting interactions among Singaporean businessmen in China, as well as facilitating exchanges between Singapore businessmen, their Chinese counterparts and Chinese government agencies.  Over the past six years, SingCham has grown and matured as an organisation.  I am pleased to note that SingCham has made significant progress in its effort to enhance interaction and cooperation between and among Singaporean communities in all parts China, through the establishment of other Chapters in Guangdong, Jiangsu, Jiangxi and Fujian.
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With China’s rapid economic development and its fast-changing market conditions, the challenges of our businessmen can only become even more complex.  I strongly encourage SingCham to continue its good work, and remain in tune with its members’ evolving needs.
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Let me conclude by expressing my deep appreciation to SingCham for organising tonight’s grand function.  To the dignitaries and friends who have taken time off their busy schedules to join in tonight’s celebrations, I say a big thank you.  I wish everyone good health and a most enjoyable evening!
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