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Our Simple Socialism: All for one  

1.    With the recent spike in en bloc activity, and the general meteoric rise in asking 
prices of properties, what is the simplest way to make sure that such gains go towards 
the majority of Singaporeans, rather than the rich who buy and sell property. How do 
we ensure that we are able to stretch the value of every dollar for all Singaporeans to 
lead better lives?  

2.   The stamp duty – a progressive, simple tax which allows the government to reap 
about $400m in tax revenues is but one example. This is the sort of simple socialism 
which has informed Singapore policy making since our independence, and still does 
much of the heavy lifting in redistribution of wealth today. Our socialism is captured by 
one simple phrase – that all of us work together for the well-being of that individual 
Singaporean who needs help. There are two elements which I would like to speak of 
today that relates to this year’s Budget – the use of Net Investment Return Contribution 
[or NIRC in short] and the need for greater equality in Singapore today. 

Socialism in Time  

3.    The heavy redistribution that our socialism demands takes place today, in the 
main, within one generation – that is, the rich of today are taxed to help the poor of 
today. There is also a sense in which the rich of today are taxed to help the poor of 
yesterday – that is, those a generation or two earlier than them. But by and large, our 
socialism does not leap over time –we make each generation pay its own way, as far 
as possible. This is the first characteristic of Singapore’s socialism and that is why we 
resist the populist call to spend more of our NIRC. 

4.    Since 2008, we have seen an increasing reliance on the NIRC – this is our number 
1 source and contributor to our revenue base. My views and questions to our Finance 
Minister as follows:  

5.    Is this sustainable? What if the investment climate takes a turn for the worse – 
would we be able to continue to finance or do we need to claw back some welfare 
programmes? And is it fair to deprive future generations of the wealth that they would 
have enjoyed had we allowed the interest to compound? 

6.   Since the 2008 amendment of our Constitution, we have taken a less conservative 
approach to the use of the income from our reserves. We have since then, seen about 
11 cases where the percentage of NIRC to be used has come up in Parliamentary 
debates – some MPs from either side of the House have called for this percentage to 
be increased. Such an argument is in a way, understandable because it is an easy 
and popular course of action. 
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7.   Why keep saving? Why not start spending? I think our socialism commits us to 
raising the percentage at some point but we don’t know when or by how much – that 
is to say, it does not commit us to a holding fast to a certain percentage - only to a 
certain way of spending. 

8.   Which brings me to the second characteristic of our simple socialism – the striving 
towards a more equal society. I have spoken before about how complete equality is 
impossibility because human beings are not widgets and we are irreducible into one 
another. What we can do however, is to strive towards equality in basic human 
experiences – a safe home, a good and meaningful job, a chance for our children to 
prosper and find their purpose in life. To value each and every one of our 
Singaporeans and ensure that for generations to come, they are able to build better 
lives in this garden city we call home.  

Socialism for Equality  

9.   And this means that we need to put flesh on what it means to have a collective 
destiny. This means we need to address the challenges of poverty, the lack of 
opportunity; we need to compensate for the poor luck that fate might have dealt any 
Singaporean – whether in an illness or an abusive spouse, or even with an addiction 
to gambling. As a society, we help those who are most vulnerable. 

10.   It may be true, that Singapore as a whole is so affluent that a family with a five-
figure income may still feel deprived and feel entitled to even more subsidies. Our 
simple socialism however, requires us to address not just felt deprivation relative to 
others, but real social needs. 

11.   Let me tell you a story about a friend Peter, he is 52 and earns less than $2,700 
a month. He has two boys one in primary school and the other a teenage in secondary 
school. His wife does not work. 

12.   He has a HDB flat, just $60,000 shy of full payment. He has to pay a Financial 
Institution 4% in finance costs for this loan. This is very high, because the housing 
loans interests are now around 2%. He went to all the major banks to try and refinance 
but there were no takers because his is a two-room flat and the amount is less than 
$100,000 

13.   Peter had originally taken a private loan over HDB because the starting interest 
rate was 1.17% and the housing agent had told him that it was a better deal. Of course, 
over time the interest rate went up. Incidentally, I should add here that although I would 
consider Peter a savvy man about finance, it is well-known that the cognitive tax on 
the lower income is higher. 

14.   When Peter tried to refinance with HDB, it was not approved. – Peter has never 
taken a loan from the HDB but our current rules are such that if you take a housing 
loan from a bank, you will not be allowed to refinance your flat with a housing loan 
from HDB. 

15.   While I understand the need for some of our policies to follow the principles of 
efficiency of the market, our commitment to equality demands that we change this rule 
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to bring about greater equality – the financial institution is a commercial profit-making 
entity, but HDB can take a different goal as its guiding objective 

16.   I also understand that one cannot pick and choose – that if you enjoy low interests 
when the market is flushed with capital, you cannot decline when the rate is hiked. The 
choice is between stability and perhaps a slightly higher rate with HDB – and the ups 
and downs of the private market. Or is it? 

17.   There is an easy way to break this false choice – we could for example, allow a 
means tested way to facilitate the shift of private loans back to HDB especially when 
their interest rates are so high above HDB rates. To do so does not require us to incur 
more expenditure – it merely shifts the $22,000 in interest profits from the bank and 
puts half of this in Peter’s pocket, and half of it in the government.  

18.   This of course may over simplify the process – of course this shifting of loans will 
mean a messier policy implementation. I merely sound this out to as a possibility for 
the Minister to consider – it is something that will be of great help to some lower income 
families struggling to pay their monthly loans they had taken with commercial financial 
institutions. 

19.   Second, Peter usually pays $40 a month for his boy’s school bus. He also enjoys 
a few other benefits under the MOE financial assistance scheme – free text books, a 
waiver for fees and 50% subsidies for buses. He is appreciative and grateful for all 
these help from government. This year however, he has to pay $166.50 a month, and 
he lost all the other benefits. Why? Because he earned $75 dollars a month too much 
last year due to overtime pay.  

20.   The means test is at $675 per capita a month; Peter came in at $750 a month. 
He won but he also lost. 

21.   Mr Speaker, this is not a man who has a maid and a car; this is a man who has 
bought health insurance for both his wife and sons, he has planned carefully and when 
he is 65, he can count on an endowment policy maturing. Peter has prospered slowly 
and carefully. But he has also laboured under some rules that weigh more heavily on 
him.  

22.   He pays more in interests than his rich neighbour – we can change this. He loses 
benefits by a whisker of overtime pay – we can change this too. This requires a new 
way, possibly a Whole of Government approach to dealing with such instances. 

23.   There is much that remains to be done in Singapore, to make our society more 
equal. Our simple socialism demands that we make difficult choices. We must 
recognise that even relatively well-off people can have a legitimate experience of 
relative deprivation, when compared to the very wealthy. At the same time, we must 
see the need to allocate resources most urgently to men like Peter. It is only when we 
do not have enough to cater to men like Peter that I feel we should consider raising 
the percentage – not as a means of populist hot air balloon for everyone who demands 
a specious equality with their neighbour.  
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24.   Herman Daly wrote that there should be a moral limit to growth – so too, should 
there be a moral limit to the consumptive nature of man. 

25.   In the 50 years since the founding of Singapore, our socialism has evolved with 
our welfare net cast wider and deeper than before. This is as it should be as our 
resources and wealth have grown over time. At the same time, we must recognise that 
the NIRC is already called into service to a very large extent. In this, we ought to be 
more generous to men like Peter and find ever more ways in the name of equality and 
justice, to him and his family along with us, and ensure his two boys fight for a land 
they believe in. If we do indeed collectively care for his family, all for one, and value 
the contributions that they have contributed to this country; that in return, they will feel 
that they are Singaporean and work for our collective future. 
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