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Distinguished Guests, Friends and Colleagues, Ladies and Gentlemen; good morning, I extend my warmest welcome to all of you attending the Singapore Economic Policy Forum 2010. The forum is the leading platform for economic policy discussion in Singapore. The forum is organised annually by the Economic Society of Singapore together with one of the major universities, NUS, NTU and SMU, in rotation; and now with the Civil Service College. This year’s forum is organised with SMU and the Civil Service College.
Conventional economic wisdom informs us that government intervention may be necessary to achieve both macroeconomic and microeconomic ideals as well as to address market failures. Sustained economic growth, low and stable inflation, and full employment are some of the policy goals decision makers have to grapple with. At the microeconomic level, market efficiency and equity form the crux of most concerns. However, regardless of which economic domain it falls under, there are always multiple facets to any problem. Managing the macro economy is not easy; neither is regulating the micro economy. Success on both fronts requires good information, sound planning, and efficient execution so as to make informed decisions.
Here in Singapore, sound economic policy has always been the bedrock of economic success. While there used to be some concern over the sustainability of government-led industrialisation, one only has to look around to see that the policies enacted thus far has been largely successful. The question then, is ‘How has Singapore achieved this?’ We may analyse it in terms of the three elements of successful policy measures.

First, Singapore operates on reliable and accurate information. Singapore has a highly efficient statistics department. All kinds of data, ranging from social indicators to economic statistics, are meticulously collected and processed. Go to the department of statistics’s website and you will see what I mean. The wealth of quality data available has been crucial in policy analysis. Information, however, consists more than just data. Opinions, viewpoints, analyses etc also contribute to the information pool. Here, public consultations and the like are avenues through which policy makers obtain such feedback.
Second, policy decision in Singapore is based on sound economic analysis. Policy makers have largely steered clear of the populist policies so prevalent in other regimes that are usually detrimental to the economy and society as a whole. Here, much consultation and deep thinking precedes major economic planning. The Economics Strategies Committee report is an excellent example of how professionals of different expertise were brought together to provide good advice in guiding economic policy formation. At the ministry level, much research is carried out before plans are painstakingly formed and firmed up. The combination of good information and deep thinking usually gives rise to well-thought-out plans. Deficiencies or weaknesses of any proposals can be detected early through internal and external consultations.
Third, execution of policies in Singapore is, for most part, speedy and efficient. The first factor that this may be attributed to is the competency of the public service. However, apart from an efficient public service, non-militant and cooperative trade unions, as well as employer associations open to reasoning and negotiation, are also key factors in ensuring smooth implementation of economic policies. Such institutional flexibility is uncommon and it is to the people’s merit that they have been able to see the greater good beyond their narrow personal interests. The joint effect of an efficient public service and the positive relationships between the state, employers, and workers underlie the efficiency of policy execution.
How does this forum fit into the above framework then?
The aims of this forum are two-fold. First, by bringing together members of various sections of society, this forum endeavours to facilitate the exchange of views and ideas. This contributes to the stock of information that policy makers can draw from. Second, through the interaction between the participants, it is hoped that ideas are not just exchanged, but also created. This too, contributes to the information stock, so crucial for sound policy formation.
The world is changing and Singapore has not been spared. The post-crisis era is bound to be vastly different from that of the pre-crisis. Even without the crisis, social needs and aspirations naturally change over time. So do public attitudes. The concerns of yesterday are not the same as those today. In light of the new circumstances, there is a pressing need to: first, take stock of our current economic environment both internally and externally; second, explore various possible economic pathways Singapore may pursue; and third, re-evaluate our policy position in relation to the all the above. These issues will be expounded in greater detail over the course of the forum and it is my hope that the forum will provide a platform for productive and intellectually-engaging discourse. On that note, I wish all participants a fruitful and enjoyable session.
Thank you.

