Dr Balakrishnan, whao is am MP for Holland-Bukit Timah GRC, attending to a comstifusnt at 3 Meet-the-Peopls session, His first and paramount duty is fo belp the

needy, he says, and he wamts peopls to bring to his attention cases
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believe to have slipped through the cracks of the social safety system. 5T FHOTO: LIM SIN THAI
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Education Ministry is spending $5.7 billion on

(_ghmmliun this year, bul the MCYS will spend 5240
million Lo help the needy. Do yon Think The Governmenl
can afford to give more to the poor?

It's mot the absolute amount of money, bt the vahies and
principles you use to ereate yvour safety net. If you ask me, do
yiou think your expendifure on social safety nets will go up in
the tuture, the answer is yes, definitely. What will the mumber
be? Apart froom knowing it sdll be big, T den®t have the axact

figare mow,

I am not so worried about the absolate number or how it
compares with the edusation bodget, bulb about values and
principles and delivery models. If the day comes when we need
to spend as much on the spcial safety net as we do on
education, then I think it wall be a tough day for Singapore.

When we look at what we spend on the social safety net, we
ask whether the values and principles behind it are sound, 1f
they are, we will spend as little or as much as we need to spend.

It wou had to be poor, this should be one of the best places in

the waorld to be so.

What is one aspect of our social safely net that you

hope Lo improve?

Integration. Because of our *many helping hands™ approach,
the needy get help from varions organdsations, ke the relgions
bodies, the self-help groups, the CDCs, the VW0s, grassroots
and so forth. We have not got to a stage where the information
i5 shared and a comprebensive picture is available when
somecne =ays he has not got enough help. You nead to be able
to print out that complete list and assess for yourself, Part of
the problem is we have to do 50 in a way that protects privacy,

Mder folk may now need to work well beyond 65.
Even if they are physically fit, they may lack Uhe

menlal resilisnes.

A cnltural change is needed, and society, not just in Singapore,
but all over the world, is yet to come to grips with the impact
of longevity. If vou work for 40 years and live another 40
years, and you want to maintain the same lifestyle, it means
vl st save at least half your income, This is the hard tooth,
We need a second phaze to our working life and do physically
less demanding, shorfer, more flexible hours, Bot the pay will
also hawe to reflect the true value of such types of work.

‘Tell me, if someone needs help’

The social safety net
works, and those

needing help should
get 1t, Minister says

By Ranna Baso
SEMI
CORRESPONDENT

VIDED posted online re-
cently showed am elder-
Iy woman trawling the
streets of Singapore
scavenging for card-

hoard.
The post claimed that, despite

ill health, she was foreed o work
the streets in this way to maks
ands meet. And it unleashed a
flarry of online complaints about
how uncaring the state had be-
come towards the poor,

Cheeks by government offi-
clals, however, revealed that the
woman's circumstances wera in
marked contrast to that por-
trayed online, says Minister for
Commundty Dewvelopment. Youth
and Sports Vivian Balakrishnan,

In actual f£act, the down-
and-out woman owned properly,
and had savings and 2 Loving fami-
Iy who wanted her off the streets.

"Hut with her strong streak of
independencea, she was asserting
her right to do things her way,"
adds Dr Balakrishnan, 43, who
has been the chief architect of Sin-
gapore's social safety policies
since 004,

“If ghe tmuly needed help, I
would have taken her off the
streets. But [ am duty-bound to
reapact her cholees ™

The video has since been re-
moved, after the production team
acknowledged that they painted
an inaceurate picture of the old
woman's financial condition,

Of late, there has been an in-
crease inthe mumber of such vida-
of and blog postings. Although
they may prove to be red her-
rings, [ Balakeishnan still wants
peaple to highlight cases they be-
lieve to have slipped through the
eracks of the social safety system.

“This just means that we hawa
more eyes and ears. Do vour
homewaork, but by all means
bring them to my attention. T will
investigate, My first and para-
mount duty is to identify and
help those who are needy ™ he
£ayE,

Meanwhile, the Community
Cevelopment Councils (CDCs)
have seen a sharp hike in aid appli-
cations.

There were 38,635 in the first
ning months of this year - an in-
crease of more than 40 per cent
from the 27,240 applications dur-
ing the same period in 2008,

Hoerever, this burgeoning wel-
fare obligation bronght about by
tough times, alder folk and declin-
ing fertility rates, does not mean
that Singapore’s system is in any
danger of going bust, savs Dy
Balakrishnan.

It is funded only in part by tax-
payer dollars - the rest comes
from charity - so personal in-
come tax rates can be kept low
here and the highest rate pegged
at 20 per cent.

The emphasis on self-reliance
and family support means that
state aid is reserved only for the
truly needy, unlike in the United
States where all elderly - regard-
less of whether rich or poor — are
given government handouts in
the form of Social Secordty and
other benefits,

That is not necessarily a good
thing,

[y Balakrishnan savs Western
welfare systems have spawned in-
stitntions like Eritain's state-
funded Wational Health Service
(WHS], which offers free but Largs-
Iy sub-standard treatment.

The minister worked as an
MWHS doctor for two years and has
made a point of studying the wel-
fare systems of many coantries in
the West.

Despite seaing their mors gen-
erols systems in operation, he re-
mains convineed that Singapore’s
low-tax, low-entitlement regime
affers the hest way forward.

“We have a resilient safety net
which iz not going to go bank-
rupd, It's dependable and sustaina-
Ble for the long term, "

While some may argue that
state aid is much harder to come
by here = families must generally
have monthly household incomes
of 31,800 or less to qualify for
MCYE help - the amount spent
on needy families has been inch-
ing upwards,

In the current financial year,
MCYS will spend £240 million to
directly fund the poor and the vol-
untary weltare organisations
(VW) and self-help groups that
gerve them,

This iz up sharply from the
165 million spent in 2007 and,
when you factor in donation dol-
lars, this year's kitlty swells to
#4000 million,

But, despite such funding, a
Ministry of Manpower report out
last year highlighted that only 0.6
per cent of economically inactive
pecple here above the age of 50
dependad on financial aid from
the Government or VW3s as
their main seuree of ineome,

Asked if that tiny [igure was
too low, Dr Balakrishnan gave a
firm “np™,

“We do not want to arrive at a
sitnation where yvou are declared
to be needy simply beeause vou
are old and are not working,” he
SAY5.

The Government prefers to
look at munltiple factors - income,
savings, assets, family support,
mumber of dependants, and the
ability and willingness of the per-
som to find a job - betore decid-
ing on whether to provide assist-
ANCE,

“This is to help you to stand
an your own two feet, budld up
savings and assets for the long
termi: rather than the model that
savs ‘Oh I'm old, I don’t have a
job, 50 give me money'," he adds.

Ag long as Singapore's welfare
system sticks to the philosophy
oan which it was founded, e main-
tains, there is room for it to grow
and evolve,

The social support system is
being continpously made more
flexible.

For instance, the public assist-

ance scheme was extended last
vear bo inclpde people whose chil-
dren were too ill or poor to sup-
port them, Up antil then, individ-
nals with childeen were largely ex-
claded from the scheme, which
gives a fixed monthly sum o
those who cannot work and hawe
no family support,

Payments under the scheme
for an elderly person living alone
have also risen, from $260 2
month in early 2007 to $360.

Additionally, CDC  officers
now have more latitode for discre-
Honary decision-making when as-
sessing aid applicants,

Az of June this year. more than
320 out of nearly 5,000 families
om the ComCare Work Support
programme received assistance -
even Lhough their monthly house-
hold income exeesded the 21,500
eligibility ceiling.

The programme helps unem-
ployed or low-income folk get
back on their feet by finding them
better jobs.

While there are several such
schemes to help needy people
meet the costs of daily living,
each application is serubimised in
detail, Applicants must present
more than a dozen decuments to
prove their eligibility; a process
that does not take place owver-
night. although processing times
are now faster.

In early 2005, only about 40
per cent of applications were proc-
essed within six weeks, The CD-
Ca now clear abomt 98 per cent of
sovial  assistance  applications
within six weeks, with more than
&0 per pent bandled in under two
weeks,

And those in urgent need of
help do not have bo wail six
weeks,

The ComCare Cilizens Comnsult-
ative Committee (CCC) fund -
which now stands at £7 millien -
can deliver on-the-spol assist-
ance. Money and vouchers can he
handed out immediately if a
needy person approgches his or
her MP for help.

“It is  like an  instant
band-aid,™ says Dr Balakrishnan,
“The working mle is that people
who need help must receive it im-
mediately if it is urgent,”™

He acknowledges that imple-
mentation can be improved in
gome areas — officers, for in-
stamee, could visit the eldetly at
home more often, But, overall, he
is conwvinced that Singapore’s so-
cial satety net iz as resilient as it
is reliable,

“T am convineed that while it
is no fun to be poor, in Singapore
we will give a reasonable social
satety net, which gives you digni-
by and your children hope for the
fubure, ™ he says,

“And if anvone falls through,
i tell me and we will investi-
gate and put things right."
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