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HE-Lee Kuan Yew School of
Public Policy celebrated its
fifth anniversary last week.
Fortunately, the school had a
lot to celebrate. In less than
five years, it has achieved global recogni-
tion. But why did it succeed?

Many factors explain its success. The
name of the school has been obviously a

huge gift: So too has:been the generous
support from many donoss and stakehold-

ers. But there is an “X" factor that has

been little noticed or discussed. This .

article will try to unravel the ayen

Any gardener knows. that a plant

grows and thrives well when'it:ds planted

in the right soil. No gardener can grow

healthy and vibrant plants on barren soil.
Henee, one key reason why the Lee Kuan
Yew $School has thrived is that it was
planted in one of the most enabling
publie:policy environments in the world,
1t is hard to find a better garden of good
public policies than Singapore.

Real practical benefits have accrued to
our students because of the experience of
studying and living in Singapore. One of
the first exercises we give to incoming
students. is to get them to walk through
an HDB estate. Then we ask them what
lessons they can learn just by paving
attention to the details and asking
“why"and “how”. They learn many
lessons.

One:of the first lessons they learn is

how safe Singapore’s public housing

estates are. In addition, they can see how
well-maintained they are. In Singapore,
we often take regular estate maintenance
for granted. The PUB delivers services
that work 99.9 per cent of the time. The
forirer chairman of the PUB, Mr Lee Ek
Tieng, was proud of this fact:

By contrast, in one of the world’s

wealthiest societies, the United :States, a
long history of budget cuts has led to dras-
tic reductions of maintenance budgets.
Consequently, hindreds of miles of water
pipes are not maintained regularly. Emer-
gency crews come in only when pipes
break down. Similarly, many of the bridg-
es that link Manhattan to New Jersey and
Long Island are not regularly maintained.
. But the real genius of Singapore’s pub-
lic policy environment does not lie in the
list of individual policies. It actually lies
in the way different policies reinforce one
another in a synergistic fashion. In
addition, as my colleague, Professor Hen-
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ri Ghesguiere, notes: “Infact, the Singa-
pore Government tinkers; almost:obseg-
sweiy, with its development strategy to
cope with hew challerigés to its-competi-
tive position as scon ‘as they emerge on
the distant horizon. Yesterday's virtue
can become tomorrow’s obstacle.”

Many of the problems in the world can
be fixed by common sense, But the Brit-
ish were ironical when they invented the
phrase “common sense”. In reality, “com-
mon. sense” is not very commeon. This is
what makes Singapore so unigue. It is a
veritable “RKepublic of Common Sense”.

1 have no doubt that this is one of the

reasons why. many-students from all
around the world are attracted to the Lee
Kuan Yew School. Today, we have 337
students from 52 countries, making us
one of the most diverse schools in the
world. Thisreflects well how miany coun-
tries have heard of Singapore’s public poli-
cy successes. [ recently attended a meet-
ing with Mr Tony Blair. He told us that
when he travels around the world and dis-
cusses development challenges with lead-
ers, -many of them cite Singapore as one
of the models for their development.

The school’s role, however, is not fo
advertise Singapore’s public policy suc-

cess stories. It has to maintain the same
standards of academic freedom, rigoud”
and independence as other leading
schools of the world. Hence, it has to
subject Singapore’s public policies to the
same rvigorous analysis as it does other
countries’ policies. Indsed, Singapore
should weltome such rigorous analysis as
it is entirely appropriate for a learning
society that always seeks to be better
than it is today.

Rigorous analysis will also reveal that
Singapore has not achieved perfection.
No society has. Singapore has its fair
share of flaws. The more we expose these
ﬂaws the more credible Singapore’s
stuceess will become;.the more profound.
its lessons will be to the rest of the world,

Singapore will also have to understand

that the next, generatlon of chaﬂenges_ 1t
Cawilliface will be diffeg it 1 earti
“‘¢hallenges. As Abrali

explained, all human beings have a hierar-
chy.of needs. In the first phase of develo‘pw
ment, we neéd to fulfil ‘our “physiologi-
cal” needs ~-for example, food and shel-
ter: In the next phase of development, we
will need also to fultil other needs such as
safety and belongingness, followed by the
need to be respected, the need for self-
actualisation and, ia,stly, the need for
self-transcendence. .

So far, Singapore has doma Weu by
following its head. Now it will have to:
pay -equal attention to its head and heart.
This is where the Lee Kuan Yew School of
Public Policy and other educational insti-
tutions can help. They can repay adebt to
the soil they had been pianted i

While Singapere provided a great soil
for’ launchmg good. sehools, s soil can

now be even more enrwhed by these

schools. They can help to raise the level
of reflection and questioning in Singa-
pore. This will be critical as Singapore
moves into a new and more challenging
phase of its development.
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