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S INGAPORE strives to-
wards equality for eve-
ryone, but the reality is

that Malays are specially pro-
tected by the Constitution,
Minister Mentor Lee Kuan
Yew said yesterday.

And self-help groups set
up on the basis of race are
necessary, as the reality is
that people l isten to
constructive criticism from
their own kind, especially on
sensitive subjects, he said.

MM Lee was rejecting a
suggestion by Nominated
Member of Parliament
Viswa Sadasivan to relook
the current system of racial
categorisation in areas

such as ethnic self-help
groups, which was seen to
emphasise racial divisions.

Mr Sadasivan had moot-
ed this on Tuesday while pro-
posing a motion that the
House reaffirm its commit-
ment to the tenets enshrined
in the National Pledge, in-
cluding racial and religious
unity.

Yesterday, MM Lee said
that when the pledge was
written, the idea of equality
of all races had been an aspi-
ration.

Yet, the Constitution rec-
ognises the special position of
Malays as the indigenous
people of Singapore and
makes it the Government’s
duty to protect their interests.

“You suggest to the Ma-
lays that we should abolish

these provisions in the Con-
stitution, and you will have
grave disquiet,” MM Lee said.

Instead, the way to
achieve equality is to ensure
that Malays progress in tan-
dem with the others, so that
they do not need to exercise
their special rights, he said.

For example, middle-
class Malays were asked by
their self-help group, Men-
daki, to not exercise their
special rights to free univer-
sity education, so that the
money could be used to help
more disadvantaged Malays.

MM Lee said: “So, we’re
trying to reach a position
where there is a level play-
ing field for everybody, but
it’s going to take decades, if
not centuries. And we may
never get there.”

Mr Sadasivan replied:
“While MM Lee highlights
the realities that we have to
be cognisant of, I’m sure he
would agree with me that

the day we stop believing in
the aspirations and working
towards them, is the day we
cease to make real progress.
So while reality can some-
times bog us down, frustrate
us, we must continue to be-
lieve that we can strive to-
wards these aspirations.”

The motion was passed
yesterday, with amend-
ments to acknowledge the
progress that Singapore has
made in the last 50 years.
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Equality of races an aspiration as Malays are
specially protected by Constitution, says MM

Equality? It’s tempered by reality

MORE major assaults have
been reported in Singa-
pore’s prisons over the last
few years, but they remain
safer than those overseas,
Senior Minister of State for
Law and Home Affairs Ho
Peng Kee said in Parlia-
ment yesterday.

The number of major as-
saults in prisons here grew
from 13.5 for every 10,000
inmates in 2004 to 35.2 for
every 10,000 last year.

This growth is largely
due to a review of prison
guidelines, which resulted
in more cases being classi-
fied as major assaults, Asso-
ciate Professor Ho said.

Despite this, fewer at-
tacks happen in prisons
here than those overseas, he

said. For example, the fig-
ure for New Zealand pri-
sons was 46, while that for
England was 165.

He was responding to
questions from Members of
Parliament Lam Pin Min
(Ang Mo Kio GRC), Christo-
pher de Souza (Holland-
Bukit Timah GRC) and
Non-Constituency MP
Sylvia Lim. They were con-
cerned about a recent case
where a prisoner was severe-
ly injured by three of his
cellmates.

In that case, the prison-
er chose not to report his in-
juries early despite many
chances to do so, Prof Ho
said. A review by the direc-
tor of prisons found no offic-
ers professionally remiss.

MORE parents have filed
applications at the Tribu-
nal for the Maintenance of
Parents in the last 12
months, Minister for Com-
munity Development, Youth
and Sports Vivian Bala-
krishnan said yesterday.

Over the past year, 172
such applications have
been received, a 72 per cent
jump from the usual annu-
al rate of 100 cases.

In response to the grow-
ing numbers, the ministry
would improve work proc-
esses and the flow of infor-
mation between agencies

dealing with such cases, Dr
Balakrishnan said. This will
help the agencies track the
errant children faster.

His ministry will also in-
crease the amount of re-
sources given to the office
of the Commissioner for the
Maintenance of Parents,
who has the power to act on
behalf of neglected parents.

Efforts to give parents
timely help and information
on the legal options availa-
ble will also be stepped up.

But they should turn to
legislation only as a last re-
sort, the minister said.

LAST year, less than 1 per
cent of MediShield policies
lapsed, because policyhold-
ers did not have enough sav-
ings to pay the premiums
for the national medical-
insurance plan.

Health Minister Khaw
Boon Wan said yesterday:
“Singaporeans should stay
within MediShield and
must not allow their cover-
age to lapse, or they will re-
gret it in future.”

They have a grace period

of two months to top up
their Medisave accounts,
from which premiums can
be deducted.

Mr Khaw urged those
who had exhausted their
Medisave to seek help from
working family members.

Those whose policies
have lapsed can apply to be
covered again, as long as
their health status remains
the same and they contrib-
ute regularly to Medisave,
he said.

NOT DANGEROUS: Fewer attacks happen in prisons here
than those overseas, said Prof Ho. (PHOTO: THE STRAITS TIMES)
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