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F INANCE Minister Thar-
man Shanmugaratnam
addressed a number of

topics raised by Members of Par-
liament during the Budget de-
bate. They included:

‘GREEN’ INITIATIVES
MPs Lam Pin Min (Ang Mo Kio
GRC) and Lim Wee Kiak (Sem-
bawang GRC), and Nominated
MP Mildred Tan called for
more initiatives to encourage
companies and workers to be
more environmentally con-
scious.

The Budget did not feature
such “green” initiatives, save for
enhancements to a scheme for
the test-bedding of green trans-
port technologies.

This was because the Govern-
ment had “already committed
last year to a significant $1 bil-
lion of funding for sustaina-
ble-development initiatives over
the next five years”, Mr Thar-
man said.

He explained: “Since then,
$400 million has already been
earmarked for a variety of
projects, such as incentives for
green buildings and the test-bed-
ding of solar panels in public
housing. In addition, the Gov-
ernment will be spending about

$500 million over the next 10
years to retrofit large public-sec-
tor buildings to Green Mark
GoldPlus standards.”

The Building and Construc-
tion Authority’s Green Mark
scheme, launched in 2005, is
used to rate a building’s environ-
mental performance.

The Ministry of the Environ-
ment and Water Resources will
provide more details on Singa-
pore’s sustainable-development
initiatives when the Committee
of Supply discusses its estimates
next week.

INCOME INEQUALITY
Non-constituency MP Sylvia
Lim raised concerns over
inequality between those who
earn higher salaries and the low-
er-income group.

Acknowledging this as a va-
lid concern, Mr Tharman said:
“If we are able to choose, we
would want the growth of in-
comes to take place without, at
the same time, letting incomes
become more unequal.

“However, the reality we face
is that to create jobs and income
growth for lower-skilled work-
ers, we have to first grow our
economy. And we can do so only
by enabling those with higher
skills and entrepreneurial abili-
ties to do well.”

He added that slow growth
will make everybody worse off,
but it will have the harshest im-
pact on those at the bottom.

Thus, the basic approach
“must be to maximise opportu-
nities for all Singaporeans – the
opportunities to get a good edu-
cation, to work or to start a busi-
ness, to retrain and upgrade,
and the opportunity to own a
home and raise a family in a
community they feel they be-
long in”, he said.

INCREASING PRODUCTIVITY
Several MPs were concerned
over whether all firms, particu-
larly small and medium-sized
enterprises (SMEs), would be
able to benefit from the Govern-
ment’s schemes to grow produc-
tivity.

Pointing out that the Budget
is fundamentally different from
last year’s Resilience Package,
Mr Tharman said: “While we
are making a major commit-
ment to helping our businesses,
the benefits will not be spread
out equally. Dynamic compa-
nies – those which are investing
in innovation and upgrading, in-
cluding small enterprises – will
benefit more than others.”

Thus, benefits will be target-
ed at growth-seeking businesses
and SMEs. The benefits include
the productivity and innovation

credit, and industry and sectoral
grants.

HELP FOR THE MIDDLE INCOME
Mr Tharman said that squeezed
middle-income earners have not
been forgotten in this year’s
Budget.

He said that those in this
group will “benefit significantly”
– from a shift to a more progres-
sive property-tax system, en-
hanced income-tax reliefs for
families and top-ups to Central
Provident Fund Medisave ac-
counts and Post-Secondary Edu-
cation Accounts.

For example, a middle-in-
come household, which earns
an income between the 60th
and 70th percentile of house-
hold incomes here, and lives in a
five-room Housing Board flat,
will enjoy $1,700 in benefits this
year, he said.
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OLD, alone and depressed –
that is the fate of one in four sen-
iors aged 60 and above, a gov-
ernment poll last year found.

It also revealed that seniors
who live alone were three times
as likely to be despondent than
those who live with their
spouse, children or companions.

Only fewer than one in 10 of
seniors who lived with other peo-
ple felt depressed or isolated.

The Ministry of Community
Development, Youth and Sports
(MCYS) survey estimated that
about 35,000 elderly folk were
living on their own last year.

The number is expected to
rise to 61,000 in 2020, and
83,000 in 2030.

These swelling ranks mean
that it is vital for Singapore to
prepare for an ageing society
and pay more attention to the
plight of the lonely elderly, said

Minister in the Prime Minister’s
Office (PMO) Lim Boon Heng,
who is also in charge of ageing is-
sues.

In yesterday’s Committee of
Supply debate on the PMO’s esti-
mates, several Members of Par-
liament weighed in on how vul-
nerable seniors could be helped.

Dr Ong Seh Hong (Marine
Parade GRC) suggested that the
authorities set up more centres
where the elderly could drop in,
socialise, exercise and get advice
on various issues.

Having a register of the elder-
ly who live alone would enable
community volunteers to keep a
watchful eye on the seniors, he
added.

Mr Ang Mong Seng (Hong
Kah GRC) and Mr Ong Ah
Heng (Nee Soon Central) urged
the Government to provide

more facilities so that seniors
could enjoy a healthy lifestyle.

In response, Mr Lim out-
lined the steps that MCYS will
take to encourage seniors to be
physically, mentally and socially
active.

It will commit $100 million
over five years to enhance elder-
care services, and promote well-
ness and active ageing.

These include upgrading se-
lected Seniors Activity Centres
where the elderly can socialise,
and building 22 more by 2013.

From next month, 25 Well-
ness Programme sites that have
health-screening, exercise and
social-networking facilities will
be launched in phases.

The programme has changed
former administrative assistant
Maria Yong’s world, after she
joined its community-dancing
group two years ago.

The 57-year-old grandmoth-
er of two, who initially had little
to occupy her after retiring in
2003, said: “It kept me mentally
active and physically fit. As the
leader of the 90-strong group, I
also had the chance to widen my
network of friends during the
thrice-weekly classes.”

She even convinced her
chess-playing husband to join
the group last year.

She said: “Now, we have
more friends and topics in com-
mon to chat about. When we go
out, he’ll hold my hand. Previ-
ously, he was too shy to do so.”

Yesterday, MPs also asked
what the Government was do-
ing to protect retirees who had
little knowledge of complex fi-
nancial products.

Minister for Trade and Indus-
try Lim Hng Kiang replied that
the Monetary Authority of Sin-
gapore will intensify regulations
for financial institutions, and im-
plement various legislative
amendments, such as the Finan-
cial Advisers Act, after propos-
als to do so have been firmed
up.

These plans had been initiat-
ed after several thousand inves-
tors, including many retirees,
lost money that they had invest-
ed in high-risk Lehman Broth-
ers Minibond notes after finan-
cial institution Lehman Broth-
ers collapsed in 2008.
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SENIORS’ LIVING ARRANGEMENT

Living alone¹
Living only with spouse
Living with both spouse and children
Living only with a child
Living with others²

SOURCE: MCYS

1. Includes those who live with only a foreign domestic worker.
2.”Others” includes parents, grandparents, friends, relatives and siblings

TOTAL (n = 5,000)
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FEWER NEW CITIZENS
AND PRs LAST YEAR

FEWER foreigners were granted
citizenship and permanent
residency here last year than in
2008, Deputy Prime Minister and
Home Affairs Minister Wong
Kan Seng revealed yesterday.

Last year, Singapore took in
19,900 citizens, and 59,500
permanent residents (PRs),
down from 20,500 citizens and
79,200 PRs in 2008.

The entry criteria will be
tightened to raise quality and
cut the numbers, but Singapore
needs about 20,000 new citizens
a year to make up for its record
low total fertility rate of 1.23 –
far below the 2.1 needed – Mr
Wong said.

GOVT STANDS BY BAN
ON CHEWING GUM

THE ban on chewing gum –
save for those with therapeutic
uses, such as nicotine gum –
will stay, said Parliamentary
Secretary for National Develop-
ment Mohamad Maliki Osman.

Ms Denise Phua (Jalan
Besar GRC) called on the
Government to lift the 1992 ban
to show that it is granting more
freedom in some areas.

She said: “Let Singaporeans
be accountable for the
consequences and don’t let our
behaviours be shaped by so
many sticks around.”

But Dr Maliki said that “the
Government stands by its
decision”, as indiscriminately
disposed gum was costly to
clean and the prevailing littering
problem shows that the ban
remains necessary.
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