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SINGAPORE — More parental leave, especially for dads, 

and more cash assistance — the calls have come hard and 

fast for greater help from the State for Singaporeans to 

have babies, with many holding up the family-friendly 

policies of the Nordic countries as a model to follow. 

But are these views, in fact, based on popular mis-

conception? Addressing such calls in a recent media 

interview, population czar Wong Kan Seng (picture) 

pointed to studies that show no conclusive link between 

improved fertility rates in a country and generous leave 

policies or state expenditure. 

For example, while Sweden and Germany spend a lot 

on family support — 3 per 

cent of GDP and 2.8 per 

cent, respectively — 

and offer comparable 

amounts of paid pa-

rental leave, Sweden 

enjoys a total fertil-

ity rate (TFR) of 1.9 

while Germany’s TFR 

is a lacklustre 1.4.

“The situation 

is far more complex 

than what we know,” 

said Mr Wong, who is 

also Deputy Prime Minister. 

In fact, OECD figures show that in places such as 

Sweden, Denmark and Norway, their high TFR appears 

due mainly to a phenomenon foreign to Singapore society: 

Almost as many people having babies out of wedlock as 

they are within marriage (see table).

Articulating why the “Nordic model” may not be 

suitable for Singapore, Mr Wong said: “In Nordic coun-

tries, many babies are born not within marriages; for 

Singapore, we don’t have that situation, but we do have 

the phenomenon where more and more of our people 

are not getting married.”

With married couples here having an average of 

2.1 children each, it’s clear the problem of the TFR, now at 

a historic low of 1.16, lies in the rising trend of singlehood.

“So you see the social trend changing — more people 

being single — and that has the greatest impact on our 

TFR. Plus the fact that we don’t have social acceptance of 

babies born not within a marriage, quite different from 

Nordic countries,” said Mr Wong, who is in charge of the 

National Population and Talent Division (NPTD).

Among women here aged between 30 and 34, 

30.6 per cent are currently single, according to 2010 sta-

tistics. Among men, that figure is 43.1 per cent — a nearly 

10-percentage-point rise from a decade ago.

Mr Wong said the Government would continue to 

help provide opportunities for singles to interact, for 

example, via the Social Development Network.

But it does not, he added, feel the need at this point to 

review and add to the Marriage and Parenthood package last 

amended in 2008, though it might do so next year or in 2013. 

“We thought S$500 million would 

be incentive enough to increase TFR 

in 2001 ... It did not improve.” An en-

hanced S$800-million package in 2004 

“helped a bit by slowing down the de-

cline”, and the sum was doubled 

to S$1.6 billion three years ago. 

“If we know that putting 

more resources there, dou-

bling it to S$3 billion will help, it can be guaranteed 

— then we may consider. But we also know that putting 

more money does not guarantee a higher TFR ... There is 

no magic bullet,” he added. 

Will more parental leave in future be out of the 

question? While “not ruling anything out”, Mr Wong 

noted that statistics showed leave policies did not have a 

significant impact on birth rates. Despite offering gener-

ous paid leave, Taiwan has the world’s lowest TFR at 0.91. 

Conversely, even though the United States government 

offers no paid leave, the country has a high TFR of around 

2.1, the replacement rate.
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SINGAPORE — Five major supermarket 

chains will hold prices of their housebrand 

rice steady for the next six months. 

Cold Storage, Giant, NTUC FairPrice, 

Sheng Siong and Shop n Save made the 

commitment on Friday after the inaugural 

meeting of the Retail Price Watch Group 

(RPWG). 

Giant, Cold Storage and Shop n Save — 

part of the Dairy Farm Group — will extend 

the six-month price freeze to sugar and flour.

The formation of the RPWG — headed 

by Minister of State for Trade and Indus-

try Lee Yi Shyan — was announced in the 

Budget last week. Its mandate was to keep 

excessive prices in check.

Latest official inflation figures showed 

that food prices went up by almost 3 per 

cent this month, with prices of items such 

as coffee experiencing a steeper hike.

Earlier this month, FairPrice had an-

nounced a discount — until May 31 — of 5 to 

10 per cent on “essential” house brand items 

including rice, cooking oil and detergent. In a 

statement, FairPrice said its additional efforts 

will assure consumers that their essential 

groceries would not be impacted by inflation. 

FairPrice Singapore CEO Seah Kian 

Peng said that, as a social enterprise, it 

was committed to keeping prices of daily 

essential items affordable and stable.

Giant pointed out prices of housebrand 

essential items have been kept steady for 

the past year. For certain items such as 

cooking oil, it even lowered prices. 

The RPWG, which comprises 13 mem-

bers, will meet formally at least once a 

month and review the Consumer Price 

Index for food.  It will examine where the 

price pressures are and investigate if any 

hike appears justified. 

Said Mr Lee: “We want to be satisfied ... 

that there is no collusion among the suppli-

ers, that there is no monopolistic dominance 

in the market such that one or two suppliers 

can influence the whole market price.”

One area of focus is to create public 

awareness of cheaper alternatives — Mr Lee 

noted that a competitive and efficient mar-

ket was the best way to ensure Singapore-

ans have access to a variety of goods at the 

best possible price.

The watch group will next turn its at-

tention on food courts and coffeeshops.

Our way, not the Nordic way: DPM Wong
Incentives don’t mean higher birth rates; studies show the boost is attributable to babies out of wedlock
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 Country tfr govt 
expenditure 
on family 
(%gdP)

Paid  
maternity 
leave

Paid  
parental 
leave

unpaid 
parental 
leave

Income tax gSt

 uS 2.1 1.1 none none 24 wks 10-35% 0-8.25%

 Sweden 1.9 3.0 9 wks 60 wks 156 wks 29-60% 25%

 denmark 1.8 3.7 18 wks 34 wks none 43-63% 25%

 germany 1.4 2.8 14 wks 52 wks 104 wks 14-45% 19%

 Italy 1.4 1.4 22 wks 26 wks 17 wks 23-43% 20%

 Singapore 1.2 0.6 16 wks
12 days 
childcare
/year

12 days 
infantcare
/year

3.5-20% 7%
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