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Legal action not neighbourly
From Kwan Jin Yao

Law and Foreign Affairs Minister
K Shanmugam’s proposal to introduce
new norms to curb social nuisance, as
reported in “Framework needed for
neighbourly conduct” (Sept 1), sounds
like a practical solution to anecdotal
expressions of dissatisfaction.
Residents are unhappy that there is
no peace because a neighbour’s child
is constantly jamming on his instruments; that someone’s frying of food
makes their laundry smell; that a person’s pet is noisy at night, et cetera.
A legal framework seems straightforward: Constituents, cognizant of
the restrictions and associated penalties, would be on their toes, rendering
the neighbourhood more harmonious
and conducive.
Yet, this route appears to be unnecessary and contrived. It could cause

more undesirable ramifications instead of addressing present unhappiness in a sustainable way.
Demanding residents could become nitpicky, finding the slightest
fault with their neighbours. Legal liabilities could be perceived as draconian and legal resolution could harm
relationships.
It is not that we should relish in the
status quo; everyone should heighten
their civic comprehension and communal sensibility. Unfortunately, this
remains an impossible ideal.
A household could adapt to another’s characteristics and idiosyncrasies, and compromise; nevertheless,
they might remain subject to inconveniences, since there are now only
sanctions to halt disturbances or misdemeanours in public spaces.
Between these two extremes, we
could strike a balance. A public con-
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sultation could be conducted to ascertain common residential issues.
Through discourse with political representatives, ideas could then be generated to tackle the concerns.
A customary framework could finally be published, in which dispute
resolution strategies could particularly come in handy.
Such endeavours could be carried
out by constituency, if it is opined that
individual estates have dissimilar
challenges or problems.
No mechanism is perfect, and some
would persist in the “my way or the
highway” mentality.
When dispute resolution options
are snubbed, say, a party refuses to
attend mediation sessions despite
multiple reminders, the law could then
feature.
It is about striking equilibrium, on
a case-by-case basis.

Let us be gracious, not timid
From Foo Mao Cheen

At the National Day Rally, Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong raised the matter of being a gracious society. I feel
that we need to ponder what being
gracious means.
When faced with frequent problems of noise nuisance and dripping
laundry, I have sought help from the
town council and the Housing and Development Board (HDB), usually after
personal attempts to resolve these issues proved fruitless.
At first, the agencies were prompt
and aggressive. But when the offenders were recalcitrant and flouted
warning letters, the agencies usually told me to “put up with”, to “give

and take” and to “understand the demands of high density living”.
A Member of Parliament even told
me to be “gracious”. There is a reluctance to take punitive action to improve the situation, and people acting ungraciously are tolerated, while
the victims are told to be “kind, polite
and generous”.
We have a skewed view of what being gracious means.
The root word of “gracious is
“grace”, which may be defined as
“God’s mercy and favour towards
mankind; influence and result of this”.
Thus, in the process of showing
grace to someone, that party is to be
influenced to change for the better.
A desirable outcome is expected.
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Graciousness does not mean blind tolerance without soliciting proper behaviour from the offending party.
If repeated generosity and forbearance is shown and no change
is made in poor behaviour, then this
has gone from graciousness to permissiveness. Blind tolerance leads to
licentiousness.
Inconsiderate behaviour is being empowered because people are
given the idea that “looking the other
way” and doing nothing is “being gracious”. At some point, graciousness
has to shift gear from mere kindness
and politeness to stronger actions that
influence behaviour.
Grace that does not eradicate bad
behaviour is not grace but timidity.

