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Publication: TODAY, p 10 
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Headline: Have we become a template nation? 

Have we become a template nation? 
As systems get more complex, can we cope with the many moving parts - or do we fall back on set ways? 

ast week was not a good week for I& ingapqre's brand of efficiencgr and mli- 
ability. Pr im Minisrer Lee mien Loorig's an- 
nouncement on Saturday that a Cammime 
of fnquiry wilt be established to "get b the 
bottom of" the MRT service breakdowns, 
capped a torrid week not just for SMRT but 
for the country's public transport system 

This followed last Friday's annwnce- 
ment, belatedly, by the Ministry of Trans- 
port to appoint an expert pane1 to thor- 
oughly review Singapore's MRT system, in 
particular the lines run by SMR'K 

Last week alone, there were three 
disruptions: One on the Circle Line on 
Wednesday follawed &y the massive one 
on Thursday and a seven-hour disruption 
on Saturday, the latter two on the Noah- 
Sburh Line.The most severe since the MRT 
started openring in 1987, the incidents are 
a tremendous blow to the Cwernment's 
effom to encourage Singaporeans to use 
the public transport system. 

The senrice breakclm raise concerns 
m r  whether our public transport system is 
able to cope with the increased commuter 
had and public expectations. The rail and 
road infrastruchm has grown significantly 
in rhe last couple of yean. Doubts now fes- 
ter as to whether the relevant organisations, 
the peapte who run them and the systems 
and policies they have, have kept pace. 

Last Thursdayts rush-hour breakdown 
- in particular - raised a huge hue and cry 
because many passengers were, literally 
and figuratively, kept in the dark, Based on 
media repocts. mass confusion pmvailed on 
the affected trains, train platforms, ticket 
concourses and stations. Standard operat- 
ing procedures (SOPS) did not work and 
SMKI'staff seemed disempmvered -await- 
ing instructions from higher up - to deal 
with the fluid situation. 

To make a deplorable situation worse, 
SMRT Taxi's d centre sent a message to 
its cabbies infbrming them of the Yncome 
oppomicy" at cmab MRT stations due to 
ehe train service breakdown. The pmblem 
apparently had to do with message tem- 
plates used by the call centre. But s&y 
one does not need an SOP to tell one not 
to send such a message, given its blatant 
lack of sensitivity. 

Have we become a template nation, one 
so reliant on templates that we suspend 
our sense of judgement, common sense 
and initiative? 

Last WCICS MRT rcnrice dimpoiam r d ~ d  questims on the -dty ofthe system to cop with the increased commuter load, $iven the fi nanciat and 
environmmtol costs owwansport i&astntctun and policies haw already rqvhad. PHOTO BY oat BOON KEONG 

Templates are generally patterns or 
models senringas a guide to what to do in 
specified scenarios. They help provide for 
a consistent approach in similar situations. 
But they are, ultimately, mechanical pat- 
tern or models. They do not obv'ktte the 
need for dynamic thinking and adaptation 
depending on the situation at hand. As 
always, context matters. 

Given that the MRT system was al- 
ready showing consistent and increasingly 
severe service disruptions, why was a sys- 
tem review not done earlier to identify, 
troubleshoot OF even preempt problems 
in order to ensure that the MIST system is 
suficiently robust in light of the heavier 
ridership and complexity? 

After at  feast 27 disruprions this year. 
enaugh was enough.Transport Minister Lui 
Tuck Yew acknowledged on Saturday that 
there is some "instability" in the system. 

This template culture appears fairly 
widespread- Media reports suggest that 
affkcted cummuters wpre refiant on SMWs 
bus bridging services. Many seemed at a 
Ioss at finding alternative ways of getting 
to their destinations or were counting on 
SMlZlr to do the necessary transfers; some 
were wen desirous of fare refunds amid 
the congestion and chaos. 

One hopes that there was not a 'fixed 
templaten operating In the commuters' 
minds as to how they ought to ~ e a a  to a 
service disruption. While one would natu- 
raly approach SMRT staff, it was evident 
the lamr were overwhelmed and unable 
to attend to all commuters. 

Given that the usual template did not 

work, itwas necessary to hnprwise, Failure 
to do so on the part of many commuters 
only added to their anger, frustration and 
disappointment. 

WT BPf!WWCET€USWU 
This tendency of m p l a a  reliance brings 
to mind the incident earlier this year when 
Singapore's drug enforcement agency, the 
Central Narcotics Bureau (CNB), reported 
that it had under-reported the number of 
drug abusers between 2008 and 2010. 

The error in the statistical computa- 
tion of drug abuser arrest statistics had 
occurred when the CNB moved to a new 
IT system. The revised figures showed that 
the number of drug abusers arrested for 
the period 2008 to 2010 was in faa on an 
upward, not downward, trend. 

The under-reporting was not insmifi- 
canr: Almost 24 per cent in 2008.28 per 
cent in 200337 per cent in 2010. Given 
the figures, one wonders how CNB offic- 
ers could not have noticed that the figures 
generated by their IT system did not gel 
with the operationa1 realities of more ar- 
rests being made and more dnrg abusers. 

Was this another situation where the 
template of the IT system over-rode the 
reality experienced by the CNB staff? 

Transport is and wlrl remain a hot-butron 
issue in Singapore. The high cost of car 
ownership, concerns over the affordability 
and celiabftity of public transport and the 
haeased incidence and swerity of cages- 
tionson our mad neh& are famihrgripes. 

Yet they also raise pertinent questions 
of whether our land transport hfmsmcture 
and policies haveextracted disproporrionate 
financial and environmental costs, but have 
nothelped mow peopleas affordably, effef- 
tively and efficiently as they shwld.The MRT 
breakdowns add to the overdl1 concern and 
unhappiness, and take away from the larger 
progress and efforts made to impme the 
publictransport system hthepastfkwyears. 

In reviewing applications for bus and 
train fare adjustments, the PuMicTramport 
Council is mindful of the competing needs 
of keeping fares affordable for commuters 
and ensuring the long-term viabitity of 
public transport operators. But the latter 
need is also iritimately tied to the quality 
of service provided - Singaporeans' trust 
in the public transport system will depend 
on the level of service they get. 

One hopes that all public transport 
stakeholders do not get caught up witlq 
making important capita1 investments and 
relegate to second place the need ta invest 
in the "sof€ware" of people and mindsets 
so vital to a nation with aspirations of a 
world-class pubIic transport system. 

Let us put aside the template and man- 
tra of king world-class - let us just aim 
to have an affordable. effective and ef- 
ficient public transport system. one that 
mwes the masses compehelyp s d e s s l y  
and rapidly. Only then can we talk about a 
world-class transport system m 

The writer is mistant pm&sar of law 
at the Singapore Management University 

SctrooI offow. 
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