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Publication: TODAY, p 16 
Date: 1 September 201 1 
Headline: A sentinel to good governance 

A sentinel to good governance 
Mr S R Nathan has had a key hand in ddning how w d  P$si&ng houl - 

system, just because the alarm . .?., - 
ir notacti~ared does not mean Not visible at ali h ' h  exercise of the Elected 

In f a d  its mn-activation may 
EUDEW~ LITAM point: t~ the fact that the alarm matters of state are covered under the Official 

has deterred intruders. S e c r e ~  Act and not even reported, Hence, it is - 

Fulfil its fundons 

T" night W e n t  S R Nathan 
hands over office b his suc- CQeJTEm MA-s 

cessorafterserving12y~arsas 
Singpore's Head of S U k  me pmsideoq Of Mr 

At 87. he is the oldest per- with hi predecessor, the late 
m fill t b t  port and he is Mr O ~ T C ~  aeow me being a silent sentinel to good governance. - 

also the Republic's Iongest- ter has been lionised for his - 
serving president. 

What is most visible to 
most people are the cerem* 
nial trappings of the office. For 
example, fowign dignitaries 
call on him, ambassadors and 
h i i  commissioners d i c e d  
bo Singapre p m t  their let- 
ten of credence to him, and 
he officiates at the National 
Day Parade and the opening 
of a new session of Parliament. 

But not visible at all is the 
exercise of the Elected Pcesi- 
dent's (EP) executive custo- 
dial powers. These matters of 
state are classified and coveted 
under the Official Secrets Act 
and not even reported. Hence, 
it Is no surprise that many 
view the Elected Presidency 
as a white elephant. Yet, it is 
most unfair, 

As an htitutioml watch- 
dog, the EP's worth lies in it 
being a silent sentinel to good 
governance. Like a home alarm 

well-known disagreements 
with the Government. No one 
had expected Mr Ong, who re- 
signed as Deputy Prime Min- 
ister and People's Action Party 
chairman to contest in the I%st 
presidential poUs, to clash with 
the Government. 

As the first EP. Mr Ong had 
to workout a new relationship 
with the Government The idea 
of the Head of Srate as a limited 
check and balance was alien 
at the time, and the govern- 
ment machinery tmk time to 
adjust to the new ma of play. 
Mr Ong had to work out the 
rites of passage, so to speak, 
as the new watchdog. 

When Mr Nathan a m d  
a c e  in September 1999, the 
differences the Istana under 
President Ong had with the 
Government were being ironed 
out This was facilitatd when 
the lstana and the Covern- 
ment agreed on a 1999 White 

Paper providia 'fbr fhe modali- 
ties with regards to determining 
and safeguarding the accumulated 
reserves. 

This away-from-the-public- 
eye dialogue and enmment on 
establishing working norms. rules 
and guidelines between the lstana 
and the Government, helped to set 
the stage for a cooperative work- 
ing relationship. The lesson here 
i s  that the lack of overt conflict 
betwen the Cabinet and the lstana 
should not k seen as the former 
being overbearing on the latter, or 
the latter being deferential to the 
former. Context matters. 

SHAPING THE OFFICE 
Given the apparent tense relation- 
ship between tbe Cowmment and 
President Ong, which only came to 
public attention at the end of the 
latter's term, President Nathan's 
tenure has helped to put the  la- 
tionship on an wen keel. 

In his 12 years, the lstana has 
helped developed the norms and 
accumulate valuable experience in 
the working of the EP institution. 
With the custodial functions of 
the EP fairly well established by 
now, Mr Nathan can take credit 
as a key hand in the development 
of the detailed rules and proce- 
dures to optional ise  the offlce's 
functions. 

The drawdown of past re- 
sems in 2009, m help tide Sin- 
gapre through its worst reces- 
don since independe~ce, is a good 
case in paint. It was Mr Nathan's 
decision in Rbruacy 2009 to s u p  
port the Government's decision 
to use our past reserves to fund 
the SM.9 billion needed for two 
special schemes, one to help saw 
fobs and the other to ease credit 
for businesses. 

This was an example of how 
the EP, as a check-and-balance 
institution, does not necessar- 

I I ~  detract from working with the 
Government for the common god. 

President Nathan also initi- 
ated the President's ChaIIenge in 
2000 lo enmurag Singaporeans 
from all walks of life to help the 
less forh~nate among us. This was 
initially a month-long campaign 
but it has now, in parcnershSp with 
Singaporeans and the charity sec- 
tor, become a year-long commu- 
nitydriwn charity campaign. So 
far, it has raised more than Sf100 
million for beneficiaries who range 
from needy chitdren and famities 
to the elderly and the disabled. 

Mr Nathan's support for the 
teaching, social work and nursing 
professions is also an a m p l e  of 
how the EP can use the influence of 
the lstana to pmidemuch-need4 
remgnition and encouragement to 
such groups. 

mEU5Tw@wt5 
Unlike the courts whkh can ex- 
plain its decisions through judg- 
ments, the EP has no such temurse. 
The office has been criticised, and 
some of the most strident and 
unfair criticisms were articulated 
during the Presidential. Election, 
This is unfair nut onfy to Mt Nathan 
but also the institution. 

tn his amicable manner, on 
July l, whenannoPmdng him decision 
not to seek meleaion, President 
Nathan said: "If1 haw fallen short, 1 
would like the -people of Singapore 
m k I l o w t b a t ~ h r s o t h f o r  
l a c k o f e f f O r r o r m ~ t . l h a v e  
biedrodomybeaNodoubtIhaw 
earned my fair share of crMcism. 
~newhotWonpubIkrespom- 
sibilitie has to expea that. 

'I have taken such comments 
-whether made dimly or via so- 
cial media - as made in g m l  con- 
science, and well-intended." He did 
not choose to be overly defensive 
of his term. His to-be-published 
memoirs will help us haw? a better 

understanding of the office. 
hdr President brings a differ- 

ent value proposition to the table, 
and @Resident qmaes within 
the context of his tern. Mr Nath- 
an certainly did not see his role 
as being that of a countervailing 
power to the Cabinet Executive 
- nor is that the role prescribed 
m the EP under the Constitution. 

While he sought to we his role 
from the perspective of his consti- 
hltiona t responsibilities. Mr Natb 
an also ensured that the EP did 
not marginalise the fundamental 
purpose t k  institution is design4 
to serve: That of ensuring the sw 
rainability of Singapore's good 
guvemnce. He did so through his 
constructive mlationship with the 
Cabinet 

President Nathan's track 
mmrd of public service should in- 
spi~Shgtporeans to step forward 
and serve. 

In his own words: Wharever 
the Constitution says about the 
powers of &he Elected President. 
and however varied people's p r -  
ceptions of the office may be, ulti- 
rnat:eIy the welfare of our country 
and people depends upon the way 
Singapore is gwerned and admin- 
istered -. 1 believe that if those who 
serve in the Gwernment or any 
other area of public administmttion 
meet the demands of their office 
to the best of their ability, and if 
t h y  show wisdom and integrity 
in looking after the interests of 
Singapore. we can ask no more". 

Certainb:thro~hislonp;m" 
mrasa W worker, M I  m t  
diplomat, Head of State and now, 
the head of a research institute, 
public service has been President 
Nathan's defining d b u t i o n .  . 

Eugene KB Tpn is mhmt 
profemr orlmu clr the Singupfp 

Manqgement Uniwrsity 
schod @Law. 
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