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Shaping up for a landmark election

The stage is set for a robust contest, where hopefully integrity and voter due diligence will prevail

EUGENE K BTAN

he next two-and-a-half weeks
will keep Singaporeans en-
thralled now that the date for 11th
General Election has been fixed for
May 7. Unlike previous elections,
Singaporeans can expect a majority
of, if not all, seats to be contested.
The Opposition has promised
a better-quality slate of candidates
to help break the one-party domi-
nance of Parliament. The People’s
Action Party (PAP) has staked Sin-
gapore’s and its future on its fourth-
generation leadership renewal, It
has also insisted that the institu-
tional design of our political system
must produce a government with
a clear mandate, demonstrated
through a strong parliamentary
majority, for it to be able to gov-
ern resolutely and decisively in the
long-term interests of Singapore.
Against a backdrop of a grow-
ing income gap, inflation concerns

and increased costs of living, the
campaigning has already started,
albeit unofficially.

It will pick up pace significant-
ly after Nomination Day — next
Wednesday — when we will see
political parties and the candidates
engaging in close-quarters elec-
tioneering.

Singaporeans will be inundat-
ed with various political messages
and appeals, and there will also be
a certain air of festivity to the hus-
tings. Politics will dominate most

_discussions and the consciousness

of Singaporeans.

The nine days of campaigning
— the minimum required by law
— promises to be intensive, pulsat-
ing and engaging. With new media
platforms and mainstream media
seeking to keep pace, Singapore-
ans will have no shortage of news
and analysis. Making sense of the
diverse voices and appeals will be
the key responsibility of each and
every voter.

What are some of the signifi-
cant developments that we should
hope to see in this GE?

First, I hope the PAP will be
bold and slay its sacred cows of
not fielding women or minority
candidates in the Single-Member
Constituencies (SMCs). The last
time the PAP fielded a woman can-
didate and a minority candidate in
single seats was in 1991 and 1988
respectively. It appears to consider
fielding a minority-race woman
in an SMC the least competitive
electoral strategy.

Race and gender should not
matter in how voters make their
choice — if they did, it would point
to the poverty of our multiracial-
ism and meritocracy — and on this
score, the PAP can take the lead
in dispelling prejudices rather
than reinforce stereotypes. As it
is, this GE should see several PAP
teams for GRCs being helmed by
a minority-race minister, while it
is likely to field Ms Grace Fu and
Dr Amy Khor in Yuhua and Hong
Kah North SMCs.

DECORUM AND SCRUTINY
Second, we should maintain a high
level of respect and decorum in

A single vote may not count for much, yet
every vote when put together makes a
difference. Our votes can make our lives
better or worse; they determine the type

of legislators that we put into office and the
quality of our government. As such, voters
need to educate themselves about the issues
and policy platforms of the various parties.

the hustings. By all means, all
parties should campaign vig-
orously and make their policy
platforms known. But we must
not descend into character as-
sassination, mud-slinging,
falsehoods and scare tactics. As
it is, there have been invasive
intrusions into the personal
lives of candidates.

To be sure, any candidate
seeking to be elected into Par-
liament should expect to be
carefully scrutinised by the
electorate — it is about due dili-
gence on the part of voters. But
political parties, whatever their
persuasion, and their support-
ers need to maintain the integ-
rity of the electoral process. The
GE is a battle for votes, but let’s
not make the process an ugly
and farcical one. Ultimately, we
are all rooting for Singapore.

Third, the GE must be
treated as a means to build a
consensus on the type of parlia-
mentary democracy that is best
for Singapore, as much as it is
an end, that of electing the MPs
and forming the government.

A single vote may not
count for much, yet every vote
when put together makes a dif-
ference. Our votes can make
our lives better or worse; they
determine the type of legis-
lators that we put into office
and the quality of our govern-
ment. As such, voters need to
educate themselves about the
issues and policy platforms of
the various parties.

But voters will also have
to assess which political party
will promote both their inter-
ests as well as the common
good. It may well be that one’s
self-interest will not only com-
pete but also conflict with the
common good. If so, each voter
will have to decide — which
should take priority?

AWATERSHED?

Come Polling Day, Singapo-
reans will wait with bated
breath for the results. Barring
a dramatic reversal of fortune
the PAP will form the Govern-
ment, continuing an unbroken
run dating back to 1959. But
will its political hegemony be
threatened?

It may well be that the PAP
could win as many as 86 out
of 87 seats but with a smaller
overall vote share. Under our
“first past the post” electoral
system, whether a political
party wins a seat by a single
ballot or 99.9 per cent of the
votes, the winner takes it all.

Or, the Opposition might
wrestle a GRC or two from the
PAP. If they succeed, then the
GRCis no longer the impregna-
ble fortress for the PAP.

Would it mark the begin-
ning of a viable two-party sys-
tem in Singapore’s democratic
development?

The stage is set for this GE
to be contested robustly. As we
mature as a society, our politi-
cal landscape will inevitably be
more diverse and competitive.
This is when the “how” ques-
tions become more important.
How do we ensure that our po-
litical system remains inclusive
and representative in tandem
with growing democratic as-
pirations — while increasing
Singaporeans’ civic participa-
tion and ownership of govern-
mental processes?

For now, Singaporeans look
forward eagerly to exercising
their most powerful right as a
citizen on May 7, at the ballot
box. m

Eugene K B Tan is assistant
professor of law at the
Singapore Management
University School of Law.
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