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The merits of an
unfinished city
Singapore is a global city, says the don who
coined the term, but it has to resist the urge to
plan everything and perhaps focus more on
improving the social order to be more resilient

By CHEONG SUK-WAI
SENIOR WRITER
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ROM being most liveable to being most future-ready, Singapore
has been making it into
the Top Ten lists of the
world’s exemplary cities regularly
in recent years.
“That is quite amazing in a
world with so many large rich
countries,” says sociologist Saskia
Sassen, 64, who is one of the foremost scholars of globalisation,
and who famously coined the
term “global city”.
Singapore is right up there
with London, New York and
Tokyo because it has all the infrastructure that global firms and
households want, from well-built
environments to a respected legal
system, she says in an e-mail interview ahead of her visit here tomorrow to speak at, among others, the Lee Kuan Yew (LKY) Centre for Innovative Cities.
“Crucially,” she notes, “Singapore is a space with many global
intersections, you never know
who you might run into there.”
To her, a global city is one
which allows the world’s capitalists – bankers, brokers or businessmen – to tap the wealth of a
country for profits which they can
then use to further their ambitions globally.
Many have credited Singapore’s ability to become a global
city in less than 50 years to city
planners’ attention to details.
Indeed, as former prime minister Lee Kuan Yew revealed in an
interview reprinted in this newspaper last Saturday, he and his colleagues made sure that living here
was as convenient, clean, incorruptible, all-inclusive and green
as possible.
What matters most, according
to Prof Sassen, is that Singapore
is a “working state that ensures
widespread prosperity” by “ensuring a large modest middle class
and a large business sector of medium-sized modest profit-making
firms”. That approach is “the best
formula” for a balanced, generally
prosperous economy.
The challenge for Singapore
now, ironically, is to resist the
urge to continue planning its city
too comprehensively, she says.
“For a city to be dynamic and
exciting,” she stresses, “it has to
remain complex and incomplete;
it cannot be fully planned.”
That is because a very important cog in her idea of a global city

is that it is not only an economic
engine for fat cats to make big
money, but also a wide window in
which all folk “can execute their
life projects” by innovating constantly and exchanging ideas and
opportunities with everyone from
everywhere else.
For example, immigrants in a
city learn to set up various enterprises to survive. Gay people feel
freer in a city, as they are often
persecuted in smaller communities.
Prof Sassen has visited Singapore more than four times in her
career. Her first trip here was in
2006, when the Monetary Authority of Singapore invited her to
speak to its staff on how Singapore could be made “a major,
well-rounded city”.
Then last year at a World Economic Forum pow-wow in Dubai,
she met Singapore’s Ambassadorat-Large Chan Heng Chee, who also chairs the LKY Centre For Innovative Cities, and Prof Chan said
to “let her know” whenever she
was in Singapore.
But while Prof Sassen has studied statistics on Singapore, she
has never advised, or been consulted by, any entity.
“I never function as a consultant because it’s too constraining,”
she says. “I do my advising, so to
speak, via large public lectures –
much more fun!”
All told, she says she doesn’t
know Singapore well enough to be
prescriptive about what it can do
to plan less and loosen up more.
But she does have pointers on
what cities, and their respective
national governments, should and
should not do to be more resilient.

The smart way
to be a smart city
FIRST, she says, a city should not
“over-technologise” like, say,
South Korea’s Songdo International Business District, which is
chock-a-block with such smart
tools as radar-tracked cars and biosensors. “The more smart technology you pump into a building,
the more that building will become obsolete quickly,” she
points out, adding that a hallmark
of a well-built city is that it outlives kingdoms and empires.
Instead, she says, a genuinely
smart city would tap advanced
technologies largely, though not
exclusively, so that it can function
as an “open-source system”, or
one which enables resources to be
redistributed freely for everyone’s
benefit. For example, a city would
be really smart if those managing
it could gather feedback from
dwellers and then make that freely available to anyone to crunch
and create apps that, say, show
you the fastest ways from your

home to work during rush hour.
Nor is being “smart” solely
about harnessing IT. For example,
treating concrete walls with bacteria that create calcium deposits
that seal off greenhouse gas emissions may well be the smartest
way to purify cities and make
them more resilient.

Improve social conditions
SECOND, the national governments of cities should focus
squarely on improving social conditions, such as by owning and
providing better public transport
and schools, instead of making national security, military build-ups
and political power grabs their
top priorities.
In fact, she points out, obsessing about national security can actually have everyone in cities feeling insecure.
Most critically, governments
need to work harder to improve social conditions to restore social order, which is being distorted by a
growing number of “mass elites”
who earn ever higher proportions
of the national income.
For example, she notes, the
1980 Census of New York showed
that the top 1 per cent of employed New Yorkers enjoyed 12
per cent of all the earnings generated by New York in 1979. By
2010, however, that top 1 percentile was enjoying 44 per cent of
New York’s total earnings.
“That is an unhealthy capacity
for inequality,” says Prof Sassen.
“The Occupy movement is contesting this type of society”. This
is a society where “the physicists
who develop the algorithms that
produce the enormous trading
profits” help create a powerful
but expensive city in New York,
driving up prices so that ordinary
working folk like firemen and
teachers have a hard time living in
it. “And what would happen to
the city if these essential workers
cannot live in it anymore?”
Perhaps the most unsettling
symptom of the rise of these elites
is the super-prime housing market, in which a house costs at
least US$8 million (S$10 million)
in Dubai and Shanghai and
US$18.9 million in Hong Kong,
London and Monaco.
“The basic concept of this market is as old as wealth,” she muses, referring to the prime luxury
housing market. But in the last
decade, this market has gained its
own momentum, and even continued to grow, crisis or no crisis.
Selling such properties to super-rich foreigners is not “a great
way of taking in foreign investment because it creates the wrong
kind of pressure on housing markets in cities and, in the end,
hurts the modest middle class”.
So she notes that while the middle class is usually most content
with the status quo, the
downgrading of their quality of
life by these elites now has them
increasingly taking to the streets
in protest. “Now that the middle
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Prof Sassen on...
How she settled on her idea of the global city
“With the emergent global economy in the
1990s, there was a sharp growth in global
cities, which indicated that the global city
was not simply about being at the top, but
rather being a frontier where national
economic cultures encounter more
standardised global rules and actors.”
What all major global cities have in common
“Too much admiration and a desire for
foreign professionals, and too little
recognition of working-class migrants.”
Why it does not help to stress how competitive one’s
city is
“Because that only strengthens the hands of
big corporations, who can then say, ‘Give me
tax breaks or I’m going to another city’
(when actually) most big corporations need
to operate in several cities.”
The one component that is needed in current politics
“Less politics and greater attention to social
conditions.”
Why the Occupy movement is here to stay
“This is not old-style politics of
demonstration, where you demonstrate for a
day and it is a sort of carnival. Occupying is
about making mostly social capacities.”
How effective Occupy has been
“It has not worked, and it’s getting worse for
large sectors of young middle-class people
because... they have been heard by the
world, but they have not become
empowered.”

class is getting impoverished and
the Occupy movement has taken
off, it now has a reason for fighting for its claims. Let’s see what
happens.”

Don’t get caught
in the city rat race
THIRD, she says a city should not
get caught up in the race to outdo
its competitors because all global
cities have different strengths and
specialities. For example, “if you
are Boeing and want to enter the
global knowledge economy, you
do not go to New York; you go to
Chicago which knows about large
logistics”.
This Dutch-American don
knows all these differentiations
only too well, having distinguished herself through her long,
deep and extensive research into
how globalisation is changing how
all layers of society live. For instance, she took nine years to research her seminal book, The Global City.
She is a much-lauded academic
at Columbia University and, in
2011, she was also named one of
Foreign Policy magazine’s Top
100 global thinkers.
While many think globalisation
is about taking things out of one’s
country to the world, Prof Sassen
says that the form of globalisation
that is most affecting everyone’s
lives is when national governments incorporate into their national laws and policies the needs
and wants of big corporations and
international organisations.
She calls this process “denationalisation”, or “global norms
dressed in the clothing of the national”. She thinks it’s something
to watch closely if everyone is to
understand how and why her
standard of living is improving or,
in most cases, deteriorating.
This is the other global spread,
she says, quite unlike the more apparent mass consumerism in
which the same brand names are
available worldwide.
She says: “This other version
of globalisation is anchored in the
country, instead of one that
leaves it to become a global preference like a Gucci bag, that floats
above it all.”
suk@sph.com.sg

Singapore’s efforts to reverse the trend of its greying, shrinking workforce
hold lessons for Hong Kong which faces similar challenges, says Professor Paul Yip.

HK should look to S’pore for tips on population policy

S

INGAPORE and Hong
Kong share similar population characteristics: a
rapidly ageing population and very low fertility rates. Both worry about the negative impact of a shrinking workforce with an ageing society.
However, the way the two governments are responding to the
challenges is very different. Singapore has been trying to divert the
course of its population development to a desirable direction
whereas Hong Kong’s last administration just wasted time so that society is ill-prepared. Right now,
Hong Kong is still wrestling with
the problem of milk powder supplies and parallel traders, and has
yet to develop an integrated approach to enable the population to
grow stronger and better.
The Singapore government recently released a White Paper on a
sustainable population. It gives
clear goals and directions with
measurable, specific tasks to
make Singapore a liveable, lively
city. Its officials understand the
importance of the family as the basic block to build a healthy and
harmonious society. They have

fostered a pro-family culture by
investing resources with the support of community stakeholders,
so that starting and raising a family is easier for the younger generation than it is in Hong Kong.
The
Parenthood
Priority
Scheme gives priority allocation
for public housing to eligible married couples with children. There
are measures to help working couples balance work and family commitments. Fathers will get one
week of government-paid paternity leave, compared to the three
days in Hong Kong that the business sector is still somewhat reluctant to accept. Singapore also provides six days of paid child-care
leave per year per parent with a
child under the age of seven.
The Singaporean method has
been criticised as unhelpful, given
that its fertility rate still remains
low. But it would probably be
even lower without these measures. In fact, the number of children per married woman in Singapore – two – is higher than Hong
Kong’s 1.6.
The Singapore government also realises the importance of building a strong, high-quality work-

force. It has pledged that, by
2030, two-thirds of Singaporean
workers will hold professional,
managerial, executive or technical
positions, up from half at present.
Young people will have more opportunities and choices; the aim is
to increase the percentage of
young people with publicly funded university entry places each
year from the current 27 per cent
to 40 per cent in 2020. The figure
is only 18 per cent in Hong Kong,
and the recent policy address
made no mention of any increase.
Singapore is also strategic in
identifying potential migrants
who can contribute to the economy. It provides scholarships to
promising students from other
countries. It has also diversified
its industry, developing high-value-added emerging sectors, for example, in biomedicine, advanced
electronics and green energy.
Hong Kong remains complacent
with its high growth in gross domestic product, milking an unsustainable property market and a
very unbalanced tourist industry,
with the majority of visitors coming from the mainland.
Growth remains limited even

in the established industries, such
as the financial and service sectors, whereas Singapore has
moved fast to change. Officials
from the Lion City have remained
alert, whereas complacency or inertia can be found in many sectors
of the Hong Kong government. I
have no doubt that Singapore will
meet its targets. Hong Kong,
meanwhile, wastes precious time
on filibustering in the legislature.
Singapore has the vision and
commitment to make its population sustainable. But this vision is
not without its problems; the influx of immigrants has already
caused concern and bringing in
yet more, as the White Paper proposes, would certainly arouse public anger. The ruling party’s loss
of vote share in the 2011 General
Election was a wake-up call for
the government to pay more attention to the well-being of the community.
Development is often measured by economic indicators. Yet
studies have shown that wealth
does not necessarily equate to happiness, especially when it is not
shared by everyone. Hong Kong
may enjoy a higher GDP than Sin-

gapore, but are Hong Kongers doing better? I doubt it.
Of course, adopting Singapore-style measures in Hong
Kong would be naive; some simply do not apply. But it is important that the Hong Kong government has the vision and commitment to take the lead and work
with the community to tackle population challenges.
There is so much “protectionism” in every corner of Hong
Kong. Business communities are
reluctant to introduce more
pro-family policies, as they worry
about the cost. Unionists are reluctant to accept foreign workers to
mitigate labour shortages in some
industries, leading to delays in
completing projects. Students,
fearing competition, complain of
too many foreign students in the
universities. Mistrust between legislators and government officials
affects the efficiency of the administrative system. Simply put,
Hong Kong is not moving forward.
Singapore is taking Hong
Kong’s graduates; two of my
former doctoral students are now
working in Singapore. One is mar-

ried to a Singaporean and will
have a baby soon. She reckons Singapore is more receptive to migrant Putonghua speakers. The living environment is much better in
terms of space and air quality. Of
course, Hong Kong has its own attractions, but these need to be nurtured.
Population policy is an important issue. But it was very much
neglected during the seven years
of Mr Donald Tsang’s administration.
Let’s hope the present government takes the matter seriously
and Chief Secretary Carrie Lam,
along with other policy secretaries, receives the support needed
to make Hong Kong sustainable
and liveable.
Community understanding and
support are absolutely essential.
We need focused and effective action and we need it now. Attitudes need to change because, at
the end of the day, population policy involves and affects everyone.
The writer is a professor of social work
and social administration at the
University of Hong Kong. This piece was
published in South China Morning Post
on Feb 7.

