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KENNETH PAUL TAN

Singapore in 2015

Regaining Hegemony

ABSTRACT

In 2015, Singaporeans voted in parliamentary elections. The incumbent People’s

Action Party won a landslide victory, in contrast with its performance in the 2011

elections, which had been the worst since Singapore gained independence. The

party successfully reinvented itself as a more left-leaning and responsive party in

government. Its public image improved by its association with Lee Kuan Yew, who

passed away in this jubilee year.

KEYWORDS: 2015 general elections, People’s Action Party, new normal, post-Lee

Kuan Yew Singapore, SG50, Indonesian forest fires

GE2015

In my review of Singapore in 2011 for Asian Survey, I explained the results of
the landmark 2011 general elections (GE2011) in terms of a convergence of
factors that included stronger opposition parties, the role of social media in
a changing electorate, and a ruling People’s Action Party (PAP) that was losing
popularity due to its policy mistakes and arrogant style. In the so-called ‘‘new
normal’’ that followed, the PAP would have to struggle and even reinvent itself
to regain its hegemonic preeminence in a one-party dominant system. In
a review of Singapore in 2014 for Asian Survey, I came tentatively to a con-
clusion that Singapore was edging toward liberal democracy in form and
substance. In retrospect, this conclusion was premature.

Singapore’s general elections on September 11, 2015, saw a dramatic reversal
of the opposition parties’ electoral fortunes. An unexpected surge of support
for the PAP gave it 69.9% of the popular vote, 10 percentage points more
than GE2011. The Workers’ Party (WP), the next-best performing party, won
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12.5%, about the same as in GE2011. However, it lost one of its electoral
constituencies to the PAP and thus also an elected seat in parliament. The
PAP returned to power with 83 out of 89 total parliamentary seats, while the
WP managed to win the remaining six. Of great significance was the fact that
for the first time after several decades, all constituencies were contested.

In my review of Singapore in 2014, I noted that the PAP needed, after
GE2011, to regain lost ground by confronting challenges related to its public
image, public communication, and hot-button policy problems. Having
learned from its mistakes, it would seem that the PAP has successfully de-
ployed policies and initiatives as part of a concerted effort to build momen-
tum toward recapturing a greater share of the popular vote. There were also
several favorable circumstantial factors that could have contributed to the
PAP victory in 2015, including the emotional impact of the much-remarked
death of Singapore’s first prime minister, Lee Kuan Yew, the nation’s jubilee-
year celebrations, and the economic and external climate.

POLICIES

Immigration, public transport, and public housing have been some of the key
policy problems confronting the PAP government. Its liberal immigration
policy since the mid-2000s was the focus of widespread dissatisfaction in the
2011 election. Since then, it has tightened the inflow of foreigners, while
working out ways to mitigate the equally challenging problems of labor and
talent shortage.

Following the 2011 setback, the government took decisive action to deal
with the declining quality of public transportation. This included expanding
the public bus fleet, restructuring the public bus industry, and opening
public bus service contracting to a competitive model. However, Singapor-
eans continued to face the regular prospect of crowded trains and frequent
rail breakdowns, one even occurring only days before polling day. In all of
this frustration, however, the transport minister’s announcement that he
would not run in 2015 might have placated the electorate somewhat.

Even more placating might have been the PAP’s overall policy shift toward
the left. Rising socioeconomic inequality and cost of living were major targets
of opposition criticism, which reinforced the negative image of the PAP
government as an elitist group of highly paid technocrats, insensitive to the
needs of ordinary Singaporeans.
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In GE2011, unhappiness over high public housing prices also worked in the
opposition’s favor. Since then, the government introduced cooling measures
to reduce the price of public housing and stepped up its construction efforts
to increase the supply of new apartments. In June 2013, the Single Singapore
Citizen scheme was expanded to give singles the chance to purchase ‘‘built to
order’’ public housing apartments. Previously, singles had only been entitled
to buy the substantially more expensive apartments in the resale market. In
June 2015, the income ceilings that had restricted eligibility for public housing
apartments were raised. In August 2015, the Fresh Start Housing scheme was
introduced so that families with young children currently staying in public
rental flats would be entitled to purchase subsidized apartments.

In a deeply globalized economy, Singaporeans were increasingly anxious
about wage stagnation and becoming irrelevant in the workforce. The Pro-
gressive Wage Model was introduced in 2012 to help low-income workers
earn better wages and upgrade their skills. In 2014, the Progressive Wage
Incentive scheme was introduced to provide funding for defraying the costs
associated with hiring Progressive Wage Model–compliant service providers.
Announced in 2014 as an integral component of the government’s policies to
increase productivity, the SkillsFuture Initiative provides a comprehensive set
of programs to encourage, facilitate, and subsidize lifelong learning and
education. These programs provide a government-supported pathway for
Singaporeans, at any level of educational certification, to work toward ob-
taining an industry-relevant college degree.

Also in 2014, the PAP government introduced the widely publicized Pio-
neer Generation Package, which was described primarily as a show of grat-
itude for the nation-building contributions of Singapore’s senior citizens.
Around 450,000 Singaporeans qualified for the suite of healthcare and health
insurance benefits and disability assistance schemes.

During the campaign period, the WP attempted to claim moral leadership
by citing how some of the policy proposals from its 2011 election manifesto
had been adopted by the PAP government, particularly in the areas of public
transport, housing, and foreign labor. In an election campaign rally speech, the
WP chairman described the PAP government’s policy ‘‘U-turns’’ in these areas,
underscoring the importance of giving the opposition a strong vote and em-
powering them to push for sound policies in parliament. This interpretation
did not appear to gain popular traction. Led by the prime minister, PAP
candidates took turns systematically refuting these claims.
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PUBLIC IMAGE

Singapore celebrated its 50th year of independence in 2015. Entitled ‘‘SG50,’’
the celebrations ran from mid-2014 to December 2015. A wide variety of
government-sanctioned events, projects, and even branding of mass con-
sumer products were organized under the SG50 banner. The celebrations
afforded ample opportunities for the self-conscious rehearsal of the Singapore
Story, the official nation-building narrative. The triumphs of a PAP-led
Singapore over its turbulent beginnings were a prominent theme, given
sensational treatment especially during the 2015 National Day Parade on
August 9. The jubilee provided opportunities for mass consumption of nos-
talgia as a pleasurable experience of a depoliticized past. It also replenished the
ideological resources for the PAP’s election campaign, with many of its
candidates drawing continuity from these past achievements to the ongoing
necessity of its survivalist mentality and associated mode of governance in
calling on the electorate to vote for the PAP.

On February 5, 2015, Lee Kuan Yew was hospitalized with severe pneu-
monia. He passed away on March 23, at the age of 91. A seven-day period of
national mourning was declared. Lee’s body lay in state from March 25 to 28.
During this period, almost 450,000 visitors paid their last respects, and
crowds lined the streets during his funeral procession on March 29. Foreign
dignitaries from around the world came to pay their last respects. Lee’s death
helped galvanize the electorate’s sentiment toward him, and by extension
toward the party he had led through its formative years.

In a sense, then, GE2015 could be described as Lee Kuan Yew’s last
election, as the PAP candidates sought to draw upon, to varying degrees,
Lee’s leadership and the sentiment evoked across Singapore by his death.
Such an electoral strategy could have backfired had voters come to regard the
current PAP administration as deviating from the values and principles of the
founding generation of leaders. Instead, it would seem that voters’ support for
Lee extended to their support for the PAP.

PUBLIC COMMUNICATION

During the PAP’s campaign, some party candidates paid homage to Lee
Kuan Yew’s rhetorical style and past speeches. One minister, for instance,
likened the elections to buying a new house, an event too important to leave
to chance. In an election rally speech, the prime minister (the late Lee’s son)
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reenacted a line from one of his father’s most impassioned speeches.1 Earlier,
the prime minister had also brought up his father’s legacy during the PAP’s
rally in Tanjong Pagar, which was Lee’s constituency until his death.

Public perception of the WP, on the other hand, could have been hurt by
the PAP’s unrelenting attacks on the WP’s alleged failure to manage their
town council. By harping on the problem, the PAP portrayed the WP as
lacking in competence and integrity, which made it seem unsuitable for
governing Singapore. The WP maintained that these attacks only demon-
strated more urgently the need for more checks and balances in Singapore.
However, doubts had already been cast in the minds of the voters.

In GE2011, the opposition parties and their supporters had the first-mover
advantage against the PAP in the realm of social media. By GE2015, both
sides appeared to be on a more equal footing. Both the PAP and the oppo-
sition candidates got ‘‘trolled’’ equally during GE2015.

The PAP seemed to have improved its communication skills since GE2011.
In 2012, the government launched Our Singapore Conversation (OSC),
a year-long national-level public engagement exercise that reached out to
47,000 Singaporeans through hundreds of face-to-face forum discussions.
Unlike previous exercises of this kind, OSC was designed to facilitate citizen
engagement on a peer-to-peer level and in an open-ended way. The discus-
sions yielded a list of core values and aspirations, which subsequently
informed some policy changes. OSC might have given the electorate the
impression that the PAP government was listening to them, and the policy
changes suggested that their views mattered.

THE ECONOMY

Singapore has always been highly dependent on the fortunes of the global
economy. Distant economic rumblings, particularly in China, and the insipid
performance of the domestic economy may have influenced the electorate to
vote more conservatively during GE2015. China sharply devalued its currency
in mid-August, causing large losses in stock markets worldwide, particularly
in Asia. Singapore’s bourse was badly affected, with the stock market crashing
almost 3%, reflecting the impact of Singapore’s dense connections to China’s

1. Janice Heng, ‘‘‘We Are Not the Bosses of Singapore . . . We Are the Trustees’,’’ Straits Times,
September 9, 2015.
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economy. China’s stock market crisis has had far-reaching effects on stock
markets and economies worldwide, heightening fears of the tipping of the
global economy toward a major recession.

Singapore’s domestic economic situation remained generally gloomy in
the months leading up to GE2015. A contracting manufacturing sector and
a flagging services sector caused the economy to miss growth expectations in
the second quarter. This poor performance raised fears of a technical reces-
sion, prompting official economic growth estimates to be revised downwards
to 2%–2.5% prior to the elections.

FOREIGN AFFAIRS

The PAP made external issues a conspicuous theme of its campaign messag-
ing. For instance, the prime minister talked about how being responsive to
global and regional issues is a ‘‘fundamental reality for a ‘little red dot’.’’2 This
language of vulnerability, reinforced by constant headlines made by global
terrorist activities, also pervaded the official media coverage of GE2015. An
article in the Straits Times on the key election issues referred to a ‘‘threate-
ning . . . global financial storm’’ and ‘‘dark clouds’’ that required the PAP
government as a ‘‘stable pair of hands’’ to ‘‘successfully navigate.’’3 These
messages had the effect of making the electoral mood more conservative and
potentially less receptive to the opposition parties’ urging for change.

Speaking at the launch of the PAP’s 2015 General Election Manifesto on
August 29, the prime minister cited the then-upcoming Bersih rally in Ma-
laysia, and the spillover political and security issues it might engender, as an
example of the many challenges facing Singapore. These developments across
the causeway were woven into the PAP’s political narrative of national vul-
nerability that requires a strong PAP government to protect Singaporeans.

Starting in early September 2015, severe air pollution, in the form of a dense
smoke haze, enveloped Southeast Asia. For several decades, the haze has been an
annual transboundary environmental problem emanating from forest fires on
the Indonesian islands of Sumatra and Kalimantan. These forest fires are mainly
caused by slash-and-burn agricultural practitioners taking advantage of the dry
monsoonal season. The 2015 haze was one of the most severe on record, in part

2. Lee Hsien Loong, ‘‘National Day Rally 2015 Speech,’’ ITE Headquarters and College Central,
August 23, 2015.

3. ‘‘10 issues for GE 2015,’’ Straits Times, August 26, 2015.
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due to the severity of the El Niño–triggered regional drought. Singapore was one
of the countries badly affected by the haze, with a spike in haze-related medical
expenses, a general loss of productivity, and other detrimental impacts and
disruptions. Tourism, retail, and conferencing were among those economic
sectors badly affected. The unhealthy air quality led to the cancellation of some
events of the 2015 FINA Swimming World Cup. It also caused the Ministry of
Education to make the unprecedented decision to close schools country-wide on
September 25. The country’s Pollutant Standards Index reached the ‘‘very
unhealthy’’ and ‘‘hazardous’’ levels numerous times, with the average air quality
staying in the ‘‘unhealthy’’ range throughout September and October.

Singapore’s attempts to persuade Indonesia to impose stronger measures
against the parties responsible for causing the haze have thus far met with limited
success. They have sometimes strained the warm relations shared by the two
countries. Indonesian Vice President Jusuf Kalla, for instance, asked Singapore
to stop complaining about the haze and offer forest-fire-fighting assistance
instead, ignoring the way his own government had flip-flopped over accepting
Singapore’s prior offers of help. He also pointed to Singaporean companies as
among those responsible for starting the forest fires in Indonesia. In 2013, an
Indonesian minister described Singaporeans as ‘‘children’’ in a ‘‘tizzy’’ over the
haze.4 These and numerous other similar instances were likely to have reinforced
the impression among the Singaporean electorate that a strong Singaporean
government would be necessary to deal with Indonesia’s recalcitrance.

THE END OF THE NEW NORMAL?

In GE2015, the PAP appeared to have successfully relegitimized its claims to
authority through its new set of left-leaning policies, which served double duty
as both an expression of the less dogmatic and elitist direction of a reinvented
PAP, and a demonstration of the PAP’s high policymaking performance. The
external environment continued to present economic and security threats to
a vulnerable Singapore, reinforcing the key message of the Singapore Story,
whose impact was heightened by the death of Lee Kuan Yew in an important
jubilee year. The reestablishment of a resilient one-party dominant system,
with the PAP firmly in power, seems to have put an end to the new normal.

4. ‘‘Indonesia’s Vice-President Jusuf Kalla Criticises Neighbours for Grumbling about Haze,’’
Straits Times, March 5, 2015.
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