
Speaking after or even before Devan is always a 

formidable proposition. In fact shoring the same platform 

with a veteran and a very accomplished speaker is both an 

honour and an ordeal. The latter being that porkmarks and 

pimples get magnified and good points if any, get overlooked. 

There is one of three ways to got get of such a predicament: 

- tell a very dirty joke to got laughter; 

- deal with a topical issue with tremendous aplomb 

to get attention; or 

- make the speech very short in order to receive 

some appreciation from the audience. 

Telling a very dirty joke in such a distinguished 

company is out of the question, otherwise this restaurant's 

licence may be revoked by the Ministry of Culture. 

The second option of dealing with a subject in a 

becoming manner is not something one can cock up or place an 

order for at short notice; you either have the panache or you 

don't, Since I am not suitably attired for any song and dance 

act tonight, I shall have to give this option the miss. 

I am therefore left with the third choice of asking a 

very short speech, This suits me fine and shall be my way out 

of the spot, 
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Much has been said and written about the relationship 

between the NTUC and the PAP Government. This makes it even 

more compelling why my speech has to be short. I shall there- 

for devote my response to Devan's speech to just one point. 

The question has often been asked - "Which side has 

more to gain from a close relationship between the NTUC and 

the trade unions on the one hand and the PAP Government on the 

other?" I" other words, does it mean that one party can gain 

from such a relationship only at the expense of the other? 

Is this a zero-sum game? Does one side have to sacrifice 

basic principles in order to benefit the other? The answer to 

all these questions is resounding and a definite "No". 

I do not propose to trace the genesis of the NTUC-PAP 

link and the subsequent development of this relationship, and 

how it has contributed towards the well-being of our workers 

and our nation during the past 20 years. The annals of 
Singapore will lay out very clearly, much clearer than what 
I can hope to achieve over a dinner speech, the way in which 

NTUC and its affiliates have contributed towards our national 

achievements; and how trade unions have thrived and grown 

from strength to strength as a result of the cooperation 

between union and PAP leaders. 

It has been said recently that the present generation 

of PAP leaders in government have a soft spot for labour. 

This is as it ought to be. After all, the PAP came into power 

with the total and unflinching support of the workers and 

their unions. It was with the commitment of our workers to- 

wards national development that has brought out people success 

and prosperity. I" short there was complete trust and CO- 

operation between the workers and the PAP. 

Doubts were cast as to whether the next generation of 

political leaders will be equally concerned with the interests 

and welfare of workers. Such apprehension is valid but at the 

saw time the question is also rheterical in our context of a 

freely elected democratic socialist government. Let me try 

and put it in another way. 

The needs and ...../3. 
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The needs and aspirations of workers must be given 
serious consideration by any government in its plan for 

economic and social development. In fact this is a condition 
for the success of any political party which aims at staying 

in power or attaining power. This means that a government or 

a political party which goes out of its way to ignore the 

reasonable demands of workers does so at its own peril. The 

reason for this is simple. 

Workers are also nationals and they form the major 

part of the electorate. Ignoring the basic and level-headed 

demands of the electorate will be political folly. Here, let 

me hasten to add that a government which allows itself to be 

beleaguered by powerful and militant unions will soon run cut 

of hand-out and find itself out on a limb before long. That 

government will not last long either. The crux of the issue 

is that a sensible balance must be struck. 

Hence there is no question of the next generation of 

political leaders being unmoved or deliberately disregarding 

the aspirations or problems of the unions and workers. The 

fact that they did not have the opportunities which earlier 

political lenders had of growing up with the unions is not a 

tenable excuse for not understanding the needs of our workers. 

The question then really is how can the younger political 

leaders understand the problems of the unions? Or putting it 

another way, how can workers get across to the political 

lenders their problems and hopes in the most effective way? 

One way in of course for workers, and unions to 

demonstrate openly through various neons, bath fair and foul, 

their thinking on certain basic issues. Strikes can be 

organised, campaigns can be mounted, and slogans can be mouthed 

to get the attention of the powers that be. This is obviously 

a very effective way of getting unions' views across. Those 

with vivid memories of the 1950s and the early 60s can surely 

testify to this fact.. 

However we are now in a different ball-game from the 

one we were in during the '50s. We no longer need to fight 

for independence nor demonstrate against the gross injustice 

of a ...../4. 






