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New handbook puts focus on poverty 
Book compiles research, policy ideas 
by experts on the issue here 
By CHARISSA YONG 

POVERTY is a problem in Singa­
pore that is under-appreciated, 
said panellists at a discussion this 
week on the subject and issues of 
inequality. 

"Poverty is well-hidden be­
cause we have such wonderful 
Housing Board flats but, some­
times, many things happen be­
hind closed doors and are not evi­
dent to people," said Lien Founda-

tion chairman Laurence Lien. 
To equip more Singaporeans 

with the knowledge to understand 
and debate these issues, the Lien 
Centre for Social Innovation 
launched a handbook on Tuesday. 

The 83-page book is a compila­
tion of research and policy ideas 
on the issues raised over the years 
by 30 experts and academics. 

It can soon be downloaded 
from www.lcsi.smu.edu.sg. 

As there is no official definition 

of poverty in Singapore, the panel­
lists said the poor are people who 
struggle to meet such basic daily 
needs as food, rent and transport. 

Mr Yeoh Lam Keong, former 
chief economist of GIC sovereign 
wealth fund, estimates between 
110,000 and 140,000 of Singapo­
rean households fall into the 
group. 

The Government provides 
three main permanent schemes 
for the needy. 

One is the Public Assistance 
programme that gives social aid to 
about 3,000 of the poorest house­
holds. 

Another is the Workfare 
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scheme that supplements the in­
come of about 480,000 low-wage 
workers. 

And from early next year, the 
Silver Support programme will 
give cash payouts for life to about 
150,000 of the poorest among the 
elderly. 

The recent government mea­
sures were acknowledged by the 
experts. But more can be done, 
they added, urging the Govern­
ment to give more detailed data 
on poverty. 

For example, official data tend 
to be sorted by income level and 
housing type, but could be further 
sorted by specific neighbour-

hoods, said the book's authors. 
With more data, more studies 

can be done, said Mr Lien. He not­
ed that studies on the mental bur­
den financial stress places on the 
poor have been done in countries 
such as the United States and In­
dia, but not in Singapore. 

But panellist and Institute of 
Policy Studies senior research fel­
low Gillian Koh said the onus to 
act is not on Government alone. 

Individuals, communities and 
civil society can also play a part in 
tackling poverty, she added. 

For example, some social be­
haviour just cannot be mandated 
by law. Social welfare groups can 

step in and say, encourage men to 
transfer some of their Central 
Provident Fund savings to their 
non-working wives, she said. 

But to do so, these groups need 
more data, said Mr Tim Oei of the 
Asian Women's Welfare Organisa­
tion. 

It can help find solutions for 
the deeper causes behind poverty. 

"The debate on poverty is not 
just about experts deciding what 
poverty thresholds are. Citizens al­
so need to participate," said Mr 
Lien. "This is the start of conver­
sations on what else needs to be 
done." 
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