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Headline: When a private indiscretion turns into a very public issue

When a

Mr Michael Palmer had an affair, but he also performed his duties as
Speaker and MP diligently. So why did a personal mistake have to cut
short his public career? Insight weighs the arguments.

By RACHEL CHANG

and TESSA WONG

IN FORMER Speaker of Parlia-
ment Michael Palmer's state-
ment of resignation, one
sentence stands out for its depar-
ture from the contrite tone of
the rest of the text,

In the fifth of the eight-para-
graph text, Mr Palmer said: 1
have performed my duties as
Speaker of Parllament and MP
for Punggol East to the best of
my ability and my actions did
not affect my performance of
those duties.”

That his personal indiscre-
tions had not detracted from
seven s of public service,
which Prime Minister Lee Hsien
I,uong characterised as “tire-
less"”, was emphasised not just
but People's
Party (PAP) leaders as
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MR PALMER'S fall from grace
caps this year's slew of sex scan-
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WP leaders avoided requests
for comment for three weeks
before issuing a terse statement
on the expulsion,

In contrast, Mr Teo carcfully
laid out on Wednesday the
compressed timeline of events
lea g up to Mr Palmer's
resignation: The former Speaker
came to him last Saturday, they
met the Prime Minister on
Sunday, and the resignation was
announced three days later

The party leadership was so
determined for the media not to

get wind of the affair and resigna-
tion first that PAP MPs were noti-
fied of the resignation only an
hour before the media.

“Both Michael Palmer and the
party wanted to show that they
were different,” adds Mr Cheng.
“He took it like a man, rather
than run away.

Some believe that the PAP's
freedom of action was circum-
scribed by the Yaw affair not
because they had to show they
were different, but because they
had to show they were the same.

“Because the WT had already
set this precedent of expelling

white"

Yaw, it set this high standard. So
I'm sure if Michael Palmer had
not offered to r
would have asked him to do it,”
says former Nominated MP Siew
Kum Hong.

But there are
decry this picture of the ruling

ty, arguing that it has always
\»J]k«t the talk of a
party of politicians with
impeccable moral standing
long before the WP had any scats
in Parliament,
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Yew in 1977. While he did not
expect them to be celibate or not
divorce, he would not counte-
nance irresponsible philandering
that came to his attention.
“Anybody who has a paternity
suit against him, he is out and
there will be a by-election,” Mr
Lee !-.ﬂd then.

Says Mr Zulkifli: “We have
long duldcd to expect nothing
h'».s but the highest moral author-
¢ and integrity from our lead-
ers, including in their private
lives.”

He adds that Mr Lee
Yew made that clear.

o 1 without
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Yaw Shin
Leong, PM Lee would have
expected the same from Palm-
er,” Mr Zulkifli says.

For Mominated MP and assist-
ant law professor Eugene Tan,
the Yaw Shin Leong affair mere-
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a very
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Iy made necessary what the PAP
was always inclined to do.

‘It made it imperative for the
PAP to act in the way it did. This
is not to say it would have acted
differently if Yaw didn't
happen,” he says. “Given its
longstanding commitment to
high moral standards for MPs,
what happened was ¢

Plus, they note that » w
was just a new backbenche
ile Mr Palmer, in his role as
Speaker, was the face of the
gapore Parliament and its repre-
sentative at international fora.

That Mr Palmer would allow a
personal indiscretion to put the
prestige of Parliament al risk
also rai: questions about his
fudgment, some have said,

Ironically, the PAP's decisive,
carefully sceipted response to Mr
Palmer's revelation of an affair

Mr Yaw Shin Leong (facing camera) during a Meet-the-Poople Session in February. He was later expelied

requests from the

has prompted questions about
whether there were more serious
breaches that have vet to come
to light.

Blogger Alex Au has urged the
People’s Association and the
Government to make known if
the romantic affair gave rise to a
conflict of interest, an abuse of
power or a breach of confidential-
ity.

In his statement, Mr Palmer
made it a point to state t he
had nmever worked directly with
Ms Ong although they knew
other from their work in
Ris=-Punggol GRC.

1f Mr Palmer had not crossed
1 professional lines, then h
resignation was perhaps unmeces-
sary, Mr Au say
ominated \lT‘ Eugene Tan
also worries that an overly moral-
istic attitude towards personal

indiscretions on the part of pub-
lic figures could do more harm
than good.

“If there's a perception that
going into politics is akin to
going into priesthood, there will
be peaple who might not be com-
fortable with that,” he says. This
could make it harder to attract
people to politics, he adds.

Zero tolerance

THE PAP's founding generation
deed famous for a zero-tol-
mee policy to personal indis
cretion.

Mot for them the social mores
of Continental Europe where
former French president Fran-
cois Mitterrand’s mistress and
illegitimate daughter also had a
state-sponsored security detail.

Rather, the political climate

ram the Warkers Party atte
Ieadership to attend mootings to discuss rumours of an extramarital affair, A Iw-hdinn in Hougang was held i|

here has always been in an
Anglo-Saxon vein where indiscre-
tions cost politicians dearly.

Former deputy prime minister
5. Rajaratnam said in 1988 of
PAP politiclans: “Honesty, moral-
ity, being ashamed... are most
important of all. After that do
brains and ability matter.”

Mr Lee Kuan Yew did not let
personal attachment get in the
way of his promise to remove
MPs who fell short in personal
conduct,

When he found out that
former Cabinet minister Othman
Wok had two wives in the late
1970, he told Mr Othman that if
he could not “solve his personal
problems”, he should net contin-
ue in his work, recounted the lat-
ter in a 1998 interview.

This, to a man Mr Lee would
later credit tearfully for standing
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by him during the communal
troubles before Independence.

Later on, recalls former PAP
MP Wang Kai Yuen, the
approach mu.ncJ slightly to
one where MPs were asked quiet -
Iy to leave the party when their
indiscretions came to light.

But in this age of social
media, ng quietly” is per-
haps no longer an option.

s one PAP MP who spoke
on condition of anonymity: “
don’t know why (Michael Palm-
er) came forward when he did,
but it was probably because he
knew that in this d and age,
there was no way it wouldn't
come out.”

Changing social mores

COME out it did, complete with
creen of intimate text and
e-mail exchanges between Mr
Palmer and his paramour,

The dallance, involving a
holder of high office who was
second in line to succeed the
President, has quickly eclipsed
other political sex scandals and

tlised the nation,
e women - fe Mg artairs

VT o 1 their ide

ties confirmed in the press.
And before this year, the sexi-

est that Singapore ;m[lh: 5 eV

got was a decade in a
bizarre incident that Iuh:m iy
did not even involve sex:

Mon-Constituency MIP and oppe-
sition palitician Steve Chia was
reported to the police in 2003 by
his wife for possessing “sexy”
pictures of their mald.

Tew the immediate aftermath of
Mr Palmer's resignation, a straw
ol The Straits Times conduct -
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m between personal mor-
performance,
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ter had to do with his persor

life, and would not affect their
view of the party,

Residents expressed views
zimilar to those in Hougang
when Mr Yaw was expelled,

Said one 55-year-old house-
wife, who wanted to be known

only as Madam Tan: “It's quite
shocking and very sad, His per-
sonal fife should be separate
from his political carcer; we
should not associate the two b
cause it doesn't mean he can't
do his job well.

Some political vete . ke

Dr Wong Wee Nam, think that
Singaporeans” attitudes towards
personal indiscretion on the part
of public figures is likely to
become more forgiving over
time,

“At this moment, we are
changing. And as the younger
generation replaces the older gen-
eration, over mm. we will think
it ks no big deal.”

But PAP backbenchers sug-
sest that thelr party's zero-loler-
ance approach is one ballasted
by principle, not beholden to the
changing soctal winds,

The * wants to hold itself

a cortain moral s mddard,”
says Ang Mo Kio GRO MP inder-
fit Singh,

“I may be an old-fashioned
chap, but 1 subscribe to this
standard, Thiz is the party 1
want fo be a part of,”

On Wednesda
n slrn ation sigr alled
beliove
mhui.l itself up to a certain mor -
al standard, even if volers may
have forgiven the error of judg-
ment,
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