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Promotng Racial and Religious Harmony Through Legislaton

1. Mdm Presiden, ehnic and religious harmony has been a undamenal objecve in he
governance o Singapore since our independence in 1965. We have consisenly emphasised and
celebraed ha we are a mul-racial, mul-culural and mul-religious sociey. This is despie
ha our populaon is in ac overwhelmingly consued o one race. 74% o our populaon is
Chinese, 13% Malay, 9% Indian and 3% Eurasian and ohers. Our Consuon enshrines he
undamenal principle omeriocracy, ha all Singaporeans can progress and be rewarded based
on individual meri, and ha no one is discriminaed on he basis o race, language and religion.

2. Our Consuon and laws also ensure he proecon ominories. A he highes level, we have
inter alia, provision o ensure ha he Presiden comes rom a dieren race over me; he
Presidenal Council or Minoriy Righs ha scrunises Bills passed by Parliamen beore he
Presiden provides her assen, and he Mainenance o Religious Harmony Ac and he
upcoming Mainenance o Racial Harmony Ac ha criminalise acons ha sr up hared
amongs our ehnic and religious groups, bu which also provide or rehabiliaon o such
individuals.

3. However, aside rom Consuonal devices and laws o ake acon agains divisive behaviour,
Singapore has also made signican eor o ensure inclusiveness and inegraon amongs our
communies hrough public housing. 85% o our populaon lives in public housing and he
Ehnic Inegraon Policy prescribes ha every aparmen block, and we have abou welve
housand o hese blocks, mus be made up o roughly he same rao as he naonal ehnic
rao. The eec o his is ha in every single public housing block in Singapore here will be
persons o all races living ogeher in ha block. So every public housing block is a microcosm o
Singapore.

4. Why have we done his? Firs, we waned o ensure ha all he races o Singapore inerac on a
daily basis wih each oher. Our view was ha in order or us o build srong relaons beween
our dieren races, i was imporan or hem o see each oher and o alk o each oher.
Second, and relaed o he rs poin, we waned o preven ehnic enclaves, where people o
he same ehnic or religious group lived ogeher, as his could promoe insulariy and such
groups could become separae. Third, wihin each neighbourhood, we also buil religious and
communiy buildings so ha he realiy o being in a mul-religious, mul-culural sociey is
emphasised every day. In every Singapore neighbourhood, here are mosques, churches and
Taois, Buddhis and Hindu emples. In every Singapore neighbourhood, a hawker cenres and
shopping cenres, you will nd halal ood or our Muslim residens and vegearian opons or
Buddhiss and Hindus. Fourh and imporanly, our children and young people go o schools in
hese neighbourhoods so a he very sar o heir educaon, hey are ineracng wih people o
dieren races and religions, and hey grow up ogeher.

5. This o course, was no an easy policy o implemen and o mainain. I has been described as an
“auhoriarian” policy. There have also been issues ha have arisen rom he policy. For
example, in order o mainain he ehnic balance, some minoriy aparmen owners may be
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allowed o sell heir aparmens only o oher minories, and because his becomes a closed
marke, he prices o hese aparmens have become slighly higher. Bu he governmen has
sepped in wih a buyback scheme, where he governmen can purchase aparmens rom
minories and resell hem amarke rae o oher minoriy buyers. This helps wih he
aordabiliy o he aparmens.

6. The governmen has been seadas in mainaining and where necessary, modiying his policy
a signican eor and cos. Bu alhough his is admitedly Singapore’s mos inrusive social
policy, i has urned ou o be our greaes srengh. Sudies have shown ha he Ehnic
Inegraon Policy has been exremely successul in promong racial and religious harmony,
osering undersanding amongs our dieren culural groups and prevenng segregaon. Polls
have also shown ha our populaon srongly suppors our inegraon policies.

7. O course, his model has worked or Singapore, and imay no be ranserable o oher
counries, which have dieren socio-polical characers. Bu i demonsraes ha in order o
build inclusiviy, promoe peaceul co-exisence and o gh inolerance, governmens and
parliamens mus have he polical will o enac laws and implemen policies ha have a real
impac on he ground. We can recie Unied Naons Declaraons, we can speak o lofy
Consuonal ideals and aspiraons, hese are o course imporan, bu as legislaors our
disnc role is o ranslae hese goals and aspiraons ino laws and policies hamake a real
dierence in he lives o our cizens.

8. In Singapore we have implemened a whole myriad o laws and policies o oser racial and
religious harmony, including he Ehnic Inegraon Policy or our public housing. Bu despie all
hese eors, we do rom me o me have racis incidens or hose ha hur religious eelings.
This underscores or us ha despie he srong racial and religious relaons we have buil in
Singapore, ha building inclusiviy is an unending projec and needs consan work rom our
governmen, our parliamen and our people.

9. Upon Singapore’s independence, our ounding Prime Miniser Mr Lee Kuan Yew said: “We are
going o have a mul-racial naon in Singapore. We will se he example. This is no a Malay
naon, his is no a Chinese naon, his is no an Indian naon. Everybody will have his place,
equal. Language, religion, culure.” This was he lofy goal se down a he birh o our naon.
Bu is was nomerely a hialun proclamaon. Over he ve decades o our independence, we
have enaced laws and pu in place policies o ry o achieve his in realiy. To a large exen we
have succeeded, bu we connue o be vigilan agains divisive orces ha can hreaen o ear
apar he social abric o our naon, and we connue o evolve our laws and policies o deal
wih changing circumsances. We do his because we know ha our social harmony is hard
bough, and ha i is ragile.

10. Bu we connue o work a i, in he hope ha one day, we can creae in all our people he
naural impulse o say ha, you may look dieren rom me, you may sound dieren rom me,
you may do hings dierenly rom me, bu despie all hese dierences, you are yemy siser
and you are yemy broher.

11. Thank you Mdm Presiden.


