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This year we Singaporeans can look back on 25 years of
remarkable economic and social progress of our nation. Just like
other Singaporeans, Indian Singaporeans have also made progres: .
Economic growth has filtered down to all Indians ~ to those who

are unskilled or have only rudimentary skilis.

over the last 25 years. Though no hard statistics are men
to back this general observation, what is offered as evide
the fact that there are fewer Indians today, compared to 25
ago, 1in the upper echeions of the professions (medi

engineering, law and civil service).

Student enrolment in the National University of Singapore

(NUS) shows that there are fewer Indians in the University than

the proportion of Indians in the population. In the academic
year 1990-1991, Indians made up 4.3 per cent of the total number
of students as against 6.5 per cent of the population as a whole

Student enrolment by faculties shows an even more disturbing
picture. For example, Indians made up only 2.8 per cent in the

Engineering Faculty, 1.6 per cent in Architectural/Building, 2.2
per cent in Business Administration, 3.3 per cent in Science and
3.7 per cent 1in Medicine. Indian enrolment was high 1in

Arts/Social Science, 7 per cent; and Law, 9.6 per cent. This
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means that Indian talent which is already scarce, is either being
directed into fields where Indians are already over-represented
or that Indian talent 1s on the average not good enocugh to gain

admission into the hard sciences or business subjects.

In my casual discussion of this subject with Indians, I

number who think that this state of affairs is

find a surprising
due to some discrimination against Indians. Unless Indians face

up to the true causes of this problem, instead of hiding behind

the bogey <f discrimination, Indian Singaporeans will make no
pregress.
Tonight I want to deal with three issues that are facing
the Indian community:-
a. education;
b. emigration;
C. immigration.

The educational problems of Indian children from primary
level to tertiary level have been well documented. Two points
stand out:-

a. First: Indian children are well below the average.

At every level from PSLE, "O" Level, "A" Level and
University, Indian Singaporeans do not perform as well
as Chinese Singaporeans. In Mathematics and Science,
which are subjects that are important to a modern
technological society, the performance of Indian

students 1is below average.

b. Second: In the last decade, Indians have not improved
their condition, relative to the other communities.
As I have stated, in certain areas, they may even have
fallen behind.
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All is not however bleak. In absclute terms, Indian
children, like other children in Singapore, have improved their
educational performance, thanks to the increase in the gquantity
and quality of resources the Government has allocated ¢to
education. That effort, together with the accompanying improved

performance, is now percolating to the base of the pyramid.

Despite the improvement in the educational performance
of Indian <¢hildren, it will taKe two, three, or even four
generations before the Indian community can catch up with the

present educational attainments of the rest of Singapore.

That is only a small consoclation. A special effort has
to be made or the Indian community will permanently lag behind
the rest of Singapore. We cannot drift along. Today Indian
Singaporean:s are competing with the whole of Singapore. During
the British Colonial period, Indians in fact conmpeted with less
than half the Chinese in Singapore. The majority of educated
Chinese and Malays were educated in the Chinese or Malay language
and thus ruled themselves out of the professions and the civil
service which were English-based. Educated Indians, on the other
hand, were mostly English educated and the real competition was
with only about half the population. The situation today 1is
completely different. The bilingual policy with English as first

language means that the whole population is now in the race.

Our educatiocnal problems are, at root, social problems.
There is just no evidence of the will to move forward and excel
among the lower strata of the Indian community as there is
outside the community. That statement might come as a surprise
to some members of the Indian community who have "made 1it".
They, the ones who are doing well, are in the main-stream of
Singapore 1life, They want their children to do well,
educationally, and to reach a higher socio-economic level than
they themselves have attained. For a large section of the Indian
community, however, that drive for improvement in their socio-

economic status does not exist. Thanks to rising incomes, even
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the less successful Indians have been able to accumulate more of
the good things in life. They tend to compare their lot with
that of their friends and relatives in India, or with the plight
of Indian work-permit holders in Singapore, and somehow imagine
that they have attained Nirvana. Life has been easv and good.
Why, they think, should they bother to strive too hard? Worse,

why bother to encourage their children to excel?

Emigration

The second problem facing the Indian community is zInat
of emigration. Rough figures that are available suggest that the
Indian community is leaving Singapore at a rate that 1s two to
three times nigher than the average rate. The numbers in itself
should not ke worrisome. It so happens that the proportion of
Indians in Singapore has fallen from close to 10 per cent to 6.5
per cent in about three decades. What 1s worrisome 1s that so
many of the highly-educated members of the Indian community are
leaving. I: the trend continues, where are the future Indian
leaders to come from? Where are we going to find the role models

if the community is diluted in quality?

Some: Indians complain of discrimination. Yes, 1t exists
but where does it not exist? The relevant question is: Are
Indians likely to be better off anywhere else in this world?
Will they have the same opportunities to move up as they do here?

There is so much 1in our favour here. The government and

government-related companies and operations, multi-nationals and






















