
1 

CLOSING REMARKS BY MR HSIEH FU HUA,  
PRESIDENT OF THE NATIONAL COUNCIL OF SOCIAL SERVICE 
AT THE SOCIAL SERVICE SUMMIT 
HELD ON WEDNESDAY, 5 JULY 2017 AT MARINA BAY SANDS 
 
 

Mr Tan Chuan-Jin 

Minister for Social and Family Development 

 

Ladies and Gentlemen 

 

Good Afternoon  

 

1. I begin with thanks to everyone for a gripping session.  I 

want to think back to the speech I gave last year where I said 

how vision is extremely important.  I mentioned about Facebook 

and Alibaba.  Alibaba wasn't so well known then and many of my 

colleagues were apprehensive about whether it was an 

appropriate name to introduce to you.  We know that Facebook 

started in 2004 and today, it is a phenomenal world organisation.  

Alibaba too, has become a phenomenal world enterprise.  It took 

our founding fathers many more years to transform this country 

into a globally famous brand.  What it highlights is that the speed 

of change is astounding.  We started in 1963 and it is only in the 

nineties that we began to be acknowledged as a developed 

economy; first world economy. 
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2. Bringing it closer to home, I want to repeat the words of our 

founding Prime Minister when he wrote his book, “The Singapore 

Story” in 1998.  My colleagues took this excerpt in his preface to 

the book.  This is what he said, “For my cabinet colleagues and 

me, our families were the heart of our team efforts to build a 

nation from scratch.  We wanted a Singapore that our children 

and those of our fellow citizens would be proud of, a Singapore 

that would offer all citizens equal and ample opportunities for a 

fulfilling future.  It was this drive in an immigrant Asian society 

that spurred us on to fight and win against all odds.”1  This was 

his closing paragraph in the preface.  His statement is very clear.  

He wants a future where we are all proud of, and opportunities 

for a fulfilling future.  These are the words and the vision he 

sowed.  It drove him and his cabinet on.  Till now, they are still 

driven by it.   

 

3. And for us, the social service sector, these words continue 

to ring true and I want to add to it the words of late Mr S R 

Nathan, who was a pioneer in our sector. In his dialogue by 

NCSS in 2013, he said, “People need to care first.  People need 

to show compassion.  People need to hold hands.  Give them 

the comfort that we will walk on the road together”2 … … “True 

charity calls for enablement, inclusion and respect.”3 

                                                           
1 “The Singapore Story: Memoirs of Lee Kuan Yew” published in 1998 
2 “Dialogue with Mr S R Nathan” organised by NCSS on 16 May 2013 
3 Speech by Mr S R Nathan, President, at the Patrons’ Bowl on 1 June 2007. 
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4. All of these words put together our vision.  We struggled 

through many sessions of which a thousand people participated, 

and a committee comprising 21 members was formed to 

articulate a vision threading through these key words which will 

serve us for the future. 

 

5.  The word I recap and repeat is empowerment.  We 

debated on this: it was more than social support and even more 

than enabling.  Empowerment we felt, was actually the ultimate.  

We wanted the highest vision that we can set.   

 

6. Another key phase was "every person" which you hear this 

ringing true in our founder's words, "every person".  We can 

forget that every person includes even myself, beyond our 

service users.  Minister has reminded us that this journey is 

about every one of us.  At times we are contributing, at times we 

may be receiving, so as we give, we receive.  And as we enter 

our golden years much as we are able today, I will be a service 

user.   

 

7. We also debated if the focus was on the individual or 

society in light of the idea of society and ecosystem.  Minister 

made it very clear.  It is as much society as the individual.  

Because if society does not come together and share all of the 
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values, we are not going to get very far.  But yet, this sector has 

always attended to the individual.  Hence, explaining why we 

began the vision with the individual as opposed to society.  But I 

see this as a statement of equal balance. 

 

8. Finally, we believe dignity above all.  Empowerment is the 

highest form of support and dignity is the highest form that we 

can give someone.  It's not welfare but dignity.  I thank the 

minister for capturing the crux of it all in his many remarks this 

morning.  The other thing which struck me was what Mohd Ali (of 

PPIS) clarified as the idea of the cheque factor and how it paid 

attention to the deficit mind-set.  From henceforth, we will focus 

increasingly on empowering.  Empowerment is a long journey, 

repeated many times through this session today by Richard 

[Magnus], Euleen [Goh] and perhaps, all of the panellists. It is a 

continuing journey that requires all of us to come together to 

serve; join in our service to serve the individual. 

 

9. This joining of service raises the question of competition.  

People think of either competition or collaboration when you join 

services.  It is inevitable in our journey that collaboration is 

something we have to provide if we want to serve.  Because 

without that, we would not get to the point where we can truly 

give them the dignity and be person-centric. 
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10. I was also struck by the whole question of our naming.  I 

started feeding it a year ago by saying that we call ourselves 

social service enterprises.  I can still see that it does not find in 

our favour.  Not to worry; I am very glad we are moving away 

from the old name because only five percent were in favour of 

keeping the current term [voluntary welfare organisations] but 95 

percent want to move on.  We will discover in the next few 

months how best to describe ourselves.  Social purpose widens 

the meaning beyond social service.  We at NCSS have to decide 

whether we want to widen as an organisation to include others 

beyond the social service sector.  Because as we talk about an 

ecosystem, you keep hearing comments that the social service 

system is insufficient in itself.  We need to go beyond.  That is 

where you bring in likeminded partners such as social purpose 

driven organisations, to come forward and be part of you and 

your efforts.  “Organisation” seems to find more favour than 

"enterprise" and that is something we will pay attention to as we 

choose the name that we want to brand for the sector.   

 

11. Measurement, not just at the individual and unit level but 

also at the sector level, was raised a number of times.  We are 

an important sector.  Richard called it the social economic 

system.  I like that term because this country has been focused 

on the economy.  This sector is part of the economy; we 

contribute to the economy.  It is about time we think of the social 
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economic system.  Unfortunately, markers like Gross Domestic 

Product and Gross National Product do not quite capture the 

work we do and the progress we make.  So I put to you that it is 

worth thinking about, perhaps, creating an indicator, not just for 

yourself but also our service users and funders.  An indicator 

where they can say, “Yes, I can watch how you are progressing.”  

I hope we can come together as an ecosystem to deliver an 

indicator; an index, that can mark our progress.  One small 

country called Bhutan has led the way to show that progress and 

development is not all about just Gross Domestic Product.  It is 

becoming clear that this is true in Singapore.  Like Bhutan, we 

need our own Gross National Happiness.  Can we think of an 

index increasingly being looked at in other countries which gives 

a clear sense of how we are improving on our social well-being?  

As we have these different kinds of measurements, it will help 

unite us with a clearer purpose and a common goal of 

contributing to the entire country as we collaborate. 

 

12. I would like to close with a short anecdote of a company I 

have admired for a long time. Some three years ago, I took a 

closer look and they were then at the very peak of their glory.  

Today, I took another look and realised that this company has 

fallen by 80%, meaning it is worth only 20% what it used to be at 

its peak three years ago.  It is a company quite famous 

internationally, and I admired the people whom I know as 
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individuals and the company as a business.  Some years ago, 

Alibaba approached them to be their partner.  They declined.  Of 

course, we now know that Alibaba grew 100 times more since 

that time while this company shrank to 20% of what it was at its 

peak. 

 

13. It is a simple example in business. In our ecosystem, we 

might think that this is not what we are going to face.  But I assure 

you that the pace of change and disruption we are facing can 

mean that we go out of serving our role, serving our mission in a 

very short time.  If we do not pay attention to the needs of our 

service users, we will end up the same way.  I hope you know 

there is a greater calling that should make us focus on 

collaboration more than competition.  If there is any 

disappointment for me, it is to see that this competition was the 

area of greatest concern [to us] rather than collaboration which 

should be the area of greatest interest.   

 

14. With that I thank all of you again and look forward to this 

afternoon's deliberations where you can have deeper 

engagement. 

 

*************** 

 


