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Singapore must become a place
where new ideas can develop and
eventually take off – much like
what airport runways are to planes,
Acting Education Minister (Higher
Education and Skills) Ong Ye Kung
said yesterday.

While the country has traditional-
ly been a “control tower” – a key
site for companies’ regional and
corporate headquarters – it now
has to move on to the next step of
being a “runway economy”.

This means being a place where
“ideas are conceived, business
plans are developed, resources are
put together and, from here, prod-
ucts and services can be launched
to the region or to the world”, he

said in a speech at The Straits
Times Future Economy Forum.

Mr Ong said this idea is one of the
key areas of focus for the Commit-
tee on the Future Economy (CFE).
It has been tasked with charting a
blueprint for Singapore’s econom-
ic future, and will release its report
early next year.

To become a “runway economy”,
Singaporeans need a different set
of skills, the minister added.
“You’re no longer just controlling,
monitoring and managing things.
You need skills that can actually
make things happen. Skills that are
practical and applied in nature.”

This also entails a higher appetite
for risk, he noted. “If you are moni-
toring and controlling, you tend to
be meticulous, you tend to be confi-
dent,” he said.

“But if you have to make things
happen, you have to be a bit more
gung-ho, and have a stronger sense
of adventure. Be prepared to take
risks, be prepared to fail, but fail
fast and fail small, learn quickly
and restart again,” he said.

Mr Ong was also part of a panel at

the event, where he was asked
about concerns over widening ine-
qualities in the future economy.

He said the “runway” approach
will help alleviate this.

“To benefit the top, we don’t
have to do anything... The whole
point of having a CFE is to make
sure that it (growth) is inclusive.

“Just doing research and develop-
ment here is not enough. Compa-
nies have to conceptualise their
business idea and make it take off
here. Then a whole stream of activi-
ties take place, and many other peo-
ple get to be involved,” he added.

In his speech, Mr Ong said mas-
tering skills and innovation are al-
so vital elements of a “runway econ-
omy”, and both are key areas of fo-
cus for the CFE too.

He said this is why UniSIM will
be the sixth university, focusing on
applied education and catering to
adults, “so that we develop skills to
power a runway economy”.

The CFE is also beefing up efforts
to build an ecosystem supportive
of innovation – for instance, look-
ing into issues related to commer-
cialising intellectual property, and
developing regulatory sandboxes
to test-bed disruptive new ideas.

Regulators also have to play a co-
ordination or leadership role in en-
couraging innovation, such as in
mobile payment systems, he said.

Using government procurement
to spur innovation is another idea
being discussed. In many countries,
a certain percentage of govern-
ment budgets is set aside for buying
innovative services and products,
and buying from start-ups, and the
CFE is exploring how this can be ap-
plied in Singapore, Mr Ong said.
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The jobs and skills needed in the fu-
ture economy will be very differ-
ent from what are needed today.
But the most crucial trait will be an
ability to adapt to new demands.

This was the consensus among
five panellists yesterday at The
Straits Times Future Economy Fo-
rum. They also agreed that it is key
for people to take charge of their
learning and careers.

Acting Education Minister (High-
er Education and Skills) Ong Ye
Kung said that while the Govern-
ment provides the system, “you’ve
got to own your education”.

He was responding to Jurong
Junior College student Ryan Ng, 19,
who recounted how he lost a mark
in a biology exam because he did
not italicise the name of a lizard.

How can people be selected for
future jobs that value creative
thinking when today’s education
system favours mental rigour and
fixed methods, Mr Ng asked to ap-
plause from the audience.

Mr Ong said: “You look at educa-
tion as a much bigger experience –
making friends, sometimes from
other countries; working with teach-
ers who are caring, who are unrea-
sonable – these are all people you’re
going to work with next time.”

Firms also have their ways of pick-
ing people with the right skill sets,
beyond academic results, he said.

Mr Andrew Chong cited how at

semiconductor firm Infineon Tech-
nologies Asia Pacific, where he is
president and managing director,
people are assessed on quantifiable
success as well as how they adapt to
situations and setbacks. “We do
measure people on ‘what’, whether
they have succeeded that year or
not on all the targets. But we mea-
sure equally also on ‘how’, so fail-
ures can be positively viewed.”

During the panel discussion mod-
erated by ST political editor Zakir
Hussain, Mr Chong said key skills
for the future include being able to
manage projects and work well
with people and new technologies.

Economic Development Board
managing director Yeoh Keat
Chuan said global trends such as
digitalisation and advanced manu-
facturing will create good jobs, and
Singapore’s ability to move quickly
in regulations and reskilling work-
ers should work to its advantage.

But Dr John Powers of the Singa-
pore University of Technology and
Design’s Lee Kuan Yew Centre for
Innovative Cities cautioned against
skills mismatches persisting, such
as when science-trained graduates
aspire to jobs in other fields.

ST associate opinion editor Lydia
Lim said: “The more individuals
own the problem and take it upon
ourselves to be self-directed in our
learning, in our reskilling, the better
the chance Singapore has to do well
in adapting to the disruption.”
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The loss of jobs from disruptive
technology could create divisions
between the haves and have-nots
in society, a corporate leader at a
forum on the future economy
warned yesterday.

This disparity “between those
robbed of stability and those who
thrive on disruption” will grow, add-

ed Mr Max Loh, Asean and Singa-
pore managing partner of profes-
sional services company EY.

To prevent it, the Government
and companies need to work close-
ly with workers to pick up new
skills, especially those whose jobs
are threatened by automation.

Looking ahead, he sees more jobs
being “unbundled”. But there is a
bright side: Singaporeans will be part
of a maturing economy of freelanc-

ers and micro-entrepreneurs and, as
technology increases productivity,
they can expect more leisure time.

This scenario was among several
painted by the committee at The
Straits Times Future Economy Fo-
rum, which sought to picture what
Singapore’s socio-economic land-
scape could look like 20 years down
the road. The forum at the Singapore
University of Technology and De-
sign, attended by about 450 guests,

was sponsored by EY, oil company
Shell Singapore, DBS Bank and
healthcare group Parkway Pantai.

Dr Kelvin Loh, chief executive of
Parkway Pantai’s Singapore opera-
tions division, said technology
could usher in a new era of “hospi-
tals without walls”.

Instead of sick people going to
hospitals, doctors would assess
them remotely and send electronic
prescriptions to pharmacies, which

would deliver the medicines.
New algorithms and genetic test-

ing could make healthcare predic-
tive rather than reactive, he said,
adding: “You will find the disease
and do something about it before
the disease finds you.”

DBS Singapore’s country head
Sim S. Lim described an experimen-
tal digital bank in India where cli-
ents engage with artificial intelli-
gence. “We hope to bring it to Singa-
pore,” he said. “Financial technolo-
gy is giving us a run for our money. If
we don’t innovate, we will die.”

Singaporeans too have to play
their part in preparing for the tough

times such disruption brings, said
Shell Singapore chairman Goh Sw-
ee Chen. “Do we point at the Gov-
ernment and say, find us a way? I
disagree with this way forward.

“We need to start looking after
ourselves better and drop the man-
aged economy mindset that has
compromised so much of our resil-
ience.” She added: “In the future,
we need to create an environment
where success is not defined by
size. To make our future count, we
must step up and redefine what
makes life worthwhile.”
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Community organisations will play
a bigger role in helping workers im-
prove themselves, as part of efforts
to address the mismatch in skills
between job seekers and available
vacancies.

Acting Minister for Education
(Higher Education and Skills) Ong
Ye Kung yesterday announced a
new programme called SkillsFu-
ture Engage, which will comple-

ment existing skills upgrading and
training efforts.

Under the programme, communi-
ty development councils (CDCs) and
self-help groups such as the Chinese
Development Assistance Council
(CDAC), Mendaki, Sinda and the Eur-
asian Association will “engage more
members of the public and guide
them in navigating our training and
education landscape”, he said.

“(With the SkillsFuture credit, peo-
ple are asking) what training should
I go for? And that is really the
ground request that we are getting
today. People need some guidance
to navigate this very complex train-
ing and education landscape,” add-
ed Mr Ong, who was speaking at The
Straits Times Future Economy Fo-
rum at the Singapore University of
Technology and Design yesterday.

SkillsFuture – which encourages
workers to update their skills to
thrive in the workplace – includes a
plethora of initiatives, such as a
$500 credit to pay for skills courses
for Singaporeans aged 25 and older,
and the Earn and Learn scheme for
fresh polytechnic and Institute of
Technical Education (ITE) gradu-
ates to work and gain qualifications
at the same time.

Some self-help groups have al-
ready started reaching out to help
communities with skills upgrading
and training, Mr Ong noted.

For instance, Mendaki has worked
with some ITE colleges to set up
Youth Space@ITE to help students
with their careers and support their
progression into the workforce.

The CDAC used to have a commit-
tee which looked after workers’
skills upgrading – which Mr Ong
chaired – but this was eventually
merged with the organisation’s fam-
ily committee, to avoid duplication
of the Government’s efforts.

As a result, the family committee
has more resources to reach out to
the public and offer residents
career guidance.

“We need to do a lot more of
those ground efforts,” he added.

“SkillsFuture Engage will recon-
figure the current system of engage-
ment so that we have more effec-
tive labour market intermediaries.

“Over time, we can even consider
bringing in private sector compa-
nies and other intermediaries that
can strengthen this system.”
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On yesterday’s
panel on jobs,
skills and
opportunities in
Singapore’s
future were
(from left) ST
associate
opinion editor
Lydia Lim, Lee
Kuan Yew Centre
for Innovative
Cities research
fellow John
Powers, Infineon
technologies
Asia Pacific
managing
director Andrew
Chong, Minister
Ong Ye Kung,
Economic
Development
Board managing
director Yeoh
Keat Chuan and
ST political
editor Zakir
Hussain, who
was the
moderator.
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Minister: S’pore
must become a
runway economy
This is where ideas can develop
and take off, and requires
different skills: Ong Ye Kung

Ability to adapt will be
key in future economy

Job loss due to disruptive technology ‘can create divisions’

The Straits Times Future Economy Forum

Bigger role for community groups in skills upgrading
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S’pore needs an economy driven by new ideas: Minister
SINGAPORE — Using an analogy of the 
world as an airport, Acting Minister 
for Education (Higher Education and 
Skills) Ong Ye Kung said yesterday 
that the Singapore economy has to 
be more than only a “control tower” 
where corporate headquarters are 
sited and where strategic planning 
is done. 

It should also become a “runway” 
where ideas are conceived, business 
plans are developed, and products and 
services eventually launched.

The shift needs to be fuelled by dif-
ferent skills, risk appetites and new 
ideas, said Mr Ong, who also gave a 
preview of what the Committee on the 
Future Economy (CFE) — tasked to 

chart the way forward for the econo-
my — will recommend.

Mr Ong was speaking to an audi-
ence of students and corporate ex-
ecutives at The Straits Times Future 
Economy Forum held at the Singapore 
University of Technology and Design 
(SUTD). “Singapore is a good control 
tower. But ... we also have to be the 

runway. The runway of an airport is 
where all the logistics, the air crew, 
the pilot, the service crew, baggage 
handlers, the security, everything 
comes together and then the plane can 
take off — with passengers, of course,” 
he said. 

He added: “If you are monitoring 
and controlling, you tend to be meticu-
lous, you tend to be confident.” 

But a runway economy requires 
skills that are practical and applied 
in nature. People need to be more 
gung ho and prepared to take risks 
and fail, as well as learn quickly and 
start again, Mr Ong said. 

Singapore’s S$19 billion plan to in-
vest in research, innovation and enter-
prise in the next five years will be key 
in coming up with new ideas, he added. 

Several things the CFE is study-
ing include the pushing out of public-
ly funded intellectual property (IP) to 
create impact, creating “regulatory 
sandboxes” for businesses to test in-
novative products and business mod-
els — such as what the Civil Aviation 
Authority of Singapore is doing for 
drones — and using government pro-
curement to spur innovation.

Mr Ong said that a few days ago, he 
had a chat with Australian National 
University (ANU) vice-chancellor Bri-
an Schmidt, who was ready to place 
less emphasis on academic publication 
and citation, and give recognition to 
market impact made by his univer-
sity’s research. “We have to do a lot 
more of that,” said Mr Ong.

Some research can be made totally 
free and available, while some could be 
licensed to many players — such as a 
psychometric test that helps compa-
nies to identify suitable hires. Other 
types of research could be exclusive-
ly licensed to one partner or fully as-
signed to the private sector, he said. 

A university would earn royalties 
for the IP it licenses out. In the Ameri-
can context, if the IP is assigned to a 
company that is successful and later 
sold or publicly listed, the university 
typically gets significant donations. 
Today in Stanford, donations every 
year exceed royalties by 13:1, he said.

Mr Ong added that the SkillsFu-
ture initiative to promote lifelong 
learning will be key to the future econ-
omy, as workers young and old adapt 
to emerging jobs and sectors. 

Panellists at a discussion after 
Mr Ong’s speech offered their take 
on the jobs and skills mismatch that 
is plaguing the labour market. 

Dr John Powers, a research fellow 
at the SUTD’s Lee Kuan Yew Centre 
for Innovative Cities, said Singapore’s 
status as a financial services centre 
may have led to a “glamorisation of 
certain types of employment over 
others”. 

Singapore has invested heavily 
in Stem (Science, Technology, En-
gineering and Mathematics) educa-
tion, but there seems to be a trend 
of Stem-trained graduates aspiring 
to jobs in non-Stem fields, he said.  
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NEW 
SkIllSFutuRE 
PROGRAMME 
tO BE 
lAuNChED 

To help 
Singaporeans 
navigate the 
training and 
education 
landscape, Mr Ong 
said a new 
programme called 
SkillsFuture Engage 
will be launched. 

Partners will 
include community 
development 
councils and 
self-help groups 
such as the Eurasian 
Association and 
Mendaki, which will 
engage with the 
community and 
provide guidance  
in skills and  
job training.




