
Antonio L. Rappa

For The Straits Times

The proposal that the Home Team 
will set up its own Science and 
Technology Agency is a timely one 
that will boost capabilities across 
the security agencies. 

Right now, there is a Home Team 
Academy (HTA), a training 
institute made up of basic 
instructional and training schools 
for officers from various agencies, 
such as the Ministry of Home 
Affairs, the Singapore Police Force 
(SPF), the Singapore Civil Defence 
Force (SCDF), the Singapore 
Prisons’ Service, the Central 
Narcotics Bureau and the Internal 
Security Department. 
Supplementing this training, there 
are also undergraduate and 
postgraduate courses in 
Management and Security Studies 
from the Singapore University of 
Social Sciences (SUSS).

The move to set up a dedicated 
Home Team Science and 
Technology Agency (HSTA) to beef 
up science and tech capabilities for 
the Home Team is certainly timely, 
given the rising level of global 
threats posed by terrorism, cyber 
attacks and transnational crime. 
Announcing the setting up of the 
new agency by the end of the year, 
Finance Minister Heng Swee Keat in 
his Budget 2019 speech said it “will 
develop science and technology 
capabilities to support the Home 
Team’s operational needs”.

Law and Home Affairs Minister 
K. Shanmugam has also said several 
times that there would be 
significant budget increases for 
national security and 
counterterrorism.

This is apt, for not only is the 
threat level rising, but the cost of 
counter-terrorist training and 
preparedness is also escalating. 
This is due to the higher costs of 
training equipment and advanced 
technologies involved, as well as 
the rise in wages and remuneration 
for security troopers. 

At the SUSS management and 
security courses that I teach and 
coordinate, for example, students 

acquire knowledge about various 
kinds of security technology, 
including advanced courses in 
information and Internet security.

Home Team agencies are already 
experimenting with and using 
sophisticated techniques in their 
work, including the use of analytics 
in the prisons service, and the use 
of virtual reality technology to take 
realistic training scenarios to the 
frontline. The is done through 
MobiC, a mobile classroom using a 
vehicular platform. Home Team 
psychologists meanwhile are 

researching the use of social media 
by violent extremists.

The range of issues dealt with by 
Home Team officers is diverse; and 
the skill sets of officers must also 
rise in tandem with the complexity 
of the threats.

Here, it is worthwhile to look at 
how defence has benefited from 
the setting up of the Defence 
Science and Technology Agency 
(DSTA), a statutory board under 
the Ministry of Defence set up in 
2000. 

The military sector has produced 

innovative variants for military 
security across the three 
branches of the Singapore Armed 
Forces. 

One such innovation is the use of 
third-generation scopes for 
weapons and small arms; while 
another one is the use of enhanced 
databases and real-time cameras 
for updating commanders in the 
field of operations. 

Another innovation from DSTA is 
the use of the latest drone 
technology based on training 
exercises overseas in places such as 

Afghanistan, Australia and New 
Zealand, according to official social 
media.

The Home Team too is quick to 
adopt such technologies. Similar 
advanced technology is used in the 
SPF for new body-cameras. 
Officers involved in investigating 
crime can now access the most 
updated information anywhere in 
the region. The Police Force is 
reportedly considering new 
infrared technology which has 
been used in a limited fashion for 
the Police Coast Guard units.

While Home Team officers do 
share some similarities with 
Defence Force officers, it is also 
clear that their different security 
functions and specialist nature of 
work require a different range of 
advanced technologies.

This is where a dedicated science 
and tech agency for the Home 
Team can raise capabilities for the 
security sector. 

To be sure, Singapore’s Home 
Team agencies already operate at a 
high level of effectiveness. Current 
capabilities are strong in areas such 
as internal security, intelligence 
analyses, criminology, and forensic 
investigations. 

The new HSTA can build up 
capabilities in emerging 
technologies, especially those on 
the digital front. After all, Digital 
Defence is being added as the sixth 
prong of Singapore’s Total Defence 
strategy (the other five are civil, 
economic, military, and social and 
psychological defence). 

This recognises the real, 
pervasive threat posed by cyber 
attacks, which Singapore has 
already fallen prey to – seen in the 
hack on SingHealth databases and 
the leak of HIV-related data.

This year, 30 per cent of total 
government expenditure goes 
towards security and diplomacy. 
This may need to rise in future; 
indeed, Mr Heng said more will be 
committed if needed. 

In a sign of the urgency of the 
need, job advertisements have 
already popped up for the positions 
of assistant directors and senior 
assistant directors (international) 
in the Ministry of Home Affairs, 
with a special focus on building 
partnerships in science and 
technology to support the Home 
Team’s work – clearly preparations 
for the setting up of the HSTA.

Given the fast and intense 
build-up of security threats, a sense 
of urgency is exactly what is 
needed.
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The emergence of the Merdeka 
Generation Package (MGP) a few 
years after the Pioneer Generation 
Package (PGP) has prompted 
questions from analysts, such as Dr 
Jeremy Lim (Pioneer, Merdeka 
Generation Packages: 
Gig-economy generation may need 
more help, published in The Straits 
Times, Feb 21), about the efficiency 
and fairness of a cohort-by-cohort 
rather than unified approach to 
healthcare.

Building on this, we can see 
implications for the more 
fundamental question of how to 
organise the use of public resources 
to meet needs and level 
inequalities. People naturally begin 
to imagine a third package, or a 
fourth, or more, for subsequent 
cohorts, but what principles would 
govern these measures?

Every public policy reflects an 
underlying theory about how the 
world works, whether that theory is 
expressly stated or implied in the 
shape of the policy. These theories 
should be based on empirical 
evidence. 

When the PGP was introduced in 
2014, the underlying theory was 
that there were especially acute 
unmet needs in the cohorts born 
before 1950, because they were 
born and came of age in a Singapore 
much poorer than today’s 
Singapore. The systems set up for 
meeting needs, particularly as one 
ages – in public housing, healthcare 
or the Central Provident Fund – 
were evolving as this cohort moved 
through their life course and 

therefore they were not equipped 
to enjoy the full benefits of 
Singapore’s rapid economic rise. 

The underlying theory about 
inequality embedded in the PGP is 
that a major inequality in society is 
between the Pioneer Generation 
and everyone younger. The PGP was 
meant as a one-time historical 
correction to level those differences.

The theory was right to some 
extent. The PGP made a major 
difference not just to those who 
directly benefited, but also to their 
children and grandchildren, who 
had some financial burdens 
relieved by public resources. 

But the emergence of the MGP 
suggests that the theory was also 
off the mark in important ways. The 
MGP, for yet another cohort of 
Singaporeans entering into 
retirement age, signals persistent 
unmet needs that mass education, 
near-universal housing ownership, 
and mandatory savings from 
wages, did not once and for all 
resolve for everyone. 

Many older persons among the 
so-called Merdeka Generation 
(those born in the 1950s, who would 
be in their 60s today) still have 
needs for income and healthcare 
which require public resources to 
support. This important empirical 
observation requires a shift in the 
theory: Inequalities in meeting 
needs are not only along 
historical-cohort lines. The systems 
in place for retirement are not in 
fact adequately meeting everyone’s 
needs. It follows that we require a 
more systematic and durable 
solution than another one-time fix 
aimed crudely at a single age 
cohort. 

Given the evidence, which the 
Government itself acknowledges 
by introducing the MGP, 

continuing to make adjustments 
cohort by cohort is inefficient and 
short-sighted. 

Income and wealth inequalities – 
including differences in savings to 
finance retirement and healthcare 
needs – have widened in the past 
few decades, manifesting within 
rather than just across age cohorts. 
Thus, the theory that justified a 
one-time adjustment is 
increasingly tenuous. More 
systemic fixes are necessary to 
ensure that everyone’s needs are 
met, and that all generations have 
some security. 

Those of us now at younger ages – 
particularly those in precarious and 
low-wage work with limited 
capacities to save – cannot live with 
our necks strained, wondering if 
there’ll also be a package with our 
names on it when our time comes. 

Economic development is not in 

fact in a single smooth line 
upwards. Every cohort is exposed 
to risks in different ways – whether 
due to global financial crises or 
technological disruptions.

As Dr Lim has also noted, the 
current cohort of working-age 
adults is vulnerable to disruptions 
of occupation and career in ways 
that previous cohorts were not. 
When their time to retire arrives, 
they too may need additional 
support than what our welfare 
infrastructure currently affords. 
Are policymakers to make various 
one-time adjustments by a 
historical reading of such impacts? 
Who gets to decide which merit 
state intervention and which do 
not? This seems both highly 
inefficient and overly arbitrary. 

Most importantly, 
cohort-specific adjustments risk 
undermining the ethos of building 

an inclusive society where 
everyone should have dignified 
lives, and where members of 
society cultivate mutual obligations 
to support one another.

Introducing one-off, 
cohort-based rewards is, arguably, 
not a principled, sustainable, or 
solidarity-enhancing way to 
protect people in retirement. There 
is an opportunity now to 
institutionalise a set of welfare 
principles based on the meeting of 
basic needs, and introduce 
practices to measure needs and set 
benchmarks – and to make these 
constant and predictable – so that 
all future cohorts of Singaporeans 
may enjoy peace of mind and a 
sense of security regardless of 
unpredictable risks. If we’re in it 
together, we should not be 
constantly jostling to mark who is 
more or less deserving. 

Finance Minister Heng Swee 
Keat’s Budget speech underscored 
the world’s increasing volatility, 
where the future of work will not 
look like the past. Our rapidly 
ageing society also implies that the 
future of our populace will look 
different from its past and present. 

The need for an MGP is a sign to 
rethink the theory that current 
systems are working as they should 
and need not be fundamentally 
fixed. Singapore is currently in a 
good financial position to make 
bold moves to address these 
challenges so that we are indeed 
future-ready. 
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Many older persons among the so-called Merdeka Generation (those born in the 
1950s, who are in their 60s today) still have needs for income and healthcare 
which require public resources to support, the writer says. ST PHOTO: LIM YAOHUI The MGP, for yet another 

cohort of Singaporeans 
entering into retirement 
age, signals persistent 
unmet needs that mass 
education, near-universal 
housing ownership, and 
mandatory savings from 
wages, did not once and for 
all resolve for everyone... 
The systems in place for 
retirement are not in fact 
adequately meeting 
everyone’s needs. It follows 
that we require a more 
systematic and durable 
solution than another 
one-time fix aimed crudely 
at a single age cohort. 

Some of the new technologies being explored by the Singapore Civil Defence Force include the pumper firefighting machine (above). The writer notes that the cost 
of counter-terrorist training and preparedness is rising, due in part to the higher costs of training equipment and advanced technologies involved. ST FILE PHOTO

Merdeka Generation Package: Time 
to move beyond one-time ‘packages’
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