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IN MEMORY OF

DR GOH KENG SWEE:

ARCHITECT OF SINGAPORE'S

ECONOMIC, DEFENCE AND
EDUCATION POLICIES

A

THE PASSING OF DR GOH KENG SWEE (1918-2010),
WHO LAID THE FOUNDATION STONES OF SINGAPORE'S
ECONOMY AND DEFENCE FORCES, HAS LEFT THE NATION
WITHOUT ONE OF ITS MOST WELL RESPECTED CITIZENS.






Dr Goh (far left) during a visit to the proposed site for Jurong Industrial Estate, 1960. The unpromising ground (below), and distance of Jurong from Singapore’s town
and port led the project’s detractors to term it “Goh’s Folly”. However the Jurong Industrial Estate turned out to be a great success. By 1976, 650 factories were in
operation in Jurong, which became central to independent Singapore’s industrialisation efforts. Source: MICA
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Apart from his oral history interview, Dr Goh’s memory has been preserved in
a rich collection of oral history interviews, speeches, photographs and video
recordings possessed by the NAS. NAS holds over 4,000 photographs of Dr Goh,
700 video clips and some 350 transcripts of public speeches of Dr Goh. These
materials are available to the general public for viewing.

Dr Goh was among the most important members of Singapore’s founding
generation of leaders. He played a critical role as Minister of Finance in the
crucial early years from 1959-65 and from 196770, laying the groundwork
for Singapore’s subsequent economic development. Though on hindsight
Singapore’s economy could appear to have followed a clear progressive path, at
the time the task to build an economy was fraught with grave uncertainty, as Dr
Gobh said in this 1969 speech:

“When my [PAP] government first assumed office on June 3rd 1959....businessmen and
industrialists, far from hailing this event as a happy augury for the future, felt for the most
part that the end of the world was around the corner. The stock market collapsed and there
was a flight of capital out of Singapore. Several people fled the country. [But] In a short
space of ten years, we brought about a transformation of the business climate.””

AmongDr Goh’smany achievementsin helpingtobringabout this transformation
was his role in establishing the Economic Development Board (EDB) in 1961, the
Jurong Industrial Estate in 1962 (which he promoted in spite of severe public
criticism, though it turned out to be the right move) and the Development Bank
of Singapore (DBS) in 1968. These institutions have made, and continue to make,
vital contributions to Singapore’s economic success.

Dr Goh was also responsible for developing the economic strategy that is crucial to
explaining Singapore’s economic takeoff. Between 1959 and 1965, he advocated
an import-substitution strategy and positioned Singapore as a manufacturing
centre supplying the common Malaysian market. Following Singapore’s
independence in 1965, Dr Goh realised the futility of keeping to this plan and
began promoting an export-oriented developmental strategy. By adopting
this export-oriented strategy, he went against influential economic theories
circulating in the 1960s and 1970s which asserted that state protectionism
and heavy government expenditure was necessary to spur growth in emerging
economies.

Dr Goh formulated policies which resulted in Singapore adopting an open
economy that encouraged free trade, competition and foreign direct investment
by multi-national corporations, while encouraging economic thrift and prudence
by the Singapore government and people.2 Dr Goh was also convinced that
successful economic development depended on the determination, initiative,
enterprise and self-reliance of a people and that good government should
encourage these qualities. He outlined these convictions in a speech to the
Chinese Chamber of Commerce in 1969:
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Dr Goh launching operations at the National Steel
and Iron Mill, the first factory established at the
Jurong Industrial Estate, 1962. Source: MICA




Dr Goh touring a lubricant blending plant
esta*hed by Shell at Woodlands in 1963.
Source: MICA. ffi
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Dr Goh visiting Singapore Vigilante Corps trainees at the Mandai training area, 1966. Source: MICA
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Dr Goh inspecting newly trained soldiers from-the_ first batch
of national servicemen, 1967. Source: MICA S,
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A portrait of Dr Goh taken in 1984, when he was
Singapore’s First Deputy Prime Minister and
Minister for Education. Source: MICA




- ~ Dr Goh touring the newly opened factory facilities of Avimo, a British weapons manufacturer, at Jurong
Industrial Estate, 1975. Source: MICA



Apart from these achievements, Dr Goh was responsible for initiating or
founding a diverse mix of other Singapore institutions, reflecting his remarkably
broad range of interests. He championed the establishment of the Institute of
Southeast Asian Studies (set up in 1968), the Jurong Bird Park and the Singapore
Zoological Gardens (opened in 1971 and 1973 respectively), and the Singapore
Symphony Orchestra (set up in 1978). He conceived the idea of transforming
the island of Pulau Blakang Mati, which was renamed ‘Sentosa’ in 1968, from
a military base into a tourist and leisure resort — an idea which has come to full
fruition recently with the opening of the Sentosa Integrated Resort in 2010. He
also laid the groundwork for the institution of the Singapore Totalisator Board
which was established in 1988.12 Following his retirement, the government of
the People’s Republic of China sought out Dr Goh’s expertise and appointed him
asits economic adviser on coastal development and tourism in 1985. Dr Goh was
the first foreigner to be appointed to such a role — a testament to the international
recognition he had garnered for his accomplishments.

Dr Goh was not only an exceptional Minister. He was a humble and humane
person, compassionate for the needs of the less fortunate and deeply interested
in social issues. He had in fact started his career as a social researcher at the
Social Welfare Department (SWD), which he had chosen to join at the end of the
Japanese Occupation in 1945, although the SWD was then a small organisation
with little prestige in the civil service. As a young officer in the SWD he played
a central role in organising the People’s Kitchens during the British Military
Administration (1945-46). The People’s Kitchens provided very low-cost but
nutritious meals which ensured that fewer people went hungry during those
difficult years.

Though a relatively junior officer at the time, his keenly analytical mind and wry
wit were already evident. This is a passage taken from the preface of a Report
on Urban Incomes and Housing which Dr Goh prepared in 1956 when he was
Assistant Director of Social Welfare (Social Research) at the SWD:

“I should like to make clear at the beginning the essentially limited scope of the work. Those
looking for a penetrating analysis of Singapore’s social problems, covering all aspects in one
broad and majestic sweep will look hereinvain. This study does not go further than describing
some of the things which a team of investigators discovered and reported in the course of five
months of field work. Further, it is in the nature of sample surveys to be primarily concerned
with the numerical estimation of quantities and relations between quantities...the task of
presenting and explaining figures, even when successfully accomplished, does not result in
the production of exciting literature. There is, further a class of people to be considered who,
doubtless as a result of their early experience in mathematics in school, recoil with horror
when confronted by a row of figures. I have great sympathy for such people and have reduced
the use of figures in the text of the report to a minimum..I have tried, I hope successfully, to
resist the temptation of speculating outside the range of the Survey evidence. Those with
fewer inhibitions than myself are welcome to try their hand at this game.”



COLONY OF SINGAPORE

URBAN INCOMES & HOUSING

A REPORT ON THE SOCIAL SURVEY OF
SINGAPORE, 1953-54

BY

GOH KENG SWEE

Assistani Director of Social Welfare (Social Research)
Department of Social Welfare
Singapore




Dr Goh in his later years, in his capacity as Deputy Chairman of Singapore’s Government Investment
Corporation, 1986. Source: MICA.
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