
By Li Xueying

SELF-HELP ethnic groups have
enabled each community to tack-
le their specific challenges with-
out raising racial and religious
sensitivities, said Prime Minister
Lee Hsien Loong yesterday.

He noted that when Singapore
first embarked on an ethnic-
based self-help approach, some
people were worried the policy
would “sharpen our racial and re-
ligious divides”.

“These are valid concerns,”
he said. “But as things turned
out, far from undermining our co-
hesion as a society, self-help
groups have enabled us to under-
stand the specific challenges and
issues confronting each communi-
ty, and deal with them candidly,
honestly, directly, without raising
racial and religious sensitivities.”

Mr Lee was speaking at the
Chinese Development Assistance
Council’s (CDAC) 15th anniver-
sary dinner.

There, he presented a plaque
to Senior Minister Goh Chok
Tong, who served as CDAC pa-
tron since its formation in 1992
when he was prime minister. Mr
Lee became patron last year. Pio-
neering board members such as
Deputy Prime Minister Wong Kan
Seng and banker Wee Cho Yaw
were also honoured. The 160
guests then sang a birthday song
for the CDAC, which has helped
50,000 students and low-income
workers annually since 1992.

Said Mr Lee: “The CDAC can
be proud of its many achieve-
ments over the last 15 years.”

The late 1980s and early
1990s saw the birth of groups
such as Mendaki, Sinda and
CDAC to help look after the wel-
fare of the needy in the Malay, In-
dian and Chinese communities re-
spectively.

Their success showed the
self-help approach has worked,
he said.

But he stressed that the
groups’ leaders “must avoid turn-
ing their organisations into exclu-
sive ethnic enclaves catering to
only parochial interests”.

He is thus glad the groups
have formed a joint council to
run programmes open to Singapo-
reans of all races and religions.

Called the Self-Help Groups
Coordinating Council, it was set
up three years ago. Said its chair-
man Gerry De Silva, president of
the Eurasian Association: “We
run projects such as joint tuition
classes, so we can piggyback on
each other’s resources for the
common good.”

But more can be done.
Mr Lee said the groups should

look at building even stronger
links, and provide more opportu-
nities for interaction between the
different communities. This, he
said, will widen the common
ground and strengthen racial and
religious harmony.

Mr Lee added that going for-

ward, self-help groups can do
more to serve the community, es-
pecially with challenges such as a
widening income gap and an age-
ing population.

Reiterating the “many helping
hands” approach, he said that
while the Government has
launched many initiatives like
Workfare, it “cannot be the solu-
tion for all problems”.

Individuals, families and com-
munity organisations all have a
role. Self-help groups, being clos-
er to the ground and communi-
ties, “can come up with more in-
novative and responsive solu-
tions, and reach out more effec-
tively to the elderly and the less
fortunate among us”.

To do so, they must leverage
on the network of community
partners from grassroots organisa-
tions to schools.

For its part, the Government
will “continue to support your ini-
tiatives and programmes, and
work with you to ensure no one
in need will be left behind with-
out community care and sup-
port”, pledged Mr Lee.
xueying@sph.com.sg
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HAPPY BIRTHDAY CDAC: PM Lee and (from left) key Chinese
Development Assistance Council members Tan Chin Siong, Lim Swee
Say, Goh Chok Tong and Wee Cho Yaw blow out candles on a cake to
celebrate the self-help group’s 15th anniversary.

Self-help ethnic
groups have
worked well: PM
They have helped in
understanding specific
challenges and dealing
with them candidly
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