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Singapore: Efficient Government, but ‘No Blank Cheque’ 
Jaclyn Neo* 

Introduction  

As a densely populated, global travel hub that had an earlier experience of having to manage the fatal 
SARs outbreak in 2003, Singapore was one of the first countries to put in measures to counter the 
growing COVID-19 outbreak. The cluster of severe pneumonia cases in Wuhan, China was first 
reported to the World Health Organization on 31 December 2019, and by 3 January 2020, Singapore 
had started to screen inbound travellers from Wuhan.1 By 1 February, all visitors with a recent travel 
history to mainland China were not allowed to enter or transit in Singapore.2  Another month later, 
on 4 March 2020, the Government restricted entry to all visitors with a recent travel history to South 
Korea, Iran or northern Italy (past 14 days), then the major hotspots for the outbreak. By the latter 
half of March, all short-term visitors (from anywhere in the world) were no longer allowed to enter or 
transit through Singapore.3 

The number of cases in Singapore were initially very low and kept under control through a trifold 
strategy of testing, tracing, and isolating. Not only were confirmed cases kept in hospitals and 
government facilities until they had clear COVID-19 tests, their close contacts were quarantined, 
either at home or at designated government quarantine facilities, for 14 days from the day of last 
exposure to the confirmed case, with their health and movement closely monitored.4 Singapore’s 
aggressive testing, rapid contact tracing and isolation strategy was so effective that Singapore was 
initially praised as the “gold standard” in outbreak management.5 Singapore managed to do this while 
avoiding a lockdown and keeping businesses and schools open. This all changed however, when the 
number of cases started rising towards the end of March 2020. The rise was initially attributed to 
imported cases, as Singapore encouraged its citizens to return from overseas, and tertiary institutions 

 
* With thanks to Chery Yang for her research assistance.  
1 Ministry of Health, ‘Precautionary Measures in Response to Severe Pneumonia Cases in Wuhan, China’ (Press Release, 2 
Jan 2020), <https://www.moh.gov.sg/news-highlights/details/precautionary-measures-in-response-to-severe-pneumonia-
cases-in-wuhan-china>.   
2 Chang Ai-Lien, ‘Wuhan virus: Visitors with recent travel history to China not allowed to enter or transit in Singapore’ 
(Straits Times, 31 Jan 2020), <https://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/wuhan-virus-visitors-with-recent-travel-history-to-
china-not-allowed-entry-or-transit-to>. 
3 Toh Ting Wei, ‘Coronavirus: All short-term visitors barred from entering or transiting in Singapore from Monday, 
11.59pm’ (Straits Times, 22 March 2020), <https://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/health/coronavirus-all-short-term-
visitors-barred-from-entering-and-transiting-in>.   
4 Ministry of Health, ‘Update on Novel Coronavirus Infection in Singapore (I)’ (Press Release, Singapore,  4 Feb 2020) 
<https://www.moh.gov.sg/news-highlights/details/update-on-novel-coronavirus-infection-in-singapore-1>.   
5 Rei Kurohi, ‘Coronavirus detection in Singapore 'gold standard' for case detection: Harvard study’, (Straits Times, 18 
February 2020), <https://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/coronavirus-detection-in-singapore-gold-standard-for-case-
detection-harvard-study>; Centre for Disease Control and Protection, ‘Evaluation of the Effectiveness of Surveillance and 
Containment Measures for the First 100 Patients with Covid-19 in Singapore’ (2020) 69 (11) Morbid and Mortality Weekly 
Report 307, 310.  
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recalled their students on overseas attachment and exchange programs.6 Later, as the number of 
cases continued to rise, indicating community spread, the Government announced on 3 April 2020 the 
closures of schools and most businesses. They called this a “circuit breaker”, avoiding the term 
‘lockdown’.7  

The circuit breaker proved to be a crucial pre-emptive move in stemming the outbreak. At the time 
the circuit breaker was announced in April, Singapore had only slightly more than 1,000 confirmed 
COVID-19 cases. By now, it has more than 56,000 confirmed cases. The vast majority of these cases 
originated in migrant workers’ dormitories, where crowded conditions contributed to a rapid spread. 
The high number was also due to aggressive testing of workers living in these dormitories. Many of 
the confirmed cases would probably not have been detected without this deliberate and aggressive 
testing since most of them had only mild symptoms. The circuit breaker is considered successful as 
Singapore saw daily cases fall from over a thousand to around five hundred within 2 months.8 The 
circuit breaker was eventually lifted on 2 June with a three-phased approach to reopening the city.9 

Contact tracing measures remain in place as Singapore slowly opens up.10 

Legislative Response to Covid-19: Health and Economic Measures   

Singapore’s rapid and fairly effective response to the COVID-19 outbreak can be attributed to several 
factors – its small size, its effective and efficient public health system, and prior experience with SARS. 
One other factor has also been crucial, which is a highly efficient and effective government dominated 
by one political party – the People’s Action Party (PAP). This allowed for quick passing of necessary 
legislative amendments and new legislation to address a fast-evolving situation. Prior to the circuit 
breaker in April, governmental action was premised upon two existing statutes – the Immigration Act 
to deal with travel restrictions, and the Infectious Diseases Act (IDA), which had earlier been 
strengthened and expanded to deal with the SARS outbreak in 2003. The IDA empowered the 
Government to quarantine persons and declare certain areas isolation zones. The Government added 
regulations to empower the imposition of Leaves of Absence and Stay Home Notices, as more 
calibrated orders for close contacts of cases.  

Existing law was however no longer sufficient to implement the circuit breaker measures. Accordingly, 
the Covid-19 (Temporary Provisions) Bill was fast-tracked; read and passed in Parliament within a 
day.11 This primary statute empowered the Ministry of Health to promulgate the COVID-19 
(Temporary Measures) (Control Order) Regulations. These regulations were key in empowering three 
forms of restrictions – first, the restriction of movement outside one’s ordinary place of residence; 

 
6 Ministry of Education, ‘Advisory for Singaporean Students Studying Overseas’ (Press Release, Singapore, 17 March 2020) 
<https://www.moe.gov.sg/news/press-releases/advisory-for-singaporean-students-studying-overseas>.  
7 Ministry of Health, ‘Circuit Breaker to Minimise Further Spread of Covid-19’, (Ministry of Health, 3 April 2020), 
<https://www.moh.gov.sg/news-highlights/details/circuit-breaker-to-minimise-further-spread-of-covid-
19#:~:text=3rd%20Apr%202020,in%20public%20and%20private%20places>. 
8 The highest reported number of cases within a day was 1, 426 on 20 April. On 3 June when the circuit breaker measures 
were lifted, 569 cases were reported. Ministry of Health, ‘1, 426 New Cases of Covid-19 Infection’ (Press Release, 20 April 
2020) <https://www.moh.gov.sg/news-highlights/details/1-426-new-cases-of-covid-19-infection> accessed 17 Aug 2020); 
Ministry of Health, “569 New Cases of Covid-19 Infection” (Press Release, 3 June 2020) <https://www.moh.gov.sg/news-
highlights/details/569-new-cases-of-covid-19-infection>.  
9 ‘Ending Circuit Breaker: phased approach to resuming activities safely’ (Gov.sg, updated 28 May 2020)  
<https://www.gov.sg/article/ending-circuit-breaker-phased-approach-to-resuming-activities-safely>. 
10 Ministry of Health, ‘Moving into Phase two of Re-opening’ (Press Release, 15 June 2020) para 17 
<https://www.moh.gov.sg/news-highlights/details/moving-into-phase-two-of-re-opening>.  
11 Lydia Lam, ‘Necessary for Singapore to fast-track COVID-19 laws amid unprecedented situation: Lawyers’, (Channel News 
Asia, 13 April 2020, <https://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/singapore/singapore-fast-tracks-covid-19-laws-
unprecedented-situation-12634060>.   
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secondly, the prohibition of gatherings between persons living outside one’s household; as well as the 
criminalization of certain acts in violation of social distancing requirements.  

The efficiency of government has also facilitated the passing of prompt economic measures aimed at 
protecting the jobs and livelihoods of individuals. In total, four budgets were introduced to counteract 
the economic effects of the pandemic. The Job protection scheme was essentially a subsidy scheme, 
where the Government would use public funds to offset wages of local workers, with the amount of 
subsidy differentiated across sectors.12 The Government also invested in various initiatives to create 
job opportunities and set aside $145 million to support schemes for the unemployed.13 To help 
individuals and corporations with cash flow, the Government has introduced various tax rebates, as 
well as cash payouts for all adult Singaporeans.14 What is unique about Singapore is that it has a “two-
key scheme” where any draw downs on past reserves would have to be approved by the President.15 
Unsurprisingly, the President assented to the 3 supplementary supply bills that funded these 
initiatives, stating that she had discussed the budgets extensively with the Prime Minister, Deputy 
Prime Minister/Finance Minister, and the Council of Presidential Advisers.”16  

Notably, all these measures were passed without any need for significant procedural changes. In a 
way, law-making worked as it was designed to operate. The efficient response is a function of a 
dominant party in Parliament; at the time these measures were passed, there were only 6 opposition 
members out of a total of 89 parliamentarians. While there have not been any significant procedural 
changes, there are measures in place to reduce the potential spread of COVID-19. On March 25, the 
Speaker of the House announced measures in Parliament to reduce the risk of further spread of 
COVID-19. Such measures included spacing out Members within the chambers and taking refreshment 
breaks in separate groups.17 The Singapore Constitution was also amended to allow the House to meet 
in multiple locations amid the pandemic.18 Article 64A “Continuity of Parliament” allows “parliament 
and its committees to sit, meet and dispatch business with Members of Parliament being present at 2 
or more appointed places and in contemporaneous communication with one another.”19 

 
12 Higher subsidies were available for the sectors most hard hit by the pandemic and circuit breaker measures, i.e. food and 
beverage, tourism, and aviation Heng Swee Keat, ‘Ministerial Statement On Additional Support Measures In Response to 
COVID-19 Pandemic’ (Ministerial Statement, Singapore, 26 March 2020) para B12 < 
https://www.mof.gov.sg/newsroom/speeches/ministerial-statement-on-additional-support-measures-in-response-to-
covid-19-pandemic> . 
13 Heng Swee Keat, ‘Ministerial Statement On Additional Support Measures In Response to COVID-19 Pandemic’ 
(Ministerial Statement, Singapore, 26 March 2020) para B21 and 23 < 
https://www.mof.gov.sg/newsroom/speeches/ministerial-statement-on-additional-support-measures-in-response-to-
covid-19-pandemic>. 
14 Heng Swee Keat, ‘Solidarity Budget Statement’ (Ministerial Statement, Singapore, 6 April 2020) para B29, 30 
<https://www.singaporebudget.gov.sg/budget_2020/solidarity-budget/solidarity-budget-statement> 
15 Constitution of the Republic of Singapore, Art 144(a). 
16 Rei Kurohi, ‘Coronavirus: S'pore's survival and existence at stake, draw on reserves needed to take care of people, says 
President’ The Straits Times (Singapore, 22 May 2020) <straitstimes.com/singapore/coronavirus-spores-survival-and-
existence-at-stake-draw-on-reserves-needed-to-take-care-of>. 
17 Tan Chuan-Jin, ‘Measures in Parliament to Reduce Risk of Further Risk of Further Spread of Covid-19’ (Parliament 
Announcement, 25 March 2020) para 5 <https://www.parliament.gov.sg/docs/default-source/default-document-
library/announcement-by-speaker---measures-in-parliament-to-reduce-risk-of-further-spread-of-covid-19.pdf>. 
18 Lim Yan Liang, ‘Parliament: Constitution amended to allow House to meet in multiple locations amid Covid-19 
pandemic’,  (Straits Times, 5 May 2020), <https://www.straitstimes.com/politics/parliament-constitution-amended-to-
allow-house-to-meet-in-multiple-locations-amid-covid-19>.   
19 Constitution of the Republic of Singapore (Amendment) Bill 2020 (No 24 of 2020) cl 64A(2)(b), 
<https://www.parliament.gov.sg/docs/default-source/default-document-library/constitution-of-the-republic-of-singapore-
(amendment)-bill-24-2020.pdf>.   
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General Elections 

Singapore held general elections on 10 July 2020. This was a good six months before Parliament was 
due to be dissolved in January 2021. Under the Singapore Constitution, general elections would have 
had to be called by April 2021. The Prime Minister announced on 23 June that he had requested for 
the dissolution of Parliament to “clear the decks” for a fresh mandate for the Government. There was 
a short two and half week’s interval between dissolution of Parliament and the elections. The 
dissolution did not come as a surprise, as talk of a general election had been brewing for some time. 
Nonetheless, the Opposition had earlier argued that the elections should be delayed until the COVID-
19 crisis was under control.20 The Prime Minister took the position that elections should go ahead 
because he was satisfied that “voters can vote safely, and political parties can campaign effectively.”21 

Various measures were put in place. Physical rallies were prohibited. Alternatives were provided for 
political parties such as additional airtime on national TV and providing venues for candidates to use 
for live streaming at specific timeslots throughout the campaign period.22 Candidates were still 
allowed to do walkabout and door-to-door campaigns as long as the group did not exceed 5 persons. 
In addition, more polling stations were established to reduce the number of voters at each station. To 
ensure a spread of voters across polling hours, voters were allotted a recommended slot. There was 
also an app that allowed voters to check the crowd situation at their assigned polling stations before 
setting off to vote.23 Senior voters were allotted morning hours. At polling stations, voters were 
screened and were required to register their attendance for contact tracing purposes. Voters were 
required to wear a mask and election officials required to don appropriate gear. Cleaners were 
appointed to clean disinfect “common touch-points” at least once every half hour.24 

Earlier, Parliament had also passed the Parliamentary Elections, (Covid-19 Special Arrangements) Act 
2020 to make exceptions for persons on a COVID-19 quarantine order or subject to a stay-home order 
in their own accommodations. Quarantined voters were not allowed to vote. Voters on stay-home 
orders could only vote between 7pm and 8pm, a special hour dedicated to such voters to minimise 
exposure to other voters, candidates and election officials.25 Other voters were cautioned to avoid 
voting at that hour. Special polling stations were also established for voters serving stay-home notices 
at dedicated facilities. These exemptions were necessary because Singapore has a compulsory voting 
system, where those who do not vote would be removed from the electoral division’s certified 
register.26  

The claim that the elections could be organized safely and that political parties could still campaign 
effectively proved largely correct, though longer than expected queues did lead to complaints and 

 
20 Fabian Koh and others, ‘Singapore GE: Opposition parties criticize timing of boundaries report, say election should not be 
held during Covid-19 pandemic’ The Straits Times (Singapore,  13 March 2020) 
<https://www.straitstimes.com/politics/singapore-ge-opposition-parties-criticise-timing-of-boundaries-report-say-
election-should>.  
21 Caryn Yeo, ‘PM Lee calls General Election 2020, says it will ‘clear the decks’ for fresh mandate’ Channel News Asia 
(Singapore, 23 June 2020) <https://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/singapore/pm-lee-president-halimah-dissolve-
parliament-writ-election-12862416>. 
22 Elections Department, ‘Preliminary Campaigning Guidelines for General Elections Under Covid-19’ (Press release, 
Singapore 18 June 2020) para 10, 14 
23 http://VoteQ.gowhere.gov.sg was developed by the government to report real time crowd levels at each polling station. 
24 Elections Department, ‘Preliminary Campaigning Guidelines for General Elections Under Covid-19’ (Press release, 
Singapore 18 June 2020) para 13 
25 Elections Department, ‘Preliminary Campaigning Guidelines for General Elections Under Covid-19’ (Press release, 
Singapore 18 June 2020) paras 4 and 5. 
26 Parliamentary Elections (Covid-19 Special Arrangements) Act 2020 (No 21 of 2020), paras 4 and 43.  
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unhappiness among voters. There is no indication that the election has exacerbated the spread of the 
virus. Contrary to some more gloomy predictions of an “opposition wipeout”,27 the Opposition 
actually made significant gains.28 A popular theme that came up during campaigning was the need to 
deny the PAP “a blank cheque”.29 This appeared to resonate among some voters. The results of the 
general elections established the Workers Party as the main Opposition Party, as it held on to its two 
existing constituencies and won a third new constituency. This gave the party 10 seats in Parliament, 
the largest number of seats to be held by an Opposition Party since 1965. As an affirmation of this 
new state of political affairs, the Prime Minister-elect offered the leader of the Workers Party an 
official position of “Leader of the Opposition.”30  This is the first time in Singapore’s post-independence 
history that Parliament will have a formal Leader of the Opposition. Previously, opposition leaders 
have been informally recognized as Leader of the Opposition, but never given a formal title with access 
to resources.31  

Overall, the popular vote share of the ruling PAP also dropped from a high of 69.9% in 2015 to 61.2% 
this time. In reflecting on the results, the Prime Minister elect was clear that COVID-19 played a 
significant role. As he puts it, the “results reflect the pain and uncertainty that Singaporeans feel in 
this crisis, the loss of income, the anxiety about jobs, the disruption caused by the circuit breaker and 
the safe distancing restrictions.”32 However, while COVID-19 was clearly an important factor, in fact, 
what it did was accentuate some of the existing grievances that the population had about growing 
inequality and rising costs of living, in which immigration has become an easy target to be exploited 
by some opposition parties. The PAP’s response to a minority candidate’s earlier social media posts 
questioning seemingly unequal treatment of racial and religious minorities further aggravated disquiet 
about an emergent concern about “Chinese privilege” and what is sometimes seen as ‘bullying’ tactics 
by a dominant party.33   

 
27 Linette Lai, ‘Singapore GE2020: WP using fear of opposition wipe-out to win seats, says Heng Swee Keat’ The Straits 
Times (Singapore, 6 July 2020) <https://www.straitstimes.com/politics/wp-using-fear-of-opposition-wipe-out-to-win-seats-
dpm>.  
28 Tham Yuen-C and others, GE2020 results: Pritam Singh leads Workers' Party to victory in Aljunied GRC with higher 
margin than in 2015’ The Straits Times (Singapore 11 July 2020) <https://www.straitstimes.com/politics/pritam-singh-
leads-wp-to-victory-in-aljunied-grc-with-higher-margin-than-in-2015-according>;  Jalelah Abu Baker ‘GE2020: Workers’ 
Party wins new Sengkang GRC with 52.13% of votes’ Channel News Asia (Singapore, 11 July 2020) 
<https://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/singapore/ge2020-sengkang-grc-wp-win-pap-12922258>.  
29 Rei Kurohi, ‘Singapore GE2020: WP wants to deny PAP a blank cheque, says Jamus Lim’, (Straits Times, 2 July 2020), 
<https://www.straitstimes.com/politics/voters-being-asked-for-blank-cheque-says-wp>.  
30 Chew Hui Min, ‘Leader of the Opposition: A turning point but also a 'double-edged sword', say analysts’ Channel News 
Asia (Singapore, 29 July 2020) <https://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/singapore/leader-of-opposition-pritam-singh-
double-edged-sword-analysts-12972250>.   
31 Chew Hui Min, ‘Pritam Singh to be accorded additional parliamentary privileges, double allowance as Leader of the 
Opposition’ Channel News Asia (Singapore, 28 July 2020) <https://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/singapore/leader-of-
the-opposition-pritam-singh-parliament-12970080#cxrecs_s>; Rei Kuhori, ‘Parliament sets out duties and privileges of 
Leader of the Opposition Pritam Singh’ The Straits Times (Singapore, 28 July 2020)  
<https://www.straitstimes.com/politics/parliament-sets-out-duties-and-privileges-of-leader-of-the-opposition-pritam-
singh>.  
32 Jalelah Abu Baker and Lianne Chia, ‘GE2020: PAP has a ‘clear mandate’, but popular vote share ‘not as high’ as hoped: 
PM Lee’ Channel News Asia (Singapore, 11 July 2020)  <https://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/singapore/ge2020-
result-pap-lee-hsien-loong-general-election-12922974>.   
33 Hannah Beech, ‘In Singapore, an Orderly Election and a (Somewhat) Surprising Result’ New York Times (New York, 10 July 
2020) <https://www.nytimes.com/2020/07/10/world/asia/singapore-election-results.html>. 
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A significant feature of this elections is that it is the first, properly speaking, internet election.34 Social 
media content involving political parties increased four-fold compared to the last elections in 2015.35 
The quality of the opposition’s social media campaign generated no small amount of attention among 
voters, especially among younger voters. Nonetheless, the full impact of social media on the elections 
would take some time to be analyzed. One cannot discount the impact of the ground campaign. One 
may also detect a shift in some voters’ preferences towards a more personable and charismatic 
politicians, as reflected for instance in the ‘celebrity’ buzz around some of the opposition candidates.36  

Conclusion  

The dominance of one party in the Singapore Parliament may be said to have allowed Singapore to 
act swiftly enact measures to curb the spread of COVID-19. However, in times of crisis, party 
dominance may become a double-edged sword. It becomes even easier to blame one party for any 
perceived missteps or inadequacies in the Government’s COVID-19 response. At the same time, any 
latent discontent against the party may also accentuate grievances against the Government for the 
economic fallout due to COVID-19. Ironically, and positively, the general elections may signify a step 
towards more pluralistic politics in Singapore, which could even add to the legitimacy of the dominant 
party in the long run.  
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34 Hariz Baharudin and Yuen Sin, ‘Singapore GE2020: Lessons learnt from Singapore's first true Internet election’ The Straits 
Times (Singapore, 15 July 2020) <https://www.straitstimes.com/politics/lessons-learnt-from-singapores-first-true-internet-
election>.  
35 Tan Si Hui, ‘Social media volume increased four-fold for GE2020: Data | Video’ (15 July 2020) 
<https://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/singapore/social-media-volume-increased-four-fold-for-ge2020-data-video-
12935628>.  
36 ‘Singapore’s ruling party wins easily—but its vote falls sharply’ The Economist (Singapore, 10 July 2020) 
<https://www.economist.com/asia/2020/07/10/singapores-ruling-party-wins-easily-but-its-vote-falls-sharply>.  


