
news

Two years after leaving politics, 
Singapore’s first woman minister 
Lim Hwee Hua launched a book 
titled “Government in Business — 
Friend or Foe?” yesterday.
In conjunction with the book launch, 
Mrs Lim, 54, gave her take as one of the 
four panellists at a seminar organised 
by the Centre for Governance, Institu-
tions & Organisations, NUS Business 
School and Straits Times Press.

1 Why is the 
Government’s 
role in businesses 

so topical?
I think the reason this is so topical and 
often very controversial is the existence 
of what I call an expectation gap of Gov-
ernment’s involvement in business, 
particularly when it’s a shareholder. 

So what happens is the public may 
expect the Government to calibrate its 
involvement — when it’s needed, to be 
there; and when it’s not needed, to get 
out pronto.

Unfortunately, the Government is not 
designed to act that way or as quickly. 
It’s not like a tap that you can just turn 
on and off. 

Once Government is perceived to be 
acting too slowly or not so responsive, 
the public gets upset and disenchanted.

2 hoW do you define 
a state-oWned 
enterprise (soe) 

in a multilateral 
trade aGreement 
so that businesses 
don’t have to 
unfairly compete 
With soes?
The challenge is to find a common def-
inition that speaks to the reality of the 
situation that (the participat-
ing economies) are in. 

So I think it’s go-
ing to be a negotia-
tion process to find 
some common 
ground. It may be 
phased.
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3 When has the 
Government 
overstayed (its 

usefulness in a 
company)? Which 
enterprises, other 
than sinGapore 
airlines (sia), should 
not be privatised?
I think none of us want to speculate. 
Even airlines, I would say it’s grey. It 
depends on which country. Some gov-
ernments have already sold off their na-
tional carriers. 

In the case of SIA, I think you have 
made a case. Because we are a trans-
portation hub, it makes logical (sense). 
Then (it should be considered) whether 
the seaport should be part of it as well, 
and so on. 

l The book, which details the role of 
the Government in businesses and 
private enterprises, will be available  
at all major bookstores at $34.75.

once Government is 
perceived to be acting 
too slowly or not so 
responsive, the public gets 
upset and disenchanted.
— Mrs Lim Hwee Hua
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