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Y BIG Idea No. 10
in this series of es-
says on Singapore’s
future is easy to re-
member but hard to

implement: “Downsize the PIE.”
This idea came to my mind

when I saw a huge sign along the
Pan-Island Expressway (PIE) say-
ing “Upsize the PIE”.

It was a clever play on words.
It is always good to increase

the size of the pie, literally speak-
ing. However, in land-scarce Sin-
gapore, how could we possibly cel-
ebrate the fact that we are expand-
ing road space?

Every square metre we give up
for road usage means a square me-
tre less for a more environmental-
ly friendly use. Already, Singa-
pore uses up to 12 per cent of its
land for road usage, probably one
of the highest in the world.

Can we reduce road space in
Singapore? Yes, we can!

With the arrival of new technol-
ogy and new systems of transpor-
tation, we can have an alternative
dream for Singapore.

To put it simply, my dream for
Singapore is to reduce the number
of vehicles from one million to
300,000.

Indeed, a Massachusetts Insti-
tute of Technology (MIT) study
has concluded the following: “Re-
sults suggest that an Automated
Mobility-on-Demand (AMoD) so-
lution could meet the personal mo-
bility needs of the entire popula-
tion of Singapore with a fleet
whose size is approximately 1/3 of
the total number of passenger ve-
hicles currently in operation.

“Moreover, a financial analysis
indicates AMoD systems are a fi-
nancially viable alternative to
more traditional means of access-
ing personal mobility.”

To achieve this dream, we have
to make three big changes.

All these big changes are possi-
ble. However, they will only be
possible if we slip out of our com-
fort zones and think outside the
box. In short, we have to think
and dream big like the founding fa-
thers of Singapore. If they had not
done this, Singapore would not
have succeeded.

Let us go back to this tradition
and dream big and dream bold.

Remove cars
as status symbol

THE first big change we can and
should make is to the attitude of
Singaporeans towards car owner-
ship. In theory, people buy cars
for transportation purposes.

In practice, people buy cars al-

so for status reasons. Many Singa-
porean middle-class families be-
lieve that they have not “arrived”
until they own a car.

Right now, it is also true that
people buy cars because they are
the most convenient form of trans-
port in Singapore. This is why I
own a car now.

However, if I could re-
ly on a smartphone app
that will get me a car im-
mediately whenever I
need it, it would make no rational
sense to own a car in Singapore.

Is this possible? Of course, this
is possible! Indeed, this is what
Uber is promising to do if it even-
tually builds up a sufficiently big
fleet of cars.

Since we can replace private
car ownership with smart-
phone apps, we need
to get a strong signal
from the people of
Singapore that they
are prepared to aban-
don the purchase of
cars if an alternative system
is created.

Indeed, in a separate article I
am writing for a volume on Singa-
pore in the next 50 years, I say
that we can switch the entire car
population of Singapore to the
Google-type driverless cars.

And guess what? There will be
fewer traffic jams with driverless
cars, because computer-driven
cars behave more “rationally”
than people-driven cars.

Let me also add here that
people’s lives will become more
convenient if they make the
switch to driverless cars.

All the time spent on looking
for parking will be saved. All the
space spent on parking will be
saved. Doesn’t this sound like
heaven?

Rewarding driving

TO ACHIEVE this heaven, the sec-
ond big change we need to make
is in our public policies on cars.

In theory, our public policies
are designed to curb car owner-
ship and reduce road usage.

In practice, there has been a
perverse result. We have ended
up creating an ecosystem of trans-
portation that rewards, rather
than penalises, car owners.

It is such a pleasure to drive in
Singapore because there are no
Bangkok-style traffic jams.

We have also spent billions of
dollars on tunnels (like the Marina
Coastal Expressway and the Cen-
tral Expressway) and flyovers to
make it even easier to drive here.

In retrospect, was it wise to
use so much public money to
build a road infrastructure that
eats up scarce land and rewards
car ownership? Was it wise to “up-
size” the PIE?

These are hard questions we
need to answer as we try to create
an alternative heaven in Singa-
pore. Can our public policies
change? Yes, they can.

The Singapore Government has
long prided itself on the fact that
it has tried to find efficient “mar-
ket” solutions to public policy
problems. Since road space is
scarce, we have created “road pric-
ing”. This is a good policy.

Since we cannot have too many
cars on the roads, we auction cer-
tificates of entitlement which are
needed to register private vehi-
cles. This is also a good public poli-
cy. These public policies should
continue.

However, we can change one
public policy. All over Singapore,
we have roadside spaces set aside
for future road expansion.

These pocket-sized pieces of
land should be progressively hand-
ed back to the National Parks
Board to create new pocket-sized
parks. This will make Singapore
even more beautiful.

Bring free market
to taxi services

CAN we also try market solutions
for our taxi system? In the early
years of Singapore, it was wise to
set up taxi cooperatives (like
NTUC Comfort) to create safe

and reliable taxi services.
And if they can compete, we

should allow them to carry on.
However, as of now, they can on-
ly compete if we regulate and arti-
ficially control the number of taxi
companies and taxis on the road.

Our taxi policies are more akin
to Soviet-style central planning
rather than a free market solution.

We even regulate what the taxi
drivers can charge.

As a result, we have one of the
most absurd taxi pricing systems
in the world.

It is so complicated that the
average consumer cannot under-
stand how it works. This is a natu-
ral result of Soviet-style central
planning.

Let us therefore be bold like
our founding fathers and allow
free market “creative destruc-
tion” to work in the taxi market.

Instead of trying to protect ex-
isting companies, we should allow
market forces to have free rein.

By free rein, I mean free rein.
Let us try out the Uber concept in
full: Let us allow each car owner
to lease his or her car for trips.

Let us allow a willing buyer
and a willing seller to determine

the price of each trip. Competi-
tion will drive prices down.

If modern algorithms can allow
Uber to create a system of “dy-
namic pricing”, we should allow
all taxi companies to create “dy-
namic pricing”.

It would, of course, be unwise
to allow one taxi company to dom-
inate the market.

We should encourage all the
global market players in the taxi
industry – such as Uber, Hailo,
Easy Taxi and GrabTaxi – to set
up shop in Singapore and allow
free competition to reign. What
will happen?

At first, there may well be cha-
os. Prices will plummet.

Over time, the market for “tax-
is” will find an equilibrium and
Singapore consumers will find
that if they have a smartphone
app, they can get a car any time
and anywhere in Singapore under
any weather condition (including
heavy rainstorms) within five min-
utes, at a price they can decide to
say “yes” or “no” to.

We will create an alternative
ecosystem of transport which will
no longer make it rational to own
a private car in Singapore.

Pure free market economies
will create this result. Each day I
own a car in Singapore, I am creat-
ing a hole in my pocket.

This is because there is a daily
drip of dollars from my pocket to
pay for depreciation costs, inter-
est costs, road taxes and parking
fees. This daily drip will happen
even if I do not use my car at all.

However, if we switch from car
ownership to smartphone apps,
this daily drip will stop. What
would a rational person do if he or
she is presented with this choice?

In the above paragraph, I am
making a selfish and self-interest-
ed argument for not owning a car.

Altruistic reasons

THE third big change we have to
make in Singapore is to appeal to
the higher-order altruistic and ide-
alistic side of Singaporeans. All hu-
man populations are the same.

Singaporeans have the same
proportion of idealism as other cit-
izens. If each one of us can find a
relatively painless way of saving
our small and imperilled planet,
we would do so.

We all have in us a desire to
save the world.

How can we save the world?
One of the biggest trends in our
world is urbanisation.

Indeed, massive urbanisation is
taking place, much of it in Asia.

In 1990, there were 10 megaci-
ties, of which five were in Asia.

By 2010, there were 21 megaci-
ties, of which 10 were in Asia.

The United Nations Depart-
ment of Economic and Social Af-
fairs has predicted that in 2030,
there will be 41 megacities, of
which 23 will be in Asia.

It is truly shocking that all the
new cities in Asia believe that the
only way to progress is to allow
uninhibited car ownership.

In the past, Bangkok was the
only South-east Asian city with
massive traffic jams. Now, Jakar-
ta, Kuala Lumpur and Manila have
joined Bangkok.

Even Beijing and Shanghai
have followed suit.

We need one city in Asia to
demonstrate that we can build a
great city without encouraging pri-
vate car ownership.

The only city in Asia that can
provide this moral and idealistic
leadership in this field is Singa-
pore. We have the will and means
to create an alternative transport
ecosystem. When that happens,
we will become a “city on the
h i l l ” , t o b o r r o w f r o m a
well-known American expression.

I would therefore like to con-
clude with one simple suggestion.

When we celebrate our 50th an-
niversary next year and when we
announce our goals for the next
50 years, let us announce a simple
idealistic goal: Singapore will be-
come a society with zero private
car ownership by 2065.

We may not achieve it in full,
but we will have a lot of fun being
bold and experimental in our car
transport systems along the way.

We will also demonstrate that,
like our founding fathers in 1965,
we can dream big.

And in 2065 (or probably earli-
er), there will be a sign saying
“Downsize the PIE”.
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The writer is dean of the Lee Kuan Yew
School of Public Policy, NUS, and author
of The Great Convergence: Asia, The
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Big Idea No. 10:
Downsize the PIE

Need a car in 2065? Don’t buy a private car. Use a smartphone app to find a shared one. Preferably driverless.

Can Obama work with Republicans?

P
ROPOSALS to rein in high interest rates
and excessive personal borrowing have
predictably drawn the ire of licensed
moneylenders, some of whom have lev-
ied rates of up to 500 per cent a year
should a debtor default, according to
Credit Counselling Singapore (CCS).
Business viability is a big concern, as
noted by an advisory committee initiat-
ed by the Law Ministry to review the in-
dustry. But what ought to loom larger
than a profit calculus are the social impli-
cations of the long-standing debt trap.

The ambiguity of attitudes towards
debtors contributes to the roiling debate
over regulatory measures deemed neces-
sary here. Borrowing irresponsibly from
illegal sources ought to be criminalised,

argue those, including Members of Par-
liament, who point to social ills like the
harassment of the innocent by loan
sharks. Yet profligate spending by credit
card holders or reckless behaviour by fi-
nancial wheeler-dealers is not seen in
the same light. To the cynical, it all
turns on a poor-rich distinction. Accen-
tuating the divide is the higher debt bur-
den of low-net-worth people relative to
assets, and the lingering grip of debt. If
one owes a few thousand, the problem
is entirely that of the borrower. But if
one owes millions, the problem belongs
to someone else, as John Maynard Key-
nes noted.

What’s needed is a deeper examina-
tion of the social aspects of debt and

how it affects different groups, given
the changing demographic landscape. It
is acknowledged in mature economies
that people get into significant debt at
different stages of their lives. Gambling
is an oft-cited bogey but it ranks below
other debt triggers like splurging on con-
sumption and dealing with joblessness
or pay cuts. Other reasons include bor-
rowing for one’s business and coping
with big medical bills. As a result, tens
of thousands shoulder debts of more
than a year’s income.

Beyond the chronic poor, there is a
range of people who are weighed down
by debts from time to time – for exam-
ple, young couples setting up home, sin-
gle parents, women coping with di-

vorce, and ex-offenders and their fami-
lies. Debt in itself is not necessarily bad
as it enables people to tide over difficult
patches when spending for pressing
needs exceeds available income, or to
make sound, long-term purchases, like
a home. But debt management can often
be sub-optimal. Hence the need for fi-
nancial education aimed at different
groups. Also useful are measures like
CCS’ proposed centralised repayment
solution to facilitate a debt reduction
plan that involves all of a borrower’s
creditor banks. Rather than just squeez-
ing debtors, more can be gained by al-
lowing flexibility for repayment, waiv-
ing levies for errors, and offering advice
in crisis situations.
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Thinking out of the debt box
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