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The Government and the People’s
Action Party will not sweep any-
thing under the carpet, even if the
disclosure is potentially embar-
rassing or damaging, said Deputy
Prime Minister Lawrence Wong on
Wednesday.

Speaking to the media, he
stressed that he and Prime Minis-

ter Lee Hsien Loong are “fully com-
mitted” to keeping and preserving
the trust that the people have in
the Government. 

His comments came after the
Corrupt Practices Investigation
Bureau (CPIB) released a state-
ment on Wednesday morning say-
ing that Transport Minister S. Is-
waran is assisting with an investi-
gation into a case that the anti-
graft body had uncovered. 

Mr Wong said: “We will maintain
a tough, zero-tolerance stance
against corruption. We will contin-
ue to uphold stringent standards of
honesty, integrity and probity that
Singaporeans expect of their polit-
ical leaders.”

He added: “We will investigate all

cases that come up and, whichever
way the facts eventually fall, they
will be taken to their logical con-
clusion.” 

In May, the CPIB had updated
PM Lee on an investigation it was
doing on an unrelated case, DPM
Wong revealed, adding that he was
also kept in the loop.

When the CPIB updated PM Lee
on July 5, it raised the need to in-
terview Mr Iswaran as part of fur-
ther investigations. 

Within a day, on July 6, PM Lee
gave his concurrence to the direc-
tor of the CPIB to open a formal in-
vestigation. This started on Tues-
day. 

Mr Wong said he knows Singapo-
reans are concerned about the

matter, but was unable to provide
any more information.

He asked that the investigation
be allowed to run its course, and
said that people should refrain
from any further speculation at
this juncture.

“But what I would say is that this
is concrete proof of how we do
things in Singapore and how our
system works,” he added.

“We have always upheld a clean
and incorrupt system of govern-
ment, and our track record on this
over the decades is clear and evi-
dent to all.” 

The CPIB will put out its findings
in due course when they are ready,
DPM Wong added.

He said: “I can assure everyone
that CPIB will do a full, thorough
and independent investigation on
this case.”

PM Lee has asked Mr Iswaran to
take leave of absence from his min-
isterial and MP duties until the in-
vestigation is complete.

In Mr Iswaran’s absence, Senior
Minister of State for Transport
Chee Hong Tat will be Acting Min-
ister for Transport. 

On June 28, it was revealed that a
CPIB probe, ordered by PM Lee,
had found no evidence of corrup-
tion or criminal wrongdoing in the
rentals of Ridout Road state prop-
erties by ministers K. Shanmugam
and Vivian Balakrishnan.

The findings were submitted to
Parliament by PM Lee, together
with a report of a review he had
asked Senior Minister Teo Chee
Hean to conduct.

The CPIB said then that it found
no preferential treatment given to
the ministers and their spouses,
and no disclosure of privileged in-
formation in the processing of the
rental transactions involving two
black-and-white bungalows near
Queensway.

That the CPIB was investigating
the matter was not made public,
and the ministers were not asked
to take a leave of absence.

Asked about the difference be-
tween the Ridout Road investiga-
tions and the current probe, DPM
Wong said: “I can understand why
questions are asked... but the two
cases are very different.”

“For the Ridout case, there were
questions raised in public, includ-
ing various allegations online
about the two ministers,” he said.

And while the Singapore Land
Authority had already put out a
statement to say that the transac-
tions complied with all of the pro-
cedures, questions continued to be
raised, including in Parliament, he
added.

The two ministers themselves al-
so wanted and asked for an inde-
pendent review of the matter.

PM Lee agreed and asked the
CPIB to investigate, and the inves-
tigations eventually concluded
that there was no wrongdoing on
the part of the ministers.

The findings were published and
there was a full accounting of the
matter in Parliament, DPM Wong
said.

“This case is different. This case
is completely driven by CPIB from
the beginning; there was no public
complaint,” he said.

It was the CPIB that discovered
the matter through its initial find-
ings and investigations, and it felt
that there was a need to interview
Mr Iswaran as part of further in-
vestigations, he added.

PM Lee agreed that formal inves-
tigations should proceed and that
is why he asked Mr Iswaran to take
a leave of absence, DPM Wong said.
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CASE DRIVEN BY CPIB

I can understand why questions are
asked... but the two cases are very
different. For the Ridout case, there were
questions raised in public, including
various allegations online about the two
ministers. This case is different. This
case is completely driven by CPIB from
the beginning; there was no public
complaint.

”DEPUTY PRIME MINISTER LAWRENCE WONG, on the
difference between the Ridout Road investigations and
the current probe.

The reputation of the People’s Ac-
tion Party (PAP) and Government
has been dealt a blow by the cor-
ruption probe involving Transport
Minister S. Iswaran, especially
since they have always prided
themselves on their integrity and
probity, observers said. 

If not managed well, it could af-
fect the party’s performance at the
next general election, which must
be held by November 2025, they
added.

Political watchers interviewed on
Wednesday said it will be impor-
tant for the Government to rein-
force its zero-tolerance stand
against wrongdoing in its ranks,
and to be open and transparent
about the ongoing case.

They were commenting on news
that Mr Iswaran is assisting in in-
vestigations in a case uncovered by
the Corrupt Practices Investigation
Bureau (CPIB).

Singapore Management Universi-
ty associate professor of law Eu-
gene Tan said: “This latest case is a
severe reputational hit for a party
and Government that has long prid-
ed itself on incorruptibility and
high standards of probity in gover-
nance.

“Mr Iswaran being put on leave
while investigations are ongoing is
a body blow to the PAP Govern-
ment.”

That he has been relieved of his
ministerial duties “suggests that
there is preliminary credible evi-
dence that laws may have been bro-

ken”, he added. 
But he emphasised that the min-

ister is innocent until proven guilty.
The probe also comes on the

heels of two other controversies in
recent weeks, involving other PAP
office-holders.

The first involved Home Affairs
and Law Minister K. Shanmugam
and Foreign Minister Vivian Balak-
rishnan, who were accused of
wrongdoing in their rental of two
Ridout Road black-and-white bun-
galows managed by the Singapore
Land Authority. They were cleared
following a CPIB investigation.

The second controversy was
when Speaker of Parliament Tan
Chuan-Jin was caught on micro-
phone using an expletive to de-
scribe Workers’ Party MP Jamus
Lim’s speech on support for lower-
income Singaporeans.

Ms Nydia Ngiow, managing direc-
tor of policy advisory firm Bower-
GroupAsia’s Singapore office, said:
“This unprecedented assault on the
party’s credibility could not have
come at a worse time for the PAP,
which is undergoing a leadership
transition.”

National University of Singapore
(NUS) associate professor of sociol-
ogy Tan Ern Ser said the recent in-
cidents could be one of the worst
crises for the party, especially
against a backdrop of a challenging
economic climate and a more crit-
ical citizenry. 

“These episodes emerging in rap-
id succession are certainly not help-
ful to the ruling party,” he added.

But the observers also stressed
that there is a difference between
both CPIB investigations.

The CPIB had found no evidence
of corruption or wrongdoing by Mr

Shanmugam and Dr Balakrishnan,
and all others involved in the Ri-
dout Road rental transactions.

Dr Gillian Koh, the Institute of
Policy Studies’ senior research fel-
low in the governance and economy
department, said the “Ridout Road
saga must be understood as one
where the ministers have, in fact,
been cleared of any wrongdoing”.

While the current probe will
make a dent in the PAP Govern-
ment’s reputation, it remains to be
seen if its political fortunes will be
affected, said observers.

Political observer and former
nominated MP Zulkifli Baharudin

noted that how the party handles
the CPIB investigation will be cru-
cial.

“If it is well-handled and the Go-
vernment demonstrates that it is
still operating according to its own
values of having institutions that do
not tolerate corruption, then it’s a
validation of the system. In fact, it
may strengthen support in the sys-
tem because systems are streng-
thened by challenges,” he said.

Dr Koh said that while the news
of the latest CPIB probe is concern-
ing, the fact that a minister is being
interviewed shows that the system
of maintaining integrity in govern-

ment – and Singapore – is working
as it should.

Deputy Prime Minister and Fi-
nance Minister Lawrence Wong
said at a media doorstop on
Wednesday that the Government
and PAP will not sweep anything
under the carpet, even if the disclo-
sure is potentially embarrassing or
damaging.

Referring to this, Dr Koh added:
“Like Ridout, as DPM Wong said
this afternoon, the system, the val-
ues and laws of honesty, integrity
and probity come first, and no mat-
ter who, they will apply equally. No
one is shielded from the full process
of accountability.”

The biggest challenge will be in
managing public perceptions that
the PAP has fallen short of its own
high standards, said SMU’s Prof
Tan.

He added that the current probe
will almost certainly become an
election issue and will prompt
questions on whether more checks
and balances are needed.

Mr Zulkifli said: “All these cases
that have surfaced definitely can
erode public trust if it is not well-
handled by the Government.”

He added that the public will hold
the new generation of leaders that
join the party to the same high stan-
dards as PAP leaders of the past,
and if they fall short, they will be
taken to task.

“People are asking whether this
party has changed, whether it has
become softer because of the pass-
ing of a generation, or whether they
have the old virtues,” he said.

SMU’s Prof Tan said that the
stakes will be higher in West Coast
GRC in the next general election.
Mr Iswaran is the anchor minister

in the constituency, where he has
been for more than 20 years.

West Coast GRC was the PAP’s
narrowest win in terms of percent-
age points in the 2020 General
Election. The PAP secured 51.68 per
cent of the vote over a Progress Sin-
gapore Party team helmed by its
then secretary-general Tan Cheng
Bock.

Prof Tan said: “Any opposition
party contesting there will certain-
ly make the corruption probe an
election issue and link that to the
need for more opposition in Parlia-
ment. But given that a probe is in
progress and that there was no cov-
er-up, the opposition cannot, how-
ever, reduce its campaign there to
this one issue.”

“The western half of the island
has long been safe ground for the
PAP. It may be showing signs of
some vulnerability,” he added.

NUS’ Prof Tan said that even if Mr
Iswaran is cleared of any wrongdo-
ing, “having him as a candidate may
be a distraction, given that suspi-
cions could still linger in the court
of public opinion”.

He added that in a possible
“swing” constituency, a small shift
in votes can make a big difference.

At West Coast GRC, residents
who spoke to The Straits Times said
they were shocked that Mr Iswaran
was assisting in investigations in a
CPIB case, but added that they be-
lieved it would not affect the well-
being of residents in the constitu-
ency.
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• Additional reporting by Mahima
Srinidhi Hari and Suzanne Chan.
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TEST OF SYSTEM

If it is well-handled and
the Government
demonstrates that it is
still operating according
to its own values of having
institutions that do not
tolerate corruption, then
it’s a validation of the
system. In fact, it may
strengthen support in the
system because systems
are strengthened by
challenges.

”POLITICAL OBSERVER AND FORMER
NOMINATED MP ZULKIFLI
BAHARUDIN, noting how the party
handles the CPIB investigation will be
crucial.

BAD TIMING

This unprecedented
assault on the party’s
credibility could not have
come at a worse time for
the PAP, which is
undergoing a leadership
transition.

”MS NYDIA NGIOW, managing director
of policy advisory firm
BowerGroupAsia’s Singapore office.
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