
As I grow into my late 40s, I find
myself ruminating on what kind of
Singapore this will be like to live in
when I’m old.

Will I have enough to live on?
What kind of home can I live in?
Will there be support in daily living
needs as I grow frail?

As I have no children to count on,
will I have to grow old in one of
those nursing homes with long
rows of beds filled with sad-looking
old folks? Or can I age in my own
home, or my own room, among
friendly people?

Last week, two issues in the news
sparked both despair and hope in
this area. First, hope.

After dismissing as unsustainable
a care model that would let elderly
people live in home-like settings in
single- and twin-bedded rooms,
clustered around a dining and
kitchen area, the Ministry of
Health (MOH) has relented
somewhat.

The Lien Foundation had
proposed this kind of care home
last year for an existing facility, but
aborted the subject when MOH
refused to provide it with the usual
subsidies for eldercare patients,
saying it would be financially
unsustainable to provide subsidies
for patients living in rooms that are
“designed to proxy private or
A-class ward configurations
such as single- or double-bedded
rooms only.”

Most nursing homes today have
dormitory-style beds in
institutionalised settings.

The Lien Foundation and the
Khoo Chwee Neo Foundation got
research consulting agency Oliver
Wyman to research on the costs. Its
consultant, Dr Jeremy Lim, wrote:
“Transitioning the 5,000 nursing-
home beds in the pipeline to a Jade
Circle-type model would cost
Singapore an additional $8 to
$13 per nursing home resident
per day or less than $20 million a
year in total.”

MOH has since said it will study
the report and work with Lien
Foundation. It also stressed that it
“appreciates the aspiration for our
seniors to age in more homely
environments that provide
dignified and enabling care” and
would “work with providers to
explore new models of care that
give residents greater
independence and autonomy”.

I am rooting for the Lien
Foundation and its partners to
convince MOH to widen its fiscal
horizons, and include home-like
nursing homes within its funding
formula.

Then, when I’m 64, perhaps I can
start my “young old” days in a
Housing Board flat near coffee

shops and amenities. As I age and
need more care, I hope to have
access to home-care assistants, or
nursing help, or doctor’s visits, or
meals in a communal dining area so
I don’t have to cook for myself.

As I get more frail, and advance
into my “old old” age, I hope to
move into a nursing home in the
same block or nearby, living out
my last days in a single- or
twin-bedded room, decorated
the way I like it, with my favourite
objects around, and elderly
friends nearby.

But while the Lien Foundation’s
advocacy gives me hope for change,
I’m not holding my breath.

What I find frustrating whenever
we discuss ageing issues is that
there has been so much talk
over the last 20 years, and not
enough action.

In the 1990s, a slew of reports
suggested changes to housing
options, and to financing. There
was much talk of sheltered housing
– that lets people age in home-like
surroundings, with supports for
medical and living needs nearby.

In 1997, The Straits Times did a
survey that I reported on. It found
that four in 10 worry about housing
for their old age. One-third of those
with children do not want to live
with them when old. Thirty-eight
per cent said they could live in a
retirement block within an HDB
estate; 27 per cent would consider
commercial retirement homes; and
14 per cent would consider a
nursing home.

Even back then, 19 years ago, the
nursing-home option was the
choice of a mere 14 per cent. Yet, for
most frail elderly that can’t hire a
full-time caregiver at home,
that remains the only viable
option today.

Singapore, in other words, hasn’t
moved much when it comes to
caring for its frail elderly.

The Oliver Wyman research
report on nursing-home economics
noted that countries like Japan, that
began with dormitory-style
institutionalised nursing homes,
have moved on to provide residents
with more homely settings today.
In Singapore, progress has been
painfully slow.

I hope nursing-home models will
change by the time I need one. I
turn 62 in 2030, and will be one of
the one million people who will be
above 60 in 2030.

One in three of us then is
projected to need some form of
eldercare service by then.

The window of 14 years between
now and 2030 gives me some hope
for change to happen in time for
when I age.

When it comes to retirement
financing, however, 14 years is too
short a horizon for those in my age
group to benefit from whatever
changes may be effected to the
status quo.

Last week, a panel advising the
Government on Central Provident

Fund changes proposed the setting
up of a series of passively managed
life-cycle funds that CPF members
can invest in.

This offers an alternative to
their current two choices: the
zero-risk, guaranteed return of
keeping their monies with CPF; and
the wild wild west of using their
CPF funds to invest in over 200
approved unit trust and other funds
under the CPF Investment Scheme
(CPFIS).

Finance professor Benedict Koh
(on the CPF advisory panel) wrote
in The Straits Times in 2014 that 47
per cent of CPF members who had
withdrawn their Ordinary Account
(OA) savings to invest in the CPFIS
had incurred losses on their
investments between 2004 and

2013; 35 per cent realised net
profits equal to or less than the
default 2.5 per cent per annum OA
interest rate; and just 18 per cent
generated net profits in excess of
the OA interest rate.

In other words, eight in 10 would
have been better off, or just as well
off, if they had just left their money
in the CPF.

What this shows is that most of us
don’t make very good investment
choices with our CPF funds.

This, however, shouldn’t lead us
to think we’re better off just letting
the CPF Board handle the money
and being content with 2.5 per cent
a year.

If one of those passively managed
exchange-traded funds was
available and we had just left the

money there, how would we have
fared?

Imagine a fund that tracked the
benchmark MSCI World Index. In
the last 10 years, this index grew at
an annual 5 per cent a year. That’s
twice the OA interest rate.

How much difference would that
make?

If you left $10,000 in your CPF,
10 years later, you would get
$12,837. If you had put it with the
index fund that generated 5 per
cent, you would get $16,487.

The difference of a few thousand
dollars may not sound like much.
But over 30 years, it can make or
break your retirement piggy bank.

Over 30 years, $10,000 at 5 per
cent interest compounded monthly
swells to $44,677. At the CPF rate of
2.5 per cent, you get just $21,153.

The difference is twofold.
This is the power of compound

interest over time.
This is why I despaired when I

read that the panel was proposing
the setting up of these funds.

Proposals to set up private
pension funds/ or privately
managed pension funds / or private
pension plans have been around
since the mid-1990s. The exact
nomenclature changes depending
on the mood of the times and the
specific suggestion, but the idea is
of low-cost funds that are cheaper
to run than retail unit trusts, and
that offer investors a few, carefully
selected, choices that match their
life cycle and risk profiles.

Each time, some committee or
other would recommend it, there
would be lots of talk, it would be
studied – then, nothing.

And after over 20 years of talk, we
get another proposal. It will take a
few years to study this, and
another few more to operationalise
this. If it even gets beyond the
“study” stage.

I know retirement financing is
serious business, affecting people’s
lives. It takes leaders with
confidence and conviction to
propose changes. No politician will
want to get flak when the market
turns, and returns dip. Citizens too
will also have to understand the
risks and returns, and not blame
the Government if they make poor
decisions. So time for considered
study is important.

But each delay in action means
another cohort of Singaporean
workers are growing old with safe,
but low returns on their CPF funds.

Each cycle of talk-explore-
no-action means another
generation of average workers will
lead harder lives in old age.

Will this time prove different?
For the sake of younger
Singaporeans, I sincerely hope so.

For myself, and those of my age
group, it is too late. I have seven
years before I hit 55, when my
Retirement Account in CPF is due
to start. That is barely time to
operationalise the proposal, let
alone to enjoy the compounded
interest that may come with
higher-yield funds.

My mind goes back to the lyrics of
the Beatles song When I’m 64: “Will
you still need me, will you still feed
me, when I’m 64?”

What I’d really like to say, though,
is this: “Will you heed me, will you
change for me, before I’m 64?”

I won’t hold my breath for myself.
But I hope today’s generation of

decision-makers will take action on
retirement financing, so that
younger Singaporeans just building
up their CPF nest eggs today will
benefit from their decisive action
this decade.
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Now that populist rebellions have
taken Britain out of the European
Union and the Republican Party out
of contention for the presidency,
perhaps we should speak no more
of left and right, liberals and
conservatives. From now on the
great political battles will be fought
between nationalists and
internationalists, nativists and
globalists. From now on the
loyalties that matter will be
narrowly tribal – Make America
Great Again; this blessed plot, this
earth, this realm, this England – or
multicultural and cosmopolitan.

Well, maybe. But describing the
division this way has one great flaw.
It gives the elite side of the debate
(the side that does most of the
describing) too much credit for
being truly cosmopolitan.

Genuine cosmopolitanism is a

rare thing. It requires comfort with
real difference, with forms of life
that are truly exotic relative to
one’s own. It takes its cue from a
Roman playwright’s line that
“nothing human is alien to me”, and
goes outward ready to be
transformed by what it finds.

The people who consider
themselves “cosmopolitan” in
today’s West, by contrast, are part
of a meritocratic order that
transforms difference into
similarity, by plucking the best and
brightest from everywhere and
homogenising them into the
peculiar species that we call “global
citizens”. This species is racially
diverse (within limits) and eager to
assimilate the fun-seeming bits of
foreign cultures – food, a touch of
exotic spirituality. But no less than
Brexit-voting Cornish villagers, our
global citizens think and act as
members of a tribe.

They have their own distinctive
worldview (basically liberal

Christianity without Christ), their
own common educational
experience, their own shared
values and assumptions (social
psychologists call these WEIRD –
for Western, Educated,
Industrialised, Rich and
Democratic) and, of course, their
own outgroups (evangelicals, Little
Englanders) to fear, pity and
despise. And like any tribal cohort
they seek comfort and familiarity:
From London to Paris to New York,
each Western “global city” (like
each “global university”) is
increasingly interchangeable, so
that wherever the citizen of the
world travels he already feels at
home.

Indeed, elite tribalism is actively
encouraged by the technologies of
globalisation, the ease of travel and
communication. Distance and
separation force encounter and
immersion, which is why the age of
empire made cosmopolitans as well
as chauvinists – sometimes out of
the same people. (There is more
genuine cosmopolitanism in
Rudyard Kipling and T.E. Lawrence
and Richard Francis Burton than in
a hundred Davos sessions.)

It is still possible to disappear into
someone else’s culture, to leave the
global-citizen bubble behind. But
in my experience the people who
do are exceptional or eccentric or
natural outsiders to begin with –
like a young writer I knew who had

travelled Africa and Asia more or
less on foot for years, not for a book
but just because, or the daughter of
evangelical missionaries who grew
up in South Asia and lived in
Washington, DC, as a way station
before moving her own family to
the Middle East. They are not the
people who ascend to power, who
become the insiders against whom
populists revolt.

In my own case – to speak as an
insider for a moment – my
cosmopolitanism probably peaked
when I was about 11 years old, when
I was simultaneously attending
tongues-speaking Pentecostalist
worship services, playing Little
League in a working-class
neighbourhood, eating alongside
ageing hippies in macrobiotic
restaurants on weekends, all the
while attending a liberal
Episcopalian parochial school. (It’s
a long story.) Whereas once I began
attending a global university, living
in global cities, working and
travelling and socialising with my
fellow global citizens, my
experience of genuine cultural
difference became far more
superficial.

Not that there’s necessarily
anything wrong with this. Human
beings seek community, and
permanent openness is hard to
sustain.

But it’s a problem that our tribe of
self-styled cosmopolitans doesn’t

see itself clearly as a tribe: because
that means our leaders can’t see
themselves the way the Brexiteers
and Trumpistas and Marine Le Pen
voters see them.

They can’t see that what feels
diverse on the inside can still seem
like an aristocracy to the excluded,
who look at cities like London and
see, as Peter Mandler wrote for
Dissent after the Brexit vote, “a
nearly hereditary professional
caste of lawyers, journalists,
publicists, and intellectuals, an
increasingly hereditary caste of
politicians, tight coteries of cultural
movers-and-shakers richly
sponsored by multinational
corporations”.

They can’t see that paeans to
multicultural openness can sound
like self-serving cant coming from
open-borders Londoners who love
Afghan restaurants but would
never live near an immigrant
housing project, or American
liberals who hail the end of
whiteness while doing everything
possible to keep their kids out of
majority-minority schools.

They can’t see that their vision of
history’s arc bending inexorably
away from tribe and creed and
nation-state looks to outsiders like
something familiar from eras past:
A powerful caste’s self-serving
explanation for why it alone
deserves to rule the world.
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Changes to the nursing-home model and
retirement financing too late for me, but I hope
they come in time for younger Singaporeans

Chua Mui Hoong
Opinion Editor

Even back then, 19 years
ago, the nursing-home
optionwas the choice of a
mere 14 per cent. Yet, for
most frail elderly that can’t
hire a full-time caregiver at
home, that remains the
onlyviable option today.
Singapore, in other words,
hasn’t moved much when it
comes to caring for its frail
elderly.
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