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Introduction 

 
1 I wish to begin by thanking the President of ADB, Mr Haruhiko 

Kuroda, the Vice-President, Dr Bindu Lohani, and my good friend, 

Dr K E Seetharam, for inviting me to speak in this prestigious lecture 

series.  During the past several years, I have worked closely with ADB 

in chairing the Governing Council of the Asia Pacific Water Forum 

(APWF).  The APWF and the ADB have a shared commitment to the 

Millennium Development Target on water and sanitation.  I will 

continue to work tirelessly until my dream that every Asian man, 

woman and child will have access to safe drinking water and good 

sanitation is achieved. 

 

Choice of Lecture Topic 

 

2 I want to briefly explain the choice of the topic for my lecture.  

First, I want to remind Asians not to be carried away by our success.  It 

is true that we are making impressive progress.  It is also true that we 
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still face enormous challenges.  We should, therefore, be humble and 

not fall victim to hubris and triumphalism.  Second, I have looked 

carefully at ADB’s “Strategy 2020”, setting out the Bank’s long-term 

strategic framework for the period, 2008 to 2020.  ADB will focus on 

three complementary agendas: inclusive growth, environmentally 

sustainable growth and regional integration.  ADB will make use of five 

drivers of change, one of which is good governance.  I have decided to 

touch on two of the three agendas, inclusive growth and sustainability 

and one of the drivers of change, good governance. 

 

The Challenge of Inclusive Growth 

 

3 Eighteen years ago, the World Bank published a landmark book, 

entitled, “The East Asian Miracle”.  In that book, the author praised 

eight Asian economies for their rapid and sustained economic 

progress and highlighted the fact that they seemed to have evolved a 

model which combined growth with equity.  What is the situation 

today?  The situation today is that we have growth, but with less equity.  

All our societies have grown more unequal, as measured by the 

gini coefficient and the ratio of average incomes of the top 20% and 

the bottom 20%.  See Annex A, which contains the index of 

gini coefficient taken from the World Bank’s Development Indicators.  

According to the World Bank’s latest statistics, the gini coefficient for 

Singapore was 0.48 in 2010.  In the case of China, the gini coefficient 

has risen from around 0.30 in the early 1980s to around 0.47 in 2009.  

Some social scientists have warned that inequality which exceeds the 

gini coefficient of 0.4 could lead to social unrest.  Even without social 

unrest, great inequality is a threat to social  cohesion and harmony.  
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The current trend in Asia is fundamentally objectionable because it is 

inconsistent with the very purpose of development which is to benefit 

all citizens.  ADB is, therefore, right to make inclusive growth one of its 

three agendas. 

 

4 There are three causes for the current trend towards greater 

inequality: technology, globalisation and domestic policy.  There is a 

technological revolution taking place in the world.  Automation, 

robotics, the information and communication technology have 

revolutionised the work place.  As a result, some jobs have 

disappeared.  New jobs have been created for those who are well 

educated and highly skilled.  Workers with low education and low skills 

have either been made redundant or are stuck in low-paying jobs.  

There is nothing which a country can do to protect its workers from the 

advance of technology.  What it can and should do is to invest heavily 

in educating its people and training them for the good jobs in the 

sunrise knowledge-intensive industries.  This requires a shift of 

emphasis from quantity to quality in the provision of education and 

training. 

 

5 The second cause of growing inequality is globalisation.  This is 

another irresistible force.  On balance, globalisation has done more 

good than harm for the world.  Globalisation has enabled Asia to 

compete with the West on a more level playing field.  Globalisation has 

also enabled a country like China to become the factory of the world, a 

country like India to become a service provider to the world and a 

country like the Philippines to provide seafarers to the world’s shipping 

industry.  Globalisation has also brought enormous opportunities to 
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Asia’s talented men and women.  One negative aspect of globalisation 

is that it has created a sharp divide in each of our countries between 

those who work in the domestic economy and those who work in the 

international economy.  Singapore is a paradigm case of a country 

with two economies.  Those who work in the domestic economy 

continue to earn Third World wages. 

 

6 The third cause of the growing inequality is domestic policy.  

Most Asian governments prefer not to talk about this cause.  Their 

public rhetoric is that the growing inequality is caused by technology 

and globalisation.  If that were true, then it must follow that successful 

European countries, such as Switzerland and Denmark, would be just 

as unequal as we are.  The fact is that they are not.  Denmark’s gini 

coefficient is 0.29 (2007) and Switzerland’s gini coefficient is 

0.33 (2009).  What accounts for the difference?  The difference is due 

to the different economic, tax and social policies.  Let us take 

Singapore as an example.  First, at the macro level, Singapore has 

probably over-rewarded capital and under-rewarded labour.  Second, 

we tax the rich very lightly and we have a regressive tax called the 

Goods and Services Tax, currently set at 7%.  Third, we do not have a 

minimum wage.  Fourth, we have very large numbers of unskilled and 

semi-skilled foreign workers, which result in the stagnation of the 

wages of the bottom 20% to 30% of our workers.  Fifth, the cash 

transfers to help the poor workers, by way of the innovative workfare 

and for their medical insurance, are relatively modest.  The 

government wants to do more to help our poorer citizens, but it is 

constrained by the determination not to undermine the work ethic or 

the value of self-reliance and to avoid creating an entitlement mentality.  
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In defence of Singapore, I would say that Singapore’s gini coefficient 

does not tell the full story.  There is almost full employment as the 

unemployment rate is only 2%.  Housing is heavily subsidised and 

there are no homeless people in Singapore.  Public housing and 

private housing often exist side by side.  There are no gated 

communities in Singapore.  Education is also heavily subsidised and, 

while there are elite schools, there are no bad schools in Singapore.  

Healthcare and transportation are good and are accessible to the poor 

and rich alike.  The rule of law is strong and the government is 

non-corrupt.  Most important of all is equality of opportunities and 

social mobility.  It is probably better to be poor in Singapore than 

anywhere else in Asia. 

 

The Challenge of Good Governance 

 

7 The concept of good governance has many aspects.  For the 

purpose of this lecture, I will focus on two: corruption and the rule of 

law.  All Asians aspire to live in a society in which they do not have to 

offer a bribe to anyone in order to obtain what they are entitled to 

under the law.  They want to live in a society in which the policeman, 

prosecutor and judge are not corrupt.  They want to live in a society in 

which licences, contracts and policies are made in a transparent 

manner and based on merit and nothing else.  Corruption is a cancer 

eating at the heart of Asia.  It is one of the most shameful of Asia’s 

failings. 

 

8 I read with dismay, each year, the Corruption Perceptions Index 

published by Transparency International.  According to the 2011 Index 
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(see Annex B), only one Asian country, Singapore (no. 4) is ranked 

among the top 10 most non-corrupt countries and territories in the 

world.  Hong Kong is ranked no. 12, Japan no. 14, Taiwan no. 32, 

Bhutan no. 38, South Korea no. 43, Brunei no. 44, Malaysia no. 60, 

China no. 75, Thailand no. 80, Sri Lanka no. 86, India no. 96, 

Indonesia no. 100, Vietnam no. 112, Bangladesh no. 120, 

Mongolia no. 120, Philippines no. 129, Pakistan no. 134, Laos no. 154, 

Cambodia no. 164 and Myanmar no. 180.  I am struck by the fact that 

there is no apparent correlation between democracy and 

non-corruption.  A country can be both democratic and corrupt. 

 

9 The rule of law is as important to the lives of ordinary citizens as 

the absence of corruption.  Asians aspire to live in societies which 

protect their safety, rights and property.  They want to live in societies 

in which everyone is subject to the law and no one is above the law.  

They want to live in societies in which the judiciary is independent and 

justice is not for sale.  They do not wish to live in societies in which 

there is one law for the rich and powerful and another law for the poor 

and the weak.  They do not wish to live in a society in which there is a 

culture of impunity and where the rich and powerful can literally get 

away with murder. 

 

10 I attach in Annex C, the World Bank’s 2011 Index for the Rule 

of Law.  I will not embarrass Asia by reading out the scores of the 

various countries on the Index.  The maximum score is 100.  Only 

Singapore, Hong Kong and Japan had scores in the 90s.  Brunei, 

South Korea and Taiwan had scores in the 80s.  I would simply say 

that there is much room for improvement for the other Asian countries. 
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The Challenge of Sustainability 

 

11 The ADB is right to focus on environmentally sustainable growth 

as one of its three agendas.  I speak with some passion on this subject 

because 20 years ago, I chaired the preparatory committee for the 

Earth Summit.  I also chaired the negotiations at the Summit itself. 

 

12 In 1992, our top three challenges were climate change, the loss 

of biodiversity and the depletion of the world’s rainforests.  We have 

made no progress in any of these three areas in the past 20 years.  

The evidence that the continued accumulation of CO2 in the 

atmosphere is leading to global warming and climate change is 

overwhelming.  The loss of biodiversity and ecosystems is accelerating.  

The rainforests are disappearing literally before our eyes.  With few 

exceptions, Asian countries and cities have failed to achieve a balance 

between development and the environment.  The result is that most of 

our citizens are suffering from air and water pollution, from degraded 

land and contaminated food.  Most of our cities are becoming less and 

less liveable. 

 

13 I would also like to mention the state of the world’s oceans 

because 71% of the earth’s surface is covered by the sea and the 

oceans serve as the blue lungs of the world.  The oceans also play a 

role in regulating the world’s climate.  Thirty years ago, I served as the 

President of the Third UN Conference on the Law of the Sea, which 

adopted the landmark UN Convention on the Law of the Sea in 1982.  

I would like to highlight the little known fact that the oceans absorb 
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CO2  from the atmosphere and generate oxygen.  However, because 

of global warming, the oceans are becoming warmer and more acidic.  

This will lead to the destruction of the world’s coral reefs and a threat 

to the livelihood of millions of people who depend on them.  The 

world’s fishery is in a state of crisis.  In view of the symbiotic 

relationship between land and sea, we should be concerned by the 

health of the world’s oceans. 

 

14 The future health of our planet will depend increasingly on Asia.  

China is already the world’s no. 1 emitter of CO2 .  India is not far 

behind.  However, China and India have the right to develop and to 

uplift the welfare of their peoples.  The West cannot reasonably 

demand that china and India stop developing.  The way forward is for 

East and West to work together to forge a new paradigm for 

development.  We need to find a way for the world to make a 

successful transition to a low carbon economy and one which uses 

resources in a more efficient and sustainable manner.  Asia stands at 

a crossroads.  One road will lead to a degraded and increasingly 

threatened planet.  The second road will lead to a sustainable future.  

The future is in our hands.  Let us have the wisdom and courage to 

choose the second road and not the first. 

 

15 Thank you. 

 

.  .  .  .  . 
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