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ADDRESS BY DR VIVIAN BALAKRISHNAN, MINISTER FOR COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT, YOUTH AND SPORTS AT THE 8TH NCSS MEMBERS’ CONFERENCE “SOCIAL SERVICES: PERSPECTIVES FOR THE NEXT 10 YEARS”, 9 AM, 29 OCTOBER 2009, ORCHID COUNTRY CLUB
Mayor Matthias Yao Chih,

Mayor of the South East District

Dr Mohamad Maliki Bin Osman,

Parliamentary Secretary of the Ministry Of National Development
RADM (RET) Kwek Siew Jin, 

President of the National Council of Social Service

Friends in the social service sector

Ladies and Gentlemen
Good morning.  I am pleased to join all of you today at the 8th NCSS Members Conference.  Last year, we discussed the need to uphold good governance and the crucial importance of good leadership and staff in order to deliver better services for our beneficiaries.  I also encouraged VWOs to optimise resources to achieve greater synergy and cost effectiveness.

2
The VWOs have worked hard to comply with the Code of Governance for Charities and Institutions of a Public Character (IPCs).  Your compliance with this code is now published on the charity portal for public viewing.  I am glad that you saw this as an opportunity to enhance transparency and maintain public trust. It has also been a useful learning process for everyone involved in the sector. As a champion and advocate for the sector, the NCSS has facilitated this process and provided direct support for many of you. 

3
Indeed, the NCSS has set a good example for the sector, especially in the area of keeping communication channels open.  RADM (RET) Kwek Siew Jin, together with the NCSS Board and management team have in the past year have led by example and I know that the level of consultation and communication with member organisations has increased considerably. I have been “bcc” on many of these emails, so I can assure you that I have kept a quiet watchful eye on this transition. Consultation and communication are essential for the sharing of vision and alignment of actions. 

4
These consultations and meetings were done systematically, with a clear objective, and obtained mandate on how to move the sector forward.  I was invited to the Board retreat and sensed that there was a genuine desire for the NCSS to better represent the organisations working at the ground, so that they can serve their beneficiaries in a responsive and responsible manner.  

5
I understand that the Board had spent much time discussing and shaping the enabling role that it would like to play in the sector.  This is instrumental to an umbrella organisation such as the NCSS.  Going forward, the NCSS wants to further prepare the sector to increase the reach of services to the target groups, improve the quality of service and enhance the certainty of services meeting needs.  In doing so, the Council will continue to strengthen its representation and involvement in policy deliberations and reviews of service delivery.  This will stand the NCSS in good stead as it meets new social challenges.  

6 Earlier this year during the Addendum to the President’s Address, I spoke about the need to change our relationship between my Ministry and the NCSS, and between the NCSS and VWOs.  I wanted to emphasise that the centre of gravity of our social safety system is really the VWOs on the ground.  NCSS’ key roles would then be to be a collective advocate, to raise standards, to provide training, to seek economies of scale, to develop shared backroom services and generally to be a promoter of the social service sector. 
7 Given this new focus, the NCSS Board has concluded its primary role is not to check on the VWOs. The analogy I prefer is that it is a shepherd rather than a watchdog. In other words, we should clearly separate the role of promoter from that of regulator. Consequently, the NCSS Board has recommended that it relinquishes its current role as a Sector Administrator under the Charities Act.  

8
My Ministry has accepted this recommendation.  Thus, with effect from 1 January 2010, the Charities Unit in MCYS will be the Sector Administrator for the social service sector.  

Leveraging on strengths, maximising opportunities

9
As we prepare ourselves to tackle the social issues arising from a changing social landscape, existing services could be reviewed and re-organised to serve larger numbers of clients.  As we leverage on existing strengths and maximise available opportunities, there is room for more creativity.  If the ideas serve critical needs, and are worth trying out, VWOs can tap on the $45 million VWO-Charities Capability Fund (VCF), established since 2007.


10 
A good example is the Tsao Foundation Hua Mei Centre for Successful Ageing, which was launched last month.  The Foundation wanted to replicate the successful ON – LOK Programme in Singapore to provide integrated care for the elderly and to keep them in the community.  My Ministry, the Ministry of Health and NCSS supported the initiative. 

11
Going forward, the challenge is perhaps not about more of the same services, or having more programmes and manpower.  We need to be creative and nimble as we respond to ground needs as users become more sophisticated.  We will face fresh challenges and we need to think about how we can collaborate, better share and deploy resources to provide better coordinated and integrated services.  An example of a grounds-up approach is a new alliance of six social service providers called Good Company, which provides a one-stop case management service for student related issues.

A professionalised manpower 

12
As we look at the demographics and the demands of a more dynamic social service sector, the ability to grow the sector will not be dependent just on dollars alone.  The key to the growth of the sector is professionalising its manpower.  
13
Two recent initiatives – the Professional and Leadership Development Scheme and the Sabbatical Leave Scheme have benefited 37 social workers thus far.  Under these schemes, senior social workers have attended upgrading courses including Masters programmes, study trips and leadership and specialist skills training.  These initiatives will help retain talent and encourage more to join the sector. 

14
The NCSS has been working closely with VWOs in building manpower capability.  My Ministry is currently working with the NCSS on a manpower development plan to prepare the sector for an ageing population and the need to build capability in the Family Service Centres.
Launch of the Special Needs Trust Company

15
Today, I am also pleased to officially launch The Special Needs Trust Company (SNTC), a non-profit trust company dedicated to persons with special needs.  SNTC marks a milestone in the social sector’s efforts to ensure financial security for these individuals. This concept arose out of recommendations made by MINDS, which was supported by the Parents’ Workgroup on Enhancing Financial Security of Persons with Special Needs.

16
SNTC is one part of a larger financial security framework for persons with special needs. Under this framework, we will: i) make available financial mechanisms so that parents can build up a nest egg for family members who have disabilities; ii) facilitate setting up of fund disbursement vehicles for persons with disabilities, preferably with care plans articulated especially for those without mental capacity; iii) build up the legislative framework to protect those without mental capacity and iv) provide financial education workshops for families and for persons with disabilities. These workshops are conducted by the Centre for Enabled Living (CEL).

17
 Across the landscape of financial security options, SNTC is only one piece of the jigsaw. Not all parents want or need to open trust accounts with SNTC. Some parents will find that it makes better financial sense for them to open CPF accounts for their children with special needs instead and make voluntary contributions. Alternatively, they may nominate their children to be beneficiaries of their CPF monies. Yet other parents may use an insurance route.  They can buy insurance policies and nominate their children as beneficiaries.  

18
At this juncture, I would like to acknowledge the roles played by Mrs Mohideen and Mr Conrad Campos, the former and current Presidents of MINDS for their advocacy in championing the need for a special needs trust, and Prof Lim Pin who took on the challenge of becoming SNTC’s Chairman. 

19
I would also like to acknowledge Ms Denise Phua and the parents in the Parents’ Workgroup (Mr Conrad Campos, Ms Loh Wai Mooi, Mr Nick Lim, Mr Ong Chin Wah, Ms Florence Lim, Mr Alban Kang, Mr Bertie Cheng and Mr Lee Chak Meng) as well as the workgroup chaired by Ms Christine Ong who worked tenaciously to recommend and piece the different jigsaw pieces together. The members of this workgroup include Ms Denise Phua, Mr Liak Teng Lit, Ms Loh Wai Mooi and Ms Anita Fam. Denise’s group pushed for the ideas of SNTC, CPF and insurance while Christine’s workgroup proposed the CEL concept to develop a care management services for the elderly and persons with disabilities, as well as financial and legal advisory services.

20
My Ministry is truly heartened at what has been done and the tremendous passion and commitment shown by all. It has inspired us to continue to work tirelessly with NCSS, VWOs and parents to put together a sound financial framework for our children with special needs because every child matters.
Support from the Government 

21
My Ministry is committed to working closely with NCSS to support the VWOs. The Government will focus on national trends to plan the overall delivery of services, and oversee the infrastructural development of the social service sector. This year, my Ministry is providing close to $131 million to VWOs.  We had earlier committed to allocating $16 million to increase the number of social workers at the 36 Family Service Centres, provide them with more training, and build 5 more centres to meet the rising needs of families.  With the recent economic downturn, the Special Supplementary Fund of $10 million has also helped to ease the operational needs of VWOs.  

22
In addition, we have set aside $77 million through the Community Care Endowment Fund (ComCare) to help needy Singaporeans.  To engage students at risk of dropping out of school and out-of-school youths, we are committing $3 million to roll out the Enhanced STEP-UP programme in January 2010.  More day care centres and senior activity centres will also be set up in the next 5 years to assist families in providing care and support for their seniors.    

Conclusion

23
The social service sector has made great strides through the years, evident by the achievements celebrated at the sector’s 50th Anniversary last year.  As we move towards 2010 and beyond, the social service sector will continue to play a pre-eminent role in defining the type of society that Singapore becomes. Let’s build on the ideas, passion, energy and generous contributions of all of you and re-commit ourselves to giving dignity and hope for the needy and vulnerable members of our society.   

Thank you.
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