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Ladies and Gentlemen
Good morning.  Thank you for being here with us this morning and for supporting this year’s NCSS Members Conference.  This is our 8th annual conference and I hope members will find it as useful and interesting as the rest.    
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I would like to especially thank Minister Vivian Balakrishnan, who has not only agreed to grace this event, but who also readily accepted our invitation to join the panel for the Stakeholders Dialogue session, to be held later on in the morning.  I am also thankful to Mayor Yao, who will also join the panel in the dialogue session to share his perspectives.  My gratitude also goes to Dr Maliki who will be sharing his insights on the challenges for the social service sector in the next 10 years, as well as taking on the task of facilitating the dialogue session.  To our other distinguished speakers and panelists, thank you very much for agreeing to share your knowledge and expert views with us.
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The theme of today’s conference is “Social Services: Perspectives for the next 10 years.”  It is our hope that this theme will spur us to review the state of the social service sector, and to look forward critically to see what modifications and innovations may be necessary to keep our practices and services relevant as our society goes through its inevitable rounds of change.   
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For the past three years, I have had the opportunity to visit many of your organisations, and I have gained much insight into the programmes and services that you run, and the various challenges that you face.  The good work you have been doing to help those in need is most commendable.  During my visits, we have had the opportunity to discuss many things.  You have raised areas that required assistance from NCSS, and I believe, in many instances, we were able to provide some help.  Some of you have brought up capability-building needs and we have worked with you on various avenues to turn those wishes into reality.  For those who wanted to try out new ideas and pilot new services, we have worked with you to scope your plans in order to get funding for the implementation of your projects.  We have also raised some of your problems and challenges to key partners such as MCYS, MOE, MOH, LTA and others for their attention and assistance.  Wherever possible and within our ability, we have and will continue to help you meet your needs to improve services for the less fortunate.  
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Recently, we conducted a members’ survey to gauge your feelings about the role of NCSS and how we can be of greater value to you in your journey of service to the less fortunate.  Your feedback was both frank and honest, and we derived much usable information from it.  You told us that we had done quite well, but there were still many areas where we could improve.  We have been working on those areas since.
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One critical feedback that arose quite frequently was that members were uncertain what the real role of NCSS was – were we a regulator, with powers to demand compliance and with ability to punish those who do not, or were we an enabler, to help, support and encourage?  More importantly, what did we want NCSS to be?  This was an important area on which we, the Board and Management of NCSS, spent considerable time discussing and debating; the answer was not as obvious as first thought.  
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In our discussions, we realised that since the role of Sector Administrator was appointed by Minister, MCYS, we had been both an enabler and a regulator to our members.  At times, it looked like we were more of a regulator than an enabler, and I must confess to you that the regulator’s role certainly took up a lot of our time.  Although we did try to be more enabler than regulator, with a guideline of 80:20 (80% enabler and 20% regulator) for the staff to follow in carrying out their work, it was difficult to separate the two roles, and certainly it must have been very confusing to you, our members.  It could not have been very clear to you that whenever we approached you, or called on you, what the purpose of our call was for – were we there as a regulator or an enabler?  
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At our last Board Review session, held at the mid-term point of our current two-year term, the Board discussed this at length, and in the end decided that we should approach MCYS to offer to return the role of Sector Administrator to them.
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We did not take this decision lightly or in order to make our work easier, nor was it a unanimous decision to start with.  Good governance of social service organisations has, and always will be, an important objective for NCSS.  In fact, we had our own Governance Guidelines for members even before the current set of Governance Guidelines were issued by the Charity Council, and we were instrumental in helping the Council to formulate the current set of Guidelines.  In the past two years, we had worked with and helped many VWOs towards better compliance with the Guidelines, and in fact we had the highest score from members for our work in this area in the feedback; members had indicated that we had been of great help to them in this area of our work.  
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However, as a regulator, we had also to ensure that rules were followed, and at times we had to take unpleasant actions to ensure compliance.  Fortunately, not everyone was so affected, but a sufficient number of members had felt our wrath to feel that we were not taking good care of them.  Wielding a stick in one hand and handing out sweets with the other is not an easy task, and one that certainly does not breed good confidence and trust.  So, the discussions ended with the Board agreeing that we should not continue to be the Sector Administrator for the Social and Welfare Sector, but that we should concentrate on our role as a members’ organisation to help and enable members to provide even better service to their clients.  
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That does not mean that once we are not the Sector Administrator, we will be washing our hands off the area of good governance for VWOs.  As mentioned earlier, it is and always will be a critical issue for us.  Our aim is that member VWOs should practice and be seen to practice the highest level of governance, so that our clients can be better served, and so that public confidence in our member VWOs will be no less than complete.  NCSS will continue to work with members to revise and refine procedures and practices so that members can also be confident of their ability to comply with the Governance Guidelines, not just in word, but also in spirit.  In the unfortunate, and, I hope, rare, event that a member should be in trouble for non-compliance, NCSS will be available for help and advice, and to work hand-in-hand with the VWO to address the problem.  We will not be there to wield the axe.  
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We have held discussions with MCYS on this proposal, and there seems to be some meeting of the minds on the subject.  I personally feel that this is the right way for NCSS to proceed, so I hope that Minister may have some good news for us later on.     
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On a slightly different note, I am pleased to share some good news with all of you.  Bee Lian and her staff have been working hard on improving members’ benefits and privileges, and so, beginning January next year, VWO staff can look forward to joining the Civil Service Club as Associate members for as low as $10 per month and have access to facilities such as swimming pools, bowling and karaoke rooms at its three clubs.  For this, we owe our thanks to Mr Niam Chiang Meng, Permanent Secretary of the Ministry of Community Development, Youth and Sports, for helping to make this a possibility for our Member VWOs.  This membership package, which is usually charged at a rate of $25 per month, has been specially tailored for us in the sector.  I hope that many of your staff will take advantage of this special offer, and make use of the excellent facilities of the Civil Service Club to relax and chill out, and be always ready work to with your clients, to make a difference to their lives.  As the staff are also pursuing other avenues of membership privileges and benefits, I hope that there will soon be other good news to be announced in due course.
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In concluding my address, I think that the programme of today’s conference is an exciting and interesting one, and I hope you will all take away a lot of value from your attendance here today.  For me, I’m looking forward to the Stakeholders Dialogue Session, where we will be able to not only gain insights from Minister, Mayor Yao and my fellow panellists, but also get to hear your views, and together, have a robust discourse on the future of social services.  I would once again like to thank you for your support, and look forward to working with all of you to make our social service sector even more effective and efficient, for the benefit of all who need our help.  Thank you.
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