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Friends and colleagues from the social service and charity sector

Ladies and gentlemen,

Good morning.  I am glad that so many of you are attending today’s training seminar organised by the National Council of Social Service.  This seminar is very timely in preparing the sector to meet the needs of the community and complement the Government’s initiatives during these tough times.

Strengthening the social safety net
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The social needs in Singapore today are more complex.  Together with the economic downturn where people are being retrenched or worry about losing their jobs, these individuals will face a lot of stress and concern about how to support themselves and their families and in particular meet the needs of dependent children and older persons.  Like the Community Development Councils (CDCs) and other self-help groups, I am sure that all of you already see a rise in the number of cases requesting financial aid and social assistance, and you will see more of such cases in the days ahead.   
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In response to the current situation, the Government is pumping in more funding and resources to the CDCs and the social service agencies so that you can better help people in need cope with the recession, tide them through and get them back on their feet again.  I would like to specially highlight two initiatives – the $16 million boost to Family Service Centres (FSCs) and the enhancement of the Community Care Endowment Fund (ComCare) for those in need.  

Enhancing and strengthening FSCs
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For Financial Year (FY) 2009, my Ministry will make available $16 million to provide more resources to FSCs for professional training and accreditation and to increase staffing of up to three more social workers and two social work associates.  I am pleased to announce that we could be building up to 5 more FSCs in areas where there is high and sustained demand for FSC services.  This will make social services more accessible to communities that need them. As more in-depth studies are needed, we will announce the details when they are ready.  ComCare will also be enhanced by 54% to $77 million and funds available to help needy individuals and families will be made more flexible.
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With the financial resources the Government has put in place to meet the growing needs of the community, I urge agencies to tap on them and ensure that timely and effective help is rendered to those in need.  

The social service response
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As all of you know, providing financial aid is not the only thing that a person or a family needs when they encounter difficulties.  They also need help to manage the socio-emotional aspects of their lives.  In difficult times like these, the social service sector, more so than ever before, plays a critical role in helping to preserve and strengthen the family unit and the social fabric of society.

7

As the umbrella body for social services in Singapore, NCSS has geared up the sector to be even more vigilant and to respond pro-actively to the challenges ahead.  And that is the focus of the training seminar today – To prepare us to meet the multi-faceted needs of distressed individuals and families, including the elderly and people with disabilities. 
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I applaud NCSS for taking the lead to help the community ride out the economic storm through its three-pronged approach:

· Firstly, to raise public awareness of the available resources on financial and social assistance;

· Secondly, to strengthen the collaboration among VWOs and stakeholders, including GROs, so as to fine-tune existing services and where necessary introduce new services to meet changing needs; and

·  Thirdly, to build capability and prepare VWOs to cope with rising demands.  
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To raise public awareness, NCSS has produced and distributed widely the ‘Managing Tough Times’ brochures through various touch points such as community centres, CDCs and VWOs.  The information is also available in an interactive webpage, offering simple tips on how to work through the crisis and where to get help.    
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For the frontline social workers at FSCs, NCSS has also developed a resource kit to equip them with updated information, such as a list of available resources and schemes that public may apply to, and the various application and referral processes among agencies.  
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As this economic crisis will be long drawn, since December last year, NCSS has also started monitoring the challenges faced by the community to identify key issues and trends so that NCSS could rally the sector in coming together to address the new needs.    
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Today, we are here to strengthen these three areas:

· Increase the awareness of the issues related to individuals and families affected by unemployment, retrenchment and the available resources to support them; 

· enhance the necessary skills and knowledge; and

· share the experiences and solutions that we all have to support affected individuals and families holistically.

The need for partnerships
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Multi-faceted needs require a multi-pronged approach.  In Singapore, the ‘Many Helping Hands’ model has served us well.  Agencies, such as the VWOs, CDCs, GROs, self-help groups and governmental agencies, play important roles during these tough times.  I cannot emphasise enough just how crucial it is now for greater partnerships among agencies, to work closely and pull resources together to help the community.  
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Today’s seminar is an excellent example of the partnership in this sector. Practitioners are here to share their expertise and knowledge. Tote Board and Singapore Pools have provided financial support for the organisation of the seminar. And NCSS have brought all parties together to make this happen.  I heard the response to this seminar was overwhelming and would like to thank NCSS for the timely effort.  

Conclusion
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It is hard to predict how long we will be in this recession.  Hence, we need to remain vigilant and work together to help our clients ride out the crisis.  Let me conclude with a Chinese saying, “不 经 一 番 寒 彻 骨, 哪 得 梅 花 扑 鼻 香”, which means that only when you have gone through trials and tribulations that you grow and become stronger and more resilient.  The social service sector and its professionals have been at the forefront of many crises and social changes in its 50-year history and they helped countless individuals and families ride out the storms in their lives.  I urge you to keep up the good work and journey along with your clients to help them become stronger and more resilient. 
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I wish all of you a fruitful time ahead at this seminar.  Thank you.

