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STAYING THE COURSE”
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THE EVOLUTION OF SINGAPORE’S MEDIA INDUSTRY
Mr Janadas Devan, Director of The Institute of Policy Studies,

Mr Patrick Daniel, 11" S R Nathan Fellow for the Study of Singapore at IPS,

Distinguished guests,

Ladies and Gentlemen,

Introduction
1. Good evening, everyone.
2. Thank you for inviting me to the launch of Patrick’s book, Stewardship of the Singapore

Media: Staying the Course.

3. | wanted to start off by saying the most important thing which is, “Yes, | have read the

book, and I highly recommend it to you too.”

4. Itis in fact a compilation of the three lectures Patrick delivered as an IPS Fellow.

a. The first lecture talked about press freedom versus regulation, and the
evolution and management of Singapore’s media industry. The Q&A session

was moderated by Professor Chan Heng Chee.

b. The second lecture highlighted the global challenge the media industry faces
with the Internet, and explored the way forward for Internet Governance. The

Q&A session was moderated by Dr Carol Soon.
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c. The third lecture is particularly relevant because it envisions what the future of
media and journalism in Singapore would look like. The Q&A session was

moderated by Dr Shashi Jayakumar.

5. Patrick is uniquely positioned to have dealt with these topics. The challenge for him
was that in delivering his lectures, he had to synthesise the most important insights that he
had gathered over the years. In this regard, Patrick is an expert in summarising complex topics
and putting them across in a very accessible manner. His ability was apparent even for me,
as a reader, who was looking it from a textual perspective, rather than having the privilege of

being in his lectures.

6. | also say that he is uniquely positioned to answer these topics because before he
embarked on a media career, Patrick had been in the Government and understood its inner

workings.

7. More recently, he was the interim CEO of SPH Media Trust, and was closely involved

in the restructuring process.

8. Therefore, when Patrick shares his insights on how Singapore media needs to
transform to stay the course in these turbulent times, he has a point of view that is well worth
listening to.

9. I will briefly touch on three themes in the book that resonated strongly with me.

Importance of Public Service Media for Singapore’s success

10. First, the importance of local media, or legacy media, as Patrick describes it.

11. This is a pivotal period for mainstream media outlets. Trusted and credible news media

has never been more important than in this period of rapid change in the digital realm.

12. Clickbait content vies for the limited attention of consumers. False information has
become pervasive. We sometimes find ourselves in this awkward position of not knowing what

to believe.
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13. At the same time, the business models of traditional media outlets have been disrupted

by large online platforms, and quality journalism must find ways of paying for itself.

14, Singapore’s media outlets have not been spared this digital onslaught. As Patrick
candidly says in his first lecture “Our customers had decided to have their lunch at Google

and Facebook. And they did not come back.”

15. Based on the findings from the Reuters Institute Digital News Report 2022, trust in
news media in Singapore has remained largely stable over the last five years, and is amongst
the highest levels in the Asia Pacific region.

16. Singapore’s level of trust in news media, at 43% in 2022, is comparable to the global

and regional average.

17. Our local media has managed to preserve and build public trust throughout the years

because they have always striven to provide accurate, objective, and timely reporting.

18. As | have said before and will say again, the Government is committed to supporting
our local media players to stay the course. They continue to reach the vast majority of

Singaporeans, even as the competition for attention intensifies.

19. We want local media to thrive and be able to provide high quality, credible local content
to all Singaporeans. This is why we are funding both Mediacorp and SPH Media Trust in their

transformation efforts.

Relationship between the media and Government

20. The second theme | would like to touch on is the relationship between media and the

Government, for now and in the future.

21. It is vital that the Government and the media can operate on the basis of mutual trust

and respect.

22. This relationship has been instrumental throughout our existence as an independent

nation.
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23. Like all relationships, it is not without tension. It has to be constantly managed, but it
has worked. Patrick described the relationship in his first lecture; he did not shy away from
acknowledging the difficulties.

24, At its heart, this relationship is built on the significant value that the Government places

on our local media’s role in nation-building. This will continue under the 4G leadership.

25. If you are wondering how we will engage with the media, consider how we functioned
during the COVID-19 pandemic:

26. The Multi-Ministerial Taskforce held regular press conferences to share the latest
developments and public health measures, as well as addressed the media’s questions

candidly, and very often they were tough, inconvenient questions.

27. We shared information — including details of cases — promptly and fully. No vital

information was withheld from the media or the public.

28. As a result, the local media was able to reflect the situation accurately and present
information to the public in ways that were easily understood. Unlike in many other countries,
Singaporeans did not become divided along ideological lines about mask-wearing,

vaccinations, or safe distancing measures.

29. This did not mean that journalists saw eye-to-eye with the Government on all issues
concerning the pandemic. On some occasions, they wrote op-eds expressing their
disagreement. There was editorial independence, but the media and Government operated

on the same set of facts.

30. Will the Government’s provision of funding change this? We see no value in putting
the trust that our legacy media has built with the public at risk, if the products they create lack
credibility and are ignored by audiences. It doesn’t do anyone any good. Especially in these
troubled times with external challenges expected to test our model of governance, the 4G
leadership will look to the media to play its role in nation-building and to help unite

Singaporeans.

Keep up with changing trends and technoloqgy




~ @
4 Ministry of Communications
: and Information

An Engaged and Connected Singapore

31. This leads me to the final theme. In return for government’s support, our ask of the
media companies is to strive towards successful digital transformation and be effective

providers of media and news, whether in print, broadcast or on the Internet.

32. In his third lecture, Patrick lays out a future for SMT. He describes a SMT in 2045 that
is able to fully harness the benefits of technology to deliver better, more customised products
to their audience. It has strong regional reach, and is financially independent because it is able
to leverage technology to regain subscription and advertising revenues. What remains

unchanging in this version of SMT is that it continues to provide trusted news as a public good.

33. | urge our media companies, whether SMT or Mediacorp, to look closely at Patrick’s
scenario and his assessment of the capabilities required to get there, in line with the process
that he described as “backcasting”.

Conclusion

34. To conclude, | would like to congratulate Patrick on a book that challenges us all in
thinking about the role of our local media players, and what it will take for them to continue
playing this role far into the future.

35. Congratulations again and thank you, Patrick!
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