
IT MAY be one of Singapore’s
four official languages, but Chi-
nese is set to be learnt by more
people if the new Confucius Insti-
tute director here has his way.

Getting more English-speaking
Singaporeans, and even foreigners
here, to pick up the Chinese lan-
guage is one objective of Dr Neo
Peng Fu, 51, who took up his post
at the eight-year-old Confucius
Institute at Nanyang Technologi-
cal University (CI-NTU) this year.

“Chinese is fast becoming an in-
ternational language and there is a
lot we can do at the institute to

help our students and even older
Singaporeans to master the lan-
guage and understand Chinese cul-
ture and history better,” says the
academic, who took over from Dr
Koh Hock Kiat, CI-NTU’s found-
ing director.

Dr Neo taught at National Uni-
versity of Singapore’s Chinese
Studies Department for 10 years
before moving to NTU’s National
Institute of Education in 2010.

CI-NTU – founded by NTU in
partnership with the Chinese gov-
ernment to promote the learning
of the Chinese language and cul-

ture here – has done well in the
past eight years.

But Dr Neo wants to do more,
especially in reaching out to
non-Mandarin speakers who may
have missed out on learning the
language and culture earlier.

“Our enrichment courses for
both children and adults are al-
ready doing that, but I want to
help more tertiary-level students
to further their studies in China
by taking part in exchange pro-
grammes with universities there.”

Some of these programmes he
wants to hook up with include

PhD-level courses and joint re-
search projects lasting between
six months and two years.

Popular courses at CI-NTU cur-
rently include a diploma in teach-
ing Chinese, business Chinese for
working adults, children’s lan-
guage workshops and arts-related
courses such as Chinese brush
painting and calligraphy.

Dr Neo has his sights set on
turning the CI-NTU into a region-
al powerhouse in teaching Chi-
nese, too. “Because of our strate-
gic location and historical back-
ground, we can help train teach-

ers who want to teach in the other
South-east Asian countries.”

For example, volunteer teach-
ers from China can come to Singa-
pore for short courses to under-
stand the region better.

Dr Neo also wishes to strength-
en the institute’s relationship
with its partner, China’s Office of
Chinese Language Council Interna-
tional, a department under its Min-
istry of Education. “They have the
most excellent teaching materials
and I think we should (see) how
we can make good use of them.”
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THE annual Speak Mandarin cam-
paign is in its 35th year, but en-
couraging young parents to use
the language at home remains a
big challenge, with English the
dominant language here.

So says Mr Seow Choke Meng,
64, chairman of the Promote Man-
darin Council (PMC) since 2011.

He points to a trend of more
Chinese families speaking mainly
English at home.

A 2010 Education Ministry sur-
vey showed that 38 per cent of Pri-
mary 6 pupils from Chinese fami-
lies spoke only English, or mostly
English, pipping those who spoke
only Mandarin, or mostly Manda-
rin, by one percentage point. The
rest of the families spoke a mix of
both English and Mandarin.

Mr Seow says: “The council’s
work is not done yet, and that is
why the campaign must still go

on, as a good reminder of the im-
portance of speaking Mandarin.”

And there is no better time for
Chinese Singaporeans to speak in
Mandarin than during the Chinese
New Year season, “when auspi-
cious phrases in Mandarin are
aplenty for them to use to greet
one another”, says Mr Seow, who
is also executive vice-president of
cultural industry promotion at Sin-
gapore Press Holdings’ Chinese
Newspapers Division.

He says Chinese Singaporeans
should take the opportunity to use
more Mandarin, such as popular
greetings like xin nian kuai le (hap-
py new year), shen ti jian kang (a
healthy body), long ma jing shen
(as lively and energetic as horses
and dragons) and wan shi ru yi
(may all things go well).

“These four-character phrases
express their new year wishes ade-

quately and beautifully, and their
frequent use can help strengthen
the vocabulary as well,” says Mr
Seow, who was among the 42 re-
cipients of the inaugural Friend of
the MCCY (Ministry of Culture,
Communications and Youth)
Award last month for serving 14
years with the PMC.

The festive season is also time-
ly for Chinese Singaporeans to dis-
cover traditions behind the cele-
brations, such as paying respects
to elders and giving hongbao to
spread goodwill and fortune.

Mr Seow hopes families will
use more Mandarin beyond the
holiday season, especially at home
with their children.

“That is why in the last few
years, many of the activities we or-
ganised involved the family, such as
short film production competitions
and speech contests,” he says.

While the campaign has suc-
ceeded in replacing Chinese dia-
lects with Mandarin, getting the
young to speak it remains the task
ahead. His council is producing a
commemorative book in English
and Chinese to mark the 35th year
of the campaign. It will be out in
conjunction with this year’s
Speak Mandarin launch in July.
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CHINESE clan groups should be
inclusive, not looking only after
their own interests and welfare
like in the past, says the head of a
new Chinese immigrant group.

Mr David Li aims to bring Sin-
gaporean businessmen and those
from his native home in China to-
gether through the Zhejiang (S) En-
trepreneurs’ Association, which
he founded in May last year.

His association was among five
new Chinese immigrant groups
which were set up last year.

Dispelling talk that his new as-
sociation – comprising mostly

businessmen from Zhejiang work-
ing and living here – was formed
out of their failure to integrate in-
to the local mainstream Chinese
community, he says he and many
of his clansmen have joined sever-
al local Chinese clan or business
groups.

“We have even included the
Singapore lion and the five stars
of Singapore’s national flag into
our association’s emblem to show
how closely we want to work to-
gether,” says the president of his
100 member-plus group.

“My dream is to have a joint de-

velopment project here as big as
Suntec City by Singapore busi-
nessmen and their counterparts
from Zhejiang, my hometown,
some day,” declares Mr Li, 47,
an engineer-turned-entrepreneur
who moved here in 1994, aged 28.

“Zhejiang people are enterpris-
ing and eager to venture out. Sin-
gapore businessmen are generally
sincere and honest. I am sure they
can work well together,” he says.

Mr Li, managing director of his
home security system company
Horizonline, expects more Chi-
nese entrepreneurs from Zhejiang

to invest in Singapore in the near
future.

Several businessmen from Chi-
na with assets worth billions have
already moved here and half are
from Zhejiang, he claims.

“We should act now to connect
with them as soon as possible,”
says the father of two teenage
sons who both grew up here.

He himself had no problem join-
ing his first local Chinese clan
group when he came here.

“I remember walking up to the
association representing my sur-
name Li, the Singapore Lee Clan

General Association in Jalan Be-
sar, and was accepted as a mem-
ber immediately,” he recalls.

On how clan groups could be
more “open looking”, he says:
“Our association wants to contrib-
ute and work with others for the
benefit of the country as well as
its partners.”

His association held a business
mission to Zhejiang last year and
plans another for the first quarter
of this year, as well as a two-day
entrepreneurs’ summit here in
July.
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SHE is a leading expert on the Chi-
nese diaspora, so it is no wonder
that Professor Zhou Min, the new
director of the Chinese Heritage
Centre at Nanyang Technological
University (NTU), wishes for Sin-
gapore Chinese, particularly
young folk, to learn more about
their heritage.

The sociologist hopes the cen-
tre can engage clan associations’
youth groups to meet the needs of
a generation that feels little affini-
ty to Chinese language or culture.

It is a challenge she knows
well. Her only child, Dr Philip
Guo, who moved from China to
the United States at five, “proba-
bly remembers only 50 Chinese
characters”, she laments.

Still, Prof Zhou, also head of
NTU’s sociology division, says
her son, now a 30-year-old assist-
ant professor of computer science

at the University of Rochester, got
the best of both cultures.

“He values education, hard
work, discipline and the family’s
face,” she says. “On the other
hand, he has fully utilised the free-
dom that he has in America. He
can do whatever his heart desires,
not like the first generation.”

There is a further personal di-
mension in encouraging greater
understanding among Singapore-
ans of their Chinese heritage.

Prof Zhou, who hails from
Guangdong originally but counts
herself American after living 29
years in the US, is rediscovering
her Chinese-ness since moving
here six months ago to her univer-
sity post, and then becoming cen-
tre director on Nov 1.

One reason is that although she
looks ethnically similar to Singapo-
rean Chinese, she finds them no-

ticing her differences.
While in the US, the Chinese

are seen as a model minority, in
Singapore, “the new Chinese im-
migrants have a certain stereo-
type that works to their disadvan-
tage”, she says, citing “micro-ag-
gressions” from others in every-
day speech and actions that are
subjective and hard to prove.

“In the US, you can blame it on
racism. Here, you feel the same
way, except that it’s not racial.”

Chinese New Year in the US
has been low-key for her, living in
a white middle-class neighbour-
hood and with school still in ses-
sion. A weekend party with Chi-
nese friends would do.

Over here, she soaked in the
festivities in Chinatown: “It’s
mind-boggling how Chinese it is.
It’s more Chinese than in China –
all the shops and decorations!”

Prof Zhou thinks young people
here may find it beneficial to redis-
cover their roots, as many do not
know how their forebears came
out of China, and remitted money
to support families and build
qiaoxiang or migrant hometowns.

“Knowing (this) would help
(them) connect to their cultural
and heritage roots as well as
bridge the generational gap, by
making them more appreciative of
what their parents and grandpar-
ents have done for the family.

“It would enrich their cultural
sensitivity and help them expand
their career horizon into China.”

Prof Zhou hopes to translate in-
to English, Chinese-language writ-
ings about qiaoxiang by scholars
in China which cover topics such
as how the Chinese bypassed the
Chinese Exclusion Act, a US feder-
al law in 1882 to bar Chinese work-

ers from entry; remittances of ear-
ly Chinese immigrants in the US
to Taishan city in Guangdong; and
overseas Chinese newsletters by
which Chinese immigrants con-
nected to families back home.

The centre is also translating a
book on Chinese migration and re-
settlement in Malaya and Singa-
pore by the late Shanghai-born
cartoonist, scholar and ink painter
Huang Yao, who settled in Malaya
in 1956.

The English edition of his 1967
work, Ma Xin Hua Ren Zhi or The
History of Chinese People in Ma-
laya and Singapore, is scheduled
for completion by September this
year, with a $45,000 gift from the
Huang Yao Foundation.

Besides translation, Prof Zhou
plans to tap NTU faculty for exper-
tise to create a bilingual robot for
the centre’s museum that appeals

to pre-schoolers, and convert its
library collection of early Chinese
textbooks into digital form, to
stimulate research on Chinese
identity and language teaching.
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SCCCI president Thomas Chua hopes to nurture in businessmen a concern for
society as part of the Chinese entrepreneurial spirit. ST PHOTO: JASON QUAH

Prof Zhou, who was from Guangdong
but lived 29 years in the US, is
rediscovering her Chinese-ness here.

By LEONG WENG KAM
SENIOR WRITER

SINGAPORE’S top Chinese com-
munity leader, Mr Chua Thian
Poh, 65, has been a busy man,
rushing from one Chinese New
Year gathering to another this fes-
tive season. But amid the seasonal
greetings, several issues loom for
the year.

New Chinese immigrants’ inte-
gration into mainstream society
and the Chinese community’s
good relations with other racial
groups here are his greatest chal-
lenges ahead, he tells Insight.

To this end, Mr Chua – presi-
dent of the Singapore Federation
of Chinese Clan Associations
(SFCCA), an umbrella body for
more than 200 clan groups – is
looking forward to the start of con-
struction on the $70 million Singa-

pore Chinese Cultural Centre in
Shenton Way by the third quarter
of this year.

He sees it as a place where new
Chinese migrants and non-Chi-
nese Singaporeans can learn more
about the local Chinese communi-
ty, its history and developments.

This will help new migrants in-
tegrate into the mainstream Chi-
nese community, he says, adding:
“To be completed in about two to
three years, (the centre) will be a
milestone in the history of the Chi-
nese community as it will show-
case what is uniquely Singapore
Chinese culture.”

Additionally, more new citi-
zens and non-Chinese groups will
be invited to the SFCCA’s signa-
ture events such as its Dragon
Boat Festival celebrations.

On the spike in the number of
clan groups formed by new Chi-

nese migrants, he says it is to be
expected and he hopes the groups
will join the federation or take
part in its activities.

He also hopes more young peo-
ple will wish to learn more about
their ethnic culture and tradi-
tions, and come forward to serve
in clan associations, many led by
leaders in their 60s and older.

“It is time they started to re-
new themselves by spotting
younger leaders,” he says.

But Mr Chua stresses that “the
Chinese-speaking community is
an active and vibrant one”.

The chairman of networking
group Business China, who is also
president of Singapore Hokkien
Huay Kuan and a past president of
the Singapore Chinese Chamber
of Commerce and Industry,
points to the many festive gather-
ings hosted by Chinese clans and

business groups throughout the
week. He himself hosted a joint
Spring Reception for over 500 peo-
ple at the SFCCA’s headquarters
in Toa Payoh on Sunday and a
lunch for 200 friends and busi-
ness associates as chairman of Ho
Bee Land at its new office com-
plex, The Metropolis, in Buona
Vista in the afternoon.

wengkam@sph.com.sg

Dr Neo wants to reach out to those
who may have missed out on learning
the Chinese language and culture.

Mr Seow hopes families will use more
Mandarin after the holiday season,
especially at home with their children.

Mr David Li, 47, moved here from
China in 1994. He is the father of two
teenage sons who both grew up here.
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AS BUSINESSES gallop into the
Year of the Horse, Singapore Chi-
nese Chamber of Commerce and
Industry (SCCCI) president Tho-
mas Chua has one wish for small
and medium-sized enterprises:
To crack the whip on productivity
and transform their business.

“We have to kuai ma jia bian
(apply the whip to the horse).
SMEs have to play catch-up (in
their business) because the world
is changing so fast,” says Mr
Chua, who took over the reins of
the 4,000-member organisation
representing the Chinese business
community last year.

His goal this year is to help
small and micro-enterprises ad-
dress rising business costs and
raise productivity.

This need is more urgent than
ever, given that productivity has
only started to rise, four years in-
to the Government’s moves to re-
structure the economy, reducing
reliance on foreign labour and rais-
ing average wages. SMEs are say-
ing they need more help to stay
the course.

The chamber plans to lobby the
Government to extend the Produc-
tivity and Innovation Credit
(PIC), due to expire next year. PIC
benefits include a generous 400
per cent tax deduction on produc-
tivity investments like machines
and software systems.

An extension will buy time for
many companies still starting to
lift productivity and transform
themselves, says Mr Chua.

It also plans to reach out to
SMEs through their trade associa-
tions – 152 such associations are
on the SCCCI’s rolls.

One event it hopes will help in
boosting productivity is its third
Trade Association Congress on
May 24. This will feature SME as-
sociations from Hong Kong and
Taiwan sharing tips to deal with
competition, costs and technologi-
cal changes.

Organisers also plan to invite

representatives from industrial
parks in China with Singapore in-
vestments and that need partners
to provide niche skills such as in
education and supply chain logis-
tics. SMEs here could meet that
demand, says Mr Chua.

The SCCCI will also organise
trade missions for SME bosses to
explore lower-cost places to relo-
cate some operations, such as In-
donesia, Taiwan, Sri Lanka and
northern Malaysia.

But even with challenges such
as a tight labour market due to re-
strictions on foreign manpower,
the bulk of 338 companies the
SCCCI polled have a more opti-
mistic business outlook for this
year, Mr Chua notes.

On the social front, the SCCCI
announced on New Year’s Day it
will expand its scholarships for mi-
nority self-help groups from
Mendaki to include the Singapore
Indian Development Association.

Mr Chua says: “It’s a small to-
ken, but we want to send a signal
about racial harmony.”

This concern for society is part
of the Chinese entrepreneurial
spirit the SCCCI hopes to nurture
in its next generation of business-
men at forums with its council
members, who share their busi-
ness struggles and successes.

Mr Chua, 60, hopes their sto-
ries will inspire younger entrepre-
neurs to “never say die, be adapta-
ble, work hard, be upright and
honest, and contribute to socie-
ty”. The chairman and managing
director of Teckwah Industrial
Corp recalls the printing and sup-
ply chain starting out over 40
years ago with 20 to 30 workers.
It has since become a listed firm
with more than 500 workers here,
and manufacturing plants abroad.

Still, the company keeps two
New Year traditions.

One is for management to
“start work” at an auspicious
time and day, such as the second
day of Chinese New Year, a public
holiday. He says: “(We) turn on
the lights and make a phone call
out to signify the start of work.”

On the fourth day when staff re-
turn to work, Mr Chua hands out
red packets: “I can ask HR to dis-
tribute (the hongbao), but I want
to distribute one by one to show
our appreciation to every individu-
al and to wish them good luck.”

chinlian@sph.com.sg

Connecting S’poreans to their Chinese heritage

Top community leader Chua Thian Poh
hopes new Chinese immigrants will
integrate into mainstream society.

A dragon dance at the Singapore
Chinese Chamber of Commerce and
Industry’s Chinese New Year lunch last
Friday. ST PHOTO: LIM SIN THAI

Getting more in Singapore to learn Chinese

Help SMEs crack
whip on productivity

Saddling

Speak Mandarin campaign
‘still has much work’

Clan groups ‘should be inclusive’

up
It is a week into the Chinese
New Year of the Horse and amid
the bustle as Chinese community
leaders attend one festive
event after another, Insight
speaks to them about their
wishes and challenges ahead

Focusing on ties with
new migrants, other races

FOR A
GALLOPING YEAR
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