
ONE night, a man stormed into ed-
ucator Intan Azura Mokhtar’s
Meet-the-People Session in Ang
Mo Kio GRC, scolded the volun-
teers, raised his voice and
thumped his fist on the table.

The assistant professor at the
National Institute of Education re-
calls: “I was jittery. I tried to main-
tain my cool.”

As she listened to his story, the
man calmed down. Eventually he
broke down in tears and apolo-
gised for his behaviour.

He had a daughter born out of
wedlock with his foreign wife and
was upset their child could not get
Singapore citizenship.

Dr Intan, 35, says: “I realised if
I can pacify the person to see I’m
there to help, he will calm down.”

In her first year on the job as
MP, the former mathematics
teacher also discovered she could
not approach residents’ problems
as she would those of her second-
ary school students, for whom she
would lay out solutions. Some resi-
dents are so set on how they want
her to write an appeal and which
ministry to approach, they will
not accept any other way.

“I’ve learnt I cannot force my

solution on them. I tell them
chances are not very good, but
never mind, we can still try, but
at the same time, consider this
other option.”

With practice, she finds it easi-
er to zoom in on the crux of com-
plaints, halving the 20 to 30 min-
utes she used to spend on each
case.

When the mother of three feels
guilty for neglecting her children
aged 12, eight and 20 months, her
fellow women MPs urge her to
make the most of the time she has
as “it’s not so much the quantity,
but the quality”.

While they used to stroll in
parks and fly kites together, now
she squeezes in mummy time by
driving daughter Annika to
school. Elder son Adam runs er-
rands with her on weekends.

Once, Annika surprised her by
noting that ibu (mother) did not
say a word during their 10-minute
drive to school. Dr Intan realised
then that even if she was dazed
from lack of sleep, she had to pay
attention and talk to her daughter
during those precious 10 minutes
each day.

GOH CHIN LIAN

D R I N T A N A Z U R A M O K H T A R

Sharing quality time
with residents, family
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SINCE becoming MP, commodi-
ties trader Ong Teng Koon, 35,
has lived in two vastly different
worlds.

The first is his familiar arena of
gold and copper trading, of risk,
snap decisions, frayed tempers
and thousands made or lost in sec-
onds.

The second is the Woodgrove
ward in Sembawang GRC, where
the pace is far slower and the
work involves delicate handling of
ties with residents, grassroots
leaders and officials.

“My job requires me to be very
aggressive, very quick,” he says.
But to be an MP, he needs to be
“the polar opposite, to have pa-
tience when talking to residents,
to put myself in their shoes”.

He whips out his cellphone to
show a picture of a woman who
gave him flowers for helping her
son get into school. He has learnt
not to take it personally when peo-
ple vent their frustrations at him,
to smile and be “Zen”.

Another challenge is getting
agencies to work outside their ju-
risdictions to solve problems on
the ground, such as a flooded

drain at the corner of land owned
by various parties.

“You beg, persuade, coerce or
throw a temper. But you have to
be friendly. If you are too mili-
tant, they will avoid you,” he
says. He urges grassroots leaders
and agencies to take more risks,
be less afraid to make mistakes
and go less by the book, to solve
residents’ problems.

Although he had few problems
delivering rally speeches, includ-
ing in Hokkien, speaking in Parlia-
ment gives him butterflies in the
stomach. He finds it a “humbling
thing to do in front of very high-
quality people”.

Does he compare himself with
his father, former “grassroots”
MP Ong Ah Heng?

“We’re different animals. He’s
as ground as you can get. I try to
follow his style, being genuine.”

He was one of three private-
sector candidates that Law and
Foreign Minister K. Shanmugam
recommended, and who the minis-
ter said had the ability to be more
than backbenchers.

Asked if he will leave his world
of trading gold and copper, he
says with a laugh: “I’ll leave this
conversation for another day.”

ONE year has taught Singapore’s
youngest MP three precious les-
sons.

The first is that policies like
help schemes must be communi-
cated, many times over, so people
understand them, says Ms Tin Pei
Ling, 28.

When she met her constituents
in MacPherson, she found that
some of them were unaware of
the help they could get despite
extensive publicity.

The second is the importance
of a cohesive team of volunteers,
who are willing to give frank opin-
ions and share their ideas.

The third is a personal lesson –
to focus on residents’ needs rath-
er than what others say about her.

“You meet residents, hear
about their problems and try to
help them. These are bread-and-
butter, tangible issues. It sets
things in perspective. It helps you
to focus on what are really impor-
tant, their lives.”

Her case files include one on a
middle-aged former offender who
could not hold down a job because
he had to look after his son who
had mental problems.

She helped secure a place for
his son at the Institute of Mental

Health and financial aid to pay for
it. She also provided aid to him, to
top up his Medisave account, a cri-
terion he had to meet to apply for
a taxi vocational licence.

It was just a year ago, in the
lead-up to the general election,
when some people questioned her
suitability to represent constitu-
ents. Her answers to journalists’
questions were mocked and derid-
ed because they came across as ar-
rogant and immature.

Reflecting on the episode, she
says it came down to being in a
hurry to answer questions and not
properly explaining her view,
which caused misunderstanding.

The full-time MP, who left her
business consultant position at
Ernst & Young in June last year,
draws comfort from those who
welcome her, like a resident who
advised her on herbal concoctions
she could take for her health.

Her husband Ng How Yue, 41,
also encouraged her to stay true
to herself. She says: “I hope that
over time, people will see that I
am someone whom they can share
their stories with, that I will do
my best to help them, and whom
they can befriend.”
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With practice, Dr Intan finds it easier to zoom in on the crux of complaints,
halving the time she used to spend on each case. ST PHOTO: SEAH KWANG PENG

Mr Ong has learnt not to take it personally when people vent their frustrations at
him, to smile and be “Zen”. ST PHOTO: CHEW SENG KIM

Singapore’s youngest MP Tin Pei Ling, 28, says she has learnt to focus on her
residents rather than what others say about her. ST PHOTO: ALPHONSUS CHERN

O N G T E N G K O O N

Sometimes aggressive,
sometimes ‘Zen’

T I N P E I L I N G

Constituents’ needs
matter above all else

saturdayL what's the new normal in politics?
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