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T
HIS week in Singapore,
behind closed doors,
government negotia-
tors from 11 Pacific Rim
countries met for the

16th round of negotiations of the
Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP)
trade agreement.

The talks ended yesterday and
the next round will be held in Peru
in May.

This was a critical week for Sin-
gapore and others at the negotia-
tion table to make a stand on be-
half of millions of people – by re-
jecting damaging provisions pro-
posed by the US government that
could endanger access to life-sav-
ing affordable medicines.

American negotiators are pro-
posing a package of contentious
provisions in the intellectual prop-
erty, investment and pharmaceuti-
cal pricing chapters of the agree-
ment.

One of the most disturbing de-
mands is that TPP countries ac-
cept provisions that would grant
US pharmaceutical firms longer-
term and stronger monopoly pro-

tections on high-priced medicines
for diseases such as HIV/Aids,
cancer and others.

In practice, a 20-year patent is
granted to a new brand-name
drug usually developed by a phar-
maceutical company, meaning no
other companies may produce and
sell the substance during that peri-
od.

But once the patent’s life ex-
pires, it qualifies for production
as a generic medicine – which is
of the same quality but will be
sold at a much cheaper price com-
pared to the brand-name drug.

Take HIV: The availability of
generic drugs has brought the
price of treatment down by 99 per
cent – to US$120 (S$150) per per-
son per year today from over
US$10,000 a decade ago.

These prices have made it possi-
ble for eight million people in de-
veloping countries to be on treat-
ment today; and for international
groups like the Global Fund to
Fight Aids, Tuberculosis and Ma-
laria; and Pepfar (the US govern-
ment-backed HIV initiative) to
reach many more people.

Generic medicines account for
well over 80 per cent of their pur-
chases.

But there is a US-proposed pro-
vision in the TPP talks that would
restrict countries’ ability to de-
cide what kind of innovations de-
serve to be patented, lower the cri-
teria for issuing patents and force
governments to grant additional
20-year patents on existing medi-
cines – even on modifications
that do not offer any therapeutic
benefits to patients.

If all these damaging provi-
sions are allowed into the agree-
ment, the TPP could severely hurt
developing countries’ access to es-
sential medicines.

Essentially, this could keep the
cheaper generic drugs away from
the market longer and would di-
rectly affect TPP member coun-
tries: Australia, Brunei, Canada,
Chile, Malaysia, Mexico, New Zea-
land, Peru, Singapore, the US and
Vietnam.

The partnership is meanwhile
poised for expansion to include
member nations of the Asia-Pacif-
ic Economic Cooperation that
have expressed their interest.
Thailand is in the process of join-
ing, and Japan and the Philippines
are actively considering it.

Even more worryingly, US ne-
gotiators have said the TPP will

be the template for future Ameri-
can trade pacts across the globe.

This implies that many more
developing countries with serious
health needs will be sucked into
an agreement that does real dam-
age to their already ailing public
health systems.

As a medical humanitarian or-
ganisation providing treatment in
over 70 countries, Medecins Sans
Frontieres/Doctors Without Bor-
ders (MSF) is gravely concerned
about the impact of the agree-
ment on the lives of millions of
people in developing countries.

Working on the front line, MSF
has seen too many people dying

needlessly because the medicines
they need are too expensive or do
not exist.

This is one of the issues that
have driven MSF to providing
medical assistance to countries
that cannot cope with their deteri-
orating health situation and
whose governments are over-
stretched or have little capacity to
provide vital life-saving health
programmes.

We want that to stop, and one
solution is cost-effective generic
drugs which have made such a dif-
ference to lives and the health of
people throughout Asia.

TPP governments paying for

treatment programmes, either di-
rectly or by funding global health
initiatives, must not exchange cer-
tain damage to public health inter-
ests for the possible economic ben-
efits of the agreement.

Governments have both an in-
terest and a responsibility to en-
sure that new roadblocks are not
put in the way of life-saving af-
fordable medicines. Otherwise,
they risk jeopardising the effec-
tiveness of the very programmes
they support.

stopinion@sph.com.sg
The writer is the Asia Access Campaign
Coordinator for Medecins Sans
Frontieres/Doctors Without Borders.

M
ANY parents and
students feel that
our education sys-
tem is too focused
on examinations

and grades. This excessive focus
has several consequences:
L It may come at the expense of
the development of well-rounded
individuals, including the charac-
ter and values of the student,
which ultimately matters most.
L It may come at the expense of
learning as students “study to the
test” and teachers respond by
“teaching to the test” rather than
to stimulate curiosity and a love
of learning.
L Students may choose subjects,
and indeed, schools may offer sub-
jects, based on how easy it is to
score good grades rather than on
their intrinsic value. The recent
debate over literature, which Ms
Janice Koh brought up, is a case in
point.
L Other forms of talent – in the
arts, sports, music, leadership abil-
ity, applied skills using both
hands and head, etc, are not suffi-
ciently recognised. We should not
just have an exam-based meritoc-
racy. Rather, we should have a
talent-centric meritocracy that
recognises talent in a wide range
of areas.

A major consequence of a
single-minded focus on examina-
tions is stress, in particular, stress
related to competition and
high-stake examinations such as
the PSLE, which Ms Denise Phua
and several others have spoken
about. Mr Lim Biow Chuan also
opened this debate by talking
about stress. Some mothers take
leave for an entire year or more to
help their children prepare.

Many see entry into top
schools as critical to their chil-
dren’s future and prepare their
children very early, some as early
as kindergarten, and even send
them to two kindergartens. Many
compete to get a place in popular
primary schools or spend signifi-
cantly on tuition, as Mr Low Thia
Khiang mentioned.

Others worry about their chil-

dren being streamed into normal
streams, and suffer from the label-
ling and stigma associated with it.
Some teachers who are commit-
ted to helping their students suc-
ceed may give a lot of homework
or set tests that are difficult to
stretch their students, but often
with good intentions. I appreciate
the stress that parents, students
and educators feel. This is an im-
portant issue.

Is stress a necessary evil?

SOME are concerned about the ef-
fects of competition. Successful
students may develop a narrow,
competitive mindset.

They may come to believe that:
“I have succeeded because I have
worked hard, so I deserve nothing
but the best for myself.”

While there are concerns about
high-stake exams, I have also
heard other views, and there are
others who see merit in the cur-
rent system. Many feel that the
current system sets clear stand-
ards. Many students have told me
exams challenge them to learn bet-
ter. Teachers use exams to deter-
mine students’ mastery of the dif-
ferent subjects and tailor their
teaching strategies accordingly.

In a public education system,
exams provide us with a standard-
ised measure of progression and
achievement, and ensure account-
ability across the system to up-
hold rigorous standards. In fact,
this is one of the reasons why pub-
lic examinations started. It also
provides an objective way of deter-
mining entry into the next level of
education. In Singapore, exams
have helped assure a very high av-
erage among our students. That is
why our students, even those who
score average here, perform so
well when they go overseas.

Some countries, such as the
UK, Japan and Korea, and some
states in the US that abolished ex-
ams or made these easier are now
reversing course. Their experi-
ence has been that while remov-
ing exams was popular and
brought short-term relief, over

time, insidiously, standards fall.
They are now concerned that
their youth are not equipped to
compete in the global market-
place. I should note that the peo-
ple who suffer the most when edu-
cational standards drop in these
countries are not the best stu-
dents but the average students.
That is why in some countries,
while they say they have “high
peaks”, they also have “deep val-
leys”.

As for the stress that comes
with high-stake exams, many
have observed that some amount
of stress is almost unavoidable.
While excessive and prolonged
stress is bad, the right amount of
stress can bring out the best in
each of us. But what is optimal de-
pends on each individual. Some
parents have also said that some
amount of competition is neces-
sary – it is a reality of working
life, and equipping our students to
learn this early in life strengthens
them for the future.

Singapore is not alone

INDEED, this issue of stress and
competition is not unique to Singa-
pore. Some of you may have read
that in New York, parents queue
to admit their children into high-
end kindergartens, while a recent
report noted that in the UK, rich
parents pay up to £80,000 a year
(S$150,000) to hire “well-quali-
fied private tutors”.

The common position is that
we all want our children to get
ahead in life. And the higher the
aspiration, the greater the drive.
The question we have to ask is,
what exactly will ensure that our
children can get ahead and be suc-
cessful in the face of global compe-

tition and not just relative to oth-
er Singaporeans?

Social mobility

THE second area is that of oppor-
tunities, social mobility and inclu-
sion. Some parents are concerned
that without tuition, their chil-
dren cannot cope or cannot do
well enough to excel. Others, and
Ms Mary Liew spoke about this
earlier, whose children are doing
well want them to do even better,
and procure all sorts of tuition
and enrichment classes to help
them advance. Some are con-
cerned that in some schools, stu-
dents tend to come from similar
social-economic backgrounds and
have similar academic abilities.

Without the opportunity to in-
teract with students from differ-
ent backgrounds and academic
abilities, our students may not de-
velop empathy and our society
may lose its cohesiveness.

But some have also cautioned
that if we mix up our students too
much, it will be harder to cater to
the learning needs of different
groups. We will lose our peaks of
excellence and also fail to support
those who may fall behind with-
out different approaches.

Policy options

IN THE next phase of Our Singa-
pore Conversation, we can dis-
cuss the various policy options.
For example, the PSLE serves as
an objective benchmark for sec-
ondary school posting today. So
important questions that we need
to discuss include:
L How do we maintain our rigor-
ous standards and accountability
and whether we can allocate all

secondary school places without
an objective benchmark like the
PSLE?
L Are there alternative posting
systems that are still objective but
can minimise the current over-em-
phasis on academic results, and
enhance social inclusion?
L To what extent should choice
or proximity to school be a consid-
eration in secondary school post-
ing, as some have suggested?

Mr Gan Thiam Poh’s sugges-
tion about PSLE cut-off points is
something that we can consider
further. Ms Denise Phua spoke
about a through-train model from
pre-school to secondary school.
Mr Yee Jenn Jong had other sug-
gestions.

As another example, streaming
at the secondary level allows us to
tailor instruction to the abilities
and learning styles of our stu-
dents. But some have questioned
if we should re-think whether
streaming is absolutely necessary.

So important questions to dis-
cuss in the next phase of Our Sin-
gapore Conversation include:
L Can we ensure that every child
can learn at his or her own pace if
there is no streaming?
L Will our schools be even less di-
verse if we did not have students
from the various academic
streams?
L Can we replicate what we have
done at the primary level, such as
subject-based banding, at the sec-
ondary level? And that was the
specific suggestion by Dr Intan Az-
ura Mokhtar.

Whatever we do, we must be
deliberate and thoughtful about
what we need to change, how fast
we can change and how far we
can sustain these changes. We
must have the resources to sus-

tain any change.
I have been watching the de-

bates on resourcing education in
various countries. Countries that
have started with a big bang now
have to make painful changes to
cut back.

A long way ahead

EDUCATION is a long-term en-
deavour and always a work in
progress. We should not rush into
anything as the results, whether
good or bad, are evident only
many years down the road. And
even as we seek to address cur-
rent issues, we must be as
thoughtful as we can.

It is also critical for us not to
see our education system in isola-
tion. Education alone cannot en-
able Singaporeans to realise our as-
pirations. If our society fails, the
able will emigrate and the rest of
us will be stuck here in failure.
But if we stay and move together,
we can succeed together. Educa-
tion alone cannot give us a good
life, and we need to be clear what
a good life is. If a good life is sim-
ply about getting ahead of others
and achieving the 5Cs (cash, con-
dominium, cars, credit card, and
country club), the competitive
pressure in the workplace will de-
fine how we, as parents and teach-
ers, view education. Then no
amount of changes in the educa-
tion system can alter the reality of
each of us chasing after material
and positional goods.

We cannot have broader defini-
tions of success in education with-
out our society accepting broader
definitions of success in life. In
many respects, the education sys-
tem reflects societal norms and ex-
pectations.

Negotiators at a news conference in Singapore yesterday, concluding the 16th round of TPP talks. US government
provisions could endanger access to affordable medicines for millions of people in developing countries. PHOTO: REUTERS

US drug-patent demands
a roadblock in
Pacific trade talks

If a good life is simply about getting ahead of others and attaining the 5Cs, the competitive pressure in the workplace will define how parents and teachers view
education. Then no amount of changes in the education system can alter the reality of each of us chasing after material goods, said Mr Heng. ST FILE PHOTO

Education Minister Heng Swee Keat
yesterday called on Singaporeans to rethink
what constitutes success in life so that the
education system can have meaningful reforms.
Here are excerpts of his speech.

Accepting
broader
definitions
of success
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