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Singaporeans have to be prepared to live in
an acutely changed world, says minister
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It could be four or five years before
the world sees the end of the
Covid-19 pandemic and the start of
apost-pandemic normal, said Edu-
cation Minister Lawrence Wong.
In setting out this timeframe, he
noted that the world is likely to en-
counter many more bumps along
the way in handling the crisis.
While the availability of Covid-19
vaccines will progressively restart
global travel, getting the world vac-
cinated will not be quick or easy.
This means that for the rest of
this year —and perhaps a good part
of next year - Singaporeans have
to be prepared to live in an acutely
changed world, Mr Wong said ina

speech at the Institute of Policy
Studies’ Singapore Perspectives
conference yesterday.

“The rules around wearing of
masks, upholding of safe distanc-
ing measures and avoiding
crowded places - these will con-
tinue to be part of everyday life,”
he added.

On possible bumps ahead, the
minister cited how initial research
suggests that current vaccines may
not be so effective against the
South African mutant strain of the
virus.

In a positive scenario, the world
ends up developing a vaccine that
works against all strains of the coro-
navirus. Alternatively, vaccination
ends up looking like a flu jab,
where a new formulation is cre-
ated on aregular basis.

In the worst case, the world re-
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mains always a step behind an
evolving virus, he said. “And the
bottom line is that we live in a
shared world, and no one is safe un-
tileveryone is safe.”

No one can tell what the post-
coronavirus world willlook like, al-
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though some positive changes may
arise, Mr Wong said.

He gave the example of how spit-
toons and public spitting were
seenasunsanitary after the 1918 in-
fluenza pandemic.

Similarly, in Singapore, the pan-
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demichas prompted greater aware-
ness of hygiene habitsand social re-
sponsibility. Even so, some old
habits - such as handshaking -
may die hard, he said.

“Each time there is a pandemic,
thereisa callto say, ‘Let’s have dif-
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ferent forms of greeting in order to
reduce the risk of transmission,””
he added, noting that this hap-
pened when Singapore faced the
severe acute respiratory syndrome
crisisin2003.

“But somehow, humans being

Source: The Straits Times © Singapore Press Holdings Ltd. Permission required for reproduction.

what we are, we have always gravi-
tated back towards some form of
human contact.”

In a crisis like this, the natural
tendency is to extrapolate the
worst from one’s immediate cir-
cumstances, Mr Wong said. For in-
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stance, some have predicted that
digitalisation will precipitate a
move towards decentralised living
arrangements, rendering cities ob-
solete.

But history contains multiple ex-
amples of cities that bounced back
after pandemics, he noted.

For example, 14th-century Flo-
rence flourished after the bubonic
plague and launched the Renais-
sance movement. American cities
such as Chicago and New York
also saw a boom in the 1920s, after
the 1918 pandemic ravaged the
country.

“And the reason this happens is
that cities are not just buildings and
monuments,” Mr Wong said. “They
are fundamentally about the people
who dwell in them, and humans
are, by nature, social animals.”

Humans are also adaptable, and
therefore have the ability to shape
their future, he added. “Let’s think
of the crisis as setting the stage for
a software update — a reboot of
sorts after the tremendous damage
inflicted by the virus.”
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