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“My heart is with the Labour Movement and all that 
it stands for. It is in the Labour Movement that I grew 

and experienced the many injustices around us in 
the early years. As the saying goes, it is in the Labour 
Movement that we ‘small men and women’ earn our 
spurs and grow. It is in this movement that we learnt 

many of the realities of working life and overcame 
problems in our employment. All that remains so, 

even to this day.”

Our Brother-in-arms,  
Workers’ Keeper , 
People’s Leader

Quote by Mr S R Nathan at the NTUC Industrial and Services Sectors and Membership 
Seminar at the Orchid Country Club on 19 July 2005.

S R NATHAN
1924 – 2016



NTUC-Affiliated Unions and Associations • Air Transport Executive Staff Union 
• Amalgamated Union of Public Daily Rated Workers • Amalgamated Union of Public 
Employees • Amalgamated Union of Statutory Board Employees • Attractions, Resorts 
& Entertainment Union • Building Construction And Timber Industries Employees’ Union 
• Chemical Industries Employees’ Union • Creative Media and Publishing Union • DBS 
Staff Union • dnata Singapore Staff Union • Education Services Union • ExxonMobil 
Singapore Employees Union • Food, Drinks and Allied Workers Union • Healthcare Services 
Employees’ Union • Housing and Development Board Staff Union • Inland Revenue 
Authority of Singapore Staff Union • Keppel Employees Union • Keppel FELS Employees’ 
Union • Metal Industries Workers’ Union • National Taxi Association • National Transport 
Workers’ Union • NatSteel Employees’ Union • Ngee Ann Polytechnic Academic Staff Union 
• National Private Hire Vehicles Association • Port Officers’ Union • Public Utilities Board 
Employees’ Union • Reuters Local Employees Union • Scoot Staff Union • Sembawang 
Shipyard Employees’ Union • Shipbuilding and Marine Engineering Employees’ Union 
• SIA Engineering Company Engineers and Executives Union • Singapore Airlines Staff 
Union • Singapore Airport Terminal Services Workers’ Union • Singapore Bank Employees’ 
Union • Singapore Bank Officers’ Association • Singapore Chinese Teachers’ Union • 
Singapore Industrial & Services Employees’ Union • Singapore Insurance Employees’ 
Union • Singapore Interpreters’ and Translators’ Union • Singapore Malay Teachers’ Union 
• The Singapore Manual & Mercantile Workers’ Union • Singapore Maritime Officers’ 
Union • Singapore Organisation of Seamen • Singapore Port Workers Union • Singapore 
Refining Company Employees’ Union • Singapore Shell Employees’ Union • Singapore 
Stevedores’ Union • Singapore Tamil Teachers’ Union • Singapore Teachers’ Union • 
Singapore Technologies Electronics Employees’ Union • Singapore Union of Broadcasting 
Employees • Singapore Urban Redevelopment Authority Workers’ Union • SPRING 
Singapore Staff Union • Staff Union of NTUC-ARU • Tigerair Staff Union of Singapore • 
Times Publishing Group Employees’ Union • Union of ITE Training Staff • Union of Power 
and Gas Employees • Union of Security Employees • Union of Telecoms Employees of 
Singapore • United Workers of Electronics & Electrical Industries • United Workers of 
Petroleum Industry • NTUC Social Enterprises • NTUC Enterprise Co-operative Limited 
• NTUC Choice Homes Co-operative Limited • NTUC Club • NTUC Fairprice Co-operative 
Limited • NTUC First Campus Co-operative Limited • NTUC Foodfare Co-operative Limited 
• NTUC Health Co-operative Limited • NTUC Income Insurance Co-operative Limited • 
NTUC LearningHub Private Limited • NTUC Link Private Limited • Mercatus Co-operative 
Limited • NTUC-Related Organisations • Centre for Domestic Employees • Consumers 
Association of Singapore • e2i (Employment and Employability Institute Private Limited) 
• Migrant Workers’ Centre • Ong Teng Cheong Labour Leadership Institute • Singapore 
Labour Foundation • U Associates • U SME Partners  • U FSE Partners

The Labour Movement and the Working People 
of Singapore will remember Mr S R Nathan’s 
contributions and honour his legacy for many 

generations to come.





LM Appointments
1960: Vice President of the 
Amalgamated Union of Public 
Employees (AUPE)  
for a year

1962: Assistant Director of the Labour 
Research Unit

1964 (Jan) to 1966 (Jan): Director of 
the Labour Research Unit

1964 (Mar to Aug): Chairman of 
the Governing Board of the Labour 
Research Unit

1964: Involved in the setting up 
of the omnibus Pioneer Industries 
Employees Union (PIEU)

1983 (Sep): Appointed a trustee of 
the NTUC

(See full details on next 2 pages.)
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Leaving A  
Legacy

Born on 3 July 1924, former President S R Nathan touched many lives and 
made countless invaluable contributions during his time with the Labour 

Movement. Here are a few of the highlights that have now and forever 
become part of the Labour Movement story.
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1956: Appointed 
Seamen’s Welfare 
Officer.

1960: Mr S R Nathan 
served as Vice 
President of the 
Amalgamated Union 
of Public Employees 
(AUPE) for a year.
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1962: The Government set up the Labour Research Unit as an 
autonomous institution

1962: Seconded to the Labour Research Unit as Assistant 
Director and subsequently became Director from 1964 to 1966. 

Mr S R Nathan also served as the Chairman of the Governing 
Board of the Labour Research Unit from March to August 1964. 
As Director, he was actively involved in its collective bargaining 

endeavours, industrial arbitration, training and in establishing 
links with fraternal trade union organisations overseas.

1963: NTUC awarded Mr S R 
Nathan a Gold Medal during 
May Day for his valuable and 
significant contributions to the 
Labour Movement at a very 
critical period of its history. 

3 July 1924:  
Mr S R Nathan 
was born.

November 1969: Presented a 
paper on “The need for financial 

autonomy, leadership and structural 
development” at the NTUC 

Modernisation Seminar. This led to 
the introduction of the “check off” 

system, which was instrumental 
in strengthening the finances of 

the unions and NTUC. The seminar 
also resulted in the standardising 
of monthly subscription rates and 
entrance fees for those seeking to 
enrol as members of trade unions 
affiliated to NTUC, based on their 

salary range.

1965: NTUC absorbed the Labour Research 
Unit as part of its organisation. It was 
renamed the NTUC Research Unit.
   
1965: Mr S R Nathan organised the 
NTUC’s International Labour Seminar on 
“The Problems of Workers in Developing 
Countries” in October that year. The 
seminar was attended by many Afro-Asian 
trade union leaders and the event marked 
the opening of the Singapore Conference 
Hall and Trade Union Hall by then Prime 
Minister Lee Kuan Yew, two months after 
separation in August 1965.

19
24

Late 1964: Mr S R Nathan decided to take advantage of a 
visit to Europe by the National Council of Social Service where 

he was the Honorary Secretary. He visited a number of trade 
unions to see if they trained their negotiators in the techniques 

of achieving collective agreements with management. The 
aim was to build up the capabilities of industrial relations 

officers back in the Labour Research Unit and NTUC to deal 
with collective bargaining issues. 

1966: Left the NTUC 
to join the Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs. He was 
a Member of the Board 
of Trustees of the NTUC 

Research Unit from 1979 
to 1988.

1964: NTUC was formally 
registered by Registrar of Trade 

Unions.

1964: He was involved in 
NTUC’s first Annual Delegates’ 

Conference.  He was also 
involved in the setting up of 

the omnibus Pioneer Industries 
Employees Union (PIEU) in 

1964 and had to stand up for 
unions against some difficult 

employers and management.

Mr S R Nathan at the first public 
session of the Commission of 
Inquiry on the Public Daily-Rated 
Employees’ Unions Federation 
at the Ministry of Labour in May 
1963.

1961: NTUC was 
formed.
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Journey 
with  
Labour  
Movement

1984 - Mr S R Nathan, a former senior civil servant and a Trustee of the NTUC, gets the 
Meritorious Service Award for his contributions to the Labour Movement.
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Unionists gave Mr S R Nathan their wholehearted support for his 
Presidential Election bid in 2005. 

1982: Contributed an 
essay on “The early 
international struggles 
of the National Trades 
Union Congress” in the 
NTUC Publication, “Our 
Heritage and Beyond”.

2 March 2016: Mr S R Nathan gave an in-depth video interview to NTUC, sharing 
his journey and life in NTUC and the tasks ahead for the Labour Movement in an 

evolving world.

19 May 2016: Mr S R Nathan held a dialogue with union leaders moderated by NTUC 
President Mary Liew and Secretary-General Chan Chun Sing to highlight the purpose 

of the Labour Movement and the need to prepare for the future.

September 1983:  
Mr S R Nathan 

was one of 
three individuals 

appointed as 
trustees of the NTUC.

1984: NTUC conferred 
the Meritorious Service 
Award on Mr S R 
Nathan for May Day, for 
his continued selfless 
service to the Labour 
Movement.  

1985: When Mitsubishi Heavy Industries 
closed its ship repair operations in Singapore, 

Mr S R Nathan who was then its Chairman, 
played a critical role in ensuring adequate 
retrenchment benefits for several hundred 

affected workers. He also got the company 
to donate $250,000 to the union, which was 
eventually distributed among its members. 

August 1999: Contested 
the Presidential 

Elections with NTUC 
giving its full support for 

his candidacy. Returned 
unopposed and sworn 
in as Singapore’s sixth 

President on  
1 September 1999.

July 2004: Visited 
the new NTUC 
headquarters 
at One Marina 
Boulevard and noted 
that it reflected “the 
progressive nature 
of the trade union 
movement today” 
and hoped it would 
serve as a “beacon 
for unions beyond 
Singapore to try and 
see what organised 
labour can do.”

August 2005: 
Contested the 

Presidential Elections 
for a second time with 

NTUC supporting the 
nomination. Returned 

unopposed and sworn 
in for a second term on 

1 September 2005.

2006: Took part in 
a dialogue entitled 
“Rediscovering 
NTUC” where he 
recounted the early 
struggles in the Labour 
Research Unit and the 
challenges faced by 
the Labour Movement 
then and in the long 
term future.

25 January 2011: 
Launched a book 
entitled “Winning 

Against The Odds” as 
a tribute to NTUC for 

its 50th anniversary. 
The occasion also 
saw the launch of 
the S R Nathan U 

Development Award 
for outstanding 

staff of the NTUC 
Administration and 

Research Unit. 

13 May 2011: 
Received the special 

NTUC 50 Award, for 
his role in the Labour 
Movement at NTUC’s 

50th Anniversary Dinner. 
He was among 50  
people chosen to 

receive it.

31 August 2011: 
Stepped down as 
President after two 

terms in Office.

1996: The NTUC 
Research Unit was 
renamed NTUC 
Administration and 
Research Unit.
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IN DIALOGUE WITH 

MR S R 
NATHAN

We must think 
beyond the 

present, and look 
over the horizon...”

While most of us may be familiar with Mr S R Nathan as 
the former President of Singapore, where he served as 
our head of state for 12 years, the 92-year-old former civil 

servant had also featured prominently in the early days of our Labour 
Movement. 
	 He had always described the Labour Movement as his first love. 
We had the privilege to meet up with Mr S R Nathan not too long ago 
during a dialogue session with union leaders organised by the Ong 
Teng Cheong Labour Leadership Institute on 19 May 2016 at the 
NTUC Centre. He left many lessons for us that will remain forever as 
part of the Labour Movement story. Here is what he had to say about 
life, workers and looking towards tomorrow.
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THE ART OF NEGOTIATION
“No situation is the same. What I experienced 
in one situation may not work in another. There 
is a grey area called interest that can only be 
reconciled. We must always bear this in mind in 
negotiation. 
Sometimes in situations, you have to 
improvise, and you have to think for yourself, 
and find the answer. The Labour Movement 
has all the experiences for that.”

LOVE FOR THE LABOUR MOVEMENT
“I learnt that it is the place where the 
small man can rise. Without educational 
qualifications, without the advantage of 
status, age and experience, you may go 
in as a small man. But with experience, and 
learning, you improve yourself and you develop 
a courage … to stand up for a cause.”

THE LABOUR MOVEMENT’S PURPOSE
“We have a duty to be our Brother’s 
keeper, our Sister’s keeper. Sometimes 
they’re wrong, you have to hold their 
hand and go to them. Sometimes they’re 
unreasonable, you have to be patient. 
In the Labour Movement, it is not as simple 
as banging the table, we have a lot of 
responsibilities.”

LOOKING BEYOND THE PRESENT
“We must think beyond the present, and look 
over the horizon and see what is coming. In 
that respect, our mindsets have to change. 
What was 50 years ago, cannot apply 
today. Your knowledge of today is not 
good for tomorrow.”

FACING PERSONAL DOUBTS
“There comes a time when there is a larger 
interest. And that larger interest makes you think 
about why you are here. 
The point is that you have a duty, and 
we are in the Labour Movement for a 
particular purpose, otherwise we’d be 
somewhere else.”
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In the year of NTUC’s 50th anniversary in 2011, then President S R Nathan gifted a 
book to the Labour Movement (above) called “Winning Against The Odds - The Labour 
Research Unit In NTUC’s Founding”.

He said: “One reason is because it is about some interesting times in our past which I 
lived through. It is also about the Labour Research Unit, an unusual agency, and the role 
it played in the founding of today’s NTUC.  It was composed primarily of civil servants 
and some trade union leaders who were thrown to undertake, without much experience, 
a much needed task in what traditionally would have fallen on trade union activists and 
others with a political calling.”

$1 Million for S R Nathan  
U Development Award

On the same day of the book launch on 25 January 2011, then NTUC 
Secretary-General Lim Swee Say announced a new training award 
– the S R Nathan U Development Award – for the staff of NTUC’s 

Administration and Research Unit (ARU). Proceeds from the sale of the book, 
“Winning Against The Odds - The Labour Research Unit In NTUC’s Founding” 
by then President S R Nathan would go towards setting up this training award 
to recognise and develop outstanding staff in NTUC-ARU.

At that time, over $1 million had been raised for the award from corporate 
and individual donors. The award was set up to develop and strengthen NTUC-
ARU’s capabilities and given out to employees who have a strong commitment 
to the Labour Movement. Under the award, recipients will attend courses that 
are relevant to the Labour Movement’s work such as tripartism and union 
leadership.

I also hope that 
through this book, 

Singaporeans will get a 
glimpse of our labour 
situation of the past and 
recognise the collective 
efforts of our pioneer 
union leaders in helping 
Singapore achieve the 
good labour relations 
we enjoy today...”

A GIFT FOR 
LABOUR
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I t was because of the work Mr S R 
Nathan was doing and his sympathies 
for workers that he was seconded to the 

newly set up Labour Research Unit (LRU) as 
an Assistant Director in 1962. The LRU, now 
evolved into the NTUC Administration and 
Research Unit, was at that time not a part of 
NTUC and was an autonomous institution 
established by the Government to serve the 
needs of the trade unions.

Starting literally from scratch, he reviewed 
the areas that needed to be addressed to make 
NTUC a strong and responsible trade union 
centre. He engaged and helped the non-
communist unions in a wide range of problems 
including collective bargaining, arbitration, 
conciliation, grievance handling and drafting 
wage agreements at a time when unions were 
ill-equipped to do so.

MAKING NTUC A PARTNER IN  
NATION-BUILDING
His tenure at the NTUC was during a 
particularly difficult period. In addition to 
helping the unions, he had to ensure that union 
activities did not undermine Government 
efforts to encourage MNCs to invest in 
Singapore, develop the economy and create 
more jobs and better lives for all.

In turning NTUC into a partner in nation-
building, he had a hand in several initiatives 
that have strengthened the Labour Movement 
and was LRU Director by the time he returned 
to the civil service in 1966. 

Mr S R Nathan at the first public session of the Commission 
of Inquiry on the Public Daily-Rated Employees’ Unions 
Federation at the Ministry of Labour in May 1963.

We were not 
the leaders 

of the unions. Our 
mission was to 
advise unions to 
take the rational 
path. Often, we 
were mistaken for 
siding with the 
employers. How 
to play our role 
and yet preserve 
the confidence of 
union leaders and 
rank-and-file were 
among dilemmas 
and our priorities.”

Honoured as a Stalwart

Mr S R Nathan (middle) chaired a workshop at NTUC’s Modernisation Seminar in 1969. 

After leaving NTUC, Mr S R Nathan served 
as a member of the LRU Governing 
Board and took active part in NTUC’s 

Modernisation Seminar in 1969. He chaired a 
workshop and wrote a paper titled “The Need For 
Financial Autonomy, Leadership And Structural 
Development”. This was included in a book 
published after the seminar. 

An outcome was a standardised rate of union 
subscriptions and the introduction of the ‘check-
off’ system which gave NTUC affiliates access to 
funds for their union work and participation in 
various NTUC enterprises.

He was also a part of the committees set up 
to implement the various co-operative projects 
proposed at the seminar.

From 1983 to 1988, he was a Member of the 
Board of Trustees of NTUC. 

Early Funding 
for Unions

Among the initiatives were:
 �	 He saw the need and was involved in the 

building up of properly trained Industrial 
Relations Officers who could effectively act 
for unions armed with facts and knowledge.

�	 He paved the way for formal training of 
unionists when he went overseas to search 
for a suitable model. It now exists in the Ong 
Teng Cheong Labour Leadership Institute.

�	 He forged links with trade unions from Afro-
Asian countries and established NTUC as a 
credible Labour Movement in Singapore and 
internationally.

We introduced standardisation of subscription 
(fees) – some 50 cents. You had to collect, and 

it was hard to get money... But where was the money 
coming from? Some unions had good fund collectors, 
some could not collect any money, so it was in that 
context that the check-off system was negotiated with 
the Government.” 
Rediscovering NTUC Interview in 2006. 



THE SEAFARERS’ CHAMPION 

“As a seamen’s welfare officer in the Singapore civil service 
back in 1956, Brother Nathan’s role was vital towards 
improving the working conditions, welfare, safety and 
training of Singaporean seafarers. When seafarers need 
a listening ear, the welfare officer is often the go-to 
person as well. During his stint, he was very caring, 
down-to-earth and always willing to lend a 
helping hand. I believe he played an instrumental 
part in contributing to the comprehensive 
measures we have today to ensure the safety 
of Singaporean seamen. On behalf of all 
the seafarers, we thank him for his selfless 
contribution.”

Singapore Maritime Officers’ Union Emeritus 
General Secretary Thomas Tay

Past and present Labour Movement leaders 
and parliamentarians fondly remember  
Mr S R Nathan as the man who was truly 
our brother-in-arms, workers’ keeper and 
people’s leader. 

Tributes

LAYING THE FOUNDATION OF LABOUR 

“He was seconded to the Labour Research Unit, which he later 
headed in the union movement. But this was no academic 
study because in the Labour Research Unit, he worked 
closely with the Secretary-General Devan Nair to prevent 
the communists from taking over the union movement and 
together, they established the NTUC. Without people like Mr 
Nathan and Mr Devan Nair and their comrades on the ground 
countering the left-wing activists, showing how they could 
improve workers’ lives and winning over the workers, Singapore’s 
history would have taken a very different turn. 
	 In the NTUC, Mr Nathan had occasion to represent us 
at international meetings. He recounts in his memoirs one 
memorable meeting in Algiers of Asian and African political 
parties, labour unions and radical groups. He was representing 
the Singapore union movement. The initial reception was 
hostile because the left-wing group was also represented and 

working against him. But he took advice from a 
fellow delegate and found a good strategy 
to win friends – he bought the delegates 
drinks and shared jokes with them. I am not 
quite sure what jokes Mr Nathan shared, 
but he proved to be quite a natural, and 
the strategy worked brilliantly and won 

many friends for the good side.”

Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong at  
Mr Nathan’s 90th birthday 

INTRODUCING IROs 

“As Director of the Labour Research Unit, 
Mr Nathan painstakingly helped build up 
the sinews of the non-communist unions. 
Realising that part-time unionists were no 
match for the seasoned activists from the 
communist side, he urged NTUC’s elected 
leaders to seriously consider recruiting 
Industrial Relations Officers (IROs). Given 
the need to counter the propaganda of 
the Chinese-educated communist cadres 
active in the unions, he got the NTUC to tap 
Nanyang University graduates for the early 
IROs. These IROs were given 
systematic training and 
posted to the unions”.

NTUC Emeritus President, 
John De Payva in a 
statement on 7 August 
1999 to express NTUC’s 
support for Mr 
Nathan’s candidacy 
for the Presidency

A CARING BROTHER

“Mr Nathan has made a big difference to 
the lives of the workers of Singapore. 
	 If he had not pioneered the formation 
of the Labour Research Unit in 1962, 
the NTUC and unions would not have a 
strong foundation to grow into the Labour 
Movement of today – healthy and strong, 
vibrant and progressive.
	 If he had not helped to inculcate in our 
unionists and staff the values, commitment 
and determination to always do our best 
against all odds, the tripartite partners would 
not have been able to serve and further the 
interest of our workers so passionately for five 
decades, in good times and bad. 
	 Mr Nathan will be fondly remembered 
by all of us, not only as one of the most 
distinguished alumni of the Labour 
Movement, but also as a caring 
Brother whose heart and 
mind was always with the 
workers of Singapore.
	 Our dearest Brother 
Nathan, we will miss you.”

Lim Swee Say, Manpower 
Minister and former NTUC 
Secretary-General
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