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ANNEX B

NTUC’s Trade Union Seminar on “Modernization of the Labour Movement”
1	NTUC’s Trade Union Seminar on “Modernization of the Labour Movement” was held from 16 to 19 November 1969 at the Singapore Conference Hall. The seminar saw the active participation of key Government leaders, including Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew; Mr S Rajaratnam, Minister for Labour and Foreign Affairs; and Dr Goh Keng Swee, Minister for Finance, who together, outlined the shape of things to come; affirmed the crucial role of labour in the task of development; and assisted in the formulation of a strategy of growth for the labour movement in its journey of modernisation.

2	Key NTUC leaders at the seminar included Mr Seah Mui Kok, Secretary-General, NTUC; Mr Devan Nair, Adviser, NTUC and Director, NTUC Research Unit, who chaired the seminar; and union leaders from NTUC’s 47 affiliated unions. At the seminar, union leaders deliberated the state of the unions in Singapore and ways to reorganise the Labour Movement in support of our workers’ welfare and progress and ultimately, Singapore’s economic development. Mr Devan Nair observed then that the union leaders had contributed their share in free, full, frank and often lively exchanges of opinion at the seminar.

“For the first time in the history of the trade union movement in this Republic, and in this part of the world, trade unionists gathered together to discuss in a serious, sober and responsible way the past, the present and the future outlook of organized labour…We would be recorded in history as the ones, as the pioneers, whose decisions and whose actions lifted the labour movement out of despondency and ineffectiveness because we chose to be active creators of the future instead of being passive prisoners of the past or of the present.” ~ Mr Devan Nair, Adviser to NTUC and Director, NTUC Research Unit, 19 November 1969

3	Many deemed the seminar a watershed moment for the Labour Movement because the unions decided to be pioneers of change in taking new approaches for labour in Singapore – from confrontation to cooperation at the workplace and to play a broader socio-economic role in the society. Union leaders made several key recommendations then, focusing on building our Labour Movement around bettering the lives of our workers and being an active participant in Singapore’s development and progress. Among the several key outcomes of the seminar, two stood out and continue to be relevant to our workers and Singapore today:

Central principle of tripartism in Singapore's industrial relations

Industrial relations and labour-management relationships transformed from being confrontational to cooperative and then collaborative between the unions and managements. This set the stage for unions to help their members and workers achieve a better quality of life through better jobs, welfare, training and wages. The cornerstone of the constructive industrial relations that followed lay in the tripartism efforts of unions, employers and Government in sharing a common purpose of ensuring that our businesses and workers, and Singapore stay competitive.
 
Creation of NTUC Social Enterprises

The idea for NTUC to set up co-operatives was first conceived at the seminar. Then, Singapore was a third-world nation with a population comprising mostly blue-collar and low-income workers. Jobs, housing, food and daily essentials, inflation and social security were major concerns. To meet the compelling social needs of the time, the NTUC set up its first co-operatives in 1970, NTUC Income and NTUC Comfort, followed by NTUC Welcome (now NTUC FairPrice) in 1973, to provide affordable insurance and groceries for workers and moderate the cost of living for Singaporeans. Several other co-operatives were formed subsequently. Today, there are 12 NTUC Social Enterprises serving our workers and their families in the areas of health and eldercare, childcare, daily essentials, cooked food, financial services and workers’ training.
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