
 
 

Singapore’s Whole-of-Government Approach in Crisis Management: 
An Administrative History, 1974 – 2013 

  
   

 

 
Civil Service College, Singapore 

 

Abstract 

Singapore’s whole-of-government (WOG) crisis management approach is more 

than a refinement of structural arrangements; this article argues that the key lies in the 

WOG mindset imbibed among officers of the Singapore Public Service. The paper 

points out that the platforms to coordinate inter-agency responses, such as the 

Executive Group set up after difficulties in dealing with trans-national terrorism in the 

country’s early years, was effective because of regular drills. Constant peacetime 

exercising of officers from various agencies smoothened communications, command 

and control during actual crises, helping to resolve the 1991 SQ117 hijack. The élan 

among the 300 Administrative Service officers, who comprised the leadership cadre of 

the Public Service, facilitates coordination among the agencies they lead. They bring a 

high level of executive capacity to bear during crises, being recruited from among the 

best and brightest and purposefully groomed for leadership posts. By the time 

concepts like ‘joined-up government’ and ‘network theory’ gained currency within 

academic and government circles, Singapore simply used ‘whole-of-government’ to 

name the inter-agency approach practised and refined over the years. Still, the 

Singapore Public Service recognised that the key in WOG lies beyond the 

organisational structures to the attitudinal orientation of its officers. Singapore’s unique 

context may preclude wholesale replication of its experience. Nevertheless, the 

Singapore model suggests a strong ‘whole-of-government’ organisational orientation 

among officers is important in the smooth functioning of inter-agency structural 

arrangements, an aspect that other bureaucracies may want to consider.  
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1. Significance and Scope of Paper 

Whole-of-government (WOG) was key to Singapore’s crisis management before the 

term was coined and gains importance as issues and crises grow in complexity. This paper, 

as an administrative history of Singapore’s WOG approach in crisis management, has two 

aims. Firstly, it argues that WOG works better with strong leadership and WOG-minded 

officers operating in well-rehearsed organisational structures. Secondly, in the academic 

field of WOG, this article draws attention to the subfield of crisis management which has 

received little attention. It also plugs a gap in Singapore public administration literature 

where, apart from WOG and crisis management, administrative history is underdeveloped.  

Literature on WOG rarely dwells on crisis management. Most scholarly work on 

WOG concentrates on improving public service delivery and addressing ‘wicked problems’ 

(Christensen and Laegreid, 2011; Wanna and O’Flynn, 2008; Halligan, 2005; Ling, 2002), 

understandably given the extent and significance of these areas. Yet the coordination of 

multiple government agencies to deal with catastrophic events is critical: the lives and well-

being of people in situations from large-scale disasters to terrorist attacks depend on it.  

At the same time, this paper fills a gap in the areas of administrative history and 

WOG in crisis management in Singapore public administration literature.  To be sure, there 

is a large body of work on the traditional aspects of the Singapore Public Service, such as 

personnel management, reforms, etc. (Quah, 1996; Jones, 2002; Quah, 2010). Scant 

treatment has been given to either the subject of crisis management or WOG which, apart 

from one dedicated piece (Zainal, 2011), is mostly touched on as part of broader discussion. 

Works that made references to WOG as part of larger topics ranged from complexity (Ho, 

2012) to national security (Ho, 2016) to a particular pandemic (Tay, et al, 2010). A chapter in 

a recent volume on the Singapore Public Service touches on WOG though its remit was the 

bureaucracy’s work in both crisis management and building resilience (Low, 2015). WOG 

and its dynamics behind Singapore’s crisis management remain a gap in literature.  

This administrative history of Singapore’s WOG approach in crisis management, 

hence, expands current understanding of crisis management, WOG and Singapore public 

administration. It is not a comprehensive discussion of crises or WOG, which is not the aim 

of this examination. The narrative is constructed from publicly available records – oral history 

interviews, government sources and newspaper reports – and secondary publications. 

The administrative history begins, after this introduction, in 1974 when Singapore had 

to deal with its first hijacking. The crisis management structure set up thereafter proved 

useful when the country faced a civil disaster in 1986. Key in inter-agency coordination, this 

paper argues, lies in the commitment to regular drills in peacetime, helping Singapore to 
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resolve another hijack in 1991. As increasingly complex crises involved more Public Service 

agencies and personnel in the 2000s, strong leadership and a WOG-mindset among officers 

became instrumental in facilitating WOG and crisis management. The interaction of all these 

factors – strong executive capacity and WOG-oriented officers operating in well-rehearsed 

structures – is fundamental to WOG crisis management in Singapore, the paper concludes.  

 

2. Inter-Agency Crisis Management Structure: The Executive Group 

 The genesis of crisis management in independent Singapore can be traced to the 

Laju incident in 1974. The Laju was a ferry hijacked by four terrorists in a bid to escape after 

setting off bombs at the Shell oil refinery (Nathan, 2011; Tee, 2001). The terrorists’ 

grievances were not directed at Singapore but against the Netherlands – Shell being a Dutch 

company – for supporting Israel in the Middle Eastern conflict. Police prevented the terrorists 

from escaping but they took the Laju’s crewmen hostage. After eight days of standoff, the 

hijackers agreed to release the hostages in exchange for safe passage out of Singapore.  

 While the Laju hijack thus ended without bloodshed, the authorities clearly lacked the 

capabilities to deal with the situation. An official book on the Singapore Police Force (SPF) 

acknowledged: “The Laju incident exposed the weakness of not having a sufficient reserve 

of trained officers who could be relied on to supplement regular officers during a security 

crisis” (SPF, 2002). Anti-hijacking forces and dedicated negotiators were not available as 

options to manage the crisis. Questions also arose over whether the director of internal 

security from the Ministry of Home Affairs (MHA) or the director of intelligence from the 

Ministry of Defence (MINDEF) should lead the crisis management (Nathan, 2011; Yoong, 

2014). The political leadership placed the director of intelligence from MINDEF in charge and 

the hijack was eventually resolved. But the incident highlighted the need for coordination 

among different agencies during such crises.   

 An Executive Group (EG) was subsequently set up “to handle hijacking and hostage 

taking” (Cheong, 1995). The structure identified the leadership for handling such situations, 

appointing the Permanent Secretary of the Ministry of Home Affairs as Chairman of the EG 

(see Figure 1). Comprising senior officers from various ministries and security forces, the EG 

was the first inter-agency coordination platform across the Singapore Public Service.  
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Figure 1. The Executive Group, 1978 2 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

When the Hotel New World collapsed in 1986 trapping survivors in the rubble, the EG 

was fortuitously in the midst of a routine meeting (Cheong, 1995). The EG was able to 

provide the structure to coordinate the multi-agency rescue efforts. The Singapore Police 

Force, Singapore Fire Service (SFS) and the recently-created Singapore Civil Defence 

Force (SCDF) responded immediately. The Singapore Armed Forces (SAF), Ministry of 

Health (MOH), Ministry of Community Development (MCD), Public Works Department (PWD) 

and other agencies were also mobilised to provide additional manpower, medical support, 

counselling for families of victims, engineering support, etc. (Chng, 2015; How, 2001). It was 

effectively a ‘whole-of-government’ operation. In all, 33 died but 17 lives were saved. The 

disaster vindicated earlier decisions to develop crisis response capabilities and the 

effectiveness of the EG in coordinating inter-agency responses (Low, 2015).    

 

3. Drills, Drills, Drills: Regular Exercises Smoothen Coordination 

The EG was activated when Singapore Airlines Flight SQ117 was hijacked en route 

to Singapore in 1991. Four Pakistanis seized the airliner with 114 passengers and 11 crew 

members, not because of any ire against Singapore but to press the government of Pakistan 

to release some prisoners. Although the Chairman of EG was overseas, his deputy took over 

the EG leadership as part of regularly-rehearsed protocols (Lim, 2006). Police cordoned off 

the aircraft as soon as it landed, according to the frequently-practised plan (Singh, 2015). A 

Negotiation Team comprising specially-trained police officers and psychologists established 

contact with the hijackers (Singh, 1991; Tan, 1991). But with the Pakistani government 

rejecting the hijackers’ demands and Australian authorities refusing their requests to fly to 

Sydney, no breakthrough emerged from overnight talks. When the increasingly agitated 

                                                           
2
 Adapted from Cheong (1995) and National Security Coordination Centre (2004). 
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hijackers threatened to kill the hostages at daybreak, EG ordered a storming of the plane. 

Commandos killed all four terrorists, freed all hostages, all in less than 30 seconds. 

 The successful resolution of the SQ117 hijack highlighted the importance of, not just 

specialised capabilities but, regular drills in coordinating these capabilities. The Negotiation 

Team and commandos were invaluable investments and highly proficient. But more critical, 

in the minds of key leaders ending the hijack, was the constant exercises coordinating 

various agencies during peacetime (Low, 2015). Lim Siong Guan who was then Deputy 

Chairman of the EG and oversaw the management of the crisis remarked that, “it seemed 

like another exercise. People knew what to do. It is a group that got exercised so often” 

(Chua, 2008). Jagjit Singh, Deputy Commissioner of Police overseeing operations then, 

recounted that drills among different elements allowed plans to be refined: “the lasting 

lesson is the value of exercises” (Singh, 2015).  

Regular exercises coordinating the various agencies forged the different capabilities 

into a coherent instrument for crisis resolution. Frequent drills smoothened interfaces among 

the agencies and conditioned officers towards a shared focus in crisis resolution. Constant 

exercises helped to blur the boundary lines among agencies, forging the various capabilities 

into one crisis management instrument. The Deputy Chairman of the EG, for example, 

assumed command in the absence of the Chairman regardless of any distinction in 

ministerial portfolios. For all purposes and intents, there was only the leadership of EG, 

without any interruption or discontinuity. This commitment to regular exercises during 

peacetime allowed the Executive Group to respond seamlessly as one coherent team, 

harnessing all capabilities to bear down on the crisis and resolve the SQ117 hijack. 

Figure 2. The Executive Group, 1991 3 
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 Adapted from Low (2015). 
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4. Strong Leadership: High Crisis Management Capacity, Facilitating Coordination  

 In early March 2003, Singapore was struck by a more complex crisis. A then-

unknown virus had spread quickly in two hospitals after importation into the country (Lambert, 

2006). By mid-March, when patients around the globe were succumbing to what the World 

Health Organisation (WHO) began calling SARS (severe acute respiratory syndrome), 82 

people in Singapore had become infected. The authorities initiated infection-control 

measures. But four Singaporeans had succumbed to the virus by 30 March. Fears of 

catching the contagion affected the psyche of the population and the economy suffered 

S$509 million (US$373 million) worth of losses by then (Chua, 2004).  

As SARS became a national crisis, the Executive Group was activated to coordinate 

a government-wide response. It was able to mobilise the Public Service when SARS broke 

out of the hospital system into the community on 19 April: an outbreak was detected at a 

vegetable wholesale centre. With resources of the Ministry of Health stretched, the EG 

activated the Singapore Armed Forces, Singapore Civil Defence Force, Singapore Police 

Force and other agencies. Police closed down the wholesale centre; the SAF set up a 

national contact tracing centre within 48 hours. Police officers, soldiers, public officers and 

citizen-volunteers tracked down 2,500 wholesale centre workers within 72 hours. To prevent 

SARS spreading further through the vegetable supply chain, officers from the National 

Environment Agency and 650 citizen-volunteers monitored the temperatures of 55,000 

stallholders in food centres across the country. The EG continued to coordinate the work of a 

wide range of agencies to contain SARS and its effects over the following weeks (Low, 

2015). On 30 May, with no new cases recorded for 20 days, the WHO took Singapore off its 

‘SARS list’, concluding that “Singapore’s handling of the crisis [was] exemplary” (Lambert, 

2006). 

The EG successfully marshalled the Public Service to help Singapore weather SARS, 

despite not being set up for such scenario, because of a shared goal to contain SARS 

among public officers and strong leadership. Mrs Ow Foong Pheng, the secretary of the EG 

at that time, pointed out that EG was structured for security crisis: “But SARS was not a 

conventional security threat. It was not an isolated discrete incident which we could cordon 

off and mount a rescue operation. There were also significant economic and social 

dimensions to the crisis” (Ow, 2003). Consequently the EG set up cross-agency functional 

groups to cover areas like transport, border control, education, housing, etc. (Chua, 2004) 

Ow reflected that the Public Service reacted as ‘one government’: “We could see a common 

enemy, and everyone came on board. There was very little turf-guarding.” (Ow, 2003) The 

urgency of a deadly contagion was certainly one compelling reason for public officers to look 

beyond agency lines to focus on the common goal of containing SARS and its effects.  
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Another reason the Public Service was able to respond as ‘one government’ was its 

strong leadership. Adherence to the principle of meritocracy filled key positions of the 

Singapore Public Service with highly capable staff, in particular Administrative Service 

officers (AOs). Recruited from among the best and brightest and regularly rotated among 

postings in the bureaucracy, the cadre of around 270 AOs headed departments as directors, 

statutory boards as chief executives and ultimately ministries as Permanent Secretaries 

(Public Service Division (PSD), 2011). Detractors criticised their rapid promotion and high 

salaries but the Public Service pointed out that remunerations have to be competitive and 

AOs are held to stringent standards: “those who do not measure up … are asked to leave” 

(PSD, 2007). High-performing leadership across the bureaucracy allowed the application of 

the best and most suitable minds towards managing crises when they arose. The high level 

of executive capacity aggregated in the Executive Group was certainly instrumental in its 

successful resolution of various crises. Equally significant was the “shared language and 

culture” (Ow, 2003) cultivated among this small elite. The ethos among AOs in leadership 

positions up and down the hierarchy and across the Public Service eased communication 

and coordination among agencies during crisis management.  

 

5. Whole-of-government: Aligning Mindset to Structure 

 The concept of ‘whole-of-government’ entered into the lexicon of the Singapore 

Public Service around the time following SARS. ‘Joined-up government’ and ‘network 

government’ were gaining traction in countries like Britain and New Zealand. The impetus 

there arose from fragmentation of public services stemming from large-scale new public 

management reforms. Singapore too corporatised some government functions to enhance 

efficiency and encountered similar issues. Indeed, Ow (2003) observed a weakening of 

some operational capabilities during SARS after few years of outsourcing. 

 At the same time, SARS pointed to the need for a comprehensive crisis management 

mechanism. Crises were not restricted to security concerns and could be highly complex 

with wide-ranging implications on society and the economy. By 2004, the EG was 

reorganised into the Homefront Crisis Executive Group (HCEG) (see Figure 3). Like the EG, 

the HCEG was chaired by the Permanent Secretary of the Ministry of Home Affairs who 

reported to the elected minister for political direction. In addition to representatives from 

security agencies, the HCEG comprised senior officers from all ministries. Under the 

HCEG’s oversight were taskforce-like Crisis Management Groups (CMG) which could 

muster different clusters of relevant agencies to deal with various types of incidents.   
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Figure 3. The Homefront Crisis Management System 4 

 

 

While the HCEG was thus structured to harness the whole Public Service in times of 

crisis, the number of personnel requiring coordination now ranged into the thousands. 

Coordination would continue to be facilitated by the Administrative Service leadership up and 

down the hierarchy across the bureaucracy. Constant exercises would remain crucial in 

smoothening inter-agency coordination. Yet, the number of public officers across various 

agencies to be oriented towards the purpose of crisis resolution was still large.   

The idea of ‘whole-of-government’ began appearing in the discourse of the 

Singapore Public Service around 2004. To be sure, the context where phrases ‘joined-up 

government’, ‘networked government’, ‘one government’ and ‘whole-of-government’ were 

used was largely coordinated public services (Lim, 2004; Lim, 2005; Yeoh, 2005). Even so, 

references were made towards Public Service agencies gearing up for sudden unexpected 
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catastrophic events (Ho, 2005; Jayakumar, 2005). Thinking ‘whole-of-government’ or WOG 

to prepare for such complexity became a recurring theme in addresses by government 

leaders to public officers (Jayakumar, 2006; Wong, 2008). The Head of the Civil Service, 

Peter Ho, spoke regularly of a WOG-mindset among officers to face ‘black swans’ and ‘wild 

cards’ (Challenge, 2006; Ho, 2008). These were amidst other constant references to WOG 

in speeches, internal publications and training programmes (Tan & Kwok, 2006; Civil Service 

College (CSC), 2007; CSC, 2008). Indeed, Ho’s panacea against turf-mentality among 

officers was, the Head of Civil Service related years later, “Nag, nag and nag them to break 

down the silos” (The Straits Times, March 10, 2013). By then, the majority of officers in the 

Public Service would be familiar with operating as ‘whole-of-government’ in anticipation of 

uncertainties, complexity and the next crisis.  

In 2013, trans-boundary haze caused by slash-and-burn plantation farming in 

neighbouring Indonesia reached hazardous levels in Singapore. The health of the population, 

especially those with respiratory conditions, the elderly and young, was at risk. The 

Homefront Crisis Executive Group activated the Crisis Management Group (Haze) chaired 

by the Permanent Secretary of the Ministry of the Environment and Water Resources 

(MEWR). The CMG coordinated the responses of 23 Public Service agencies, ranging from 

the Ministries of Education (MOE), Foreign Affairs (MFA), Communications and Information 

(MCI) to statutory boards like the Civil Aviation Authority of Singapore (CAAS), Land 

Transport Authority (LTA), National Environment Agency (NEA), etc. (MEWR, 2013). Among 

the slew of measures initiated, the Ministry of Health offered subsidised treatment for haze-

related ailments for needy patients at private clinics. The Singapore Armed Forces was 

deployed, together with citizen-volunteers, to distribute protective masks to 200,000 low-

income and vulnerable households across Singapore. To avoid panic-buying of protective 

masks, the MOH released an additional 3 million masks from stockpiles to retailers.  

Seeking a long-term resolution of the issue, the Minister for the Environment and 

Water Resources travelled to Jakarta to deliver a letter from Singapore’s Prime Minister, Lee 

Hsien Loong, to Indonesian President, Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono. The Singapore Prime 

Minister reiterated the seriousness of the haze situation upon Singapore and offered to 

assist Indonesia in dealing with the fires. President Yudhoyono apologised and deployed 

more resources towards putting out the fires. A shift in wind direction at about the same time 

helped dissipate the haze and improved the situation.     

While reorganising the HCEG into a comprehensive crisis management structure 

was instrumental, the WOG-mindset of thousands of public officers involved allowed the 

HCEG structure to function and helped resolve the haze episode. Public officers, by then, 

were conditioned by nearly a decade of WOG messages. There would inevitably be some 



 

 

10 
 

turf-mentality among some officers, given the large number and diverse range of personnel 

involved. But the urgency of the crisis would have driven many to look beyond their agency-

interests towards operating as WOG to help resolve the crisis.  

 

6. Concluding Remarks: Adaptability of Lessons, What’s Next for WOG? 

Summing up 

This paper sets out to chronicle an administrative history of Singapore’s whole-of-

government approach to crisis management. The genesis of crisis management in the 

country began with the 1974 Laju incident. In the wake of that first hijacking in independent 

Singapore, the Executive Group was established as a dedicated crisis management 

mechanism. This decision proved useful when the Hotel New World collapsed in 1986. The 

EG was able to provide the command structure to mount a multi-agency rescue of survivors, 

an effectively ‘whole-of-government’ response.  

The 1991 hijack of Flight SQ117 vindicated earlier investments in developing the EG 

and specialist capabilities. Crucial in the successful resolution of this incident was the 

constant peacetime exercises, forging the different agencies into one coherent instrument for 

crisis management. The high level of executive capacity aggregated in the EG, resulting 

from longstanding commitment to personnel appointments by meritocracy, contributed to the 

decisive ending of the hijack.  

This strong leadership across the Public Service  also helped to galvanise the 

capabilities of the whole bureaucracy into ‘one government’ during the 2003 SARS outbreak. 

While the EG was set up to deal with security concerns, this leadership up and down and 

across the bureaucracy helped muster the broad spectrum of the bureaucracy’s capabilities 

to address the socio-economic fallout and medical dimension of SARS. But with SARS 

pointing to the complexity of sudden unexpected catastrophes disrupting society and the 

economy, the EG was quickly reorganised into the Homeland Crisis Executive Group.  

While the HCEG could harness the whole Public Service to respond 

comprehensively to complex contingencies, the number of personnel that would be 

mobilised ranged into the thousands. Imbibing officers into thinking ‘whole-of-government’, at 

about the same time, might have been motivated by the drive for more coordinated public 

services. But the simultaneous effect of public officers thinking WOG helped to orient the 

large number of personnel who would be activated for a government-wide response. This 

WOG-mindset aligned public officers towards a strategic perspective that would allow the 

HCEG to direct inter-agency WOG coordination, especially critical during times of crisis.  
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The 2013 haze episode exhibited the dynamics of Singapore’s WOG approach in 

crisis management. The crisis management system, when activated, mobilised thousands of 

public officers from 23 different sectoral agencies. Together, they provided a comprehensive 

response to mitigate the socio-economic repercussions and to employ diplomacy to seek a 

resolution to the crisis. The HCEG whole-of-government coordination structure was able to 

function effectively because of well-rehearsed processes, strong executive capacity at all 

levels across the bureaucracy and a WOG-attitude among public officers involved.  

This summary of the chronology validated the argument set out as the objective of 

this paper that, ‘whole-of-government’ works better with strong leadership and WOG-

minded officers operating in frequently-exercised coordination structures. (Figure 4 

offers a visual rendition)  

Figure 4. Whole-of-Government in Crisis Management 
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encountered intensified incrementally to allow a systemic build-up of capabilities to gradually 

match the scale of these contingencies.  

At the same time, Singapore’s capacity to deal with crises stemmed from deliberate 

and purposeful holistic development. Political continuity and stability, afforded by the 

citizenry consistently voting in the same government, allowed the leadership to focus the 

country on economic growth. This financed improvements in social services and public 

administration, altogether giving rise to highly-trained human capital. This in turn 

strengthened the economy and the Public Service, flowing into a cycle of virtuous 

governance and development. 

Singapore’s unique context precludes a wholesale replication of its lessons; it is in 

any case not the intent of this paper to prescribe a template for such. Yet, some of 

Singapore’s challenges are not dissimilar with those faced in other jurisdictions. Government 

agencies and civil servants around the world are, by nature of domain specialisation, 

instinctively turf-minded. Inter-agency collaboration is counter-intuitive worldwide, including 

in Singapore. In that regard, some of Singapore’s experiences in WOG coordination could 

offer food for reflection. If not suitable for complete replication, some of these may be 

adapted in jurisdictions seeking to improve inter-agency coordination and crisis management. 

  One key feature of Singapore’s experiences is the importance of regular exercises 

in the effectiveness of structural arrangements. Organisational structures by themselves 

have nominal authority over agencies. But it is the investment of time and resources, and 

commitment by key leaders concerned, to frequent drills for the authority of the coordination 

structure to be credible and effective.  Constant exercises smoothened interfaces among 

agencies and personnel, and allowed issues to be identified and rectified. Drills may pull 

agencies and officers away from routine work, and leaders may invoke important duties as 

justification to skip them. But the commitment and discipline to regular exercises is the 

‘software’ that allows the ‘hardware’ of structural arrangements to be effective in inter-

agency coordination.  

The application of strong leadership to crisis management is a significant aspect in 

Singapore’s approach. Adherence to the principle of meritocracy allowed the Singapore 

Public Service to appoint the most qualified officers to the various posts, with the result of 

the most capable officers aggregated to the task of crisis management. The attendant 

practice of cultivating a small leadership cadre, rotating them through different agencies, and 

posting them to leadership positions across the bureaucracy further facilitated inter-agency 

coordination and the Public Service working as whole-of-government. An effective personnel 

management system, premised upon meritocratic principles and apart from the overall 
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outcome of a high performing bureaucracy, provides the ‘software’ – the people – for the 

‘hardware’ of an inter-agency coordination structure to function.  

A WOG-mindset among public officers is another ‘software’ that lubricated the 

machinery of inter-agency crisis management coordination structure. A by-product of 

frequent drills and a small leadership cadre, when crises were limited to security concerns, 

was the familiarity among the specialist officers which facilitates coordination. But when the 

number of personnel spanned into the thousands with contingency planning expanding to 

the whole Public Service for complex scenarios, the inculcation of a WOG-orientation within 

officers assumes greater importance. And as is the case everywhere, public officers in 

Singapore can be turf-minded. The antidote in Singapore is, ‘Nag, nag and nag’: constant 

messaging of WOG through speeches by leaders, publications distributed to officers and 

training interventions. An inherent awareness for the larger strategic purpose they are 

serving would motivate officers, during complex crisis, to persist in the face of adversity, to 

exercise leadership at working levels of the hierarchy, and take initiative where opportunities 

arise. This alignment with the strategic government-wide purpose, especially amidst crisis 

situations, will truly allow the Public Service to function as whole-of-government.  

 

What’s Next? From WOG to Whole-of-Society, Whole-of-Nation 

While this study fills a gap in current literature in administrative history, WOG, crisis 

management and public administration in Singapore, which is one of the aims of this paper, 

there is ample scope for further research. Administrative history as a subfield in Singapore 

public administration, in particular, deserves greater attention. Even as writings on other 

aspects of the country’s history began to grow, works on the origins and evolution of policies 

and policy-making bodies are waiting to be written. Their importance cannot be over-stated: 

the context, considerations and consequences of these policies in their yester-years will 

better inform present-day policy-making and frame reviews into the future.  

The subjects of whole-of-government coordination and crisis management also 

require further exploration. While this paper has, very broadly within the constraints of time 

and space, offered an overview of Singapore’s WOG approach in crisis management, it has 

also thrown up two areas for research. Each of the crises discussed in this article ought to 

be explored for missteps and lessons to guide future generations of policy-makers before 

these fade away with the passing of time. In tandem with plumbing deeper into the past, 

studies should also range into ‘what’s next?’ for WOG and crisis management. 

The role society could play in complex crises is becoming increasingly relevant. In 

Singapore, the community has readily stepped forward in times of crisis. As early as the 
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Hotel New World disaster, citizen-volunteers with prior training joined regular personnel in 

the rescue efforts. During the 2003 SARS outbreak, community-volunteers were mobilised to 

support public officers in contact-tracing and temperature monitoring. At the height of the 

2013 haze episode, individuals spontaneously – without any prompting from the government 

– donated and distributed protective masks to the needy people among the community.  

Where citizen-volunteers supplemented the efforts of the government in these crises, 

the parts played by the community can be more instrumental. This was best illustrated in the 

aftermath of the September 11, 2001 attacks on the United States and the subsequent 

uncovering of a plot by local radicals – calling themselves the Jemaah Islamiyah – to attack 

targets in Singapore. Amidst risks of possible tension tearing at the fabric of the multi-ethnic 

society, leaders of different religious and ethnic communities stepped forward quickly to 

denounce the hijacking of religion for terrorism and rallied together for ethnic harmony. 

Several well respected Islamic religious teachers volunteered to counsel the detained 

radicals, rehabilitating them after clarifying their misunderstanding of the Islamic faith, and 

eventually re-integrated them into society. These are roles the government cannot undertake 

with outcomes as effective as that played by the community.  

In view of complex crisis scenarios where the reach of government may be limited 

and the role government may play constrained, what should be the part undertaken by the 

Public Service? While the Singapore Public Service has been effective in aligning the whole 

bureaucracy to function as whole-of-government in crises thus far, how can it seek to align 

the whole of society? How can the Public Service prepare to orient the whole of society? If 

WOG-oriented public officers should assume the role of interlocutors between government 

and the community in times of crisis, mobilising citizen-volunteers and coordinating between 

government and community leaders, how should they be prepared for such roles? Some 

early work has started to consider these questions (Ng, 2011) but this paper hopes to 

stimulate more and deeper research into the role the Public Service should play towards a 

whole-of-society and whole-of-nation approach towards crisis management.  
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