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The People’s Action Party (PAP)
has taken a hit with the investiga-
tion into Transport Minister S. Is-
waran, and the resignations of two
MPs, Prime Minister Lee Hsien
Loong acknowledged on Wednes-
day.

But he assured Singaporeans
that the party would protect the
integrity of the system of govern-
ment.

“For the good of our country, we

will carry through what needs to
be done in accordance with the
law, even if it may be politically
embarrassing and painful to the
party. I will not flinch or hesitate to
do my duty, to keep our system ro-
bust and clean.”

He said: “But we will show Singa-
poreans that we will uphold stan-
dards and do the right thing, so
that trust is maintained, and the
Singapore system continues to
work well.

“This is my approach, and I am
confident it will be my successor’s
approach too. And this is how we
will keep Singapore safe, strong

and prosperous for many years to
come.”

He noted that there had been a
great deal of public interest over
the recent series of incidents, with
the Corrupt Practices Investigation
Bureau (CPIB) arresting and inves-
tigating Mr Iswaran, the resigna-
tion of two MPs, and the allega-
tions about the Ridout Road ren-
tals. 

“The way we have handled these
incidents shows how seriously the
PAP takes our responsibility of go-
verning Singapore, and being ac-
countable to Parliament and to
Singaporeans,” said PM Lee, ad-
dressing the House.

He assured MPs that when such
issues come up, the party will deal
with them properly and transpar-
ently, as it has done.

On the issue of CPIB’s investiga-
tion involving Mr Iswaran, when
the bureau discovered on its own
that it had reason to arrest and in-
terview a minister, it opened a for-
mal investigation.

“Nobody tipped them off. There
had been no public scandal. CPIB
came across something that need-
ed investigating, and proceeded to
do their job,” PM Lee said.

On the issue of the PAP MPs’ af-
fairs, he added: “We took some
time to sort it out, probably longer
than we should have. But we did
what we needed to do, and put the
situation right.”

The CPIB had also earlier thor-
oughly investigated ministers K.
Shanmugam and Vivian Balakrish-
nan on the Ridout Road rentals,
and found no wrongdoing on their

part.
These incidents show two as-

pects of how the PAP government
works, said PM Lee.

One, when there is a suspicion or
allegation of wrongdoing in the
discharge of official duties, espe-
cially possible corruption, there is
zero tolerance. 

Two, when people slip in their
personal lives, the PAP will look at
the facts of each case carefully, and
deal with the matter as humanely
and sensitively as possible, accord-
ing to the principles the party has
established, he said.

“Systems are composed of hu-
man beings. In any system, howev-
er comprehensive the safeguards,
sometimes something will still go
wrong. The PAP Government does
our utmost to minimise that possi-

bility,” said PM Lee.
He added that the party works

hard to identify the right people to
bring into politics and appoint to
responsible positions. 

They are vetted carefully, tested
and stretched, before they are en-
trusted with heavier responsibili-
ties.

Often they measure up, but so-
metimes they fall short. Occasion-
ally, they transgress norms of con-
duct or commit wrongdoing, he
said.

He noted that Singapore has
seen corruption cases involving
political office-holders in the past,
including Mr Teh Cheang Wan, for-
mer minister for national develop-
ment, in 1986; and Mr Phey Yew
Kok, former MP and president of
the National Trades Union Con-
gress, in 1979.

“All these cases were handled by
Mr Lee Kuan Yew, who was then
prime minister – thoroughly,
transparently, and applying the
full force of the law,” said PM Lee.

“That is still how the PAP Go-
vernment deals with such cases. 

“It’s not changed under my
charge; and it won’t under my suc-
cessor either.”
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Transport Minister S. Iswaran had
his monthly pay reduced to $8,500
until further notice when he was
relieved of his ministerial duties,
Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong
told Parliament on Wednesday.

In delivering his ministerial
statement on the Corrupt Practices
Investigation Bureau (CPIB) inves-
tigation involving Mr Iswaran, PM
Lee said he had used the current
civil service practice as a reference
point since such incidents involv-
ing ministers were rare, and that
there was no rule or precedent on
how to effect an interdiction on a
political office-holder.

“The specific details in Minister
Iswaran’s case follow generally
how the civil service would deal
with a senior officer in a similar sit-
uation. 

“But this was my decision as PM,
because the political contexts for a
minister and a civil servant being
investigated and interdicted are
different,” he said.

According to the Public Service
Division (PSD), as at 2012, when
ministerial salaries were last ad-
justed, the monthly salary of a
minister at benchmark level is
$55,000, which works out to an an-
nual salary of $1,100,000. The fixed
salary, including the 13th month, is

$715,000. The rest is variable.
PM Lee told the House that the

CPIB came across information
concerning Mr Iswaran that merit-
ed investigation and alerted him on
May 29. He said the bureau pur-
sued the lead further of its own vo-
lition. 

“Nobody tipped them off. There
had been no public scandal. CPIB
came across something that need-
ed investigating and proceeded to
do their job,” PM Lee said.

Reiterating the events that took
place, PM Lee said the CPIB direc-
tor briefed him on the findings on
July 5, saying that the bureau need-
ed to interview Mr Iswaran to take
the investigation further and seek-
ing his concurrence to open a for-
mal investigation, which he gave
on July 6.

It was on July 11 that Mr Iswaran
was taken in by the CPIB and sub-
sequently released on bail.

“I instructed him to take leave of
absence until the investigations
were completed,” PM Lee said.

Property tycoon Ong Beng Seng
was also arrested on July 11 as part
of the corruption probe. Mr Ong is
the man who brought Formula One
to Singapore.

PM Lee pointed out that CPIB in-
vestigations are still ongoing, and
he was, therefore, unable to pro-
vide more details on the case, “so
as not to prejudice the investiga-
tions in any way”.

He asked Members of the House

and the public to refrain from
speculation and conjecture.

“We must allow CPIB to do its
work, to investigate the matter ful-
ly, thoroughly and independently.
When the investigation is complet-
ed, CPIB will submit its findings to
the Attorney-General’s Chambers,
which will decide what to do with
them. 

“Whichever way the facts come
out, the case will be taken to its log-
ical conclusion. 

“That has always been our way,”

he added. 
Asked during the question-and-

answer session why Mr Iswaran’s
monthly salary had been cut to
$8,500, PM Lee said the practice is
such that when a civil servant has
been interdicted, he is put on half
pay – “subject to a ceiling and a
floor”. 

If the civil servant under investi-
gations is innocent, then he is en-
titled to back pay. If, however, he is
found guilty, his “pay will stop
completely and other consequenc-

es will follow”. 
“I think that is a reasonable mod-

el to follow, and that was the basis
on which I decided that Mr Iswa-
ran would be interdicted and that
he will be paid $8,500 per month
instead of his normal salary,” PM
Lee added.

Addressing a question by Work-
ers’ Party MP Dennis Tan on
whether the pay cut included Mr
Iswaran’s MP allowance, PM Lee
said the allowance is different from
the pay and that it is not at the dis-

cretion of the prime minister to cut
it.

According to the PSD, the annual
MP allowance is $192,500.

“An MP’s allowance will be with-
held once the MP is suspended
from the service of Parliament... A
motion would have to be moved in
Parliament to suspend the Member
from the service of Parliament. His
or her allowance would be with-
held thereafter,” he said. 

Iswaran’s monthly pay
cut to $8,500 
until further notice 

juditht@sph.com.sg

Transport Minister S. Iswaran leaving the Corrupt Practices Investigation Bureau headquarters on July 21. On the issue of cutting Mr Iswaran’s salary, Prime Minister Lee
Hsien Loong said on Wednesday that he had used the current civil service practice as a reference point. ST PHOTO: KEVIN LIM 
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MPs raised clarifications in Parlia-
ment on Wednesday following
Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong’s
ministerial statement, which ad-
dressed the Corrupt Practices In-
vestigation Bureau’s (CPIB) inves-
tigation into Transport Minister S.
Iswaran.

These included broad questions
on when to publicly disclose an in-
vestigation and the types of inves-
tigations, as well as specific ques-
tions such as why Mr Iswaran’s sal-
ary was cut to $8,500, instead of
him being put on no-pay leave.

The questions were answered by
PM Lee and Minister-in-charge of
the Public Service Chan Chun
Sing.

Here are six key questions and
their answers covered over three
hours:

1 WHO DOES CPIB
REPORT TO?

Mr Saktiandi Supaat (Bishan-Toa
Payoh GRC) asked whether there

were guidelines on disclosures for
investigations involving ministers,
amid the social media age. 

PM Lee said that on disclosures
involving ministers, one has to
judge the situation.

The CPIB had judged as such,
and PM Lee had supported it in the
case of Mr Iswaran.

In this case, a statement was put
out that CPIB was interviewing a
minister.

This was not so for the previous
precedent. When Mr Teh Cheang
Wan was investigated in 1986 as
the minister for national develop-
ment, none of it was announced,
said PM Lee.

This is because one does not
know if there is anything there, he
said.

If it is announced that the minis-
ter is being interviewed, and it
turns out there is nothing, and
three days later his innocence is
declared, “I think you’re going to
cause great consternation, and at
the end of that, reputation will be
damaged undeservedly”, said PM
Lee.

In the case of Mr Iswaran, CPIB
judged that the threshold to say it
was talking to Mr Iswaran was met
right from the beginning, as others
such as tycoon Ong Beng Seng
were going to be called in. 

“Therefore, it was not possible
for this thing to be kept quiet and it
had to be stated upfront,” PM Lee
said.

“I think we are reading a lot into
very little. First of all, nobody
knew Mr Iswaran might or might
not have been doing something
wrong. 

“CPIB found out. Nobody tipped
them off, nobody blew a whistle,”
said PM Lee.

The CPIB then went to PM Lee

and asked for his concurrence.
“Because CPIB reports to some-

body. It has to report to somebody,
it can’t report to God,” said PM Lee.

An extra safeguard is in place,
where the director of the CPIB can
go to the president if the prime
minister has refused consent.

“That’s how two keys work and
therefore the matter stops there. Is
it guaranteed? No. Because the
prime minister may be corrupt, the
president may be mistaken.”

2HOW DID PM LEE DECIDE TO CUT
ISWARAN’S PAY TO $8,500?

Responding to Mr Saktiandi’s sec-
ond question on how the decision
to cut Mr Iswaran’s pay to $8,500
came about, PM Lee said that it
was considered carefully, as there
was no precedent for a prime min-
ister to have to interdict a minister.

He looked at the civil service as a
guideline before making his deci-
sion.

The practice in such situations is
to interdict the person and put him
on half pay, subject to a ceiling and
a floor till the matter is disposed of.

If, at the end of it, the person is
found innocent, back pay is rein-
stated and made good. If the per-
son is found guilty, pay stops and
other consequences follow.

“I think that is a reasonable mod-
el to follow, and that is the basis on
which I decided that Mr Iswaran
would be interdicted, and that he
will be paid $8,500 per month in-
stead of his normal salary,” said PM
Lee.

3WHY WASN’T ISWARAN PUT ON
NO-PAY LEAVE?

Responding to Non-Constituency
MP Hazel Poa on why Mr Iswaran

was not put on no-pay leave, PM
Lee said it was his judgment to
make.

In the civil service, if a person is
convicted, he is then put on zero
pay.

“Here, I have to be fair to the
minister involved, as well as do the
right thing by the Government and
the taxpayer,” said PM Lee, in ref-
erence to Mr Iswaran.

“He is under investigation. It is
not a minor matter. He has not
been convicted. He’s not even been
charged. Is it fair for me to say your
pay goes to zero? I think it is not
fair,” he said.

Responding to a question by
Workers’ Party MP Dennis Tan
(Hougang) , PM Lee said Mr Iswa-
ran would still receive his MP’s al-

lowance, as the allowance is not at
the discretion of the prime minis-
ter, unlike the ministerial salary.

To stop the allowance, Parlia-
ment would have to move a motion
to suspend the MP from its service.

This has not happened in the
past. MPs were put on leave of ab-
sence before the cases were set-
tled.

4WHAT IS THE DIFFERENCE
BETWEEN INFORMAL AND

FORMAL INVESTIGATIONS BY CPIB?

Responding to WP MP Gerald
Giam (Aljunied GRC) on the differ-
ence between an “informal and
quiet” investigation and a formal
investigation, PM Lee said that in a
quiet investigation, CPIB does not
exercise all of its powers.

It does not arrest people and for-
mally interview them. It makes in-
quiries and asks for information,
but does not arrest and compel a
person to answer its questions. 

5SHOULD THERE BE AN
ADDITIONAL REPORTING LINE

FOR CPIB?

Associate Professor Jamus Lim
(Sengkang GRC) asked if the Prime
Minister’s Office had considered
extending the institutional report-
ing line for the CPIB, beyond the
prime minister and the president.

In response, PM Lee said he was
very happy to know that Prof Lim
appreciated a second key, and was
seeking a third.

“I hope that it portends a change
in your attitude towards the elect-
ed president and his custodial
powers,” he added.

But he disagreed with the need
for more and more layers of checks
and balances.

“The solution is to be found in
honest people, with integrity and
conviction and courage to make
the system work with a reasonable
degree of redundancy, so I don’t
have a single point of failure.”

6WILL THE CODE OF CONDUCT
FOR MINISTERS BE REVIEWED?

Mr Zhulkarnain Abdul Rahim
(Chua Chu Kang GRC) asked if the
code of conduct for ministers in
Singapore would be reviewed more
consistently, with sanctions ex-
pressly stated.

Mr Chan replied that the code of
conduct is currently gazetted, but
sanctions are not spelt out.

He said the code will continue to
be regularly reviewed.

He said that in Singapore’s politi-
cal culture, the ultimate sanction is
not whether someone had commit-
ted a mistake and paid a certain
fine.

“The ultimate sanction is what
the public thinks of us as legisla-
tors, as part of the leadership team
of this country, and we must do
what we can to uphold the stan-
dards, whether the sanctions are
codified or not codified.” 

Earlier, he replied to Ms Joan Pe-
reira (Tanjong Pagar GRC) on po-
tential uncertainties in the code of
conduct. 

Mr Chan said any code of con-
duct lays out the principles and
guidelines for people to follow. It
must be clear, but also not so pre-
scriptive that it becomes paralys-
ing.

That itself must be complement-
ed by good people who must abide
by the spirit of the rules and not
just the letter of the rules, he add-
ed.
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Mr Saktiandi
Supaat asked
about guidelines
on disclosures
for investigations
involving
ministers. 

Ms Hazel Poa
asked why
Transport
Minister S.
Iswaran was not
put on no-pay
leave.

Associate
Professor Jamus
Lim asked about
extending the
institutional
reporting line for
the CPIB.
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