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THE shift in focus of the world economy from the
United States and Europe to Asia will give
Chinese-language newspapers in the region a new
competitive edge, said Ms Grace Fu, Senior Minis-
ter of State for Information, Communications and
the Arts, yesterday.

This advantage lies in their ability to give differ-
ent perspectives, influenced and shaped by their
respective societies and local politics, she told a
gathering of 150 top Chinese newspaper editors,
publishers and executives.

Her upbeat outlook injected a note of optimism
into a conference heavy on the threats posed by dig-
ital technology and new media to the readership
and profitability of traditional media.

These twin threats formed the theme of the
44th convention of the World Chinese Language
Press Institute, an annual meeting of senior execu-
tives of Chinese newspapers from Asian countries.
The two-day meeting is being held at Resorts
World Sentosa.

Ms Fu’s focus was on the substance of the Chi-
nese press.

Speaking in Mandarin, she noted that news-
papers of different regions have their individual
voices, evolved from being closely intertwined
with their own society and politics.

“So when the centre of global economy shifts
from the West to this region, we will be able to pro-
vide a multi-dimensional and yet independent and
transparent perspective,” said Ms Fu, who is also
Senior Minister of State for the Environment and
Water Resources. “This will be the edge of the Chi-

nese-language press.”
The convention, organised by Singapore Press

Holdings’ flagship Chinese daily Lianhe Zaobao, was
opened by President Tony Tan Keng Yam.

Several of the speakers yesterday pinpointed how
Chinese newspapers can exploit the opportunities
arising from the rise of China and new technology.

Mr Robin Hu, Singapore Press Holdings’ senior ex-
ecutive vice-president of the Chinese Newspapers
and Newspaper Services divisions, listed three areas
of opportunity.

First is new products, like the iPad edition of Lian-
he Zaobao that will be launched early next year.

Second is how China companies, as they expand
overseas, will need platforms, business partners and
guides to operate in the local markets.

“Chinese-language newspapers can add value to
these companies by providing media products and in-
formation services,” said Mr Hu.

Third, he called for the creation of an international
award for Chinese newspapers, which he believes
will raise standards further.

Malaysian media tycoon Tiong Hiew King, the
institute’s president, said the success of Chinese
newspapers lies in their ability to verify and interpret
the bewildering amount of information online.

Newspaper editors interviewed by The Straits
Times were unanimous on the need to embrace new
media.

In Malaysia, however, Chinese newspapers face
less competition online than their counterparts in
China, Hong Kong and Taiwan, said Ms Siew Nyoke

Chow. Ms Siew is executive director and group edi-
tor-in-chief of Media Chinese International, which
owns Sin Chew Daily, Malaysia’s largest newspaper
with a circulation of about 400,000.

The reason she gave for this is Malaysia’s national
language policy, which means most of its news web-
sites are in Malay.

“So the Chinese community still relies heavily on
Chinese newspapers for information,” she added.

Still, her company is working on an iPad version of
the newspaper. But, she added: “We’ve to time the
launch carefully because most revenue still comes
from newspapers, not from our websites or mobile
technology-related products.”

Similar challenges confront Hong Kong’s Sing Tao
News Corporation, said its chief executive officer Lo
Wing Hung.

In 2005, it invested in a Chinese freesheet, Head-
line Daily, instead of pouring the money into produc-
ing online editions of its newspapers,

The reason, said Mr Lo, is that it is hard to pro-
duce revenue on Internet editions, adding that the
freesheet’s circulation is around 900,000.

But he acknowledged the online route cannot be
avoided: “The question is when, and that would de-
pend on how well we can adapt to the changes in tech-
nology.”
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THE new Lee Kuan Yew Fund for Bilingualism to
promote the learning of mother tongue and English
in preschoolers has already attracted pledges of
donations.

Several big donors have committed at least $9
million to the fund, on top of the $10 million that
founding prime minister Lee Kuan Yew is pledging
personally.

Another $2 million will come from sales of 200
copies of My Lifelong Challenge: Singapore’s Bilin-
gual Journey, which Mr Lee will sign and which will
go for at least $10,000 each.

Property developer Ho Bee Group chief execu-
tive Chua Thian Poh is donating $1 million, because
he agrees with Mr Lee’s belief that “bilingualism is
a key to Singapore’s future survival”.

Mr Chua, who is president of the Singapore Fed-
eration of Chinese Clan Associations and the imme-
diate past president of the Singapore Chinese Cham-
ber of Commerce and Industry, also said he will
“rally friends and business associates to support
this worthy cause”.

Similarly, The Straits Times understands that
the family of the late property tycoon Ng Teng
Fong donated $5 million as “an investment for
Singapore’s future and out of a recognition of the
importance of having young Singaporeans who are
effectively bilingual”.

Hotelier Ong Beng Seng is donating $2 million,
and the Khoo Teck Puat Foundation, $1 million.

Also donating to the fund are Mr Lee’s three chil-
dren: Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong is giving
$100,000, and Fraser and Neave chairman Lee
Hsien Yang and neurologist Lee Wei Ling are giving
$50,000 each.

The Government will match donations dollar for
dollar, up to a cap of $50 million.

Mr Lee Kuan Yew said he hopes the fund will
reach over $100 million: “I hope those who are
concerned for the future of their children and their
grasp of their mother tongue will donate generous-
ly.”

The fund can supplement efforts by the Educa-
tion Ministry to expose young Singaporeans to
mother tongue and English at a time when they are
most receptive to learning new languages, as shown
by studies, he said.

Guests at the book launch welcomed the focus
on learning mother tongue as early as possible.

Nanyang Girls’ High School principal Heng Boey
Hong said she noticed a big difference between the
language standards of students with parents who
encouraged the learning of language from young,
and those of the students with parents “who just
send their kids for tuition”.

Renowned Singapore architect Liu Thai Ker said
that learning Chinese early will help Singaporeans
grapple with the nuances of a language that oper-
ates by association and not reason or logic: “The
earlier you learn, the more you remember and the
more fluently you will be able to express your
thoughts later on.”

Potential donors to the bilingualism fund, and
those interested in buying the signed copies of the
book, may call Straits Times Press at 6319-8347 or
e-mail stpressbooks@sph.com.sg

All donations will qualify for tax deductions of
2.5 times the amount donated from this year to
2015.
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