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SPEECH BY MR CH'NG JIT KOON, MINISTER OF STATE 
FOR COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT, AT THE PRESENTATION 
OF PRIZES TO WINNERS OF THE CHILDREN'S CHINESE 

STORY-TELLING CONTEST AT THE TANJONG PAGAR 
COMMUNITY CENTRE ON FRIDAY, 27 OCTOBER 1989 AT 8 PM 

The decade of efforts we have put in for the Speak 
Mandarin Campaign has produced remarkable results. That 
Mandarin has taken root in the Chinese community in 
Singapore and has become the spoken language of many people 
in their daily life is now a fact. 

A decade ago, Mandarin was only occasionally heard 
among the Chinese-educated in their conversation. But after 
years of promotion, the use of Mandarin has spread to every 
corner and stratum of society in Singapore. What we need to 
do now is to step up our efforts to further widen the use of 

Mandarin. 

0 
A survey shows that 85 out of 100 ethnic Chinese 

Singaporeans speak Mandarin. But unfortunately the 
frequency of the use of Mandarin is not high, though there 
is a marked improvement in the frequency of use at certain 
functions. For example, the survey shows that a decade ago, 
only one per cent of the customers and hawkers at markets 

and food centres under the Ministry of the Enviroment 
conversed in Mandarin. The percentage has now increased to 
22 per cent. Although we should be happy with such an 
improvement, the situation is still far from what is 
possible especially when there are 85 per cent Chinese 
Singaporeans who can speak Mandarin and the percentage of 
hawkers who have the ability to use Mandarin has increased 
from 83 per cent in 1986 to 98 per cent in 1988. (See 

annexes for the sample survey on the ability of hawkers to 
speak Mandarin). 
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Why are dialects used more than Mandarin at hawker 
centres when so many people and hawkers can speak Mandarin? 
In my opinion, there are two reasons: (1) misconception and 
(2) habit. 

In the past, most hawkers ware either uneducated or 
lowly educated. Therefore, in the eyes of the public, 
hawkers spoke little or no Mandarin. But times have 
changed. With three decades of government efforts in 
providing universal education and active promotion of the 

' 0 bilingual education policy, even a hawker would have 
received a number of years of education and studied the 
Chinese language and learned to speak Mandarin. Moreover, 
with the promotion of the Speak Mandarin Campaign, many 

people , including hawkers, have learned to speak Mandarin as 
a result of environmental influence. However, many people 
still have the misconception that hawkers are unable to 
speak Mandarin. For this reason, they continue to converse 
with hawkers in dialects, as they did in the past. . 
Secondly, as many people have been speaking dialects at 
hawker centres for decades, they find it difficult to 
switch to Mandarin. 

0 
In order to create a Mandarin speakirq enviromnent, 

we should realise that hawkers do speak Handarin and give up 
the habit of using dialects at hawker centres. As lotq as 
wz take the initiative to speak Mandarin, most of the 
hawkers will respond in Mandarin. With conscious and 
concerted efforts, Mandarin will certainly be more widely 
used at hawker centres. 

Mandarin can also act as a means of communication. 
The report on the Labour Force Survey of 1988 shows that 
more than 530,000 people above the age of 15 are conversant 
with the Chinese language 
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only. They account for 26 per cent of the workforce. The 
report also points out that among those aged above 15, there 
are some 200,000 who are literate only in English, and most 
of them are Chinese, including English-educated 
professionals. These people are bound to come into contact 
with one another in their work and in everyday lib. As one 
party speaks no English and the other party no Mandarin, 
they have no alternative but to lapse into dialects. But 
there are many dialects spoken in Singapore. It would be 
difficult for people to learn the many dialects to keep in 
touch with their Chinese-speaking counterparts. Adopting 
Mandarin as, the common Chinese language will solve this 
problem.' 

If people will set aside a little time and put in 
some effort to learn Mandarin, it will help them in their 
work as wall. Many professionals, such as lawyers, doctors, 
accountants, architects, engineers, investment consultants 
and share brokers, have clients, both local and foreign, who 
are ethnic Chinese and who speak no English. Owing to the 
constraints in dialects, there is difficulty in expressing 
many of the technical terms in dialects. These difficulties 

can be overcome by the use of Mandarin. 

Moreover, in recent years, realising that there are 
many non-English speaking Chinese in the business sector in 
Singapore, some statutory boards have held seminars and 
lectures in Mandarin to help them in their business 
operation and management. These seminars and lectures arc 
also useful for the English-speaking professionals and 
businessmen who wish to expand their services to their 
Mandarin-speaking clients. 
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In short, Mandarin has far greater utility value 
than dialects. We should therefore persist in our efforts 
to promote the use of Mandarin so that it will become more 
effective as a language of communication. 
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Source Report on Labour Force Survey of Singapore l988 


