Singapore: Its Laws & Its Defense
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Singapore has creating and strictly enforcing a wide variety of laws and regulations against anything and everything that, in their view, could possibly upset the sense of tranquility. With fines, imprisonment, the death penalty, and even caning, the government of Singapore attempts to maintain order and enjoys relatively wide success.

A taxi driver in Singapore tells an often told joke: “Singapore is a fine country. In Singapore, we have fines for everything.”  The joke is popular because fines are a defining element of life in Singapore. Some of the fines are for offenses that international travelers might expect, such as littering or jaywalking. However, the penalties for these crimes and the strictness with which they are enforced may surprise travelers. First-time offenders can be fined S$500 or more.

Other laws are more unique to Singapore. For example, it is illegal to use a toilet in Singapore and then not flush it. You will also be given a fine if you are caught spitting. The sale, importation and possession of chewing gum is banned and subject to heavy fines. First-time offenders can be fined S$1,000 and repeat-offenders are fined S$2,000 and given corrective work, such as cleaning a public place. The offenders are made to wear bright jackets, and sometimes, media are invited to cover the spectacle. This rule was introduced because of the high cost and difficulty in removing chewing gum from public premises. In particular, chewing gum stuck on the Mass Rapid Transit train doors stopped the trains from moving.  In addition to gum, other items that cannot be brought into the country without authorization from the government include bullet-proof clothing, toy guns, pistols, weapons, or spears. Chewing tobacco, toy currency, and obscene materials are strictly prohibited. Smoking is not allowed in public buses, taxis, lifts, theaters, cinemas, government offices, and in air-conditioned restaurants and shopping centers. First-time offenders face a maximum fine of S$1,000. Where smoking is allowed, smokers must make sure they put out their cigarette butts in the proper place. Flicking a cigarette butt on the ground could easily get a smoker fined for littering. Eating or drinking is also prohibited in Mass Rapid Transit trains and terminals. It carries a minimum fine of S$500. 
As with all laws in Singapore, those involving traffic rules, vehicle registration, and liability in case of accident are strictly enforced and may have criminal penalties.  Laws against driving while using a cellular phone are very strictly enforced. First-time offenders can be fined up to S$10,000.  A good rule of thumb to use in Singapore is if an activity is prohibited by a rule, guideline, or norm elsewhere, it is quite likely prohibited by law in Singapore.

In addition to the minor offenses that could result in a fine or community service work, the laws pertaining to felonies in Singapore are also very tough and strictly enforced. For example, there is a mandatory caning sentence for vandalism offenses.  Michael Fay and several other Americans will recall that this law, like all other laws, applies to visitors as well as citizens. Despite the considerable efforts of President Clinton and several other government officials, the sentence was not reversed and the caning sentence was imposed. Fay was also fined and served a four-month prison sentence.

Caning is done by martial-arts expert with a six-foot-long piece of rattan which has been soaked in brine. Caning can also be imposed for immigration violations and other offenses.  Caning is a mandatory part of the sentence for rape and many drug-trafficking offenses. For example, a person trafficking (carrying) a Class-A drug, such as heroin, receives a minimum punishment of 5-years imprisonment and 5 strokes of the cane. A person trafficking a Class-B drug, cannabis, for instance, receives a minimum punishment of 3-years imprisonment and 3 strokes of the cane.

Persons caught trafficking larger amounts of narcotics are handled with an even more severe punishment. A mandatory death penalty was introduced in 1975 for persons convicted of trafficking in more than 15 grams of heroin or more than 30 grams of morphine.  The death penalty is also mandated for trafficking 30 grams of cocaine, 500 grams of cannabis, 200 grams of cannabis resin, or 1.2 kilograms of opium. Possessing these quantities is deemed as prima facie evidence of trafficking. In other words, if you possess these quantities, you are deemed to be a trafficker and therefore subject to the death penalty.

The government of Singapore makes no effort to hide the fact that the laws are strict. According to the National Anti-Drug Abuse Campaign: “Our drug laws, brought up-to-date to commensurate with prevailing conditions, are tough and ‘loaded’ against persons offending the Misuse of Drugs Act of 1973. Chances of incarceration upon arrest will be dead certain.

People who get caught with small amounts of drugs are not hanged, but they are sentenced to harsh rehabilitation programs. In Singapore, rehabilitation is a method of punishment, not a method of curing a medical problem. Conditions during rehabilitation range from rough to severe.

Its Defense

Singapore is a very modern and very efficiently run city-state. Singapore also is the only Southeast Asian state to be ranked as a developed country. This is an important fact, since Singapore has the least amount of natural resources of any of the Southeast Asian states.

Although many complain about the country’s lack of allowance for personal freedom, many others argue that the system adopted by the government is what has allowed Singapore to prosper. Despite the multitude of petty laws, Singapore attracts many tourists. The clean and safe city is a haven in the midst of a region governed by shaky regimes and corrupt police forces. The mass transit system runs efficiently and is immaculately clean. Public parks and private gardens are well maintained. Malls, streets, and beaches are free from litter. Crime rates are very low.

When westerners point the finger at Singapore’s handling of crime, Singaporeans point the finger right back. Is it safe to walk the streets of Chicago or New York at night? Is it safe to walk the streets during the day? Is it safe to ride the subway by yourself? Are women safe walking from their place of employment to their cars? Why are the police unable to shut down the drug trafficking in drug-infested neighborhoods? Are there subway cars or inner-city structures that are not covered with graffiti? Many Singaporeans and others in favor of the way things are handled in Singapore would argue that it is better to be very strict and very effective, than to be strict and ineffective.

In this light, are Americans really that free? Americans can chew gum nearly anywhere they want to, listen to songs about killing cops, wear their hair at any length they choose, and spit to their heart’s content. But can a mother let an adolescent out of her sight and not panic? Can a family enjoy a day at the beach or park without having to maneuver around discarded litter? Is it possible to drive across town and not see someone flick a cigarette butt out their window or without having to swerve onto a shoulder when the person next to you talking on the cell phone drifts into your lane?

In the same way that Americans were unable to understand how Singaporeans could tolerate the strict punishments like those meted out to Michael Fay, Singaporeans look to the United States and wonder how Americans put up with crime-ridden and filthy streets. As the world’s only superpower, the United States would apparently have the power to control crime. So what is it that is lacking? Before Singaporeans take advice from Americans, they keep in mind that of the developed countries of the world, the United States has among the highest crime rates.
