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THE main Opposition party in Par-

liament, the Workers’ Party, is turn-

ing to cyberspace’s most popular 

social tool to engage voters.

While its monthly walkabouts 

and discussion forums remain a 

priority, a website like Facebook 

provides an instant link to its sup-

porters, WP organising secretary 

Yaw Shin Leong told Today. “Com-

munication is a two-way process, 

and this online platform offers an 

opportunity for Singaporeans to 

contact us directly,” he said.

WP’s Facebook group of 

56 members was initiated not by 

the WP leadership but party activ-

ists, known as E-Workers’ Party 

Singapore, last November.

Still, the party’s two parliamen-

tarians have a very basic profile on 

the social networking site.

There are no “concrete” or 

“immediate” plans for WP’s online 

strategy moving forward, though.

“It’s all an ongoing learning 

process,” said Mr Yaw. “We’re plan-

ning the right ways to engage our 

constituents and this takes time 

as we’d rather not rush things just 

for the sake of countering the PAP 

(People’s Action Party).”

In 2006, it was reported that a 

headlong rush into online debates 

cost the party one of its Central Exec-

utive Committee members, Mr Goh 

Meng Seng, who took responsibility 

for creating a “bad image” for the 

party with his Internet postings.

Mr Yaw also drew fire from neti-

zens in May after writing in his blog 

that he voted for PAP MP Teo Ho Pin 

in the last General Election.

Not surprisingly, he said, like 

any other media, “the Internet can 

be a double-edged sword”. 

When it comes to the PAP, NMP 

Siew Kum Hong believes that the 

resources at its disposal will be a 

big help in taking on new online 

platforms and technologies.

Yet, given the current media en-

vironment, Mr Siew described Face-

book as an “equaliser of sorts as it 

neutralises the advantages a party like 

the PAP has over its competition”.

According to Mr Yaw, the WP 

Facebook site will enable the party 

“to get a pulse of how people feel 

about the issues that affect them”.

But online mastery does not 

always lead to results for political 

parties, for whom the most impor-

tant result is at the ballot box.

The Singapore Democratic Party 

has the most visited political party 

website, and its chief, Dr Chee Soon 

Juan, was the first politician here to 

utilise podcasts to reach netizens.

Yet, its performance at the polls 

lagged behind the other Opposition 

parties. The likes of the Singapore 

Democratic Alliance and the Re-

form Party, meanwhile, have no 

online sites, although their respec-

tive secretary-generals, Mr Chiam 

See Tong and Mr J B Jeyaratnam, do 

have pages on Facebook, suppos-

edly started by supporters.

Mr Gerald Giam, deputy editor 

of website The Online Citizen, thinks 

it commendable that political parties 

are using new platforms to engage 

Singaporeans. But it is “too early to 

tell if this will garner a following” or 

“just fizzle out in the end”.

OppOsitiOn Online

‘It’s a learning process’

would sweep into power on an 

unstoppable tsunami of voter 

outrage,” said Mr Siew. “The re-

ality, of course, was completely 

different in all three GEs.” 

While he does see the In-

ternet eventually becoming 

critical to any successful cam-

paign, “I don’t know if that day 

will come by 2011”, he said.

MP Baey Yam Keng (Tan-

jong Pagar GRC) agrees on the 

latter point. “There is still a big 

proportion of Singaporeans 

who do not rely on the Internet 

as a source of information.”

What’s the strategy?
For now, according to Mr Teo, 

the younger MPs are still grap-

pling with questions about the 

new media, such as whether a 

high number of hits on a web-

page translates to any substan-

tive impact.

Whether the party will take 

up a concerted online strategy 

remains to be seen. Asked if the 

PAP was rethinking the Inter-

net as a political tool, Minister 

Yeo alluded more to a “natural” 

move online by individual MPs 

and Ministers.

Some observers, however, 

feel that simply jumping on the 

bandwagon does little.

Said Mr Gabriel Seah, an 

editor at tomorrow.sg: “Given 

the PAP’s efforts so far, like the 

P65 blog, it seems to be utilis-

ing the medium but not com-

municating a clear or substan-

tive message.”

Mr Siew — one of those 

who believes the PAP is chang-

ing its tack to engage the In-

ternet on its own terms, not 

simply “manage” or mitigate 

its effects — argues that a good 

strategy is crucial, because “a 

poor strategy can be worse 

than no strategy”.

Mr Yeo thinks “new skills” 

will be needed in political 

candidates to thrive in the age 

of the podcast or vodcast: “It 

always helps to have a good 

voice, a pleasant face, a way 

with words and self-depreca-

tory humour.” 

So, in future, one might 

see a YouTube-style video on 

the PAP? Or ministers and MPs 

more active on forums, includ-

ing those not under the party or 

government banner? 

While the PAP government 

has desisted from engaging de-

tractors online, Mr Baey sees 

no harm in party members 

debating on non-party or non-

government websites, “as long 

as parameters are set, and the  

forum is a neutral and credible 

one”.

Most of those Today spoke to 

agreed the ruling party would, 

and should, continue to tap ho-

listically on all sources of feed-

back, including meet-the-peo-

ple sessions and public forums. 

Mr Seah called the Internet “an 

outlet more for the young, edu-

cated and/or disaffected”.

Some also hope that with 

an incumbent party more will-

ing to engage voters and op-

ponents online,  the strict laws 

on cyber-campaigning and 

party political films will be re-

looked.

But Nominated MP Thio 

Li-ann drew the line at poli-

tics conducted on YouTube. 

“Serious issues should be seri-

ously debated”, she said, while 

YouTube “is all flash and image, 

and people need to learn dis-

cernment and not be swayed 

by stirring music, strings, harps 

and whatnot”.

In the same vein, Mr Yeo em-

phasised, politics – whatever the 

medium – was “about human 

beings ... After all the rah-rah, it 

still boils down to trust, compe-

tence and fairness”.

See you on Facebook
>> COntinued frOm page 1the sCdf received a call at 

3.03pm of a truck on fire on the 
Benjamin sheares Bridge stretch 
of the eCp. a red rhino, a fire 
engine and two fire bikes were 
dispatched to the scene.

the flames were put out in 
10 minutes using a water jet. 

no one was injured and 
investigations are ongoing.
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