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Since its independence almost 60 years ago, Singapore has become a beacon of
prosperity. In a part of the world where middle-income status is the norm, the city-state
1s now the richest country for many thousands of miles in any direction. At around
$88,000, its GDP per person has doubled in real terms over the past 20 years. At the
moment of its independence in 1965, the country was poorer on the same basis than
South Africa or Jordan.

But as the world looks at globalisation with increasing scepticism, balancing
Singapore’s domestic politics against its role as a global city will become trickier. “The
established norms are eroding,” says Lawrence Wong, Singapore’s incoming prime
minister, speaking to The Economist on May 6th. “People are searching for new bearings,
but the new order is not yet established. I think it will be messy for quite a few years,
maybe a decade or longer.”

By any measure the country’s economic record is impressive. During the past two
decades, the median wage for Singaporean residents in full-time work has risen by 43%
in real terms, compared with an 8% rise in America. At around $46,000, the median full-
time wages of Singaporeans are now higher than those in Britain, the country’s former
colonial boss, where they sit at around $44,000.

Singapore’s stature as a financial centre has risen in recent years, leading to inevitable
comparisons with Hong Kong, once the undisputed leader among Asia’s global cities.
Indeed, the country seems to be outstripping its rival. The city-state maintains a solid
lead in salaries, which are around 50% higher for Singaporeans than Hong Kongers. As
a hub for wealth it is growing far faster than its competitor: in 2017, Singapore boasted
$2.4trn in assets under management, according to the Monetary Authority of Singapore,
about three-quarters the size of Hong Kong’s $3.1trn. By 2022, Singapore’s pile had
grown to $3.6trn, just 8% behind Hong Kong.

Despite Singapore’s growing success as a financial centre, policymakers do not crow*
about its success. They fret* rather than cheer about the idea of Hong Kong’s erosion as
an international hub. In 2019, during Hong Kong’s massive pro-democracy protests, the
Monetary Authority of Singapore struck back against reports that the city was the
beneficiary of capital flight from Hong Kong. Even so, as a result of Hong Kong’s
weakened reputation, Singapore has become more important as a hub for Chinese wealth.

The Economist (2024.5.11 &)
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