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MARUAH & Elections 

• Universal Declaration of Human Rights (Article 21) 
• ASEAN Human Rights Declaration (Article 25.2) 
• Singapore Constitution – not spelt out 
• But through the Parliamentary Elections Act, a very 

functional approach 
• MARUAH – a human rights-based organisation 

 Right to vote, right to vote freely, right to vote in fair 
circumstances 

 Electoral Systems that allow for free and fair elections 
 Elections work began in 2011 and will continue 
 First position paper was on ballot secrecy 
 Today we present the second paper on the GRC system 
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Outline 
• The GRC Scheme ( History and Context) 

• Reasons for the Introduction of GRCs 

• The Results of the GRC system 

• Disadvantages of the GRC system 

An unlevel playing field 

 Preventing by-elections 

 Free-riding of candidates 

On Ethnic relations 

• MARUAH’s alternative 
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History and Context 
• The GRC system was introduced in 1988 to 

ensure minority representation in 
Parliament 

• The evidence suggests that the GRC system 
has contributed to an uneven playing field 
in elections between the ruling party and 
Opposition  

• It has also diluted representation, 
prevented by-elections from taking place in 
GRCs and created other negative side 
effects 5 



History (cont’d) 

• Prior to the 1997 General Elections, the law 
was amended to allow for GRCs to be 
massively enlarged, making possible the 5-MP 
and 6-MP GRCs that exist today 

• As a constructive civil-society organisation 
(CSO), MARUAH is proposing some 
suggestions to help the government overcome 
this problem 
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Reasons for introduction of the 
GRC system 

• The MARUAH paper details why GRCs were 
introduced, by revisiting the Parliamentary 
debate in 1988 

• The Government opined that voters were 
increasingly voting along ethnic lines and it 
wanted to protect minority representation in 
Parliament 

• The debate considered other systems existing 
internationally to address this problem 
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Reasons for introduction of the 
GRC system (cont’d) 

• MARUAH notes a number of instances of ethnic 
minority candidates defeating majority ones in 
straight SMC elections: –  

 
• Geylang Serai in 1980, Kuo Chan in 1980, Radin Mas in 1980, 

Anson 1981 and 1984,  Bedok in 1984, Chong Boon in 1984, 
Eunos in 1984, Pasir Panjang in 1984, Tanah Merah in 1984, 
Siglap in 1988 and Punggol East in 2011 
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Results of the GRC system 
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Year Number of ethnic 

minority MPs in 

Singapore 

Parliament 

Total number of 

elected MP’s 

% of ethnic 

minority MPs in 

Singapore’s 

Parliament* 

1980 18 75 24.00 

1984 16 79 20.25 

1988 (GRC system 

introduced) 

16 81 19.75 

1991 17 81 20.99 

1997 19 83 22.89 

2001 22 84 26.19 

2006 23 84 27.38 

2011 24 87 27.59 

 

Source: Elections department; excludes NMPs and NCMPs and reflects only 

GE results, not BE results 



Disadvantages of the GRC system 
• The GRC system has been widely criticized, particularly 

since the enlargement of the GRCs in the mid-1990s.  

• Criticism has focused on the effects of GRCs in terms of:  

– Further tilting the playing field between the PAP and 
Opposition parties 

– Preventing by-elections from being held in GRCs, diluting the 
representative character of Parliament 

– Allowing for free-riding of untested candidates into Parliament 
who might not win were they to contest in SMCs; and  

– Entrenching the expectation of ethnic voting despite how 
ethnic minorities had not been under-represented pre-GRC 
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GRCs: an unlevel playing field 

• GRCs are subject to the law of large numbers – they 
create barriers to entry for the Opposition.  

– Only in 2011 – 23 years after their creation – did an 
Opposition party win a GRC 

• GRCs tend to skew the seat share towards the 
incumbent, though this seems to have disappeared at 
the last GE (see next page) 
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GRCs: skewing parliamentary seat 
share towards the incumbent 
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Source: Elections department; excludes uncontested seats, NMPs and 

NCMPs, includes spoilt votes and eligible voters who did not vote 

PAP Share of seats 

(%) 
PAP share of votes 

(%) 
Difference 

between seat and 

vote share in % 

points 
GE2001 

All GRCs 100 77.94 22.06 

All SMCs 77.78 65.89 11.89 

GE 2006 

GRCs 100 61.87 38.13 

SMCs 77.78 58.02 19.76 

GE 2011 

GRCs 93.33 54.92 38.41 

SMCs 91.67 54.24 37.43 



GRCs: an unlevel playing field 
• GRCs act to remove the risk of by-elections when seats 

are vacated – the ruling party tends to lose by-elections 
– Of the four by-elections held since 1981 inclusive, the Opposition has won 

three 

– Precedents now exist for by-elections when SMC seats are vacated  - 
Hougang 2012 and Punggol East in 2013 

– But no precedents exist for GRC by-elections in spite of past GRC seats 
being vacated: Dr Tay Eng Soon 1993, Mr Ong Teng Cheong in 1993,  Mr 
Choo Wee Khiang in 1999, Dr S Balaji in 2010, Mr Ong Chit Chung in 2008 

– GRCs may act as a device to prevent by-elections, but at the cost of 
democratic representation 

• It is unclear how the recent ruling of the Supreme Court will 
affect this 
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GRCs: allowing free-riding of untested 
candidates into Parliament 

• Precedents exist for Ministers to enter Parliament and the 
Cabinet through GRCs anchored by ruling party politicians with 
established personal brand names 

• Ms. Tin Pei Ling  was voted in as one of 4 MPs for Marine Parade 
GRC despite attracting widespread criticism during elections 

•   “In 2006, Senior Minister Goh Chok Tong noted that having GRCs 
helped to recruit PAP candidates since, "without some assurance 
of a good chance of winning, at least, their first election, many 
able and successful young Singaporeans may not risk their careers 
to join politics".” (Ms Sylvia Lim, 10 April, 2006, Parliament) 
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GRCs: entrenching ethnic divisions? 
• The GRC system’s introduction was followed by rises in 

ethnic minority representation, but it is unclear if these 
were due to the GRC system 

• However ethnic minority MPs were elected in SMCs prior 
to GRCs being introduced 

– In many cases in 1980 to 1988 ethnic minority candidates 
defeated majority candidates in SMCs, though this has been far 
less common since GRCs were introduced 

• Do Singaporeans vote along ethnic lines? The evidence is 
inconclusive 

• But GRCs do not allow this to be disproved, and tend to 
confirm minority MPs in second-class status, based on a 
quota system 
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MARUAH’s alternative   
•  MARUAH has faith in the political maturity of 

Singaporeans in not voting along ethnic lines. 

• Nonetheless,  some form of institutional protection of 
minority representation in Parliament is advisable, to 
mitigate against a worst-case scenario. 

• However the method for delivering this protection 
should not carry an in-built assumption that 
Singaporeans would vote along ethnic lines and impose 
quotas.  

• Rather it should provide a mechanism for redress should 
they do so.  

• Ethnic minority MPs should be allowed to contest on 
their own merits in SMCs. 
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MARUAH’s alternative: the EBCS  
• MARUAH proposes an alternative: an Ethnic Balancing 

Contingency System (EBCS) 

• This would mean a reversion to SMCs nation-wide 
combined with a requirement that all parties contesting 
multiple constituencies maintain a specified minimum 
share of ethnic minority candidates 

• Should the elections return a Parliament with ethnic 
minorities under-represented, the law would allow for 
the best performing losing ethnic minority candidates to 
become MPs not associated with any particular wards 
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MARUAH’s alternative (cont’d)  
• MARUAH maintains that under the EBCS, it is probable 

that elections would return a sufficient number of 
ethnic minority MPs, rendering the party list “top up” 
unnecessary or negligible  

• The basis for this opinion is the fact that prior to GRCs 
having been created, ethnic minority did defeat majority 
candidates in SMCs 
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GRCs versus MARUAH’s EBCS 
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No Electoral system attributes GRC system MARUAH’s proposed 

EBCS 
1 Guarantees that ethnic minority representation in 

Parliament does not fall below the legislated 

minimum 

Fulfils this Fulfils this 

2 Gives voters a chance to demonstrate that they do 

not vote along ethnic lines 
Does not allow 

this in GRCs 
Allows this – the 

“adding of MPs” 

provision need not be 

triggered at all 
3 Ethnic minority MPs avoid the stigma of being in 

Parliament due to quotas: they have a chance to 

win (or lose) straight fights in SMCs 

Does not allow 

for this 
Assures this for ethnic 

minority MPs not 

elected by triggering 

the ECBS mechanism  

4 Possibility of some ethnic minority MPs not 

representing specific constituencies 
Will not occur May or may not occur 

5 Creates barriers to entry for Opposition parties and 

skews the Parliamentary seat share towards the 

incumbent party (PAP) 

Promotes this Does not promote this 

6 Weakens the link between and MP and their 

constituents, thus weakening the representative 

character and function of Parliament 

Does this Does not do this 

7 Allows potentially less electable candidates to free 

ride into Parliament, undermining the public 

standing of Parliament 

Does this Does not do this 



Other possible alternatives 

• Marituius 

• New Zealand 

• Taiwan 
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www.maruah.org 
email: maruahsg@gmail.com 

http://www.maruah.org/

