
Parliament 101



Summary

Tools for legislative and policy reform: 

● Speeches during Bill debates
● Parliamentary questions – written, oral and supplementary questions
● Motions – Adjournment Motions, Private Member’s Motions
● Budget Cuts
● Public Petitions

(Others not covered today: Budget Speech and Cuts, Private Member Bills)



What is the structure of the Singapore government?

Singapore 
Government

Executive

Legislature

Judiciary

President, Ministers, Civil 
Service, Attorney-General

Members of Parliament

Judges



Introduction



“Separation of powers”

Each branch should be independent 
and acts as a ‘check and balance’ 
against each other



What are the functions of Parliament?

Scrutinise 
Executive actions
(i.e. Cabinet Ministers & 
office-holders)

1.5 hours of “Question 
Time” for MPs to 
question Ministers on 
Government actions

Make laws

Before any law is passed, 
it is proposed to 
Parliament as a ‘Bill’

Exercise 
financial control

The Government must 
obtain approval from 
Parliament for its annual 
Budget

Source: www.parliament.gov.sg



Who is present in Parliament?

● Speaker of Parliament

● Prime Minister

● Leader of the House

● Party Whip

● Cabinet Ministers

● Elected MPs – Government and Opposition

● Non-Constituency Members of Parliament 
(NCMPs) 

● Nominated Members of Parliament (NMPs)

● Parliament Secretariat 



Source: CNA



The Basics

How often does Parliament sit? Every month, except for June and Dec

How long does it last? Usually 1 to 2 days



The Basics

Where can I find the Parliament ‘rule book’? Standing Orders

Where can I see Parliament’s ‘meeting agenda’? Order Paper

(Parliament has made all these available online) 



Order Papers are made available on the Parliament website one 
day before each sitting: 
https://www.parliament.gov.sg/parliamentary-business/order-pap
er  

https://www.parliament.gov.sg/parliamentary-business/order-paper
https://www.parliament.gov.sg/parliamentary-business/order-paper


Order paper 
for Jan 2018 
sitting



Standing Order available at: 
https://www.parliament.gov.sg/docs/de
fault-source/default-document-library/st
anding-orders-of-the-parliament-of-singa
pore.pdf 

https://www.parliament.gov.sg/docs/default-source/default-document-library/standing-orders-of-the-parliament-of-singapore.pdf
https://www.parliament.gov.sg/docs/default-source/default-document-library/standing-orders-of-the-parliament-of-singapore.pdf
https://www.parliament.gov.sg/docs/default-source/default-document-library/standing-orders-of-the-parliament-of-singapore.pdf
https://www.parliament.gov.sg/docs/default-source/default-document-library/standing-orders-of-the-parliament-of-singapore.pdf


What is the ‘schedule’ like in Parliament?

(Usually starts at 1.30pm on a Monday)

● Question Time: 1.5 hrs for MPs to ask Ministries “Parliamentary Questions”
● Ministerial Statements
● Introduction of Bills – First Reading of Bills
● Orders of the Day – Second and Third Reading of Bills
● Notices of Motions – Debate motions moved by MPs



Law-making in 
Parliament



How are laws made?

Bills are proposed amendments to existing laws or new proposed laws

Bills are usually presented by Ministers, but MPs can also submit
“Private Members Bills”

Some examples:
- Prevention of Human Trafficking Act introduced by MP Christopher de Souza
- Maintenance of Parents Act introduced by NMP Walter Woon



How are laws made?

Source: www.parliament.gov.sg/

First Reading - A formality; 
formal introduction of a Bill to 
Parliament

Second Reading – MPs debate on the Bill 

● Usually happens the next sitting after the First Reading
● MPs can make speeches to raise issues for consideration
● Minister will respond and MPs may raise supplementary 

questions



Collaborations with civil society in drafting Bill speeches 
● AWARE on the Women’s Charter (Amendment) BIll
● TWC2 on the Employment Claims Bill and Workplace Safety and  

Health (Amendment) Bill
● Project X on the Massage Establishments Bill

How are Bills passed?



How does the government engage the public when 
making new laws?

Through REACH, the official portal for public 
consultations on draft legislation and 
policies posted by Ministries and 
Government agencies

● Some Ministries and agencies may 
summarise and respond to consultation 
feedback

● Best opportunity for the public to directly 
engage with the Government in 
formulating policies, consultation stage 
is where amendments to legislation and 
policies are most likely to occur



Parliamentary Questions
(during 1.5 hour “Question Time”)



What is a PQ?

A question directed by MPs to Ministers

2 types of PQs:
● Oral: Asked and replied in Parliament
● Written: Asked and replied in writing

How many PQs can MPs file?
Up to 5 PQs: 3 oral, 2 written



6 Nov 17 Sitting 

Louis Ng: To ask the Minister for National Development whether the Ministry will 
consider banning the practice of declawing cats except for medical reasons.

Example of an oral PQ

Supplementary Questions



2 Oct 17 Sitting 

Louis Ng: Asked the Minister for Manpower (a) what is the annual breakdown of 
foreign worker levies which have been collected each year since 2012; and (b) 
whether the Ministry will consider channelling some of these levies into a fund to 
provide subsidies for (i) households who need foreign domestic workers (FDWs) 
but are unable to afford the costs or (ii) financial assistance to FDWs who require 
help in exceptional circumstances.

Example of a written PQ



‘Limitations’ of PQs:
• Sequence: Leader of the House (Grace Fu) determines which questions are 

asked first
• Phrasing: Parliamentary clerk also places limits on the phrasing of questions 
• Frequency: Once an issue is raised, a similar question cannot be filed for a 

period of time
• Oral → written: In practice, due to the lack of time, only around a third of 

(20-25) oral questions are actually asked and the remainder receive a written 
response



Some ‘strategies’ for PQs

- Written qs: To ask for data (“...in the last 3 years” to identify trends)
- Oral qs: To debate on issues
- Asking multi-part questions to address different dimensions of one issue
- Pre-empting possible responses

7 Nov 2017 Sitting 

Louis Ng: Asked the Minister for Home Affairs (a) whether ambulances are 
allowed to run red traffic lights when attending to emergencies; (b) if not, whether 
there are plans to allow this; and (c) what are the steps that the Ministry is taking 
to encourage motorists to give way to ambulances.



Parliamentary Questions – Strategies

6 February 2017 Sitting 

Louis Ng: Asked the Minister for Home Affairs for each year of the past three 
years (a) what percentage of inmates in the Drug Rehabilitation Centres (DRCs) 
use their entire quota of family visiting privileges each month; and (b) how many 
requests have the DRCs received for additional family visiting privileges by the 
inmates or by their family members respectively.



Parliamentary Questions – Strategies

28 February 2017 Sitting 

Louis Ng: Asked the Minister for Home Affairs for each year from 2012 to 2014 
what are the recidivism rates for the release cohorts from (i) the Drug 
Rehabilitation Centres (ii) the Long Term Imprisonment 1 regime and (iii) Long 
Term Imprisonment 2 regime, respectively.



Parliamentary Questions – Strategies

4 April 2017 Adjournment Motion “Strengthening Singapore’s fight against drugs” 

Louis Ng: “[…] From 2014 to 2016, only about a third of DRC inmates received two family visits 
per month. I understand that additional requests for family visits by DRC inmates or their family 
members are rare. The lack of visits by family members is a tell-tale sign that there are problems. If the 
family bond is strong, then surely there will be more family visits.

The drug consumption might be the symptom of the problem and so while we focus our efforts on 
tackling the symptom of the problem, we also need to remember to tackle the root of the problem. The 
lack of strong family bonds might the reason they consumed drugs in the first place.

The other even more worrying statistics is that the more times we incarcerate someone for drug 
offences, the higher the chances he or she will be incarcerated again. In 2013, the recidivism rate for 
DRC inmates was 28.3% and for LT2 inmates, it was 42%. In 2014, the recidivism rate for DRC 
inmates was 30.1% and for LT2 inmates, it was 36.5% […]”



How can I access the debates in Parliament?



Motions & Public 
Petitions



What are Motions?
A Motion is a proposal for the House to do something, to order something to be done or to 
express an opinion on a matter

What are the 2 types of Motions?

● Adjournment Motion 
● Private Member’s motion



Example: Adjourment Motion

Aug 2017: Adjournment Motion on the extension of paid parental leave for those with 
multiple births or premature babies





What are Public Petitions?

Public Petitions Committee 
reports its findings to 

Parliament
MP submits Petition to Parliament

Petition must contain:
- Brief statement from 

the parties
- A specific request for 

legislative amendment
- SIgnatures of parties

Petition referred to Public 
Petitions Committee 

Committee does not consider 
the merits of a Petition but to 
summarise its contents in a 
report to Parliament

Committee may also seek 
responses from the relevant 
Ministries and stakeholders

MPs can submit Petitions to Parliament to seek legislative amendments
Policy matters are more appropriately raised in a Motion



Public Petitions are rare

Public Petitions are rare and have not thus far led to legislative change 

● Single parents petition, Louis Ng (September 2017)
● Petition to seek alternative location for Sungei Road market, Kok Heng Leun 

(August 2016)
● Petition to delay the passage of the Administration of Justice (Protection) Bill, 

Kok Heng Leun (July 2017)  
● Petition to repeal Section 377A, Siew Kum Hong (October 2007)



Example: Public Petition

Aug 2017: Public Petition submitted by MP Louis Ng on behalf of 7 single parents, calling 
for MND to recognise unmarried parents and their children as a family nucleus, so that they 
can be eligible for public housing schemes

Follow-up to an online petition by AWARE





How successful was it?

MND’s response: “HDB may make changes at policy level, legislative amendment not required”

Public Petitions Commitee 
published report and a 

response from the Ministry

Public Petitions 
Committee asked MND 

for a response

Petition received by 
Parliament

MP Louis Ng submits 
Petition to Parliamentary 
Clerk



Contrary to some media reporting, MND 
merely responds to the Committee and 
cannot accept or reject the petition



Budget Cuts



Budget Process & Cuts

● A time when the government decides on how it spends its money
● Also an opportunity to bring up issues relating to any Ministry 



How can you get 
involved?



O





What do we do?

● Suggest issues worth raising in Parliament
○ Parliamentary Questions
○ Adjournment Motions
○ Bill speeches
○ etc...

● Meet around 3 times a year
● Attend Parliamentary Sittings together



Other ways to get involved on your own

1. Provide feedback through REACH
2. Write or speak to your MP about issues that you wish for them to raise in 

Parliament
Template letters are less effective than individual feedback

3. Comment on our Facebook posts calling for feedback





https://yourvoicesinparliament.wordpress.com/ 

https://yourvoicesinparliament.wordpress.com/


How successful has 
all this been?



How successful has all this been?

We asked in Parliament: Will we amend the definition of 'animals' in the Road 
Traffic Act in the context of road safety, to include other animals such as cats and 
wild animals, on top of farm animals, such that motorists are required to stop and 
assist them after they hit an animal?

Answer: Government to review this definition.



How successful has all this been?

We asked in Parliament: Can we consider implementing GIRO payments for 
foreign domestic workers to reduce salary disputes, by having a record of whether 
salaries were made correctly?

Answer: Yes

“We are open to Mr Louis Ng's idea and support CDE’s push to electronic payment.  
MOM will support and facilitate CDE's push to electronic payment”
- Teo Ser Luck, Minister of State, Ministry of Trade



How successful has all this been?

We asked in Parliament: Suicide is listed as a crime in Singapore, which means 
enforcement officers get involved when dealing with victims of suicide. This may 
lead to victims not getting the support they need - ie. Punishment rather than 
treatment. Can we consider decriminalising suicide?

Answer: Yes. MHA will conduct a review.





Screening of IVF embryos - previously banned in Singapore, only available to 
parents with genetic diseases

Background:  Without screening, mums who used IVF embryos were still at risk to 
miscarriages. Only 1 in 4 succeeded because they were taking a gamble. Many 
simply went abroad for screening, as Singapore remained one of the few countries 
which disallowed it.

We asked in Parliament: Will MOH consider lifting this ban?

Reply: Yes




