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with amazing resilience and, as a result, there is today a sense of camaraderie amongst the agencies
that serve individuals with disabilities. Perhaps it is a bond that grows out of shared frustrations as

well as achievements.

Perhaps common experiences of dealing with leaking ceilings, termite-infested beams and standing
ankle-deep in murky floodwaters as a water snake slides by all have the capacity to help people
stay focused on the common good. But for sure, it takes a certain caliber of people to be able to
tolerate these conditions and choose to remain. They are able to accommodate what is, without
forgetting what could and should be. And many of them continue to advocate for better conditions

even while acknowledging that things could have been even worse.

Thus, although the 1950s to early 60s was like the darkest hour of the night, those who looked up
at the sky would have noticed a scattering of lone stars shining steadfastly. Who were these stars?
The first committee members and staff, parents who were willing to bring their mentally retarded
children out of their homes and to school, volunteers (local and expatriate) who rolled up their
sleeves and helped in a hundred tangible ways, philanthropists and corporate donors who trusted
that their funds would be well spent, and government officers who worked quietly to support VWO
efforts. When they connected, they formed small constellations that helped those who came later

to chart the way.
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2 Tan Cheng Lim (1974). Forward of a survey of mental subnormality in Singapore children. The Sixth Haridas Memorial Lecture.

Singapore: Singapore Paediatric Society and the Society of Private Practice.
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ie 1980s benefited from being the International Decade of Disabled
ersons. The first shafts of light pierced through during that decade.
hen the morning sun finally arose, heralding in the last decade of
the 20" Century. In 1992, the United Nations declared an International
Day of Disabled Persons — on the 3" ~f December every year. In 1994, the
World Conference on Special Needs, organise y the Government of Spain
and UNESCO, resulted in the Salamanca Agreement and the Framework for
Action on Special Needs Education®. All over the world, advocates for

inclusion rejoiced.

Here in Singapore, the Salamanca Agreement did not cause much of a stir.
Special schools and centres continued to be set up by voluntary welfare

organisations (VWO0s) with support from government and the public.

Singapore celebrated her 25 Anniversary of Independence in 1990. A 25
Anniversary Fund was launched. For the voluntary welfare organisations,
this meant there was one more source of funding. The Community Chest of
the National Council of Social Service? (NCSS) continued to raise a substantial
amount of money each year and programmes for disabled people received
the largest slice of that pie. By nov' *he government subsidised 90% of
VWO's capital expenditure, 90% of VWO's cyclical maintenance and facility

repair costs and continued to pay 50% of VWO's recurrent expenditure.?

By the mid-1990s, a new player entered the non-profit arena — community
development councils (CDCs). For the first time, Singaporeans had mayors
and a semblance of local government. YW0Os were pleasantly surprised to
find that they could turn to CDCs for support in a variety of ways. CDCs
were helpful in channeling resources and proved to be dependable partners

in programme planning and development.
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develop corporate images that would enhance their direct service as well as advocacy efforts. All this was in
synchrony with what was happening in Singapore as a whole. As a country, she had emerged from the turbulent,
survival-focused years of the 1950s and 60s, steadied herself during the 70s and 80s and now, could afford to
reach for the higher-order ideals of nationhood. ‘Excellence’ was the buzzword of the 90s. Bathed by the

morning sun, excellence did not seem impossible that decade.

1e evening sun when we know that it is one and
-eived difference is real and significant. The air
y, the sun can be relentless, sapping energy from
te afternoon on a hot day, the air is heavy with
compares with the morning sun. The 1990s was
red in the 1990s left us assured that the future

needs.
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Some collaborations involve several partners. Merrill Lynch donated a
substantial amount for MINDS to start up a business project that would
employ individuals with intellectual disabilities. Bp Singapore offered space
at their Pasir Panjang Petrol Station. A car wash business was born in 2001
with ten intellectually disabled adults working with two non-intellectually

disabled workers.

Partners range from large multinational companies to small businesses such
as Cristofori Music School. Cristofori Music School contributes in the form of
weekly music lessons provided by its teachers at a MINDS school, free of
charge. The Cristofori teachers find that once they have made the initial
adjustment, the sessions at MINDs are a refreshing change from the rest of

their work week.

Collaborations with professional organisations continue: 2001 saw the
establishment of Rainbow Dental Clinic, a partnefship between Rainbow
Centre and The Singapore Dental Health Association. And corporate
partnerships now include mutually beneficial joint ventures within the sector
itself. From 2001, a BIZLINK-MINDS venture offers training in a purpose-
built simulated training room, followed by employment in a professional

cleaning service.

The likelihood of such innovative ideas surfacing is enhanced considerably
by two networks formed by NCSS: the Special Education Network and the

Training and Employment Network.

Lee Eng Hin, president of Rainbow Centre, observed?, ‘These NCSS Networks

and their workgroups are good platforms to review existing services and
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