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The sun was barely up but dispatch
courier Thomas Tan was already at
work, sorting out his deliveries for
the day.

Many others like him would al-
so be on the move, dispatching doc-
uments or parcels as quickly as they
can because in the courier business,
time is money. But at 63, Mr Tan is
not exactly Speedy Gonzalez: You
will not find him zipping around
town on a motorcycle.

A clever idea from his boss at
Network Express Courier Services,
however, has made it possible for
old-timers like him to do the job
just like his younger colleagues on
wheels.

Mr Tan is “Train Rider”, a dis-
patch courier who makes deliveries
by MRT train. The term was coined
by the company’s founder V.S. Ku-
mar, who had redesigned the job
for older workers like Mr Tan.

With the push for higher produc-
tivity, initial thoughts were that
firms, especially small and medi-
um-sized enterprises (SMEs) like
Network Express, would rather not
bend over backwards to accommo-
date older workers.

In fact, when the Ministry of

Manpower (MOM) released in
March new guidelines – which in-
clude hefty severance payouts –
that will form the framework for a
new re-employment law in 2012,
one of the concerns was that SMEs
would baulk at hiring older folk.

There was also talk that those
inching closer to retirement age
would be let go prematurely so boss-
es can avoid making the Employ-
ment Assistance Payment (EAP) –
payouts to workers they are unable
to re-employ.

Were such concerns valid? No
one knows, because references to
such acts have largely been anecdo-
tal. Unfortunately, redundancy fig-
ures also do not clearly differentiate
between layoffs by multinational
corporations and SMEs.

Labour experts agree that such
data is hard, if not impossible, to
come by. However, statistics do
show a steady increase in the em-
ployment rate of older Singapore
residents.

MOM figures show that as of
June last year, 57.2 per cent of resi-
dents aged between 55 and 64 were
still employed. In 1991, it was just
38.2 per cent.

Given that SMEs employ 62 per
cent of the workforce today, bosses
naturally rubbished claims that
they were averse to hiring older
workers.

SMEs – typically with tighter
purse strings – always seem to be
the hardest hit whenever reforms
are introduced. For instance, most
will burn a new hole in their pock-
ets next month when new foreign
worker levies kick in.

Come September, they will also
need to fork out higher employee
Central Provident Fund contribu-
tions – all this while grappling with
the loss of wage subsidies under the
Jobs Credit scheme that ends this
month.

Needless to say, the new re-em-
ployment guidelines will hit SMEs
further as they include making
EAPs, which range from $4,500 to
$10,000, among other things.

Associate Professor Tan Khee
Giap from the Lee Kuan Yew
School of Public Policy thinks that
SMEs, by virtue of their smaller
workforce, may also not always be
a natural fit for older workers.

He pointed out that bosses at
smaller firms would typically re-
quire staff to multitask and that
may work against older, less flexi-
ble workers.

However, SME bosses argue that
smaller operations give them more
flexibility in how they deploy older
workers. They say that in a tighter
workforce, staff and employers de-
velop closer ties, communicate bet-
ter, while bosses are also more will-
ing to accommodate older workers.

For instance, Mr Tony Seow,
chief executive of boutique cater-
ing firm Purple Sage, said he is
mindful when assigning jobs to his
oldest driver, who is 67.

“We’ll give him the morning
shift because older workers like him
tend to wake up earlier,” he said.

Bosses also recognise the vast in-
dustry knowledge that older work-
ers offer to their businesses.

One of them is Ms Lynn Ho, a di-
rector at Bodynits, one of the larg-
est sportswear manufacturers here.

She said she has a few employees
in their 50s who are very experi-
enced, so she decided to re-engage
them as office administrators and
consultants.

Bosses also say older and mature
workers bring stability to their
day-to-day operations, because
they are less prone to job-hopping.

These SME bosses have put in
the extra effort to retain or hire old-
er workers not just because it makes
business sense, but also because
they feel it is the right thing to do
by workers, who can still play a part
in their businesses despite their
age.

Labour economist Randolph
Tan from the UniSIM school of
business thinks Singapore needs to
face the fact that its workforce is
ageing and more has to be done to
prepare for that eventuality sooner,
rather than later.

For its part, the Government has
shown that it is prepared to offer as-
sistance and incentives to help
nudge employers in the right direc-
tion.

Employees, on the other hand,
will need to plan for a longer career
and do whatever it takes to help
them go the distance.

As for employers, firms like Net-
work Express, Purple Sage and Body-
nits are proof that it not only pays
to be inclusive, but embracing an
older worker also does not always
mean higher staff costs, slowing
down operations or becoming less
productive.
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The former Chinese-language Nan-
yang University (Nantah) lasted
only 25 years before it merged
with the then University of Singa-
pore to become the National Uni-
versity of Singapore (NUS) in
1980.

Two Saturdays ago, when
about 900 members of the Associa-
tion of Nantah Graduates and
their families and friends came to-
gether to celebrate the 55th anni-
versary of their alma mater’s
founding over dinner at the con-
vention centre in Suntec City, the
university had already ceased oper-
ation for 30 years.

This is five years longer than
the university’s life-span, cut short
due to changes in government pol-
icies which resulted in its falling
enrolment.

Yet, the Nantah alumni associa-
tion, which was formed in 1964
and is one of 18 similar groups set
up by graduates here and overseas,
remains one of the most active old
students’ clubs in Singapore.

Just a week before the anniver-
sary dinner on May 29, the associa-
tion organised a golf tournament
at the Raffles Country Club where
more than 100 alumni in 27 teams
competed for the annual Nantah
Cup.

Earlier, on May 7, the associa-
tion’s 40-member-strong choir
staged a concert to mark the mile-
stone anniversary at the Victoria
Concert Hall.

In September, about 200 mem-
bers and their families from here
are expected to attend the 12th
Global Reunion of Nantah gradu-
ates, a biennial event, to be held in
Ipoh, Malaysia.

In an interview last week, asso-
ciation president Chia Ban Seng,

71, who is managing director of ce-
ment manufacturer Indocement
Singapore, said what has kept the
camaraderie among the alumni
alive is the value, yin shui si yuan,
which they all subscribe to. It
means remembering the source
where one has drunk water.

“We cherish the opportunity
that our alma mater had given us
to further our education, even af-
ter all these years,” he said.

This positive spirit perhaps also
explains the success of the global
reunions since the inaugural meet-
ing in Toronto, Canada, in 1992.

More than 1,000 Nantah alum-
ni from different countries have
been meeting regularly at these
events which have also been held
in Hong Kong and other cities in
China, Australia, North America,
Indonesia and Malaysia during
the past 18 years.

Singapore hosted the biggest
gathering at the Nanyang Techno-
logical University (NTU), the site
of Nantah’s former campus, in
1995. There were more than 5,000
participants.

In the 25 years of its existence,
Nantah produced nearly 12,000
graduates. About half of those
who are still alive live in Singa-
pore; the rest are scattered all over
the world.

The oldest alumnus is in his ear-
ly 80s and the youngest is 52.

Council member and a former
secretary of the association, Mr
Ong Chu Meng, 78, who had to
wait five years for Nantah’s open-
ing before he could study for his
degree in economics and politics
at the age of 23, said it was the uni-
versity’s “difficult past” which had
helped pull former students closer
together.

Nantah, founded by the late
Chinese community leader Tan
Lark Sye, was a university set up
with support from Chinese com-
munities here and in the region.
In the 1950s and early 1960s, it
was a hotbed of radical student
movements.

Mr Ong, chairman of Utraco
Greentech, a waste-water treat-
ment company, also noted the
flurry of books on Nantah which
the alumni have published since
the early 1990s.

At least two dozen were pub-
lished here and overseas in the
past 20 years. They include those
on its history, collections of es-

says, poems and even novels
based on former students’ experi-
ences and recollections.

He himself wrote one titled Ah,
These 50 Years, a historical ac-
count of the university, to mark
Nantah’s 50th anniversary in
2005.

The director of NTU’s Centre of
Chinese Language and Culture, Dr
Lee Guan Kin, a Nantah graduate,
said public interest in Nantah was
renewed in the early 1990s after
the popular writer and former Nan-
tah lecturer Han Suyin called for
the recreation of a new Nantah at
the global reunion of graduates in
Toronto in 1992.

The idea was supported by
many, including those in Singa-
pore, who spoke of a Nantah “res-
urrection”.

In 1995, records of graduates
were transferred from NUS to NTU
to re-establish links between the
former Nantah and NTU. Three
years later, the former Nantah ad-
ministration building, the garden
memorial and the original arch
and gateway to the old campus in
Jurong were all gazetted as nation-
al monuments.

The same year, Dr Lee said her
centre started research on Nan-
tah’s history in a big way. It has
published two books on Nantah
so far, with a third coming out by
the end of the year.

Mr Chia, who has led the associ-
ation since 1995, believes that the
alumni should not meet and la-
ment over the past any more, but
instead contribute to society with
their experience and talent.

He announced at the anniversa-
ry dinner that the association
would be giving cash awards of
$500 each to 20 top students from
20 selected schools who aced the
Chinese language at the Primary
School Leaving Examination each
year, starting from this year.

It means giving out a total of
$10,000 each year and the associa-
tion has committed itself to doing
so for at least the next three years.

“We had raised scholarship
funds to support students in terti-
ary institutions previously. But we
realise now that we should pro-
mote the learning of Chinese lan-
guage and culture at the lower lev-
el first, especially in the light of
the recent mother tongue debate,”
he said.
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Dispatch courier Thomas Tan, 63, makes his deliveries by train rather than on a
motorcycle – an idea from his boss at Network Express Courier Services.
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In Washington

W
hat with the Big
Spill and the Big
Split, Americans are
in a deep funk these
days.

How could the combined might
of American technology and the
full force of the White House not
be able to fix a broken oil pipe? And
how could former vice-president Al
Gore’s storybook marriage, one
that apparently inspired the Erich
Segal cult novel Love Story, come
to an abrupt end?

In a country long inured to the

daily destruction of celebrity mar-
riages, the Gores’ split-up has left
millions wondering: Is nothing safe
or sacred any more?

This was, after all, a 40-year un-
ion.

And this was how Mr Gore, in
the midst of his 2000 presidential
election campaign, described his
marriage with Tipper: It’s “a com-
munion that just became a lot deep-
er and broader to the point where I
wouldn’t and couldn’t consider a
major life decision without her
deep involvement”.

Little was revealed in the an-
nouncement of their separation
other than that there was no third
party involved.

For sure, the couple had weath-
ered their share of ups and downs:
A car accident that nearly killed
their youngest child; the years of
lonely weekends that the conscien-
tious Senator Gore spent with con-
stituents in Tennessee rather than
with his family in DC; Tipper’s
long battle with depression.

So what gave?
If trends are a clue, a recent sur-

vey showed that women initiate
two-thirds of divorces among older
couples, making it more likely that
it was Tipper who decided enough
was enough.

If infidelity was not the issue,
did they simply run out of things
that glue two people together?

Psychologists like Ms Renana
Brooks say a new “glue” – a com-
mon purpose – is needed every

time couples transit to a new stage
in their marriage cycle.

After seven years, romance is
not enough. After 20 years, the chil-
dren can’t be the crutch. And by
the 40th year, the grandchild phase
is over too. What then?

Unlike the Clintons whose
shared passion is politics, the Gores
were in many ways opposites in
temperament who yet found them-
selves drawn to each other from
their high school prom.

He was the straight guy who rel-
ished intellectual debates; she
would have chosen roller-skating.
He was groomed to be a politician;
she never believed she would be a
politician’s wife. Now, he is always
on the road, promoting his environ-
mental cause; she wants the still-
ness to pursue photography.

Maybe it was just the curse of be-
ing married in the wrong decade.

From 1960 to 1980, the Ameri-
can divorce rate more than dou-
bled – from 9.2 divorces per 1,000

married women to 22.6 divorces
per 1,000 married women.

Fewer than one in five of cou-
ples who married in 1950 ended up
divorced against about 50 per cent
of couples who married in 1970.
The odds were stacked against the
Gores.

The couples minted in the 1970s
ushered in a divorce revolution
with the soulmate model of mar-
riage, says Mr Bradford Wilcox, di-
rector of the National Marriage
Project at the University of Virginia
and a senior fellow at the Institute
for American Values.

One’s primary obligation was
not to one’s family but to one’s self,
the new model held.

Marital success was defined not
by successfully meeting obligations
to one’s spouse and children but by
a strong sense of subjective happi-
ness in marriage – usually to be
found in and through an intense
emotional relationship with one’s
spouse.

So if the Gores subscribed to this
model even as they lived through
the decades, divorce was always go-
ing to be much more likely than
among those wedded to the earlier
institutional model of marriage.

“Divorce was not only an indi-
vidual right but also a psychologi-
cal resource,” says social historian
Barbara Dafoe Whitehead, quoted
in Mr Wilcox’s paper on the evolu-
tion of divorce.

“The dissolution of marriage of-
fered the chance to make oneself
over from the inside out, to refur-
bish and express the inner self, and
to acquire certain valuable psycho-
logical assets and competencies,
such as initiative, assertiveness,
and a stronger and better self-im-
age.”

This sense of striving for a fresh
lease on life and greater longevity
could be what is driving the rising
divorce rates among older people,
the Times of London noted.

In 2007, the latest figures availa-

ble in Britain, 50 per cent more
over-60s got divorced than 10 years
previously.

Ms Christine Northam, a mar-
riage counsellor, said of the rising
numbers of 60-somethings divorc-
ing: “I think that it has something
to do with the changing role of
women. They may have stayed to-
gether for the children, but after
the children have gone, women are
looking for more self-fulfilment...
In their 50s and 60s, they realise
they may have another 30 years of
active life.”

Milan Kundera, in his novel Im-
mortality, posed a question: If, after
death, you had the opportunity of
coming back and have the same life
partner for another 40 years, would
you? For many seniors in unhappy
marriages, it would seem the deci-
sion is to split now before the end
comes.

And yet it is ironic that the
Gores’ separation comes amid a
counter-trend. Contemporary
America has begun swinging back
to supporting intact families. This
is particularly so among the white,
college-educated, affluent Ameri-
cans, among whom divorces are at
all-time lows.

To this “back to tradition”
crowd, the Al and Tipper Gore di-
vorce is shocking, an inconvenient
message that no marriage is safe.

If there is a lesson from the Gore
break-up, some experts say, it is
that with marriage, you are never
done working on it.

Research from Stony Brook Uni-
versity in New York suggests that
couples who regularly do new and
different things together are happi-
er than those who repeat the same
old habits. The theory is that new
experiences activate the dopamine
system and mimic the brain chemis-
try of early romantic love, The New
York Times reported.

Says Ms Stephanie Coontz, a
marriage historian at Evergreen
State College in Olympia, Washing-
ton: “I think the warning we
should take from this is not that
marriages are doomed, but that you
can’t skate indefinitely and be do-
ing different things and not really
be paying attention to the marriage
itself.”
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Nobel Peace Prize laureate Al Gore and his wife Tipper arriving at the Nobel Banquet at the Grand Hotel in Oslo in 2007.
A recent survey showed that women initiate two-thirds of divorces among older couples.
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Are all
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Nantah spirit still going
strong after 55 years
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