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he biggest challenge facing post-
colonial states has been to 
achieve growth, development 
and social objectives, which took 
centuries in the West, in a much 
shorter time period under much 
more complex circumstances. 
One country that has achieved 
that with impeccable execution 
and emerged as the most suc-
cessful economic model in the 
world is Singapore.

From a tiny island being used 
as a British naval base at the time 
of independence in 1959 with ab-
ject poverty, no natural resourc-
es and a divisive polyglot society 
to being the most powerful fi-
nancial centre of the world with 
a prosperous society and a mod-
ern state the transformation of 
Singapore in just under four dec-
ades has been nothing short of 
miraculous.

The Changemaker
The one person who had the vi-
sion and foresight to dream such 
a  transformation and execute it 
is none other than Lee Kuan 
Yew, Singapore’s first prime 
minister. LKY, as he is popularly 
known, was the prime minister 
of Singapore from 1959 to 1990 
during which time Singapore’s 
per capita income climbed from 
$400 to $12,200 in an environ-
ment of immense political and 
economic transformation 
around the world.

He had the courage to dream 
of a society that not only survives 
but prevails through excellence. 
While he fully understood the 
challenges of lack of natural and 
financial resources and a large 
population to feed, he dreamt of 
building a society where superi-
or intelligence, discipline and 
ingenuity would substitute for 
lack of resources. 

Every time he faced a chal-
lenge, he thought through strate-
gically, converted the handicap 
into his biggest strength and 
came up with a long-term win-
ning solution. It is this strategic 
thinking and skillful execution 
over the years that have trans-
formed Singapore from a third 
world country to a prosperous 
and peaceful society in the world. 

With Chinese economic 
growth dipping, it’s high time 
for India to usher a new set of 
reforms to unleash its untapped 
potential to claim its rightful 

place in the world. And for In-
dia to truly realize its potential 
we need a decisive break from 
the ‘business and politics as 
usual’ of the past. We need a 
new growth model. And a new 
leadership. India needs a leader 
who can channelize the inher-
ent strengths of India for 
achieving our developmental 
and social goals. 

Push Forward Reforms
India needs structural reforms 
and not incremental reforms to 
unshackle the enormous poten-
tial of this great country. We have 
to begin the process of reforms 
by bringing about change in the 
mindset of the political class so 
that it becomes tuned to receiv-
ing the positive signals that mar-
ket economy radiates and to be 
willing to accept and acknowl-
edge change. Also, our politi-

cians can certainly do with some 
more credibility. 

Judiciary is the guardian of any 
democratic system. In a vibrant 
democracy, it is essential to pro-
vide speedy justice to ordinary 
citizens. And while India does 
have an independent and active 
judiciary, we need to carry for-
ward the process of judicial re-
forms with agility. And for that 
revisiting our archaic laws and 
plugging loopholes in the sys-
tems is the first step. 

Foreign policy and internal se-

curity are matters that need im-
mediate attention. India has to 
shed its feeble foreign policy ap-
proach and assume its responsi-
bility of global leadership seri-
ously. It has to be far more asser-
tive in its foreign policy 
especially in the light of an ambi-
tious China. At the same time, 
India has had a history of trou-
bled neighbours. It’s high time 
we become more decisive in 
dealing with them on one hand 
and at the same time invest in 
their prosperity for prosperous 
neighbours will yield rich divi-
dends for India. 

India adopted the Nehruvian 
socialism model post-independ-
ence. While Nehruvian social-
ism could have been the right 
model during that period of 
high population growth and in-
creasing dependency ratio, we 
have carried it too far. Today In-

dia is on the right side of the de-
mographic curve and will be 
largest supplier of labour to the 
world over the next decade. In-
dia needs to put 30,000 people 
to work on an everyday basis for 
the next 20 years. And this can 
only be achieved by reviving In-
dia’s manufacturing and trans-
forming into a global manufac-
turing hub.

Harnessing India’s Potential
Given the magnitude of ineffi-
ciencies in our society, there are 
enough low-hanging fruits in 
terms of structural economic re-
forms that can be unleashed in a 
short span of time and the impact 
of these reforms can be far reach-
ing in reviving India’s growth. Ar-
eas like land, labour, agriculture, 
infrastructure, railways, water, 
mining, tax laws are all in dire 
need of structural changes. 

India’s state-owned enterpris-
es have enormous potential and 
strengths. But due to poor gov-
ernance, mismanagement and 
leaky business practices, they 
have been corroding and have 
been a burden on the exchequer 
for long. We have to set this right, 
make them globally competitive. 

The sustained high growth 
model that China pursued has 
led to a decline in its poverty ra-
tio from 85% in the 1980s to less 
than 10% currently and in the 
process it managed to pull 680 
million people out of poverty. 
We should certainly aim to 
eradicate poverty from our 
country over the next 10 years 
and this can only be achieved 
through sustained high eco-
nomic growth. 

To achieve all this and much 
more in a reasonably short pe-
riod of time, we need a leader 
who can galvanize the wisdom 
of the intelligentsia, the energy 
of the youth and the indomita-
ble spirit of entrepreneurs to en-
able this great idea called India 
get its rightful place in the 
world. For this, India needs its 
own Lee Kuan Yew. Have we dis-
covered one?  �
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India needs a visionary like Lee Kuan Yew who pulled Singapore from 
third world poverty to first world prosperity

In Search of a Leader
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