
Lee Kuan Yew: 
legacy in numbers

In his 31 years as Singapore’s first prime minister, and 52 as a Cabinet member, 
Lee Kuan Yew drove a multitude of policies which propelled Singapore towards economic 

success. From transforming domestic labour relations, to opening the doors to foreign 
investments and later encouraging Singapore’s own companies to head abroad, Mr Lee’s 
role in Singapore’s development story was far-reaching. It is perhaps hard to quantify the 
impact of his decisions, many of which laid the foundations for changes in later years too. 

Here, BT attempts to capture some of that legacy, in numbers. By Teh Shi Ning

Singapore’s economic ascent
Real GDP per capita, in purchasing power parity (US$’000 )

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

‘60 ‘62 ‘64 ‘66 ‘68 ‘70 ‘72 ‘74 ‘76 ‘78 ‘80 ‘82 ‘84 ‘86 ‘88 ‘90 ‘92 ‘94 ‘96 ‘98 ‘00 ‘02 ‘04 ‘06 ‘08 ‘10

Singapore

US

UK

China

Japan

Malaysia

Hong Kong

Indonesia
Philippines

Education
From 1959, the government 
was allocating about 20% of its 
annual budget to education. 
This reached as high as 31% in 
1964. The investments have led 
to rapid improvements in 
education outcomes over the 
years. Today, education still 
makes up about 20% of total 
government expenditure.
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Aviation
The decision to move Singapore’s 
international airport from 
Paya Lebar to Changi meant 
writing off S$800 million
already invested in Paya Lebar 
and committing S$1.5 billion 
to develop the new airport. 
It opened in 1981, paving the 
way for Singapore’s aviation 
sector to grow.
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Population
Family planning policies were 
effective in reducing the birth rate 
in the 1960s and 70s, but 
attempts to reverse the falling 
birth rate in the late 1980s were 
not. By that time, Singapore’s 
falling birth rates were also a 
function of its modernising and 
developing economy. 

Consumer goods
Gradually growing wealth is also 
seen in the rising proportion of 
households who could own various 
consumer goods, from washing 
machines, to what Mr Lee once 
hailed the “greatest invention of 
the century” − the air-conditioner.

1961
Set up Economic Development 
Board (EDB),Tourist Promotion 
Board, launched 
industrialisation push      

1966
Launched bilingual 
education policy   

late 1960s
Policies to discourage population 
growth: led to ‘Stop at Two’campaign       

1971
Formation of
Monetary
Authority of
Singapore     

late 1970s
Decision to build Changi
Airport

1982
Go-ahead given to
build and finance
in full the proposed
S$5b Mass Rapid
Transit (MRT) system

1990
Goh Chok Tong
takes over as
prime minister     

2004
Lee Hsien Loong
becomes
prime minister    

2011
Lee Kuan Yew
retires
from Cabinet   　 

1959
Lee Kuan
Yew
becomes
Singapore’s
first prime
minister 

1960
Set up Housing & Development
Board (HDB)   

Home ownership rate among 
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Land & roads
Resource-scarce Singapore’s 
land area has also grown 24% 
since 1960, via intensive land-
reclamation projects. Kilometres 
of expressways have been built 
over the years too.

Home ownership
Home ownership spiked from
under 30% in 1970 to 60% by
1980, as a result of HDB’s
massive building programme.
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BT Graphics: Gareth Chung, Hyrie Rahmat, Ludwig Ilio & Simon Ang

Sources: Penn World Tables (Real GDP per capita), Department of Statistics Singapore 
(all other charts)


