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ABSTRACT

"Because it's the rule." Ominous words in Singapore, where rules are not there to be broken. My crime had been to
venture out with a laptop to work in a café. | needed to escape some drilling in my apartment building and | like
working in a place with good coffee and a low level of hubbub. After happily typing away for an hour, | was spotted
by a waitress who insisted | stop. When | asked why, | got a flustered litany of reasons, ending with the above
statement, wielded with the finality of a parental "because I told you so."
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Blown Off Course

By Robert Templer

Robert Templer is a freelance writer
based in Singapore

“Because it’s the rule.” Ominous words in Singapore, where
rules are not there to be broken. My crime had been to
venture out with a laptop to work in a café. I needed to
escape some drilling in my apartment building and I like
working in a place with good coffee and a low level of
hubbub. After happily typing away for an hour, I was spot-
ted by a waitress who insisted I stop. When I asked why, [
gota flustered litany of reasons, ending with the above state-
ment, wielded with the finality of a parental “because I
told you so.”

[ left the café and tried another. This time I didn't even
have time to boot up before I was faced with the firm hand
of some ever-vigilant waitresses. When I resisted eviction,
they told me that it was fine for me to work there in theory,
but if they allowed me to do it, others could follow. Normally
I'm happy to be given my due as a global trendsetter but
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The resistance in Singapore makes me

wonder whether the people have the same

commitment to keeping up with technological

change as the government does

somehow I didn't see Singaporeans swarming from their
plush towers to join me. Casting an eye around the empty
café, I suggested that drawing in a bigger crowd might not
be a bad idea. People using laptops would buy coffee from
the company, which would make more money. My appeal
to naked greed meant nothing. They couldn't allow a prece-
dent to be set.

So I moved on, the Ancient Mariner with a laptop,
rebuffed by café after café. One establishment covered its
sockets with masking tape after I tried to use them; in another
the manager told me, with a completely straight face, that
plugging in a computer might cause a short circuit and burn
down the building. In a hotel lobby I was told that security
might have to be called. (I wasn't trying to steal the lamp. I
Was trying to use the power socket). I finally found a per-
fect combination of quiet, caffeine and a power socket in one
of Singapore’s public libraries.
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Itis not just Singapore that seems so anxious
about people working outside the confines of
an office. My crack team of researchers has
reported problems in Starbucks in Kuala Lumpur
and Bangkok. But while Starbucks’ staff are busy
evicting computer users in Asia, the company
is installing wireless local area networks in its
2,000 branches in the United States to allow peo-
ple to surf the Net. Many branches have larger
tables that you can book for meetings and don'’t
chase out those who turn up to work there every-
day. Cafés have become important locations of
business in the United States. They are places
where ideas are brewed up alongside the coffee
and where fortuitous encounters have led to new
businesses being born.

They are also vital for people who work at
home. Working from home seems a great idea
until you encounter the isolation and the dismal
blurring of all boundaries between work and the
rest of your life. Distractions are incessant. You
soon discover that a deftly employed vacuum
cleaner can do more damage to your thought
processes than a lobotomy. Most home workers
find they need to get out, and laptops and mobile
phones leave you free to wander.

In Singapore, Starbucks has no plans to install
power sockets, never mind wireless access to the
Net. Some chains of cafés are going in the other
direction. Michael de Jong, general manager of
The Coffee Bean and Tea Leaf chain, says his
branches were aiming for a more relaxed
ambiance with sofas and comfy chairs, but would
consider installing wireless technology if there
was demand. He did tell me, however, that his
company has no rules against using computers
or power sockets and that he would instruct his
branch managers not to evict computer users
in future. (Thus I wield the mighty power of the
fourth estate for the benefit of all mankind.)

The resistance in Singapore makes me
wonder whether the people have the same com-
mitment to keeping up with technological
change as the government does. Some tense
times are ahead. Mobile Internetlinks are going
to break down barriers between workspace and
places of leisure in ways that will make people
have to reconsider where it's appropriate to work
or not. But until someone comes up with a
battery that doesn’t fade out five minutes after
you start working, he who controls the power
socket holds all the cards. =
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