
dex released by the Economist Intel-
ligence Unit, Singapore was ranked 
the 12th best place in the world to 
die. It did well in affordability and 
quality of care, but fared the weak-
est in community engagement.

Latest data also showed that many 
Singaporeans do not die at home, 
though surveys indicated that most 
wish to. Only about one in four who 
died in the first three months of this 
year did so at home. Most of them – 
63 per cent – died in hospitals.

Two  of  Singapore’s  regional  
health systems – the Eastern Health 

Alliance  and  National  Healthcare  
Group – will be running pilot pro-
grammes to provide palliative home 
care for non-cancer patients,  tar-
geted to reach out to about 3,000 pa-
tients over the next five years, said 
Health Minister Gan Kim Yong at 
the  Asia  Pacific  Hospice  Confer-
ence last Thursday. 

Prof Kellehear said terminally ill 
people and their caregivers often 
face issues of loneliness, isolation 
and mental  health conditions be-
cause they are hidden and disen-
franchised from the wider society.

To  embrace  and  support  this  
group of people within the commu-
nity, the palliative-care sector has 
come up with some initiatives. 

Next month, St Joseph’s Home in 
Jurong  West  Street  24,  which  
serves  both  hospice  and  nursing-
home residents, will open a child-
care centre on its grounds to en-
courage inter-generational interac-

tion  and  bonding,  and  meet  the  
needs of back-to-work parents.

“Back-to-work  adults  can  leave  
their infants or children at the cen-
tre while visiting their elderly par-
ents, and the inter-generational pro-
grammes are aimed at instilling in 
our  children  compassion  and  re-
spect for our elders,” said St Joseph’s 
administrator Geraldine Tan.

It is believed to be the first such fa-
cility  to  have  a  childcare  centre  
on-site.  The  children  can  mingle  
with the elderly at a playground on 
its grounds or visit their seniors up-
stairs and have tea with them.

Other efforts to bring the commu-
nity closer to the terminally ill and 
their caregivers include getting resi-
dents and volunteers in the neigh-
bourhood to reach out to those in 
their midst.

Said the MOH spokesman: “We 
have started discussions with HCA 
Hospice Care on working together 

to support the caregivers of those 
who pass on, with befriending and 
emotional support.”

HCA Hospice Care is the largest 
provider of home palliative-care ser-
vices in Singapore.

Separately,  in  the  next  few  
months,  the  Singapore  Hospice  
Council is commissioning a study to 
find out how people deal with loss in 
their lives, including bereavement, 
and whether current services are ad-
equate in meeting their needs.

Dr Angel Lee, who chairs the Sin-
gapore Hospice Council, said: “We 
have set up a grief and bereavement 
work  group,  comprising  health-  
and  social-sector  people,  to  look  
into this area.

“All of us experience many losses 
in  life,  be  it  relationships  or  our  
identity or roles in life, and we don’t 
deal with those losses very well.” 

jantai@sph.com.sg
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Since last week, Yishun minimart 
owner Toh Eng Lee has been selling 
cigarettes kept behind closed cup-
board doors.

These  were  installed  ahead  of  
new rules on displaying cigarettes 
for sale that kick in tomorrow.

But Mr Toh has since seen a 5 per 
cent drop in cigarette sales.

“Some  older  customers  do  not  
know the  brand  names  and they  
used to just come and point at the 

cigarettes,” he said. “Now, they are 
going to  other  minimarts  nearby  
that  have  not  hidden  their  ciga-
rettes yet.”

Many provision shop and mini-
mart staff worry that the ban will af-
fect sales. However, some retailers 
said the impact could be mitigated 
by regular customers.

In  March  last  year,  Parliament  
passed amendments to the Tobacco 
(Control  of  Advertisements  and  
Sale) Act, which requires general re-
tailers to keep all tobacco products 
out of sight of customers.

These rules do not apply to special-
ist tobacco sellers, who merely have 
to make sure that their products are 
not visible from outside the shop.

When The Straits Times visited 15 
neighbourhood minimarts and pro-
vision  shops  in  Ang  Mo  Kio,  
Balestier,  Bedok,  Clementi,  Toa  
Payoh  and  Yishun,  most  had  al-
ready stored cigarette  packets  in  
cupboards or behind curtains and 
roller blinds. Many shop staff said 
these had been paid for by the to-
bacco distributors.

The  Straits  Times  understands  
that the Tobacco Association (Sin-
gapore),  which  represents  the  
three  biggest  tobacco  companies  
here, has traditionally provided cig-
arette cabinets to smaller retailers.

It has therefore been paying for 
the  new  cabinets  that  hide  ciga-
rettes from display.

“Now,  customers  walk  in  and  
don’t even bother to ask (if we have 
cigarettes), they just walk out,” said 
Mr Ng Chen Hai, who runs a store in 
Toa Payoh. He installed the new cab-
inets about two months ago, and es-
timated that they have reduced busi-
ness by 30 per cent.

Some coffee shop owners have 
also said it  is  now more trouble-
some  to  retrieve  the  cigarettes,  
said Mr Hong Poh Hin, chairman 
of the Foochow Coffee Restaurant 
and  Bar  Merchants  Association,  
which represents more than 400 
coffee shops, over 90 per cent of 
which have already made changes 

ahead of the new rules.
Even then, some retailers are opti-

mistic that their regular customers 
will continue to stop by for their cig-
arette fix.

Mr Chen Wen Zhang, who runs 
An Hua Holdings Minimart in Toa 
Payoh, said: “Most of our customers 
are  regulars...  who  already  know  
what we have and what they want.”

Said Ms Em Ong, 22, a university 

student who is a smoker: “I usually 
buy my pack from the same shops 
near my school anyway, so I will 
just  go  in  and  ask  for  the  same  
thing.”

linettel@sph.com.sg

• Additional reporting by 
Cheow Sue-Ann, Sean Lim 
and Tristan Jeyaretnam

Most shop owners ready 
for cigarette display ban
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In the small town of Todmorden in 
West Yorkshire, Britain, volunteers 
take people on graveyard tours.

Neighbourhood florists run work-
shops to get people talking about 
end-of-life issues, using the life cy-
cle of flowers as inspiration.

And funeral brass bands offer mu-
sic as part of a community-initiated 
festival  to  start  conversations  
around death and bereavement.

In East London, St Joseph’s Hos-
pice runs a Compassionate Neigh-
bours  social  movement  that  
matches volunteers with people liv-
ing with a long-term or terminal ill-
ness.  Its  200  volunteers  –  the  
youngest is 24 years old and the old-
est is 86 – are trained in areas such 
as relationship analysis, active lis-
tening and self-care. The volunteers 

are  matched  to  people  who  live  
nearby and have similar interests.

Severn  Hospice  in  Shropshire  
adopted a similar programme and 
there has been a significant reduc-
tion  in  the  use  of  unscheduled  
healthcare services by people receiv-
ing volunteer support.  Emergency 
services were freed up to tend to 
more complicated medical cases.

These are some examples of “com-
passionate  communities”  in  
Britain. Earlier this week, Professor 
Allan Kellehear, a palliative care ex-
pert from Britain, was invited to Sin-
gapore to share how compassion-
ate cities can be built. He was the 
one  who  developed  a  charter  to  
guide the systematic formation – 
from workplaces to schools to pol-
icy work – of a compassionate city.

Prof  Kellehear,  a  professor  of  
end-of-life care at the University of 
Bradford, founded the world’s first 

academic  public  health  palliative  
care unit in Australia in the 1990s.

At a workshop as part of the 12th 
Asia  Pacific  Hospice  Conference,  
he  discussed  the  topic  with  key  
stakeholders such as Ms Teoh Zsin 
Woon,  the  Ministry  of  Health’s  
deputy secretary for development, 
Ms Denise Phua, an MP and disabil-
ity rights advocate, Dr Gillian Koh, 
deputy director of research at the 
Institute of Policy Studies, and Sis-
ter Geraldine Tan, administrator of 
St Joseph’s Home.

A compassionate city is defined 
as a community that recognises the 
needs  of  the  terminally  ill,  their  
caregivers and the bereaved,  and 
seeks to enlist all sectors of society 
to support them and reduce the neg-
ative social, psychological and medi-
cal impact of serious illnesses, care-
giving and bereavement.

Ms Phua said that before people 

can  be  galvanised  to  take  action,  
there must first be sufficient aware-
ness and understanding of the needs 
of the dying and their caregivers.

Dr Koh suggested tapping the re-
sources of charities, and faith and 
civic groups to get people to plan 
early for death.

Said Prof Kellehear: “It is good to 
look  at  community  engagement,  
but  instituting  policies  regarding  
death, loss and care is also key be-
cause there may be structural barri-
ers in society that need to be ad-
dressed.”

jantai@sph.com.sg

• To find out more about 
compassionate communities, visit 
www.aftercicely50.com. Lien 
Foundation produced the films to 
mark 50 years of the modern hospice 
and palliative care movement. 

Lim Min Zhang 

While they welcomed the greater clarity in sentenc-
ing  benchmarks  for  national  service  defaulters,  
lawyers and MPs said the door should not be closed 
on a defaulter’s NS performance as a mitigating fac-
tor. The response comes after the High Court set 
new benchmarks for NS dodgers on Tuesday.

A three-judge panel rejected several key parts of 
the  sentencing  benchmarks  laid  out  last  year.  
Among the changes, the panel recommended a sen-
tence close to the maximum of three years’ jail for de-
faulters who return to Singapore after the age of 40. 

Previously, the longer a defaulter stays away from 
Singapore, the lower his culpability. 

The panel, led by Chief Justice Sundaresh Menon, 
also clarified that how well a serviceman performs 
should have no bearing in deciding his punishment.

Mr Vikram Nair, chairman of the Government Par-
liamentary Committee for Defence and Foreign Af-
fairs, said that “while we would have sympathy for 
the defaulters who subsequently do well in service, 
NS performance should not be a mitigating factor as 
a general rule”.

However, he conceded that a possible case might 
be  made  in  which  exceptional  NS  performance  
could be seen as evidence of remorse and, hence, 
taken as a mitigating factor.

In  one  case,  defaulter  Vandana  Kumar  Chi-
dambaram, 23, was initially fined $6,000 last year af-
ter receiving a discount for doing well in NS. But he 
was later given a seven-week jail sentence under the 
new guidelines.

Some lawyers agree that NS performance should 
generally not be a factor, but thought that the bar set 
for it to be considered – exceptional acts of valour 
like saving another soldier’s life – is so high as to ef-
fectively close the option off for most people.

Lawyer Laurence Goh said the chances for service-
men in non-combat roles,  like clerks,  to demon-
strate exceptional acts of valour were also likely to 
be remote. He added that even though the harm has 
already been done when a defaulter fails to turn up 
for NS, not allowing NS performance to count as a 
mitigating factor would be a “double jeopardy”.

“There should be consistency between the mili-
tary and civilian courts, since commander testimoni-
als are commonly used to ask for a reduced sentence 
in court martial cases, such as AWOL (absent with-
out official leave) and disgraceful conduct,” said Mr 
Goh. He handled about 10 Singapore Armed Forces 
(SAF) court martial cases last year.

On whether NS performance would encourage po-
tential defaulters to abuse the system by allowing 
them to serve at a time of their choosing, Mr Ashwin 
Ganapathy, a lawyer at IRB Law, said this is unlikely 
as there should not be a blanket discount based on 
how well a person performs when serving NS.

“But if we go by the logic that good performance 
does not reduce the harm caused by the defaulter’s 
offence, then this seems inconsistent with any other 
case where merit would normally be given to offend-
ers who do certain acts to show that they are re-
morseful,” he added. 

Hilborne Law managing director Rajan Suprama-
niam, who has worked on about 10 defaulter cases in 
his 17 years of practice, agreed. “Some weighting 
should be given, on a case-by-case basis,” said Mr Ra-
jan, who noted that in his last three to four default 
cases, the defendants had tried to use NS perfor-
mance as a mitigating factor.

But lawyers agreed with the judges’ decision that 
whether a defaulter had “substantial connection to 
Singapore” should not be grounds for a sentencing 
discount. The panel said any sentence should not be 
based on whether a defaulter had left Singapore at a 
young age and reaped fewer benefits as a citizen.

Mr Nair said the new benchmarks give a lot of cer-
tainty and makes it clear what a duty to NS entails: 
“That you have to do it when you are called upon, 
not at a time of your own choosing.”

Mr Christopher de Souza, chairman of the Govern-
ment Parliamentary Committee for Home Affairs 
and Law, said running the SAF or Home Team is “not 
a social experiment”. “Singapore’s survival depends 
on both being operational. Therefore, those who are 
liable must step up to serve. If they don’t, they do 
harm to Singapore’s defence machinery,” he said. 

“Whether the defaulters have benefited from Sin-
gapore citizenship or not is completely irrelevant.”

mzlim@sph.com.sg

Under the new rules, which kick in tomorrow, general retailers have to keep all 
tobacco products out of sight of customers. ST PHOTO: WONG KWAI CHOW

Lessons from Britain’s compassionate cities

Many worry sales will fall, but some banking 
on regular customers to lessen impact

A volunteer leading a tour of a graveyard in the town of Todmorden in West Yorkshire, Britain. The tours are part of a community-generated festival, called Pushing Up Daisies, that aims 
to start conversations about death, dying and bereavement. The festival is run entirely by volunteers. PHOTO: MARVIN TANG/LIEN FOUNDATION

Issues of isolation, 
mental health

‘Don’t rule out 
performance 
of NS dodgers’
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