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Govt studying safer ways to
remove asbestos in buildings
Though banned, material is
present in older buildings
By MELISSA PANG
THE Manpower Ministry is reviewing guidelines to improve the way asbestos is handled in Singapore.
It will take a close look at how to implement safer
ways of removing asbestos from buildings, and engage
competent contractors to do such work.
The review is expected to be ready for public consultation by early next year.
The Ministry of Manpower (MOM) revealed this to
The Straits Times when asked about a study on preventive measures to eliminate asbestos-related diseases in
Singapore. The study found that the incidence of asbestos-related diseases has increased in the last four decades.
Before it was banned in 1989, asbestos was commonly used in buildings because of its good insulation
properties and high tensile strength. It can be found in
roofing sheets, ceiling boards and floor tiles. It was also used for brake linings in cars.
Though useful, the fibrous material is hazardous
and inhaling it can cause a lung disease known as asbestosis.
In the worst cases, malignant mesothelioma – a cancer of the lining of the lungs, abdomen or heart – can
occur. Because of the health threat, asbestos is banned
in more than 50 countries. Singapore banned the use
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of raw asbestos in building materials in 1989, and
in cars in 1995.
Despite that, workers who demolish or renovate buildings constructed before 1989 would
still be at risk of being exposed to asbestos.
From 2000 to last year, MOM confirmed 26
cases of occupational mesothelioma and three cases of occupational asbestosis.
Demolition works, and the wear and tear of asbestos-containing materials, can release asbestos
fibres into the air, said Dr Lim John Wah, who
co-authored a study on asbestos that was published last year.
The occupational health physician from the National University of Singapore (NUS) Saw Swee
Hock School of Public Health also noted in a research paper that asbestos-related diseases – in
particular, malignant mesothelioma – are on the
rise here.
Singapore recorded a sharp peak in asbestos usage around 1975. This was followed by an increase in mesothelioma mortality leaping from
less than 0.5 to around 2.0 per million population
per year from the year 2000.
This, however, is not unusual because asbestos-related diseases have a long latency period,
taking 30 to 40 years to surface, the researchers
said. The incidence rate is thus expected to increase further.
Such a trend is similar to what is happening in
other countries, Dr Lim noted.
Co-author Judy Sng from NUS Yong Loo Lin
School of Medicine’s department of epidemiology
and public health said the tragic thing about mesothelioma is that almost all the time, it is diagnosed too late for anything to be done. She added
that there should be greater awareness about this
condition in the medical community.
Over the past decade, the Building and Construction Authority (BCA) issued an average of
about 700 demolition permits each year. This includes permits for partial demolition.
Last year, MOM received 194 notifications on
asbestos work.
The BCA’s spokesman added that it works together with the MOM to remind builders and engineers in the permit application, to ascertain the
presence of asbestos in the building before carrying out demolition works.
If asbestos is present, they are required to notify MOM before they start work.
Asbestosis – the scarring of lung tissue from
asbestos fibres – and mesothelioma are the two
key occupational diseases linked to asbestos exposure covered under the Workmen’s Compensa-
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L Asbestos was commonly used in buildings
because of its good insulation properties and
high tensile strength. It can be found in
roofing sheets, ceiling boards and floor tiles.
It can also be used for brake linings in cars.
L Inhaling it can cause a lung disease known
as asbestosis. In the worst cases, malignant
mesothelioma – a cancer of the lining of the
lungs, abdomen or heart – can occur.
L Because of the health threat, asbestos is
banned in more than 50 countries.
L Singapore banned the use of raw asbestos
in building materials in 1989, and in cars in
1995. Despite that, workers who demolish or
renovate buildings constructed before 1989
would still be at risk of being exposed to the
material.

ers and workers about the hazards of asbestos is essential to protect the workers who deal with asbestos,” he said.
Dr Lim also said there should be adequate training
on the different measures to prevent inhalation of asbestos dust, such as control measures to prevent dust
formation, personal hygiene, and using and maintaining personal protective equipment.
melpang@sph.com.sg

Gaming
regulators
urged to
team up to
fight crime
By NG KAI LING

A slide projector caught fire at a physics lecture at NUS yesterday. SCDF
officers put out the fire in 10 minutes and no one was hurt. PHOTO: STOMP

Projector catches fire
in NUS lecture hall
By JALELAH ABU BAKER
A FIRE broke out yesterday in a
lecture hall at the National University of Singapore (NUS), the
second in two months at its Kent
Ridge campus.
A slide projector burst into
flames minutes after the start of
a physics lecture in Block EA at
the Faculty of Engineering, but
no one was injured.
Firefighters put out the fire in
10 minutes, said the Singapore
Civil Defence Force (SCDF).
Student Peter Yeo, 21, who
was at the lecture, said: “We
were just six minutes into the
12pm lecture when there was a
‘pop’ sound and smoke. The
screen went blank.
“The lecturer asked us to
leave and everyone packed up
and left calmly.”
He was among 100 students
attending the lesson in engineering physics at Lecture Theatre
7A. Classes scheduled to be held
at the lecture hall yesterday were
cancelled.
A spokesman for NUS said:
“The Faculty of Engineering will

be arranging alternate venues for
classes that are affected. Students who are affected will be notified in due course.”
The SCDF is investigating the
cause of the fire. Its spokesman
said the damage was limited to
the front of the lecture hall and
firefighters used one water jet to
douse it.
The perimeter around the
building was cordoned off for
around three hours.
Two months ago, a neighbouring block in the same faculty was
engulfed in flames.
Four people were hurt in the
fire at Block E3A, which is just
opposite Block EA.
It was believed to have started
at a laboratory of the Solar Energy Research Institute of Singapore.
The institute conducts research and development into solar cells and energy conversion.
Another fire also broke out
yesterday morning at a coffee
shop in Sengkang. No one was injured and the SCDF is investigating its cause.
jalmsab@sph.com.sg
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tion Act (WCA) or the Work Injury Compensation
Act (Wica).
The eligibility period to make a claim for compensation under WCA or Wica for asbestosis is 36
months from the date the worker ceased to be employed in the hazardous occupation and 12 months
for mesothelioma.
Of the 26 confirmed cases, two received compensation of $111,000 and $140,000 under WCA or Wica.
The remaining cases were not eligible for compensation under WCA or Wica as they were diagnosed after
the eligibility periods. Of these cases, six claimants required financial assistance and received ex gratia payments ranging from $16,300 to $60,000 from the
Workers’ Fund.
Dr Lim said current guidelines state that workers
handling and removing asbestos materials in buildings have to be supervised by people who have completed a course on it. This course, however, is done
only once, without the need for further re-training.
He suggested the authorities conduct refresher
training for such individuals so that their knowledge
is up to date.
“Constant reminder and education of both employ-

Useful but hazardous material

at the National University of Singapore.
“Young children may find
such feedback demoralising, and
may not have the resilience and
emotional maturity to cope with
it or shrug it off,” she added.
She believes many who participate in the group do so out of
peer pressure. She said: “Others
may suffer from esteem issues
and are seeking endorsement and
affirmation.”
Experts also raised the issue of
underage Facebook users. The
site requires users to be 13 or older but “anyone can enter false information into their account”,
said Singapore Management University social media specialist
Michael Netzley.
As the number of users grows,
policing underage users becomes
impossible, he added.

There are about one billion active Facebook users worldwide.
Ultimately, parents have to be
the ones supervising how their
children use social media, he
said, even as there are initiatives,
such as those run by the Education Ministry, to teach students
about cyber-wellness.
Parents, however, said they
struggle to police their children’s
social media activities. “It’s difficult to stop them. The more you
try, the more curious they get,”
said Madam Lee Wei Yin, 51, a
part-time tutor who has three
children, aged 19, 17 and 15.
Property agent Choo Soo
Hwee, 41, said she will not let
her nine-year-old son open a
Facebook account despite his repeated requests.
“I don’t think he’s that mature yet. He may not like it, but
it’s for his own good.”
derrickh@sph.com.sg
melodyz@sph.com.sg

COLLABORATION among casino gaming regulators worldwide is important to effectively tackle cross-border syndicated crimes, said Mr S. Iswaran,
Minister in the Prime Minister’s Office.
Speaking to some 200 delegates yesterday at an annual
conference for international
gaming regulators at the Pan
Pacific Hotel, Mr Iswaran said
that the risks associated with
gaming are common to all jurisdictions.
They include money-laundering, organised crime, cheating and problem gaming.
This is the first time the
three-day International Association of Gaming Regulators’ annual conference is being held
in Asia.
The conference ends tomorrow.
Delegates hail from 19 countries including South Africa,
Colombia, the United States
and Australia.
Mr Iswaran, who is also the
Second Minister for Home Affairs and Trade and Industry,
added that the risks will become more complex as crime
syndicates operate across borders, sharing information and
using communication technology to avoid detection by enforcement agencies.
“Through partnerships, regulators can enhance mutual understanding and learning, improve the quality of gaming regulation and be better positioned to meet the emerging
regulatory challenges,” said
Mr Iswaran.
To this end, Singapore’s Casino Regulatory Authority
(CRA) signed two memorandums of understanding yesterday.
One was with the Alderney
Gambling Control Commission
in Britain’s Channel Islands
and the other with the Pennsylvania Gaming Control Board.
The Genting Group, the parent company of Resorts World
Sentosa, holds a gaming licence in Alderney in the Channel Islands, while Las Vegas
Sands, the parent company of
Marina Bay Sands, has a licence in Pennsylvania.
The MOUs will strengthen
cooperation between CRA and
the two regulators in areas
such as sharing information
and knowledge, and study
visits.
Ms Susan Hensel, the president of the International Association of Gaming Regulators,
said that it is timely to hold the
conference here as the gaming
industry is seeing “explosive”
growth in the region.
She added that the regulators also wanted to study Singapore’s integrated resort model
to see what can be applied in
their own jurisdictions.
kailing@sph.com.sg

