
This is a personalised copy.
Source: The Straits Times © SPH Media Limited. Permission required for reproduction.

TUESDAYOCTOBER12,2021 SINCE1845

Best News Website or Mobile Service     WAN-IFRA Digital Media Awards AsiaBest News Website or Mobile Service     WAN-IFRA Digital Media Awards Asia

Anjali Raguraman

Unvaccinated children aged 12 and 
below will now be allowed to travel 
quarantine-free  under  a  vacci-
nated  travel  scheme,  the  Civil
Aviation  Authority  of  Singapore  
(CAAS) announced yesterday.

Children  can  travel  on  Vacci-
nated Travel Lane (VTL) flights as 
long as they are accompanied by
a vaccinated traveller who meets 
all requirements, the CAAS said in 
a statement. 

They will also have to take two 
Covid-19 polymerase  chain  reac-
tion (PCR) tests – within 48 hours 
of departure to Singapore, and on 
arrival. Children aged two and be-
low do not have to take PCR tests.

Last Saturday, the Government 
announced  an  expansion  of  the  
VTL scheme to nine other coun-
tries, including the United States 
and Britain. Many parents subse-
quently  expressed  unhappiness  
that unvaccinated children could 
not travel under the VTL. 

Transport Minister S. Iswaran ac-
knowledged yesterday that many 
Singaporeans  and  their  families  
were keen to travel, and said allow-
ing unvaccinated  children  under 

12 on the VTL “helps to open up a 
few more possibilities for them”.

The initial decision to exclude un-
vaccinated children was made out 
of extra caution, he said in an inter-
view with The Straits Times.

From  Oct  19,  vaccinated  trav-
ellers will be able to fly to Canada, 
Denmark, France, Italy, the Nether-
lands, Spain, Britain and the United 
States.  The  scheme  will  be  ex-
tended to South Korea from Nov 15. 

In all, there are 11 countries on 
the VTL, including Germany and 
Brunei. Brunei, however, currently 
does not allow leisure travel.

South Korea also currently does 
not allow in children who do not 
qualify for vaccination. 

Urging caution for those who opt 
to travel, especially with children, 
Mr Iswaran said: “It is important 
that  we  understand  the  circum-
stances in the countries you might 
be considering to visit. It is impor-
tant that we also appreciate that 
their requirements and regimes are 
different and not one size fits all.”

He said  about  3,000  travellers  
would be able to arrive in Singa-
pore daily – a far cry from pre-pan-
demic days. “But it is a significant 
step up from where we are today.”

Mr Iswaran also  described  the  
scheme as a “pathfinder” towards 

helping  international  aviation  
grow safely. 

“If we can all work together, then 
there is a good chance that we can 
further enhance these vaccinated 
travel lanes, whether it is in terms 
of coverage or capacity,” he said.

While  parents  welcomed  the  
news, some said they would hold 
off on immediate travel plans. 

“We are looking forward to travel 
in the new year, when airlines in-
crease  capacity  to  destinations  
such as the United Kingdom, and 
Singapore  hopefully  opens  more  
VTL destinations like Japan,” said 
Mr Aaron Kong,  41,  a  consultant 
and father to a five-year-old son. 

Ms Alicia Seah, director of public 
relations and communications at  
Dynasty Travel, said: “We do not 
anticipate a large spike in queries 
for bookings with young children 
to Europe.” She expects families to 
make plans next year instead. 

Some would wait for more clarity 
on health and safety protocols in 
other countries, she added.

Mr Jeremiah Wong, senior mar-
keting communications manager 
at Chan Brothers Travel, said his 
company had been receiving in-
quiries  on  travel  with  children  
even before yesterday’s announce-
ment. He also said there had been 
a surge in inquiries for European 
destinations  since  the  VTL  
scheme was announced.

Ms Sarah Wan, general manager 
of  travel  website  Klook,  added:  
“While there may be some initial ap-
prehension and caution, we believe 
that more Singaporeans will  gain 
more confidence to travel overseas 
as they become acclimated to co-
existing with Covid-19.”
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Pupils from Primary 3 to 6 returned to school for in-person classes yesterday, after two weeks of home-based 
learning. Before heading to school, they had to take an antigen rapid test and parents had to report the results via a 
link sent to them. The pupils had been on home-based learning from Sept 27 to Oct 8 following a rise in Covid-19 
cases, and the Ministry of Education had previously announced a phased return to face-to-face lessons to ensure 
that safe management measures would be implemented effectively.  Primary 1  and 2 pupils return to school 
tomorrow. ST PHOTO: CHONG JUN LIANG

Jessie Lim and Ng Keng Gene

Mall-based businesses are seek-
ing more clarity on how vaccina-
tion-differentiated safe manage-
ment  measures  will  be  imple-
mented once the ban on unvacci-
nated people from shopping cen-

tres kicks in tomorrow.
They want to know if unvacci-

nated staff can still work at outlets 
inside malls if they undergo fast 
and easy rostered routine testing.

The  Government  announced  
last Saturday that those unvacci-
nated  against  Covid-19  can  no  
longer  enter  shopping malls,  as  
well  as  large  standalone  stores  

that are not supermarkets, start-
ing tomorrow.

The Ministry of Health has said 
that  the  vaccination-differenti-
ated  rules  will  protect  unvacci-
nated individuals in the commu-
nity and reduce the strain on the 
healthcare system.

Singapore’s director of medical 
services Kenneth Mak said at a vir-
tual media conference held by the 
multi-ministry task force dealing 
with the pandemic last Saturday 
that  unvaccinated  people  in-
fected with Covid-19 face a much 

Malaysians  are  gearing  up  for  
their reunions with family mem-
bers in other states after inter-
state travel was allowed from yes-
terday, following nine months of 
travel curbs. 

This comes as daily cases have 

fallen below the five-digit  level  
this month, and the 6,709 logged 
yesterday was the lowest figure 
since July 5.

Meanwhile,  in  Australia,  Syd-
ney’s cafes, gyms and restaurants 
welcomed back fully vaccinated 
customers  yesterday  after  a  
106-day lockdown, as the country 
aims to begin living with the coron-
avirus and gradually reopen with 
high rates of vaccination.

However,  there  are  concerns  
that  infections  could  rise  after  
the reopening.
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They must be accompanied by a vaccinated 
traveller and also take two PCR tests

Primary 3 to 6 pupils head back to school
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When Laotian businessman Vicksamphanh 
Chanmavong, 22, was diagnosed with carpal 
tunnel syndrome in his left hand in late March, 
he started his online search for an orthopaedic 
specialist in Singapore.
	 “My left hand was numb, I was shocked... I felt 
like my fingers were going to explode from the 
pain,” he said.
	 He had lived in Singapore for four years while 
studying for a degree, so the Republic was a clear 
choice.
	 “Singapore is well known for its healthcare. The 
doctors here have good training. So, I feel more 
comfortable, more confident coming here,” he 
said.
	 Ten days later, Mr Chanmavong flew in from 
Vientiane for a consultation with orthopaedic 
surgeon Kevin Koo, director of The Bone & Joint 
Centre at Mount Elizabeth Hospital.
	 “We discussed the different treatments and 
therapies... As my hand condition was so severe, 
I decided to go for the surgery,” he said.
	 The operation took less than an hour. He had 
a follow-up check a week later, and after the 
stitches were removed the following week, he 
made a business trip to Vietnam.

Joyce Teo 
Senior Health Correspondent 

When Laotian businessman Vick-
samphanh Chanmavong,  22,  was 
diagnosed with carpal tunnel syn-
drome  in  his  left  hand  in  late  
March, he started his online search 
for an orthopaedic specialist in Sin-
gapore.

“My left hand was numb, I was 
shocked…  I  felt  like  my  fingers  
were going  to  explode  from  the  
pain,” he said. 

He  had  lived  in  Singapore  for  
four years while studying for a de-
gree, so the Republic was a clear 
choice. “Singapore is well known 
for its healthcare. The doctors here 
have good training. So, I feel more 
comfortable, more confident com-
ing here,” he said.

Ten days later, Mr Chanmavong 
flew in from Vientiane for a consul-
tation  with  orthopaedic  surgeon  
Kevin  Koo,  the  director  of  The  
Bone & Joint Centre at Mount Eliza-
beth Hospital.

“We discussed the different treat-
ments and therapies... As my hand 
condition was so severe, I decided 
to go for the surgery,” he said. 

The operation took less than an 
hour. He had a follow-up check a 
week later, and after the stitches 
were removed the following week, 
he made a business trip to Vietnam.

He is not alone.
Healthcare providers say foreign 

patients have been streaming into 
Singapore after April 1, when the 
Covid-19 restrictions were eased, 
more flights were added, and the 
need for special clearance to come 
here for treatment was removed. 

They declined to reveal the num-
bers but they are seeing patients 
from countries such as Indonesia, 
Malaysia,  Cambodia,  India,  Viet-
nam and Laos. 

Dr Koo said that while the major-
ity of his patients are locals, his for-
eign  patient  load  has  started  to  
pick up in the past two to three 
weeks. They either seek treatment 
for general orthopaedic conditions 
or specific treatment such as a key-
hole cartilage and ligament repair 
for the ankle that they cannot get 
back home, he said.

Dr Wong Seng Weng, medical di-
rector and consultant medical on-
cologist of The Cancer Centre un-
der the Singapore Medical Group, 
said: “The rebound in foreign pa-
tient arrivals is quite dramatic.”

Foreign  patients  started  trick-
ling in after Singapore started a vac-
cinated travel lane with Indonesia 
in December last year but it was 
not until  after  April  1  that  many 
more arrived, he said. These pa-
tients had largely stopped coming 
after Singapore barred short-term 
visitors from March 23, 2020.

In the past two years, Dr Wong 

and many other doctors had trans-
ferred the responsibility of care for 
their foreign patients to their local 
doctors. 

He said that they prepared ex-
haustive  medical  reports  and,  
where necessary,  provided suffi-
cient medications for the patients 
as buffer.

That is a thing of the past now.
The  rebound  could  be  due  to  

pent-up demand as well as limited 
capacity in their home countries.

Dr Wong said a fair number of his 
foreign  patients  have  said  that  
their home countries had to divert 
healthcare  resources  to  the  
Covid-19 fight. They thus found it 
harder to access medical care as 
the treatment of many other condi-
tions, including cancer, took a back-
seat.

Foreigners  seeking  treatment  
specifically for Covid-19 here are 
still not allowed, he said.

Dr Noel Yeo, chief operating offi-
cer  of  private  hospital  operator  
IHH  Healthcare  Singapore,  said  

that foreign patient numbers have 
grown in tandem with the recent 
loosening  of  border  restrictions  
and the increase in flights, though 
local patients had been the group’s 
priority up till recently.

More  than  half  of  its  general  
ward capacity was previously ring-
fenced  for  local  patients  –  both  
Covid-19 and non-Covid-19 ones – 
transferred from public hospitals.

“We recently discharged our last 
Covid-19 patient... and stood down 
our  ring-fenced  wards.  To  date,  
close to  6,200  Covid-19  patients  
have been treated and discharged 
from our hospitals,” said Dr Yeo. 

“So far, our hospitals have seen 
an encouraging return of patients 
from neighbouring countries like 
Malaysia,  Indonesia,  India  and  
Cambodia, among others.”

The numbers are still below pre-
pandemic levels, but he said they 
are  confident  that  the  numbers  
will continue to rise in the coming 
months.

Prior to the pandemic, the for-

eign patient arrivals in Singapore 
were estimated at around 500,000 
a year.

A  Raffles  Hospital  spokesman  
said  that  since  the  borders  re-
opened, it has been seeing foreign 
patients return to Singapore, par-
ticularly from countries where it  
has a presence, including Indone-
sia, Cambodia and Vietnam.

“We  expect  more  foreign  pa-
tients to return after Ramadan and 
when China reopens its borders,” 
he said, adding that generally, for-
eigners make up about 25 per cent 
of the patients at the hospital.

Some things, though, may have 
changed. 

“Previously  these  foreign  pa-
tients would just fly in for a first 
consultation. Now many of my pa-
tients do that via Zoom to have an 
idea of the kind of treatment we 
can offer for their conditions, be-
fore making the commitment to fly 
in,” said Dr Koo.

joyceteo@sph.com.sg
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Charitable healthcare organisation 
Sata CommHealth is scaling up its 
influenza and pneumococcal vacci-
nations for senior citizens as the 
Covid-19 outbreak eases.

The  first  day  of  a  vaccination  
drive at a Housing Board void deck 
in  Geylang  Bahru  yesterday  
reached out to about 75 seniors. By 
today, a  total  of  150 seniors will  
have received their shots.

Dr Wan Rizal, an MP for Jalan Be-
sar GRC, who spoke to residents 
and volunteers at the drive, said se-
niors are less afraid of getting injec-
tions now. “Covid-19 has shown us 
how  important  vaccinations  are.  
The elderly are now more open to 
getting vaccinated, which is a posi-
tive sign,” he said. 

“As we move beyond Covid-19, 
we must remember that pneumo-
nia is a disease that affects the el-
derly.  My  grandmother  passed  
away  from  pneumonia;  it’s  not  
something to take lightly.”

Before  the  pandemic,  about  
4,000 patients a year here died of 
influenza,  viral  pneumonia  and  
other respiratory diseases.

Pneumococcal  pneumonia  is  a  
lung  infection  caused  by  a  bac-
terium called Streptococcus pneu-
moniae. 

It can also affect other parts of 
the body such as the ears, sinuses, 
brain and spinal cord, as well as the 
blood.

Seniors aged 65 and above are 
urged to get vaccinated once a year 
against flu, and take two pneumo-

coccal vaccines one year apart.
Fewer seniors took their flu and 

pneumococcal jabs last year as the 
focus was on Covid-19 vaccination, 
Sata CommHealth chief executive 
Kelvin Phua said.

Last year, 877 seniors received flu 
jabs, down from 5,142 in 2020, ac-
cording to Sata’s data. For pneumo-

coccal vaccines, 243 seniors took ei-
ther of the two jabs last year, com-
pared with 383 in 2020.

But  the  numbers  have  already  
gone up this year, with 1,086 se-
niors having taken the flu vaccine 
and 471 having had the pneumococ-
cal vaccine as at last Friday.

At  the  drive  yesterday,  volun-

teers took the seniors’ blood pres-
sure and checked their medical his-
tory to make sure they were eligi-
ble for the jabs. 

The shots are free for seniors dur-
ing this drive. At Sata CommHealth 
clinics, flu jabs normally cost $30 
to  $40,  and  pneumococcal  jabs  
$120 to $150. The jabs are highly 

subsidised for seniors aged 65 and 
above with a Pioneer Generation 
or Merdeka Generation card.

Madam Heng  Siew Tiang,  who 
was among the residents who took 
the  flu  and  pneumococcal  shots,  
said  the  process  went  smoothly.  
“My last flu jab was in 2016.  I’m 
thankful that volunteers reminded 

me to take the jabs this time.”
The 72-year-old, who does volun-

teer  work,  is  fully  vaccinated  
against Covid-19 and has taken her 
booster shot. She said she hopes 
other seniors will not be afraid of 
getting their flu and pneumococcal 
jabs.

“After getting the jabs, I feel pro-
tected. It’s convenient to get them 
at the void deck. If we’re told to go 
to  the  clinic,  sometimes  we  
wouldn’t know where to go,” she 
said.

Mr Letchumanapathy Jeevaret-
nam, 86, said getting the shots is a 
natural step for him to take. 

“I like to walk every day for my 
health. I’m glad Kolam Ayer Com-
munity Club told me about these 
vaccines. Getting the jabs doesn’t 
hurt and it’s convenient,” the re-
tired storekeeper said.

Some seniors also got to experi-
ence Sata CommHealth’s new elec-
tric vehicle for health screenings. 
Launched in March, the bus can ac-
commodate two patients at a time 
and provides services such as reti-
nal  photography,  blood  pressure  
screening and diabetic foot screen-
ing. 

It was in Geylang Bahru yester-
day and will also be there today.

Sata CommHealth, which is in its 
75th year, conducts public educa-
tion programmes that reach out to 
more than  20,000 seniors  every 
year.  The  programmes  educate  
them on the importance of flu and 
pneumococcal vaccinations to pre-
vent  hospitalisation  and  death  
from preventable diseases.

iliew@sph.com.sg

Flu, pneumococcal vaccination outreach to seniors in Geylang Bahru

Laotian businessman Vicksamphanh Chanmavong, who had flown to Singapore 
from Vientiane, a day after undergoing surgery here this month for carpal tunnel 
syndrome in his left hand. PHOTO: COURTESY OF VICKSAMPHANH CHANMAVONG

Ng Wei Kai 

A  controversial  Hindi-language  
movie released in India in March 
has been banned in Singapore as it 
could potentially cause enmity be-
tween different communities and 

disrupt religious harmony here. 
The Infocomm Media Develop-

ment  Authority,  which  classifies  
films, said it had assessed The Kash-
mir Files in consultation with the 
Culture,  Community  and  Youth,  
and Home Affairs ministries, and 
found it to be beyond its film classi-
fication guidelines. 

“The film will be refused classifi-
cation for its provocative and one-
sided portrayal of Muslims and the 
depictions of Hindus being perse-
cuted  in  the  ongoing  conflict  in  
Kashmir,”  the  agencies  told  The  
Straits Times in a joint statement. 

“These representations have the 
potential to cause enmity between 

different  communities,  and  dis-
rupt social cohesion and religious 
harmony  in  our  multiracial  and  
multi-religious society,” they said. 

Under  the  Film  Classification  
Guidelines,  any  material  that  is  
denigrating to  racial  or  religious 
communities in Singapore will be 
refused classification, they added. 

Films that are refused classifica-
tion  in  Singapore  are  effectively  
banned and cannot be legally sold, 
rented,  possessed,  imported  or  
made public in the country. 

The Kashmir Files depicts the ex-
odus of Hindus from Muslim-major-
ity Kashmir in the 1990s, and its 

plot follows the fictional story of a 
university student who discovers 
his parents were killed by militants. 

The movie, directed by veteran 
Indian  director  Vivek  Agnihotri,  
has become one of India’s top box-
office earners this year, and drawn 
endorsements from Indian govern-
ment leaders. It has also sparked 
controversy. 

Its supporters say it sheds light 
on an often overlooked chapter of 
the history of Kashmir, which both 
India and Pakistan claim in full, but 
have controlled only parts of since 
Partition in 1947. 

Critics of the movie say it is loose 

with the facts and fans anti-Mus-
lim sentiment. 

Media reports have cited Hindu 
hardliners in India using the film to 
stir up hatred against the country’s 
minority Muslims. 

The film has drawn adult classifi-
cations in Australia and New Zea-
land due to its depiction of strong 
violence, and in the case of New 
Zealand, had its age advisory rat-
ing raised from 16 to 18 after the 
Muslim  community  there  raised  
concerns that the film could fuel Is-
lamophobia. 

ngweikai@sph.com.sg

An elderly 
resident getting 
vaccinated at a 
void deck in 
Geylang Bahru 
yesterday, 
during a Sata 
CommHealth 
drive to 
encourage 
seniors to get 
influenza and 
pneumococcal 
shots. The drive 
reached out to 
75 seniors 
yesterday and 
expects to see 
another 75 
receive their 
shots today. 
ST PHOTO: 
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Numbers have picked up since April 1, with patients from 
Asian countries like Indonesia, say healthcare providers

RETURN OF PATIENTS FROM REGION

We recently discharged our last Covid-19 
patient... and stood down our ring-fenced 
wards... So far, our hospitals have seen an 
encouraging return of patients from 
neighbouring countries like Malaysia, 
Indonesia, India and Cambodia, among 
others.

’’DR NOEL YEO, chief operating officer of IHH Healthcare 
Singapore.

CHANGE FROM PRE-PANDEMIC DAYS

Previously these foreign patients would 
just fly in for a first consultation. Now 
many of my patients do that via Zoom to 
have an idea of the kind of treatment we 
can offer for their conditions, before 
making the commitment to fly in.

’’ORTHOPAEDIC SURGEON KEVIN KOO, director of The Bone 
& Joint Centre at Mount Elizabeth Hospital.

Medical tourists 
streaming in 
after easing of 
Covid-19 curbs

Indian film banned here for potential to 
cause enmity, disrupt religious harmony
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Joyce Teo 
Senior Health Correspondent 

When Laotian businessman Vick-
samphanh Chanmavong,  22,  was 
diagnosed with carpal tunnel syn-
drome  in  his  left  hand  in  late  
March, he started his online search 
for an orthopaedic specialist in Sin-
gapore.

“My left hand was numb, I was 
shocked…  I  felt  like  my  fingers  
were going  to  explode  from  the  
pain,” he said. 

He  had  lived  in  Singapore  for  
four years while studying for a de-
gree, so the Republic was a clear 
choice. “Singapore is well known 
for its healthcare. The doctors here 
have good training. So, I feel more 
comfortable, more confident com-
ing here,” he said.

Ten days later, Mr Chanmavong 
flew in from Vientiane for a consul-
tation  with  orthopaedic  surgeon  
Kevin  Koo,  the  director  of  The  
Bone & Joint Centre at Mount Eliza-
beth Hospital.

“We discussed the different treat-
ments and therapies... As my hand 
condition was so severe, I decided 
to go for the surgery,” he said. 

The operation took less than an 
hour. He had a follow-up check a 
week later, and after the stitches 
were removed the following week, 
he made a business trip to Vietnam.

He is not alone.
Healthcare providers say foreign 

patients have been streaming into 
Singapore after April 1, when the 
Covid-19 restrictions were eased, 
more flights were added, and the 
need for special clearance to come 
here for treatment was removed. 

They declined to reveal the num-
bers but they are seeing patients 
from countries such as Indonesia, 
Malaysia,  Cambodia,  India,  Viet-
nam and Laos. 

Dr Koo said that while the major-
ity of his patients are locals, his for-
eign  patient  load  has  started  to  
pick up in the past two to three 
weeks. They either seek treatment 
for general orthopaedic conditions 
or specific treatment such as a key-
hole cartilage and ligament repair 
for the ankle that they cannot get 
back home, he said.

Dr Wong Seng Weng, medical di-
rector and consultant medical on-
cologist of The Cancer Centre un-
der the Singapore Medical Group, 
said: “The rebound in foreign pa-
tient arrivals is quite dramatic.”

Foreign  patients  started  trick-
ling in after Singapore started a vac-
cinated travel lane with Indonesia 
in December last year but it was 
not until  after  April  1  that  many 
more arrived, he said. These pa-
tients had largely stopped coming 
after Singapore barred short-term 
visitors from March 23, 2020.

In the past two years, Dr Wong 

and many other doctors had trans-
ferred the responsibility of care for 
their foreign patients to their local 
doctors. 

He said that they prepared ex-
haustive  medical  reports  and,  
where necessary,  provided suffi-
cient medications for the patients 
as buffer.

That is a thing of the past now.
The  rebound  could  be  due  to  

pent-up demand as well as limited 
capacity in their home countries.

Dr Wong said a fair number of his 
foreign  patients  have  said  that  
their home countries had to divert 
healthcare  resources  to  the  
Covid-19 fight. They thus found it 
harder to access medical care as 
the treatment of many other condi-
tions, including cancer, took a back-
seat.

Foreigners  seeking  treatment  
specifically for Covid-19 here are 
still not allowed, he said.

Dr Noel Yeo, chief operating offi-
cer  of  private  hospital  operator  
IHH  Healthcare  Singapore,  said  

that foreign patient numbers have 
grown in tandem with the recent 
loosening  of  border  restrictions  
and the increase in flights, though 
local patients had been the group’s 
priority up till recently.

More  than  half  of  its  general  
ward capacity was previously ring-
fenced  for  local  patients  –  both  
Covid-19 and non-Covid-19 ones – 
transferred from public hospitals.

“We recently discharged our last 
Covid-19 patient... and stood down 
our  ring-fenced  wards.  To  date,  
close to  6,200  Covid-19  patients  
have been treated and discharged 
from our hospitals,” said Dr Yeo. 

“So far, our hospitals have seen 
an encouraging return of patients 
from neighbouring countries like 
Malaysia,  Indonesia,  India  and  
Cambodia, among others.”

The numbers are still below pre-
pandemic levels, but he said they 
are  confident  that  the  numbers  
will continue to rise in the coming 
months.

Prior to the pandemic, the for-

eign patient arrivals in Singapore 
were estimated at around 500,000 
a year.

A  Raffles  Hospital  spokesman  
said  that  since  the  borders  re-
opened, it has been seeing foreign 
patients return to Singapore, par-
ticularly from countries where it  
has a presence, including Indone-
sia, Cambodia and Vietnam.

“We  expect  more  foreign  pa-
tients to return after Ramadan and 
when China reopens its borders,” 
he said, adding that generally, for-
eigners make up about 25 per cent 
of the patients at the hospital.

Some things, though, may have 
changed. 

“Previously  these  foreign  pa-
tients would just fly in for a first 
consultation. Now many of my pa-
tients do that via Zoom to have an 
idea of the kind of treatment we 
can offer for their conditions, be-
fore making the commitment to fly 
in,” said Dr Koo.

joyceteo@sph.com.sg
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Charitable healthcare organisation 
Sata CommHealth is scaling up its 
influenza and pneumococcal vacci-
nations for senior citizens as the 
Covid-19 outbreak eases.

The  first  day  of  a  vaccination  
drive at a Housing Board void deck 
in  Geylang  Bahru  yesterday  
reached out to about 75 seniors. By 
today, a  total  of  150 seniors will  
have received their shots.

Dr Wan Rizal, an MP for Jalan Be-
sar GRC, who spoke to residents 
and volunteers at the drive, said se-
niors are less afraid of getting injec-
tions now. “Covid-19 has shown us 
how  important  vaccinations  are.  
The elderly are now more open to 
getting vaccinated, which is a posi-
tive sign,” he said. 

“As we move beyond Covid-19, 
we must remember that pneumo-
nia is a disease that affects the el-
derly.  My  grandmother  passed  
away  from  pneumonia;  it’s  not  
something to take lightly.”

Before  the  pandemic,  about  
4,000 patients a year here died of 
influenza,  viral  pneumonia  and  
other respiratory diseases.

Pneumococcal  pneumonia  is  a  
lung  infection  caused  by  a  bac-
terium called Streptococcus pneu-
moniae. 

It can also affect other parts of 
the body such as the ears, sinuses, 
brain and spinal cord, as well as the 
blood.

Seniors aged 65 and above are 
urged to get vaccinated once a year 
against flu, and take two pneumo-

coccal vaccines one year apart.
Fewer seniors took their flu and 

pneumococcal jabs last year as the 
focus was on Covid-19 vaccination, 
Sata CommHealth chief executive 
Kelvin Phua said.

Last year, 877 seniors received flu 
jabs, down from 5,142 in 2020, ac-
cording to Sata’s data. For pneumo-

coccal vaccines, 243 seniors took ei-
ther of the two jabs last year, com-
pared with 383 in 2020.

But  the  numbers  have  already  
gone up this year, with 1,086 se-
niors having taken the flu vaccine 
and 471 having had the pneumococ-
cal vaccine as at last Friday.

At  the  drive  yesterday,  volun-

teers took the seniors’ blood pres-
sure and checked their medical his-
tory to make sure they were eligi-
ble for the jabs. 

The shots are free for seniors dur-
ing this drive. At Sata CommHealth 
clinics, flu jabs normally cost $30 
to  $40,  and  pneumococcal  jabs  
$120 to $150. The jabs are highly 

subsidised for seniors aged 65 and 
above with a Pioneer Generation 
or Merdeka Generation card.

Madam Heng  Siew Tiang,  who 
was among the residents who took 
the  flu  and  pneumococcal  shots,  
said  the  process  went  smoothly.  
“My last flu jab was in 2016.  I’m 
thankful that volunteers reminded 

me to take the jabs this time.”
The 72-year-old, who does volun-

teer  work,  is  fully  vaccinated  
against Covid-19 and has taken her 
booster shot. She said she hopes 
other seniors will not be afraid of 
getting their flu and pneumococcal 
jabs.

“After getting the jabs, I feel pro-
tected. It’s convenient to get them 
at the void deck. If we’re told to go 
to  the  clinic,  sometimes  we  
wouldn’t know where to go,” she 
said.

Mr Letchumanapathy Jeevaret-
nam, 86, said getting the shots is a 
natural step for him to take. 

“I like to walk every day for my 
health. I’m glad Kolam Ayer Com-
munity Club told me about these 
vaccines. Getting the jabs doesn’t 
hurt and it’s convenient,” the re-
tired storekeeper said.

Some seniors also got to experi-
ence Sata CommHealth’s new elec-
tric vehicle for health screenings. 
Launched in March, the bus can ac-
commodate two patients at a time 
and provides services such as reti-
nal  photography,  blood  pressure  
screening and diabetic foot screen-
ing. 

It was in Geylang Bahru yester-
day and will also be there today.

Sata CommHealth, which is in its 
75th year, conducts public educa-
tion programmes that reach out to 
more than  20,000 seniors  every 
year.  The  programmes  educate  
them on the importance of flu and 
pneumococcal vaccinations to pre-
vent  hospitalisation  and  death  
from preventable diseases.

iliew@sph.com.sg

Flu, pneumococcal vaccination outreach to seniors in Geylang Bahru

Laotian businessman Vicksamphanh Chanmavong, who had flown to Singapore 
from Vientiane, a day after undergoing surgery here this month for carpal tunnel 
syndrome in his left hand. PHOTO: COURTESY OF VICKSAMPHANH CHANMAVONG

Ng Wei Kai 

A  controversial  Hindi-language  
movie released in India in March 
has been banned in Singapore as it 
could potentially cause enmity be-
tween different communities and 

disrupt religious harmony here. 
The Infocomm Media Develop-

ment  Authority,  which  classifies  
films, said it had assessed The Kash-
mir Files in consultation with the 
Culture,  Community  and  Youth,  
and Home Affairs ministries, and 
found it to be beyond its film classi-
fication guidelines. 

“The film will be refused classifi-
cation for its provocative and one-
sided portrayal of Muslims and the 
depictions of Hindus being perse-
cuted  in  the  ongoing  conflict  in  
Kashmir,”  the  agencies  told  The  
Straits Times in a joint statement. 

“These representations have the 
potential to cause enmity between 

different  communities,  and  dis-
rupt social cohesion and religious 
harmony  in  our  multiracial  and  
multi-religious society,” they said. 

Under  the  Film  Classification  
Guidelines,  any  material  that  is  
denigrating to  racial  or  religious 
communities in Singapore will be 
refused classification, they added. 

Films that are refused classifica-
tion  in  Singapore  are  effectively  
banned and cannot be legally sold, 
rented,  possessed,  imported  or  
made public in the country. 

The Kashmir Files depicts the ex-
odus of Hindus from Muslim-major-
ity Kashmir in the 1990s, and its 

plot follows the fictional story of a 
university student who discovers 
his parents were killed by militants. 

The movie, directed by veteran 
Indian  director  Vivek  Agnihotri,  
has become one of India’s top box-
office earners this year, and drawn 
endorsements from Indian govern-
ment leaders. It has also sparked 
controversy. 

Its supporters say it sheds light 
on an often overlooked chapter of 
the history of Kashmir, which both 
India and Pakistan claim in full, but 
have controlled only parts of since 
Partition in 1947. 

Critics of the movie say it is loose 

with the facts and fans anti-Mus-
lim sentiment. 

Media reports have cited Hindu 
hardliners in India using the film to 
stir up hatred against the country’s 
minority Muslims. 

The film has drawn adult classifi-
cations in Australia and New Zea-
land due to its depiction of strong 
violence, and in the case of New 
Zealand, had its age advisory rat-
ing raised from 16 to 18 after the 
Muslim  community  there  raised  
concerns that the film could fuel Is-
lamophobia. 

ngweikai@sph.com.sg

An elderly 
resident getting 
vaccinated at a 
void deck in 
Geylang Bahru 
yesterday, 
during a Sata 
CommHealth 
drive to 
encourage 
seniors to get 
influenza and 
pneumococcal 
shots. The drive 
reached out to 
75 seniors 
yesterday and 
expects to see 
another 75 
receive their 
shots today. 
ST PHOTO: 
NG SOR LUAN

Numbers have picked up since April 1, with patients from 
Asian countries like Indonesia, say healthcare providers

RETURN OF PATIENTS FROM REGION

We recently discharged our last Covid-19 
patient... and stood down our ring-fenced 
wards... So far, our hospitals have seen an 
encouraging return of patients from 
neighbouring countries like Malaysia, 
Indonesia, India and Cambodia, among 
others.

’’DR NOEL YEO, chief operating officer of IHH Healthcare 
Singapore.

CHANGE FROM PRE-PANDEMIC DAYS

Previously these foreign patients would 
just fly in for a first consultation. Now 
many of my patients do that via Zoom to 
have an idea of the kind of treatment we 
can offer for their conditions, before 
making the commitment to fly in.

’’ORTHOPAEDIC SURGEON KEVIN KOO, director of The Bone 
& Joint Centre at Mount Elizabeth Hospital.

Medical tourists 
streaming in 
after easing of 
Covid-19 curbs

Indian film banned here for potential to 
cause enmity, disrupt religious harmony
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When Laotian businessman Vick-
samphanh Chanmavong,  22,  was 
diagnosed with carpal tunnel syn-
drome  in  his  left  hand  in  late  
March, he started his online search 
for an orthopaedic specialist in Sin-
gapore.

“My left hand was numb, I was 
shocked…  I  felt  like  my  fingers  
were going  to  explode  from  the  
pain,” he said. 

He  had  lived  in  Singapore  for  
four years while studying for a de-
gree, so the Republic was a clear 
choice. “Singapore is well known 
for its healthcare. The doctors here 
have good training. So, I feel more 
comfortable, more confident com-
ing here,” he said.

Ten days later, Mr Chanmavong 
flew in from Vientiane for a consul-
tation  with  orthopaedic  surgeon  
Kevin  Koo,  the  director  of  The  
Bone & Joint Centre at Mount Eliza-
beth Hospital.

“We discussed the different treat-
ments and therapies... As my hand 
condition was so severe, I decided 
to go for the surgery,” he said. 

The operation took less than an 
hour. He had a follow-up check a 
week later, and after the stitches 
were removed the following week, 
he made a business trip to Vietnam.

He is not alone.
Healthcare providers say foreign 

patients have been streaming into 
Singapore after April 1, when the 
Covid-19 restrictions were eased, 
more flights were added, and the 
need for special clearance to come 
here for treatment was removed. 

They declined to reveal the num-
bers but they are seeing patients 
from countries such as Indonesia, 
Malaysia,  Cambodia,  India,  Viet-
nam and Laos. 

Dr Koo said that while the major-
ity of his patients are locals, his for-
eign  patient  load  has  started  to  
pick up in the past two to three 
weeks. They either seek treatment 
for general orthopaedic conditions 
or specific treatment such as a key-
hole cartilage and ligament repair 
for the ankle that they cannot get 
back home, he said.

Dr Wong Seng Weng, medical di-
rector and consultant medical on-
cologist of The Cancer Centre un-
der the Singapore Medical Group, 
said: “The rebound in foreign pa-
tient arrivals is quite dramatic.”

Foreign  patients  started  trick-
ling in after Singapore started a vac-
cinated travel lane with Indonesia 
in December last year but it was 
not until  after  April  1  that  many 
more arrived, he said. These pa-
tients had largely stopped coming 
after Singapore barred short-term 
visitors from March 23, 2020.

In the past two years, Dr Wong 

and many other doctors had trans-
ferred the responsibility of care for 
their foreign patients to their local 
doctors. 

He said that they prepared ex-
haustive  medical  reports  and,  
where necessary,  provided suffi-
cient medications for the patients 
as buffer.

That is a thing of the past now.
The  rebound  could  be  due  to  

pent-up demand as well as limited 
capacity in their home countries.

Dr Wong said a fair number of his 
foreign  patients  have  said  that  
their home countries had to divert 
healthcare  resources  to  the  
Covid-19 fight. They thus found it 
harder to access medical care as 
the treatment of many other condi-
tions, including cancer, took a back-
seat.

Foreigners  seeking  treatment  
specifically for Covid-19 here are 
still not allowed, he said.

Dr Noel Yeo, chief operating offi-
cer  of  private  hospital  operator  
IHH  Healthcare  Singapore,  said  

that foreign patient numbers have 
grown in tandem with the recent 
loosening  of  border  restrictions  
and the increase in flights, though 
local patients had been the group’s 
priority up till recently.

More  than  half  of  its  general  
ward capacity was previously ring-
fenced  for  local  patients  –  both  
Covid-19 and non-Covid-19 ones – 
transferred from public hospitals.

“We recently discharged our last 
Covid-19 patient... and stood down 
our  ring-fenced  wards.  To  date,  
close to  6,200  Covid-19  patients  
have been treated and discharged 
from our hospitals,” said Dr Yeo. 

“So far, our hospitals have seen 
an encouraging return of patients 
from neighbouring countries like 
Malaysia,  Indonesia,  India  and  
Cambodia, among others.”

The numbers are still below pre-
pandemic levels, but he said they 
are  confident  that  the  numbers  
will continue to rise in the coming 
months.

Prior to the pandemic, the for-

eign patient arrivals in Singapore 
were estimated at around 500,000 
a year.

A  Raffles  Hospital  spokesman  
said  that  since  the  borders  re-
opened, it has been seeing foreign 
patients return to Singapore, par-
ticularly from countries where it  
has a presence, including Indone-
sia, Cambodia and Vietnam.

“We  expect  more  foreign  pa-
tients to return after Ramadan and 
when China reopens its borders,” 
he said, adding that generally, for-
eigners make up about 25 per cent 
of the patients at the hospital.

Some things, though, may have 
changed. 

“Previously  these  foreign  pa-
tients would just fly in for a first 
consultation. Now many of my pa-
tients do that via Zoom to have an 
idea of the kind of treatment we 
can offer for their conditions, be-
fore making the commitment to fly 
in,” said Dr Koo.

joyceteo@sph.com.sg
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Charitable healthcare organisation 
Sata CommHealth is scaling up its 
influenza and pneumococcal vacci-
nations for senior citizens as the 
Covid-19 outbreak eases.

The  first  day  of  a  vaccination  
drive at a Housing Board void deck 
in  Geylang  Bahru  yesterday  
reached out to about 75 seniors. By 
today, a  total  of  150 seniors will  
have received their shots.

Dr Wan Rizal, an MP for Jalan Be-
sar GRC, who spoke to residents 
and volunteers at the drive, said se-
niors are less afraid of getting injec-
tions now. “Covid-19 has shown us 
how  important  vaccinations  are.  
The elderly are now more open to 
getting vaccinated, which is a posi-
tive sign,” he said. 

“As we move beyond Covid-19, 
we must remember that pneumo-
nia is a disease that affects the el-
derly.  My  grandmother  passed  
away  from  pneumonia;  it’s  not  
something to take lightly.”

Before  the  pandemic,  about  
4,000 patients a year here died of 
influenza,  viral  pneumonia  and  
other respiratory diseases.

Pneumococcal  pneumonia  is  a  
lung  infection  caused  by  a  bac-
terium called Streptococcus pneu-
moniae. 

It can also affect other parts of 
the body such as the ears, sinuses, 
brain and spinal cord, as well as the 
blood.

Seniors aged 65 and above are 
urged to get vaccinated once a year 
against flu, and take two pneumo-

coccal vaccines one year apart.
Fewer seniors took their flu and 

pneumococcal jabs last year as the 
focus was on Covid-19 vaccination, 
Sata CommHealth chief executive 
Kelvin Phua said.

Last year, 877 seniors received flu 
jabs, down from 5,142 in 2020, ac-
cording to Sata’s data. For pneumo-

coccal vaccines, 243 seniors took ei-
ther of the two jabs last year, com-
pared with 383 in 2020.

But  the  numbers  have  already  
gone up this year, with 1,086 se-
niors having taken the flu vaccine 
and 471 having had the pneumococ-
cal vaccine as at last Friday.

At  the  drive  yesterday,  volun-

teers took the seniors’ blood pres-
sure and checked their medical his-
tory to make sure they were eligi-
ble for the jabs. 

The shots are free for seniors dur-
ing this drive. At Sata CommHealth 
clinics, flu jabs normally cost $30 
to  $40,  and  pneumococcal  jabs  
$120 to $150. The jabs are highly 

subsidised for seniors aged 65 and 
above with a Pioneer Generation 
or Merdeka Generation card.

Madam Heng  Siew Tiang,  who 
was among the residents who took 
the  flu  and  pneumococcal  shots,  
said  the  process  went  smoothly.  
“My last flu jab was in 2016.  I’m 
thankful that volunteers reminded 

me to take the jabs this time.”
The 72-year-old, who does volun-

teer  work,  is  fully  vaccinated  
against Covid-19 and has taken her 
booster shot. She said she hopes 
other seniors will not be afraid of 
getting their flu and pneumococcal 
jabs.

“After getting the jabs, I feel pro-
tected. It’s convenient to get them 
at the void deck. If we’re told to go 
to  the  clinic,  sometimes  we  
wouldn’t know where to go,” she 
said.

Mr Letchumanapathy Jeevaret-
nam, 86, said getting the shots is a 
natural step for him to take. 

“I like to walk every day for my 
health. I’m glad Kolam Ayer Com-
munity Club told me about these 
vaccines. Getting the jabs doesn’t 
hurt and it’s convenient,” the re-
tired storekeeper said.

Some seniors also got to experi-
ence Sata CommHealth’s new elec-
tric vehicle for health screenings. 
Launched in March, the bus can ac-
commodate two patients at a time 
and provides services such as reti-
nal  photography,  blood  pressure  
screening and diabetic foot screen-
ing. 

It was in Geylang Bahru yester-
day and will also be there today.

Sata CommHealth, which is in its 
75th year, conducts public educa-
tion programmes that reach out to 
more than  20,000 seniors  every 
year.  The  programmes  educate  
them on the importance of flu and 
pneumococcal vaccinations to pre-
vent  hospitalisation  and  death  
from preventable diseases.

iliew@sph.com.sg

Flu, pneumococcal vaccination outreach to seniors in Geylang Bahru

Laotian businessman Vicksamphanh Chanmavong, who had flown to Singapore 
from Vientiane, a day after undergoing surgery here this month for carpal tunnel 
syndrome in his left hand. PHOTO: COURTESY OF VICKSAMPHANH CHANMAVONG

Ng Wei Kai 

A  controversial  Hindi-language  
movie released in India in March 
has been banned in Singapore as it 
could potentially cause enmity be-
tween different communities and 

disrupt religious harmony here. 
The Infocomm Media Develop-

ment  Authority,  which  classifies  
films, said it had assessed The Kash-
mir Files in consultation with the 
Culture,  Community  and  Youth,  
and Home Affairs ministries, and 
found it to be beyond its film classi-
fication guidelines. 

“The film will be refused classifi-
cation for its provocative and one-
sided portrayal of Muslims and the 
depictions of Hindus being perse-
cuted  in  the  ongoing  conflict  in  
Kashmir,”  the  agencies  told  The  
Straits Times in a joint statement. 

“These representations have the 
potential to cause enmity between 

different  communities,  and  dis-
rupt social cohesion and religious 
harmony  in  our  multiracial  and  
multi-religious society,” they said. 

Under  the  Film  Classification  
Guidelines,  any  material  that  is  
denigrating to  racial  or  religious 
communities in Singapore will be 
refused classification, they added. 

Films that are refused classifica-
tion  in  Singapore  are  effectively  
banned and cannot be legally sold, 
rented,  possessed,  imported  or  
made public in the country. 

The Kashmir Files depicts the ex-
odus of Hindus from Muslim-major-
ity Kashmir in the 1990s, and its 

plot follows the fictional story of a 
university student who discovers 
his parents were killed by militants. 

The movie, directed by veteran 
Indian  director  Vivek  Agnihotri,  
has become one of India’s top box-
office earners this year, and drawn 
endorsements from Indian govern-
ment leaders. It has also sparked 
controversy. 

Its supporters say it sheds light 
on an often overlooked chapter of 
the history of Kashmir, which both 
India and Pakistan claim in full, but 
have controlled only parts of since 
Partition in 1947. 

Critics of the movie say it is loose 

with the facts and fans anti-Mus-
lim sentiment. 

Media reports have cited Hindu 
hardliners in India using the film to 
stir up hatred against the country’s 
minority Muslims. 

The film has drawn adult classifi-
cations in Australia and New Zea-
land due to its depiction of strong 
violence, and in the case of New 
Zealand, had its age advisory rat-
ing raised from 16 to 18 after the 
Muslim  community  there  raised  
concerns that the film could fuel Is-
lamophobia. 

ngweikai@sph.com.sg

An elderly 
resident getting 
vaccinated at a 
void deck in 
Geylang Bahru 
yesterday, 
during a Sata 
CommHealth 
drive to 
encourage 
seniors to get 
influenza and 
pneumococcal 
shots. The drive 
reached out to 
75 seniors 
yesterday and 
expects to see 
another 75 
receive their 
shots today. 
ST PHOTO: 
NG SOR LUAN

Numbers have picked up since April 1, with patients from 
Asian countries like Indonesia, say healthcare providers

RETURN OF PATIENTS FROM REGION

We recently discharged our last Covid-19 
patient... and stood down our ring-fenced 
wards... So far, our hospitals have seen an 
encouraging return of patients from 
neighbouring countries like Malaysia, 
Indonesia, India and Cambodia, among 
others.

’’DR NOEL YEO, chief operating officer of IHH Healthcare 
Singapore.

CHANGE FROM PRE-PANDEMIC DAYS

Previously these foreign patients would 
just fly in for a first consultation. Now 
many of my patients do that via Zoom to 
have an idea of the kind of treatment we 
can offer for their conditions, before 
making the commitment to fly in.

’’ORTHOPAEDIC SURGEON KEVIN KOO, director of The Bone 
& Joint Centre at Mount Elizabeth Hospital.

Medical tourists 
streaming in 
after easing of 
Covid-19 curbs

Indian film banned here for potential to 
cause enmity, disrupt religious harmony
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When Laotian businessman Vick-
samphanh Chanmavong,  22,  was 
diagnosed with carpal tunnel syn-
drome  in  his  left  hand  in  late  
March, he started his online search 
for an orthopaedic specialist in Sin-
gapore.

“My left hand was numb, I was 
shocked…  I  felt  like  my  fingers  
were going  to  explode  from  the  
pain,” he said. 

He  had  lived  in  Singapore  for  
four years while studying for a de-
gree, so the Republic was a clear 
choice. “Singapore is well known 
for its healthcare. The doctors here 
have good training. So, I feel more 
comfortable, more confident com-
ing here,” he said.

Ten days later, Mr Chanmavong 
flew in from Vientiane for a consul-
tation  with  orthopaedic  surgeon  
Kevin  Koo,  the  director  of  The  
Bone & Joint Centre at Mount Eliza-
beth Hospital.

“We discussed the different treat-
ments and therapies... As my hand 
condition was so severe, I decided 
to go for the surgery,” he said. 

The operation took less than an 
hour. He had a follow-up check a 
week later, and after the stitches 
were removed the following week, 
he made a business trip to Vietnam.

He is not alone.
Healthcare providers say foreign 

patients have been streaming into 
Singapore after April 1, when the 
Covid-19 restrictions were eased, 
more flights were added, and the 
need for special clearance to come 
here for treatment was removed. 

They declined to reveal the num-
bers but they are seeing patients 
from countries such as Indonesia, 
Malaysia,  Cambodia,  India,  Viet-
nam and Laos. 

Dr Koo said that while the major-
ity of his patients are locals, his for-
eign  patient  load  has  started  to  
pick up in the past two to three 
weeks. They either seek treatment 
for general orthopaedic conditions 
or specific treatment such as a key-
hole cartilage and ligament repair 
for the ankle that they cannot get 
back home, he said.

Dr Wong Seng Weng, medical di-
rector and consultant medical on-
cologist of The Cancer Centre un-
der the Singapore Medical Group, 
said: “The rebound in foreign pa-
tient arrivals is quite dramatic.”

Foreign  patients  started  trick-
ling in after Singapore started a vac-
cinated travel lane with Indonesia 
in December last year but it was 
not until  after  April  1  that  many 
more arrived, he said. These pa-
tients had largely stopped coming 
after Singapore barred short-term 
visitors from March 23, 2020.

In the past two years, Dr Wong 

and many other doctors had trans-
ferred the responsibility of care for 
their foreign patients to their local 
doctors. 

He said that they prepared ex-
haustive  medical  reports  and,  
where necessary,  provided suffi-
cient medications for the patients 
as buffer.

That is a thing of the past now.
The  rebound  could  be  due  to  

pent-up demand as well as limited 
capacity in their home countries.

Dr Wong said a fair number of his 
foreign  patients  have  said  that  
their home countries had to divert 
healthcare  resources  to  the  
Covid-19 fight. They thus found it 
harder to access medical care as 
the treatment of many other condi-
tions, including cancer, took a back-
seat.

Foreigners  seeking  treatment  
specifically for Covid-19 here are 
still not allowed, he said.

Dr Noel Yeo, chief operating offi-
cer  of  private  hospital  operator  
IHH  Healthcare  Singapore,  said  

that foreign patient numbers have 
grown in tandem with the recent 
loosening  of  border  restrictions  
and the increase in flights, though 
local patients had been the group’s 
priority up till recently.

More  than  half  of  its  general  
ward capacity was previously ring-
fenced  for  local  patients  –  both  
Covid-19 and non-Covid-19 ones – 
transferred from public hospitals.

“We recently discharged our last 
Covid-19 patient... and stood down 
our  ring-fenced  wards.  To  date,  
close to  6,200  Covid-19  patients  
have been treated and discharged 
from our hospitals,” said Dr Yeo. 

“So far, our hospitals have seen 
an encouraging return of patients 
from neighbouring countries like 
Malaysia,  Indonesia,  India  and  
Cambodia, among others.”

The numbers are still below pre-
pandemic levels, but he said they 
are  confident  that  the  numbers  
will continue to rise in the coming 
months.

Prior to the pandemic, the for-

eign patient arrivals in Singapore 
were estimated at around 500,000 
a year.

A  Raffles  Hospital  spokesman  
said  that  since  the  borders  re-
opened, it has been seeing foreign 
patients return to Singapore, par-
ticularly from countries where it  
has a presence, including Indone-
sia, Cambodia and Vietnam.

“We  expect  more  foreign  pa-
tients to return after Ramadan and 
when China reopens its borders,” 
he said, adding that generally, for-
eigners make up about 25 per cent 
of the patients at the hospital.

Some things, though, may have 
changed. 

“Previously  these  foreign  pa-
tients would just fly in for a first 
consultation. Now many of my pa-
tients do that via Zoom to have an 
idea of the kind of treatment we 
can offer for their conditions, be-
fore making the commitment to fly 
in,” said Dr Koo.

joyceteo@sph.com.sg

Isabelle Liew

Charitable healthcare organisation 
Sata CommHealth is scaling up its 
influenza and pneumococcal vacci-
nations for senior citizens as the 
Covid-19 outbreak eases.

The  first  day  of  a  vaccination  
drive at a Housing Board void deck 
in  Geylang  Bahru  yesterday  
reached out to about 75 seniors. By 
today, a  total  of  150 seniors will  
have received their shots.

Dr Wan Rizal, an MP for Jalan Be-
sar GRC, who spoke to residents 
and volunteers at the drive, said se-
niors are less afraid of getting injec-
tions now. “Covid-19 has shown us 
how  important  vaccinations  are.  
The elderly are now more open to 
getting vaccinated, which is a posi-
tive sign,” he said. 

“As we move beyond Covid-19, 
we must remember that pneumo-
nia is a disease that affects the el-
derly.  My  grandmother  passed  
away  from  pneumonia;  it’s  not  
something to take lightly.”

Before  the  pandemic,  about  
4,000 patients a year here died of 
influenza,  viral  pneumonia  and  
other respiratory diseases.

Pneumococcal  pneumonia  is  a  
lung  infection  caused  by  a  bac-
terium called Streptococcus pneu-
moniae. 

It can also affect other parts of 
the body such as the ears, sinuses, 
brain and spinal cord, as well as the 
blood.

Seniors aged 65 and above are 
urged to get vaccinated once a year 
against flu, and take two pneumo-

coccal vaccines one year apart.
Fewer seniors took their flu and 

pneumococcal jabs last year as the 
focus was on Covid-19 vaccination, 
Sata CommHealth chief executive 
Kelvin Phua said.

Last year, 877 seniors received flu 
jabs, down from 5,142 in 2020, ac-
cording to Sata’s data. For pneumo-

coccal vaccines, 243 seniors took ei-
ther of the two jabs last year, com-
pared with 383 in 2020.

But  the  numbers  have  already  
gone up this year, with 1,086 se-
niors having taken the flu vaccine 
and 471 having had the pneumococ-
cal vaccine as at last Friday.

At  the  drive  yesterday,  volun-

teers took the seniors’ blood pres-
sure and checked their medical his-
tory to make sure they were eligi-
ble for the jabs. 

The shots are free for seniors dur-
ing this drive. At Sata CommHealth 
clinics, flu jabs normally cost $30 
to  $40,  and  pneumococcal  jabs  
$120 to $150. The jabs are highly 

subsidised for seniors aged 65 and 
above with a Pioneer Generation 
or Merdeka Generation card.

Madam Heng  Siew Tiang,  who 
was among the residents who took 
the  flu  and  pneumococcal  shots,  
said  the  process  went  smoothly.  
“My last flu jab was in 2016.  I’m 
thankful that volunteers reminded 

me to take the jabs this time.”
The 72-year-old, who does volun-

teer  work,  is  fully  vaccinated  
against Covid-19 and has taken her 
booster shot. She said she hopes 
other seniors will not be afraid of 
getting their flu and pneumococcal 
jabs.

“After getting the jabs, I feel pro-
tected. It’s convenient to get them 
at the void deck. If we’re told to go 
to  the  clinic,  sometimes  we  
wouldn’t know where to go,” she 
said.

Mr Letchumanapathy Jeevaret-
nam, 86, said getting the shots is a 
natural step for him to take. 

“I like to walk every day for my 
health. I’m glad Kolam Ayer Com-
munity Club told me about these 
vaccines. Getting the jabs doesn’t 
hurt and it’s convenient,” the re-
tired storekeeper said.

Some seniors also got to experi-
ence Sata CommHealth’s new elec-
tric vehicle for health screenings. 
Launched in March, the bus can ac-
commodate two patients at a time 
and provides services such as reti-
nal  photography,  blood  pressure  
screening and diabetic foot screen-
ing. 

It was in Geylang Bahru yester-
day and will also be there today.

Sata CommHealth, which is in its 
75th year, conducts public educa-
tion programmes that reach out to 
more than  20,000 seniors  every 
year.  The  programmes  educate  
them on the importance of flu and 
pneumococcal vaccinations to pre-
vent  hospitalisation  and  death  
from preventable diseases.

iliew@sph.com.sg

Flu, pneumococcal vaccination outreach to seniors in Geylang Bahru

Laotian businessman Vicksamphanh Chanmavong, who had flown to Singapore 
from Vientiane, a day after undergoing surgery here this month for carpal tunnel 
syndrome in his left hand. PHOTO: COURTESY OF VICKSAMPHANH CHANMAVONG

Ng Wei Kai 

A  controversial  Hindi-language  
movie released in India in March 
has been banned in Singapore as it 
could potentially cause enmity be-
tween different communities and 

disrupt religious harmony here. 
The Infocomm Media Develop-

ment  Authority,  which  classifies  
films, said it had assessed The Kash-
mir Files in consultation with the 
Culture,  Community  and  Youth,  
and Home Affairs ministries, and 
found it to be beyond its film classi-
fication guidelines. 

“The film will be refused classifi-
cation for its provocative and one-
sided portrayal of Muslims and the 
depictions of Hindus being perse-
cuted  in  the  ongoing  conflict  in  
Kashmir,”  the  agencies  told  The  
Straits Times in a joint statement. 

“These representations have the 
potential to cause enmity between 

different  communities,  and  dis-
rupt social cohesion and religious 
harmony  in  our  multiracial  and  
multi-religious society,” they said. 

Under  the  Film  Classification  
Guidelines,  any  material  that  is  
denigrating to  racial  or  religious 
communities in Singapore will be 
refused classification, they added. 

Films that are refused classifica-
tion  in  Singapore  are  effectively  
banned and cannot be legally sold, 
rented,  possessed,  imported  or  
made public in the country. 

The Kashmir Files depicts the ex-
odus of Hindus from Muslim-major-
ity Kashmir in the 1990s, and its 

plot follows the fictional story of a 
university student who discovers 
his parents were killed by militants. 

The movie, directed by veteran 
Indian  director  Vivek  Agnihotri,  
has become one of India’s top box-
office earners this year, and drawn 
endorsements from Indian govern-
ment leaders. It has also sparked 
controversy. 

Its supporters say it sheds light 
on an often overlooked chapter of 
the history of Kashmir, which both 
India and Pakistan claim in full, but 
have controlled only parts of since 
Partition in 1947. 

Critics of the movie say it is loose 

with the facts and fans anti-Mus-
lim sentiment. 

Media reports have cited Hindu 
hardliners in India using the film to 
stir up hatred against the country’s 
minority Muslims. 

The film has drawn adult classifi-
cations in Australia and New Zea-
land due to its depiction of strong 
violence, and in the case of New 
Zealand, had its age advisory rat-
ing raised from 16 to 18 after the 
Muslim  community  there  raised  
concerns that the film could fuel Is-
lamophobia. 

ngweikai@sph.com.sg

An elderly 
resident getting 
vaccinated at a 
void deck in 
Geylang Bahru 
yesterday, 
during a Sata 
CommHealth 
drive to 
encourage 
seniors to get 
influenza and 
pneumococcal 
shots. The drive 
reached out to 
75 seniors 
yesterday and 
expects to see 
another 75 
receive their 
shots today. 
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Numbers have picked up since April 1, with patients from 
Asian countries like Indonesia, say healthcare providers

RETURN OF PATIENTS FROM REGION

We recently discharged our last Covid-19 
patient... and stood down our ring-fenced 
wards... So far, our hospitals have seen an 
encouraging return of patients from 
neighbouring countries like Malaysia, 
Indonesia, India and Cambodia, among 
others.

’’DR NOEL YEO, chief operating officer of IHH Healthcare 
Singapore.

CHANGE FROM PRE-PANDEMIC DAYS

Previously these foreign patients would 
just fly in for a first consultation. Now 
many of my patients do that via Zoom to 
have an idea of the kind of treatment we 
can offer for their conditions, before 
making the commitment to fly in.

’’ORTHOPAEDIC SURGEON KEVIN KOO, director of The Bone 
& Joint Centre at Mount Elizabeth Hospital.

Medical tourists 
streaming in 
after easing of 
Covid-19 curbs

Indian film banned here for potential to 
cause enmity, disrupt religious harmony
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Mr Vicksamphanh Chanmavong (centre) came to Singapore for a carpal tunnel release procedure in April, 2022. He 
is with his orthopaedic surgeon, Dr Kevin Koo from The Bone & Joint Centre, Mount Elizabeth Hospital and a nurse 
at the clinic. PHOTO: COURTESY OF VICKSAMPHANH CHANMAVONG

Laotian businessman Vicksamphanh Chanmavong, 
who had flown to Singapore from Vientiane, a day after 
undergoing surgery here this month for carpal tunnel 
syndrome in his left hand. PHOTO: COURTESY OF 
VICKSAMPHANH CHANMAVONG

	 He is not alone.
	 Healthcare providers say foreign patients 
have been streaming into Singapore after April 
1, when the Covid-19 restrictions were eased, 
more flights were added, and the need for 
special clearance to come here for treatment was 
removed.
	 They declined to reveal the numbers but said 
they are seeing patients from countries such as 
Indonesia, Malaysia, Cambodia, India, Vietnam 
and Laos.
	 Dr Koo said that while the majority of his 
patients are locals, his foreign patient load 
has started to pick up in the past two to three 
weeks. They either seek treatment for general 
orthopaedic conditions or specific treatment 
such as a keyhole cartilage and ligament repair 
for the ankle that they cannot get back home, he 
said.
	 Dr Wong Seng Weng, medical director and 
consultant medical oncologist of The Cancer 
Centre under the Singapore Medical Group, said: 
“The rebound in foreign patient arrivals is quite 
dramatic.”
	 Foreign patients started trickling in after 
Singapore started a Vaccinated Travel Lane with 
Indonesia in December last year but it was not 
after April 1 that many more arrived, he added.
	 These patients had largely stopped coming after 
Singapore barred short-term visitors on Mar 23, 
2020.
	 In the past two years, Dr Wong and many other 
doctors had transferred the responsibility of care 
of their foreign patients to their local doctors.
	 He said they prepared exhaustive medical 
reports and, where necessary, provided sufficient 
medications for the patients as buffer.
	 That is a thing of the past now.
	 The rebound could be due to pent-up demand 
as well as limited capacity in their home 
countries.
	 Dr Wong said a fair number of his foreign 
patients have said that their home countries had 
to divert healthcare resources to the Covid-19 
fight. They thus found it harder to access medical 
care as the treatment of many other conditions, 
including cancer, took a backseat.
	 Foreigners seeking treatment specifically for 
Covid-19 here are still disallowed, he said.
	 Dr Noel Yeo, chief operating officer of private 
hospital operator IHH Healthcare Singapore, 
said that foreign patient numbers have grown 
in tandem with the recent loosening of border 
restrictions and the increase in flights, though 
local patients had been the group’s priority up 

till recently.
	 More than half of its general ward capacity was 
previously ring-fenced for local patients - both 
Covid-19 and non-Covid-19 ones - who were 
transferred from public hospitals.
	 “We recently discharged our last Covid-19 
patient... and stood down our ring-fenced wards. 
To date, close to 6,200 Covid-19 patients have 
been treated and discharged from our hospitals,” 
said Dr Yeo.
	 “So far, our hospitals have seen an encouraging 
return of patients from neighbouring countries 
like Malaysia, Indonesia, India and Cambodia, 
among others.”
	 The numbers are still below pre-pandemic 
levels, but he said they are confident that the 
numbers will continue to rise in the coming 
months.
	 Prior to the pandemic, foreign patient arrivals 
in Singapore were estimated at around 500,000 a 
year.
	 A Raffles Hospital spokesman said that since 
the borders re-opened, they have been seeing 
foreign patients return here, particularly 
from countries where they have a presence in, 
including Indonesia, Cambodia and Vietnam.
	 “We expect more foreign patients to return 
after the Ramadan period and when China re-
opens its borders,” he said, adding that generally, 
foreign patients make up about 25 per cent of the 
patients at the hospital.
	 Foreigners come for various medical services.
	 Mr Mohammad Ghozie Indra Dalel flew in 
from Indonesia for a keyhole cartilage and 
ligament repair for the ankle in early February 
and stayed till the end of the month.

	 The 43-year-old country manager of a global 
technology firm said he had a chipped cartilage 
near the back of his left ankle.
	 He spoke to orthopaedic doctors back home 
about his options before deciding to come here.
	 He then spoke to a number of doctors here 
before settling on Dr Koo, who was recommended 
by a doctor in Indonesia.
	 “The total cost of surgery and medical 
treatment in Singapore can be up to two times 
the cost in Indonesia. On top of this, there are 
other costs like travel & logistics... for the patient 
and accompanying family member,” he said.
	 But for him, quality of life and work productivity 
are worth much more.
	 For the doctors here, some things may have 
changed.
	 “Previously these foreign patients would just 
fly in for a first consultation, now many of my 
patients do that via Zoom to have an idea of 
the kind of treatment we can offer for their 
conditions, before making the commitment to 
fly in,” said Dr Koo.


