
1

GIVING REPORT 
2019   

SETTING OUR SIGHTS ON THE FUTURE

VISIONSAVE GIVING REPORT 2019



3

VISION WITH 
A PURPOSE

PROFESSOR 
WONG TIEN YIN
Medical Director, Singapore National Eye Centre
Chairman, Singapore Eye Research Institute
Deputy GCEO (Research and Education), SingHealth
Chair, EYE ACP
Vice Dean, Duke-NUS Medical School

ADJ. ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR

HO CHING LIN
Director, Strategic Development and Philanthropy, 
Ophthalmology & Visual Sciences Academic Clinical 
Programme, EYE ACP
Senior Consultant, Glaucoma Department, Singapore 
National Eye Centre

CONTENT 
03 	 Vision with a purpose

04 	 Saving sight. Transforming lives

05 	 Advancing Eye & Vision research

06 	 Landmark eye-research projects

08	 The Eye Ball 2018 Philanthropy Gala

09 	 Community Outreach

10 	 Better sight through research

11	 Enhancing eyecare through nurse upskilling

12	 A vision for change

13	 Bringing light into Mr Chee’s life

14	 A gift that makes a difference you can see

15	 Raising funds. Raising hope

16	 Seen in the news

17	 A look at what’s making headlines

18	 Honouring our donors

19	 Our team

Having the “fastest aging society” and the “highest 
myopia rates in the world” suggest profound 
implications for Singapore and her people. In fact, 
recent Ministry of Health data showed a 125%  
rise in sensory organ diseases such as vision loss. 
It implies a rise in age-related chronic eye diseases, 
resulting in a need for long-term patient care and 
possible assistance. 

SNEC and SERI set up VisionSave to actively 
support philanthropic investment initiatives that 
deliver cost-effective and optimal outcomes for 
our eye patients. These include upskilling of 
nurses, equipping them to provide eye injections 
for treating chronic eye diseases – a domain once 
solely under the care of eye doctors. We have also 
reached out to help visually impaired individuals 
lead more healthy lifestyles through sports. On 
the research front, we are seeking new ways to 
diagnose diseases through state-of the art Artificial 
Intelligence (AI) and new ways of treatment for 
glaucoma. We continue to invest in our young 
eye doctors, scientists, nurses, allied health 
professionals and students – the future of eyecare. 
We’re happy to share some of these key highlights 
in this year’s report.

However, with the impending challenges that 
come with a greying society, we cannot rest on our 
laurels. More needs to be done and, together with 
your support, we look forward to achieving cost-
effective and optimal outcomes for every
patient and saving sight.

Mother Theresa once said that one person alone 
cannot change the world, but he or she can cast 
a stone across the water to create many ripples. 
Winston Churchill also said, “We make a living by 
what we get, but we make a life by what we give.” 
Indeed, at SNEC and SERI, it is the collective 
contributions of many individuals that have made 
our efforts to save sight possible today.

The eye doctors, nurses and allied health 
professionals providing first-hand care; educators 
who give their time and knowledge to nurture 
the next cohort of eyecare leaders; the research 
community who strives relentlessly to break new 
barriers while discovering more effective ways to 
diagnose, prevent and treat increasingly complex 
eye diseases – it is thanks to them that we are 
able to touch and light up the lives of our patients. 
Underpinning all these are the many big-hearted 
donors who have unstintingly provided the financial 
means and resources to help save sight.
 
The loss of sight often has devastating 
consequences not only for the patient’s life but 
also that of the immediate and extended family and 
ultimately society. Let us not squander this precious 
opportunity to save sight and gift it to those who 
need it.
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SAVING SIGHT.
TRANSFORMING LIVES

The VisionSave campaign, a joint initiative 
by the Singapore National Eye Centre
(SNEC) and the Singapore Eye Research 
Institute (SERI), was formed to improve the 
lives of our patients.

Every gift we receive empowers VisionSave 
to holistically improve ophthalmology care 
with the ultimate goal of saving sight and 
transforming the lives of our patients. 
The funds donated will go towards the five 
causes that serve as integral drivers in our 
commitment to initiate positive life-changing 
outcomes for patients.

Providing financial assistance 
for needy patients with 

sight-threatening diseases

Supporting research and 
innovation to better diagnose 

and treat eye diseases

Nurturing future leaders 
in eyecare through 

scholarships and training

Building a strong 
infrastructure and investing 

in capacity building

Driving awareness 
through public education and 

community outreach

01

04 05

02 03

ADVANCING EYE 
& VISION RESEARCH
SNEC’s research arm SERI has invested 
considerable resources in its research 
infrastructure and in training the next 
generation of clinician-scientists, 
clinician-researchers and scientists.

89
Studies on all 
aspects of eye 

research

6 
Masters, PhD, 
post-doctoral 

students
16 

Research groups

$33
Million in competitive 
grant funding secured

54 
Principal 

investigators

17
MD-PhDs 7

Patents filed

18 
Clinician-scientists

196
Researchers, 

doctors, clinicians, 
clinician-scientists 
and administrators

40 
PhD scientists

41
National and 

international awards

332
Scientific papers 

published

Best in Asia, next best worldwide

Data from 2018

Singapore has been ranked the top in Asia Pacific, and second globally, for both 
the scope and quality of eye research.
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LANDMARK 
EYE RESEARCH PROJECTS
Partnering with Johnson & Johnson Vision to 
combat Myopia
Johnson & Johnson Vision, the Singapore Eye 
Research Institute (SERI) and the Singapore 
National Eye Centre (SNEC) announced a US$24.6 
million research collaboration to tackle myopia, or 
near-sightedness, the largest threat to eye health 
this century. The condition occurs when the eye 
grows too long from front to back. Associated with 
increased retinal degeneration and detachment, 
cataracts and glaucoma, it can ultimately lead 
to blindness.

“The incidence of myopia is increasing at an alarming 
rate around the world and if left unchecked, the 
human and financial toll will skyrocket in the coming 
decades, especially in Asia.” said Paul Stoffels, M.D., 

Vice Chairman of the Executive Committee and Chief 
Scientific Officer, Johnson & Johnson. Professor Aung 
Tin, Executive Director of the Singapore Eye Research 
Institute, added, “We are excited to be embarking on 
this research collaboration with Johnson & Johnson 
Vision, and look forward to working alongside them to 
break new ground against the epidemic.”

Professor Wong Tien Yin, Medical Director, SNEC, 
stated that the partnership would bring together the 
right mix of resources and intellect to create a Centre 
of Excellence that would contribute to regional and 
global efforts for fighting the disease.

Translational Asian Age-related Macular 
Degeneration (AMD) programme
A 5-year multi-centre translational research grant 
further cemented Singapore as a global leader in the 
research and development of Age-related Macular 
Degeneration treatment (AMD). It was awarded 
to a consortium comprising SERI, local hospitals, 
academic institutions and international eye research 
centres for a deeper and better understanding of 
this disease – not only in Asia, but worldwide. Led 
by Professor Gemmy Cheung, senior consultant 
of the Medical Retina department of SNEC, this 
collaborative research applies basic scientific aspects 
to clinical translation with a focus on eventual 
personalised medicine as a key research theme. 
The programme aims to enhance effectiveness of 
treatment and reduce vision loss due to AMD. It has 
implications not only for polypoidal choroidopathy but 
for other variants of age-related macular degeneration 
that predominately affect those in Western countries. 

A.I. for an eye
Self-learning retinal screening for diabetic eye 
disease prevention
A sight-saving retinal scan that can provide results in 
minutes instead of an hour? It could be a possibility in 
the near future, thanks to SELENA. It could even give 
people in remote, rural communities access to early 
screenings for preventing diabetic blindness.

An artificial intelligence learning system, SELENA 
stands for Singapore Eye Lesion Analyser Plus. 
SNEC, SERI and NUS jointly developed SELENA for 
detecting the three symptoms of diabetic eye disease 
by scanning retinal photographs. These are namely, 
yellow and red lesions in the retina, a sign of diabetic 
retinopathy; an abnormal cup-to-disc ratio, a sign 
of glaucoma; and yellow lesions in the macular, a 
sign of age-related macular degradation. Detecting 
diabetic retinopathy is particularly vital. As a major 
consequence of diabetes, it is the leading cause of 
vision loss in working-age adults worldwide. 
 SELENA was conceptualised in the 2000s by 
Professor Wong Tien Yin, current medical director 
of SNEC, and two professors at NUS' School of 
Computing: Professor Wynne Hsu, who is now 
deputy head at the department of computer science, 
and Professor Lee Mong Li, now a professor of 
computer science. The three of them are also 
founding members of local startup EyRis to whom 
SELENA is licensed. 

Mr Lai Teik Kin, CEO of EyRis who is also chief 
executive of healthcare company Novahealth, said 
SELENA is pending regulatory approval from the 
Health Sciences Authority before being rolled out 
across Singapore. When that happens, it will be 
the world’s first AI product to be used by a national 
healthcare system for screening.

 
 
 

ReLEx and SMILE
“Stromal lenticule implantation is an exciting new area 
that potentially offers the opportunity to treat patients 
with hyperopia, presbyopia and corneal ectasia 
through a minimal invasive procedure”  
- Professor Jod Mehta, Senior Consultant, Head of 
Corneal and External Eye Disease Service
  Pioneered by SERI/SNEC, Refractive Lenticule 
Extraction (ReLEx-SMILE) is an evolution of laser 
refractive surgery that allows keyhole LASIK without 
creating a full corneal flap. It results in a stronger 
eye, less postoperative discomfort and tearing as 
well as the potential for less dry eye problems, side 
effects and complications normally associated with 
LASIK. What makes it potentially even safer is the 
ability to cryo-preserve the lenticule by freezing in 
liquid nitrogen – a process patented by the SERI 
team, led by Prof Jod Mehta. In addition, the team 
has now been able to partner with a local company 
to allow storage of the discarded lenticules for future 
applications. These include their use as presbyopic 
implants for which a clinical trial is currently underway 
at SNEC.

The SEED Studies: Landmark trilogy of large-scale 
population-based eye studies
Professors Cheng Ching-Yu Cheng, Charumathi 
Sabayanagam, and Wong Tien Yin led the Singapore 
Epidemiology of Eye Disease (SEED) Program, which 
conducts a series of studies on the frequency, causes 
and impact of low vision and major eye diseases 
among the Malays, Indians and Chinese. The baseline 
examination comprised:

•	The Singapore Malay Eye Study (SiMES, 2004-
2006): 3,280 Singaporean Malays 

•	The Singapore Indian Eye Study (SINDI, 2007-2009): 
3,400 Singaporean Indians 

•	The Singapore Chinese Eye Study (SCES, 2009-
2011): 3,352 Singaporean Chinese

The team is currently conducting the 12-year SEED 
follow-up study. The SEED studies form the largest, 
most comprehensive population-based cohort 
studies of over 10,000 people on vision-threatening 
eye diseases affecting the three major ethnic groups 
in Asia, representing half of the world’s population.

Over the past decade, data collected from SEED 
studies has been widely used by national and 
international agencies (e.g., MOH, WHO) and for 
clinical guidelines (MOH Diabetes Guidelines, Asia 
Pacific Glaucoma Guidelines, International Council 
of Ophthalmology Diabetic Eye Care Guidelines). 
The studies have assisted in providing estimates 
regarding the burden of both setting up national 
diabetic retinopathy screening in Singapore and 
assisting MOH’s planning for healthcare manpower. 
Publications from SEED are the second most cited 
studies globally, after the U.S.

Eye-opening facts about myopia
•	 5 billion globally (estimated to be half the world’s population) are 

expected to have myopia by 2050

•	 Prevalence rates are currently highest in East Asia and Singapore 
expected to be as high as 80 to 97 percent among young people in 
primarily urban areas

•	 In China, among children aged six to 18, myopia prevalence rises from 
less than 10 to 80 percent3. Children developing high myopia are at a 
high risk of severe eye disease for life leading to permanent vision loss

•	 Global healthcare costs, as a result of myopia, are already estimated 
at US$202 billion annually1 and this cost will rise exponentially with 
increased prevalence and severity of myopia in coming decades

•	 In Singapore alone, the annual direct cost of optical correction of 
myopia for Singaporeans has been estimated at US$755 million

Due to the complexity and scale of myopia, halting the epidemic will 
require a multidisciplinary approach that encompasses novel clinical 
research as well as innovations in education and the point of care. 
Johnson & Johnson Vision intends to build on these efforts and convene 
other stakeholders to support broad-based strategies.
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THE EYE BALL 2018 
PHILANTHROPY 
GALA Sports Awareness Carnival for the Visually Impaired 

The Singapore National Eye Centre organised a Sports 
Awareness Carnival for the Visually Impaired from 19 to 
26 June 2019. The primary aim was to raise awareness 
about the types of sports for the visually impaired that are 
available in Singapore.
 
Dr Anna Tan, Clinical Director of Low Vision Service at 
SNEC, shared that the carnival has helped them embark 
on a more active lifestyle through the introduction of 
these sports.
 
The carnival kicked off with an official launch on Saturday, 
15 June 2019, at the Singapore Association of Visually 
Handicapped. It was hosted in collaboration with the 
Singapore Disability Sport Council and Siglap South Youth 
Executive Committee volunteers, the eye departments of 
Tan Tock Seng Hospital, National University Hospital and 
Changi General Hospital. The event saw over 80 visually-
impaired participants try their hand at various sports 
including sports including tandem cycling, bowling, guided 
running, goal ball. Laser shooting for the visually impaired 
was also introduced for the first time, thanks to valuable 
support from VisionSave.

COMMUNITY  
OUTREACH

‘All things candylicious’ was the setting for The Eye 
Ball 2018: Eye Candy held at Ritz Carlton Hotel on 
17 November 2018. Organised by SNEC and SERI in 
partnership with Singapore Tatler, this annual gala raised 
$1.25 million for SNEC and SERI’s VisionSave.
 
Guests entered the Grand Ballroom bathed in a gentle 
magenta-pink glow and bedecked with candy coloured 
balloons. Over the course of the evening, they savoured 
gastronomic fare around the theme of ‘eye candy’ while 
taking delight in a lively taiko drum performance as well as 
songs by local duo Jack and Rai.
 
The live auction was a key highlight of the evening as 
guests vied to outbid each other for many of the coveted 
items, all in the name of VisionSave. The event also 
witnessed Professor Soo Khee Chee being conferred 
with the Visionary Award 2018 in recognition of his stellar 
achievement in healthcare and education that left a lasting 
impact on creating a better Singapore. The evening ended 
with guests taking to the dance floor to the tunes of the 
retro eighties.
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Can you share what you do as a 
clinician scientist?

I attend to my patients and identify research 
areas for better patient care. These may be 
related to improving my diagnostic capabilities or 
treating and managing patients’ diseases.

How do you juggle your research and 
treating patients?

I was fortunate to receive the Transition award, 
followed by the Clinician Scientist award. It 
allowed me protected research time without 
having to sacrifice time in the clinics.

What are some of the challenges you face as 
a clinician scientist?

One is research funding. The research landscape 
is getting more competitive with limited number 
of grants available to a growing researcher pool. 
Sometimes, results take time with insufficient 
data for the next grant yet you have to find a way 
to maintain your laboratory. This was especially 
difficult during the initial stages of my career.

Can you tell us about your biggest 
achievements in research work and treatment 
of patients?

Frustrated at how hard it was to diagnose 
eye lymphoma (intraocular lymphoma), my 
team and I came up with a research plan. We 
recently published our data in one of the top 
Haematology journals demonstrating a novel 

technique that not only aids in early diagnosis 
of intraocular lymphomas but also enables us 
to identify each individual’s medical prognosis 
and provide an individualised chemotherapy 
approach. With international recognition, we 
hope that this method can one day be universally 
accepted as a method for better patient care not 
only in Singapore but internationally.

What motivates you on a daily basis?
Being able to help patients see better and thus 
live happier is a great motivation.

How has the grant from VisionSave 
transformed your research?

Three years ago, I approached the head of research 
with my grand idea of personalising medicine in 
eyecare. He directed me to the VisionSave Grant. 
Without it, it would have taken me longer to start my 
lab and achieve success.

What do you look forward to seeing as a result 
of the grant and the research?

In the next few years, I hope that our findings 
funded by VisionSave can be rolled out as a 
diagnostic test accessible to patients. My work 
would have then come full circle – from a real 
clinical problem to the scientific bench and back 
to patient.

BETTER SIGHT 
 THROUGH RESEARCH

ENHANCING EYECARE 
 THROUGH NURSE UPSKILLING

It is rewarding to see 
patients expressing joy 
after receiving treatment.  
– Mr Adam Lim, Senior Nurse 

What made you choose a career as a nurse?

Dealing with various aspects of patient care 
provides a sense of satisfaction. Based on 
their interests, nurses can also choose to work 
in specialties ranging from gerontology to 
ophthalmology.

What made you take the upskilling course 
(IVT Nurse Injector) and how has it made 
you feel?

I am thankful to VisionSave for their support, 
which enabled me to take up this upskilling 
course that has enabled me to learn and do 
more for patients with eye diseases. I still feel 
amazed at overcoming worry about injecting a 
patient’s eye. 

What happens during your typical working 
day as an IVT nurse?

A typical workday involves doing our best 
to assure patients that the injection is being 
administered properly. We also educate patients 
on dos and don’ts prior to receiving the 
IVT injection.

Tell me about the new skills that you 
have learned – how different is this from 
‘regular’ nursing?

As an IVT nurse injector, I have developed the 
skill of controlling the timing of anesthetic eye 
drops. I have also learnt to calm and comfort 
patients prior to treatment through small talk 
with them.

How has the training helped you personally?

The first thing I was taught during my IVT 
training was to inject a pig’s eye. Professor Ian 
Yeo guided us extensively through the training, 
educating us on the proper steps. This, in turn, 
has given me more confidence when it comes to 
injecting a human eye. 

What do you find is the hardest part about 
being a nurse?

Encountering patients or even patients’ next of 
kin who are unreasonable (Chuckles)

What do you find most rewarding about 
your job?

It is rewarding to see patients expressing joy 
after receiving treatment. It also warms our heart 
to witness a simple ‘thank you’ gesture from 
the patient.

Being able to help 
patients see better 
and thus live happier 
is a great motivation  
– Dr Anita Chan, Clinician Scientist, 
   Head, Ocular Inflammation & Immunology
   Head, Translational Ophthalmic Pathology
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How did you meet up with Jason Chee, the 
para athlete and how did it inspire you?

I met Jason after he lost his eye to cancer. I was 
shocked that on top of losing 3 out of 4 limbs, 
he would lose an eye. And when I spoke to his 
doctors at the SNEC, I realized the importance of 
eye screening. If Jason had been screened early, 
he may still have his eye today. We must all learn 
from Jason’s sad experience. Eye health and 
early screening is critical.

Tell me more about Sports Vision 2020.

Jason is a national asset whose eyesight is 
critical to a sporting career. Secondly, he is a role 
model for Singaporeans, especially the youth. 
Can he be an Eye-Health Ambassador, promoting 
eye-health for all Singaporeans? In addition, as 
a para athlete, he can inspire the vision-impaired 
community to take up sports for an active, healthy 
lifestyle. So that started Sports Vision 2020.

2020 is the year the next Olympic Games 
and Paralympic Games will be held in Tokyo. 
Secondly, 2020 also stands for good eyesight. 
Team Singapore athletes can become “Eye-
Health Ambassadors” for SNEC, to encourage all 
Singaporeans to look after their eyes.

So the first priority for Sports Vision 2020 is to 
ensure regular and complete eye screening for 
the athletes themselves. After all, 80% of all eye 
disease is preventable.

A VISION  
FOR CHANGE

BRINGING LIGHT INTO 
MR CHEE’S LIFE

Retired ‘weatherman’ Mr Chee Huck Jee recently 
celebrated his 90th birthday. Having lost his wife 
a few years back, he has been living by himself 
in a small one-room rental flat in the Old Airport 
Road area.

Mr Chee seeks solace in keeping his late wife’s 
memory alive by preparing the various dishes 
she taught him rather than partaking in his 
favourite Hokkien Mee at the Old Airport Road 
Hawker Centre – a pastime he can ill afford these 
days. It is also the only way he can stretch his 
meagre savings. Apart from cooking for himself, 
he depends on volunteers from the Lion’s 
befriender and donors from the Food Bank with 
their donations of tin food. In addition, he enjoys 
simple pleasures like a 3-hour cycling trip from 
his home to East Coast Park, usually up to 3 
times a week, as well as occasional mahjong 
sessions at the Senior Activity Centre.

Mr Chee’s weatherman daysMr and Mrs Chee

Can you share how you started your 
giving journey?

I have always been concerned about children 
and youth “At Risk” of early life failure. I had 
a personal experience of a child “At Risk” of 
school failure with my own daughter, who failed 
in Primary School. We were saved by a horse 
and EQUAL - Equine-Assisted Learning. It is 
a programme that comprises horse-assisted 
exercises to restore a child’s self-esteem and 
confidence. Seeing my daughter transformed by 
EQUAL, I made a vow that I would bring EQUAL 
to every child “At Risk” of early life failure. I soon 
founded EQUAL-ARK (Equine-Assisted Learning 
for At-Risk Kids), starting my giving journey. 

Why would you like to help the Singapore 
National Eye Centre (SNEC)?

There are many reasons why children do poorly 
at school. Poor eyesight is, often, one of them. 
Almost 80% of Singapore’s children have poor 
eyesight. So for me, it is very important to 
support healthy eyesight for children in Singapore 
through the Singapore National Eye Centre.

 
What motivates you to give?

On my own, I can’t do much. But I know that 
every dollar I give to SNEC will be multiplied, 
many times. Out of my small donation, will come 
a much larger benefit to the public and to people 
in need. That motivates me to give.
 

For me, it is very 
important to support 
healthy eyesight for 
children in Singapore 
through the Singapore 
National Eye Centre. 
– Mrs Melanie Chew, SNEC Benefactor

I became very worried 
when I started losing 
my vision. I am so 
grateful that VisionSave 
came to my rescue 
with this treatment. 
I am so relieved!”  
– Mr Chee Huck Jee,  
   VisionSave Beneficiary

Sadly, Mr Chee started experiencing blurred 
vision in his eyes as a result of Aged-related 
Macular Degeneration (AMD), one of the top 4 
causes of blindness in Singapore affecting 1 in 
4 Singaporeans, aged 60 and above. To make 
matters worse, he was not responding to the 
first line drugs, covered by MediSave. It could 
have affected his independence, rendering him 
unable to cook his late wife’s favourite recipes 
and cycle to East Coast Park every week. 
Fortunately, VisionSave stepped in with the 
second line treatment, a monthly injection for a 
year that would have otherwise cost more than 
$5,000 annually. This long-term solution will 
save Mr Chee from permanent blindness and 
allow him to continue enjoying a fulfilling life.

His wife's passing 
has left Mr Chee 
all alone in his 
1-bedroom flat



14 15

A GIFT THAT MAKES A 
DIFFERENCE YOU CAN SEE

$1,000	will help us protect 10 
children against progressive myopia 
with appropriate prescriptions as 
they start school.

$5,000	will help fund a patient’s 
sight-saving injection treatment for 
a year to prevent chronic retinal 
disease and irreversible blindness.

$10,000 will help a nurse upskill 
to a clinical specialist in ophthalmic 
nursing, equipping him or her to 
conduct sight saving injection 
treatment.

$20,000 will fund a preliminary 
preclinical safety study on oral eye 
cancer drugs, which can potentially 
save patients from severe 
eye infections.

$50,000 will help fund a scholarship 
for an Occupational Therapy 
Professional who can train 
visually-impaired individuals to be 
independent and mobile.

$75,000 will help fund an endowed 
academic award to encourage and 
recognise rising medical stars.

$200,000 will fund highly specialised 
equipment to help analyse single cancer 
cells in the eye. This will help the 
clinician scientist to make personalised 
medicine for more effective treatment.

$625,000 will help fund an endowed 
Fellowship to boost the number of 
budding researchers seeking to push 
the frontiers of Ophthalmology
 
$1 million will fund a SMART Visual 
rehabilitation centre to provide integrated 
care and improved living to visually 
impaired patients and caregivers with 
new technology solutions. 

$2.5 million will endow a Professorship 
to attract world-leading talent to SNEC 
and support research, innovation and 
medical education.

RAISING FUNDS. 
RAISING HOPE
SHF-SNEC FUND as at 31 March 2019
Funds Allocated / Utilised ($4.8M)

Financial Assistance for 
Needy Patients 8%

Public Education & 
Community Outreach 4%

Infrastructure & 
Capacity Building 4%

Future-focused 
Education 5%

Research & 
Innovation 5%

Myopia Centre 
31%

Lee Foundation 
Research Grants 4%

SNEC Centre of Excellence 
in Ophthalmology 6%

Mobile Eye 
Clinic 1%

Surgical Training 
Programme 2%

Retinal Bioelectronic 
Prosthesis Program 9%

Cell Replacement 
Therapy Program 21%

SNEC HREF as at 31 March 2019
Funds Allocated / Utilised ($6.7M)

Funds pending allocation ($1.6M)

Funds pending allocation ($1.6M)

Research & 
Innovation 2% Technology 

Development & 
Commercialisation 
Programme 28%

Robert Loh Faculty 
Scholar 23%

The SERI-NTU Advanced 
Ocular Engineering 
(STANCE) Programme 22%

SERI-NUS Basic Science 
Programme in Ocular 
Research (ASPIRE) 22%

Lee Foundation 
Research Grants 3%

Care To Share In Our Vision?
To Donate or Enquire About VisionSave, contact us at:

6322-4505/6322-4541

visionsave@snec.com.sg

www.visionsave.sg

SNEC.SERI

Alternatively scan the QR Code with PAYNOW to donate

Increase the value of your gift
Gifts for eye research or medical education 
are eligible for a 250% tax deduction and 
will be matched 1-for-1, doubling its value.
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A LOOK AT WHAT’S 
MAKING HEADLINES

S10 Friday, August 9, 2019

eventually be fielded to highly 
populated countries in which there 
are few ophthalmologists such as 
China, Indonesia and Vietnam.

Yet another breakthrough has 
been achieved through the 
US$24.6 million collaboration among 
SNEC, SERI and Johnson & Johnson 
Vision to halt the global myopia 
epidemic. Through the SNEC Myopia 
Centre, a first-of-its-kind in 
Singapore, they will conduct market-
leading clinical and product trials. 
Expected to afflict half of the world’s 
population or about 5 billion people 
by 2050, myopia is notable among 
young people living in the urban 
areas of Singapore and East Asia, 
making the initiative doubly 
significant in the region.

“Over the past three decades, 
myopia has been increasing among 
younger kids alongside the 
education intensity in Asia,” Wong 
says. “The shift from outdoor-
focused to indoor-based lifestyles in 
urban settings is another culprit. Our 
studies show that myopia is more 
prevalent in many rapidly emerging 
Asian locations including Hong 
Kong, Singapore, Taiwan, Shanghai 
and Beijing, and less so in rural 
China.”

SNEC and SERI have also 
monitored the increasing use of 
smart devices as a trigger for 
myopia, which could give rise to 
chronic cognitive disorders. Tracking 
children with myopia is included in 
the collaboration with Johnson & 
Johnson Vision. 

A similar strategic alliance with
Santen Pharmaceutical seeks to 
commercialise internally developed 
technologies. SNEC has succeeded in 

commercialising Myopine, a 
breakthrough atropine eye drop 
treatment for childhood myopia. 
It has also set up PLANO, a digital 
health care company with a mobile 
application enabling better parental 
management of children’s smart 
device usage. 

Referral centre in Asia

As the region’s most advanced in 
specialised ophthalmological 
services, SNEC has evolved as the 
referral centre in Asia for complex 
conditions. These include displaced 
cataracts and intraocular lenses, 
secondary and tertiary management 
of glaucoma, complex inherited and 
acquired paediatric eye conditions, 
and complicated and difficult laser 
refractive surgeries across 
Singapore and the rest of Asia. 

For age-related macular 
degeneration (AMD), which is a 
growing problem with ageing 
populations requiring frequent 
anti-vascular endothelial growth 
factor (VEGF) injections, SNEC 
introduced a major health care 
innovation last year that allowed 
nurses to give the shots. 

“We are the first in Asia to do this
widely and on a routine basis,” Wong 
says. “It’s been quite a major 
enhancement for us because it frees 
up a lot of doctors to do more of the 
difficult work of diagnosis and 
counselling patients, and allows the 
nurses to be upskilled to perform this 
treatment.”

Anti-VEGF injections have 
replaced cataract surgery as the 
single most common procedure 
required in the entire public health 
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C ounting patients and
beneficiaries in the millions
as it approaches its 30th
anniversary, the Singapore
National Eye Centre (SNEC)

has exceeded expectations of 
restoring vision to hundreds of 
thousands in Asia. It has become a 
global leader in specialised 
ophthalmological services, thrusting 
Singapore to international 
prominence in ophthalmology and 
helping carve out the nation’s fourth 
economic pillar in biomedical 
sciences. 

“We provide what we hope is the
best-in-class eye care for children all 
the way to adults and covering all 
major sub-specialities for 50 per cent 
of patients in Singapore’s public 
health care system,” says Professor 
Wong Tien Yin, medical director of 
SNEC. “We have three inter-linked 
missions, and we place emphasis 
on each of these missions 
interchangeably.”

The primary mission is clinical
care. Focusing on 10 sub-specialities, 
this covers cataract and 
comprehensive ophthalmology; 
corneal and external eye disease; 
glaucoma; neuro-ophthalmology; 
ocular inflammation and 
immunology; oculoplastics; 
paediatric ophthalmology and adult 
strabismus or squint; refractive 
surgery; and medical and surgical 
retina treatment.

Every year, SNEC attends to 
nearly 400,000 outpatient visits and 
performs 40,000 surgeries – 
including close to 17,000 cataract 
surgeries – and more than 20,000 
laser procedures and intravitreal 
injections. In 2009, SNEC became the 
first eye institution in Singapore to 
acquire Joint Commission 
International accreditation.

The first in Asia-Pacific to 
perform excimer laser refractive 
surgery procedures in 1992, SNEC 
also launched the minimally invasive 
ReLEx SMILE laser eye surgery in 
2013 ahead of other centres globally. 

As a national referral centre, 
about 80 per cent of corneal 
transplants in Singapore are 
performed at SNEC. Complex retinal 
surgeries are performed daily for 
patients seeking tertiary-level care in 

Singapore and from across the 
region. For glaucoma, SNEC 
pioneered cutting-edge, minimally 
invasive glaucoma surgeries in Asia. 

Such credentials in clinical care
help support SNEC’s second and 
third missions, which are education 
and research, respectively. 

“We train almost one in two of all
eye doctors in Singapore, along with 
a significant number more in the 
region and internationally at various 
stages of their careers,” Wong says. 

SNEC functions as Singapore’s
teaching centre for complex 
surgeries, such as tooth-in-eye 
surgery for those who are not 
suitable for conventional corneal or 
stem cell transplants. With its 
teaching courses and annual 
international meetings attracting 
thousands of ophthalmologists 
across Asia and beyond, SNEC 
spearheads professional interactions 
and collaboration leveraged upon 
strategic links with leading eye 
institutions globally. 

SNEC conducts its third mission
of high-impact, patient-oriented eye 
research through the Singapore Eye 
Research Institute (SERI), a national-
level research organisation set up in 
1996. SERI seeks to discover causes 
of eye diseases, develop new 
treatments, advance clinical studies 
and clinical trials of new drugs or 
surgical innovations, generate 
population studies on disease 
burdens, and create business 
opportunities for industry. 

“We have numerous 
partnerships all over the world where 
we collaborate with academia and 
industries so that we can help 
address clinical gaps. Often, we plan 
and lead major studies, but 
sometimes it’s as simple as testing a 
drug in a clinical trial or being part of 
a multicentred trial and the 
co-development of compounds,” 
says Wong, who is also the chairman 
of SERI and previously its executive 
director.

SERI is already one of the largest
research institutes locally and the 
largest focused on eye research 
across Asia-Pacific. SERI is 
responsible for about 95 per cent of 
ophthalmic research done in 
Singapore and has competitively 

secured more than US$308 million in 
grant funds. 

Groundbreaking research

Last year was especially fruitful in the
fields of retinal diseases and myopia. 
Collaborating with the National 
University of Singapore’s School of 
Computing, SNEC and SERI 
co-developed an artificial 
intelligence (AI) system to screen 
some of the rapidly rising disorders 
causing vision impairment and loss 
in Asia. SERI’s research team started 
exploring automation to improve the 
laborious and time-consuming 
process involved in retinal 
photography. Using the largest data 
set of Asian eyes in the world, the 
team developed superior AI-based 
algorithms that detect major retinal 
diseases. The technology, called 
Singapore Eye Lesion Analyser 
(SELENA), is undergoing a phased 
clinical validation and has been 
licensed to a multinational firm in a 
deal covering major global markets. 

“The initial set of clinical studies
of the AI system has been very 
positive,” Wong says. “If we are able 
to implement this in our clinical care 
pathway within two years, we’d be 
the first in the world to have an 
AI-based tele-ophthalmology 
screening.” 

SELENA is now being 
incorporated into the Singapore 
Integrated Diabetic Retinopathy 
Programme (SiDRP), a showcase of 
SNEC’s regional eye care plan where 
satellite clinics handle common 
ailments in order to free the main 
facility to manage complex 
conditions. 

“SiDRP is based on a 
telemedicine concept,” Wong says. 
“Patients have their photos taken in 
primary care settings across 
Singapore and these photographs 
are sent using a tele-ophthalmology 
framework into a reading centre 
manned by trained technicians. 
Every year, around 100,000 diabetes 
patients are screened without having 
to come into an eye clinic.”

This caseload of diabetes 
patients will initially benefit from 
SELENA. For maximum impact, the 
AI-based screening system will 

SNEC TAKES EYE CARE INTO RAPID 
TRAJECTORY OF BREAKTHROUGHS

True to the entrepreneurial spirit that led 
him to successfully establish one of Asia’s 
largest electronic distribution networks, 
Dr Derek Goh finds limitless opportunities 
with the integration of artificial intelligence 
and the internet of things. 

“We’re looking at 5G down the line
where everything happens in a split 
second. When we talk about 5G or 6G, it’s 
all about connectivity and there are so 
many things to connect. Anything you can 
imagine, it can come up because these 
technologies are going to take over and 
change the way we live. Like it or not, this is 
the future and it holds a lot of opportunity,” 
says Goh, who founded Serial System in 
1988 with a vision to connect suppliers and 
manufacturers all over Asia and beyond. 

As the executive chairman, group CEO
and managing director of Serial System, 
Goh holds the goal of bridging market 
gaps in the semiconductor industry and 
introducing innovations in other industries 
such as medical supplies and printing 
services. 

With more than 1,000 employees 
across 30 offices and 13 facilities in key 
Asian markets, Serial System has been the 
reliable partner of global chipmakers and 
manufacturers of consumer electronics, 
telecommunications equipment, vehicles 
and medical devices for more than 
30 years. Last year, the group’s revenue 
reached US$1.53 billion, in line with a 
compound annual growth rate of 
23 per cent and the distribution business 
pulling in 96 per cent of the revenue. 

“We are concentrating more on the
core business of semiconductor 

materials, machining and manufacturing 
expertise to deliver standard and 
customised perfusion products through its 
own brands and as an original equipment 
manufacturer. 

Meanwhile, Serial Multivision 
specialises in software solutions for 
hospitality and health care establishments. 
Its flagship product is the electronic Meal 
Ordering System (eMOS) that allows 
hospital patients to order food in line with 
doctor-recommended diet plans. The 
majority of hospitals in Singapore are 
using eMOS today. 

“In the medical industry, we hope to
eventually be like a one-stop convenience 
store,” Goh says. “We can supply all things 
– from disposable gloves to clothes and 
speciality boots.”

Through its 70 per cent stake in Print-IQ
Singapore, Serial System has also entered 
the managed printing services business. 
Print-IQ is the premier distributor of HP in 
Asia for copiers, printers and multifunction 
printers. Through five-year leasing 
agreements, it provides real-time 
maintenance services for the machines, 
allowing clients to simply call Print-IQ for 
quick fixes or major repairs. The business 
model has been replicated in Indonesia, 
and Serial System aims to do the same in 
the Philippines, Thailand and China before 
expanding globally. 

“We want to differentiate our all-in-
one service in this business by ensuring 
cost-efficiency to customers,” Goh says. 

Serial System welcomes M&As in all
its fields of endeavour in order to become a 
US$10 billion company by 2027. 

components,” Goh says. “Looking 
forward to the next five to 10 years, Asia 
will continue to be the No 1 market.” 

Mergers and acquisitions (M&A) are in
order with the group aiming to add more 
semiconductor peripherals to its offering 
across Asia. It is also exploring expansion 
into Europe and the United States through 
new partnerships. 

“We will look at similar product lines
that we carry or different product lines that 
can be sold in Asia, America or Europe,” 
Goh says. 

Serial System has successfully 
diversified into the medical industry 
through wholly owned subsidiaries 
Contract Sterilization Services (CSS) and 
Serial Multivision. 

CSS assembles and distributes 
medical devices that have become 
preferred products in leading hospitals 
across Asia, especially for perfusion tubing 
packs used during heart surgeries. The 
company is equipped with the required 

Dr Derek Goh, executive chairman,
group CEO, managing director and 
founder

SERIAL SYSTEM EXPLORES THE 
VAST POTENTIALS OF INTEGRATION

system of Singapore. The need for 
the procedure is highly likely to zoom 
globally because of ageing 
populations worldwide. 

To tackle this, SNEC and SERI are
also at the forefront of research and 
development into Asian-specific 
forms of AMD. It is developing AMD 
treatments that are tailor-made to 
Asian populations, which have been 
noted to bleed more easily and 
require a different approach than 
Western populations. 

Similarly, an innovative pathway
to address narrow-angle glaucoma is 
under way. 

Rapid trajectory

“We see ourselves as needing to 
provide eye care for the wider 
community irrespective of where 
they are, and I think Southeast Asia is 
where we have the best value to 
add,” Wong says. 

Although prioritising the local 
population, SNEC regularly sends 
teams on medical missions to 
perform screenings and surgeries 
across disadvantaged countries in 
Asia. In 2017, SNEC and SERI 
launched the VisionSave Mobile Eye 
Bus that brings eye screenings to 
underprivileged communities. Over 
the past five years, the institution has 

been raising funds through gala 
events where companies, 
foundations and high-net-worth 
individuals pledge their support. 

“There is a cultural shift across
the region, which has become more 
developed and richer over the past 
30 years. Individuals who have 
benefited from this development are 
keen to give back to communities 
that are still underserved,” Wong 
says. “We offer that opportunity to 
foundations, corporations and 
individuals if they’re passionate 
about our cause: the prevention of 
blindness.”

SNEC funds scholarships for 
nurses and young doctors to learn 
new techniques and provides seed 
money for innovative research and 
community initiatives such as local 
and regional screening programmes. 

“SNEC has developed in parallel
with Singapore,” Wong says. “SNEC 
is almost 30 years; Singapore is just 
past 50 years. Both have had that 
rapid trajectory of development – 
contributing at the highest global 
level, moving towards the cutting 
edge, pushing the boundaries and 
challenging paradigms. SNEC, like 
Singapore, is in this space because 
we do not compete on market size, 
but rather on speed, quality and 
innovation.”

Professor Wong Tien Yin, medical director

We see ourselves as 
needing to provide 
eye care for the wider 
community irrespective 
of where they are
Professor Wong Tien Yin, 
medical director 

While trading is Equentia Natural 
Resources’ (ENR) calling, the agile 
merchant of thermal coal is a service 
provider at heart. Working alongside top 
coal suppliers in Indonesia and sales 
partners in the region, ENR ensures hassle-
free coal deliveries worldwide. 

Strategically located in Singapore, 
ENR honours commitments by rigorously 
providing timely, professional
 and high-quality coal products and 
services in volumes that can easily be 
adjusted to customers’ needs. The 
company serves the top 10 end users of 
Indonesian coal in the power, cement and 
steel sectors across India and China. With 
long-standing relationships on the supply 
and sales sides, ENR aims to serve the 
leading players in all its target markets 
particularly in the Asean countries.

“Southeast Asia is where we see 

frontier markets, and we go 
and offer solutions to all the 
stakeholders in the business, 
be it mining companies, 
traders or end users in the 
region,” says Rajiv 
Ramnarayan, co-founder 
and CEO of ENR.  “We are 
small enough so that we can 
listen to the customer and 
nimble enough to respond 
to market changes. A lot of 
large players struggle to do 
this.”

Growing with suppliers who have 
been working with the company for the 
past 10 years, ENR exhibits exceptional 
local knowledge and industry experience. 
While it focuses on continually bolstering 
its trade movements, ENR believes 
nurturing quality relationships is key to 

sustainability and
continued success.

“We are conservative
in the way we approach
things, but we are
adventurous in the way
we form relationships,”
Ramnarayan says.
“Mining companies are
comfortable with us.
There is a lot of familiarity,
and they know we are
good for the money.”

ENR seeks to
establish a stronger foothold in the 
domestic coal business across Asia by 
sealing long-term contracts for coal 
supplies with major end users. It welcomes 
partnerships with local companies that 
have the right capabilities in Indonesia and 
India.

Rajiv Ramnarayan, 
co-founder and CEO

RELATIONSHIPS BEYOND TRANSACTIONS, 
QUALITY COAL PRODUCTS POWER 
EQUENTIA NATURAL RESOURCES

We see ourselves as needing to 
provide eyecare for the wider community 

irrespective of where they are.  
– Professor Wong Tien Yin, Medical Director

Low De Wei

Diagnosing glaucoma can be faster 
and made more comfortable for pa-
tients with a new device developed 
at the Nanyang Technological Uni-
versity (NTU). 

Glaucoma is associated with pres-
sure building up in the eye. If left un-
treated, damage to the optic nerve 
can lead to loss of vision and even 
blindness.

NTU researchers,  working with 
clinicians from the Singapore Eye 
Research Institute (Seri), came up 
with  a  pen-sized  camera,  which  
they unveiled yesterday.

The GonioPEN takes images of  
the eye’s drainage canal, which are 
then further analysed to help eye 
specialists with their diagnosis.

There are currently several tests 
for glaucoma. The most widespread 
practice involves pressing a glass go-
nioscope against the eyeball.  The 
specialist then peers through a mi-
croscope paired  with the  lens  to  
make a visual diagnosis.

But this  method can cause dis-
comfort to the patient and is time-
consuming,  often taking up to 15 
minutes. As a result, said Assistant 
Professor Baskaran Mani from Seri, 
about half of patients who are 40 

years old and above choose not to 
undergo a gonioscopy.

He said 3 to 4 per cent – or be-
tween 65,000 and 80,000 – of Sin-
gaporeans above 40 years old are af-
fected by glaucoma, but it is esti-
mated  that  up  to  70  per  cent  of  
them remain undiagnosed.

The head of the research team, As-
sociate  Professor  Murukeshan
Matham from NTU, hopes the new 
technology can be integrated into 
routine eye checks. He said the de-
vice does not require direct contact 
with the eye and can capture high-
resolution images.

Existing  camera  devices  are
bulky and often expensive, costing 

from  $33,000  to  $158,000,  and  
used solely in research institutions. 
Gonioscopes, combined with a mi-
croscope, can cost up to $16,500. 

“While only specialists  are cur-
rently  able  to  conduct  gonio-
scopies, with the new technology, 
technicians  can  perform  it  with  
minimal training,” he said.

Prof Mani said patients will poten-
tially enjoy significant cost savings 
in addition to the the benefits of 
early detection and treatment.

Commercial  production  could
take place in the next one to two 
years. The project is supported by 
grants from the National Medical 
Research Council and the National 
Research Foundation Singapore.

Mr Loke Yew Choong, 59, a glau-
coma patient who took part in the 
study, expressed satisfaction with 
the GonioPEN, saying he did not  
feel any discomfort. 

The Singapore National Eye Cen-
tre has indicated interest in adopt-
ing the new technology.

“The new GonioPEN will be a wel-
come device for the screening and 
management of  glaucoma (and),”  
said  Associate  Professor  Tina
Wong,  head  of  glaucoma  depart-
ment and senior consultant.

lowdewei@sph.com.sg

Ng Huiwen

Resale  prices  of  Housing  Board  
flats rose 0.8 per cent last month 
from February, the month of Chi-
nese New Year, but dropped by 1.9 
per cent from a year ago, according 
to flash data from real estate portal 
SRX Property yesterday.

For the first quarter of this year, 
resale prices were down by 0.6 per 
cent from the previous three
months, said SRX.

Prices have also declined by 12.8 
per cent since their peak in April 
2013. 

On  a  month-on-month  basis,
March  resale  prices  of  four-  and  
five-room flats, and executive flats 
were up by 1.4 per cent, 0.2 per cent 
and 0.8 per cent respectively, while 
the price  of  three-room  flats  de-
creased by 0.4 per cent.

In  mature  estates,  prices  in-
creased by  1.4 per  cent,  while  in  
non-mature estates,  this went up 
0.3 per cent.

Meanwhile, there was a 58.5 per 
cent increase in resale flats sold last 
month – from February’s 1,195 units 
to 1,894 units.

The volume of resale flats, how-
ever, dipped by a marginal 0.8 per 
cent year on year, compared with 
1,910 units resold in March 2017.

Last month,  the overall  median 
Transaction  Over  X-Value  (TOX)  
was negative $2,000, down $3,000 
from the previous month’s positive 
TOX of $1,000.

TOX  measures  whether  buyers  
are overpaying or underpaying com-
pared  with  SRX  Property’s  com-
puter-generated market value.

Flats in Bedok look to be in de-
mand,  with  the  highest  median  
TOX of $7,500 in March, followed 
by units in Geylang at $3,000.

In contrast, Queenstown posted 
the most negative median TOX of 
$16,000, followed by Jurong East at 
$10,000.

nghuiwen@sph.com.sg

Pen-sized camera takes images
of patient’s eye quickly and 
without causing discomfort

The GonioPEN (right) compared with a traditional glass 
gonioscope, which is pressed against a patient’s eyeball 
and is linked to a microscope, into which a doctor peers.

NTU’s 
GonioPEN 
makes 
diagnosing 
glaucoma 
a snap

HDB resale 
prices fall in 
March from 
year ago 

Seri research 
assistant Tin 
Aung Tun 
uses the 
GonioPEN to 
diagnose the 
type of 
glaucoma in 
Mr Loke Yew 
Chong.
PHOTOS: 
LIANHE 
ZAOBAO

$16.5k
Maximum cost of a gonioscope, 
combined with a microscope.

$5k
Estimated cost of the GonioPEN.
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SEEN IN  
THE NEWS

Ilyda Chua

The Health Ministry has awarded 
$60 million to three new research 
projects in the health and biomedi-
cal fields.

In addition, close to $1.8 million 
has been set aside for a new award 
recognising  medical  innovation
among clinicians.

The  pilot  Clinician  Innovator
Award,  which  will  provide  seed  
funding  of  approximately
$100,000 for up to eight projects, 
will  open  for  applications  next  
month.

These initiatives come in a move 
to support research efforts in the 
health and biomedical fields, Per-
manent Secretary for Health Chan 
Heng Kee said at the National Medi-
cal  Research  Council  (NMRC)
Awards in Clarke Quay yesterday.

“In healthcare, research is impor-
tant  in  seeding  new  discoveries  
that can translate into better prod-
ucts,  practices,  policies  and  sys-
tems that are in line with our needs 
in the country,” he said.

The three new research projects 
– each  of  which  were  awarded
grants of between $10 million and 
$25 million – target  the areas of  
lung cancer, virus-induced cancer 
and age-related macular degenera-
tion (AMD),  a  medical  condition  
that causes potential vision loss.

All  three  projects  address  con-
cerns of particular importance to 
Singapore and South-east Asia. 

For instance, virus-induced can-
cers make up nearly 40 per cent of 
all cancers in Asia, making it a key 
target for research efforts. 

“There’s an unmet need for  re-
search in this area,” said Associate 
Professor Toh Han Chong, the prin-
cipal  investigator  for  the  project,  
which received a grant of $25 mil-
lion. “Since the 1980s, we’ve started 

to  develop  better  treatments  for  
virus-induced cancers. But we hope 
to take these efforts even further, 
and potentially even go into develop-
ing preventive vaccines.”

AMD, which generally affects pa-
tients aged 70 and above, also has a 
special relevance to Singapore in 
the light of its ageing population.

“In our clinics, we’ve been see-
ing more and more patients with 
this condition,” said Associate Pro-
fessor Gemmy Cheung, the princi-

pal investigator for the project.
“While treatment has really im-

proved over the past 10, 15 years, 
there is still plenty of room for im-
provement. We’re looking for ways 
to treat patients in a manner that is 
cheaper, easier, faster, and with bet-
ter outcomes.”

Current  treatments  for  AMD  –  
while effective in preventing fur-
ther disease progression – are not 
universally effective in restoring vi-
sion, with only about 50 per cent of 

patients responding to treatments.
With  these  grants,  the  NMRC  

hopes to translate the researchers’ 
work into  tangible  products  that  
can bring about both economic and 
healthcare  benefits,  said  NMRC  
chairman K. Ranga Rama Krishnan.

“Essentially,  we  want  to  move  
from an idea, to finding a product, 
to delivering it to our patients,” he 
said.

ckaiyin@sph.com.sg

From left: Associate Professor Toh Han Chong, Associate Professor Daniel Tan and Associate Professor Gemmy Cheung, 
whose research projects were each awarded grants of between $10 million and $25 million. ST PHOTO: ALPHONSUS CHERN 

Grants and Clinician Innovator 
Award aim to support research 
in health and biomedical fields

MOH 
awards 
$60m to 
3 research 
projects
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The SPECtacular Experience, 
an eyecare bus, visits the 
neighbourhood for the first time

The SPECtacular Experience, a special eyecare bus, 
drove around the neighbourhood providing free eye 
screening for the low-income elderly

Cheryl Teh 

The fight against myopia, or short-
sightedness, is set to receive a boost 
with a new centre that will focus on 
initiatives to prevent, control and 
treat the condition.

The Singapore National Eye Cen-
tre (SNEC) Myopia Centre, opening 
in the first quarter of next year, will 
be located at the former Bedok poly-
clinic. It will offer services includ-
ing myopia eye screenings and spe-
cialist  consultations,  and conduct 
clinical and product trials.

Announcing  this  yesterday,  Se-
nior  Minister  of  State  for  Health 
and Transport Dr Lam Pin Min said: 
“The prevalence of myopia in Singa-
pore is  among the highest  in the 
world. It is crucial that we take ac-
tive steps in raising awareness, im-
proving service delivery, and con-
tinue research to reduce the dis-
ease burden caused by myopia.”

Myopia  is  an  irreversible  con-
dition  that  is  projected  to  affect  
almost half of the world’s popula-
tion by 2050. One billion people are 
also expected to have high myopia 
by  2050,  a  condition  which  can  
lead  to  retinal  disease,  with  in-
creased risk of blindness.

The  Health  Promotion  Board  
(HPB) had previously said the num-
ber of people here affected by the 
condition  has  remained  constant  
over the past 10 years – 65 per cent 
among Primary 6 pupils and 28 per 

cent among those in Primary 1.
Professor Wong Tien Yin, medi-

cal director of SNEC, said the new 
centre will focus on the prevention 
and control of myopia, and provide 
enhanced patient counselling too.

Dr Lam said the centre will also 
work to create greater public aware-
ness of the condition.

While myopia is in part genetic, 
experts say Singapore has one of 
the  highest  rates  in  the  world  
because children here spend less 
time outdoors and more time read-
ing and writing.

Singapore has taken measures to 
combat  myopia  in  recent  years.  
There has been an increased pre-
scription  of  eye  drops  with  the  
chemical atropine, which helps to 
control childhood myopia even at 
0.01 per cent concentration.

For instance, HPB has a Specta-
cle Voucher Fund which gives aid 
to  underprivileged  students  who  
need glasses, and facilitates vision 
screening in pre-schools, primary 
and secondary schools.

The  Myopia  Centre  announce-
ment was made at the Joint Meet-
ing on  Myopia,  organised  by  the  
Singapore Eye Research Institute, a 
subsidiary of the SNEC, the World 
Health Organisation,  the Interna-
tional Agency for the Prevention of 
Blindness, and the Brien Holden Vi-
sion Institute. 

The two-day meeting ends today.

tienli@sph.com.sg

Selina Lum
Law Correspondent

A Singaporean doctor who submit-

ted his own blood sample in place 
of his HIV-positive boyfriend’s, to 
help the American get an employ-
ment  pass  here,  has  been  sen-
tenced to two years in jail.

Ler Teck Siang, 36, is appealing 
against his conviction and sentence 
on two charges each for abetment 
of cheating and for giving a false 
statement to a public servant. The 
prosecution  has  also  appealed  
against the sentence.

In  September,  Ler  was  found  
guilty  of  helping  Mikhy  Farrera-
Brochez  deceive  the  Ministry  of  

Manpower (MOM) into issuing him 
an  employment  pass  in  March  
2008 and allowing him to keep the 
pass in  November 2013 after red 
flags were raised.

Ler was also found guilty of lying 
to the Ministry of Health (MOH) in 
December 2013 and the police in 
January 2014, when he was ques-
tioned about the second blood test.

District judge Luke Tan’s written 
grounds for his decision were pub-
lished yesterday. 

Farrera-Brochez, 33, who was a 
polytechnic lecturer here, was sen-
tenced to 28 months in jail last year 
for offences including cheating, pos-
session of drugs and using forged 
educational certificates. 

He had moved to Singapore after 
meeting Ler online.

In  March  2008,  the  American  
took  an  HIV  test  at  a  Singapore  
Anti-Tuberculosis  Association  
(Sata) clinic using a fake Bahamian 
passport. He tested positive.

The  prosecution  said  the  pair  
knew foreigners with HIV are not 
allowed  to  work  here,  and  so  
hatched a plan to get an employ-
ment pass.

Farrera-Brochez  went  to  the  
clinic where Ler was working as a 
locum for a medical test. However, 
the blood sample labelled with his 
name came from Ler. It tested nega-
tive  and  Farrera-Brochez  was  is-
sued an employment pass.

Later, MOH determined that the 
positive result from the Sata clinic 
belonged  to  Farrera-Brochez  and  
told MOM about this.  In October 

2013, when MOM was going to can-
cel Farrera-Brochez’s employment 
pass, he used the same ruse again, 
submitting Ler’s blood for testing, 
and managed to keep his pass. 

MOH and the police investigated 
the matter.

Ler initially maintained to the po-
lice that the blood sample was Far-
rera-Brochez’s.  But  in  two  state-
ments in May 2016, he confessed 
that he had substituted his blood 
for Farrera-Brochez’s.

During his trial,  Ler claimed he 
had given these statements under 
duress. His various allegations were 
rejected by Judge Tan.

Among other things, Ler said that 
while he was being questioned, an 
officer burst into the room, flung 
medical records on the table and 
shouted  at  him  to  “stop  playing  
games”  and  tell  them  what  they  
wanted to hear. This was refuted by 
the relevant officers.

The judge said he found it hard to 
believe Ler, who flip-flopped in his 
testimony regarding the identity of 
the officer who was allegedly hos-
tile towards him. 

selinal@sph.com.sg

Timothy Goh 

Not all heroes wear capes. Some-
times,  they  wear  their  school  T-
shirts.

Mr Clement Tan, a 21-year-old Sin-
gaporean  studying  economics  at  
University College London, found 
himself in such a position when he 
visited his friend in Dublin, Ireland.

Mr Tan, along with former school-
mates Ellson Chow and Kaiser Koh, 
both 21, were walking back to Mr 
Koh’s residence at around 7.40pm 
last Saturday when they saw a man 
sitting on the parapet of the bridge 
they were crossing. 

The man, who had been drinking 
with his friends on the bridge, was 
“definitely drunk”, Mr Chow, a Lon-
don  university  student,  told  The  
Straits Times. Mr Koh is a student at 
a university in Dublin.

Then, suddenly, the man fell into 
the river. Mr Chow said: “When he 
fell  in,  everyone  thought  he  was  
messing  around.  Everyone  just  
shouted at him to get out.”

However,  it  soon  became  clear  
that the man was in trouble. He was 
struggling  to  keep  afloat,  and  

showed signs of losing conscious-
ness in the cold water. 

Passers-by tried to throw a life  
buoy to the man but he had lost con-
sciousness by then.

Mr  Tan,  a  former  water  polo  
player and a Republic of Singapore 
Navy officer, realised he had to do 
something.

“It was a split-second decision,” 
he  said,  adding  that  he  did  not  
pause to think before diving in. 

“At that point, I realised that if im-
mediate  action  wasn’t  taken,  the  
possibility  of  him  sinking  and  
drowning was very real... I couldn’t 
bear the thought of passively watch-
ing someone die.”

So, despite the freezing water, he 
took off his jacket and jumped into 
the river in his school T-shirt and 
trousers. Once he hit the water, he 
swam to the man and grabbed hold 
of him and the life buoy.

But the man was too big for the 
life buoy, so Mr Tan had to hold him 
to his chest with one hand and hold 
on to the buoy with the other, while 
still trying to keep afloat.

But there was another problem. “I 
couldn’t see the ledge on the other 
side of the river to swim to, and I 

was worried about how long I could 
last in the water as my legs were get-
ting numb pretty fast. I thought I 
might actually die,” he said.

Fortunately,  he  heard  an  on-
looker shouting about a nearby lad-
der and he swam towards it. 

Eventually,  Mr  Tan  reached  a  
ledge by the river and, with the help 
of a policeman, heaved the man he 
rescued onto it.

Emergency  personnel  soon  at-
tended to them and found that the 
man  was  still  breathing.  He  was  
taken  to  hospital,  and  the  
paramedics assured Mr Tan and his 
friends that the man would recover. 

Mr Tan said his previous experi-

ence as a water polo player and in 
the Navy “definitely helped” but ad-
mitted there was “a lot of luck in-
volved” in the rescue. 

For instance, if the water level in 
the river had been too high, or there 
had been no ledge nearby, things 
could have gone south. “I’m thank-
ful that everything turned out all  
right.” 

Despite saving a life, he does not 
consider himself a hero.

“I don’t think what I did was any-
thing extraordinary.  I  think it’s  a  
natural  reaction  to  want  to  help  
someone in distress,” he said.

timgoh@sph.com.sg

Singaporean Clement Tan’s visit to a friend in Dublin last Saturday turned into 
quite an event when he found himself diving into a river to save a man from 
drowning (right). PHOTOS: COURTESY OF MR CLEMENT TAN AND MR ELLSON CHOW
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countering myopia
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man from drowning

Doc jailed for blood sample deception
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Hafiz and the
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HONOURING 
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Up to $4 Million
Kwan Im Thong Hood Cho Temple
Lee Foundation

Up to $1 Million
The Shaw Foundation 

Up to $500,000
Anjali Iyer & Associates
D S Lee Foundation
Dr Liew Geok Cheng
Dr Richard Fan
Ho Bee Foundation
KMP Private Ltd
Santen Pharmaceutical Asia Pte Ltd
Singapore Totalisator Board

Up to $100,000
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Mandarin Opto-Medic Co Pte Ltd
Mr Dilhan Pillay Sandrasegara
Mr Tony Chew Leong Chee
Mr Wee Chwee Heng
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Singapore Society of 
Ophthalmology
The Wan Boo Sow Charity Fund Ltd

Up to $50,000
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College of Ophthalmologist, 
Academy of Medicine
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Dr Chan Boon Kheng
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Dr Geh Min
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Essilor Amera Pte Ltd
Harilela Hotels (S) Pte Ltd
Hoya Medical Singapore Pte Ltd
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Mdm Lim Mee Len
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Mr Low See Ching
Mr Quek Leng Chan
Mr Rohet N Tolani
Mr SK Ong / Eyetess Pte Ltd
Mr Sumet Jiaravanon
Mrs Annie Chiam
Ms Goh Geok Khim
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Ms Ho Ching
National Heart Centre Singapore 
Pte Ltd
Novartis (Singapore) Pte Ltd
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Parkway Hospital Singapore  
Pte Ltd
Pontiac Land Private Limited
Prof Saw Swee Hock
Prof Soo Khee Chee
Quay Properties Pte Ltd
Singapore Telecommunications 
Limited
Tan Ean Kiam Foundation
Tan Tock Seng Hospital Pte Ltd
Tanoto Foundation
The late S R Nathan
Topcon Singapore Medical Pte Ltd
TPS Construction Pte Ltd
Wilmer Trading Pte Ltd
Zenith Securities Pte Ltd

$10,000 to $15,000
Amara Hotel Properties Pte Ltd
Astraltec Pte Ltd
Bayer SEA Pte Ltd
Dr June Goh Pheck Suan
Dr Lam Pin Min
Dr Yap Soo Keong
Effective Health Corp Pte Ltd
Emeritus Senior Minister Goh 
Chok Tong
Ernst & Young Solutions LLP
GSR Ventures
Gynae Consultancy Pte Ltd
Hotel Properties Limited
Jumbo Valley Pte Ltd

Map Pacific Pte Ltd
Maspion Group
MCI Group Asia Pacific
Millenia Pte Ltd
Mr Chao Hick Tin
Mr Charles Ong Tiong Boon
Mr Djafar Widjaja
Mr Esmond Choo Liang Gee
Mr Ho Kwong Ping
Mr Lee Chiew
Mr Lee Shon Kong
Mr Lee Yuen Shih
Mr Low Check Kian
Mr Loy Ah Wei
Mr Mak Hoe Kit
Mr Mirzan Mahathir
Mr Pang Teck Suan
Mr Reto Isenring
Mr Reymond Thomas Fernandez
Mr Richard Seow
Mr Sim Giok Lak
Mr Thio Syn Pyn
Mr Vinod Parsram Dadlani
Mr William S K Leong, PBM
Mrs Urmila Ramanathan
Ms Alice Oei Yin
Ms Goh Yew Lin
Ms Ong Sioe Hong
Nassim Hill Realty Pte Ltd 
North West Community 
Development Council
Nuri Holding (S) Pte Ltd
Planet Asia Pte Ltd
Prima Limited
Prof Chia Kee Seng
Prof Ivy Ng Swee Lian
Standard Charted Bank
Strand Hotel Pte Ltd
The late Prof Arthur Lim Siew Ming
Yewn Limited
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31 March 2019
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SNEC HREF Board of Trustees

Prof Fong Kok Yong	 Chairman

Prof Wong Tien Yin	 Member

Mr Wong Loong Kin	 Member

Mr John Ting	 Member

Mr Koh Tien Gui	 Member

Mrs Annie Chiam	 Member
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Development Team

Adj. A/Prof Ho Ching Lin	 Director, EyeACP Strategic Development  
	 & Philanthropy

Mr Leo Chen Ian	 Director, Development & Community Engagement

Ms Lim Mein Chee	 Director, Philanthropy

Ms Lisa Ooi Li Ching	 Senior Manager

Ms Levarill Chng Xiu Yin	 Senior Executive

Ms Isabel Tan Jie Bin	 Secretariat, SHF-SNEC Fund & SNEC HREF

EyeBall Organising Group

Adj. A/Prof Ho Ching Lin	 Chairman

Prof Aung Tin	 Member
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Mr Leo Chen Ian	 Member

Mrs Annie Chiam	 Member

Mr Koh Tien Gui	 Member

Ms Corinne Ng	 Member

Ms Angela Ng	 Member

Ms Fanty Soenardy	 Member

Ms Evelyn Yeoh	 Member

We are very grateful to all our donors who have 
generously supported VisionSave. We also wish to 
express our gratitude to donors who wish to remain 
anonymous. Thank you for your Faith and Trust in 
our Vision.



Care To Share In Our Vision?
To Donate or Enquire About 
VisionSave, contact us at:

6322-4505/6322-4541

visionsave@snec.com.sg

www.visionsave.sg

SNEC.SERI

Singapore National Eye Centre
11 Third Hospital Avenue
Singapore 168751

Singapore Eye Research Institute
The Academia
20 College Road
Discovery Tower Level 6
Singapore 169856


