
33TODAY • Monday • June 25, 200722 TODAY • Monday • June 25, 2007

hot news

DON’T WAIT FOR 
ANOTHER BLACK SHEEP

JJAASSMMIINNEE  YYIINN
jasmine@mediacorp.com.sg

DID the words “not again” spring to mind, when news
broke last week of a home for the elderly that was missing
both its superintendent and $3.88 million from its coffers?

It did, in my case. Whether as a donating member of
the public, or a reporter whose beat is the charity scene,
I cringe to think when the Commissioner of Charities will
next announce another misdemeanour.

At least three police reports have been lodged and
three charities struck off the roll since January. Each time,
the authorities have — and correctly so — assured the pub-
lic that the incident was a case of a “few black sheep”, that
the charity sector at large still needed the public’s sup-
port. But it seemed only weeks before another charity was
found to have run into trouble.

This raises the question: Just how many black sheep
are out there?

In the case of the 1,900-strong
charity sector — which has strug-
gled to regain ground and trust after
a battering of scandals since the Na-
tional Kidney Foundation (NKF) saga
in 2005 — just one more black sheep
is one too many.

Dr Vivian Balakrishnan, Minister for Community De-
velopment, Youth and Sports, told the media on Saturday
that the latest St John’s Home for Elderly Persons case
served as a reminder to all charities to stay vigilant, and
that there was good reason for having proper systems of

governance.
“Unfortunately, this is not the

first time and it will not be the
last,” he said. So, who is next?

More importantly, how will
this barrage of bad news affect
the public’s confidence in giving
of their time and money to help
the less fortunate? 

Yes, there will be the stal-
warts who will not be swayed from
this worthy cause.

But there will also be others
who will develop, or have already
developed, a sense of cynicism
and disdain towards the sector,
like some I have come across —
and this is not because of the
NKF scandal, but the slew of other
cases that followed. 

Can we afford for more to be-
come disillusioned?

This is not to say that the
beefed-up Commissioner’s office
should refrain from carrying out
its checks, or downplay what is
wrong with the sector. On the
contrary, full transparency and
the visibility of efforts to bring
about accountability are critical to
restoring confidence.

The Charity Council — a vol-
unteer panel of professionals from
different fields to advise the Com-
missioner — unveiled its draft
Code of Governance for Charities
and Institutions of a Public Char-
acter (IPCs) earlier this month.

It is a good move, as the Code
— crafted in tiers to cater to the
differing capacity and scale of the
IPC, and likely to be implement-

ed by this year — rationalises all existing Codes. It will
make clearer to all — donors, charities and IPCs — what
is expected in terms of financial controls, staff policies,
board duties and responsibilities to donors.

But the Code falls short in that it is about voluntary,
rather than compulsory, action. The one exception: The
Charity Council hopes to make it compulsory for IPCs,
which have tax exemptions on donations, to adhere to high-
er standards by self-disclosing the extent of their com-
pliance. 

Such half-steps could end up wasting a good oppor-
tunity to harness the momentum of change sweeping
the sector and to sweep out dubious or weak practices
at one go. For the Commissioner’s office to persuade buy-
ins looks to be a long process, suggesting that this pro-
tracted shake-up of the sector could take quite a bit
longer than what some had hoped for.

Before the public’s patience runs thin, why not speed
up the shake-up by making the Code
— which has been put up for public
feedback — compulsory?

Doing so may not stop those
determined to cheat and steal from
charitable organisations — no num-
ber of counter-checks, for instance,

can guard against forgery — but it can certainly help to
greatly reduce the temptation and incidences by enforc-
ing mandatory robust checks and balances. 

A detailed reading of the Code shows the Council’s
sensitivity to the highly differentiated nature of the sec-
tor. Since the rules are reasonable, why stop short of
going all the way?

To be fair, the authorities have been cautious about
using more stick for fear of putting off people from join-
ing the charity sector as staff or volunteers.

But more stick can be applied while still keeping the
interests of charities and IPCs in mind. One way is, the
Code could be made compulsory with an implementation
timetable staggered according to the size of the organi-
sation. In addition, more resources, especially manpow-
er, could be allocated to the Commissioner’s office.

The perennial argument of a scarcity of resources for
this particular endeavour should be weighed against the
need to plug Singapore’s widening social gap, in which
charities and IPCs play an important role.

How can charities and IPCs be expected to do their
jobs well if they do not even have the basic rules in place?
Some, arguably, may not even know they are not doing
the right thing.

And if charities or IPCs have to be shut down because
they cannot cope with any more rules, it may not be such
a bad thing.

Some have argued that there are too many charita-
ble organisations, with duplication of each others’ serv-
ices and programmes, even geography of beneficiaries.
Anecdotes about egos standing in the way of merging with
peers — or rivals, depending on how you see it — for cost
savings and efficiency are also not uncommon.

Were one truly in the business of charity to help, if
it becomes clear that one’s organisation is not in a posi-
tion to do so responsibly, then in the best interests of the
beneficiaries it would be better to accept closure or being
subsumed.

Later this week, the Goods and Services Tax (GST)
will be increased. The Government had previously ar-
gued it was better to hike the GST by two-percentage-
points at one go, instead of in stages.

The same analogy, perhaps, can be applied to the
shake-up that the charity sector is — still — undergoing.
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Singapore Expo
eyes UNSW site
JJAASSMMIINNEE  YYIINN  
jasmine@mediacorp.com.sg

SINGAPORE Expo is eyeing at least
three plots of vacant land next to it
to develop into hotels, malls and
restaurants, as part of its multi-mil-
lion-dollar rejuvenation plans sub-
mitted to the Singapore Tourism
Board (STB).

One of the plots was supposed
to have been the new 20ha campus
for University of New South Wales
Asia (UNSW) (picture), before it
abruptly pulled out of Singapore last
month.

The site now fits in nicely with
the expansion plans of Temasek-
owned Singex Venues, which man-
ages the 1-million-sq-ft Singapore
Expo near Simei.

Singex group general manager
Matthew Meredith told TODAY that
Singex is willing to spend “tens of
millions” to give its business a new
shine.

What’s possible: Budget hotels
to cater to business travellers.

“We’ve got a huge piece of land
here and the fact is, we have a short-
age of budget hotels. And if we do
have such hotels here, it would im-
prove our proposition to conference
organisers to hold their events here,”
he said.

The expansion plans are in part
driven by the competition — inte-
grated resort operator Marina Bay
Sands is expected to take up a big
chunk of the Mice (Meetings, in-
centive travel, conventions and ex-
hibitions) business once it is up and
running in 2009.

What Mr Meredith wants to do
now is to find how to make Singapore
Expo tick without having a cash cow
such as a casino.

“I’ve got admiration for the Ma-
rina Bay Sands business model prin-
cipally because it’s self-sustaining.
We’re trying to come up with a
model that fits that ... it’s finding
out what the equivalent of the casi-
no is,” he said.

This proposed draw would like-
ly see tie-ups with international or-
ganisations, but is “not a tourist at-

traction in its own right, not a Dis-
neyland or an aquarium”.

“The whole infrastructure, how-
ever, should still be there to sup-
port the Mice business, which is
our major priority,” Mr Meredith
said.

The tourism authority is now
mulling on the plans, as well as a new
contract with Singex to manage the
Government-owned Singapore Expo.
Its contract ends in February 2009,
months before Marina Bay Sands
is slated to open its doors.

“We’re looking to extend for as
long as possible after February 2009.
The extension of the contract and
the plans to redevelop Expo and its
surroundings are linked because
the extension period affects the pay-
back on our investment,” Mr Mered-
ith said.

Aside from its plans to put on
a fresh face, Singex has also dropped
some shows, such as Big Boyz Toyz. 

In their place will be shows that
face no direct competition from the
region, such as the Assistive Tech-
nology event i-CREATe held two
months ago. 

“We want to focus on those
areas where we believe there is long-
term growth. The shows we dropped
were very similar to what others
were doing. Basically, it was putting
in a lot of effort for not a lot of gain,”
Mr Meredith said.

Singex is also looking overseas
to woo the Mice dollar — it recent-
ly launched a Qatari spin-off to its bi-
ennial Singapore-held maritime de-
fence exhibition Imdex Asia, called
the Doha International Maritime
Defence Exhibition (Dimdex) to be
held next March. 

Despite the heat Marina Bay
Sands will bring to the table 
in terms of manpower and compe-
tition for the same shows, 
Mr Meredith said he is not per-
turbed — at least, not any more.

He said: “We’re now in a posi-
tion where — having digested the
integrated resort announcement —
we (now know better) where the
focus of our business is in the longer
term.”

RJC ATHLETE DIES AFTER SEA GAMES TRIALS
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HE HAD just qualified to represent
Singapore in the triathlon at the South-
East Asian Games in December.

But moments after crossing the
finish line during a time trial yester-
day, 17-year-old Thaddeus Cheong 
collapsed unconscious. The Raffles
Junior College student  was rushed to
Changi General Hospital. Ninety min-
utes later, he was pronounced dead.

The time trial began at the Tanah

Merah Country Club at 6.45am and
saw 12 triathletes swim 1.5km, cycle
40km and then run 10km along Chan-
gi Coastal Road.

Thaddeus had been with the na-
tional squad for two-and-a-half years.
He came in third yesterday with a
time of 2hrs 9min, booking, for the
first time, his ticket to the games.
The qualifying time was 2hrs 12mins.

Last night, Thaddeus’ mother
Angeline Wee struggled to keep her
composure as she told TODAY: “His
heart had already stopped beating

when we reached the hospital. 
“He collapsed at the end point

and there was no medical help. No one
knew how to do CPR.”

She added: “We’re not blaming
TAS (Triathlon Association of Singa-
pore) but we hope that they should en-
sure that no one will ever experience
the pain we’re going through again.” 

Mr David Hoong, honorary sec-
retary of TAS, said no CPR was ad-
ministered because they were unsure
what had caused the collapse and want-
ed to rush Thaddeus to hospital.
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