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Watchdog calls for fixing
root causes of recurrent
lapses in public sector
Adrian Lim
Political Correspondent

Workers at the government-run Mandai Crematorium are not allowed to receive cash or gifts, but some industry insiders said the illegal practice has gone on
quietly for decades. At least three workers from different companies were called in for questioning by the CPIB this week. LIANHE ZAOBAO FILE PHOTOS

Workers at crematorium
in trouble over red packets
CPIB questions some over practice of accepting
gifts from bereaved families at Mandai facility
Cara Wong
and Charmaine Ng

UNAWARE

We weren’t asked by
the undertaker to
give any red packets.
If they had asked, we
would have given
also, because we’re
not aware that it’s not
allowed and we
wouldn’t have
known any better.

’’

A RETIREE, who was attending a funeral,
on not being aware of the practice.
He declined to be named.

Chang Ai-Lien
Science Editor
Following a career in defence, Rear
Admiral (RADM) Frederick Chew
will take the reins of Singapore’s
largest public sector research
agency in April, when its current
chairman Lim Chuan Poh retires.
The Ministry of Trade and Industry (MTI) announced yesterday that
RADM Chew, 43, will be appointed
chief executive officer of the
Agency for Science, Technology
and Research (A*Star) on April 1.
He is currently Deputy Secretary
(Technology) at the Ministry of Defence – a position he will continue

Crematorium workers who take
red packets from bereaved families and funeral directors who pass
them on to these workers are now
in trouble with the authorities over
this practice at the governmentrun Mandai Crematorium.
In the past week, more than 20
workers from private funeral businesses as well as crematorium
workers have reportedly been
hauled up by the Corrupt Practices
Investigation Bureau (CPIB ), said
Shin Min Daily News yesterday.
Checks by The Straits Times
found at least three workers from
different companies were called in
for questioning by the CPIB this
week, while another two were
questioned as witnesses of the
practice. The three were later released on a bail of $20,000 each.
The CPIB and National Environment Agency (NEA), which runs
the Mandai Crematorium, confirmed investigations are ongoing.
NEA said it received information
late last year that some Mandai Crematorium staff had allegedly been
accepting red packets from funeral
directors in the course of their
work. “NEA takes a serious view of
these allegations and immediately
reported the matter to the Corrupt
Practices Investigation Bureau for
their follow-up,” said a
spokesman.
But some industry insiders were
baffled by the timing of the investigations, saying the illegal practice
has gone on quietly for decades,
and that funeral directors merely
pass the red packets to workers on
behalf of families.
Chinese and Indian families willingly give such packets, which are
seen as an auspicious gesture to
“bless” the workers with good

The parliamentary watchdog of
public sector accounts has flagged
recurrent lapses by government
agencies in the areas of IT controls
and financial governance, and
urged them to understand and fix
the root causes.
The Public Accounts Committee
(PAC), which reviews the AuditorGeneral’s annual report, noted that
the lapses in many instances took
place not because of a lack of rules,
procedures or systems, but due to
agencies failing to comply with the
controls put in place.
This could be due to various reasons, such as the lack of understanding or clarity of the rules, it said in
the report it submitted to Parliament on Thursday.
To address the problem, the PAC
said it is important that staff understand the purpose, underlying principle and rationale of rules.
To tackle the recurring lapses,
it is “crucial for public sector leaders to set the right tone at the top
and be involved in designing and
implementing effective controls
and processes”.
The committee, which comprises
eight MPs and is chaired by Ms Jessica Tan, made the call following its
review of the Auditor-General’s report for financial year 2017/18.
The repeated blunders made, the
PAC noted, were “in the management of contracts, management of
user accounts and access rights in
IT systems, and in the area of procurement and payments”.
On weaknesses in IT controls, it
said the “review of user access
rights, removal of obsolete user accounts and not sharing accounts are
fundamental controls which agencies are required to comply with”.
Calling for more to be done to ensure effective compliance, the PAC
said “weaknesses in these controls
could become the weakest link in
IT systems”.

One case it highlighted related to
the Ministry of Defence (Mindef),
where authorised users were found
to have shared their user accounts
with unauthorised persons to carry
out procurement activities in its
Electronic Procurement System.
Mindef told the PAC that it has undertaken a three-pronged solution
that includes strengthening its disciplinary framework for users who
flout the rules and improving its IT
system, like automatically locking
account access for users on overseas leave.
In contract management, the
PAC flagged instances of failing to
obtain proper approvals for the
award of contracts in the People’s
Association (PA). This was a recurrent lapse, with a similar observation made in the Auditor-General’s
report for financial year 2014/15.
The Ministry of Culture, Community and Youth said the PA formed
the Grassroots Finance Review Committee in July 2015 to review the
grassroots organisations’ (GROs) financial procedures, implemented
measures to improve compliance
and conducted training for grassroots leaders. The ministry said it has
seen progress since the measures
were implemented, the PAC wrote.
To further strengthen the system,
one measure the PA has taken is to
review the GRO procurement policy
to further refine it to facilitate decision-making, by the end of last year.
The PAC also noted the Ministry
of Finance’s (MOF) measures to fix
lapses at the whole-of-government
level. These include stepping up engagement with public sector leaders to ensure they understand their
critical role in upholding a sound
and robust system.
To tackle non-compliance with
rules, the MOF has asked agencies
to review their internal policies and
processes to “strike a sensible balance between strengthening controls and sustaining operational efficiency”, the PAC’s report said.
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Some of the incidents
SINGAPORE CIVIL DEFENCE FORCE

One of the signs put up at Mandai Crematorium to remind the public not to
offer money or gifts to the employees.

luck, funeral directors told ST.
Families typically give sums ranging from $2 to $50, although they
may be advised to give about $20
or $24, which is the “market rate”
for such red packets, they said.
The funeral directors emphasised that they do not press the
families to give the red packets,
and some families offer the red
packets without prompting.
Funeral directors do not benefit
in any way from conveying such
packets to the crematorium workers, and there is no preferential
treatment given to those who do
so, they claimed.
“The whole process of cremation
is very systematic. It’s not as
though by giving them a hongbao,
we will get better times (for cremation) or better treatment,” said a funeral director.
However, he said some workers
at the crematorium may have
taken this gesture of goodwill as a
given, and may feel disgruntled if
they do not get them.
Another funeral director said red
packets are usually discreetly
given, as it is well known that workers are not allowed to receive gifts.
“It’s an industrywide practice,

but we all know it’s not allowed,”
said the funeral director, whose
employee was questioned by the
CPIB on Wednesday and released
the same day on a bail of $20,000.
Association of Funeral Directors
president Ang Zi Sheng said he
found out about the investigations
from the Chinese papers.
“We encourage members and
the public to comply with regulations set out by NEA of not giving
any gifts of any nature to crematorium staff,” said Mr Ang.
Signs cautioning the public
against handing money or gifts to
crematorium workers are posted
outside all of the crematorium’s
service halls and in waiting areas.
A 61-year-old retiree attending a
funeral there said he was not
aware of the practice.
“We weren’t asked by the undertaker to give any red packets. If
they had asked, we would have
given also, because we’re not
aware that it’s not allowed and we
wouldn’t have known any better,”
said the man, who declined to be
named.
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The Singapore Civil Defence
Force managed two vehicle maintenance contracts poorly. The Auditor-General’s Office report said
the SCDF did not have adequate
procedures to ensure contractors
gave the required services, which
cost $1.8 million a year.
The AGO’s test-checks found
that the SCDF paid $120,000 for
maintenance jobs purportedly
done on 21 vehicles but which
the contractors did not actually
perform. Some servicing records
given to the auditors were also
created and backdated.
To address the lapses, the SCDF
introduced a system for its units to
monitor and track the servicing
records of vehicles, the Ministry of
Home Affairs (MHA) told the Public Accounts Committee (PAC).
The SCDF headquarters would
tally the monthly invoice against
servicing records before paying
contractors. It would also do surprise checks on the contractors.
From the middle of this year,
the SCDF would also use the
MHA-wide integrated logistics
management system. The system’s vehicle maintenance module gives vehicle maintenance
plans and servicing details,
among other features.
PEOPLE’S ASSOCIATION

The People’s Association (PA)
and one of its grassroots organisations (GROs) had lapses in pro-

curement and contract management for major events. Serious
weaknesses were also found in
overseas purchases and payments
for Chingay Parade 2017, including “telltale signs indicating that
some cash sale receipts submitted
for reimbursement claims might
not be authentic”, the PAC said.
The Ministry of Culture, Community and Youth said the PA
has put in place several measures, such as “centralising the
management of high-value contracts to specialised procurement staff at PA headquarters
and deploying specialised staff to
assist GROs in their procurement, by mid-2019”.
Since last April, grassroots volunteers have been into e-learning,
and it includes training in financial and procurement matters.
NATIONAL RESEARCH
FOUNDATION

The AGO said the National Research Foundation (NRF) did not
have procedures for monitoring
and recovering unused grants
from recipients. An AGO testcheck found unused grants were
not promptly recovered in 10 out
of 13 completed projects. The
Prime Minister’s Office told the
PAC the NRF will set up clear procedures to monitor and follow up
with recipients to ensure unused
funds are recovered promptly.
Adrian Lim
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to helm until the middle of the year.
It was announced last month that
Permanent Secretary for Education
Chan Lai Fung, 55, would be appointed the agency’s non-executive chairman, while current A*Star
chief, Mr Lim, 57, a former chief of
defence force who has been in the
public service for 38 years, would
be retiring.
MTI Permanent Secretary Loh
Khum Yean said: “With their vast
experience across diverse backgrounds, I am confident that Lai
Fung and Frederick will be able to
take A*Star to greater heights and
further its mission of advancing
scientific discovery and technological innovation to create eco-

nomic growth and improve the
lives of Singaporeans.”
Explaining the change in management structure to a non-executive
chairman and CEO, MTI told The
Straits Times that the agency had
grown remarkably since its establishment in January 2002.
Given its role and importance,
A*Star will be transitioning to a
non-executive chairman appointment, “typical of most statutory
boards in Singapore”, it said.
Ms Chan would steer A*Star in
charting its strategic direction and
priorities, MTI explained, while
RADM Chew would assume the
agency’s executive leadership role
and responsibilities.

Rear Admiral
Frederick Chew
is currently
Deputy
Secretary of
Technology at
the Ministry of
Defence.

RADM Chew has held various key
positions in the Defence Ministry
and the Singapore Armed Forces
(SAF), including director of joint operations, commander of maritime security task force and head of naval
plans, said MTI, noting that he has
made many significant contributions in his various appointments.
As Deputy Secretary (Technol-

ogy) in Mindef, he has been instrumental in optimising the Defence
Technology ecosystem, in particular strengthening Mindef’s partnership with industry, it added.
RADM Chew is currently a board
member of the Defence Science
and Technology Agency (DSTA)
and DSO National Laboratories. He
will also be appointed a board member of A*Star from April 1.
A*Star, which has about 5,200
employees, is recognised as one
of the world’s top innovative government science and technology
organisations.
Last year, it announced its biggest shake-up to date, with broad
changes made to the way the re-

search institutes under its charge
would be run, in efforts to make the
organisation more nimble in the
use of talent and funds.
However, some staff say issues
such as funding difficulties and uncertainty over the future remain.
One senior staff member, commenting on the appointment, said
that it is critical for the incoming
CEO to have an in-depth understanding of research and a longterm plan on how to lead the curve
in scientific advancement.
The scientist said: “With billions
of taxpayer dollars at stake, it is imperative for A*Star’s leadership to
have a clear vision of what innovation and research are needed for
the industries of the future, and
how to take that all the way from
R&D to commercialisation.”
ailien@sph.com.sg

