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Children  from  three  more  PCF  
Sparkletots centres have displayed 
symptoms  of  food  poisoning,  a  
PCF spokesman said yesterday, a 
day after the authorities disclosed 
that  they  were  investigating  an
outbreak of gastroenteritis at four 
other such centres.

The  Ministry  of  Health  (MOH)  
also announced that, as at 4pm on 
Wednesday, the number of reported 
cases rose to 184, from 109 previ-
ously. The number of centres with af-

fected children now stands at seven.
Nine of the victims are in hospital, 

in stable condition.
All four centres named on Wednes-

day are located in Sengkang Central, 
at Blocks 210, 270, 290A and 298B.

Yesterday,  the  PCF  spokesman  
said that children at two other cen-
tres in Sengkang Central, at Blocks 
262A and 208, as well as another at 
Punggol  North,  have  displayed  
symptoms of food poisoning.

The spokesman said that PCF is 
in close contact with the parents of 
those affected and is  monitoring 
the children’s condition.

PCF will continue to provide the 
relevant support for all affected par-
ties, he added.

On Wednesday,  the pre-school  
operator said a total of 11 centres, 
including the seven affected, were 

served by Kate’s Catering. 
The caterer has been suspended 

for an indefinite period, and PCF 
said it has arranged for meals to be 
provided  by  a  certified  in-house  
cook for the time being. 

The authorities were notified of 
the first cluster of cases last Friday, 
and an inspection of the caterer’s 
premises  was  conducted  on  the  
same day.

On  Monday,  additional  clusters  

were reported, prompting the Na-
tional Environment Agency (NEA) 
to instruct Kate’s Catering to sus-
pend its operations with effect from 
Tuesday, pending investigations by 
the Agri-Food & Veterinary Author-
ity of Singapore, MOH and NEA.

As part of the investigations, food 
handlers were sent for stool screen-
ing,  and  food  and  environmental  
samples were taken for testing.

When  contacted  by  The  Straits  
Times, a spokesman for Kate’s Cater-
ing said it was cooperating with the 
respective authorities.

Meanwhile, the Early Childhood 
Development Agency (ECDA) said it 
is also working with the authorities 
to investigate the outbreak of gas-
troenteritis at the pre-schools. 

“ECDA has also stepped up health 
and hygiene checks during routine 
visits to centres where they are ad-
vised on food hygiene practices and 
infection  control  measures,”  the  
agency said.
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At the right time, and when enough 
Singaporeans are open to the idea, 
the country will have a prime minis-
ter  from an ethnic minority,  and 
this is something the Government 
hopes for, Finance Minister Heng 
Swee Keat said yesterday.

At  a  dialogue  at  the  Nanyang  
Technological  University  (NTU),  
Mr Heng said it is  a positive sign 
that young people are comfortable 
with having a minority-race PM be-
cause  the  Singapore  way  of  “re-
gardless of race, language or reli-
gion” has been an emphasis in the 
system for so long.

But  based  on  his  interactions  
with people during the past two gen-
eral elections in 2011 and 2015, and 
the  by-elections  in  Hougang  in  
2012 and Punggol East in 2013 – a 
wide spectrum of residents from dif-
ferent languages, races and income 
groups – such views are not as com-
mon as they are among the younger 
generation, he added.

Mr Heng was responding to a ques-
tion from Assistant Professor Walid 
Jumblatt of NTU’s Public Policy and 
Global  Affairs  programme  about  
whether it was Singapore or the rul-
ing People’s Action Party that was 
unprepared for a PM from a minor-
ity community. 

Late last year, Mr Heng was se-
lected  by  his  peers  among  the  
fourth-generation  political  office-
holders to be their  leader, and is 
tipped to be the next PM.

Following up on the question, Mr 
Heng asked the audience for a show 
of hands on whether they would be 
happy to have a non-Chinese PM.

Many raised their hands.
Mr Heng said: “I will say that it is a 

very positive sign that the young 
people will  be quite  comfortable,  
precisely because our policy of re-
gardless of race, language, religion 
has been an emphasis in our system 
for so long. So that is why our young 
people grow up in a very different 
way  and  therefore  you  are  quite  
ready. I do think that at the right 
time,  when  enough  people  think  
that way, we would have, we may 
have, a minority who becomes the 
leader of the country.”

Citing his interactions with differ-
ent groups of people during the elec-
tions, he added: “But if you ask me, 
that whether across the voting pop-
ulation, would that be the outcome, 
I personally don’t think so.” 

Turning to the issue of the 2017 
presidential  election  being  re-
served  for  a  candidate  from  the  
Malay community,  Mr Heng said: 
“It is precisely because we need to 
place this emphasis institutionally, 
that we recognise that we have not 
arrived and it is important for us to 
ensure that we have the safeguard.”
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Singaporeans need to be open and 
understanding  of  foreigners  –  
whether  immigrants  or  workers  
and students from other countries 
– so that they have the confidence 
to interact with people of all races, 
languages  and  cultures  from  
around  the  world,  said  Finance  
Minister Heng Swee Keat. 

It will be very negative for Singa-
poreans to draw an exclusive circle 
for themselves as Singapore would 
then have no place in the world, Mr 
Heng told about 700 students at-
tending a  ministerial  dialogue at  
Nanyang Technological University 
(NTU) yesterday.

“We don’t want a world where 
people build walls around them-
selves,” he said to laughter.

“Our pledge – regardless of race, 
language or religion – is not to be 
taken lightly… but really as a way of 
life for Singapore. 

“Beyond  that,  we  ought  to  
deepen  our  understanding  of  
other  people...  whether  they  are  
new  immigrants,  our  immediate  
neighbours,  students  from  NTU,  
National  University  of  Singapore  
or other universities,” he said.

Mr  Heng also encouraged  stu-
dents on exchange programmes to 
interact and learn from others.

The  need  for  Singaporeans  to  
have an open mindset and a multi-
cultural outlook was one of his key 
messages at the two-hour forum, 
during which he was questioned 
on a raft of issues, including popula-
tion growth, technological disrup-
tion and meritocracy.

On the projected population of 
6.9 million by 2030, set out in the 
Government’s  2013  Population  
White  Paper,  Mr  Heng  said  the  
number goes beyond how densely 
populated  Singapore  would  be.  
The social space is as important.

Singapore’s  population  density  
is  not  excessive,  he said,  noting 

that  other  cities  are  a  lot  more  
crowded in terms of liveable space.

He  cited  former  chief  planner  
Liu Thai Ker, who said in 2014 that 
Singapore should plan for 10 mil-
lion people for it to remain sustain-
able in the long term. 

Giving  an  account  of  a  con-
stituent who was not comfortable 
with having foreigners working in 
his company, Mr Heng said there 
lies a “difficult trade-off” of integra-
tion Singaporeans have to make.

“On the one level, many Singa-
poreans understand, rationally, we 
should have more people join us be-
cause our workforce is declining. 

“But at the same time, emotion-
ally, we don’t feel comfortable that 
there are people who appear a lit-
tle different from us and I would 
like to keep this to my circle. This 
almost tribal feeling is a very deep 
one,” Mr Heng added. 

Quoting  the  saying  “Teochew  
nang kaki nang” – which translates 
to  “Teochew  people,  we  are  the  
same people” – Mr Heng said  it  
makes sense to retain some form 
of identity and culture in multicul-
tural  Singapore,  but  Singapore  
must not propagate the notion that 
only  people  exactly  like  us  are
our people.

On the economic  front,  Singa-
pore needs to be open as well. Not-
ing that Singapore should not be 
too narrow in its development of 
deeper  skills  and  innovation,  he  
said: “Asia and the world are our 
hinterland, and how we can add 
value and create value – not just for 
Singapore – but for the entire hin-
terland, will define our market. 

“And with e-commerce, the mar-
ket  is  no  longer  selling  door  to  
door. If you have a great product 
that can be on a great e-commerce 
site, you sell around the world.” 

Mr Heng also encouraged the stu-
dents to interact with those from 
other countries, as this will create 
more opportunities for themselves 
in the future. 

“In your university days, it is the 

time when it is best for you to re-
ally meet your future partner,” he 
quipped, saying it  was where he 
met his wife.

Asked about  technological  dis-
ruption and artificial intelligence, 
he said some routine tasks can and 
should  be  automated  but  more  
complex ones will require human 
empathy and creativity.

He  cited  educational  technol-
ogy,  saying  that  while  machines  
can replace  repetitive  tasks  that  
teachers do, education is not just 
about head knowledge, like numer-
acy and literacy. 

“Education is about building the 
person, the social and emotional de-
velopment of the child. It’s about 
the development of  character,  of  
values, and in particular, also the de-
velopment of social skills – how you 
work with other people,” said the 
former education minister.

Mr Heng said being able to work 
together effectively is key, but com-
bining the strengths of people is 
not straightforward. 

“People will always quarrel and 
have disagreements. How do you 
make a team productive requires 
leadership and social skills. Increas-
ingly, I see so many companies – as 
well as our own public service – as-

sessing our officers not on paper 
qualifications and IQ, but on how 
well they work with people.

“I  don’t  believe  machines  will  
make us redundant, but I also cau-
tion  that  our  willingness  to  
change, to develop new skills so 
that machines make us even more 
productive, is going to be a critical 
task.”

To  do  that,  companies  must  
think hard about redesigning jobs 
and  reskilling  workers.  Students  
must think of how they can learn 
any time, anywhere, and from any-

one in the years ahead, he said.
He related a story about a candi-

date in an interview at the Mone-
tary  Authority  of  Singapore  –  
where he was the managing direc-
tor – who said he wanted the job to 
learn as much as possible and one 
day take Mr Heng’s position.

“There was no notion of how to 
want to contribute to the organisa-
tion. If you think in that narrow, 
self-centred  way,  you  will  not  
make progress,” said Mr Heng.

adrianl@sph.com.sg

STRASBOURG • Single-use  plastic  
items  such  as  straws,  forks  and  
knives as well as cotton buds will be 
banned in the European Union by 
2021 following a vote by EU lawmak-
ers amid growing concerns about 
plastic pollution in oceans.

Stories of dead whales with plastic 
in their stomachs and China’s deci-
sion to stop processing waste have 
prompted the EU to take more dras-
tic steps to tackle the issue.

Marine litter has come under the 

spotlight because 85 per cent of it 
is plastic.

The  European  Parliament  on  
Wednesday voted by 560 to 35 in 
favour of banning 10 single-use plas-
tics including plates, balloon sticks, 
food and beverage containers made 
of  expanded  polystyrene  and  all  
oxo-degradable plastic products. 

These  are  the  10  most-found  
items on  EU beaches.  Single-use  
plastics  are  disposable  plastic-
made products that are designed 

to be used only once before being 
thrown away.

EU  countries  can  choose  their  
own methods of reducing the use of 
other  single-use  plastics  such  as  
takeout containers and cups for bev-
erages. They will also have to collect 
and recycle at least 90 per cent of 
beverage bottles by 2029.

The EU will encourage member 
states to reduce the use of plastic 
packaging  as  well  as  introduce  
stricter labelling rules.

Tobacco  companies  will  be  re-
quired  to  cover  the  costs  for  the
public collection of cigarette stubs, 
which are the second most-littered 
single-use plastic item.

“Europe is setting new and ambi-
tious standards, paving the way for 
the  rest  of  the  world,”  said  Euro-
pean  Commission  Vice-President  
Frans Timmermans. 

The  commission  had  recom-
mended the regulations approved 
by the bloc’s Parliament.

The EU currently recycles only a 
quarter of the 25 million tonnes of 
plastics waste it produces per year. 

“Plastics  poison  our  seas,”  said
Mr Frederique Ries, a Belgian mem-
ber  who  steered  the  draft  law  
through  the  28-nation  assembly.
“If we do not take action, by 2050, 
there will be more plastic than fish 
in the oceans.”

EU  governments  have  already  
signalled  support  for  the  ban,  
making their final approval, which 

is due on April 15, a formality.
Lobbying group EuroCommerce, 

whose members include Tesco, Lidl, 
Carrefour and Metro, said govern-
ments also need to do their part to 
help make recycling a success.

“Without a proper waste manage-
ment infrastructure and sufficient 
recycling  facilities,  we  will  not  
achieve a circular economy or the
objectives  of  this  directive,”  said
EuroCommerce  director-general  
Christian Verschueren.

Environmental group Greenpeace 
welcomed the ban but criticised the 
lack of targets for EU countries to fol-
low on some plastics. 
REUTERS, BLOOMBERG

The number of 
PCF Sparkletots 
centres affected 
by food 
poisoning now 
stands at seven, 
including this 
one at Block 
290A in 
Sengkang 
Central. 
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Finance Minister Heng Swee Keat with NTU Students’ Union president Edward Lim, who was the moderator at a ministerial 
dialogue at Nanyang Technological University yesterday. It would be very negative for Singaporeans to draw an exclusive 
circle for themselves as Singapore would then have no place in the world, said Mr Heng. ST PHOTO: KHALID BABA

This will give them confidence to interact with 
people of all cultures from around the world

EU lawmakers support ban on single-use plastics by 2021

Kids at 3 more PCF 
Sparkletots centres fall 
ill with food poisoning

S’pore will 
have ethnic 
minority PM 
at right time, 
says minister

WAY OF LIFE FOR SINGAPORE 

We don’t want a world where people 
build walls around themselves.
Our pledge – regardless of race, 
language or religion – is not to be 
taken lightly… but really as a way
of life for Singapore.

’’FINANCE MINISTER HENG SWEE KEAT

S’poreans 
must remain 
open to 
foreigners, 
says Heng
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