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The Health Sciences Authority
(HSA) took down more than
12,000 listings of illegal health
products on local e-commerce and
social media platforms in 2023 –
almost thrice as many as the year
before.
About 48 per cent of the sellers

of such products on those plat-
forms were based in Singapore,
with the bulk of the items being
sexual enhancement and male vi-
tality supplements as well as ad-
dictive medicines such as codeine
cough syrup, the HSA said on Jan
30.
The products were either unreg-

istered, counterfeit, or contained
potent medicinal ingredients or
banned substances.
The spike in the number of list-

ings removed – from 4,569 listings
in 2022 to 12,474 in 2023 – was
mainly because of two internation-
al operations coordinated by Inter-
pol.
Between June 23 and June 30,

2023, HSA removed more than
800 listings of illegal health prod-
ucts from platforms such as Sho-
pee, Carousell and Facebook.
In October that year, it took

down over 4,600 listings of illegal
health products.
A total of 1,895 sellers received

warnings, said the HSA statement.
The listings removed included

hair and beauty products, as well
as those formanaging chronic con-
ditions such as eczema and gout.
Such health products often con-

tain potent steroids, with pro-
longed use possibly causing side
effects like Cushing’s syndrome –
which is marked by a round face
and upper body obesity with thin
limbs – high blood pressure and
bone disorders.
HSA also seized more illegal

health products in 2023, about 1.12
million units compared with the
737,000 in 2022.
It attributed the larger haul to in-

creased surveillance and enforce-
ment actions against illegal sup-
pliers in areaswhere such products
are peddled. The street value of the
items seized amounts to about

$658,000.
Of the illegal products seized, the

majority was codeine cough syrup,
with other products including sex-
ual enhancement and male vitality
supplements, sedatives and other
prescription medicines.
During a joint operation with the

police in June 2023, about190 litres
of illegal codeine cough syrup
worth $150,000 was confiscated
from syndicates. One of the largest
seizures in the last five years, the
amount could fill about 2,100 90ml
prescription-size bottles dis-
pensed at clinics, said HSA.
Calling illegal health products a

continued threat to public health
and safety, it said that such items
will remain in circulation as long as
demand exists.
Sellers will constantly find ways

to take advantage of people’s
health concerns and profit off
them, it said, adding that “they
have no regard for the health and
safety of their buyers”.
Associate Professor Chan Cheng

Leng of HSA said: “Health prod-
ucts such as medicines or health
supplements are not like other

commodities such as clothes or
household devices, where their
quality defects can be readily iden-
tified by the individual.”
The group director of health

products regulation added: “There
is no tellingwhether a health prod-
uct is sub-standard or adulterated
with harmful medicinal ingre-

dients, and the adverse impact on
the person’s health can be serious
and even fatal.”
Stressing that it will take stern

action against sellers of such illegal
products, HSA said it prosecuted16
people in 2023.
Those found guilty of selling ille-

gal health products can be jailed

for up to three years, fined up to
$100,000, or both.
Anyone with information on the

sale of illegal health products can
call HSA’s enforcement branch on
6866-3485 or e-mail hsa_is@ hsa.
gov.sg
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Global anti-graft watchdog Trans-
parency International has ranked
Singapore as the fifth least corrupt
country in the world, with a score
that also places the Republic as the
least corrupt nation in Asia.
Singapore scored 83 out of a pos-

sible 100 on the group’s 2023 Cor-
ruption Perceptions Index (CPI),
on a scale with zero for highly cor-
rupt and 100 for very clean.
The Republic achieved the same

result and rank in 2022.
The highest score it recordedwas

87 in 2012, when themetric was re-
vamped by Transparency Interna-
tional.
The CPI surveys experts and

business people, and scores 180
countries and territories by their
perceived levels of public-sector
corruption.
Denmark, with a score of 90,

topped the overall 2023 index,
maintaining its position for the
sixth consecutive year, andwas fol-
lowed by Finland (87), New Zea-
land (85) and Norway (84).
Transparency International,

which released its report on Jan 30,
said two in three jurisdictions
scored below 50 in 2023.
It noted that scores had improved

in only 28 jurisdictions, and wors-
ened in 34 countries and territo-
ries, despite progress in criminalis-
ing corruption and establishing

specialised anti-corruption institu-
tions around the world.
“This limited progress is hardly

surprising, considering the chronic
weaknesses of justice systems
meant to detect, investigate, prose-
cute and adjudicate corruption cas-
es,” said the anti-graft organisa-
tion.
The top-scoring regionwasWest-

ern Europe and the European
Union, but Transparency Interna-
tional noted that its average score –
65 out of 100 – had dropped for the
first time in a decade.
Among the 31 countries assessed

in the region, only six had im-
proved scores, while eight showed
declines.
Several high-ranking democra-

cies, including Sweden (82), the
Netherlands (79), Iceland (72) and
Britain (71), recorded their lowest
scores in the index,withBritain ex-
periencing an overall six-point de-
crease over the past five years.
Transparency International said

the region’s “robust anti-corrup-
tion measures continue to be un-
dermined by the weakening of
checks and balances”, and that the
“erosion of political integrity con-
tributes to diminishing public trust
in countries’ ability to tackle the re-
gion’s ongoing challenges”.
The top five territories in the

Asia-Pacific region were New Zea-
land, Singapore, Australia (75),
Hong Kong (75) and Japan (73).
Transparency International said

the latest index reveals another

year of little to no meaningful pro-
gress towards curbing corruption
in the Asia-Pacific region.
“For five years in a row, the aver-

age CPI score for the region stag-
nates stubbornly at 45 out of a pos-
sible 100.

“Very few countries show sus-
tained turnarounds that indicate
significant changes in corruption
levels,” said the group of the Asia-
Pacific.
Singapore saw a number of cor-

ruption probes in 2023, including

the case involving former transport
minister S. Iswaran, 61, whowas ar-
rested on July 11.
Iswaran, who has since resigned,

was handed 27 charges on Jan
18, 2024, including two for corrup-
tion. The case against him is ongo-
ing.
Ms Urantsetseg Ulziikhuu, Asian

regional coordinator at Transpar-
ency International, said any impact
from Iswaran’s case would more
likely be seen in the medium term,
rather than the short term.
“Independence of institutions,

institutional checks and balances,
and enforcement of existing laws,
among others, would contribute to
the level of perceived corruption in
Singapore, and perception changes
slowly over time,” she added.
Noting that Singapore is among

the countries with high scores, Ms
Urantsetseg said: “A country with a
high score is not necessarily cor-
ruption-free.
“The CPI pays attention to the

ability of governments to contain
corruption and enforce effective
integrity mechanisms in the public
sector, which would include effec-
tive criminal prosecution for cor-
rupt officials.”
The Corrupt Practices Investiga-

tionBureau (CPIB) said the corrup-
tion situation in Singapore remains
firmly under control.
It added that domestically, the

number of public-sector corrup-
tion cases remains consistently
low, and public perception surveys

regularly conducted by the bureau
indicate strong public confidence
in national corruption control ef-
forts.
“In theWorld Justice Project Rule

of Law Index 2023, Singapore was
ranked third for absence of corrup-
tion, the top Asian nation out of 142
countries.
“The Political andEconomic Risk

Consultancy ranked Singapore as
the least corrupt country in its
2023 Report on Corruption in Asia
out of 16 economies, a position we
have held since 1995,” said CPIB,
adding that the latest CPI showed
Singapore remains the only Asian
country ranked in the top 10.
MrWilson Ang, partner and head

of the Asia regulatory compliance
and investigations practice at law
firm Norton Rose Fulbright, said
Singapore has retained its ranking
and score due to its robust anti-cor-
ruption regime established over
many years.
Mr Ang added: “However, no

country can afford to be compla-
cent, and Singapore has taken a
strong line, as demonstrated by re-
cent prosecutions andenforcement
actions.
“We can expect that Singapore

will continue to strengthen its
compliance position for corporates
and scrutinise senior management
who set the tone at the top. In due
course, we may see legislation to
protect whistle-blowers.”
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UOB is seeking to get $92 million
from Indonesian developer Lippo
Marina Collection (LMC) over loss-
es incurred from disbursing ap-
proximately $182 million in inflated
home loans.
The Appellate Division of the

High Court had in October 2022
overturned an earlier decision,
finding LMC liable for using unlaw-
ful means in a conspiracy with real
estate agents to sell properties to be
financed by UOB.
A three-day hearing that started

on Jan 29 is focused on determining
theamountof lossesUOB is entitled
to.
The housing loans, granted and

disbursed between December 2011
and September 2013, were intended
for the purchase of 38 units inMari-
na Collection, a high-end water-
front residential enclave developed
and sold by LMC, a subsidiary of In-
donesia’s Lippo Group.
UOB, represented by lawyer Ed-

dee Ng of Tan Kok Quan Partner-
ship, is not only seeking to recover
the outstanding principal amount

of the housing loans but also the
cost of funding those loans, expens-
es related to investigations into the
conspiracy, and costs associated
with the repossession of the units.
Additionally, UOB aims to quanti-

fy its claims by considering what it
could have earned from lending the
funds to legitimate borrowers,
along with statutory interest on the
outstanding principal sum of the
loans.
The long legal battle started in

2014 and concluded in 2022.
In a decision dated Oct 28, 2022,

the Appellate Division of the High
Court found thatLMChad issuedan
option to purchase (OTP) to each
buyer, intentionally providing false
or inflated purchase prices for their
respective units.
The courts had heard that

LMC gave substantial “furniture re-
bates” of 22 per cent to 34 per
cent that were used to offset cash
payments required for the condo
purchases.
The furniture rebates, which

were not disclosed to UOB, inflated
the prices of individual properties
in OTP forms by the value of the re-
bates.
These misrepresentations were

deemedpivotal as the entire financ-
ing and conveyancing processes for
the 38 units were directly influen-
ced by the inflated purchase prices.
LMC’s failure to disclose the ac-

tual purchase prices was seen as an
effort to secure a loan higher than
whatwould be obtainable if the fur-
niture rebates had been accurately
presented to UOB, noted Mr Ng in
his opening statement.
“The conspiracy was planned by

Lippo’s director, Ms Woo Pui Lim,
and the second defendant, Rick
Goh, to brazenly circumvent the
Government’s property cooling

measures,” saidMrNg, pointing out
that LMC had collaboratedwith the
purchasers to deceive UOB.
The 124-unit Marina Collection

was launched for sale in late 2007,
but only 42 units were sold by
March 10, 2011, after a series of cool-
ing measures were introduced.
By December 2013, 36 buyers had

defaulted on their loans. By April 1,
2015, all 38 buyers had defaulted on
their loans.
UOB’s executive director and

head of group credit management
Kenneth Gan testified on the first
day of the hearing that the conspi-

racy resulted in UOB suffering loss-
es amounting to about $92 million
after it financed more than 100 per
cent of the purchase prices of the
condominiums.
The court heard that as part of the

bank’s efforts tomitigate losses, the
repossessed units were rented out
for rental income.
As at Oct 31, 2023, UOB had col-

lected about $24.5 million in rental
income. By Oct 6, 2023, the market
value of the 37 units, excluding one
unrepossessed unit, was $139.48
million.
Meanwhile, Senior Counsel Siraj

Omar of Drew & Napier, represent-
ing LMC, argued that UOB failed to
discharge its obligation to mitigate
loss.
He highlighted UOB’s limited

marketing efforts and questioned
UOB’s entitlement to seek statutory
interest, emphasising that the inter-
est sought forms a significant por-
tion of the total claim.
Mr Omar noted in his opening

statement that UOB had benefited
from rental and loan repayments
over time, and the units served as
security. Hence, UOB should not be
entitled to seek statutory interest.
Mr Ng argued that UOB’s claim

for statutory interest was based on
theprinciple that such interest is in-
tended to compensate a successful
plaintiff for being wrongfully kept
out of the monies to which it is en-
titled and reflected UOB’s cautious
approach in quantifying damages.
During his cross-examination of

Mr Gan on Jan 29, Mr Omar also
pointed out that there was no at-
tempt by UOB to market the prop-
erties even when property prices
were rising, citingprices taken from
the Urban Redevelopment Author-
ity’s caveats.
According to UOB’s own evi-

dence, the bank marketed only two
units for sale from 2013 to 2014, and
decided by Aug 26, 2014 not to sell
any of the units. It only revived its
marketing efforts in 2023 by pro-
moting two units, Mr Omar said in
his opening statement.
Mr Gan explained that besides

the Covid-19 pandemic, UOB was
waiting for the outcome of the liti-
gation.
At some point in 2023, the bank

put up two units to “test the mar-
ket”, but “in the six months that we
tried, there was no offer”, said Mr
Gan.
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