
| SATURDAY, SEPTEMBER 28, 2024 | THE STRAITS TIMES | SINGAPORE | A17

The authorities have arrested 32
people suspected of being in-
volved in illegal employment-
related offences, the Ministry of
Manpower (MOM) said on Sept
27.
Among those arrested on Sept

23 is a 33-year-oldman suspect-
ed to be part of a syndicate that
operated 28 shell public enter-
tainment outlets,which alleged-
ly hired work permit holders as
performers when the compa-
nies were not in operation.
The remaining 16 men and 15

women were arrested for al-
leged involvement in making
false declarations in work pass
applications when the compa-
nies did not require their em-
ployment, the ministry added.
The suspects were arrested

during islandwide enforcement
operations conducted by MOM
and the police at 27 locations.
Investigations into the suspects
are ongoing.
Theministry also said on Sept

27 that it will review the Work
Permit (Performing Artiste)
scheme,which is intended for li-
censed public entertainment
outlets to hire performers on a
short-term basis. This comes
amid a growing trendof abuseof
the scheme, it added.
Employers can hire only for-

eign workers with valid work
passes. Both employers and ap-
plicants are required tomake ac-
curate, complete and truthful
declarations to the Controller of
Work Passes.
Foreigners who work

without a valid work pass may
be fined up to $20,000, jailed for
up to two years, or both. If con-
victed, they may also be barred
from working in Singapore.
Similarly, those convicted of

making false declarations in
work pass applications may get
a fine of up to $20,000, a jail
term of up to two years, or both.
Additionally, errant em-

ployerswill have theirwork pass
privileges suspended, and the
work pass applicants may also
be prosecuted and barred from
working in Singapore.
Members of the public who

are aware of illegal employment
activities can report the matter
to the ministry by calling 6438-
5122 or e-mailing mom_fmmd
@mom.gov.sg.
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More than 10 companies have al-
ready signedup toworkwith a cen-
tre set up to help the manufactur-
ing sector use artificial intelligence
(AI) to improve efficiency, cut
costs and create business opportu-
nities.
Established by A*Star and the

Ministry of Trade and Industry, the
Sectoral AI Centre of Excellence
for Manufacturing (AIMfg) aims to
help drive AI adoption in a sector
where incorporating AI has been
difficult due to the need for accu-
racy, expertise and integration
with old systems.
For instance, AI can tap data

from a manufacturing plant’s sen-
sors to indicate whenmaintenance
is needed for its components, rath-
er than having a company follow a
fixed schedule, which can be inef-
ficient.
Potential clients can test the use

of such AI solutions at AIMfg,
which was launched on Sept 27 by
Deputy Prime Minister Gan Kim
Yong. AIMfg shares the facilities of
the A*Star Advanced Remanufac-
turing and Technology Centre, lo-
cated in Cleantech Loop.
Speaking at the launch, Mr Gan,

who is also Minister for Trade and
Industry, said he had often been
told that “the manufacturing sec-
tor is the most difficult sector to
start (using) AI”.

But that should not stop the sec-
tor – which contributes a fifth of
Singapore’s gross domestic prod-
uct and employs an eighth of the

workforce – from finding ways to
useAI to improve its efficiency and
operations, he added.
AIMfg is part of the strategy to

set up centres of excellence across
multiple industries to drive inno-
vation, as outlined in Parliament
earlier in 2024, said Mr Gan.

A*Star has developed a range of
standard AI models for manufac-
turing uses that can be readily cus-
tomised to clients’ needs in areas
including quality assurance, pre-
dictivemaintenance and industrial
automation.
A*Star chief executive Frederick

Chew said during the launch that
the centre will work with partners
to customise and fine-tune AI
models to fit their needs.
AI can potentially reduce down-

time andmaintenance cost and im-
prove the lifespan of machines.
Among A*Star’s ready-made AI

solutions is a generative AI assis-
tant that can guide users on how to
fix machines that have broken
down.
Dr Wang Wei, AIMfg’s centre di-

rector, said theAI canbe trainedon
existing manuals and summarise
instructions, saving technicians
the time needed to consult thick
booklets.
Coca-Cola and tech manufactur-

er Philips are among 13 companies
that have signed on to collaborate
with the centre.
Coca-Cola Singapore plant gen-

eral manager Gerardo Artavia told
The Straits Times it is working
with A*Star to build an analytical
AI system to help the company dis-
tribute beverages to its markets
more efficiently.
“We need to know how much to

sell in each market, and not send
toomany bottles that they become
expired,” he said. “AI can help us to
find a formula to find that balance.”
Mr Artavia said that an initiative

like the one with A*Star at AIMfg
will go a longway to helpmanufac-
turing firms adopt AI, asmanymay
lack the funding and expertise to
digitalise their services.
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Deputy Prime Minister Gan Kim Yong at a demonstration of AI solutions at the Sectoral AI Centre of Excellence for
Manufacturing on Sept 27. Among those with him was A*Star chief executive Frederick Chew (far left). PHOTO: A*STAR

Former transport minister S. Iswa-
ran pleaded guilty to obtaining var-
ious valuable items, was convicted
and could face a jail sentence, in a
case of significance for public ser-
vants and their dealingswith exter-
nal parties.
Legal experts say his sentencing

on Oct 3, under a law not applied
since the nation’s independence,
will set aprecedent for future cases.
The 62-year-old on Sept 24 ad-

mitted to obtaining valuable items
worthmore than $400,000 in total
from Formula One race promoter
Singapore GP’s chairman, Mr Ong
Beng Seng, and Mr David Lum Kok
Seng, managing director of main-
board-listed construction company
Lum Chang Holdings.
The offences fall under Section

165, whichmakes it an offence for a
public servant to accept anything
of value from any person with
whom they are involved in an offi-
cial capacity without payment or
with inadequate payment.
He also admitted to one charge of

obstructing the course of justice.
Another 30 charges under Section
165 will be taken into consideration
for the sentencing.
Assistant Professor Benny Tan,

who teaches law at NUS, said a gift-
giver could be charged with abet-
ment.
“In Singapore, an individual can

abet in three ways – by instigating,
being in a conspiracy, and by aid-
ing,” he said.
“Hypothetically, if the prosecu-

tion has evidence that Mr Ong
instigated Iswaran to obtain a gift,
Mr Ong may be liable for the of-
fence of abetment by instigation to
commit a Section 165 offence,” he
added.
The Attorney-General’s Cham-

bers (AGC)has said itwill take a de-
cision in respect of Mr Ong soon.
The 78-year-old was named in sev-
eral of the charges that Iswaran
faced.
Mr Ong and Mr Lum have not

been charged with any offence.
Lawyer Sunil Sudheesan, who

heads QuaheWoo & Palmer’s crim-
inal law department, said the law
can also be extended to the prose-
cution witnesses. The prosecution
had linedup56witnesses for the Is-
waran case, which was slated to go
to trial.

QWhat are the differences
pertaining to giving under Section
165 and the Prevention of
Corruption Act (PCA)?
AOf Iswaran’s 35 charges, he initia-
lly faced two counts of corruption,
but these chargeswere amended to
offences under Section 165.
SMUAssociate Professor Eugene

Tan, another law expert, said un-
der the PCA, which applies to the
public and private sectors, the giv-
ing and receiving of a bribe are pe-
nalised.
“The briber and bribee can be

charged for a substantive corrup-
tion offencewhere a favour for a fa-
vour was effectively the transac-
tion,” he said.
In contrast, Mr Sudheesan said,

givers are not automatically impli-
cated under Section 165.
Their criminality depends on

whether they gave with an inten-
tion to corrupt, or if they gave out
of pure friendship, with no ulterior
motives, he said.
Prof Eugene Tan said that a com-

mon ingredient in PCAand Section
165 is that there is a conflict of in-
terest.
He said: “In a PCA offence, there

is actual conflict of interest. For
Section 165, it is more likely a case
of potential or apparent conflict of
interest.
“All types of conflict of interest

are best avoided. Even if there are
no criminal consequences, a con-
flict of interest situation raises le-
gitimate ethical questions for both
giver and receiver.”

QWhat are the wider implications
of the case?
A Prof Eugene Tan said that while
offences under Section 165 are not
“full-blown corruption offences”,
he sees them as “corruption-type

offences”.
“It is an extremely useful provi-

sion as part of Singapore’s suite of
anti-corruptionmeasures,” he add-
ed.
Prof Benny Tan agreed, and said

the case makes clear the rules
when it comes to receiving gifts as
a public servant.
“Before this case, somemay have

had the impression that it’s a crime
to receive gifts only if there was
corrupt intent,” he said.
“This case highlights that a pub-

lic servant can commit an offence
when he or she accepts a gift, even
without corrupt intent or knowl-
edge,” he added.
Mr Sudheesan said that if civil

servants are in doubt about any
business relationship, they should
declare it.
“Rules for civil servants are al-

ways very clear. People may know
the rules, but they don’t know
about the law. But (with Iswaran’s
case), who doesn’t know now?” he
added.
Beyond the public service, Asso-

ciate Professor Soh Kee Hean, who
teaches criminal investigation,
public safety and security at the
Singapore University of Social Sci-
ences, said the casewill send a firm
message to the business and inter-
national community at large.
“Singapore dealswith public ser-

vice misconduct very strictly.
There is zero tolerance for any cor-
ruption, or corruption-relatedmis-
conduct,” he added.

QWill the rules for public servants
around gifts be rewritten?
A Prof Soh, a former director of the
Corrupt Practices Investigation
Bureau, said Iswaran’s conviction
sends a strong signal to the public
service that government officials

must observe “a high standard of
conduct” when they are offered
gifts and hospitality.
“Iswaran’s case shows the Go-

vernment intends to uphold these
standards and is prepared to prose-
cute those who accept gifts with-
out due consideration, even if the
individual is a minister,” he said.
Prof Soh added that if public ser-

vants have no choice but to accept
the gift, they should declare it
promptly for the avoidance of
doubt.
Under Singapore’s public service

rules on gifts, civil servants cannot
retain gifts worth more than $50,
unless they pay themarket value of
the gift to the Government.
Political office-holders adopt

“similar spirit and principles” in
their official activities, Minister-
in-charge of Public Service Chan
Chun Sing said in Parliament in
August 2023. He added that there
are specific rules spelt out in the
code of conduct for ministers.
Prof Eugene Tan said Iswaran’s

case makes clear that public ser-
vants should be very wary of
anyone – with whom they have of-
ficial dealings – who comes bear-
ing gifts.
“It reiterates that they have to ex-

ercise utmost scruples in ensuring
they are not placed in a position of
conflict of interest,” he said.
However, Mr Chan, in his speech

in Parliament, urged against a
“knee-jerk reaction” to immediate-
ly tighten or add more rules.
He said the rules should be up-

dated only if they are too lax, or if
the case involves a new situation
not covered by the rules.
Mr Chan added that if the rules

are unclear, they should be clari-
fied and simplified.
A judgment call will still be re-

quired for some matters, he said,
adding: “Our officers should not
just understand the letter of the
rule, but also the spirit.”

QWhat’s next for the prosecution
witnesses?
A The prosecution’s witnesses in-
clude Mr Lum, Mr Ong and his
wife, prominent businesswoman
Christina Ong, and Iswaran’s wife,
Ms KayMary Taylor. The others in-
clude Iswaran’s former personal as-

sistant Ivy ChanWan Hiang; depu-
ty chairman of Singapore GP Colin
Syn Wai Hung; and Singapore GP
director Mok Chee Liang.
ST asked the AGC about Mr Lum

and Mr Ong. It only said it would
take a decision in respect of Mr
Ong soon.
Mr Sudheesan said if any of the

witnesses were involved in gift-
giving, they will be investigated.
“As long as they were involved in

the giving of the gifts, they will be
investigated. Involvement includes
those instrumental in the deliver-
ing of the gifts and their levels of
knowledge of the purpose behind
the gifts,” he added.
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Former transport minister S. Iswaran leaving the Supreme Court on Sept 24. Legal
experts say his sentencing will set a precedent for future cases. ST FILE PHOTO
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