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WHILE an Indonesian tourist
developed a fever here and died
of avian influenza after she re-
turned home, the Republic has
so far been free from the H5N1
virus.

Last week, the Health Minis-
try here said the eight-year-old
girl had contracted the virus
when she handled freshly killed
poultry before her trip, and
that it was conducting contact
tracing.

Since the virus spread
around South-east Asia in
2004, poultry farms here and
Jurong Bird Park have taken
measures to keep the danger at
bay.

Mr Raja Segran, general man-
ager of Jurong Bird Park, which
has some 5,000 birds of 380
species, said surveillance and
monitoring methods are in
place to keep the bird park free
of avian influenza.

For instance, the bird park
has sentinel chickens, whose
blood and faeces are tested

each month to give early warn-
ing of a potential infection.

New birds are tested before
and after they arrive at the bird
park.

Particularly susceptible bird
species are also vaccinated
with the H5N2 vaccine each
year, which helps ward against
the H5N1 strain of the virus,
and tested to make sure the an-
tibodies generated are still ef-
fective.

The three chicken and two
quail farms here are checked
regularly for bird flu, said farm-
ers and the Agri-Food and Vet-
erinary Authority (AVA).

Poultry farm N&N Agricul-
ture keeps wild birds out of its
buildings and disinfects vehi-
cles, among other biosecurity
measures, its chief executive
Ma Chin Chew said.

He added that previous re-
ports saying that the farm had
increased its disinfections to
twice weekly because of bird
flu in the region were inaccu-
rate.

He said disinfection is rou-
tinely stepped up when the

farm culls hens that no longer
lay eggs.

If there is an outbreak in
nearby Malaysia, the Lim Chu
Kang farm can take further pre-
cautions, he added.

Quail farm Lian Wah Hang
is also playing safe.

Since 2004, it has stopped
giving public tours, said owner
William Ho, who previously
ran educational outings for the
public and school groups.

An AVA spokesman said it
also conducts regular bird flu
testing on migratory birds in
the nature reserves, such as the
Sungei Buloh Wetland Reserve,
Botanic Gardens and Pulau
Ubin.

In March, it conducted its

sixth Exercise Gallus to test the
nation’s emergency prepared-
ness in case of an avian flu out-
break.

The exercise had emergen-
cy-response staff donning pro-
tective gear to carry out screen-
ing, simulate chicken culling
and disposal, test a new foam
decontamination process and
collect samples from a poultry
farm.

To date, there have been
more than 600 reported cases
of humans being infected with
the H5N1 virus worldwide and
more than 350 deaths since the
first case was reported in 2003,
according to the World Health
Organisation.
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FOR 35 years, Malay activity
groups have been keeping peo-
ple busy at community clubs
across the island, with their cul-
tural, social and sports activi-
ties.

Now they have been thrown
some new tasks: Help needy
families in the community and
nurture Singapore’s future lead-
ers.

The new challenge for Malay
Activity Executive Committees
(MAEC), as they are called,
came from Deputy Prime Minis-
ter Tharman Shanmugaratnam.

He said with their “strong
local knowledge and connec-
tions”, the committees were
well positioned to carry out the
challenges.

“They can play the critical
role of social facilitators on the
ground – identifying and help-
ing residents resolve personal
and family issues, and guiding
them to the appropriate nation-

al and community resources,”
he said.

For example, they could
work with mosques and other
Malay-Muslim organisations to
run programmes for poor fami-
lies and link up with other com-
munity partners to reach out to
more people.

Mr Tharman, who is also Fi-
ance as well as Manpower Min-
ister, threw down the gauntlet
at a recent dinner at Concorde
Hotel, to celebrate the 35th an-
niversary of these committees.

The challenge dovetails with
government efforts to give
needy Singaporeans a helping
hand and to be more inclusive.

Malay activity groups were
set up in 1977. Then known as
Malay Cultural Groups, their
main role was to organise and
promote Malay cultural activi-
ties.

These proved popular
enough to encourage more com-

munity centres to form similar
groups, as they expanded their
scope over the years to cover
social, educational, recreation-
al as well as sports activities.

In 1985, they were renamed
Malay Activity Groups, and 10
years later, Malay Activity Exec-
utive Committees. Today,
there are 97 such committees,
organising activities such as
health and education pro-
grammes.

Mr Tharman called this a
“big positive” for both the Ma-
lay community and Singapore,
noting that the committees and
other Malay grassroots groups
have engaged one in three Ma-
lay residents. Under its Com-
munity Vision, the People’s As-
sociation aims to bump this up
to one in two by 2015.

Stressing the need for the
committees to go beyond cul-
tural activities, he suggested
how they could reach out to

needy families to “hold their
hands”, and to attract more
youth by creating space for
them to pursue their interests
and initiatives.

“We have to put effort into
spotting potential youth lead-
ers, bringing them in and pro-
gressively grooming them to
take on more responsibilities in
the community,” he said.

The acting chairman of the
council overseeing the commit-
tees, Mr Salleh Masjor, agrees.
He said the committees should
“seriously consider DPM Thar-
man’s recommendations”.

“MAECs can take the step to
focus on helping needy families
to raise the standards of the Ma-
lay community, and nurture
young leaders for leadership re-
newal and continuity,” he said.

Some were already doing it
by providing subsidised tuition
and mentorship programmes
for poor students, he added.

Veterinary staff administering antioxidants to a flamingo in Jurong Bird
Park. They will later vaccinate the bird with the H5N2 vaccine, which helps
ward against the H5N1 strain. PHOTO: WILDLIFE RESERVES SINGAPORE

THE top biology students from
59 countries are gathered here
this week for the 23rd Interna-
tional Biology Olympiad.

The competition, which Sin-
gapore is hosting for the first
time, will challenge pre-univer-
sity students with theoretical
problems and laboratory experi-
ments in areas such as ecology
and classical biology.

President Tony Tan Keng
Yam, the patron for the event,
was at its official opening at
the Nanyang Technological Uni-
versity’s Nanyang Auditorium
yesterday.

About 1,000 people were at
the opening, which featured
Chinese and Malay dances, a
brass band medley and a lion
dance.

The participants also took to
the stage in their respective na-
tional costumes, drawing
cheers and applause from the
crowd.

Ever since Singapore began
sending a team to this Olympi-
ad in 2001, it has fared well,
winning an average of a gold
and a silver each year. Last
year’s team clinched three

golds and a silver.
Despite additional pressure

to perform as hosts of the
event, this year’s team is keep-
ing a level outlook and trying
not to let the stress get to
them.

Team member Zhang Hui
Ting, an 18-year-old student
from Raffles Institution, said:
“We just want to do our best.”
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