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A first-rate medical support system
NUH bypass patient gives a glowing report on the hospital and Singapore’s medical services
By ASIT K BISWAS

O

ONE of the stories
that my schoolteacher told us when I
was a kid made a
profound impression. A very holy
man used to live beside a river. One
day, a constable on a horse arrived
and informed him that a very big
flood was coming and he had been instructed to evacuate him. The holy
man told him that he was not going to
move. All his life, God had looked after him and thus he would continue to
stay in his house. The next day, the
road was flooded and another person
in a boat came to rescue him. The holy man would not budge and sent him
away. The water continued to increase and the only place he could
take sanctuary was on the roof. Finally, a helicopter arrived to rescue him.
The man was stubborn, his faith was
very strong and he refused to accept
any help. Finally, a big wave came
which swept away the holy man away
and he was drowned.
When the holy man came face to
face with God he asked why he was allowed to drown, and why God did not
protect him since he had dedicated
his life to His glory and followed His
teachings. God then told him he
wasn’t meant to die and that was why
a horse, then a boat and finally a helicopter was sent to rescue him, all of
which he had unwisely refused.
After many decades, this story
came to my mind when, following a
routine treadmill test, National University Hospital (NUH) decided to conduct additional procedures. After all
these tests, my “constable” came in
the person of Professor Michael
Caleb. Prof Caleb is a very impressive
person. Within the first three minutes, I was impressed by his profes-

sionalism, humility, courtesy and confidence. He answered all the questions my wife and I had candidly and
precisely, and informed me that my
main left artery was 80 per cent
clogged. When I asked him what were
the alternatives, he explained that basically there were two. First was to do
nothing but no one could be sure
when a major heart attack, including
a stroke, might occur, or what the consequences could be. Second would be
to do a heart bypass surgery which
might give me 10 to 15 more years of
good quality of life. He explained that
the possibility of a major complication, including cardiac arrest during
and immediately after the operation
for a man with my conditions and age
was about 4 per cent.

A no-brainer
After the operation, I would be in the
intensive care unit (ICU) for two to
four days, and then in a general ward
for a further four to six days before being discharged to recover at home.
Dr Caleb wanted my wife and I to
think about it and let him know what
we would prefer.
As an adviser to 19 governments
and several CEOs of Fortune 500 companies, I have to travel to all parts of
the world. What flashed through my
mind was that a major heart attack
and a consequent stroke is dangerous
even in a place like Singapore with excellent medical facilities – but what if
it occurred in a country when I am
there for work and where medical facilities are not as good as Singapore’s.
Thus, there was not much to think
about the situation. I have already
had more than 70 years of wonderful
life. If for whatever reason I came
within the 4 per cent fatality statistics, I would start my journey to the
next world with a smile on my face!

All heart: Thanks to Prof Caleb and his staff, the writer has hope of 10-15
more years of good quality life. ST FILE PHOTO
After this existential issue was settled, making the decision to go for a
heart bypass surgery immediately
was a no-brainer.
Next morning, I asked Dr Caleb to
schedule a heart bypass surgery as
soon as possible. My only requirement was that he should lead the surgical team. He scheduled the bypass
surgery the following Wednesday.
I was asked to check in at the NUH
on Tuesday night. I slept like a baby
with no worries! I was told I would be
taken to the operating theatre at
around 7.00 am. True to Singapore
style, people came to take me to the
operation theatre at about 6.40 am!
Since I was ready, I told my wife I
might as well go to the theatre early.
When I arrived there, Dr Caleb and
his team were getting ready for the operation. He greeted us warmly. The
staff told my wife not to worry and
then suggested she should go home. It
would take several hours, and they
would inform her when the operation

was about to be over.
My last recollection was around
6.55 am. I do not recall anything till
about 5.30 pm, when I started to regain consciousness in the ICU. I
vaguely recall having dreams and delusions, one leading to another
smoothly. There was no pain but I
had numerous tubes coming out of
my body for drainage purposes.
When I awoke, I saw the smiling
and relieved face of my wife. I was
told that the first two days after the
surgery are the most critical. Before
this, I had never been in an ICU anywhere in the world. What I learnt was
that, in an ICU, high-risk patients receive special attention. After the first
two days, I was transferred to the
“normal” section of ICU.
The nurses I had in ICU were truly
excellent. I thought that I would have
the same group of nurses looking after me. However, it appeared that the
nurses were so rostered that no one
looked after me for more than one

thoughts came to my mind. First and
foremost, thanks to Dr Caleb and others, I may have 10 to 15 more years
of good quality life. I need to use them
carefully, so that I can leave this
world a little better than when I entered it. From now, any work I undertake must have a positive impact on
society. I would not get involved in
any activity, irrespective of how high
profile or ego-satisfying it may be.
I also realised that for more than a
decade I have been threatening my
family to take them to Pago Pago for a
holiday. As soon as I get a clean bill of
health from Dr Caleb, I am taking
them to Pago Pago, and no ifs and
buts!

State-of-the-art
I had heard many comments about
Singapore’s medical services, both
pro and con. Having now had a personal experience with the system (at
least NUH), I would say that the equipment they are using are state-of-theart, certainly more up-to-date than I
have seen in hospitals in Europe, Canada and Japan. Nurses are better
trained and more caring. The doctors
I came across were invariably dedicated and true professionals. In short, at
least at NUH, one gets world class
medical services.
There are many public policy issues in the area of health that Singapore will have to confront in the future, especially how the medical services will be paid for by the patients,
especially in terms of equity considerations. What it does not have to worry
about is that it already has a first-rate
medical support system which all Singaporeans can be proud of and
non-Singaporeans can use it with total confidence.
The writer is a Distinguished
Visiting Professor at Lee Kuan Yew
School of Public Policy at the Lee
Kuan Yew School of Public Policy

US the biggest
winner from shale

Facebook sends
costly message
via WhatsApp

F

ACEBOOK’S jaw dropping this is not about adding a new revUS$19 billion offer price enue stream to Facebook immedifor mobile messaging com- ately. The acquisition will “clearpany WhatsApp is per- ly help accelerate our progress”
haps best summed up by a in expanding into mobile sertweet that did the rounds soon af- vices, he says. His target is three
ter the press conference announc- billion users on Facebook. To do
ing the deal. The tweet was: that, Facebook has been on a
“Facebook is being pretty aggres- journey towards becoming a mosive in making sure it’s the next bile company. (And) WhatsApp is
Facebook”.
“the only mobile app we’ve ever
Cheeky, but it did sum up seen” that has more growth in enwhat must have been one of Face- gagement than Facebook. In othbook’s major considerations for er words, Facebook co-opted a
spending so much money. It did potential competitor.
not want WhatsApp to overtake it
This co-option part is someas the social media platform of thing most analysts agree on.
choice, especially for teens and Gartner principal analyst Shalini
particularly in the fast-growing Verma told The Business Times
markets in Asia-Pacific. In its four that Facebook has overpaid, “but
years of existence, WhatsApp has it’s a strategic investment as the
garnered 450 million users and is company has its eyes on sustainadding about a million a day.
ing its growth in the future”.
Facebook is a giant in the soIDC Asia Pacific’s Claus
cial media landscape with Mortensen, who is director,
around 1.2 billion users. If Face- emerging technology research,
book was a country and every us- notes that messaging-based comer a Facebook citizen, then it munications is one area where
would have been tied with India traditional social networks have
as the second most populous evolved in recent years.
country in the world after China!
Facebook has its own mobile
In the social media space, messenger and has secured partthings can change very fast. An in- nerships with a number of moteresting
bile carriers
chart which
around the recompares
gion to facilimonthly actate usage
tive user acand uptake
counts of seramong users.
vices that are
Despite this,
more than
Facebook's
four years old AMIT ROY CHOUDHURY
messenger
shows Whats- amit@sph.com.sg
has not been
App has 419 Technology Editor
able to keep
million active
up with other
users. Facebook has 145 million, apps, including WhatsApp.
Google’s Gmail 123 million while
But, notes Mr Mortensen, alTwitter is way down with 54 mil- though messaging is an imporlion and Skype has 52 million.
tant “feature” of social networkOn WhatsApp’s phenomenal ing, this type of reasoning actualgrowth, Facebook CEO Mark ly misses the point. “What WhatsZuckerberg has this to say: “No App and other messaging apps
one in the history of the world has are offering are not communicaever done something like this.”
tions ‘features’ – it is a whole new
But US$19 billion for a compa- approach to social networking.
ny whose only potential revenue On Facebook and other similar sostream is the US$1 a year that it cial networks, users are mainly
charges for use of its mobile app defined by their profiles and their
(and most people don’t even pay profile page. “
that money), after the first year of
On mobile messaging platfree use? First of all it should be forms, on the other hand, users
clarified that the US$19 billion are defined by their activity. Mr
comprises (only) US$4 billion in Mortensen thinks this is more in
cash. The rest includes US$12 bil- tune with the younger demolion Facebook stock and up to graphics of the Asia-Pacific reUS$3 billion in restricted Face- gion. By buying WhatsApp, “Facebook stock units to be granted to book addresses this problem”.
WhatsApp founders and employForrester Research’s Xiaofeng
ees over a four-year vesting peri- Wang adds that mobile messagod. The markets and financial an- ing apps are already dominant in
alysts were less than pleased the Asia-Pacific region – WeChat
with the terms of this acquisition. in China, Line in Japan, and
Mr Zuckerberg is candid that Kakao Talk in South Korea. Al-

shift. Nothing happens in Singapore
without a good reason. There must be
good reasons for this arrangement.
All the nurses I had at ICU for five
days were invariably caring and competent. They came from several Asian
countries: China, Malaysia, the Philippines and Singapore.
Dr Caleb had warned me that 30
per cent of bypass surgery patients develop problems with heart rhythm abnormalities which are usually benign
and can be treated easily. I turned out
to be one of those. As a result I had to
stay two days longer in ICU. What
was striking is that nurses did not
know me before their shift. And yet,
they were really concerned about my
well-being.
Several nurses who had looked after me and then were rostered to look
after others, came back to see me as
to how I was doing, or simply to cheer
me up, during their breaks, or after
the end of their shifts. This is truly
well and beyond their expected duties. As a professor myself, I have to
grade all the nurses who looked after
me A+ for their competence, caring
and performance.
The doctors were equally competent and caring. There is no question
that they worked long hours: I would
guess that they were putting in about
50 hours of very stressful work a
week. Any questions I had, they always took time to answer them.
Also impressive was the fact that
Dr Caleb took some holidays when I
was in the hospital. Even then, he telephoned his colleagues every day to
see how I was, and discussed if any
change of treatment was necessary. I
take my hat off to Dr Caleb, his colleagues, and the ICU staff and nurses.
As a university professor, I have to
give my overall experience and the
medical support I received an A+.
Lying on the bed at ICU and thereafter in the general ward, numerous

Face value: In acquiring WhatsApp, Facebook is co-opting a
potential competitor. PHOTO: REUTERS
most all the popular social media
platforms are solely on mobile –
Instagram, SnapChat (which
Facebook intended to buy, but
failed), WeChat – or gradually
transiting to mobile – Facebook,
Twitter, Sina Weibo in China.
Monetisation can be integrated with added functionality. As
Ms Wang says, although WeChat
is often compared to other mobile messaging apps like WhatsApp, it is more than mobile messaging with complicated features
and functions, such as status updates and photo-sharing, mobile
payment, QR code scanning and
other features.
“Post-acquisition, it is highly
possible that Facebook will transfer technology and add more features to WhatsApp, such that it
will become a more direct competitor to WeChat,” she adds.
Gartner’s Ms Verma also feels
that while WhatsApp already has
a sound business model, there
are many opportunities to monetise the platform through games
and business referrals as other
messaging apps are doing.
However, Facebook is not really focused on monetisation for
WhatsApp immediately. Neither
will ads be the main form of monetisation, it claims.
An interesting point to note
here is that the two companies
have started out with different
philosophies and it remains to be
seen how Mr Zuckerberg and
WhatsApp’s CEO Jan Koum reconcile that. Facebook’s home
page says that it’s free and will always be so. The business model
is simple, you join Facebook for
free and use its various services
and the company will make money through advertising tailored to
your “interests” which is determined by your usage pattern.
The model works best when Facebook can offer a plethora of different services on its platform including games, news and even
shopping. WhatsApp, on the other hand is built on a model that
while it would charge a service
fee for use, there would be no clutter and the platform will do what
it’s intended for, that is be a clean
clutter-free mobile-only messaging platform. In fact, according to
various sources, Mr Koum has a

note on his desk which says: No
Ads! No Games! No Gimmicks!
Rohit Dadwal, Asia Pacific MD
of Mobile Marketing Association
(MMA) sums it up well: “Advertising is a core part of Facebook’s
revenue stream and its mobile
strategy includes multiple apps
such as the FB messenger app
and Instagram, aside from the
core Facebook app and games on
the platform. After the acquisition of Instagram, the company
rolled out ads on the app almost
immediately. With WhatsApp,
the company has taken a different tack, promising not use advertising to monetise WhatsApp.”
He adds that Facebook is going all out for WhatsApp’s 450
million-strong user base and it’s
not immediately clear how they
plan to recover the cost of this acquisition.
Interestingly, Facebook is
blocked in China, but WhatsApp
is not, as Forrester’s Ms Wang
says. This acquisition might open
the doors for Facebook into the
largest smart phone market in
the world. Forrester forecasts
that the number of smart phone
users will pass 500 million in China this year.
Facebook also gets an opportunity to merge its database with
the mobile phone data base of
WhatsApp to get a deeper insight
into its users, which will help generate more revenue.j
Three years from now it will become apparent whether Facebook’s expensive splurge – which
is more than 10 per cent of its market cap – is worth the risk. However, it’s apparent that Mr Zuckerberg knows what he’s doing. The
increasingly digitised world is becoming mobile-centric and he’s
preparing Facebook’s transformation into a mobile company.
George Colony, the highly respected CEO of Forrester Research told this writer recently
that successful companies in future “will put themselves in the
pockets of customers – via apps
on their mobile devices – as they
move through time and space.
That's very different from the
old days of sitting at your PC and
filling up web forms”. With its acquisition of WhatsApp, Facebook
just made sure it will have a place
in its users’ pockets.

SOME people seem to have an ability to see the standing idly by and watching its energy secubig picture and to sketch it out in a way that rity deteriorate while that of the US, on which
brings it vividly to life. Nobuo Tanaka, former it gains ground economically every year, imhead of the International Energy Agency (IEA) proves beyond all recognition.
in Paris, is one such person and, when he outChina has developed pipelines with Turklines East Asia’s energy future, the image menistan, Myanmar and also an oil pipeline
leaps off the page with disturbing clarity.
from Kazakhstan as well as one from Russia.
It is an image of a region where existing en- “A gas pipeline from Russia is not yet connectergy demand and supply patterns could alter ed – the price negotiation has to be settled –
dramatically as shale gas makes the world’s but, eventually, it will happen,” he said.
biggest economy, the United States, more or
“China’s energy security is clear – connectless domestically self-sufficient in term of ener- ing pipelines from their neighbours and also
gy supply and where China, too, achieves a domestic pipeline systems guarantees the dehigh degree of energy security.
velopment of shale gas in addition to imports.
Meanwhile, Japan, as Mr Tanaka sees it, China’s resources of shale are considered to be
could become an offshore and rather isolated more than the US’s. There is huge potential.”
island cut off from Asia’s landmass, one that is
Asean countries also have their own natunot plugged into the network or grid of devel- ral gas sources, Mr Tanaka notes. “Malaysia,
oping continental power sources and which is, Brunei and Indonesia have resources but they
therefore, vulnerable to energy supply short- have to direct them more and more towards
ages or interruptions.
domestic consumers. Japan is importing 40
Japan can, of course, continue importing per cent of its gas from Asean but Asean’s exvast amounts of fossil fuels from the Middle port ability will diminish.”
East, as it does at present. But what if an enerEventually, China’s oil and gas pipelines
gy-independent US loses the incentive to pro- with be connected to Asean and to Korea and
tect vital sea lanes such as the Strait of Hor- Russia, says the former international energy
muz. Who will guarantee the safe passage of czar. Maybe Turkmenistan’s pipeline will be
oil and gas tankers then, he
extended to Iran also, he
asks rhetorically.
adds.
And what role is nuclear
“A huge potential network
power going to play in the
of pipelines will be developed
overall mix of energy needed
in Asia. Will Japan continue
by an Asia that is becoming
to be isolated from this systhe world’s dominant contem? I don’t think so. We cansumer of industrial and
not run our energy security
household power? It will ANTHONY ROWLEY
by simply importing LNG
need to be a major contribu- Tokyo Correspondent
(from the Middle East and
tor but probably not with the
from Asean).”
kind of nuclear technologies
“If it is imported by pipethat we use now, says Mr Tanaka.
line from Russia, the distance is much shortHe outlined these thoughts to me during a er,” he says while noting that the distance
conference on the future of nuclear energy from Japan to Vladivostock is only 800 kilomeheld in Tokyo this week and organised by New tres. Oil and gas pipeline connections or elecZealand-based Strategic Communications. tric grid cables will “in the future make Japan
The meeting was held under Chatham House a part of Asia’s energy sources.“.
rules of non-attribution but Mr Tanaka agreed
The day continues to look rather distant,
to go on the record for The Business Times.
however, when Japan will become a full partThe shale gas “revolution”, observed Mr ner in what Mr Tanaka calls the “collective enTanaka, who now goes under the rather un- ergy security” network developing within East
wieldy title of global associate for energy secu- and Central Asia. Things “are moving”, he
rity and sustainability at the Institute of Ener- acknowledges – not in Japan but in other parts
gy Economics of Japan, “puts the US in a very of the Asian economy.
strong position in terms of self-sufficiency”.
Nuclear, meanwhile, is an important part
They do not need to get oil from the Middle of the energy mix for Asia “because uranium
East. They can produce their own oil and gas – is abundant”, says Mr Tanaka. “Nuclear powand gas is exportable. “This gives them a huge er will position itself as a very important eleeconomic advantage compared with the coun- ment, and many Asian countries – China, Intries which are importing huge amounts of gas dia or Vietnam, Malaysia and maybe Thailand
and oil.” These include “the Asean countries – are interested.”
and also China and India”, he noted. “They
Meanwhile, Japan is the only country in
are the major emerging economies that need Asia where there is a possibility of the nation
to import more and more fossil fuels such as turning its back on nuclear energy in the wake
gas and oil. Relative to these countries, the US of the March 2011 Fukushima nuclear disasadvantage is obvious.”
ter, which led to nearly all 50 of Japan’s nucle“(About) 90 per cent of oil from the Middle ar reactors being taken offline and blew out
East will go to Asia by 2035 versus 50 per cent the nation’s fuel import bill in the process.
now,” says Mr Tanaka. “No oil will go to the
Prime Minister Shinzo Abe is currently
US. So, will the US still contribute to security pushing to get some 15 or so of these reactors
in the Middle East – the Strait of Hormuz, restarted but Mr Tanaka is adamant that what
etc?” he asked rhetorically
Japan needs is not just a restart of its conven“India and China will import more from the tional and rather ageing reactors but “safer nuMiddle East, while Japan and South Korea al- clear power”.
ready have 100 per cent dependence on the reHe is promoting a US-developed technologion,” he noted while repeating that “the US gy known as the Integral Fast Reactor (IFR)
will be the sole winner” from the evolving system which he argues is much safer than
shale situation.
conventional light water reactors used in JaBut as Mr Tanaka noted, China is far from pan and elsewhere.

