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ALL Singaporean children should
be offered free pre-school educa-
tion run by the Government, a
group of leading childhood ex-
perts have recommended.

They said the Government
should recognise that this kind of
schooling is critical to a child’s de-
velopment, and take charge of the
sector.

The 27 experts were asked for
their views by philanthropic
group the Lien Foundation.

Their recommendations come
three weeks after a global survey
released by the foundation gave
Singapore’s pre-school sector a
disappointing report card, ranking
it 29th out of 45 countries.

The Republic fared worst in
quality, based on factors such as
pre-school teachers’ qualifica-
tions and student-teacher ratios.

The survey led to renewed calls
for the Government to take
charge of Singapore’s 500 kinder-

gartens and more than 900 child-
care centres. These are run by a
range of operators, from the PAP
Community Foundation and reli-
gious outfits, to clan and grass-
roots associations.

All the 27 experts felt strongly
that the Government should be in
charge of pre-school education,
said lead investigator Lynn Ang.

She said more than seven in 10
of them thought it should be pro-
vided free for all children.

Currently, the Ministry of Edu-
cation (MOE) and the Ministry of
Community Development, Youth
and Sports both oversee the sec-
tor. But the experts called for one
of them, preferably MOE, to take
the lead. If not, a new ministry
should be set up, such as one dedi-
cated to children and families.

Dr Ang, a senior lecturer of ear-
ly childhood at the University of
East London, said: “There is over-
whelming evidence that quality
pre-school is critical to child de-
velopment.” She added most of
the experts felt the Government

should “recognise quality educa-
tion as a necessary public good”.

But Dr Ang said this does not
mean all children should go to
state-run kindergartens.

“The Government could pro-
vide good pre-schools for the ma-
jority of the children, but also al-
low and support some private op-
erators who have a proven record
of providing high-quality educa-
tion. This way parents will still
have a choice,” she said.

The experts include Dr Chris-
tine Chen, president of the Associ-
ation for Early Childhood Educa-
tors. She noted that pre-school
fees range from $100 to over
$1,000 and there are significant
differences in quality.

“Parents who are financially
able can purchase better-quality
education, while those with lower
incomes are left with fewer choic-
es,” Dr Chen said.

Ms Ho Yin Fong, academic di-
rector of the National Trades Un-
ion Congress-run Seed Institute,
stressed the importance of raising
the status and salaries of pre-
school teachers. She said: “It is a
first step. To do so, we need three
important ‘Rs’ – Respect, Recogni-
tion and a Rise in wages.”

Lien Foundation chief execu-
tive Lee Poh Wah said: “Our pre-
school system should narrow the
gap between the rich and poor,
not widen it as it does now.”

He announced that the group
was launching a survey to seek
parents’ views on pre-school edu-
cation. They are invited to visit:
https://www.surveymonkey.com
/s/vitalvoices

MOE did not respond to the
study released yesterday, but two
years ago, then Education Minis-
ter Ng Eng Hen said there were no
plans to nationalise pre-school ed-
ucation. He said doing so would
deprive parents of choice and give
rise to counter-productive com-
parisons between pre-schools.
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KUALA LUMPUR – Prosecutors
have charged the former chief of
Malaysia’s giant Sime Darby com-
pany in connection with the loss
of more than RM100 million
(S$40 million).

Ahmad Zubir Murshid, former
chief executive of the govern-
ment-linked corporation, was ac-
cused yesterday of criminal
breach of trust in a case widely
seen as a move by the government
to get tough on wrongdoing in its
ranks, as it gears up for a possible
general election this year.

Valued at some RM60 billion,
Sime Darby is one of Malaysia’s
biggest companies. Its interests
span plantations, property, motor
vehicles, energy and health care,

and it employs more than
100,000 people in 29 countries.

Ahmad Zubir, 54, is charged
with dishonestly failing in his du-
ty as group chief executive when
he allowed land acquired by Sime
Darby to be awarded to private
company Vertical Drive. Sime Dar-
by later had to acquire Vertical
Drive at a loss of RM85 million.

The land, classified as native
land, is in the interior of Sarawak.
It is understood that it was intend-
ed for oil palm plantation.

A second charge is essentially
the same as the first. It involves
criminal breach of trust for caus-
ing RM16.8 million in losses to
Sime Darby by allowing the award
of another parcel of land in
Sarawak to a company called Na-
ture Ambience that Sime Darby
had to later acquire.

The charges each carry a jail
term of two to 20 years, caning
and a fine.

In a separate case, Ahmad Zu-
bir was charged with cheating, by
failing to inform Sime Darby’s
board that the land had been
awarded to Vertical Drive and Na-
ture Ambience, thereby causing
losses to the conglomerate.

These alternative charges carry
up to seven years’ jail and a fine.

He pleaded not guilty to all the

charges and the judge granted
bail.

The next court date has been
fixed for Oct 2.

Two years ago, his contract as
president and group CEO was not
renewed, after Sime Darby began
to report cost overruns of RM960
million in four projects in its ener-
gy and utilities division. The
projects are in the Middle East,
and also include the Bakun Dam in
Sarawak. The division reported

RM2.1billion in losses in June
2010. The Malaysian Anti-Corrup-
tion Commission started its inves-
tigations soon after.

Ahmad Zubir was arrested on
Monday after surrendering to the
Malaysian Anti-Corruption Com-
mission. He has also been sued by
the conglomerate over losses in-
curred in the energy-related
projects, in a case that has not
been heard.
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WASHINGTON – The first pill
ever to help prevent HIV infec-
tion has been approved by United
States regulators for use by
healthy adults at risk of getting
the virus that causes Aids.

Truvada has been on the mar-
ket since 2004 as a treatment for
HIV and on Monday, after three
years of clinical trials, it was
approved by the US Food and
Drug Administration (FDA) as a
tool to help ward off HIV.

The decision comes less than
two weeks after the agency
approved another landmark prod-
uct: the first over-the-counter
HIV test that Americans can use

in the privacy of their homes.
The two developments are

seen as the biggest steps in years
towards curbing the spread of
HIV in the US.

Dr Demetre Daskalakis, who
was on the FDA panel, said Tru-
vada would likely be unavailable
for many people without health
insurance, who often face the
greatest risk of acquiring HIV.

Manufacturer Gilead Sciences
said it will keep the daily pill at
its current price of nearly

US$14,000 (S$17,700) a year.
“It is expensive, but on the oth-

er hand it’s far cheaper than a life-
time of HIV treatment,” said Dr
Joel Gallant of Johns Hopkins Uni-
versity School of Medicine in Bal-
timore.

The drug’s label carries a warn-
ing that people should be tested
for HIV before starting Truvada.

Patients who already have the
virus could develop resistance to
the drug, making their disease
more difficult to treat. The label

also warns of side effects, includ-
ing kidney and liver problems.

Starting in 2010, studies
showed that the drug could pre-
vent people from contracting
HIV when used as a precaution-
ary measure.

A three-year study found daily
doses cut the risk of infection in
healthy gay and bisexual men by
42 per cent, when accompanied
by condoms and counselling.

Last year, another study found
Truvada reduced infection by 75

per cent in heterosexual couples
in which one partner had HIV.

Truvada’s ground-breaking
preventive ability has exposed dis-
agreements within America’s
HIV community about managing
the disease. Groups like the Aids
Health-care Foundation asked
the FDA to reject the drug, saying
it could give patients a false sense
of security and reduce the use of
condoms, the most reliable pre-
ventive measure against HIV.

But FDA scientists said there
was no indication Truvada users
were more likely to engage in
risky sexual behaviour.
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WASHINGTON – HSBC put itself
at the mercy of the United States
Senate yesterday, acknowledging
shortcomings in its anti-money
laundering operations and promis-
ing to fix what a scathing report
called a “pervasively polluted” cul-
ture at the bank.

The Senate report, which came
after a year-long inquiry, said the
bank routinely acted as a financier
to clients routing funds from the
world’s most dangerous corners,
including Mexico, Iran and Syria.

While the big British bank’s
money-laundering problems have
been flagged by regulators for
nearly a decade, the report and

hearing escalate pressure on the
bank, as it awaits a massive fine
from the Justice Department,
which could be as high as US$1 bil-
lion (S$1.26 billion).

It also comes as international
banks’ reputations took a fresh hit
due to allegations of a manipula-
tion of a key global interest rate.

Senator Carl Levin, who chairs
the Senate’s Permanent Subcom-
mittee on Investigations, kicked
off the hearing yesterday with an
extensive explanation of how

HSBC’s lapses have been a threat
to financial markets worldwide.

He said that while apologies
are welcome, the bank needs to
get serious about owning up to its
shortcomings. “Accountability for
past conduct is essential. That’s
what’s been missing here,” Mr
Levin said, adding that the bank’s
charter could be at risk if it did
not do better.

Ms Irene Dorner, president and
chief executive of HSBC Bank in
the US, said in a testimony that

“we deeply regret and apologise”
for the lapses by HSBC.

Ms Dorner and other HSBC ex-
ecutives scheduled to testify say
the bank has made deep changes
to its policies and corporate cul-
ture to prevent illicit use of the
bank. HSBC changed its senior
management last year.

“These changes will be embed-
ded and sustained going for-
ward,” Ms Dorner said.

HSBC’s head of group compli-
ance David Bagley became the lat-

est casualty of the scandal, an-
nouncing yesterday that he will
step down.

The Senate report detailed how
between 2007 and 2008, HSBC’s
Mexican operations moved US$7
billion into the bank’s US opera-
tions. According to the report,
both the Mexican and US authori-
ties had warned HSBC that the
amount of money could have
reached such a level only if it was
tied to the drug trade.

HSBC and its US affiliate also

concealed more than US$16 bil-
lion in sensitive transactions to
Iran over a six-year period, the
panel said yesterday.

The US division also provided
money and banking services to
some banks in Saudi Arabia and
Bangladesh believed to have
helped fund Al-Qaeda and other
terrorist groups, the report said.

US regulators knew the bank
had a poor system to detect prob-
lems but failed to take action, the
report said. In addition, HSBC ex-
ecutives ignored complaints from
other employees, so problems per-
sisted for eight years, it said.
REUTERS, ASSOCIATED PRESS

Pill to prevent HIV gets green light

Ahmad Zubir Murshid (centre) is accused of dishonestly failing in his duty by allowing land to be awarded to two
companies which Sime Darby later had to acquire at a loss of over RM100 million. PHOTO: THE STAR/ASIA NEWS NETWORK

Mr Lee Poh Wah, chief executive of the
Lien Foundation, which sought the experts’
views on pre-school education. More than
seven in 10 thought it should be made free.
PHOTO: MARK CHEONG FOR THE STRAITS TIMES

He is accused of criminal breach of
trust over land deals, and cheating

Group says such schools are
critical and should not charge fees
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HSBC’s ‘lax controls led to money laundering’

Govt should run
pre-schools: Experts
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