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Beach hygiene
tips issued
after 4 suffer
skin irritation

How to avoid staph
skin infections

A 37-year-old Singaporean woman, who wants to be known only as Ms Elisse, says pus-filled abscesses developed on her
14-month-old daughter’s leg (from left), in the middle finger of her husband’s left hand and on her own right calf, after
she and her family visited Tanjong Beach on Sentosa on July 12. Analysis of the pus samples detected the presence of the
staph bacterium. Ms Elisse said her husband almost lost his finger to the infection. PHOTOS: MS ELISSE

Beach- goers get NEA advice after skin woes
surfaced for two families on separate trips
Shabana Begum
The stay- clean advice is not just important to guard against Covid- 19 infections, it is a useful reminder as
people head out amid relaxed measures.
The National Environment
Agency (NEA) stressed the importance of maintaining hygiene, even
at beaches.
“Beach users are advised to regularly wash their hands, avoid swimming or wading in bodies of water
with open wounds, and shower after exposure to marine water,” said
the agency.
The reminder comes after four
people developed skin irritation following two separate trips to two
beaches on Sentosa.
They were infected by staphylococcus aureus (staph), a harmless
and common bacterium found on
the skin and nostrils of three out of
every 10 people and in the environment.
Usually it causes minor irritation
in an infected person.
But for Ms Elisse, 37, and her family, it needed a visit on July 23 to the
National University Hospital for incision and drainage surgery to remove pus out of wounds that had become infected. They were hospitalised from July 23 to 26.

The Singaporean, who declined
to have her full name published,
said pus had collected on her calf,
and in her husband’s finger, as well
as on the calf of one of her
14- month- old daughters. She has a
pair of twin girls and an 11- year- old
boy.
It happened after a trip to Tanjong Beach on Sentosa last month.
A few weeks later, they learnt
that their neighbour’s five- year- old
son had developed a $1 coin- size
itchy boil below his knee.
The boy had spent Aug 4 at
Palawan Beach’s HydroDash – a
floating obstacle course.
The Straits Times contacted the
neighbour, a 43- year- old pharmacist who did not want to be identified. She said her son’s doctor suspected that the boil was caused by a
staph infection.
It is still unclear how they were infected.
The bacterium can be passed by
an infected person to another
party, but it is also a common cause
of food poisoning and can be left on
surfaces.
Ms Elisse suspects that they may
have caught the bug at the beach, either in the sand or the water.
NEA said waters around Singapore are not checked for the staph
bacterium and the World Health Organisation (WHO) issues no such

To secure work passes for its foreign employees, a company inflated their monthly salaries in its
applications to the Ministry of Manpower (MOM). This was to fulfil the
minimum salary requirements for
the work passes to be granted.
The firm, 7Star Restaurant, was
fined $52,000 yesterday after
pleading guilty to four charges relating to falsely declaring the salaries
of four employees to MOM. Eight
other charges, involving the
salaries of other employees, were
considered during sentencing by
District Judge Adam Nakhoda.
At the time of the offences, which
took place between 2013 and 2017,
the firm operated a restaurant
named 7Star Restaurant Indian/Malay Food in Upper Serangoon
Road. The Straits Times understands the restaurant has closed.
According to court documents,
the firm overstated the salaries of
two workers when applying for
their S Passes. It did so for one employee in June 2013 and for another
in February 2017. 7Star Restaurant
declared they were earning $3,000
and $3,150 a month respectively,
when they were in fact getting less
than half that amount. Mid- level
skilled workers are eligible for an S
Pass, if they meet certain requirements such as a fixed monthly
salary of at least $2,400 a month.
The firm also inflated the
monthly salaries of two other employees in its applications, in September 2014 and March 2015 respectively, to renew their work passes. It
had stated that one worker, an S
Pass holder, was earning $2,900
while the other worker, who was
holding an Employment Pass, had a
salary of $4,500. Instead, both were
earning $1,400 a month each.
Employment Pass holders who
are young graduates must earn at
least $3,900 a month, among other
things. Older and more experienced workers must fulfil a higher
minimum salary requirement.
MOM prosecutor Erdiana Hazlina said yesterday that the company never had the intention to pay
its workers the declared salaries.
Its director, Mr Subramanian
Thiruppathi Raj, also knew that the

minimum salary requirement was a
“key criterion” in granting the work
passes, she added.
While he paid them through
cheques reflecting the false salaries
every month, the workers had to return the difference between the
false amounts and their actual
salaries in cash to him. Mr Raj also
told them to sign on salary vouchers reflecting the false salaries.
The firm was ordered to pay
$13,000 upfront, with the rest of
the fine to be paid in instalments
over three months. For each of its
offences, it could have been fined
up to $20,000.
domlow@sph.com.sg

• Maintain good hand
hygiene.
• Clean all cuts and bruises
with antiseptics or soap, and
visit a doctor if you see a boil
forming.
• Avoid sharing towels or
other personal items to
protect yourself from
exposure to different
bacteria.
• Do not enter the sea if you
have wounds or broken skin.
• Keep wounds covered to
prevent bacteria from
spreading.
• Avoid areas known to have
many insects and use insect
repellent.
• Shower, or at least wash
your hands and feet, before
and after entering the water.
• Always wash your hands, or
wear gloves, before applying
ointments to wounds, to
prevent the spread of
bacteria.
• Wash clothes and linen in
hot water, as staphylococcus
aureus can survive on fabric
that has not been properly
washed.
SOURCES: Dr Paul Tambyah, Dr Gavin
O’Neill, The Mayo Clinic

Palawan Beach (above) was one of the beaches in Sentosa visited by people who developed skin irritation afterwards. The
National Environment Agency advises beach users to regularly wash their hands, avoid entering the water if they have
open wounds, and shower after exposure to marine water. ST PHOTO: SHINTARO TAY

guidelines. Experts say this is because the bacterium is common
and largely harmless.
The WHO does mention, however, that staph may be found on
the sands of popular beaches due to
activity by beach- goers, NEA
added.
The water quality at seven
beaches in Singapore, including
Sentosa, is monitored weekly for enterococcus – a harmful bacterium
found in animal and human faeces.
The agency said enterococcus

counts last month were within
WHO guidelines for primary contact activities such as swimming.
So what caused the infections?
Associate Professor Hsu Li Yang,
an infectious diseases doctor at the
National University of Singapore’s
Saw Swee Hock School of Public
Health, said: “The family members
may have already carried the staph
bacterium, and micro- injuries sustained then led to the infections.”
Dr Leong Hoe Nam, an infectious
diseases specialist at Mount Eliza-

beth Novena Hospital, said members of the family may have had the
illness spread among themselves
by contact.
Ms Elisse said she did have a small
mosquito bite behind her right calf,
and her husband had a small cut or
scratch on his finger. Both wounds
turned into abscesses later.
While staph can survive in salt water, especially in warm seas, Dr
Shawn Vasoo said there have been
limited reports of the pathogen being found in the sand and in coastal

Firm fined $52k for
SP Group, NTU tie up on $30m
falsely declaring
research, education initiatives
workers’ salaries to MOM
Dominic Low
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Jessie Lim
National power grid operator SP
Group has set aside $20 million to
launch a joint lab with Nanyang
Technological University (NTU)
and contributed $10 million towards setting up two endowment
funds with the university.
The lab, located in NTU, will focus on energy- related projects in
the areas of asset management and
network operations. When completed next year, the lab will house
60 researchers plus 85 undergraduate and postgraduate students,
and serve as a training platform for
SP Group’s engineers.
The $30 million collaboration

will “enhance the resilience of Singapore’s electricity network, improve the reliability and efficiency
of supply to consumers, and nurture experts for the energy sector”,
SP Group and NTU said in a joint
statement on Wednesday.
One endowment fund, the SP
Group Professorship Fund, will
support two outstanding faculty
members in their research and
scholarship.
The other fund, SP Group Presidential Postdoctoral Fellowship
Fund, will boost early-career scientists and engineers’ research in
energy and power systems.
Recipients of both funds will
contribute to research being done
at the lab, the statement added.

Dr Tan See Leng, Second Minister for Trade and Industry, said:
“Singapore has one of the most reliable electricity networks globally. We must continue to develop and grow our local capabilities to prepare for the future.
“This collaboration between
NTU and SP Group will boost our
network resilience and develop innovative solutions that will serve
our future energy needs.”
The new lab will be equipped
with artificial intelligence and machine learning technologies so
that researchers can analyse and
monitor SP Group’s assets in real
time to predict future network
problems before they arise.
Current monitoring techniques

waters. The clinical director of the
National Centre for Infectious Diseases added: “Personally, I have not
come across patients who’ve acquired it from beach or seawater exposure.”
A spokesman for Sentosa Development Corporation said that the island’s beaches have seen between
200 and 1,000 visitors daily, since
their reopening in June at the start
of phase two.
nshab@sph.com.sg

can be deployed only on a small
scale within the power distribution network, but the new lab will
enable SP Group and NTU researchers to design and develop a
cost-effective and scalable system using the technologies. This
will mark a world’s first for Singapore if the system is deployed
across the country’s power grid.
Celebrating this announcement, SP Group chief executive
Stanley Huang said: “In creating
a sustainable network for future
generations, we are committed
to building a strong pipeline of engineering leaders for the energy
sector.”
NTU president Subra Suresh
agreed, adding: “Our partnerships with industry play a critical
role in translating our vision of
the NTU Smart Campus initiative to harness digital and techenabled solutions for the benefit
of society and the sustainability
of resources.”
ljessie@sph.com.sg

