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Singapore’s  first  two  law  schools  
have been opening their doors to 
more than just top junior college stu-
dents recently.

However,  the  country’s  newest  
and third law school has been wel-
coming a diverse range of students 
ever since it was set up in 2016.

The law school at Singapore Uni-
versity  of  Social  Sciences  (SUSS)  
has gradually expanded its intake ev-

ery year, while at the same time tak-
ing in an increasing number of poly-
technic graduates. This year, it ad-
mitted 29 applicants from polytech-
nics, out of an intake of 68 across 
the undergraduate course and Juris 
Doctor programme, which is for stu-
dents who already have degrees.

Last  year  it  had  21  polytechnic  
graduates out of a batch of 63, and 
in 2017 there were 19 poly graduates 
out of a pioneer intake of 61. The 
other  applicants  were  degree
holders, and International Baccalau-
reate and A-level holders.

The SUSS law school – where the 
average age of students is the late 
30s – was set up to address a short-
age of lawyers in criminal and fam-
ily law. It will grow its intake to 75 
students for next year’s cohort.

The school’s students are gener-
ally  a  more  diverse  bunch  than  
those at the other universities, and 
include working adults like counsel-
lors, paralegals,  police and prison 
officers, and social workers.

The  school’s  vice-dean  Darren  
Koh said: “Here we have an entire 
law  school  that  bucks  the  trend.  
Our profile of students is not the tra-
ditional type of students who join 
law schools in Singapore.

“Criminal and family law are areas 
(where) fewer people practise but 

are no less complex. These are the 
human side of the legal profession.”

Associate Professor Koh said the 
school’s selection process focuses 
on applicants’  backgrounds,  their  
experiences and why they want to 
join the legal profession.

“We interview people to find out 
where they come from, their back-
story, what they do in their spare 
time. We want to see where their 
heart  is  for  the  community,”  he  
said. “Unfortunately, these are also 
the people who may not come from 
the background that allows them to 
score straight As in school.”

But many of the polytechnic appli-
cants come with work experience, 
which is useful, he said. “The work 
exposure helps them mature faster 

and be more aware of issues in life.”
Prof Koh, who is head of taxation 

and  law  programmes,  said  the
school has turned applicants away 
if it deemed them unprepared for 
the demands of law school. It gets 
about 200 applications a year. “We 
tell them to go work for a few years 
and if they think they still want to 
practise law, come back again.”

This is also to address the attri-
tion rate among young lawyers in 
the profession, many of whom en-
tered the industry because it was 
“the most natural thing to do after 
getting distinctions”, he added.

Students need a grade point aver-
age of at least 3.5 upon graduation 
to qualify as professional lawyers, 
just like law graduates from the Na-

tional University of Singapore and 
Singapore Management University.

“People  are  expecting SUSS  law  
graduates to be a different breed... 
(We) need lawyers  who can do  a  
good job and stay in the field,” he said.
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Instability in Hong Kong is a prob-
lem  for  everyone,  including
Singapore,  said  Law  and  Home  
Affairs Minister K. Shanmugam.

He added that Singapore does not 
have the ability to weather a similar 
crisis. Unlike Hong Kong, which has 
“the  huge  advantage  of  China’s  
support”, Singapore has no one to 
support it, he said.

He added that compromise and a 

clear approach that deals with polit-
ical and socio-economic problems 
will be needed for the situation in 
Hong Kong to be resolved.

Mr  Shanmugam  made  the  re-
marks  in  an  interview  last  week  
with Hong Kong newspaper South 
China Morning Post and Chinese-
language daily Lianhe Zaobao.
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Malaysia’s investors are preparing 
themselves  for  political  uncer-
tainty after recent speculation on 
whether Prime Minister Mahathir 
Mohamad will  step down for  his  
designated  successor  Anwar
Ibrahim before the next election, 
which is due to be held in 2023.

Observers  said  most  investors  
have already factored in the risk of 
Tun Dr Mahathir not handing over 

the  reins  to  Datuk  Seri  Anwar,  
defying what was agreed by their 
Pakatan Harapan coalition.

Capital flight is also unlikely to 
ensue if there is a leadership battle, 
as  investors  are  pouring  money  
into  companies  considered  less  
likely to be affected by changing 
politics.

SEE WORLD A8

More than 1,000 
Muslims 
gathered at the 
Abdul Razak 
Mosque 
yesterday 
morning, with 
many doing 
their Hari Raya 
Haji prayers on 
the road, along 
Jalan Ismail, off 
Jalan Eunos.
To ensure that 
the mosque’s 
volunteers could 
also join in the 
prayers, 
volunteers from 
Shinnyo-en, a 
nearby Buddhist 
organisation, 
helped to 
facilitate a 
partial 
roadblock, 
diverting traffic 
outside the 
mosque. 
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The Malaysian authorities further 
widened the search area yesterday, 
hoping to locate two Singaporean 
kayakers  who have been  missing  
since last Thursday evening, while 
relatives of the pair arrived in Mers-
ing to help rescue efforts.

The authorities are combing the 
sea off Johor and Pahang states for 
Mr Tan Eng Soon and Madam Puah 
Geok Tin, with the search yester-
day expanded to cover more than 
500  nautical  miles  in  the  same  
area, up from 400 nautical miles on 
Saturday.

The  authorities  from  the  mar-
itime agency, police and local fisher-
men are involved in the search for 
Mr Tan, 62, and Madam Puah, 57, 
who were last spotted in their green 
kayak.

In  a  statement,  the  Malaysian  
Maritime  Enforcement  Agency  
said yesterday’s search involved 50 
people,  with  personnel  combing  
the  north  of  Seri  Buat  island  to  
north-west of Tioman island.

Another  statement  issued  later  
said the assets involved were one 
maritime plane and three maritime 
boats, assisted by a police boat and 
three fishermen boats.

It added that the authorities held 
a briefing session with the Singa-
pore consulate and the pair’s fami-
lies, including Mr Tan’s wife Kwan 
Yoke Yee, 58, and Madam Puah’s 
husband Peng Mun Kit, 56.

Mr Tan and Madam Puah were 
paired together in the kayak and 
were part of a group of Singaporean 
kayakers.

The  group  had  departed  from  
Mersing, Johor. The two later got 
separated from the group, with the 
others noticing they had gone miss-
ing only at 5.40pm on Thursday.

A  police  report  was  made  the  

next day, followed by search and 
rescue  operations,  but  they  have  
yielded no clues or results so far.

According  to  Mersing  district’s  
acting police chief, Assistant Super-
intendent Mohd Nor Mohd Isa, the 
kayakers had gone out to sea de-
spite poor weather conditions. “It 
was bad weather and rough waves,” 
the officer told The Straits Times.

Search operations have been on-
going even though it has been driz-
zling. The search area in the past 
two days was north of where the 
group was kayaking due to the direc-
tion of the water currents.

Meanwhile, family members have 
arrived in Mersing to offer support 
and help for the rescue efforts. Ms 
Jen Pan, Madam Puah’s niece, drove 
to  Mersing  from  Singapore  with  
other family members yesterday.

Ms Pan, who had joined her aunt 
on kayaking adventures when she 
was  younger,  told  ST that  things 
were not moving “as fast  as  (the 
family members) had hoped”.

ST understands that fellow kayak-
ers tried to hire two private boats to 
help with search operations, but it 
took two hours for the boats to ob-
tain permission to go out to sea.

Ms Pan hopes that the Singapore 
authorities can do more to help find 
the missing kayakers.

“The first 72 hours are the most 
crucial. The clock is ticking and the 
search  stops  every  time  the  sun  
sets. We really wish the Singapore 
forces can come and find our very 
own Singapore son and daughter,” 
she said.
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Ms Diyana Atan worked for about a year as an op-
tometrist before she found out about the new law 
school opening at the Singapore University of Social 
Sciences (SUSS).

The Ngee Ann Polytechnic optometry graduate 
said she had always wanted to pursue law, despite 
her parents’ preference for her and her siblings to go 
into science-related disciplines.

She had taken the junior college path but left after 
a year because she found it to be too much of a “pres-
sure-cooker” environment. Ms Diyana then went 
into optometry – her mother’s choice for her – after 
which she worked for a while, but the idea of study-
ing law was always at the back of her mind.

She said she had considered applying for the law 
schools at the National University of Singapore or 
Singapore Management University,  but  was won  
over by SUSS. “After talking about it with my close 
friends and family, I came to the decision that SUSS 
was better overall because, in the event of an emer-
gency, I could always work.”

“SUSS just offers me better flexibility and, in the 
end, we are all taking the same Bar exams. There’s 
no difference in the quality of students,” said Ms 
Diyana, 24, a third-year law student.

She is among a growing number of polytechnic 
graduates entering the SUSS law school. This year, it 
admitted 29 applicants from polytechnics, out of an 
intake of 68 across the undergraduate course and Ju-
ris Doctor programme, which is for students who al-
ready have degrees.

Ms Diyana had continued working while taking 
night classes for a year at the university before decid-
ing to leave her job and study full time. Her course 
fees are fully sponsored by Mendaki.

She said her interest in the legal profession started 
in primary school – she liked reading thrillers and de-
tective novels by the likes of John Grisham, Dan 
Brown and Agatha Christie.

Ms Diyana, whose father is a businessman and 
mother a housewife, said she hopes to help people in 
need as a lawyer. She is interested in both criminal 
and family law, helps out at legal clinics and has com-
pleted a pro bono stint at the Syariah Court.

She said: “When people come to see us, they are in 
an emotional state. I try to give them some guidance 
and show them some light.”
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Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong will  deliver the 
National Day Rally speech on Sunday at the Institute 
of Technical Education in Ang Mo Kio.

He will give the speech in Malay and Mandarin 
from 6.45pm to 7.30pm, and in English from 8.15pm 
to 9.30pm, the Prime Minister’s Office (PMO) said.

The Prime Minister will outline the Government’s 
upcoming plans and priorities in the address, which 
will be his 16th National Day Rally speech.

In his National Day message last Thursday, on the 
eve of National Day, PM Lee said pre-school and ter-
tiary education will  be made more affordable for 
lower-  and  middle-income  families,  giving  an  
indication of what he will focus on in the National 
Day Rally speech.

Retirement  and  re-employment  ages  will  be  
raised to help older Singaporeans who wish to work 
longer, he added in his National Day message.

Last year, PM Lee unveiled the Voluntary Early Re-
development Scheme, which allows residents in se-
lected precincts to vote on whether to take up the 
Government’s offer to buy back their flats.

He  also  announced  the  multibillion-dollar  
Merdeka Generation Package to subsidise health-
care costs for 500,000 Singaporeans born in the 
1950s.

The National Day Rally will be broadcast on local 
TV channels and radio stations and livestreamed on 
PMO’s YouTube page, PM Lee’s Facebook page, the 
Facebook page of government feedback unit Reach, 
Toggle.sg and channelnewsasia.com.

Live updates can be read on PM Lee’s Facebook 
and Twitter pages.

The rally will also be available for viewing from 
next Monday at www.youtube.com/pmosingapore 
or www.pmo.gov.sg/ndr.

The public can join the conversation online by in-
cluding  the  #ndrsg  hashtag  in  their  posts  and  
tweets.
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In the past four months, four peo-
ple have voluntarily surrendered to 
the  Central  Narcotics  Bureau  for  
their drug-related activities, which 
took  observers  by  surprise,  but  
which they said  was a  good sign 
that addicts are willing to come for-
ward to seek help.

The  Ministry  of  Home  Affairs  
gave  the  figure  last  week  in  re-
sponse  to  The  Straits  Times’  
queries about the recent changes to 
the  Misuse  of  Drugs  Act  that  
included the new surrender oppor-
tunity for drug abusers.

The ministry added that the cases 
are currently under investigation, 
and all four individuals are making 
use of the first of two such surren-
der  opportunities  given  to  drug  

abusers in his or her lifetime. Volun-
tarily coming clean can result in the 
abuser receiving a shorter rehabili-
tation stint.

Meanwhile,  eight  in  10  recalci-
trant  drug  abusers  arrested  be-
tween January and June, who under 
the previous law would have been 
jailed for long periods with caning, 
have also been channelled instead 
to  drug  rehabilitation  centres  
(DRCs)  following  new  drug  laws  
that kicked in on Jan 16.

Overall, the figures affirm Singa-
pore’s decision to shift the focus of 
drug laws from that of punishment 
to  rehabilitation,  said  those  in-
volved in drug rehabilitation efforts 
on the ground.

While the number of people com-
ing  forward  to  surrender  them-
selves seems low, the fact that peo-
ple are coming clean to the authori-

ties about their addiction is in itself 
“impressive”, said addiction special-
ist Munidasa Winslow.

Earlier in January, Law and Home 
Affairs Minister K. Shanmugam had 
announced the new surrender pro-
vision, which began on April 1.

Said Dr Winslow: “It’s important 
to note that they have two chances, 
because as with all addictions, most 
people will struggle with it a couple 
of  times  before  they  manage  to  
stop.”

Breakthrough Missions deputy di-
rector Freddy Wee hopes more will 
come forward as he believes the sur-
render opportunity gives addicts an 
alternative to “staying silent until 
they are caught”.

“Some know they have hit rock 
bottom and are serious about quit-
ting,  but  are  scared  of  getting  
caught. This can encourage people 
to stop and come clean,” said Mr 
Wee, a former drug addict turned 
pastor.

The recent drug law changes also 
expand  rehabilitation  options  to  
“pure drug abusers” – or those whose 
only crime was consuming drugs – in-
stead  of  giving  them  long-term  
sentences that include jail terms of at 
least five years with caning.

Weighing in on the expanded re-
habilitation  option,  criminologist  
Olivia Choy from Nanyang Techno-
logical University said the DRC is a 

form of punishment with a big fo-
cus on rehabilitation, which is bet-
ter than a harsh or long jail term.

Previously, only first- or second-
time  drug  abusers  were  sent  to  
DRCs, and those caught for the third 
time or more, or who had committed 
other offences like drug trafficking, 
were given long-term sentences.

But  with  changes  to  the  law,  
“pure drug abusers” are now sent to 
DRCs to help them kick the habit, re-
gardless of how many times they 
are arrested.

Based on Singapore Prison Ser-
vice statistics,  there were 810 in-
mates  admitted  for  long-term  
prison  sentences  in  2017.  More  
than 60 per cent, or 502 of them, 
were caught for the third time or 
more and were there only for drug 
consumption. Under the new law, 
this group could have been chan-
nelled to the DRCs instead.

As  opposed  to  long-term  sen-
tences, DRCs allow addicts to start 
their  journey  of  recovery  earlier  
with programmes that also prepare 
them for re-integration with soci-
ety and their families, said Mr Wee.

“The changes show that the au-
thorities are trying to understand 
the  struggles  that  drug  addicts  
face,”  he  said,  adding  that  the  
changes are overall for the better.
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Third-year law student Diyana Atan worked as an 
optometrist before entering the Singapore University 
of Social Sciences law school. ST PHOTO: GIN TAY

Area expanded to 500 nautical 
miles off Johor, Pahang; relatives 
head to Mersing to help efforts

Above: Madam 
Puah Geok Tin, 
along with fellow 
kayaker Tan Eng 
Soon, has been 
missing since 
last Thursday.

Right: Search 
operations being 
launched 
yesterday from 
Penyabong jetty 
in Endau, Johor. 
The authorities 
are combing the 
sea off Johor 
and Pahang 
states for the 
missing 
kayakers. 
PHOTO: SHIN MIN 
DAILY NEWS

Poly graduate 
pursues interest 
in law at SUSS

PM Lee to deliver 
National Day Rally 
speech on Sunday

Mr Peng Mun Kit, the husband of missing kayaker Puah Geok Tin, receiving a hug 
from Johor Malaysian Maritime Enforcement Agency director Aminuddin Abdul 
Rashid yesterday in Mersing,  Johor.  Beside them is  the couple’s  son Louis.  
PHOTO: SHIN MIN DAILY NEWS

Authorities ramp up search for 
two missing S’porean kayakers

New figures affirm S’pore’s 
decision to shift focus of 
drug laws to rehabilitation

50
Number of people involved in 
yesterday’s search, according to the 
Malaysian Maritime Enforcement 
Agency. One maritime plane and 
three maritime boats, assisted by 
a police boat and three fishermen 
boats, were also involved.
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