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The crowds are gone in Toa Payoh, 
leaving shopkeepers feeling the im-
pact  of  several  Covid-19  clusters  
emerging  across  the  neighbour-
hood over the past few weeks.

The Ministry of Health has identi-
fied  various  locations  with  
Covid-19 cases, with the biggest of 
the clusters – 254 cases – at the bus 
interchange in Toa Payoh Central. 

The other clusters are the mar-
ket and hawker centre at Block 210 
Toa Payoh Lorong 8, the wholesale 
night  vegetable  market  in  Toa  
Payoh  East  Lorong  7,  religious  
school Madrasah Irsyad Zuhri Al-
Islamiah in the Toa Payoh North 
area, and Orient Goldsmiths and 
Jewellers in Toa Payoh Central.

The usually busy hawker centre 
in  Lorong  8  was  mostly  empty  
when The Straits Times visited on 
Monday  afternoon.  Less  than  a  
quarter of the 80 stalls were in op-
eration, with many hawkers hav-
ing opted against doing business 
on the first day the place reopened 
after the premises had been closed 
for cleaning for three days.

The cleaning, initially scheduled 
for Friday, was brought forward to 
Sunday after Covid-19 cases were 
detected among  stallholders  and 
workers there.

A total of 41 cases linked to the 
hawker  centre  and  market  have  
been identified.

A  hawker  who  declined  to  be  
identified said many of the other 
stall owners were reluctant to re-
sume business as they were not ex-
pecting many customers to visit.  
She said she had opted to open as 
she still had to pay rental costs.

“Today is a really horrible day, 
there  is  no  one  here.  During  
lunchtime, it is normally busy, but 
as you can see, it is empty now,” 
she said, pointing to rows of unoc-
cupied tables. 

Another hawker said he would 
usually sell 50 bowls of fishball noo-
dles but had less than half his usual 
takings that day.

Bishan-Toa Payoh GRC MP Sak-
tiandi  Supaat,  who  oversees  the  
area containing both the market  
and hawker centre in Lorong 8 and 
the wholesale night vegetable mar-
ket in Lorong 7, has advised resi-
dents to avoid crowds and, when it 
is necessary to visit shops, to make 
their visits brief. 

“We are also encouraging our res-
idents to perform home tests on 
themselves  using  ART  (antigen  
rapid test) kits,” he added.

Businesses  around  the  market  
were similarly affected by the clus-
ter and the closure at the weekend. 
A supervisor at Kelly Jie Seafood 
restaurant, who gave his name as 

Mr Jason, said that it was slim pick-
ings for the eatery as well.

Speaking  in  Mandarin,  the  
60-year-old said: “We have had no 
customers today, just a couple of 
people who came by to take away 
their lunch. On weekends, we usu-
ally take only reservations, but less 
than half the tables were occupied 
– by residents staying nearby who 
could not go to the hawker centre 
as it was closed.”

Over at the bus interchange in 
Toa  Payoh  Central,  the  usual  
lunchtime crowd was absent. Popu-
lar food and beverage outlets such 
as Toast Box, Burger King and Mc-
Donald’s had about half their usual 
number of customers.

A  service  staff  member  at  the  
Toast Box outlet, Mr Ng Yong Sun, 
69, said news of the cluster at the 
interchange resulted in a massive 
drop in the number of customers.

“On Fridays and weekends, busi-
ness is generally better, but it still 
won’t be full like it was before the 
cluster,” he said.

Ms Easwar Utamrao Soorin, 29, a 
sales assistant at the Fashion One 
clothing shop at the interchange, 
reported  a  similar  scenario.  She  
said: “At 9am when I opened the 
shop, there was no one at all. Some 
people came only after lunch.”

The cluster was reported on Aug 
26,  when  proactive  testing  by
public transport operators picked 
up  36  cases  linked  to  various
bus interchanges.

According to Transport Minister 
S. Iswaran, less than 10 per cent of 
the 9,500 public bus drivers in Sin-
gapore  are  affected  by  the  out-
break at the interchanges.

Even though he noted that the 
impact on bus services was lim-
ited,  the  lack  of  manpower  has  
seen  commuters  facing  longer  
waiting times for bus services.

“I usually wait 10 minutes for the 
bus, but now it has doubled to 20 
minutes,” said Mr Soh Hun Seng, 
68. “I try to stay home as much as 
possible, but today I went out to 
meet my friend for lunch as I felt 
cooped up at home.”

Housewife Sariyah Nacknay, 43, 
who was on the way home after 
picking up her Primary 3 daughter 
from school, said that the waiting 
time for the bus service they nor-
mally take was five minutes longer 
than usual.

Taking it in her stride, she said: 
“It doesn’t matter to me because I 
don’t like to rush, anyway. I can see 
the bus uncles are making an effort 
to go to work, drive us around, so I 
appreciate that.”

Orient Goldsmiths and Jewellers 
was designated a cluster on Sept 4, 
and the number of cases linked to 
it grew to 17. The store reopened 
yesterday after having been closed 
for deep cleaning since Sept 3.

Neighbouring  shops  along  the  

same stretch as the jeweller’s also 
reported a downturn in business. 
Many shopkeepers could be seen 
sitting in their  stores,  customers 
nowhere to be found.

A few units down at Newhouse 
Furnishing,  store  owner  Johnny  
Chan, 60, said that the dwindling 
footfall  could  sound  the  death  
knell for his business.

“My business is dying. Our busi-
ness has dropped by 60 per cent – I 
don’t have enough to pay rent. In 
fact, business has been dropping 
since around May or June.

“By  the  end  of  the  year,  if  
business doesn’t improve, we can’t 
hang on any longer and I will have 

to close down my shop. I can’t even 
say I am sad because the Govern-
ment has  done what it  can,  and 
other  businesses  like  the  travel  
agencies and karaoke places have 
it worse than me,” he said.

For  some  residents,  the  emer-
gence of the clusters comes as no 
surprise.

“The  people  here  don’t  care  
about Covid-19, especially the old 
people. They just sit  around and 
mingle, they drink and chit-chat,” 
said Mr Stanley Quek, 68, a trans-
port driver for foreign workers.

Echoing  his  sentiments  was  a  
worker  who  gave  her  name  as  
Madam Ho, who works in a bakery 

next to the closed Singapore Pools 
outlet  at  Block  111  in  Toa  Payoh 
Lorong 1.

The betting outlet was closed af-
ter an employee there tested posi-
tive for Covid-19 last Friday.

Members of the public could be 
seen closely reading a notice on 
the shutter informing them of the 
closure and advising them to patro-
nise alternative outlets in the area.

Madam Ho, 60, said: “The queue 
next door (at Singapore Pools) has 
no safe  distancing  enforced  and  
people  don’t  wear  their  masks  
properly all the time.” 

She  felt  that  another  circuit  
breaker may be  the  way to go  if

the number of cases does not come 
down in the next few days.

Construction supervisor  Kelvin  
Yeo, 62, said that the pandemic has 
just become a “part of life”.

“The Covid-19 situation didn’t re-
ally affect my daily life because I 
never liked to go to crowded places 
to begin with,” he said. 

“There  are  new  clusters  every  
day, and we cannot keep living in 
fear. We cannot cover all the bases 
completely  to  prevent  the  cases  
from happening or rising.”

wallacewoon@sph.com.sg
rosang@sph.com.sg
iliew@sph.com.sg

Above, left: Orient Goldsmiths and Jewellers in Toa Payoh Central reopened yesterday after it was closed for deep cleaning on Sept 3.
Above, right: Mr Johnny Chan, owner of Newhouse Furnishing in Toa Payoh Central, said business has dropped by 60 per cent. ST PHOTOS: TIMOTHY DAVID

At Toa Payoh Bus Interchange on 
Monday, popular food and beverage 
outlets had about half their usual 
number of customers. 
ST PHOTO: JASON QUAH

A study by researchers from three 
universities  here  had  identified  
the market and hawker centre in 
Toa Payoh Lorong 8 as an area sig-
nificantly  more  vulnerable  to  
Covid-19, two months before it was 
identified as a cluster.

The high human traffic in the area 
and the inability of many people liv-
ing there to work from home put it 
at high risk, said the joint study by 
the Singapore University of Social 
Sciences (SUSS), National Univer-
sity of Singapore and Singapore Uni-
versity of Technology and Design.

Associate Professor Leong Chan-
Hoong  from  SUSS,  who  led  the  

study, said the market’s location, 
which served as a conduit for Singa-
poreans travelling across the island 
and on the way back from the city, 
was one reason that made it so pop-
ular,  and consequently increased 
the risk of virus transmission. 

The area, bounded by Braddell 
Road and the Central Expressway 
–  two  major  thoroughfares  –  is  
home  to  vehicle  depots,  schools  
and industrial areas, which all con-
tribute to forming a natural bottle-
neck, adding to the risk. 

The composition of the people 
living in the area was also a con-
tributing factor. Many are elderly 

or have jobs that do not allow them 
to work from home.

Prof Leong said this meant that 
exhortations by the Government 
for people to stay at home had little 
effect on the residents there.

He  said:  “Many  of  these  resi-
dents have a different perception 
of risk than we might.

“They go about their usual activi-
ties like buying vegetables at the 
market, or they have to leave their 
homes for work.”

As  for  the  elderly  individuals,  
they might not have felt they were 
at  risk  of  catching the  virus  be-
cause they might already be vacci-

nated, said Prof Leong. 
He  added  that  they  were  also  

prone to lax observation of safe dis-
tancing and proper mask wearing.

The study, from January to June 
last year, focused on how Covid-19 
clusters form. It used data from ez-
link cards to study the movement 
of people to predict which areas 
had the potential to become stag-
ing points for the coronavirus. 

The circuit breaker period in par-
ticular provided the team with the 
unexpected but rare opportunity 
to study the changes in crowd size. 

Prof  Leong  said:  “Ez-link  card  
data is extremely useful for us. We 

are able to analyse the movement 
of people with data points that pro-
vide spatial information at differ-
ent times of the day.” 

This allowed the researchers to 
study the flow  of  human traffic,  
particularly during peak hours. 

The  market  and  food  centre,  
which  has  more  than  40  cases  
linked to it, has undergone a three-
day closure for deep cleaning.

Mr Saktiandi Supaat, an MP for 
Toa Payoh GRC, said: “The clean-
ing  and  (Covid-19)  testing  have  
helped us to stop the spread of the 
virus, so I am happy with that.” 

However, he cautioned that Toa 

Payoh is not alone in facing risks.
“There are many other parts of 

Singapore where this  could hap-
pen too,” he said.

Meanwhile,  the  emergence  of  
several  Covid-19  clusters  in  Toa  
Payoh  has  been  a  source  of  an-
xiety for those who frequent the 
neighbourhood.

The biggest cluster is at the bus 
interchange, which has grown to 
more than 250 cases. 

Technician Paul Tan, 70, lives in 
Aljunied but uses the Toa Payoh 
bus interchange  during his  daily  
commute to work.

He said: “I only go to my work-
place in Yishun. Of course I am wor-
ried  (about  the  cluster  in  Toa  
Payoh), but I don’t have a choice, I 
still have to go to work. Life goes 
on. I have to make a living.”
Wallace Woon

Covid-19 cases linked to various locations in 
area result in closed shops and low footfall

Businesses
in Toa Payoh 
take a hit as 
clusters keep 
crowds away

Coronavirus Singapore

NO ONE DINING IN

We have had no customers 
today, just a couple of 
people who came by to
take away their lunch. On 
weekends, we usually take 
only reservations, but less 
than half the tables were 
occupied – by residents 
staying nearby who could 
not go to the hawker centre 
as it was closed.

’’MR JASON, a supervisor
at Kelly Jie Seafood restaurant. 

High traffic increased infection risk at Lorong 8 market: Study

Covid-19 outbreaks have emerged in various places in Toa Payoh in the past few weeks, 
from the bus interchange in Toa Payoh Central to the popular Lorong 8 hawker centre.

Where the outbreaks are
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Singapore Pools outlet
at Block 111 Toa Payoh
Lorong 1:
One employee
infected;
closed for 4 days

Orient Goldsmiths
and Jewellers in
Toa Payoh Central:
17 cases;
closed for 18 days

Toa Payoh Bus
Interchange:
254 cases;
biggest cluster
in Toa Payoh

Madrasah Irsyad Zuhri
Al-Islamiah in Braddell Road:
Eight Primary 4 pupils
infected; home-based
learning for Primary 1
to 5 pupils since Sept 13

Block 210 Toa Payoh Lorong 8
Market and Food Centre:
41 cases; closed for 3 days

Wholesale night vegetable 
market in Toa Payoh East
Lorong 7:
10 cases reported earlier;
closed for 20 days
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