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Universities like Nanyang Techno-
logical University (NTU) play a crit-
ical role in providing educational 
access to those who might other-
wise  not  have  the  opportunity,  
Deputy Prime Minister Heng Swee 
Keat said yesterday.

Over the years, NTU had taken in 
students from diverse backgrounds 
through bursaries and scholarships, 
and these helped to strengthen the 
social compact, he said.

Just as important, he added, was 
the role NTU students and alumni 
played in giving back to society.

In a video address at NTU’s 30th 
anniversary dinner, Mr Heng said: 
“To each generation of NTU stu-
dents and faculty, I urge you to con-
tinue to change our society and the 

world for the better. Universities 
should not be ivory towers. They 
should instead be catalysts to cre-
ate a better world.”

Mr Heng added that  NTU had 
made good progress over the past 
three decades as  it  now ranked  
among the top universities in the 
world.

“Looking  ahead,  the  pace  of  
change will be even faster and the 
waves of disruption much larger,” 
said Mr Heng. 

One of these waves is society – 
the need to forge a stronger social 
compact.

Said Mr Heng: “The social com-
pact is under stress in many soci-

eties. Disparities are widening, and 
many communities feel excluded 
from progress. Singapore is in a bet-
ter  position,  but  we  are  not  im-
mune to some of these forces.”

This  was  also  highlighted  by  
Deputy Prime Minister Lawrence 
Wong earlier this week when he 
launched  Forward  Singapore,  an  

engagement exercise between the 
Government and Singaporeans to 
refresh  the  social  compact  and  
shape the country’s future.

NTU president Subra Suresh an-
nounced yesterday that the univer-
sity had raised more than $1.1 mil-
lion through its 30th anniversary 
celebration activities.

He was also speaking at the an-
niversary dinner at NTU’s newest 
sports hall on campus, the Wave.

The monies – from more than 
4,000  donors  –  were  raised  
through  NTU’s  We  Belong  cam-
paign from Jan 22 to March 31, said 
the university in a statement.

The  campaign  comprised  NTU  
Service  Week,  where  about  600  
volunteers worked with more than 
30 community partners; Best Foot 
Forward, a virtual run that clocked 
37,000km  from  1,000  runners;  
and  NTU  Giving  Day,  which  
brought the entire university com-
munity together to celebrate the 
impact of giving and to support crit-
ical causes of the university.

The $1.1 million will go towards fi-
nancial aid for students as well as 
support  for  the  university’s  col-
leges,  schools  and  programmes,  
such as the NTU Priorities Fund, 
School  Advancement  Funds  and  
the NTU Sustainability Fund.

The university kicked off its an-
niversary activities in September 
last  year,  which  included  the  
launches of a digital time capsule, a 
public exhibition and a limited-edi-
tion book.

Concluding  his  address,  Prof  
Suresh said: “I urge all of you to re-
flect on the communities around 
you and what they mean to you. 
You build a community, and then it 
builds you. It nourishes you with 
friendships and purpose.

“This  is  how  greatness  is  
achieved – not by individual  ef-
fort, but by the collective strength 
and cumulative impact of small vic-
tories – as  demonstrated by the 
rich heritage and remarkable ac-
complishments of Nanyang Tech-
nological University.”
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Soon En-Rei

Self-test kits for the human immunodeficiency virus 
(HIV) will  go on sale at two locations from Aug 1, 
even as new cases fell to 250 last year, the lowest in 
at least 18 years.

The National HIV Programme will introduce HIV 
self-testing to complement widely available tests at 
healthcare institutions such as polyclinics, hospitals 
and anonymous HIV test sites, said the Ministry of 
Health (MOH) and National Centre for Infectious Dis-
eases (NCID) in a press statement yesterday.

People using the self-test kits will use an oral swab, 
and results can be obtained within 20 to 40 minutes. 
The kits, which cost between $20 and $32, will be avail-
able at the Department of Sexually Transmitted Infec-
tions Control  clinic and the Action for Aids (AfA) 
Anonymous Test Site, from next month.

Professor Roy Chan, president of AfA, said: “The 
self-testing programme does not replace existing test-
ing programmes. But this is another way of reaching 
our target, which is to end HIV by 2030.”

Those  who  test  positive  through  the  swab  test  
should go to a healthcare provider to confirm the diag-
nosis and be referred for treatment, while those who 
test negative but engage in “high-risk sexual behav-
iour” are encouraged to test themselves regularly.

The new initiative comes even as the number of new 
cases fell from “about 320” each in 2018 and 2019, and 
261 in 2020. Prof Chan said AfA has been working 
with “target  key  populations,  such  as  homosexual  
men, sex workers and heterosexual men with multi-
ple partners” on its prevention programmes.

Some 95 per cent of the new cases last year were 
male and 68 per cent were aged between 20 and 49 
years old. Of the 250 new cases last year, 237 were in-
fected via sexual intercourse. Some 57 per cent of the 
new cases last year were detected when the patients 
were already receiving medical treatment, either for 
HIV-related  symptoms  or  unrelated  ailments,  and  
were typically at a late stage of HIV infection.

“Persons  engaging  in  high-risk  sexual  behaviour,  
such as having multiple sexual partners or engaging in 
casual or commercial sex, are strongly advised to use 
condoms to reduce their risk of HIV infection and other 
sexually transmitted infections,” said MOH and NCID.

The public can go to www.ncid.sg/nhivp for more in-
formation about HIV self-testing.
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The  number  of  suicides  among  
youth aged 10 to 29 hit a record 
high of 112 cases last year, up by 11 
cases from the year before.

A spokesman for suicide preven-
tion non-profit Samaritans of Sin-
gapore said that the number of sui-
cide cases last year among those in 
this  age group was the most re-
ported since the Samaritans’ earli-
est recorded data in 2000.

The last time there was a spike in 
the  cases  reported  was  in  2015,  
when  106  cases  were  recorded  
among those aged 10 to 29. 

The rise in suicide among youth 
comes against the backdrop of an 
overall fall in the total number of re-
ported suicides last year. It fell to 
378, down 16.3 per cent from the 
figure for 2020.

Figures  from  the  Samaritans  
showed that suicide deaths among 
those aged 60 and above also de-
clined, from 154 two years ago to 
112 last year.

In a media statement yesterday, 
the Samaritans attributed this to ef-
forts by the authorities – together 
with the mental health sector and 
the community – to prioritise men-
tal well-being and suicide preven-
tion in the light of the impact of the 
Covid-19  pandemic  on  mental  
health.

The Samaritans chief executive 
Gasper  Tan  said  the  overall  de-
crease in number was encourag-
ing, noting that more people are 
seeking help.

He said: “The data shows an over-
all decrease and is deeply encourag-
ing, a trend we hope will continue. 
We must, however, not be compla-
cent in our efforts to support indi-
viduals in distress, as we continue 
to see more individuals reaching 
out for support.

He added: “Comparing 2020 to 
2021, our crisis hotline has seen a 
127 per cent increase in calls from 
youths aged 10 to 19, expressing a 
strong cry for help that cannot be 
ignored.”

About one in three cases of sui-
cide  last  year  was  among  youth  
aged 10 to 29, as suicide continues 
to cause the most deaths among 
those in the age group.

Experts, parents and counsellors 
The  Straits  Times  spoke  to  said  
there was an urgent need to tackle 
the  stressors  affecting  youth  
brought on by the pandemic, in-
cluding social  isolation,  financial  
stress and educational challenges.

Dr Jared Ng,  senior  consultant  
and chief of the Institute of Mental 
Health’s  Department  of  Emer-
gency and Crisis Care, said: “Young 
patients  we  encountered  have  
been reporting various stressors in 
their lives, such as interpersonal is-
sues with their family and friends, 
academic  stress,  achievement  
stress and future job stress.”

Preventing  youth  suicides  re-
quires  coordination  among  vari-
ous sectors – such as education, so-
cial services and health – as well as 
support and guidance from family 
members and friends, Dr Ng said.

Secondary  school  counsellor  
Vickineswarie Jagadharan said the 
pandemic  had  presented  unique  
challenges to  youth,  shutting off  
their  avenues  to  socialise  with  
friends and causing them to seek 
greater validation on social media.

PleaseStay, set up by six mothers 
who lost their children to suicide, 
is one of the advocacy groups that 
is calling for mental health aware-
ness in the school curriculum and 
the  promotion  of  youth  mental  
well-being. PleaseStay member Va-
lerie Lim said schools could con-
sider  increasing  the  number  of  
counsellors  and  reducing  class  
sizes so teachers would be able to 
better engage students.

mmala@sph.com.sg
azhaki@sph.com.sg

National Care Hotline
1800-202-6868 (8am - 8pm)

MENTAL WELL-BEING
Institute of Mental Health’s 
Mental Health Helpline 
6389-2222 (24 hours)
Samaritans of Singapore
1800-221-4444 (24 hours) 
/1-767 (24 hours)
Singapore Association for 
Mental Health
1800-283-7019
Silver Ribbon Singapore
6386-1928
Tinkle Friend
• 1800-274-4788 

• www.tinklefriend.sg

Community Health 
Assessment Team
6493-6500/1 and 
www.chat.mentalhealth.sg

COUNSELLING
TOUCHline (Counselling)
1800-377-2252
TOUCH Care Line (for seniors, 
caregivers)
6804-6555
Care Corner Counselling 
Centre
1800-353-5800

ONLINE RESOURCES
• mindline.sg

• My Mental Health

• Fei Yue’s Online Counselling

Service
• Tinkle Friend

• Community Health 

Assessment Team

NTU president 
Subra Suresh 
(fifth from far 
left), leading 
toasts during the 
university’s 30th 
anniversary 
dinner yesterday. 
DPM Heng Swee 
Keat (above) 
delivered a video 
address. 
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They should not be 
ivory towers, 
but catalysts to 
create a better 
world, he says
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Suicide among youth at new high 
even as total reported cases fall
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Universities play critical role 
in social compact: DPM Heng 
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