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lllegal gambling sites still
an Issue despite efforts
to crack down on them

Nature of such sites contributes to higher
incidence of problem gambling: NCPG chair

Aqil Hamzah
and Chin Hui Shan

Between 2020 and 2022, the num-
ber of problem gamblers seeking
help from different agencies num-
bered from about 800 to 1,000
each year. Around half of those
who made a declaration had par-
ticipated inillegal online gambling.

These figures, shared by Mr Sim
Gim Guan, the chairman of the Na-
tional Council on Problem Gam-
bling (NCPG), took into account
cases seen by Resilienz Clinic and
the Institute of Mental Health’s Na-
tional Addictions Management
Service, as well as community-
based social service agencies.

Although illegal, online gambling
through sites other than legal oper-
ator Singapore Pools continues to
be a pastime for many.

Not only do these sites offer con-
venience, but they also boast a rep-
ertoire of games, which may not be
available at legal gambling oper-
ators. Betting opportunities on
such gambling sites sometimes al-
so provide higher odds.

Mr Sim said: “Illegal gambling
sites find ways and means of entic-
ing people to gamble, and do not
implement social safeguards and
responsible gambling measures.

“This contributes to a higher in-
cidence of problem gambling, as
evidenced by the persons who en-
gaged in illegal online gambling
and subsequently approached

agencies for help”

Despite the Singapore author-
ities’ efforts to crack down on
them, gambling sites continue to
be a perennial bugbear.

A spokesman for the Gambling
Regulatory Authority (GRA) told
The Straits Times that it has
blocked access to more than 1,900
remote gambling websites and
more than 260 bank accounts as at
September.

It has also worked with financial
transaction providers to block
close to 115,000 credit card trans-
actions between January 2017 and
September 2023.

Since its formation in August
2022, the GRA has received about
70 reports related to unlawful re-
mote gambling services, the
spokesman added.

And vyet, like a hydra, more of
such sites continue to spring up de-
spite the authorities’ best efforts to
stymie them.

“GRArecognises that the border-
less nature of the Internet makes it
easy for unlawful gambling oper-
ators to offer their products to us-
ers in Singapore any time and
anywhere,” said the spokesman.

“Technology also allows these
gambling operators to create mul-
tiple websites offering the same
unlawful gambling services, and to
easily create new websites to re-
place those which have been
blocked.”

When asked about the GRA’s
processes, he said it prioritises ef-
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Number of remote gambling
websites the Gambling Regulatory
Authority (GRA) has blocked access
to as of September. It has also
blocked more than 260 bank
accounts.

115,000

Approximate number of credit card
transactions the GRA, working with
financial transaction providers, has
blocked between January 2017 and
September 2023.

forts to impede access to sites that
pose a higher risk, such as those
that have many visitors from Sin-
gapore.

After it receives a report about an
illegal gambling website, it will as-
sess if the said site and its corre-
sponding mirrors, or alternative
sites that bring users to the same
platform through a different URL,
should be blocked.

“When blocking is required,
GRA will direct the Infocomm
Media Development Authority to
issue an access blocking order to
the Internet service providers to
disable access to the website.”

When asked about the different
categories of gambling activities
online, GRA said it does not track
the categories of online gambling

activities that the unlawful gam-
bling websites offer.

To meet the varied demands of
customers, Singapore Pools, the
only licensed operator of lotteries
and sports betting services here,
offers gamblers several betting op-
tions. These range from 4D and To-
to, to football, motor racing and
horse racing.

In a joint statement, the Tote
Board and Singapore Pools said
Singapore Pools is firmly commit-
ted to operating in a socially re-
sponsible manner, in compliance
with regulatory requirements.

“It maintains an effective coun-
ter to illegal gambling operators
and ensures that funds remain in
Singapore, while being mindful of
its responsibility to mitigate the
social harms of excessive gam-
bling,” they said.

In the financial year that ended
on March 31, Singapore Pools gen-
erated a total revenue of $11.4 bil-
lion, of which 97 per cent, or $11.1
billion, was redistributed.

Of this amount, $8.4 billion was
given out as prize payouts, and $2.2
billion was paid in the form of gam-
bling duties and taxes. The remain-
ing $513 million was given to the
Tote Board to support community-
based projects.

SOME SITES FALL THROUGH
CRACKS

Not all illegal gambling websites
will be on the authorities’ radar.
ST learnt of one such site that al-
lows gamblers to access online ca-
sinos.
It could be accessed without a
virtual private network (VPN),
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which means users need not pre-
tend to be from another country in
order to use it.

The website said that certain
gambling providers would not be
accessible to Singapore-registered
accounts, citing restrictions im-
posed on different jurisdictions.

To test that, ST set up an account
with a Singapore address and
phone number.

While certain games said they
detected that the account came
from a blocked region, those under
the live casino section were all
playable.

This section featured mainstays
like roulette, baccarat and black-
jack, as well as regional games such
as sic bo, which is commonly
played in Macau casinos.

In such games, a Caucasian host
would facilitate each round, taking
turns to swop with another after a
certain period of time had elapsed.

On average, the number of peo-
ple in any one game numbered in
the tens of thousands, although
some may have only been watching
what transpired on screen, as
players need not actually place
bets to view what is happening.

For those keen to make a quick
buck, however, the website accept-
ed deposits in cryptocurrency such
as Bitcoin and Ethereum.

It also accepted those made with
a Visa card or through virtual wal-
let AstroPay.

ADDICTION IS HARD TO BEAT

Since gambling websites allow
gamblers to access their bank ac-
counts or credit cards easily, it
makes it easier for debts to “mul-
tiply at astronomical rates”, said Dr
Munidasa Winslow, the founder of
psychiatric and psychology clinic
Promises Healthcare.

He added that the sheer ease at
which money could be lost is what
makes online gambling such a dan-
ger for addicts.

Describing gambling as one of
the worst addictions to have, he
said those who tend to gamble on-
line on illegal sites skewed youn-
ger, from 18 to 35, and were mostly
men.

Among the different kinds of ad-
dictions, those addicted to gam-
bling are “least likely to come for-
ward (to seek help). They find it
difficult to wrap their heads
around the fact that they have a

financial

problems.

feel isolated.

gambling.

Gambling addiction has
far-reaching consequences, said Ms Khor Hui
Yin, a counsellor at Resilienz Clinic.
Individuals may find themselves in severe
trouble,
depression, anxiety and suicidal thoughts.
They may also face problems at work,
including losing their jobs, as well as health

problem”, said Dr Winslow.

“None of the alcoholics I've
worked with think that by going
back to drinking, all their problems
will be gone.

“But gamblers, they think that
the next time they go back to gam-
bling, their problems will disap-
pear.”

This mindset, while paradoxical,
is spurred by the pursuit of the
next big win, he added, even
though there is no guarantee there
would be any windfall.

While some gamblers may seek
help of their own accord, many
others do so only at the behest of
their families, said Ms Khor Hui
Yin, a counsellor at Resilienz Clin-
ic.
This may happen after they incur
debts and seek their families’ help
to bail them out financially.

The main challenge most prob-
lem gamblers face is managing
their gambling urges when faced
with triggers like peer pressure and
exposure to gambling advertise-
ments.

To address that, Ms Khor, who
has four years of counselling expe-
rience, has gamblers identify the
triggers and learn how to cope with
them.

These include finding out their
interests and passions beyond
gambling, and adapting to lifestyle
changes, she said.

In one of the most challenging
cases that she worked on, a gam-
bler’s addiction strained familial
relationships to the point that ties
were severed.

“The recovery process was par-
ticularly daunting due to the ab-
sence of robust social and family
support,” she said.

But with numerous counselling
sessions, the gambler successfully
abstained from gambling for more
than a year.

“We are currently working on the
process of rebuilding their family
ties,” she said.

Those affected by gambling
problems are encouraged to seek
help with NCPG or social service
agencies, regardless of whether
they are gambling with licensed
operators or illegal gambling sites.

To seek help from NCPG, call
1800-6-668-668 or webchat at
WWW.NCPg.0rg.sg

hagil@sph.com.sg
chuishan@sph.com.sg

Signs of gambling addiction

several potential

which could lead to

Coupled with the stigma surrounding the
addiction, it could also cause the individual to

Some common warning signs that one may
have a gambling addiction include:

¢ Preoccupation with gambling: They think
constantly about gambling, upcoming bets or
past gambling experiences.

« Failed attempts to stop: Unsuccessful
attempts to cut down or control gambling.

* Neglecting responsibilities: Neglecting work,
school or family responsibilities due to

* Borrowing money: Borrowing or stealing
money to continue gambling.

« Relationship problems: Strained
relationships with family and friends due to
gambling behaviour.

¢ Chasing losses: Believing that they can
recover losses by gambling more.

» Taking more risks: Taking bigger risks to
experience the same level of excitement.
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A spokesman for the Gambling Regulatory Authority said it
prioritises efforts to impede access to remote gambling
sites that pose a higher risk, such as those that have many
visitors from Singapore. ST PHOTO: AQIL HAMZAH

Babies better protected for 6 months if mums
had Covid-19 jab while pregnant: KKH study

Salma Khalik
Senior Health Correspondent

Babies born to mothers who re-
ceived a Covid-19 vaccine during
their pregnancy were significantly
protected against the disease in
their first six months of life, accord-
ing to a local study by a team led by
KK Women’s and Children’s Hospi-
tal (KKH).

However, the study found there
was no conferred benefit to the
newborns from mothers who were

vaccinated prior to their pregnancy.

Associate Professor Yung Chee
Fu, a senior paediatric infectious
diseases consultant at KKH who led
the study, said: “Maternal Covid-19
vaccination remains the most ef-
fective way to protect mothers and
their pregnancies, as well as their
newborns after delivery, against se-
vere outcomes from Sars-CoV-2 in-
fection.”

Prof Yung said Covid-19 vaccine
protection against infection wanes
over time as the level of antibodies
fall. While more research is needed,
he said “it is likely due to low levels

of antibodies in the woman, result-
ing in limited transfer to the baby
and hence the lack of protection
observed”.

Babies in Singapore can only be
vaccinated against Covid-19 from
the age of six months. So any pro-
tection against the disease in the
first half year of their lives has to be
received from their mothers.

Singaporeans and permanent
residents gave birth to almost
22,000 babies between January
and September 2022. Only the
7,292 babies who had at least one
parent diagnosed with Covid-19 in

their first six months were included
in the study. Of these, 1,272 babies
were infected in the first six
months of their lives.

The protection against being in-
fected by Omicron XBB variants,
which were the main strains circu-
lating at that time, was 41.5 per cent
for babies whose mothers were vac-
cinated during pregnancy.

Babies of mothers who received
at least their third Covid-19 shot
during their pregnancy had greater
protection, at 77 per cent.

Said Prof Yung: “This study rein-
forces the importance of receiving

boosters and keeping up to date
with the recommended vaccination
doses during pregnancy. Pregnant
mothers cannot rely on the Co-
vid-19 vaccines they received be-
fore pregnancy for protection of
their newborns.”

The study, which followed the ba-
bies in their first half-year of life,
was published on Friday on Jama
Network Open, an international
peer-reviewed, open access, gener-
al medical journal by the American
Medical Association.

Others involved in the study were
from Singapore General Hospital,
the National Centre for Infectious
Diseases and the Ministry of
Health.

Another study by KKH on long
Covid in children and youth found
that one in six under the age of 18
years suffered from long Covid fol-
lowing infection. The most com-
mon symptoms were runny nose,

cough and fatigue. About half reco-
vered within six months. Boys were
70 per cent more likely than girls to
suffer from long Covid.

This study was carried out from
October 2022 till January. It was
published in the Annals - a journal
of the Academy of Medicine, Singa-
pore — on Oct 30.

KKH said this is one of the first
such studies in Asia and the largest,
with 640 participants.

Dr Li Jiahui, head of the paedia-
tric infectious disease service at the
hospital and lead author, said: “Vac-
cination reduces the risk of severe
Covid-19 infection and can poten-
tially confer some protection
against long Covid in children and
youths. Keeping up with the Co-
vid-19 and influenza vaccinations
remains important in guarding our
health and well-being”

salma@sph.com.sg



