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The Ministry of Home Affairs
(MHA) is building anewoperations
centre to house officers from vari-
ous law enforcement agencies so
they can respond to incidentsmore
quickly and comprehensively.
Law and Home Affairs Minister

K. Shanmugam said on Feb 24 that
the Home Team Operations Centre
(HTOC) will bring together officers
from the police, Singapore Civil De-
fence Force, Immigration and
Checkpoints Authority (ICA) and
Central Narcotics Bureau (CNB).
The centre is slated to be com-

pleted by 2032.
Mr Shanmugam said: “From re-

ceiving 999 or 995 calls, to dis-
patching of resources and manag-
ing of incidents, the HTOC will al-
low us to respondmore quickly and

comprehensively, regardless of the
type of incident.”
He did not give more details.
Mr Shanmugam was speaking at

the inaugural Home Team Day that
celebrates the efforts of Home
Team officers in keeping Singapore
safe and secure.
He said MHA would also be

building Home Team-wide un-
manned aerial vehicle (UAV) capa-
bilities, for all Home Team depart-
ments to make more effective use
of drones.
When responding to emergen-

cies, the drones could do sense-
making during anti-crime oper-
ations, and monitor crowd levels at
major events, he added.
Mr Shanmugamsaid theministry

now has a Home Team UAV com-
mand led by the police, but the re-
sources and capabilities are shared
across the entire Home Team.

In his speech, he paid tribute to
former minister for home affairs
Wong Kan Seng for launching the
Home Team concept 27 years ago.
Said Mr Shanmugam: “Mr Wong

and the leaders in MHA back then
realised that we needed to change
the entire plan and take a very un-

usual, defining big step for our indi-
vidual departments to see them-
selves as part of a larger team.”
At the event,MrWong saidHome

Team agencies have gone beyond
working with one another to col-
laborating with other government
agencies like the Housing Board

and Ministry of Manpower.
He added: “For scams, Home

Team agencies are working with
the private sector, banks and telcos.
That’s tremendous progress in this
Home Team concept, where to-
gether, we can do a lot more.”
OnHome TeamDay, MHA recog-

nised the contributions of its offi-
cers, such as Mr Benny Wong, 46,
director of operations policy at the
Gambling Regulatory Authority.
He was part of the pioneering

team that laid the foundations of
casino regulation in Singapore, and
continues to be involved in devel-
opingpolicies to regulate gambling.
He told The Sunday Times he had

always wanted to be in the public
service and chose MHA as its mis-
sion of keeping Singapore safe res-
onated with him.
He added: “I feel privileged to

have been part of the team that
helped open casinos in Singapore.
People look to our model to see
how we were able to bring in so-
mething quite dangerous but con-
tinue to take care of Singaporeans.”

CNB Station Inspector Li Zhenz-
hen, 42, was also recognised.
She has been with CNB for 17

years and her current role involves
working with ICA and police offi-
cers to prevent drugs from entering
Singapore.
She said the work can be chal-

lenging, especially when drug ad-
dicts or traffickers take drastic
measures to escape, such as using
dangerous weapons.
“Drugs destroy families and may

leadpeople to commitmore serious
crimes. What keeps me going is
knowing that I am doingmy part to
protect the vulnerable, like chil-
dren, from drugs,” she added.
Citizens onPatrolmemberHami-

da Khalid, 73, who has been volun-
teering with the Home Team for 57
years, was also recognised.
She patrols her neighbourhood in

the Ah Hood Gardens area and
speaks to residents about their se-
curity concerns.
MadamHamida, a retired admin-

istrative executive, said: “Residents
will call me when there are any is-
sues and I will try to help them to
contact the relevant authorities.
“Once, there was a theft in the

carpark so I called the police, and
they nabbed the culprit.”
Madam Hamida intends to con-

tinue volunteering for as long as
she can. She said: “Volunteering is a
part of my life. It means a lot to me
when residents tell me they appre-
ciate what I do for them.”

MHA building operations centre to
respond more quickly to incidents

sywong@sph.com.sg

Slated to be up by 2032, it will bring together
officers from various law enforcement agencies

Wong Shiying
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From receiving 999 or 995 calls, to
dispatching of resources and managing
of incidents, the HTOC will allow us to
respond more quickly and
comprehensively, regardless of the type
of incident.

”LAW AND HOME AFFAIRS MINISTER K. SHANMUGAM, on
how the Home Team Operations Centre will bring
together officers from the police, Singapore Civil Defence
Force, Immigration and Checkpoints Authority and Central
Narcotics Bureau.

54 PAGES IN 3 PARTS
$1.10
To subscribe: 6388-3838
sphsubscription.com.sg

An SPH
Media Limited
publication

MCI(P)067/10/2023★★

To study if more exposure can
build a stronger foundation for
mother tongue languages (MTL),
the Education Ministry (MOE) is
adding an extra 30 minutes of Chi-
nese, Malay or Tamil learning each
day at two of its kindergartens in
Hougang and Elias Park.
This will mean children will

spend up to 1½ hours learning the

languages each day, up from the
current one hour. The extra 30
minutes will increase the overall
schooling hours and not be added
at the expense of other subjects.
The impact of the pilot will be eval-
uated to see if it should be expand-
ed to more MOE kindergartens.
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Mother tongue • Kindergartens
allocate more time in trial

Banks said digital red packets
spiked in popularity this Year of the
Dragon. DBS Bank said more than
$17.5 million was transferred via its
QRAngBao and eGift fromFeb9 to
12, up 30 per cent from last year.
UOB said the amount of money
sent via digital red packets from
Feb 9 to 15 jumped 60 per cent,
while OCBC Bank expects three
times as many transactions.
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e-hongbao • Banks report surge
in popularity in Dragon Year

All eyes on aerial acrobatics

Spectators making sure they capture for repeated viewing the aerial performance by the Royal Australian Air Force Roulettes aerobatic display team during the
Singapore Airshow at Changi Exhibition Centre on Feb 24. Close to 30,000 visitors turned up on Saturday, the first of two days when the biennial event, making a
full-scale return after six years, is open to the public. ST PHOTO: GIN TAY SEE THE BIG STORY • A4&5
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A small-scale pilot will be
launched at two new pre-schools
by the Ministry of Education
(MOE) to study the impact on
young children when they
have more exposure to mother
tongue language (MTL) activities.
From 2025, Kindergarten 1 chil-

dren attending the upcomingMOE
Kindergarten @ Hougang and
MOE Kindergarten @ Elias Park
will have an extra 30 minutes of
Chinese, Malay or Tamil learning
each day.
Currently, MOE kindergarten

children spend one hour on MTL
activities daily. With the pilot, the
daily MTL curriculum duration at
the two centres will go up to 1½
hours. The extra 30 minutes will
increase the overall schooling
hours, rather than be implemented
at the expense of other subjects,
MOE said.
“The pilot aims to build

a strong MTL foundation for
our children from a young age, and
nurture their interest to learn
MTL,” said a spokesperson for
MOE in response to queries from
The Sunday Times.
The ministry will evaluate the

impact of the pilot to see if it
should be expanded to more MOE
kindergartens.
Some other pre-schools also con-

duct about one hour of MTL les-
sons daily for their students. Their
operators say there is no intention
at the moment to increase the cur-
riculum.
At PAP Community Foundation’s

(PCF) 354 Sparkletots centres,
children in K1 and K2 (aged five to
six) get an hour of formal MTL les-
sons daily, while those inN1andN2
(aged three to four) have 20 to 30
minutes.
MTL educators also communi-

cate with children in their mother
tongue languages during other ac-
tivities, such as during play, bath
and mealtimes.
Ms Angela Yang, PCF’s director

of professional and education de-
velopment, said parents play a
huge role in a child’s MTL journey.
Hence, PCF has developed re-
sources such as e-books and an up-
coming Home Learning Portal on-
line to help parents engage their
children with home-learning ac-
tivities, including MTL resources.
NTUC First Campus, which runs

20 Little Skool-House (LSH) cen-

tres and 158 My First Skool (MFS)
centres, said its centres conduct
about seven to eight hours of MTL
lessons per week on average.
Ms Thian Ai Ling, MFS’ general

manager, said it also offers reading
and learning content through its
microsite so that children can
learn the languages at home, with
parental support.
Some pre-school operators al-

ready offer their students signifi-
cantly more exposure to Chinese.
Mulberry Learning’s 17 bilingual

pre-schools typically expose chil-
dren to the Chinese language
around four hours a day. It also has
a Chinese-immersion pre-school
calledMulberry Learning@Fusio-
nopolis that exposes children to
Chinese around seven hours a day.
Mr Peh Yi Han, chief operating

officer of Global EduHub, the edu-
cational groupwhich runsMulber-
ry Learning, said the Chinese-im-
mersion pre-school, which was
opened in 2020, currently has
about 70 children, including non-
Chinese.
Apart from learning over 3,000

Chinese words, 35 Chinese poems
and 90 idioms by the age of six,
these children also haveweekly ac-
tivities like traditional Chinese cal-
ligraphy, and learn about moral
values through theConfucian prin-
ciples of “Di Zi Gui”, or standards
for being a good student and child.
Businesswoman Jacinta Lee, 36,

enrolled her two sons – Rayson,
four, and Rayler, two, at the Chi-
nese pre-school in Fusionopolis
even though she lives inMountbat-
ten, which is some distance away.
She remembered struggling with
Chinese during her school years,

and did not want her children to go
through the same experience.
“We speak English at home, so

wedecided to put the boys in aChi-
nese pre-school,” she said. “Our
mother tongue languages are very
important as they define our iden-
tity and ethnicity, and teach us val-
ues like respect for the elderly.”
The national census data in 2020

showed that 48.3 per cent of Singa-
pore’s resident population aged
five and above speaksEnglishmost
frequently at home, up from 23 per
cent in 2000.
Associate Professor Sin Joo Ee,

who heads the Master of Early
Childhood Education (Chinese)
programme at Singapore Universi-
ty of Social Sciences, said it is a
good move to increase the expo-
sure to MTLs among pre-schoolers
as the early years are a critical time
for language development in chil-
dren.
“Furthermore, it’s important to

ensure that pre-school teachers
have sufficient language proficien-
cy and teaching resources, and that
they use a variety of activities and
teaching methods to stimulate
children’s interest and enthusiasm
for learning their mother tongue,”
she said.
Parents can also promote chil-

dren’s proficiency and interest in
theirmother tongue through activ-
ities such as reading, singing nur-
sery rhymes, language games, and
daily communication, she added.
Dr Sun He, senior education re-

search scientist with National In-
stitute of Education, said that stud-
ies have linked the total amount of
language input received at school –
usually measured by the length of
time that children stay at school
and the number of hours of lan-
guage instruction perweek – to the
second-language vocabulary de-
velopment of bilingual children.
In her own 2020 journal article

involving 457 Singaporean pre-
schoolers, she found that external
factors such as family and pre-
school environments played a
more significant role than inherent
child traits in fostering bilingual
children’s MTL vocabulary devel-
opment.
“Notably, the amount of MTL in-

put children received at school sig-
nificantly predicted their MTL vo-
cabulary growth,” she said.
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More mother tongue language
learning at two new pre-schools

Chin Soo Fang
Senior Correspondent

MOE to study impact of kids spending extra
time on mother tongue language activities

Ms Jacinta Lee,
36, with her sons
Rayson, four, and
Rayler, two, at
Mulberry
Learning@
Fusionopolis, a
Chinese-
immersion
pre-school which
her sons attend.
Children there
are exposed to
Chinese around
seven hours a
day and have
weekly activities
like traditional
Chinese
calligraphy.
ST PHOTO:
JASON QUAH

From 2025, MOE kindergarten children at two upcoming centres will spend 1½
hours on mother tongue language activities daily. LIANHE ZAOBAO FILE PHOTO

IMPARTING IMPORTANT VALUES

We speak English at
home, so we decided
to put the boys in a
Chinese pre-school...
Our mother tongue
languages are very
important as they
define our identity
and ethnicity, and
teach us values like
respect for the
elderly.

”BUSINESSWOMAN JACINTA LEE, onwhy she enrolled her two sons at a
Chinese-immersion pre-school in
Fusionopolis a good distance away
from their home in Mountbatten.

days of Chinese New Year in-
creased by 2.5 times compared
with 2023, with the bank project-
ing the total number sent over the
15-day festive period to be three
times more than that in 2023.
UOB said the total amount of

money sent via digital red packets
from Feb 9 to 15 jumped by about
60 per cent year on year, while the
number of PayNow transactions
and number of customers sending
e-hongbao increased by a third.
DBS was the first to offer an e-

hongbao service in Singapore in
2015, and digital red packets have
become popular in the last few
years amid a push for sustainabil-
ity as well as social distancing re-
strictions put in place during the
Covid-19 pandemic.
Dr Kapil Tuli, professor of mar-

keting at Singapore Management
University, said more people start-
ed using e-hongbao during the
pandemic as they saw it as a safer
way of gifting than physical red
packets.
They are also convenient, envi-

ronment-friendly and reduce the
problem of giving physical packets
with the wrong denomination, he
added.
Homemaker Joan Lim, 31, said

she started giving e-hongbao in
2022 as it was more convenient.

Digital red packets, or e-hongbao,
have become increasingly popular
during Chinese New Year here,
with banks seeing more of such
electronic transfers during the fes-
tive season in 2024 compared with
2023.
The latest figures from most

banks and multi-currency card
providers The Sunday Times con-
tacted showed increases in the
number of transactions and the
amount of money transacted.
DBS Bank said more than $17.5

million was transferred via its QR
Ang Bao and eGift from Feb 9 to 12,
representing a 30per cent increase
year on year.
It also saw the number of cus-

tomers using these e-gifting
means from Jan 15 to Feb 12 double
compared with the same period in
2023.
A QR Ang Bao is a physical card

with a QR code, which recipients
scan to redeem a preloaded
amount, while the bank’s custom-
ers can also use the eGift function
on its PayLah! app to transfermon-
ey digitally.
OCBC Bank said the number of

e-hongbao sent in the first three

“E-hongbao saveme thehassle of
having to find and count cash, as
well as putting the notes into the
red packets.”
They also reduce the need to

print new notes, she added.
In January, theMonetaryAuthor-

ity of Singapore said more than 11
million pieces of fit notes were ex-
changed during Chinese New Year

in 2023.
The carbon footprint of produc-

ing that number of new notes
would be comparable with the
emissions from powering about
220 four-roomHousing Board flats
annually.
Experts ST spoke to are expect-

ing the use of e-hongbao to contin-
ue to rise as digital payments be-

come more convenient and acces-
sible.
Ms Wong Wanyi, fintech leader

at PwC Singapore, said the in-
creased use of e-hongbao is consis-
tent with the growing use of mo-
bile payments as consumers get
more accustomed to online pay-
ments and reduce their reliance on
cash.
“While pandemic restrictions

have eased, behaviour has perma-
nently changed because the users
have now experienced the ease
and speed of digital payments,” she
said.
Some banks have also noted a

rise in the use of e-hongbao among
their younger and older customers.
Traditionally, younger people

tend to receive, not give, red pack-
ets, while older folk are seen as be-
ing slower to pick up new technol-
ogies.
DBS said that in 2023, there was

a 25 per cent increase in the num-
ber of e-hongbao sent by those
aged 62 and above, compared with
2022.
Over atOCBC, those aged16 to 22

made up 25 per cent of those send-
ing e-hongbao in 2024, up from 16
per cent in 2023.
“They do not fit the profile of tra-

ditional hongbao givers, who are
usually married and above the age

of 30,” said Ms Ng Lee Peng,
OCBC’s head of digital business in
Singapore.
“They could be paying their

friends back, but chose to send the
money in e-hongbao format, writ-
ing auspicious messages and
choosing one of our e-hongbao de-
signs.”
Despite their increasing popular-

ity, Dr LeeYenTeik, a senior lectur-
er at theNational University of Sin-
gapore Business School, said e-
hongbao are unlikely to fully re-
place traditional red packets due to
their significant cultural value and
personal touch.
He expects both e-hongbao and

physical packets to continue being
used for the festive season.
One hongbao giver, Mr Andre

Lim, prefers to mix tradition with
technology through the use of red
packets containing gift cards with
QR codes.
“If the money is only sent via the

app, the act of giving a red packet
loses its joy and personal touch,”
said the 37-year-old digital trans-
formation director.
“But if you are giving a redpacket

with the QR code gift card, it is as
good as receiving a red packet with
cash for the recipients.”

Use of e-hongbao rises in Singapore this Chinese New Year
Chin Hui Shan
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Digital red packets have become popular in the last few years amid a push for
sustainability as well as social distancing restrictions that were put in place
during the Covid-19 pandemic. PHOTO: YOUTRIP
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