
BY DAVID LIM

W HEN Madam Li Xian
died on Oct 12, no one
turned up for her fu-

neral.
No wreaths were sent to her

wake, which lasted only a day.
The 92-year-old, who used to

sell newspapers in Beach Road,
where she lived alone in a
one-room flat, was never mar-
ried.

She had no relatives here ex-
cept for an adopted son, who
moved to Brunei about 20 years
ago and never kept in touch.

In June, she took a fall at
home and was taken to Tan
Tock Seng Hospital and later
moved to the Ling Kwang
Home for Senior Citizens in
Serangoon Gardens.

Her closest companion was
an old neighbour, Mr Yeo Eng
Kiang, 50, who became re-ac-
quainted with her only six years
ago when they met by chance at
a market in Redhill.

Mr Yeo, who works as a
plumber, was listed as her con-
tact person should anything hap-
pen to her but he was too busy
to visit her in her last few
months.

He found out that she had
died only when staff at the
Home called him a day later.
Her condition had worsened re-
cently and she was moved back
to the hospital.

He told my paper in Manda-
rin: “She treated me like a son
but life is like that. Sometimes
when we want to do something,
we can’t find the time to do it. I
feel very sorry that I didn’t visit
her when I had a chance to.”

While Madam Li had caregiv-
ers to see her through her last
days, there are many who are
not so fortunate

The Health Sciences Authori-
ty said that it handles about 100
unclaimed bodies – identified
and unidentified – each year.

The process of locating loved
ones can be long-drawn, some-
times with leads going cold, es-
pecially in cases where the iden-
tity of the dead is unknown.

The HSA’s Forensic Medi-
cine Division (FMD) and police
then try to search for family
members in a period lasting
about three weeks before funer-
al arrangements are made.

Sometimes, there may be re-
quests to use the bodies for med-
ical research but the Ministry of
Health will allow this only after
getting police clearance.

The religion and ethnicity of
the dead are respected when de-
ciding whether to cremate or
bury the bodies.

But in cases where no identi-
ty, race or religion can be deter-
mined, HSA said that burials
are normally arranged.

Another category of cases
comprises those with no fami-
lies, such as Madam Li. They of-
ten die in nursing homes or hos-

pitals. In some cases, they die in
their own homes and their bod-
ies are discovered only days or
even weeks later.

The owner of Ang Chin Moh
Undertaker, Mr Ang Hong Hin,
said that his company handles
about 80 to 100 unclaimed bod-
ies a year from nursing homes
and hospitals.

The 60-year-old said: “They
have no family members and
everyone deserves a decent
send-off. We took up the role be-
cause there’s no one else for
these people.”

He also said that it is not un-
common for nurses to pay their
respects to these people at the fu-
neral parlour.

The undertakers foot the
bill for funeral arrangements.

Singapore Muslim Casket
said it handles about two such
cases a month. A company
spokesman said that they con-
duct free burials for such peo-
ple, seeing it as a responsibility

to help fellow Muslims – even in
death.

These graves are distin-
guished by a small wooden
tombstone usually marked “Un-
known” if the identity of the
dead cannot be established.

The spokesman added:
“There will be no family to visit
them, anyway.”

For Mr Yeo, time stood still
when he received the bad news.

He said: “She must have won-
dered why I had not gone to see
her. It’s such a pity.”
limhw@sph.com.sg

AIR pollution in Singapore
reached unhealthy levels yes-
terday because of smoke from
forest fires in neighbouring
Indonesia, officials said.

The National Environment
Agency (NEA) said the situation
had deteriorated since Wednes-
day, the first day the haze was
detected here.

The three-hour Pollutant
Standards Index (PSI) rose to
108 as of 6pm yesterday, accord-
ing to data on the NEA’s website.
A PSI reading of between 101
and 200 is considered un-
healthy.

“The smoke-haze situation

has worsened since yesterday,”
the NEA said in a statement.

“Hazy conditions are expect-
ed to persist as the prevailing
winds will continue to bring
smoke haze from Sumatra to
Singapore.”

The NEA also said that Envi-
ronment Minister Yaacob Ibra-
him yesterday expressed “deep
concern” about the haze to his
Indonesian counterpart, Mr
Gusti Muhammad Hatta.

“The minister expressed his
deep concern that the haze situa-
tion would further deteriorate if
Indonesia does not put in place
immediate and enhanced mea-

sures to curb the hotspot situa-
tion in Sumatra,” the NEA said.

“He urged Indonesia to allo-
cate the necessary resources,

and implement timely and effec-
tive measures to resolve the
haze situation.”
AFP

A PITY: Mr Yeo Eng Kiang, 50, holding photographs of Madam Li Xian, 92, regrets not visiting
her in her last few months. (PHOTO: JAMIE KOH)

No goodbye from kin for some

Yaacob urges speedy
action on Sumatra hotspots
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RSN LAUNCHES SECOND
ARCHER-CLASS SUBMARINE

MINISTER for Education and
Second Minister for Defence
Ng Eng Hen officiated at the
launch ceremony of the
Republic of Singapore Navy’s
(RSN) Archer-class submarine
RSS Swordsman in Sweden
yesterday.

The submarine was launched
by Dr Ng’s wife and is the
second of the Archer-class sub-
marines that the RSN acquired
from the Royal Swedish Navy.

SCHOOL OF APPLIED STUDIES
CEASES OPERATIONS

THE School of Applied Studies,
citing financial difficulties, ceased
operations on Wednesday.

In a statement, the Council
for Private Education said it
jointly held a briefing for
affected students at the school
premises in Park Mall on Wed-
nesday evening.

ERRORS IN GRAPHIC
ON U.S. RECESSION

IN A graphic published on
Wednesday, “Recession in US
may end next June” (Page A20),
we said in the headline and
subsequently in the text that the
United States recession may
end next June, according to Mr
Thomas Lam, an economist at
United Overseas Bank in
Singapore. This is incorrect.

The “next June” refers to
June last year. Also, Mr Lam is
no longer with UOB. He is
currently the Group Chief
Economist at OSK Group/DMG
& Partners.

We are sorry for the errors.

HAZY: The haze got so bad yesterday that Johor Baru was barely
visible on the other end of the Causeway. (PHOTO: JAMIE KOH)
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