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More jobs for those with mental illness: Halimah
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SINGAPORE — Employers could do more 
to provide job opportunities and 
training programmes for people with 
mental illness, said Minister of State 
(Social and Family Development) 
Halimah Yacob yesterday.

While the collaboration between 
community and industry partners to 
integrate people with mental illness 
into workplaces is doing well, employ-
ment opportunities for this group are 
still very limited, she said.

“We have thousands of employers 
in Singapore, so I think if everyone 
thinks about how to create an oppor-
tunity for those who are mentally ill, 
those with special needs, it would be 
so wonderful,” said Mdm Halimah. 

She was speaking at the launch 
of the Bizlink Cafe, a venture by so-
cial enterprise Bizlink in collabo-
ration with the Institute of Mental  
Health (IMH). 

The outlet will provide vocational 
training and employment opportuni-
ties for patients recovering from men-
tal illness. 

There are currently about 50 em-
ployers working with the IMH to pro-
vide job opportunities for recovering 
patients and Mdm Halimah said that 
she hopes that this number would be 
tripled by her next visit.

Minister of State asks for 
employers to play their part 
and provide more opportunities

phrenia and anxiety.
Mr Tan, who has been working in 

the food and beverage (F&B) industry 
since 2006, including a two-year stint 
at a local sandwich company, said that 
having a job has helped him meet peo-
ple and kept him from staying alone at 
home and feeling anxious.

The IMH targets an annual enrol-
ment of 20 and 15 trainees for its ca-
fe and kitchen training programmes  
respectively. 

Trainees go through a one-month 
training stint in kitchen skills and cus-
tomer service before they are placed 
at the cafe or backend kitchen. 

The placement will last between 
three and six months and trainees will 
receive an allowance for their work. 
During this time, an occupational 
therapist will available to provide vo-
cational counselling, illness manage-
ment, cognitive remediation therapy 
and advice on social skills.

Other than F&B training pro-
grammes, the IMH also offers train-
ing in administration, cleaning and 
retail. Out of the 124 patients that en-
rolled in these programmes in 2011, 
43 per cent were placed in jobs upon 
completion of training.

Community

Independent operator, permanent site recommended for Arts Festival
SINGAPORE — When the Singapore Arts 
Festival returns next year, the assur-
ance is that it will be one meant “to 
inspire diverse audiences with great 
artistic experiences”. 

Putting forth its recommendations 
on the festival yesterday, the Singa-
pore Arts Festival Review Commit-
tee also said the festival should have 
a sharper purpose. It proposed setting 
up an independent company to run the 
festival and a permanent festival cen-
tre in the city area. 

The 17-member review committee 
— comprising mainly artists — was 
appointed by the National Arts Coun-
cil (NAC) in June last year follow-
ing the announcement of a one-year 
break to re-examine direction of the 
35-year-old festival. 

Recent editions had been under fire 

for lackluster ticket sales. Aside from 
the committee’s meetings, six public 
feedback sessions were held, attend-
ed by some 100 arts practitioners and 
members of the public. 

The recommendation for an over-
all focus came after observations that 
the festival had been serving too many 
agendas, from tourism to national  
education. 

“Festivals can serve a very criti-
cal purpose — if we are clear what 
that purpose is,” shared review com-
mittee chairperson and NAC CEO  
Benson Puah.

As for the recommendation that 
the festival be run by an independent 
company, it is in line with the NAC’s 
decision to slowly step back from 
event organising as well as an indica-
tion that the art scene is ready to play 

“I am sure companies don’t exist 
as economic animals ... you are also 
there to be part of the community, 
you need to justify your existence 
as well to the community at large,” 
she said.

The new cafe and its backend 
kitchen will be located at the IMH 
and it currently has four trainees 

under its wing. One of the trainees,  
Mr Bernard Tan, said that being in 
close proximity to occupational ther-
apists is the draw of the programme 
for him.

“We see them every day and if we 
encounter a problem, we can tell them 
what we are feeling,” said the 50-year-
old, who is being treated for schizo-

a larger role, said NAC Deputy CEO 
Yvonne Tham. 

The proposed company, to be set 
up by the NAC, will programme the 
festival independently and be finan-
cially sustainable.

It will continue to receive Govern-
ment funding. A festival director will 
be tasked to oversee three festival edi-
tions on a five-year contract. 

The council did not discount the 
possibility of hiring internationally in 
the future, but TODAY understands 
it will primarily explore home-grown 
options for the next edition.

“The question of whether it’s a lo-
cal or foreign director should not be 
a deciding factor — but to give that 
opportunity to a local artist, arts pro-
grammer or administrator is a good 
thing,” said The Theatre Practice Ar-

tistic Director Kuo Jian Hong.
No sites have been announced for 

the proposed festival centre, but it 
will ideally contain rehearsal and per-
formance spaces as well as potential 
F&B outlets. 

Having a permanent space would 
be “advantageous”. 

“You are able to do a lot more on 
an ongoing basis if you have a space,” 
said Mr Puah.

With no Arts Fest this year, the 
committee also requested support 
from the council should the arts com-
munity organise smaller scale events 
during the May-June gap.

The NAC will be reviewing the rec-
ommendations with the Ministry of 
Culture, Community and Youth and 
will announce further details next 
month or in March. MAyO MARtIN
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Mdm Halimah Yacob at the launch of BizLink Cafe yesterday. phOtO: erneSt Chua


