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1902-1911, vol.2 (Shanghai: Statistical Department of the Inspectorate General of Customs, 1913),
p. 115.
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“! Elizabeth Sinn, “Moving Bones: Hong Kong’s Role as an ‘In-between Place’ in the Chinese Diaspora ,” in
Sherman Cochran and David Strand, eds., Cities in Motion: Interior, Coast, and Diaspora in Transnational
China (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2007), p. 248.
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Fostering Trust through Public Communications in
Singapore’s Handling of the Covid-19 Pandemic

Koh Chin Yee'

‘)( 7 hen news broke out in December 2019 that a Sars-like outbreak was

suspected in Wuhan, nobody expected it would later develop into a prolong
pandemic that causes such severe economic and social dislocations worldwide, creates
such devastation and pain, and becomes “the crisis of a generation” as described by
Singapore Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loongz.

After some two and a half years of battling the pandemic, from mid 2022,
life in Singapore has gradually resumed to a large extent of normalcy, though at the
time of writing, World Health Organization has not declared the pandemic is over.
As of December 11, 2022, Singapore’s Covid-19 death rate is 0.079%3, as compared
to the global Covid death rate of 1.04%, while her key indicators of economy and
livelihood such as GDP growth rate, unemployment rate, external trade, international
travel, etc. have mostly improved to pre-Covid levels.

How did Singapore manage the Covid-19 pandemic with relative less costs to
lives and livelihood?

The key word might be “trust”.

In his speech at the Singapore General Hospital’s Lecture and Formal Dinner
2022, Lee Hsien Loong said that a high degree of public trust in Singapore’s healthcare

" Dr Koh Chin Yee is President of South Seas Society (Singapore).
* Yee Hsien Loong “Overcoming the crisis of a generation”, National Broadcast on June 7, 2020.

® As at November 11, 2022, Singapore has a total of 2,136,658 Covid cases and 1693 deaths.
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system founded on competency, commitment, and transparency, together with a
resilient healthcare system and an effective public health response, had been critical
factors in Singapore’s pandemic response.

He added that the strong public trust that the Singapore Government enjoys
is built up over the decades between Singaporeans and the Government, and in one
another, sets Singapore apart from many other countries.

In a media interview, Head of Civil Service Leo Yip opined that “the pandemic
is really about the solidarity, cohesiveness of society, and about trust”,” while former
Head of Civil Service Peter Ho notes: “Particularly in times of crisis... public trust
empowers the government to act decisively. Bitter medicine is more easily swallowed
when there is public trust.”

Trusts in the society are many folds. In Singapore, it is about “trust that the
Government has the best interest of Singapore and Singaporeans at heart; trust
that the Government is competent and will make the right decisions on behalf of
Singaporeans; trust that every citizen will play his or her part, not just for themselves
and their loved ones, but also for others, out of respect and regard for fellow citizens,
and concern for our collective well being”7. When there is trust in institutions, people
believe that strategies and measures are effective, thus giving support and compliance
more readily, despite inconvenience and losses, and minimising intra-politicking and
working against one another.

In this paper, I argue that the presence of such high degree of trust in the
Singapore society during the pandemic, built upon a good basis formed many years

pre-pandemic, has to do with successful public communications.

Role of Public Communications in A Crisis

Public communication is strategic communication used when a person or group of
people muster and share information to a group of people to deliver a message on a
specific topic. In a mega crisis such as the Covid-19 pandemic, such information can
come from government, professionals, interest groups, businesses, key opinion leaders,

individuals and many other stakeholders, including frontline workers in healthcare

‘ hetps://www.pmo.gov.sg/Newsroom/PM-Lee-at-SGH-Lecture-and-Formal-Dinner.

> Sumiko Tan, ed., In This Together: Singapore’s Covid-19 Story, (Singapore: Straits Times Press, 2022),
p. 81.

¢ Peter Ho, “When Public Trust Is No Longer Centred on the Government”, Today, February 8, 2018.

! hetps://www.pmo.gov.sg/Newsroom/PM-Lee-at-SGH-Lecture-and-Formal-Dinner
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and other related industries, patients and families, as well as international travellers,
directly facing or handling the crisis.

Public communications serve a few purposes:

1o inform. To provide accurate, timely and adequate information to allow the
public to know current situation, updated scientific findings, and latest strategies and
measures to handle the crisis, as well as to correct dis- and mis-information and to
bust myths.

10 motivate. To move and rally people to accept and support the adopted strategy,
to influence behaviour change, and to unite the community towards a common goal.

10 gain feedback. Effective public communications is not a one-way traffic. It
also endeavours to obtain feedback from a larger and more diversified audiences on
the crisis-handling strategy and tactics, and on how to improve and fine-tune these.
By communicating relevant information, media, residents and stakeholder groups can
scrutinise the actions of the Government, while the Government could respond to
public scrutiny, justify its actions or explain how it aims to rectify its approaches to

better meet expectations.

Specifically, during Singapore’s handling of the Covid-19 pandemic, public

communications aim to do the following:

— Provide timely information to cover the entire spectrum of the society

— Gain trust by openly admitting mistakes and acknowledging inadequacies

— Garner support by explaining changes in strategy and manage public expectations

— Mitigate rumours and falsehoods by managing mis-information, dis-information
and illegal leakages of information

Provide Timely Information to Cover The Entire Spectrum of Society

In a prolong crisis, especially one where even experts and the authorities do not always
have a full picture and are able to provide fool-proof directions, it is important to
provide timely information, and to update it as soon as new evidence surface.

In the context of a multi-racial, multi-lingual and multi-culture Singapore, such
information must be made accessible, using different tools and channels, to cover the
entire spectrum of the society.

Soon after the outbreak in Wuhan, Singapore’s Ministry of Health (MOH) held

regular media briefings on the medical aspects of the virus.
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On January 23, 2020, Singapore announced her first Covid-19 confirmed case.
This happens two days after Singapore raised its “Disease Outbreak Response System
Condition” (Dorscon)’ from green to yellow, and a day after the Government forms a
multi-ministry task force (MTF) “to provide a whole-of-Government response to the
crisis. Both the raise of Dorscon and the formation of the MTF are communicated
immediately to the society.

Since January 27, the MTF holds regular news conferences, providing information
on scientific findings, situation updates, new safe management measures and support
programmes, etc. In 2020 alone, the MTF held 48 media conferences and issued
about 730 releases; while between January to mid December 2021, it held 29 media
conferences.

Then Health Minister Gan Kim Yong revealed that from the start, the MTF
decided that it should be “as transparent as much as we could, other than on patient
sensitivity, commercial concerns or bilateral issues where we ought to be more careful....
Beyond that, whatever we know is whatever you will know, whatever we tell you is
whatever we know. We were prepared to be frank and upfront when we answered
the questions. If we didn’t know, we said we didn’t know and we will go and find

»10
out.

On the other hand, Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong personally instructed
that the detailed daily report, including spreadsheets, tables and data page, received
by the Cabinet be made public on the MOH website.

At the early stage of the crisis, the MTF sends daily situation updates such as
Covid-19 statistics and news, community Safe Management Measures (SMM), etc.
via means of official website, Gov.sg messaging platform, official social media and
messaging accounts on Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, WhatsApp and Telegram. The
contents of such daily updates are subsequently expanded to include employment
and financial support, emotional and mental well-being, vaccine and medical advices,
travel and immigration, etc. As at December 2021, Gov.sg has more than 1.28 million
subscribers and had sent out more than 4500 messages.

Such information is crafted in all four official languages, i.e. English, Malay,

Chinese and Tamil. As the situation evolve to affect each and every individual in

The Dorscon is a colour-coded framework that shows the current disease situation in Singapore. It also
demonstrates what needs to be done to prevent and reduce the impact of infections.

The MTF was co-chaired by then Health Minister Gan Kim Yong and National Development Minister
and Second Minister for Finance Lawrence Wong. After Singapore’s Cabinet reshuffle in April 2021,
newly appointed Health Minister Ong Ye Kung became one of the three co-chairs.

" Sumiko Tan, ed., In This Together: Singapore’s Covid-19 Story, (Singapore: Straits Times Press, 2022),
p. 45.
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Singapore, the choice of language is later expanded to include various Chinese dialects
such as Hokkien, Teochew and Cantonese, and other foreign languages such as Bengali
to cater to the needs of the older folks and residents in the foreign work dormitories.
This is one of the rare occasions, since the inception of the Speak Mandarin Campaign
in 1979, where official communications is made using Chinese dialects as well.

Foreign celebrities were invited to offer supportive words to Singapore’s quarantined
foreign workers. For instance, in April 2020, superstar Rajinikanth sent a motivating
Tamil New Year message11 to Singapore’s Tamil diaspora — including tens of thousands
of migrant workers from India.

Other than regular media briefings and releases on operational issues that were
handled by the MTF, strategic communications by the Prime Minister was carried out
at critical junctions to present strategic pictures and big issues and to convey across
the most important messages. Seven such live telecast were done in 2020 and two
in 2021, across mainstream media, government website and social media accounts,
as well as Lee’s personal social media accounts. For instance, on April 3, 2020, Lee
announced that the “Circuit Breaker” measures would be imposed from April 7 and
to last for two months.

Other than Lee, quite a few other ministers including Lawrence Wong, Ong
Ye Kung, Chan Chun Sing, Vivian Balakrishnan, Ng Eng Hen, excel in using their
personal social media accounts to reach out to segments of the community which
are otherwise inaccessible via the mainstream media.

Failing to provide timely information to satisfy the society’s informational demands
during a major crisis would result in information vacuums. It might exacerbate and
increase the severity of a crisis and may induce rumour and gossip.

Sometime from late March 2020, people became increasingly anxious by the
rising Covid cases in Singapore. However, the authorities released such numbers only
in late nights, sometimes close to or even beyond midnight, thus creating information
vacuums. Very soon, information began to leak. Daily number of confirmed Covid-19
cases, though not yet officially released, started circulating on social media and chat
groups. It went on for a few days till such abnormality was reported to the police.
A MOH deputy lead of the Data Management Unit was arrested and charged for
illegally sharing the figures with members of a private chat group of 50 people. She
was later jailed for 18 weeks."”

" “For your relatives and family members who live afar, they’re only thinking about you,” Rajinikanth
said in Tamil in a video.

2 https://www.channelnewsasia.com/singapore/zhao-zheng-former-deputy-lead-moh-data-unit-jailed-osa-
leak-Covid-19-numbers-2512291
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Following the incident, MOH reviewed and tightened its information security
protocols and processes, including releasing preliminary Covid statistics in the
afternoon, and doing a more detailed release in the night, thus avoiding creating
information vacuums.

Through the Ministry of Communications and Information (MCI), the Singapore
Government customised communications to engage different audience segments
about Covid-19 developments, including messages in multi-languages encouraging
good hygiene practices and socially responsible behaviour, vernacular TV programmes
featuring home-based activities and exercise segments to encourage seniors to keep
active and healthy, creating “Comedians Get Serious” video series featuring four well-
known local comedians encouraging the public to practice good personal hygiene in

a light-hearted and entertaining way, etc.

Gain Trust by Admitting Mistakes and Acknowledging Inadequacies

In a highly fluid situation like the Covid-19 pandemic, it is imperative that errors and
mistakes not be conveniently brushed aside and pretend that they did not exist, for
such behaviour would eventually lead to people gradually losing faith in the system
and losing trust in the institutions. Problems and setbacks are addressed honestly
and transparently.

In his speech at the Singapore General Hospital’s Lecture-and-Formal-Dinner
on April 24, 2022, Lee Hsien Loong said that “we should always be upfront when
we encounter problems and setbacks, and address them honestly and transparently”,
it might have been easier to keep things quiet but it would have been very unwise
for rumours would spread and people would gradually lose faith in the system, and
the society as a whole would eventually pay a high price — the loss of public trust.”

Lee concluded that if a mistake was made, own up, take responsibility, and strive
to put things right. It requires courage, discipline, and integrity. But it is absolutely
essential to strengthening public trust, especially during crises when stakes are high.

There are many examples of errors and mistakes that the Singapore authorities
made, including misjudgements, such as the issues at foreign workers” dormitories in
mid 2020, but I shall discuss four examples — masking and isolation, TraceTogether,

Home Recovery Programme, and errors in vaccination and vaccination injuries.

" hetps://www.pmo.gov.sg/Newsroom/PM-Lee-at-SGH-Lecture-and-Formal-Dinner
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Masking and Isolation

On February 11, 2020, this newly discovered virus was named “Sars-CoV-2” and the
disease it caused was officially named by the World Health Organization as “Covid-19”.
Despite getting an official name, Covid-19 was relatively unknown and unpredictable.

At the start, scientists and authorities assessed that Sars-CoV-2 behaved like
Sars-CoV-1 and implemented mitigation measures similar to those adopted in 2003,
such as temperature checks at borders, requiring only medical workers and those who
showed symptoms to wear a mask, and isolating people who start to show symptoms,
etc. However, these measures turned out to be ineffective and inadequate as more was
known about the new virus and many prior assumptions were proven to be wrong.

One such realization was that unlike SARS, Covid-19 patients start shedding
the virus early, even before showing symptoms, thus disease transmission could occur
through asymptomatic or pre-symptomatic persons, requiring a review and revamp of
the entire mitigation strategy to instead focus on safe distancing and reducing human
interaction undil it is safer to do so.

The Singapore Government very quickly acknowledged this. On September
2, 2020, speaking in Parliament on the third day of the debate on the President’s
Address, Lee Hsien Loong said “with hindsight, we would certainly have done some

things differently”M, including:

a. The Government should have quarantined all Singaporeans who arrived from
abroad earlier in March and tested them before releasing them from isolation,
whether or not they showed any symptoms, instead of assuming that not
having symptoms meant they were free from infection.

b. The Government should also have recommended everyone to wear face masks
sooner, rather than changing tack and distributing masks only when scientific
advice shifted and the World Health Organization recognised asymptomatic
transmission was a serious problem.

c. The Government should have acted more aggressively and sooner on the
migrant worker dormitories, knowing that communal living in any form
poses risks. While the authorities had stepped up precautions and those
seemed adequate, bigger clusters broke out in the dorms and threatened to

overwhelm the entire system.

14 hetps://www.pmo.gov.sg/Newsroom/PM-Lee-Speech-at-the-debate-on-the-motion-of-thanks-to-the-
president-Sep-2020
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In a pandemic when the situation is constantly evolving, changes such as “masking

policy” have to be communicated clearly, in a manner that builds and reinforces trust.

Trace Together

Another issue was relating to TraceTogether. Released on March 20, 2020, TraceTogether
is a digital system implemented by the Singapore Government to facilitate contact
tracing efforts. The main goal is quick identification of persons who may have come
into close contact with anyone who has tested positive for Covid-19. The system
helps in identifying contacts such as strangers encountered in public one would not
otherwise be able to identify or remember. Together with SafeEntry”, it allows the
identification of specific locations where a spread between close contacts may occur.

The MTF explained that for TraceTogether to be effective, at least 75% of the
population had to install it, and had to turn on their Bluetooth function to ensure
the app was running. Thus, the MTF explained that Singapore could go ahead
with further reopening only if three key conditions are met, one of which was the
TraceTogether programme must have a participation rate of about 70 per cent.'®

However, TraceTogether has raised significant concerns about the privacy of those
who use it. After the announcement of the device on June 5, 2020, a petition called
“Singapore says ‘No’ to wearable devices for Covid-19 contact tracing” was started
by Wilson Low on that day. Two days later, on June 7, opposition party Singapore
People’s Party released a statement by assistant secretary-general Ariffin Sha to express
its concerns about data that would be collected by these devices, and called for the
Government to “tread with utmost caution and regard for the privacy of Singaporeans”.

On June 8, responding to such concerns, Minister-in-charge of the Smart Nation
Initiative Dr Vivian Balakrishnan explained that TraceTogether will not be a tracking
device and will not track an individual’s location.

In the same occasion on June 8, MTF co-chair Lawrence Wong said, “There
is no intention to use a TraceTogether app, or TraceTogether token, as a means of
picking up breaches of existing rules.”

On December 14, 2020, the MTF announced that “Singapore is on track to
reaching the target of around 70% by the end-2020...... As Singapore has made

8 SafeEntry is a national digital check-in system that logs identifying details of individuals (identification
details and mobile numbers) visiting public venues such as malls and workplaces, as well as communal

activity areas.

' This was mentioned at the media conference by MTF on October 20 and November 10, 2020.
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good progress to support a further resumption of activities, the MTF will start Phase
3 of re-opening from 28 December 2020”."

On December 23, 2020, the TraceTogether adoption rate exceeded 70%"",

Nonetheless, barely a fortnight later, on January 4, 2021, answering query from
a Member of Parliamentw, Minister of State for Home Affairs Desmond Tan told the
Parliament that the police can obtain any data under Singapore’s jurisdiction for the
purposes of criminal investigations, and this includes TraceTogether data.

He explained that while TraceTogether was conceived and implemented for
contact tracing to fight Covid-19, and measures had been put in place to protect
the data, such data collected by TraceTogether is treated like any other data under
Singapore’s jurisdiction and the police are empowered under the Criminal Procedure
Code to obtain the data for criminal investigations.

A day later, on January 5, Dr Vivian Balakrishnan said in an unscheduled
statement in Parliament that he had not considered the Criminal Procedure Code
when he earlier spoke about TraceTogether’s data privacy safeguards. “Frankly, I had
not thought of the CPC when I spoke earlier,” he said.

On January 8, the Smart Nation and Digital Government Office announced
that a law will be passed to formalise assurances that data from the TraceTogether app
or token can be used to look into only serious offences including murder, terrorism
and rape. “We acknowledge our error in not stating that data from TraceTogether is
not exempt from the Criminal Procedure Code,” it said.

Following this saga, in January, 350 people wrote in to the authorities to request
that their TraceTogether data be deleted. During the same period, 390,000 people
came on board the system.

On February 2, the Covid-19 (Temporary Measures) Amendment Bill was passed
in Parliament, enshrining in law that personal contact tracing data obtained from the
TraceTogether, SafeEntry and BluePass™ systems can be used only in the investigation
of serious offences, including murder, terrorism and rape.

During the parliamentary debate on the above bill, Dr Vivian Balakrishnan
said he deeply regretted the consternation, the anxiety that was caused and took

v https:/fwww.gov.sg/article/moving-into-phase-3-of-re-opening-on-28-dec-2020
* https://www.smartnation.gov.sg/media-hub/press-releases/ tracetogether-adoption-surpasses-70

¥ Mr Christopher de Souza (Holland-Bukit Timah GRC) asked if data collected under the TraceTogether

programme would be used for criminal investigations, a concern expressed by some online.

20 . . . .. . . . .
BluePass Token is a Covid-19 contact tracing device issued to foreign workers in the construction, marine
shipyard or process sectors and who stays in dormitories.
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“full responsibility” for the Government’s error in not stating that contact tracing

data from TraceTogether is not exempt from the Criminal Procedure Code for

criminal investigations. He assured the population that the Government intends to

deactivate TraceTogether, along with other digital contact-tracing programmes, once
. 21

the pandemic ebbs.

Home Recovery Programme

Prior to August 2020, while many countries including US, UK, Germany, France,
Japan etc. had been commonly practising home recovery as the default mode of
recovery, Singapore opted to be more cautious and admit infected patients to hospital,
or to Community Care Facilities.

By end August, Singapore concluded that over 98% of individuals infected
with Covid-19 has mild or no symptoms, they could recover at home and free up
hospital beds for those who truly require the medical care. From August 30, 2021,
the MOH started the Home Recovery pilot scheme with 40 individuals. Director of
Medical Services Kenneth Mak said the ministry is adopting a “risk-calibrated and
phased” approach for the scheme, and would set aside enough resources to monitor
and support such patients, including telemedicine services and hotlines, as well as
ensure that they follow the rules and stay home during their home isolation.

The pilot project showed positive outcomes. Gradually, home recovery programme
was expanded to cover more segments of the population.

However, Covid-positive patient numbers continued to rise as the more infectious
Delta variant hit Singapore. Many anxious people with mild symptoms sought help
and made a long queue at public hospitals, straining scarce resources.

The sudden surge in numbers resulted in many people not being able to get
through to MOH hotlines for help and instructions. Meanwhile, there were feedback
that home recovery protocols were complex, confusing and frustrating. MTF co-chair
and Health Minister Ong Ye Kung acknowledged at a media conference on October
9 that “some people tell me that they are more afraid of these rules than Covid-19
itself. This is a sentiment and a problem that needs to be addressed.”””

The MTF then reset all testing and isolation procedures into a simple set of
“1-2-3 protocols”. These protocols or procedures would cater to almost all situations

and circumstances henceforth. Ong explained that Covid-19 was no longer such a

o Singapore subsequently stepped down the use of TraceTogether and SafeEntry from April 26, 2022.
* MOH news highlights on 9 October 2021
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scary disease especially after most people had been vaccinated. The reset of protocols
addressed the psychological state of the Singapore society. This could lift the fear
and confusion surrounding Covid-19, and MOH would then focus its efforts on
the two vulnerable groups — those not vaccinated and aged 60 and above, and those
aged 80 and above.

Subsequently, Singapore Armed Forces personnel were roped in to help man the
MOH hotlines. The MTF brought back some safe management measures from end
September to November, including limiting group sizes and forbidding dining-in.

With home recovery program, Singapore managed to avoid straining her healthcare
resources while the Delta variant burnt through a significant part of its population.
The Delta wave finally subsided by early December 2021, before the Omicron variant

invaded Singapore’s shores.

Errors in Vaccination and Vaccination Injuries

There have been several cases of errors in vaccination such as a staff member at the
Singapore National Eye Centre was given five doses of vaccine in one injection, 117
people at Bukit Merah Polyclinic received the wrong dose, and two people given wrong
dose at a clinic in Hougang. All such incidents were reported proactively by MOH.

On October 3, 2022, Senior Minister of State for Health Janil Puthucheary
revealed in Parliament that 130 people in Singapore received a wrong dose of Covid-19
vaccine since the vaccination exercise started in late 2020, with 11 people affected by
overdosing and 119 having received a lower dose than the recommended amount of
a vaccine. Of these incidents, seven were children between the ages of five and 11,
none of whom had any adverse reactions. Puthucheary added that MOH investigation
of the incident was ongoing, and that it would take appropriate enforcement actions
if any regulatory breaches are found.

Similarly, incidents on vaccination injuries were readily reported, such as a
16-year-old youth who collapsed following a weightlifting session six days after his
first dose of the Pfizer-BioNTech/Comirnaty Covid-19 vaccine. Regular updates on his
treatment progress were reported by the MOH?, and a one-time financial assistance
of $225,000 was extended to the youth and his family under the Vaccine Injury

Financial Assistance Programme. The advice for vaccinated persons after any dose of

s hteps://www.moh.gov.sg/news-highlights/details/positive-progress-for-16-year-old-who-had-an-out-of-
hospital-cardiac-arrest-after-Covid-19-vaccination
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the mRNA Covid-19 vaccines, particularly adolescents and those of younger age, to
avoid strenuous physical activity was adjusted from one week to two.

From May 2021, the Health Science Authority (HSA) provides a regular safety
updates on Covid-19 vaccines. A total of 11 monthly updates were given. Starting
from March 2022, when 95% of the eligible population had completed the primary
series of vaccination and the incidences of the reported AEs had stabilised, HSA
switched the reporting interval to quarterly.

Such updates are comprehensive, providing scientific data including incidences
of suspected adverse events (AEs) and serious AEs in different age groups, types of
AEs and serious AEs, with breakdown to different types of vaccines, i.e. mRNA and
inactivated.

Such transparency reinforces the trust that the public has with the healthcare
system, that it is open and honest, even when things fail to go as intended.

Garner Support By Explaining Change of Strategy and Managing
Expectations

In this section, I shall argue that a key element in maintaining and building trusts is
explaining change of strategies and managing people’s expectations, and in so doing,
shape their knowledge and attitude, and garner their support. If such an important
strategy change is not communicated timely, openly and thoroughly, it is difficult to
expect people to be able and willing to embrace it readily.

With rigorous testing, contract tracing, and isolation, from October 2020 to
sometime in March/April 2021, Singapore managed to keep its daily cases very low,
very often with zero community cases for a long stretch of up to two weeks. Most
people were glad that the “zero-Covid” strategy worked well in Singapore.

When Singapore started its national vaccination programme for Covid-19 from
end December 2020, scientists and medical professionals worldwide mostly believed
that the vaccines could help very much in reducing death and even infections. Early
indications showed that vaccines could offer more than 90 per cent protection against
symptomatic disease, thus keeping cases low and enabling people to live more normal
lives.

By May/June 2021, number of infection in Singapore stabilized. The MTF
allowed Singapore to relax her social distancing rules and allowed social gatherings
and dining in of up to five persons. On May 28, MTF co-chair Lawrence Wong said
“Covid-19 is likely to be around for some time, and we will all have a role to play

to develop more resilient strategies to adapt to this new environment”, he further
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added that “Singapore has started planning for the possibility that Covid-19 may
become endemic here”. At a closed door event in the same month, Health Minister
Ong Ye Kung spoke about the need to accept Covid-19 as endemic.

On June 24, all three co-chairs of the MTF - Gan Kim Yong, Lawrence Wong
and Ong Ye Kung penned an op-ed piece on The Straits Times, titled “Living Normally,
with Covid-19”. This piece painted a new normal that would include home recovery,
self-testing instead of PCR tests, a focus on health outcomes rather than on daily
infection numbers, and international travel under the endemic.

Many people had placed high hopes on the vaccines, believing that it would
keep infections low, stop the spread of Covid entirely, achieve herd immunity and
help societies move to the endemic stage. However, as more variants of Covid-19
emerged, it gradually became clear that breakthrough infections could occur even on
people protected with a booster dose, because of waning immunity.

The Delta wave hit Singapore hard. By October 8, 2021, daily new cases
in Singapore hit 3590. Many people were very unhappy that a new wave has hit
Singapore. Some were questioning why was the Government not declaring another
“Circuit Breaker” alike measures, while others questioned the need to tighten up
since the Government had talked about “living with Covid”.

A day later, on October 9, Lee Hsien Loong gave a 25-minute live update
on the Covid-19 situation in Singapore “to share my thoughts and concerns with
you, because unity of purpose and hearts is crucial to get us through the next few
months”>*. He explained that the Governments original approach was to do its
utmost to prevent Singaporeans from catching the virus so as to minimise serious
illness and deaths, especially so when the population was not vaccinated. However,
the emergence of the much more transmissible Delta variant changed everything.
Isolation would not stop the spread, nor could vaccination, and the country could
not stay locked down indefinitely. The Government therefore changed strategy from
“Zero-Covid” to “Living with Covid”.

Lee presented a roadmap that Singapore would take to reach a “new normal”,
including getting booster vaccination, switching to home recovery programme,
building up healthcare facilities, continuing to re-open borders safely, and “updating
our mindsets — to respect Covid-19, but not be paralysed by fear”. He concluded
by offering a possible timeline — “it would take at least three months, and perhaps

as long as six months to get to this new normal”.

. heeps://www.pmo.gov.sg/Newsroom/Update-on-the-COVID-19-Situation-In-Singapore-by-Prime-
Minister-Lee-Hsien-Loong-on-9-October
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Mitigate Dis- and Mis-Information and Illegal Leakage of Information

An earlier part of this paper has discussed the problems with information vacuum.
In this section, I shall discuss misinformation (i.e. false information but is not
deliberate) and disinformation (i.e. false information deliberately spread to deceive
people) which could foster confusion, diminish confidence in public institutions, and
discourage desired behaviours.

During the pandemic, the Protection from Online Falsehoods and Manipulation
Act (POFMA) is a tool the Singapore Government uses to correct falsehoods circulated.
Such falsehoods must be corrected in time before they escalate into “infodemic” that
causes confusion and could lead to mistrust in health authorities and undermines the
public health response.25 The challenge for governments is to strike a balance between
deterring misinformation and not being perceived as unduly harsh.

For example, on March 28, 2020, a fake news about virus being spread through
postal articles was circulating. An audio recording circulating through Whatsapp,
allegedly attributed to a Malaysian infectious diseases specialist, claiming that Covid-19
is being spread through postal articles. The Singapore Government corrected that the
infectious diseases specialist has since clarified that he did not make the recording.
Relevant Malaysian authorities and SingPost have debunked the claims.

Another example. On April 18, 2020, Singapore States Times (STR) published
a Facebook post on the Covid-19 situation in Singapore claiming that the number
of new confirmed cases of Covid-19 infection was ordered by Health Minister Gan
Kim Yong to be halved to minimise public panic, and that the STR had called out
the Government and MOH on the cover up and MOH had to comply with STR’s
post. The Singapore Government corrected that there was no instruction given by
the Minister for Health or the Government to halve or under-report the number
of cases, and that MOH does not act and has not acted in compliance with any of
STR's posts.26

A peculiar phenomenon surrounding Covid-19 infodemic has to do with the
different strategies adopted by different countries in fighting Covid. Societies that
adopted “Zero-Covid” strategy put up public communication campaigns, so did those

which adopted the “Living with Covid”.

» https://www.who.int/health-topics/infodemic#tab=tab_1

0 heeps://www.gov.sg/article/factually-clarifications-on-falsehoods-posted-by-sst-on-reporting-of-Covid-19-
cases-in-singapore
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Interesting, public communication messages advocating “Zero-Covid”, while
intended to serve domestic audiences and shape their behaviour, were “imported”
by their followers in Singapore and circulated to chat groups and on social media.
Some did so innocently, while others were designed to shape local opinions and
influence policy changes.

It is observed that public communications in Singapore focusses on explaining
the need and rationale for Singapore to take the “Living with Covid” approach,
without criticizing nor highlighting negative references on others which had taken
the “Zero-Covid” strategy.

Conclusion

Singapore has continued to see high levels of trust in government, as high as 74%"
as captured in the Edelman Trust Barometer 2022 report, while her population’s trust
in the national healthcare authorities reach even a higher level, i.e. 80%".

Such high levels of government and interpersonal trust are associated with
greater compliance with Covid-related restrictions and higher vaccination rates. An
increase in trust of governments might have reduced global infections by 12-9%
(CL: 5-7% to 17-8%) for government trust and 40-3% (CL: 24-3% to 51-4%) for
interpersonal trust.”

This hard-earned trust is built during quieter times pre-Covid, and is further
strengthened during the pandemic where successful public communications strategy
was implemented, with principles such as transparency, timeliness, integrity and

inclusiveness religiously upheld.

%2022 Edelman Trust Barometer report, page 42
%% 2022 Edelman Trust Barometer report, page 44

» Joseph L Dieleman, “Pandemic preparedness and COVID-19: an exploratory analysis of infection and
fatality rates, and contextual factors associated with preparedness in 177 countries, from Jan 1, 2020,
to Sept 30, 20217, Lancet 2022; Vol 399: pp. 1489-1512
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