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THE push for recession-hit 

Singaporeans to upgrade their 

skills has yielded a “happy” 

headache: Despite the authori-

ties having significantly ramped 

up the infrastructure, public 

resources are already being 

stretched, with some courses 

at Continuing Education and 

Training (CET) centres operat-

ing at near-full capacity. 

The training “is a lot more 

than we were able to do in 

previous recessions because 

we have been able to build up 

the infrastructure over the last 

few years. But there are still 

constraints”, said Prime Min-

ister Lee Hsien Loong, who 

yesterday gave his assurance 

that the Government would 

“continue to work at this”.   

He noted that the labour 

movement’s Employment 

and Employability Institute 

(e2i) in Bukit Merah was “full 

and looking for place to ex-

pand”. Mr Lee was speaking 

to reporters after visiting two 

of the CETs — Nanyang Poly-

technic and At-Sunrice Global 

Chef Academy — where offi-

cials reflected concerns over 

capacity limitations. 

At Nanyang Polytechnic, 

about 140 workers are pick-

ing up new skills for jobs in 

healthcare, while At-Sunrice 

is training about 500 students 

a year for careers in the food 

and beverage industry.

Since the onset of the 

recession in September, the 

number of CETs has jumped 

from 22 to 49, as part of the 

10-year CET Masterplan un-

veiled in February last year. 

Mr Lee noted that when 

it comes to training health-

care professionals, physical 

constraints are faced by not 

just the polytechnics, but also 

the hospitals where partici-

pants undergo on-the-job 

training. This is especially so 

as much “hand-holding and  
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rush faces 
constraints
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HE CHOKED back tears many times, during his 

more than five hours on the witness stand yester-

day. In a drama-laden testimony — which ranged 

widely from his account of his entry to monkhood, 

to why he set up business entities to fund his char-

ity hospital — Singapore’s most-watched abbot told 

his side of the story in court for the first time.

Speaking in English, the 47-year-old recounted 

the tough financial beginnings of the Ren Ci Hospital 

and Medicare Centre, as he sought to defend himself 

against charges of embezzlement and fraud.

Ming Yi, also known as Goh Kah Heng, 

said repeatedly that he felt it was his “personal  

responsibility” to ensure the success of the charity 

hospital which he founded in 1994, because of its 

poor and needy patients.

On issues of corporate governance, he claimed, 

he had no clue — since his only work experience 

had been a short stint with his uncle’s small import 

and export business.

It had taken six years to convince his mother 

to let him enter the Buddhist monkhood at age 

22, Ming Yi told the court. There, it was one of 

his teachers, former president of the Singapore 

Buddhist Federation Venerable Siong Khye, who 

had inspired his foray into providing medical care 

Ming Yi TESTIFIES

‘Ren Ci was my baby’
for the needy.

In 1990, this mentor had entrusted Ming Yi 

with running the Foo Hai Ch’an Monastery.  Two 

years later, the young monk started a care centre 

for the elderly in Yu Hua constituency — having 

been taught by Buddhism to “try to help as many 

as he could”, he said.

While working with the centre, he was told about 

a unit for the chronic sick at the then-Woodbridge 

Hospital. A visit to the unit, during which he witnessed 

the sad plight of patients, made his mind up.

Though many of those he consulted warned 

him against running a medical care facility that was 

a “bottomless pit” requiring lots of money, Ming 

Yi took over the unit and turned it into Ren Ci in 

1994. “I am a Buddhist monk. The worse it is, the 

more I have to go into it,” he told the court.

In its initial years, Ming Yi said, the hospital 

was constantly in need of substantial sums of 

money to sustain operations. That was because 

many of the patients were destitute and could not 

pay. In its first year, the hospital’s finances saw a 

$520,000 deficit.

As Ren Ci was relatively unknown then, it was 

difficult to solicit for donations. Ming Yi said he dug 

into his own pocket to pay the staff’s salaries, and 

took personal loans from Foo Hai Ch’an Monastery 

in order to keep the hospital going.
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MING YI ON ...
Why he turned a chronic sick unit that was  
a ‘bottomless pit’ needing funds into Ren Ci

I am a Buddhist monk.  
The worse it is, the  
more I have to go into it.
Why he did those daring stunts for charity

In my mind, I thought of  
the patients lying in Ren Ci.

Ming Yi leaving court. Trevor Tan
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All this was while he was work-

ing as a volunteer, without draw-

ing any salary, he noted — he was 

officially appointed the hospital’s 

chairman only in 1996. 

Asked by his lawyer Andre 

Yeap why he was willing to incur 

such risks, Ming Yi said: “I have, all 

along, treated Ren Ci as my baby.”

On top of the usual fund-raising 

activities, several business entities 

were started, so that profits could be 

channelled to the hospital’s greater 

operating costs after expanding its 

facility at the old Tan Tock Seng Hos-

pital. One of these units was the 

Mandala Buddhist Cultural Centre — 

a local religious artefacts firm at the 

heart of a tale allegedly cooked up 

by Ming Yi’s aide, Raymond Yeung, 

34, to mask an illicit loan.

Both men are on trial together, 

with the monk accused — among 

other things — of misappropriating 

$350,000 from the charity’s coffers 

in 2004, lying to the Commissioner 

of Charities, and forging a document 

so as to tap Ren Ci’s funds for the un-

authorised $50,000 loan to Yeung. 

Ming Yi also had to take further 

loans from Foo Hai Ch’an Monastery 

to sustain these business entities.

But what the charity became 

most famous for, in 2003, was its 

first annual televised charity show 

which raised millions in donations 

when the monk did a daring abseil 

down 55 storeys at Suntec City.

He was unequivocal about his 

reasons for the stunt. 

“I wanted to play a part,” he told 

the court. “In my mind, I thought of 

the patients lying in Ren Ci.”

As the hearing adjourned for 

the day, the monk’s exhaustive tes-

timony drew comment from the 

judge, who told Ming Yi: “You can 

tell the broad story, but you don’t 

have to go into all the details.”

The hearing continues today.

Ming Yi testifies

‘Ren Ci was my baby’
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exposure to real conditions” 

has to be done in small 

groups, to ensure the person 

“knows what he is getting 

into”.

Efforts to ramp up train-

ing infrastructure will not be 

confined to specific indus-

tries; still, the services indus-

try, where many vacancies 

need to be filled, will be an 

area of focus, said Mr Lee. 

Urging unemployed 

Singaporeans not to wait in 

vain for the ideal job to come 

along, the Prime Minister 

added: “At the same time, 

of course, you have to find 

good-quality, passionate stu-

dents who want to do these 

jobs ... It’s not just a course 

where you get a diploma, 

frame it up, and you move 

on to do something else.” 

Mr Raymond Chang, who 

was retrenched as a hotel 

supervisor, waited for six 

months before he signed up 

to be a chef with At-Sunrice. 

After just seven weeks 

of training, Mr Chang, who 

previously did not know how 

to cook at all, is now looking 

forward to a stint soon with a 

fine-dining restaurant. 

Said the 46-year-old: “I 

was a bit sceptical at first ... 

Now, I’m certain this is the 

right career path for me.”   

Upgrading constraints
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I hope they are right but I’m preparing 
on the basis (that) the problems would 
be with us for some time. We must make 
sure that we prepare our people so that 
they can be as employable as possible and 
can endure through this downturn. If the 
green shoots sprout, well, that’s a bonus.
PM Lee on recent comments by American officials 
that they see ‘green shoots’ of economic revival 
in the United States. Mr Lee said it was too early 
to tell whether the recession has bottomed out.

Mr Lee lends  
an ear at the  
Nanyang Poly  
healthcare course. 
ERNEST CHUA


