
A2 | THE BIG STORY | THE STRAITS TIMES | MONDAY, JULY 14, 2025 |

The report “Ups and downs:
How top S’pore companies re-
warded CEOs” on July 12 said
that SGX CEO Loh Boon Chye
received $7.57 million in Finan-
cial Year 2024, more than 76 per
cent higher than five years ago.
The SGX has clarified that the
comparison is inaccurate due to
a change in the basis of remun-
eration disclosure for long-term
incentives in Financial Year
2023. As a result, remuneration
figures across these years are
not directly comparable.

What it should
have been

Medical experts have called for le-
gal agility to tackle vaping, which
they say has evolved into a harmful
and dangerous scourge with more
drug-laced e-vaporisers detected.
Their comments come in the

wake of an announcement on July
12 by the Government, which sig-
nalled the possibility of tougher
enforcement laws to tackle vaping
amid a spike in seizures of e-vapor-
isers laced with the anaesthetic
etomidate.
Mr Yip Hon Weng, MP for Yio

Chu Kang SMC, who agreed that
enforcement laws need to be en-
hanced, noted that Singapore al-
ready has some of the world’s
toughest drug laws.
“But as the landscape evolves, so

must our legal tools.
“There is perhaps scope to go

further – for example, by explicitly
including combo drug-vape prod-
ucts under the Poisons Act, and
granting the Central Narcotics Bu-
reau (CNB) clearer jurisdiction the
moment drug traces are detected,”
he said.
There have been similar legal up-

dates in the past, Mr Yip said, add-
ing that when Subutex and glue
sniffing became threats, the law
evolved to empower CNB with the
tools to respond.
The same legislative approach

can and should apply to drug-laced

vapes, he said.
“Our laws should empower swift

updates to controlled substance
lists – not wait for the next tragedy
to force a response,” added Mr Yip.
Professor Teo Yik-Ying, dean of

the NUS Saw Swee Hock School of
Public Health, said current laws
need to also keep upwith the tech-
nology used to deliver synthetic
drugs.
“Our narcotics laws need to be

updated to capture some of these
new changes in technology, where
the delivery systemnow is using e-
cigarettes and vapes,” he said.
“So, effectively, if I am a police

officer and I catch someone with a
vape, and I detect that the vape
cartridge is actually a Kpod... the
person is not just caught for vap-
ing, but also caught for possession
of narcotics.
“Suddenly... you will realise that

the penalty increases so signifi-
cantly that people now have a fear
of just taking Kpods.”
Assistant Professor Yvette van

der Eijk from the NUS Saw Swee
Hock School of Public Health said
that what has encouraged the
spread is the marketing of vaping
products from other countries.
“If an influencer from, say, Indo-

nesia promotes vaping products,
that content can still reach young
Singaporeans.
“Also, for a policy to be effective,

it must be properly enforced, and
people must be aware of its ratio-
nale so that they accept the policy.
Stronger enforcement in the com-

munity and more education would
be helpful,” said Prof van der Eijk.

STARTING YOUNG

While some have argued for regu-
lating vaping rather than an out-
right ban, recent studies in Britain
have shown that regulations do lit-
tle to limit access to e-vaporisers,
including those laced with drugs.
In Britain, vaping is legal for

those above the age of 18, although
disposable vapes have been
banned across all age groups since
June 1, 2025, to address environ-
mental concerns and to protect
young people from nicotine addic-
tion.
Professor Christopher Pudney

from the University of Bath in Bri-
tain said his research showed that
vapers there start young, between
the ages of 13 and 16.
“Around the middle of 2023, we

started to see a lot ofmedia reports
in the UK of children collapsing in
schools, associated with vaping,”
Prof Pudney told ST.
“So, we just tracked those media

reports. And it got to the point
where there was almost one report
every week of a child collapsing in
school, which is obviously insane.”
His studies also showed that

schoolchildren may be unknow-
ingly smoking vapes spiked with
synthetic cannabis, also known as
Spice.
The researchers in his team

found that out of 596 vapes confis-
cated across 38 schools in En-
gland, one in six contained Spice.
ProfPudney, a biotechnologyex-

pert, said tests his team conducted
have also picked up traces of hero-
in,MDMA (commonly found inEc-

stasy) and ketamine in seized va-
porisers.
He used theworld’s first portable

device, which is able to detect syn-
thetic drugs in vapes in 30 sec-
onds, to trace the chemicals.
Mr Yip said he is aware that CNB

and the Health Sciences Authority
(HSA) are already building up rap-
id-testing and toxicology capabil-
ities to detect novel substances in
vape liquids.
Dr Sharen Tian, a family physi-

cian at Raffles Medical Group, said
that when etomidate is misused
via vapes, it can induce euphoria
and dissociation, leading to psy-
chological dependence.

“Abusing etomidate through
vaping can lead to severe health
complications,” she told ST.
“The identified adverse effects

include nausea,muscle spasms, re-
spiratory depression, seizures and
psychosis.”
Initially, adult smokers seeking

alternatives were the primary us-
ers of e-vaporisers, said Dr Tian.
However, recent data indicates a
surge in adolescent usage, with
cases involving individuals as
young as 13 years old.
MrYip said that current standard

hospital tests may not always pick
up new synthetic substances un-
less they are specifically looking
for them.
Parents should therefore not

take a “clean” test result at face val-
ue if their child is showing worry-
ing signs: confusion, seizures, er-
ratic or zombie-like behaviour.
“One way is to insist on a com-

prehensive toxicology screen, and
alert medical professionals to the
possibility of vaping-related drug
intake,” he said.
Mr Yip added that accident and

emergency staff, clinicians at the
Institute of Mental Health, school
counsellors and general practitio-
ners should also be updated regu-
larly on new trends in drug-laced
vapes, so they can respond appro-
priately.
“Most importantly, talk to your

children. These are no longer ‘just
vapes’. They are chemical cocktails
disguised in sleek devices – or as I
call them, ‘vapes with a twist of
terror’,” he said.

BORDER CHECKS

Breaking the wave of e-vaporisers

and Kpods requires sharper and
more coordinated enforcement,
from stepping up checks at the
borders to tightening screening at
parcel processing centres, said Mr
Yip.
He added that it is critical to

track deliveries and follow the trail
to arrest not just buyers, but also
the local distributors and peddlers.
Mr Yip said enforcement efforts

must also go digital.
“We should leverage AI-powered

surveillance to scan darknet mar-
kets, Telegram groups and smug-
gling forums,where new trends of-
ten appear first,” he added.
While acknowledging that the

authorities are already collaborat-
ing across agencies and also work-
ing with regional counterparts, Mr
Yip said thismust be scaled up fur-
ther.
Beyond enforcement, public

awareness matters, he said, noting
that many people still do not know
how to report such offences.
Mr Yip added: “Today, reporting

to HSA relies on a weekday office
line (it is on their website). A sug-
gestion would be for 24/7 hotlines,
online reporting or even integra-
tion with the OneService app.
“We also need to reach young

people where it matters – on the
platforms where syndicates target
them, like Telegram and social
media.
“Community education, peer-

led interventions and even celebri-
ty-driven cautionary campaigns
could help shift perceptions.”
MrYip said that as a father of five

young children, he has got “skin in
the game”.
“This is more than just a policy

challenge – it is a growing threat in
schools, community and online
spaces.
“The recent case involving teen-

agers reportedly behaving errati-
cally after inhaling drug-laced
Kpods outside a Punggol mall is
not just worrying – it is a red flag.
“These devices are not only ille-

gal, but they are also dangerous
and designed to avoid detection,”
he added.
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VAPES WITH A TWIST OF TERROR

These are no longer ‘just
vapes’. They are chemical
cocktails disguised in
sleek devices – or as I call
them, ‘vapes with a twist
of terror’.

”YIO CHU KANG MP YIP HON WENG

T H E I N V I S I B L E C R I S I S

prohibited the misuse of certain
substances that can cause
intoxication when inhaled.
The Government had prior

experience fighting such battles.
In 1977, the Misuse of Drugs Act
(MDA) – enacted in 1973 – was
used to wage a war on drug
trafficking and addiction.
Some 900 drug offenders were

arrested within four days of the
launch of Operation Ferret. In
total, 8,000 suspects were
arrested, and the street supply of
heroin was cut dramatically in the
months that followed.
In Parliament in 1988, then

Minister for Home Affairs S.
Jayakumar said it was fortunate
that the country tackled the drug
problem at the early stage.
“Countries which did not act
quickly have found, to their
regret, that the problem took
hold, overwhelmed them, and no
headway could be made to curb
drug abuse.”
And to tackle the new

glue-sniffing scourge, Singapore
had to act decisively. “As we did
with drugs, here again, we had to
take quick and early action,” he
said. “Otherwise, we would have a
problem of epidemic proportion.”
Now, quick action, and a

whole-of-government approach,

is needed to tackle vaping – not
just as a health issue but also as a
potential drug problem.
South-east Asia and East Asia

face a drug crisis, a report
published in May by the United
Nations Office on Drugs and
Crime (UNODC) showed, and
Singapore is not immune.
Synthetic drug manufacturing is

hitting record levels, and
organised crime groups are
increasingly pushing these drugs
and pharmaceutical products on
young people by tapping the
popularity of vaporisers.
Synthetic cannabis is commonly

found in vapes seized in the
region, the UNODC report said.
Manufacturers are also mixing

different synthetic substances in
unknown concentration, exposing
users to the risks of overdose and
dependence.
Another troubling recent report

revealed the threat at our
doorstep – two in three vapes
seized since 2023 in Malaysia
contained dangerous drugs such
as synthetic cannabinoids and
methylenedioxymethamphet-
amine, which is usually processed
into Ecstasy pills.

Separately, on June 19, law
enforcement agencies in Malaysia
cracked down on a criminal
syndicate distributing vape pods
laced with synthetic cocaine.
Nearly 5,000 vape cartridges

containing some 9.42 litres of
cocaine were seized. Three
Singaporean men were among
suspected syndicate members
arrested.
In Singapore, the Health

Sciences Authority (HSA) has
found tetrahydrocannabinol, the
primary psychoactive compound
in cannabis, in vape form.
Clearly, vaping is now a

narcotics risk. Mandatory drug
testing may be necessary – and
our laws need to keep up.
Despite assurances from

Telegram sellers of drug-laced
vapes that the synthetic drugs are
“undetectable”, reports in the US
and Britain show that drugs, even
when consumed in vape form,
can be picked up in lab tests.
Our laws allow those suspected

of having consumed a controlled
drug to be detained and subjected
to drug testing under the MDA.
But criminal groups are

constantly changing the formula

for synthetic drugs to circumvent
legal definitions of what
constitutes a synthetic drug, or
new psychoactive substances
(NPS), as well as testing regimes
designed to recognise the
formulas, UNODC said.
Singapore has had to close

enforcement gaps before.
After the glue-sniffing problem,

Singapore was hit by a different
addiction crisis in the early
2000s. It involved Subutex, a
pharmaceutical drug approved as
a doctor-prescribed substitute
treatment for opiate-dependent
drug abusers. Reports emerged of
abusers mixing Subutex pills and
pharmaceutical products like
Dormicum to get what they
termed as a “legal high”.
As the drug was licensed under

the Medicines Act, the police and
the Central Narcotics Bureau
could not take action against
abusers. That loophole was closed
in 2006 when Subutex was
reclassified as a controlled drug
under the MDA.
When it comes to drug-laced

vape pods, suspects may fall
outside the scope of enforcement
under the same Act if the

substances involved are not listed
as controlled drugs.
To stay ahead of the shifting

nature of the drug landscape,
Singapore’s laws around synthetic
drugs were amended in June 2024
to regulate NPS based on their
effects rather than specific
chemical structures.
Further amendments came into

effect in 2025, to tackle new
compounds that continue to be
detected each year.
From July 1, seven additional

NPS products came under the
MDA, and the definition of
cannabinol has been widened to
incorporate more of its
derivatives.
This gives the law real bite,

treating drug vaping as a
narcotics offence rather than a
$2,000 tobacco violation – a
penalty that has failed to stop
vaping from rising. Some 9,680
people were caught using or
possessing vapes in the first nine
months of 2024, compared with
7,838 the previous year.
Meanwhile, HSA seizures have

also grown exponentially.
In 2019, raids and investigations

resulted in $95,460 worth of

seizures across the year. From
January 2024 to March 2025,
about $41 million worth of vapes
were seized.
Under the Tobacco Act, those

caught importing, selling and
distributing face up to six
months’ jail, a fine of up to
$10,000, or both.
The MDA carries far heavier

penalties, and also criminalises
possession of any apparatus or
article for the consumption of
controlled drugs – which would
include vaporisers.
Meanwhile, the use of

etomidate falls under the Poisons
Act. Those found vaping or selling
it can be jailed for up to two
years, fined up to $10,000, or
both.
Vaping is a visible health crisis.

Quick and early action is required
to prevent it from becoming a
drug problem of epidemic
proportion.
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• If you have a story to share about
vapes, email us at
stnewsdesk@sph.com.sg
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Synthetic
drug makers
tapping
popularity
of vaporisers

Enforcement
action by the
Health Sciences
Authority netted
a suspect and
various vapes on
July 10. A
number of
recent reports
have highlighted
the Kpod, or
e-vaporiser
laced with the
anaesthetic
drug etomidate,
and its hold on
young people. In
April, a
13-year-old girl
was seen
behaving
erratically while
vaping in public.
A raid on her
residence found
a vaporiser
laced with
etomidate.
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