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AUTHOR’S NOTE

I apologise � rst for the rather informal style of writing that will follow 
in this book. As I was writing for a blog, my columns were written 

in a style that I thought would be more appropriate for online reading, 
especially from Bertha Harian. I have edited some of the columns for 
greater readability although I have left some short forms alone. � ose 
who follow my blog as well as the former Breakfast Network site will 
know that the letter G represents Government while MSM is short for 
mainstream media. I have also left some Singlish words and phrases 
alone because to � x them would detract from the � avour of the column 
and change my “voice”.

Some members of Breakfast Network helped in the production 
of this book, writing the introductions to each chapter and adding 
explanatory notes for further clarity given that there are several 
references to events that were happening at the same time. 

I hope they su�  ce. 
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INTRODUCTION

“Troublemaker” was the word Professor Tommy Koh used to describe 

me when we were talking about the demise of the Breakfast Network 

site. “But you are a good troublemaker. We need more good troublemakers,” 

Singapore’s veteran diplomat added.

Well, that was a relief! 

� e phrase stuck with me, and it occurred to me that it would be a good 

title for this book, a collection of blog posts and columns I had written in my 

post-Singapore Press Holdings days. I started the day after I left my job of 26 

years, on 12 May 2012, when my free SPH newspapers did not appear on my 

doorstep. � e absence of my morning reading material drove home the point 

that I was no longer a journalist – or, more accurately, that I was no longer 

employed as one.

So I started Bertha Harian; the name was given to me by a top-level civil 

servant some years ago. An alternative, he suggested, would be Berita Henson. 

I didn’t think it had quite the same ring.

People ask me why I write, and have variously described my writings 

as that of a disgruntled ex-journalist, a Government Trojan Horse used to 

in� ltrate the online community, or a closet supporter of  the Opposition who 

could � nally show her true colours once free of the Establishment fetters that 

my previous career had imposed on me. 

I greet these attempts to pigeon-hole me with no small measure of mirth. 

To some people, content cannot be assessed on its merits alone. Questions 

must be asked about the “motivation” and “agenda” behind the content. I 

have never seen the need to take an ideological stand, whether anti-this or 

pro-that, about what I write, although there are certain principles I cherish. I 

believe strongly in transparency and access to information, which will allow 

citizens to make informed choices. I prefer less government, not more, with 

governance underpinned by the rule of law, not the discretion of executives. I 

uphold the ethical principles of professional journalism, especially the need for 

accuracy and context, because it is the prism through which most information 

is presented, regardless of social media’s growing appeal.
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After spending so many years practising journalism, I thought I possessed 

enough institutional memory, knowledge of the workings of government and 

media and the ability to “read between the lines”. I thought this would help 

me become a useful moderator, or � lter, on issues that a� ect citizens. 

Much of my content is based on mainstream media reports, which 

I consider the best source of information, properly researched and veri� ed 

– most of the time. � ey provide me with a jumping-o�  point for further 

re� ection. � at is why I cannot abide unprofessional work, such as sloppy 

reporting, or a lack of reporting, which results in incomplete and half-baked 

reports that misinform an unwary reading public. When I spot them, I feel 

cheated. 

My inspiration for writing is a column that used to be published in � e 

Straits Times on Saturdays close to three decades ago. It was titled “Look Back 

in Wonder”, and was written by Ms Tan Sai Siong, an experienced business 

and political reporter/commentator for the paper. She didn’t always attempt 

single-issue columns to � ll her allotted space. Sometimes, she just gave her 

take on three of four news items that had appeared over the week. When she 

did so, the column was extremely readable. Why spin so many words to � ll up 

space when you only want to make one point?

� is is one of the freedoms of writing online that I enjoy: � e quality of 

the content dictates the space it is allotted. In a daily newspaper, the enormous 

amount of content that is dealt with each day means that sometimes, space has 

to be set aside in advance, and a writer has to � ll it. 

� e second joy is freedom from editors, who sometimes draw the OB 

markers far closer and tighter than I think necessary. Sure, I take a risk when 

I make critical comments about the Government, or the G, as I call it. But 

I weigh every risk, and right every wrong in my posts when they are pointed 

out. I have never been afraid to say sorry. Should I equate this with freedom 

of speech? Perhaps the right phrase is freedom of responsible speech, from a 

citizen with no greater agenda than advancing the cause of rational thinking 

for the collective good.

� ird is the freedom to experiment with writing styles. � e mainstream 

media’s methods are outdated – news reports with facts framed in a reverse 

pyramid, or in blocks. For print and broadcast, there are column inches and 

airtime minutes to � ll. Quite frankly, squeezing out regular columns in a 

regular style in a regular spot of a regular size is a draining exercise, and terribly 

uncreative. 

Now, of course, story-telling has gone berserk, with Twitter, storify, 

listicles and memes. � ey cater to people with short attention spans. But 

not everything can be compressed this way. � e long form should not be 

consigned to the internet trash bin, because sometimes it does take a lot more 

words to make or argue a point, not pithy one-liners.

Did I make trouble? I gather I did. Civil servants and politicians have 

me on their radar but, hand on heart, none have ever gone beyond an “aiyah, 

why you write like that?” admonishment when commenting on speci� c posts 

which a� ect them. Some have even tried to engage me by giving me the heads-

up on policies to be introduced, as they did in my past life.

My blogging segued into the establishment of Breakfast Network, on 

which I have devoted a section in this book. Su�  ce to say that I was glad to 

be back in the saddle as a news editor, columnist, reporter. Even temporarily.

� e start of my online writing adventure coincided with the post-2011 

GE period, which has been described as the “new normal”. It was an era which 

tolerated and, in fact, welcomed and fostered the discussion of big and small 

issues. Much of the news happenings post-2011 are unprecedented. An illegal 

strike? A riot? A philandering Member of Parliament? A dead prisoner?

So much content.

Why do I write? 

I write to be read.

Ber tha Henson
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BERTHA HARIAN

26 JANUARY 2013

The effect of this by-election

This commentary was written just after the results for the Punggol East 

by-election were announced. WP’s Lee Li Lian took the seat. 

There are only two things that will get ordinary Singaporeans to 

cheer – when Singapore wins a signifi cant soccer match, and when the 

Opposition wins an election. And so it was… just now. And I am not 

even talking about those at the counting centre or those who are die-hard 

supporters of the hammer. I gather it was quite noisy in Hougang.

Truth to tell, I thought the PAP would win. So much had been made of 

local issues – and if the constituents really thought that way, they would 

plump for the person who had the backing of the Government. This was 

also not Hougang, but a PAP ward for what seems forever and ex-MP 

Michael Palmer was said to have been pretty good at working the ground. 

But it seems the voters thought: a) The WP can do the job in the ward 

as well too, b) The PAP deserves a “slap”, c) Singapore needs a plural 

government, d) We remember Lee Li Lian; we don’t know Koh Poh Koon, 

e) Those national packages will be delivered anyway however we vote.

Any one of the fi ve or a combination?

Now I suppose much will be made of the by-election “effect”. That the 

people want the PAP in power, but a by-election was a good chance to 

put in a new voice. The WP campaigned that way although I thought that 

it was only at its fi nal rally that it got its act together to push the PAP back 

on the defensive. I thought it should have used its First World Parliament 

slogan. I thought it should have taken aim at ‘AIMgate’1 earlier in the 

campaign.

In fact, I thought the “hammering” that the WP got, at least online and 

from certain opposition quarters, for being so “conciliatory” towards the 

G – telling people that the policies need to mature and that it sometimes 

works with the G behind closed doors, would not do it good. I thought Ms 

Lee was a bit of a damp squib who would counteract the strong support 

from the WP leadership. I wondered if those jibes about the WP being 

“arrogant” would work.

1. See section on “� e AIM Saga”.

On all fronts, I thought wrong. And I congratulate the WP.

The by-election result showed that voters considered the WP the 

dominant opposition party. A multi-cornered fi ght diluting the opposition 

vote? Nah. The disarray among the opposition ranks turning voters to the 

PAP side? No too. Now, what if the SDP contested? How would the vote 

go? I almost wish it did, just to hear from the voters how they rate the 

SDP. My heart, though, really goes out to SDA’s Desmond Lim. Just half 

a per cent, even less than the 4 per cent the last time round.2

So what now? DPM Teo Chee Hean, anchor minister in that part 

of Singapore, looked so drawn and haggard after the results were 

announced. Both he and the PM did the courteous thing, thanking 

supporters and congratulating the victors. The voters have made their 

choice, they said. I was expecting something more, like “and they would 

have to live with it. …”, but no. 

I don’t know how Dr Koh feels. He must have realised it was risky, 

never mind the Punggol-boy-made-good tag.3 And never mind what I 

think was a tight campaign by the PAP, with quick counters after WP 

rallies and no misthought retorts and mistimed attacks. I say he is a brave 

man. The thing is, the PAP says he will be fi elded in future elections. And 

people will remember if he is NOT fi elded in Punggol East again but in 

a safe GRC.

The PM wants attention back on national issues. Yes. The by-election 

is out of the way. We should get back to national issues. Now with a 

bigger presence in Parliament, the WP will have to live up to its words 

and act as a check. Or show the “value of political competition”, as its 

Ms Sylvia Lim said. Even if the WP does not have its own transport 

masterplan or marriage and parenthood package, the hope is that it will 

critique thoroughly those policies that have been just announced. Also, 

that it will get to the bottom of AIMgate – which it had provoked. In my 

view, it should come up with its own proposal on the “fundamental nature” 

of town councils, which is being studied by the MND. 

Anyway, the WP seems to have planned ahead, announcing the date 

and venue of Ms Lee’s fi rst Meet-the-People session. It is looking way 

ahead too, introducing four new faces (almost PAP-like I must say) at its 

2. SDA’s Desmond Lim received 4.45 per cent of the vote in Punggol East SMC during the 2011 
GE.

3. When formally introducing himself as a candidate contesting the Punggol East by-election, Dr 
Koh Poh Koon referred to himself as a “Son of Punggol” and related a story of himself growing up 
in a farmhouse in Punggol.
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last rally.4 It looks good to stay ahead of the rest of the opposition pack, 

although I am sure there will be some debate on whether olive branches 

should be held out to the other political parties.

The more diffi cult “thinking” will have to be done within the PAP 

though. It cannot simply console itself that this was just a by-election, and 

an opposition win was to be expected. I doubt that it will be complacent. I 

wonder now what new strategy will be formulated, whether in Parliament 

or in image. Its much vaunted “new normal” after the last GE doesn’t 

seem to have sunk in. Will it by the next GE? Or not at all? If so, the by-

election effect might well sweep the GE.

You know what? There is someone I wish we could hear from. Former 

PM Lee Kuan Yew. What is he thinking, I wonder? That the vote of the 

people is a terrible thing, as he once said? z

4. � e four new faces were: Lawyers Terence Tan and Dennis Tan, engineer Redzwan Ha� dz 
Abdul Razak and sociology professor Daniel Goh.

BREAKFAST NETWORK

1 MARCH 2013

The likeable Lee Li Lian

I read Susan Long’s interview with WP MP Lee Li Lian in ST1 and went 

away thinking that this is one remarkable woman! (Ms Lee, I mean, not 

Ms Long.) Her quotes are not fancy and her political views are so-so, but 

it’s her upbringing and background that struck me. It spoke of a life of grit 

and determination – very Singapore style.

A humble home, with only one breadwinner, so budgeting was done in 

“hushed tones” in their three-room fl at. Nattering in Mandarin, Cantonese 

and Hokkien and picking up English from classmates. Sleeping on a 

double-decker bed; crying when she told her parents that she was posted 

to the N level stream; making money by being a “permanent part-time” 

shoe salesgirl. A woman who pulled herself up by her bootstraps to make 

it into a polytechnic and get a job. Who courted the same man for seven 

years before tying the knot. And now, trying for a baby. Go buy ST.

If there is one thing I would quarrel with, it was her assertion that a 

woman can juggle work, politics, and home life. That’s because she said 

she would quit her job as a fi nancial trainer and become a full-time MP 

when baby comes. So, maybe the workload would be too much for her 

after all? (And an MP’s allowance is enough to get by?)

Also, this was an interview piece (without party bigwigs present, 

a point Ms Long made) which means that only one voice is heard 

throughout the article and one can’t very well be panning oneself, right? 

If it was a profi le, then a more rounded picture of Ms Lee could be built, 

with comments from colleagues, party workers, ex-classmates. Both 

friends and enemies.

Nevertheless, the interview doesn’t detract from the fact that she is, 

oh so Singaporean and likeable. It was no wonder she got voted in by 

the Punggol East residents. Actually, the PAP candidate Koh Poh Koon is 

not too different in background either I gather, except that he went further 

through the system and made it as doctor. How many of us are doctors? 

He might be the exception, while Ms Lee is the rule.

I have lost track of the number of times the PAP said it would have to 

fi eld more personable candidates who can connect to the ground. I think 

1. Susan Long, “� e N is not the end,” � e Straits Times, Mar 1, 2013, A29.
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it was fi rst said way back when Ling How Doong (remember him?) and 

Cheo Chai Chen (him too?) scored wins in the 1991 GE.2 After which the 

PAP fi elded the likes of Ong Ah Heng to appease grassroots sentiment 

for more representatives who spoke their lingo, so to speak.3 Looks like 

the PAP needs to broaden its recruitment base to encompass the “non-

elite” who have both ability and likeability.

Ms Lee is likeable. Now she has to show that she is able. z

2. Ling How Doong and Cheo Chai Chen were both members of the SDP in the 1991 GE 
(Cheo has since joined the NSP in 2006). Both Ling and Cheo won seats during the GE in the 
Bukit Gombak SMC and Nee Soon Central SMC respectively. � e SDP won what was then an 
unprecedented three seats in that election. By its own analysis, the PAP seemed to be losing 
ground in the working-class areas and promised to � eld more people who could connect with the 
people on the ground. Former PM Lee Kuan Yew even advised then-PM Goh Chok Tong to speak 
more Mandarin, presumably to connect better with his constituents.

3. Ong Ah Heng contested the 1997 GE, replacing Ng Pock Too, against incumbent Cheo Chai 
Chee and won the seat in Nee Soon Central SMC.

GRASSROOT POLITICS

Background on the AIM Saga: � e dealings between the town councils and the 

PAP-owned AIM � rst surfaced when the opposition-run Aljunied-Hougang 

Town Council (AHTC) received a bad grade in a review of its corporate 

governance. AHTC chairman Sylvia Lim blamed it on the fact that AIM, 

which supplied IT software to the town council, had terminated their contract 

with the Town Council after the GE. Lim also questioned whether the contract 

between AIM and the town councils was in the public’s interest. � e question 

sparked a debate about the nature of town councils and whether they are public 

or political organisations. To clear the air, PM Lee Hsien Loong instructed the 

MND to conduct a review of the transactions. � e review concluded that 

there was nothing wrong with the contract with AIM even though it was a 

PAP-owned company. On February 2013, a new tender to develop end-to-end 

computer systems for the PAP-run town councils was awarded to NEC Asia 

Paci� c; AIM decided not to participate in this new tender.
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BREAKFAST NETWORK

1 MAY 2013

Hong Lim Park Event #1: The Picnic

Cupcakes and taco chips were being given out – gratis. Men and boys 

from a ukulele group were strumming away. Children were wading 

through pools of balls. All in, it was a very Disney morning at Hong Lim 

Park today, complete with a magic castle. 

It was a “young people” event, mostly the English-speaking and the 

educated. A fair number were in red or white tee-shirts bearing the words 

Stand Up for Singapore, the group behind the event, which concluded at 

about one in the afternoon.

It was billed as a picnic to show the positive side of being part of a 

community, an appreciation ceremony so to speak.

The organisers said so unabashedly in the fl yers that came with a 

game card and a red picnic mat: “Today we would like to focus on the 

possibilities that we can achieve together and hopefully inspire each 

other by demonstrating that there are many Singaporeans who care 

deeply for our nation and will go out of their way to bring happiness and 

abundance to everyone that we can connect with. And hopefully just to 

encourage you to love each other just that little bit more.”

The group of 14 had sunk money into this project, its third. It 

wasn’t a sit down and enjoy the nice weather event. The key idea was 

for total strangers to interact. Hence, games were built around starting 

conversations with each other and ending with each participant writing 

down three qualities that they feel would make Singapore a country to 

be proud of.

Now, does that sound too cuddly to you? Or is that the cynic in me 

talking?

Standing round the edges of Hong Lim Park, I wondered at the 

energy and enthusiasm of the young people who were busy making 

balloon animals and pushing cupcakes on people. So sweet, I thought. 

Just wait till they are out of school and in the working world, that idealism 

would surely wear off.

REPORTING HONG LIM PARK Yet, the organisers themselves are a bunch of 30-somethings in 

various professions. I recalled what one of them had said to me: “We 

are not cynical people.” The turn-out, at most 400, was not as large as 

expected, given that it achieved a higher profi le after a minor fracas had 

erupted over the group’s decision to stage the event at Hong Lim Park, 

on the same day a May Day protest event was being held. Mr Tong Yee 

pronounced that he was happy enough.

As the morning wore on, white tents were being set up at the other 

side of the park. Sound systems were being tested. The picnickers stuck 

to their corner.

More on that fl yer: “And with this day, we hope to start a legacy for 

future Singaporeans. That we be known as a community of loving and 

gracious people, who continue to look out for each other and rest with 

the knowledge that we can trust our community to see us through. … It is 

possible for us to play, to love, to genuinely connect with each other and 

still be the great little nation that we are.”

A young man came to my side as I was watching a group break out 

in song. He introduced himself as Edward. Aged 20, he saw the group’s 

work on its Facebook page and decided to volunteer to help at the event. 

Nice-looking with a buff bod, he said: “Isn’t this nice?” He hadn’t come 

across an event like this, he said, a citizen-initiated event with no other 

agenda than to do good. I looked at this young man and his honest, open 

face. May he remain like that, I thought. Always looking out for something 

positive. 

A somewhat older woman passed by and handed me a tissue. “You 

look like you need one,” she said before walking away. A young woman 

called Eunice pressed a box of cupcakes to me. I declined. I am not a 

“sweets” person. Then she wanted to take a picture with me, this total 

stranger.

A photojournalist who was with me said he felt uncomfortable. 

All those smiling, happy faces and red balloons. Everyone was like 

a child, even the old uncle on the ukulele. Some balloons had words 

scribbled on them: the qualities that those who took part in the games 

want for Singapore. The usual virtues were listed: kindness, patience, 

understanding et cetera. One balloon had this: “Less cynicism”.

I caught myself smiling. z
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BREAKFAST NETWORK

2 APRIL 2012

We have bad “human touch”. Ouch.

The Chinese bus drivers who organised Singapore’s fi rst strike since 

whenever are back home. And the International Herald Tribune reported 

one of them saying he had no qualms about staging the strike. After all, 

things changed for the better, he noted. He had served seven weeks in 

jail.

Asked about his treatment in jail, he said it was “strict” but “safe”. One 

wonders why he was even asked this question. Did the journalist expect 

maltreatment according to the Western-hued view of Singapore?

Never mind that.

What he said next, pinched.

Here are some quotes:

“I don’t think Singapore is a bad place. They do many things well. But 

compared to China, their human touch is very poor.”

“We wanted to talk to the management but they didn’t listen. No one 

paid any attention to us.”

“In China, if I have a problem, I can at least go to the government 

and petition them. I can tell everyone about it and go to a government 

department and complain. But in Singapore, our complaints didn’t reach 

the government.”

So, he thinks we are a cold country. We probably know how 

“unemotional” we are.1 But his second point about complaints not 

reaching the G is something to think about.

Remember the Chinese crane protestors?2 At least one of them tried 

to get through to the Manpower Ministry, even turning up at the building 

but he was given the runaround. He had to go back for the relevant 

1. A Gallup poll published in November 2012 declared Singapore to be the “least emotional 
country” in the world. Only 36 per cent of Singaporeans surveyed reported feeling either positive 
or negative emotions on a daily basis, leaving the country lagging behind Georgia, Lithuania and 
Russia.

2. In December 2012 – 10 days a� er the SMRT bus drivers went on strike – two Chinese migrant 
workers perched themselves on top of separate cranes at a construction site along Jurong Port 
Road demanding back-payment of wages. � ey were later arrested for intentionally causing 
alarm and unlawfully remaining in the area. In March 2013, both were sentenced to four weeks 
jail on charges of criminal trespass.

documents and what not. This is probably Standard Operating Procedure 

(SOP), but no one should expect that foreign workers should know what 

is needed to make a case.

A case of “bad” human touch?

In the end, he resorted to perching on top of a crane.

Now in both instances – bus drivers and crane protestors – one big 

complaint was about living conditions. You don’t hear about foreigners 

of other nationalities protesting about living conditions. They have lower 

standards? Or they maintain their living quarters better than the Chinese 

do? Or maybe they are more quiescent than the Chinese, who are used 

to taking high-profi le actions to force change.

The Guardian quoted Geoff Crothall of the Hong Kong-based China 

Labor Bulletin, a labour rights group, as saying: “It’s exactly what they 

would do in China if they had a contract dispute, if their employers refused 

to listen to them, if they were being paid less than other people,” he said.

Living conditions aside, the question of late payment or non-payment 

of salaries by employers need to be addressed.

In the crane protestors’ case, there was the issue of non-payment 

by their employers. Money was owed them, which looks like a legitimate 

grievance. No fuss here about whether a place is dirty or clean enough. 

… People will wait to see if this complaint is valid and whether the book 

will be thrown at employers. If it is valid, then probably a lot more foreign 

workers than just the crane protestors have been hard done by – and the 

Chinese would have done everyone a favour.

Of course, this is an “if”. z
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THE DINESH SAGA

Breakfast Network followed the ups and downs of the Dinesh Raman case, 

from the day his death in prison was made public in court, through Parliament, 

the legal process and right up to the day the family decided to settle the matter 

quietly with the Government.

BREAKFAST NETWORK

20 JULY 2013

Just how did Dinesh die?

You don’t get to hear much about what goes on inside our prison walls, 

unless there’s a death. And so it is with the death of inmate Dinesh 

Raman, 21, from “positional asphyxiation”.

Now we know that there were 61 cases of assault in prison last year, 

21 of which involved attacks on offi cers.

The G agencies bent over backwards to assure people that everything 

was done by the book. After the court told a prison deputy superintendent 

to pay a $10,000 fi ne for what had happened, there were statements 

from Home Affairs ministry and the Singapore Prison Service.

Seems the whole machinery was geared up to respond quickly to 

any concern that Lim Kwo Jin, the deputy superintendent, had got off too 

lightly for not adequately supervising the process by which Dinesh was 

restrained in September 2010 and which led to his death.

The media too stressed that Dinesh seemed to be in a frenzy and had 

to be subdued after he made an unprovoked attack on a prison offi cer. 

The Prisons statement helpfully told of how a person will be restrained – 

a team of four or fi ve offi cers deploying wrist and arm locks with someone 

supervising. No batons. No handcuffs either, according to ST, although 

Zaobao said it was “understood” that handcuffs were used.

In Dinesh’s case, he struggled so hard that tired offi cers trying to 

subdue him had to be replaced. In total, eight offi cers, including Lim, 

were involved. Pepper spray was also used. ST headlined this as “Fierce 

struggle lasted about 30 minutes”.

The Prisons statement said the techniques introduced in 1991 and 

adapted from the United Kingdom have been used “hundreds of times 

and there had been no death or injury of any signifi cance caused”.

Combing through the media reports on the case, what happened 

was this: He was put in an isolation cell, chest/belly down and his face 

turned to one side.

From there, however, the reports do not quite tally.

According to TODAY: “Lim taps Dinesh Raman’s face and his eyes 

are still open. Lim then turns on a tap in the cell to fi ll a pail with water 

to decontaminate the prisoner, who had had pepper spray applied to 

his face during the restraint operation. Offi cers leave Dinesh Raman, 

unresponsive and in a prone position, in the cell.”

According to ST: “In the cell, offi cers placed Dinesh in a prone 

position and washed away the pepper spray that one of them had used 

to help subdue the inmate. They then left, closing the cell’s steel door 

behind them.”

Everything gets more muddled when compared with what Zaobao 

reported. While the English-language papers said Lim returned to check 

on the inmate after a “minute or two”, “minutes” or “shortly after” Dinesh 

was put in the cell, Zaobao said he took 30 minutes.

It also reported Lim’s lawyer as saying that the offi cer was unable to 

pay attention to Dinesh’s condition because “according to protocol, he 

went to get water to clean Dinesh”. Makes you wonder if all the reporters 

were in the same courtroom!

Muddled reporting aside, the picture emerges that Dinesh was 

already unresponsive (does this mean unconscious?) with eyes opened 

(!) even after he had pepper spray washed away from his face/eyes. How 

come? Was he knocked out so hard somehow that he didn’t even roll 

over when he found he couldn’t breathe?

Or did he already “positionally asphyxiate” when the offi cers were 

struggling to restrain him by, for example, pushing him to the ground and 

weighing on him?

A committee of inquiry was convened and a report sent up to the 

Home Affairs ministry. Doubtless, the committee and the court have 

gotten to the root of the matter. What’s needed is a clear report on how 

exactly Dinesh died, leaving no room for pesky questions like the ones 

above.

This matters a lot more than exhortations that everything was done 

by the book by dedicated offi cers performing their jobs in a dangerous 

place. z
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BERTHA HARIAN

17 DECEMBER 2013

Why is MDA making a meal out of 
Breakfast Network?

I am going to KPKB here. I will make sure that I do not defame anyone, 

including the MDA (even though you can’t defame a G agency). I will 

not touch on the judiciary. And I will not advocate disobedience – civil or 

otherwise. 

In other words, I will do my best to be nice. 

What the (insert your choice swear word here) is MDA up to? Why 

me? Why BN? Isn’t it enough that we write responsible stuff? With bylines 

and all? We even correct mistakes openly!!! What makes you think we 

want to take foreign funding?!!! We’re Singaporeans, for crying out loud! 

We just don’t want to sign your papers! Cannot ah? 

Sorry. I simply had to get that out of the way….

I am fl oored, fl ummoxed and fl abbergasted at the MDA’s twists 

and turns. So its replies have NOT been “curiously vague” but crystal 

clear? Gimme a break. Anyway, I leave it to readers to cut through the 

bureaucratese:

Forwarded message 

From: Bertha H <bestgirl2727@gmail.com> 

Date: Tue, Dec 3, 2013 at 8:07 AM 

Subject: Re: form c etc 

To: “Gabriel CHONG (MDA)” <Gabriel_CHONG@mda.gov.sg>  

Hello Gabriel, 

I have the following queries which I hope the MDA can answer regarding the forms before we fix to 

meet: 

a. What is the difference between the “forms are final” and “reporting requirements” as you said 

above? Are we talking about filling in the blanks in the tables? 

b. Do “forms are final” mean there will be no change in, Form C (C) Declaration No.4 to give MDA 

written notice of changes to any information in  7 days? Or is this a “reporting requirement”? 

c. In form C1 under registration, is it possible for me to list only myself as Editor? I ask because 

everybody in my editorial team do work pro bono. Plus only my company Newsmakers and I are 

shareholders. 

d. Likewise, I note that Form C1 has the same “seven days written notice” requirement? 

e. The difference between Tables A/B and C/D/ Do Tables A/B include donations from well-wishers? 

Are these for investors only? Should it also include sponsors who have entered into contracts with 

the site, or data collection agencies or non-monetary sponsorship, such as vouchers and prizes? 

f. Table D refers to revenue BEFORE registration correct? 

g. Can you explain Clause 2g – on the continuing obligation. Does this mean annual 

reporting/declaration and new forms to fill? Assuming the forms remain the same, what will Table D 

refer to after registration – or is this redundant? 

h. How am I expected to demonstrate that commercial transactions are bona fide if queried? 

i. What are the penalties for non-registration? Will registration still apply if Breakfast Network 

decides NOT to be a commercial entity but a blogging site? 

Would be grateful if you can answer the queries as soon as possible as I will be meeting the Network 

crew on Wednesday evening to discuss whether we should proceed to register. We have to convince 

ourselves that the terms are not so onerous as to crimp our operations in the future - or take the 

step of shutting down the website before committing more resources. 

I would also like to ask in advance for an extension of the Dec 10 deadline. I have to take advice from 

lawyers as well as continue discussions with the Network crew who hold down full-time jobs. Please 

understand that we will be making a critical decision on continuing or stopping operations – and this 

should not be made in a rush. I will be out of town from Dec 19 to 30 as well. May I ask for a month’s 

extension of the deadline? 

 

bertha 
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I think almost everyone, including the MDA, thought BN would 

register. I was given a two-week deadline (please remember that The 

Independent was notifi ed in July) to think things through and get my 

people to agree that we should be registered. 

All I have gotten so far is grief from MDA.

I asked for one month, it gave me one week, because it reckoned the 

forms were straightforward. You’ve seen those forms on BNFB. 

You would think that with a two-week notice, it would be able to give 

you quick replies to calls for clarifi cation. It would know what to do/say. I 

can only guess that it didn’t cater for a “rejection”. Instead, it was a step-

by-step dance. If it had said BNPL should close, then we would have 

closed it. Instead we closed the site, and left social media to function. 

Then comes this silly tango about mode of operation, corporate entity 

etc etc.

So I closed the company, and now it says I should have told them 

who owns and runs BN’s social media platforms? Well, it’s not BNPL. 

It’s not me. I’ve quit. As for who the people are, I am tempted to say, 

what business is it of MDA? If the problem is whether the volunteers are 

getting foreign funding to run social media, then may I respectfully point 

out that there are plenty of social media groups which have political and 

religious content? 

So what in heaven’s name is this? Persecution?

Is MDA making up rules as it goes along?

Frankly, everything is getting stranger and stranger or curiouser and 

curioser. So if it’s not a company behind it, but an association, a society 

or an individual – foreign funding issues will not arise? It knows that this 

would be crazy, and maybe that’s why it wants to know who owns and 

runs BNFB and Twitter as well. 

If so, then it really has to net every site, social media platform that 

has political and religious content – never mind that there is no corporate 

entity behind them.

Is this why it hasn’t answered the critical question of whether the main 

BN site can be resurrected? Or that BNFB and Twitter can be continued 

by volunteers using the BN name? Is it still fi guring out the answer?

I don’t know whether to laugh or to cry at this state of affairs. 

It was a terrible few weeks for us, especially for me. After fi nally 

getting the company registered, I was rushing to get it de-registered. The 

MDA sent not just emails, but hand-delivered letters to Breakfast Network 

Private Limited’s registered address during the whole sorry episode. My 

accountant and her staff had heart palpitations receiving their notes. 

Nevertheless, we carried on business as usual. We took down the 

site and carried on posting our articles on Facebook. We actually had 

two video programmes in the pipeline when we took down BN, which 

we wanted to upload on Facebook. And when we were asked about 

who “owned” the Facebook Page, I told MDA it was free to reach the 

volunteers on social media. I was going back to blogging.

Strangely, we received more publicity during our “run-in” with MDA 

than ever before. Our Facebook numbers went up exponentially. MSM 

could not ignore us anymore. We became a subject of discussion in civil 

society circles, in newspaper columns, blogs, television programmes 

and even cartoons. We were referred to in journalism schools abroad, 

commentaries in the foreign media and even in a US State Department 

Human Rights Record. 

People still ask me about resurrecting the site. And about why we 

decided to shut it down. Perhaps, they don’t believe everything that we 

have recorded about what happened. Some actually thought that we were 

getting foreign funding, an incredibly silly notion more or less fostered by 

MDA’s awful silence on the issue.  

I will only say this: The kitchen crew did think about resurrecting the 

site in February. We wanted to go back to being a pro bono site. We 

changed our minds. 

And that is a story for another day. z
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