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Just two weeks after giving birth to 
her first child in 2015, Mrs K. Durga 
found herself back in the hospital. 

The childcare teacher had been 
experiencing chest pains and had 
difficulty breathing. A chest X-ray 
showed fluid in her lungs. 

She was hospitalised twice in the 
next month as doctors suspected 
pneumonia,  and  was  separated  
from her baby for up to a week at a 
time. Just as she thought she was 
getting better, she was diagnosed 
with tuberculosis. 

Said Mrs Durga, 29, who is preg-
nant with her third child: “I remem-
ber crying and asking the doctor for 

a hug. I hadn’t been wearing a mask 
at home, so the first thing that came 
to my mind was whether my child 
would be affected.”

As a precaution, the TB Control 
Unit (TBCU) at Tan Tock Seng Hos-
pital (TTSH) screened her close con-
tacts such as family members and 
colleagues  for  TB.  Fortunately,  
none was affected. 

Today, Mrs Durga is sharing her 
story to raise awareness of the dis-
ease for the annual World Tubercu-
losis Day, which falls on March 24.

Most TB patients are cured after 
six to nine months if they keep up 
with their treatment regime, said 
Dr Cynthia Chee, director and se-
nior consultant at the TBCU. 

In Singapore, this typically means 

that  the patient takes  four drugs  
daily while supervised by a nurse 
under a programme called Directly 
Observed Therapy (DOT).

Dr  Chee  said:  “The  treatment  
takes a  long time.  Many patients  
feel better after one or two months, 
so they think they can stop the treat-
ment. But if they don’t complete it, 
they can become infectious again 
or have a relapse. 

“That’s why DOT, which ensures 
that every patient finishes the treat-
ment properly, is so important.”

For Mrs Durga, the ordeal lasted 
more than 18 months, from Octo-
ber 2015 to May 2017, as she had a 
strain of TB resistant to Rifampicin, 
the  most  important  of  the  four  
drugs used in TB treatment.

Although Mrs Durga was still on 
maternity leave when she was diag-
nosed, her boss Lim Cai Ying, princi-
pal of Star Learners childcare cen-
tre in Woodlands Circle, had to in-
form the children’s parents that a 
person at the centre had TB.

Ms Lim, 30, said: “At first, I was 
quite  shocked.  The  only  thing  I  
knew about this condition was that 
it was highly contagious.”

But doctors from the TBCU ex-
plained to her that TB patients are 
no longer contagious after the sec-
ond week of treatment and can re-
turn to work. The unit held a dia-
logue to reassure parents that the 
situation was under control.

Under  DOT,  Mrs  Durga  had  to  
make daily visits to the polyclinic. 

When she returned to work in De-
cember  2015,  she  had  to  either  
wake up early to go to the polyclinic 
before  going  to  work  or  use  her  
lunch time to do so. 

On days when her schedule made 
this impossible, she would go to a 
clinic at TTSH after office hours. 

While she found the daily trips to 
the polyclinic often frustrating, Mrs 
Durga said Ms Lim’s support in giv-
ing her flexible time off helped her 
stick with the treatment regime.

Ms Lim said: “Even with her ab-
sences, which we could accommo-
date, she tried her best to keep her 
attendance regular. 

“In terms of delivering the cur-
riculum and handling the children, 
her illness did not compromise her 
work performance.”

To protect Mrs Durga’s privacy, 
the TBCU and the school did not re-
veal her identity to the parents.

While most of the parents were 
understanding, some chose to with-
draw their children from the centre. 

Still, Ms Lim said she never con-
sidered  terminating  Mrs  Durga’s  
employment as she is “very respon-
sible” and has been working at the 
centre for eight years.

“There are many myths about TB 
that are just not true. As employers, 
we should be more informed and 
find out how we can support our 
staff, not put them through more 
emotional trauma by further stig-
matising them,” she added.

Ahead of World TB Day tomor-
row,  non-profit  healthcare  
provider  Sata  CommHealth  and  
TTSH signed a memorandum of un-
derstanding  yesterday  to  renew  
their  DOT&Shop  programme,  
which offers supermarket vouchers 
to needy TB patients as an incen-
tive to complete DOT. 

Since it  was  launched in  2009, 
the programme has disbursed more 
than $600,000 worth of vouchers 
to over 2,200 patients.

From this  year,  the  programme  
will also offer cash reimbursements 
to defray transport costs for selected 
needy TB patients, after assessment 
by a medical social worker.

rei@sph.com.sg

Childcare teacher K. Durga with her boss Lim Cai Ying, principal of Star Learners childcare centre in Woodlands Circle. Mrs Durga, who is almost 
due to give birth to her third child, was diagnosed with tuberculosis while she was on maternity leave for her first child. ST PHOTO: GIN TAY

At the Kebun Baru Bird Corner in 
Ang Mo Kio, ornate bird cages hang 
from  poles  in  a  large  open  field  
while their owners while away the 
time chatting under the shade. 

Working out of a nearby shop, Mr 
Teng Leng Foo, 72, is one of the few 
remaining  specialists  who  hand-
craft cages for the prized merbok 
birds that compete in singing com-
petitions every weekend.

The bird corner and the shop are 
stops in Ang Mo Kio on one of 16 
new local tours that made the short-
list  of  the  Singapore  Tourism  
Board’s  (STB)  Tour  Design  Chal-
lenge last year. All will be launched 
by the end of this year.

Among them are a walking tour 
for tea lovers and several that jour-

ney through the heartland. One by 
operator Oriental Travel and Tours 
follows the murals of local artist Yip 
Yew Chong, beginning with a series 
in Ang Mo Kio that evokes the nostal-
gia of kampung life.

Other  stops  in  the  neighbour-
hood include the bird corner and a 
wet  market  spice  stall  offering  
tourist-friendly packaging. 

The  tour  operator’s  co-founder  
Jasmine Tan was retrenched from 
the  advertising  industry  in  2012  
and decided, after a few years of 
freelance work, to put her SkillsFu-
ture credits towards a tourist guide 
course. 

This was where she met Mr Stan-
ley Foo, with whom she founded Ori-
ental  Travel  and  Tours  last  year.  

They qualified for funding from STB 
in designing their heartland tour in 
Ang Mo Kio, where Ms Tan lives. 

“For  places  like  Universal  Stu-
dios, tourists can go on their own. 
But without a tourist guide to bring 
them here, I don’t think they can 
find these places,” said Ms Tan, 50. 

While most customers are from 
the United States and Europe, lo-
cals do sometimes join in and dis-
cover hidden gems, she added. 

Mr Teng, who has spent 60 years 
in the cage-making trade, said only 
a few tourists buy the cages but “it 
is good that they can come here and 
learn about the hobbies of Singa-
poreans”.

Tiffany Fumiko Tay

Most TB patients are cured 
after six to nine months 
if they keep up with their 
treatment regime, said Dr 
Cynthia Chee, director and 
senior consultant at the
TB Control Unit at Tan Tock 
Seng Hospital. In 
Singapore, this typically 
means that the patient 
takes four drugs daily 
while supervised by a nurse 
under a programme called 
Directly Observed Therapy. 

Support 
from boss 
helped 
TB patient 
complete 
treatment
Childcare teacher given time off 
for clinic visits; TB control unit 
reassured parents about situation

More tours offering visitors local experiences
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Tourism in the heartland
Several local tours to be launched this year journey 
through the heartland, including one that begins in 
Ang Mo Kio and spans several heritage precincts.
Are there tourist attractions in your estate?
Share them with us at stnewsdesk@sph.com.sg
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