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Theyre
on the
front line

(0O

Besides doctors and nurses, other workers
in hospitals have been under pressure amid
the Covid-19 pandemic. Nadine Chualooks
at their contributions and challenges

Ms Nurul Hadainah Muhamad Suhaimi checking a device intended for
use in simulation training. PHOTO: CHANGI GENERAL HOSPITAL

She talks to grandparents
from outside their flat

Ms Nurul Hadainah Muhamad
Suhaimi, who works at Changi
General Hospital (CGH), has
not hugged her grandparents
formore thanayear.

Although the senior asso-
ciate executive at CGH’s
Changi Simulation Institute is
not in direct contact with
Covid-19 patients, she worries
that her maternal grandpar-
ents, who are both 85, will get
infected with the coronavirus.

For the past year, whenever
she has visited them, she has
stood in the corridor outside
their flat, talking to them
througha closed gate.

Speaking to The Sunday
Times, she said: “When I bring
them food, I also make sure to
hang it at the gate instead of
passing it to them directly. It is
tough, but they are both very
old and have serious health
conditions like heart disease
and hypertension.

“I don’t want to risk (infect-
ing them)... I don’t want them
to suffer.”

Ms Nurul, 30, has been work-
ing at CGH for more than seven
years. Since the pandemic hit
last year, she has been taking
precautions to protect those
around her.

After returning home from
work, the first thing she does is
head straight for the shower.

Ms Nurul, who lives with her
husband, brother and parents,
said: “It has become a habit.
When I get home, I make sure I
don’t hug anyone before tak-
inga shower.

“My laundry load is separate
from my family’s. I even wash
my hands before touching a
light switch.”

Her mother is 61 and her fa-
ther is 65, and even though her
entire family is fully vacci-
nated, the thought of them con-
tracting Covid-19 is always at
the back of her mind.

But while being a front-line
worker is not easy, she finds
her work fulfilling.

One of her major job scopes

is preparing what is needed for
training simulations for doc-
torsand nurses before their de-
ployment to Covid-19 wards.

This is usually done at the
Changi Simulation Institute or
in available intensive care or
isolation rooms.

“This provides them with
hands-on practice before actu-
ally tending to a Covid-19 pa-
tient,” she said.

Ms Nurul helps with the
preparation of equipment
needed for the simulations, in-
cluding mock drugs with la-
belled dosages and defibrilla-
tor machines.

Healthcare workers at CGH
also undergo regular simula-
tion training on the use of pow-
ered air-purifying respiratory
(PAPR) protection — headgear
they must wear when in con-
tact with a Covid-19 patient.

Prior to the pandemic, con-
tingency-planning training
sessions would take place ev-
ery three months. The team at
the simulation institute now
carries out such sessions ev-
ery week.

Ms Nurul said: “If the team is
faced with a Covid-19 patient
who has just collapsed, they
are required to don personal
protective equipment and the
PAPR gear, and quickly attend
to the patient. Every second
counts during resuscitation.”

She said that the doctors’ and
nurses’ reaction times and com-
munication skills are assessed
in training, along with how ac-
curately and quickly they don
the protective gear.

Though her workload has in-
creased since the onset of the
pandemic, Ms Nurul is taking it
inher stride.

She said: “Even though I do
not have direct contact with
patients, I know I am prepar-
ing training sessions that even-
tually help them. I am proud to
be a part of our battle against
Covid-19.”

nadinechua@sph.com.sg

Team converts NUH wards
as Covid-19 ebbs and flows

In February last year, National
University Hospital’s (NUH) de-
partment of operations support
services quickly converted nor-
mal wards into pandemic wards
for Covid-19 patients.

The team’s engineers, opera-
tional and security staff helped
convert five general wards into
pandemic wards. Three were re-
converted to general wards subse-
quently, while two remained.

When the Covid-19 cases
surged this year, the three gen-
eral wards were again converted
to pandemic wards. These wards
house Covid-19 patients, and
their conversion involves ensur-
ing that the air supplied to and di-
rected from it does not mix with
that of other wards.

Twenty general rooms were
also converted to isolation rooms
last year, with three more con-
verted this year.

Mr Andy Tan, 55, director of
the operations support services
at NUH, told The Sunday Times
that it is imperative for the pres-
sure regimes to be controlled in
all isolation rooms. “This is to
keep the Covid-19 virus con-
tained and to prevent contami-
nants from migrating from the
isolation room to the corridors or
otherareas of the hospital.”

Under his supervision, engi-
neers ensure that the air within
an isolation room is extracted
and cleaned by air filters.

Mr Tan, who joined NUH in No-
vember 2019, said ward conver-
sions need to be done quickly and
accurately. “Sometimes when
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Sometimeswhen there
are more admissions,
ward conversions are
required immediately
-eveninthe middle of
the night.
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MRANDY TAN, on meeting
the surge in Covid-19 cases.

there are more admissions, ward
conversions are required immedi-
ately - even in the middle of the
night. The situation is always
fluid, so we need to be nimble and
adapt quickly,” he added.

Mr Tan manages about 200
staff in the operations support
services department at NUH with
eight team leaders. They help to
escort Covid-19 patients from
wards to treatment areas and en-
sure equipment in the hospital
such as security systems and ven-
tilators are working properly.

Acknowledging staff fatigue as
the workload increases, Mr Tan
said: “We ensure our staff are
given time to recharge, whether
it is in the form of short breaks
during shifts or taking days off. I
think this is important because
the Covid-19 journey will be long,
but I believe the team will get
through it together.”

Nadine Chua

Senior pharmacist Neo Zhi Yang once found himself ;nlorking 12 days straight
during the circuit breaker last year. PHOTO: COURTESY OF NEO ZHI YANG
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Patients’ verbal abuse
makes the job even tougher

Mr Neo Zhi Yang, 31, has found it
hard getting verbally abused by the
people he has been trying to help.
But the senior pharmacist at Singa-
pore General Hospital (SGH) tries to
be understanding, knowing that the
pandemic has hit everyone hard.

“It could be due to the uncertain-
ties of Covid-19. And because of
that, some patients get anxious
and visibly agitated,” he said. “But I
am thankful for other patients who
spoke up for me when such inci-
dentshappen.”

On top of that and the extra work-
load since the onset of Covid-19, he
had to worry about his pregnant
wife. She gave birth to a boy three
weeks ago, the couple’s first child.

Mr Neo, who is on paternity
leave, told The Sunday Times that
Covid-19 last year led to more time
spent at work and less time with
his family and friends. During the
circuit breaker last year, he once
worked 12 days straight.

When one of SGH’s five pharma-
cies closed temporarily for the
ramping up of the hospital’s medi-
cation delivery service in April last
year, Mr Neo took on added respon-
sibilities. He estimated that his pa-
tient load has increased by around
70 per cent since then.

“Last year was pretty overwhelm-
ing because Covid-19 was new to
everyone. There was an increase in
workload, and I think many of us
felt burnt out and exhausted. Cou-
pling that with unkind patients re-
allymade it stressful at times too.”

But things improved this year.

“We are now better adjusted to
the situation and are much more fa-
miliar with the workflow. It is still
not easy, but we have learnt to
workaround any problems we may
have,” said Mr Neo.

He said one challenge was the dis-
ruption to medicine supply due to
shipment delays. “When this hap-
pens, we will inform patients and
reassure them about the efficacy of
the alternative brand. We will high-
light changes in the medication ap-
pearances and ensure they are
aware of their dosage regimen.”

When Covid-19 cases surged in
August, his workload remained
manageable. But the safety of his
family continues to be on his mind.

“I definitely worry. But I know
that mentally, I have to be strong.
There may still be some dark days
when work piles up, but I love my
job.Iwant to help people, and that
keeps me going every day.”

Nadine Chua

Supervisors don PPE to help
tackle surge in cleaning jobs

Ms Yeo Shu Ming, 26, an executive
at the National University Hospi-
tal’s (NUH) environmental ser-
vices department, oversees gen-
eral and biohazard waste disposals
as well as requests for cleaning of
wards and rooms.

Since the onset of the Covid-19
pandemic early last year, there
have been 50 per cent more re-
quests for terminal cleaning of gen-
eral wards, isolation wards and in-
tensive care units.

And the number of cleaning re-
quests has almost doubled since
the spike in Covid-19 cases in Au-
gust,added Ms Yeo.

Terminal cleaning of a patient cu-
bicle involves wiping down all sur-
faces, including the bed, furniture
and walls. It is done after a
Covid-19 patient is discharged and
before anew patient is admitted.

Ms Yeo said: “One challenge is
manpower shortage. Because of
the recent surge in community
cases, more of our staff are getting
health risk warnings and isola-
tion orders.”

She said that in September, the
manpower shortage was so
keenly felt that team supervisors
had to don personal protective

50%

Increasein cleaning requests for
general wards, isolation wards and
intensive care units since the start of
the Covid-19 pandemic last year.

equipment and clean the wards
themselves.

And during last year’s circuit
breaker in May, the external ven-
dors the team worked with said
they could not collect and dispose
of the hospital’s biohazard waste
on time as members of their staff
were affected by dormitory lock-
downs.

Ms Yeo had to scour NUH for an
appropriate, unused room to hold
the waste to ensure it was safely
kept away from patients and other
healthcare workers while waiting
for disposal services to resume.

But Ms Yeo said the team has
learnt to deal with the unexpected.

She said: “We have been trained
for this, and so we know what to do,
and we do it because it is ourjob.”
Nadine Chua
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Environmental services executive Yeo Shu Ming supervising a member of the
housekeeping team. The team's workload increased by half when the pandemic

broke out last year, then doubled as cases rose in August. ST PHOTO: KEVIN LIM

fruits and packet drinks into carts at Tan Tock Seng Hospital. ST PHOTO: GIN TAY

She hasn’t gone back to see
her family in nearly 2 years

For two years, Mrs Maala Maria
Antonnette has not gone back to
the Philippines to see her family.

In July last year, her husband
had open-heart surgery in the
Philippines. Then, in May this
year, his mother died from
Covid-19. Mrs Maria, 47, had to
mourn for her mother-in-law
through video calls.

Mrs Maria is an assistant super-
visor at Tan Tock Seng Hospital’s
(TTSH) food and beverage ser-
vices. Before Covid-19, she man-
aged inpatient meal service opera-
tions. Her team of 10 was respon-
sible for coordinating around
4,500 inpatient meals a day.

But since the pandemic began,
her job scope and responsibilities
have expanded. She said: “Aside
from managing inpatient meals,
we also coordinate with external
vendors to provide about 1,200
daily meals to staff working at
TTSH and the National Centre for
Infectious Diseases.”

Mrs Maria said these staff meals
are for those on duty and unable
to purchase meals due to time or
operational constraints.

At the height of the pandemic
and during last year’s circuit
breaker in April and May, Mrs
Maria found herself working
12-hour shifts. “We had to sup-
port all the healthcare workers
who were working into the night
to tend to Covid-19 patients,” she
told The Sunday Times.

While things settled down in
the first half of the year, there was
a 75 per cent increase in the num-
ber of requests for staff meals in
the general wards and outbreak
wards from July to October.

“We have certainly gotten
busier since cases surged. When
we receive additional staff meal
order requests, we have to keep
vendors updated and coordinate
the changes,” Mrs Maria said.

Even though her workload has
increased, her motivation contin-
ues tobe her family.

She video-calls her husband,
48, who works as a graphic artist,
and their two daughters, aged 20
and 22, every night before bed
and every morning before head-
ing towork.

“Emotionally, I am trying to be
stable and I am trying to be
strong. I can’t tell my girls I miss
them so much because I need to
be strong for them,” she said.

The last time Mrs Maria took
leave was in December 2019,
when she flew back to the Philip-
pines to visit her family.

But as the fight against the pan-
demic rages on, the last thing on
her mind is taking a break.

She said: “I can’t think about
clearing leave at this point. I am
proud of the work I do, and I need
to make sure everything is settled
here before going back home to
see my family.”

Nadine Chua

‘Submitting
‘vaccination
proof to be
easier for

US travellers

Those heading to S’pore via VTL and cannot
produce digital cert can provide other proof

Wallace Woon

Those travelling from the United
States to Singapore who wish to
use the Vaccinated Travel Lane
(VTL) scheme but have difficul-
ties producing a digitally verifi-
able vaccination certificate can
now submit other documents to
prove their vaccination status.

They can produce a physical vac-
cinationrecord and aletter signed
by the vaccination provider, said
the Civil Aviation Authority of Sin-
gapore (CAAS) yesterday. The let-
ter should contain the personal
particulars of the traveller as well
asdetailsabout his vaccination.

They can also provide a digital
vaccination record retrieved
through their state’s or local
health authority’s public health
database, said Ms Margaret Tan, di-
rector of airport operations regula-
tion and aviation security at CAAS.

Singapore citizens and perma-
nent residents do not have to ap-
ply foraVaccinated Travel Pass be-
fore travelling back, Ms Tan said
in response to media queries.
They can show the physical or digi-
talrecord of vaccination before de-
parture at the airline check-in
counterand to the immigration au-
thorities on arrival in Singapore.

Short- and long-term pass hold-
erswho are unable to upload vacci-
nation documents when applying
for a Vaccinated Travel Pass can
apply to the Immigration and
Checkpoints Authority’s Safe
Travel Office with the physical or
digital documents attached.

The move is in response to re-
ported difficulties by Singapore-
ans in the US in using the VTL to
enter Singapore. This is because
some US vaccination records are
not recognised as official proof
by the authorities here.

Ms Tan said CAAS is currently
able to verify digital vaccination
certificates issued in 15 of the 16
VTL countries, with the exception
of the US, which does not have a
national system or standardised
proof of vaccination. Fourteen of

them have a national system for
theissuance of such certificates.

“Canada does not have a na-
tional system but hasrecently de-
veloped a standardised proof of
vaccination in the Smart Health
Card (SHC) format that is secure
and verifiable,” she added.

In the US, there are multiple is-
suers including individual states,
pharmacies and supermarkets,
said Ms Tan. “For the US, we cur-
rently accept vaccination certifi-
catesthatare issued in the SHC for-
mat by trusted issuers in the US on
the CommonTrust Network or
Vaccination Credential Initiative.”

The SHC standard is the pre-
dominant format used by individ-
ual states, she said. There are cur-
rently nine states issuing SHCs.

“When we started the VTL for
the US, five states, namely Califor-
nia, Hawaii, Louisiana, New York
and Virginia, were issuing SHCs.”

Since then, four more states —
Colorado, New Jersey, Utah and
Washington state — have started
issuing SHCs. Another six — Ari-
zona, District of Columbia, Mary-
land, Mississippi, North Dakota
and West Virginia - are in the
process of doing so, while Con-
necticut, Massachusetts and Ok-
lahoma have started testing the
system, she added.

CAAS is working with third-
party issuers that do not adminis-
ter vaccination but provide users
with a digital vaccination record,
she said. These issuers check and
verify vaccination records sub-
mitted by users, for example,
with state vaccination registries,
often for a fee.

“We are not able to accept the
digital certificates issued by
third-party issuers which do not
do such checks,” she said.

Asthe SHCisrolled out to more
states and more credible third-
party issuers come on board,
CAAS expects most travellers
from the US to be able to produce
a digitally verifiable vaccination
certificate within the next one to
two months, said Ms Tan.

wallacewoon@sph.com.sg

14 more people die of Covid-19;

Infection growth rate dips below |

Michelle Ng

There were 2,304 new Covid-19
cases yesterday, down from 3,099
a day earlier, said the Ministry of
Health (MOH) inits daily report.

The Covid-19 weekly infection
growth rate dipped slightly to
0.98,down from 1.04 on Friday.

Fourteen more people, aged be-
tween 61 and 94, have died of com-
plications linked to Covid-19,
MOH said.

All of them, except for a partially
vaccinated case, had various under-
lying medical conditions.

The infection growth rate had
been below one for nine straight
days, before it rose to 1.04 on
Friday.

This was due to fewer swabs hav-
ing been done over the Deepavali
public holiday at Public Health Pre-
paredness Clinics and polyclinics.

The infection rate refers to the ra-
tio of community cases in the past
week over the week before. A rate
that is more than one suggests that
the number of new weekly infec-
tions s still increasing.

The latest deaths take Singa-
pore’s total number of Covid-19 fa-
talities to 576.

Yesterday’s new infections com-
prised 2,179 cases in the commu-
nity, 120 in migrant worker dormi-
tories and five imported cases.

Among the community cases,
there were 388 people aged 60 and
above.

The total number of cases in Sin-
gapore now stands at 235,480.

There are currently 253 Covid-19

Theinfectionrate had
been below one for nine
daysinarow, beforeit
roseto1.04 on Friday.
Thiswas due to fewer
swabs having been done
over the Deepavali public
holiday at Public Health
Preparedness Clinics
and polyclinics.

patients who require oxygen sup-
plementation in general hospital :
wards and 51 who are unstable and :
being closely monitored in the in- :
tensive care unit (ICU), said the :

ministry.

There are 72 patients who are crit-

icallyilland intubated in the ICU.

The overall ICU utilisation rate :
yesterday was at 66.3 per cent, :

down from 67 per cent on Friday.

Of the 398 ICU beds, 123 are cur-
rently occupied by Covid-19 pa- :

tients.

Another 141beds are occupied by :
those with non-Covid-19 condi- :

tions and 134 beds are empty.

Two new cases were reported
yesterday at the Institute of Men- :
tal Health, bringing the number of :

casesin that cluster to 422.

Other clusters under close moni- :
toring are Iman Childcare (Wood- :
grove), Banyan Home @ Pelangi :
Village, Jenaris Home @ Pelangi :
Village, Safari House Preschool :
(Toa Payoh) and Surya Home in :

Buangkok.

These clusters each reported one :

to five new cases.

ngmich@sph.com.sg

Covid-19: Latest update (Nov 13)

New cases

2,304

Locally
transmitted

Imported
cases

2,299

(Community & dorms)

Total cases 235,480
In hospitals 1,574

Total deaths 5§76

5

Daily adult ICU bed usage
Total: 398
o g
Unoccupied: 134 and ron
Occupied: 264 4 cases

Covid-19

Percentage of people
fully vaccinated:

‘85%

Source: MINISTRY OF HEALTH

Local cases detected
in the last 28 days by
severity of condition
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