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Snap Insight: Iswaran criminal charges underscore Singapore’s zero tolerance
against corruption

Former Transport Minister S Iswaran pleaded not guilty to multiple charges related to his
dealings with tycoon Ong Beng Seng. It is important to note that he is innocent until proven
guilty, says SMU associate professor of law Eugene K B Tan.

Former Transport Minister S Iswaran arriving atf the State Courts on Jan 18, 2024, when he was charged with
mulfiple offences including corruption. (Photo: CNA/Jeremy Long)

Singapore’s consistent zero tolerance against corruption was underscored on Thursday
(Jan 18) when former Transport Minister S Iswaran was handed 27 criminal charges, related
to his dealings with property billionaire Ong Beng Seng.

The case is a body blow to the ruling People’s Action Party (PAP) and the government,
which has long prided itself and benefited from the commitment to clean governance and
incorruptibility. But the damage has been managed by the swift and resolute action taken.

While there is no perfect system and zero corruption is an aspiration, what Iswaran's case
might show up will come under intense scrutiny. Any judgment failures and leadership
inadequacies will feature long after the investigations and the judicial process are concluded.
IT GOES BEYOND DOLLAR VALUE OF GIFTS

Of the 27 charges, 24 are for obtaining valuable items as a public servant. They may seem
minor if we only consider the dollar value of the things Iswaran is accused of receiving,
among which were tickets to football matches and musicals.

But the quantum is not at the heart of the issue.
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All the things former minister S Iswaran is accused of
receiving from billionaire Ong Beng Seng

Iswaran is accused of receiving goods and experiences worth more than S$384,000 from
Ong Beng Seng through Singapore GP Pte Ltd and Como Holdings (UK) Ltd:

Flight tickets and hotel stay Total value: $$20,848

Dec 2022

« Flight on Ong Beng Seng's private plane from Singapore to Doha worth about US$7,700 ($$10,410.40)
« One night's stay in Four Seasons Doha worth about $$4,737.63
« Business class flight from Doha to Singapore worth about $$5,700

F1 tickets Total value: S$347,152

Sep 2016
» 10 Green Room tickets to the 2016 Singapore F1 Grand Prix worth about $$42,265

Sep 2017
« 5 Boardwalk tickets to the 2017 Singapore F1 Grand Prix worth about S540,000
» 10 Green Room tickets to the 2017 Singapore F1 Grand Prix worth about 842,265

Sep 2018
» 6 Twenty3 tickets to 2018 Singapore F1 Grand Prix worth about $$13,193.10
» 13 general admission tickets to the 2018 Singapore F1 Grand Prix worth about $$16,744

Sep 2019
» 16 general admission tickets to the 2019 Singapore F1 Grand Prix tickets worth about $$20,608
= 6 Green Room tickets to the 2019 Singapore F1 Grand Prix worth about $$26,643

Sep 2022
» 10 Green Room tickets, 8 Twenty3 tickets and 32 general admission tickets to the 2022 Singapore F1
Grand Prix worth about $$48,150, $556,068 and $$41,216 respectively

Musical and football match tickets Total value: $$16,341

Nov 2015

« 2 tickets to an Arsenal vs Tottenham Hotspur match worth about £550 (5§51,182.34)

« 2 tickets to a West Ham United vs Everton match worth about £/.68 (8$1,006.06)

» 2 tickets to the show The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time worth about £270 (§$580.42)
« 2 tickets to the show Thriller worth about £200 (S5429.94)

Dec 2017

« / tickets to an Arsenal vs Liverpool match worth about £1,100 ($$1,986.27)

« 4 tickets to a Chelsea vs Southampton match worth about £700 (551,263.99)

« /4 tickets to the show Book of Mormon worth about £540 (55975.08)

« 4 tickets to the show Kinky Boots worth about £300 (S$541.71)

« 4 tickets to the show Harry Potter and the Cursed Child: Part 1 and Harry Potter
and the Cursed Child: Part 2 worth about £1,000 (§$1,805.70)

Dec 2018

» /4 tickets to a Chelsea vs Manchester City match worth at least £120 ($$208.28)

« /4 tickets to the show School of Rock worth about £560 (S$971.99)

» 4 tickets to the show The Play That Goes Wrong worth about £380 ($$659.57)

Jun 2019

» 4 tickets to the show Betrayal worth about £1,080 (S$1,865.48)
« 4 tickets to the show Waitress worth about £524 (§$905.11)

« 4 tickets to the show Hamilton worth about £400 (§5690.92)

Dec 2021
« 2 tickets to the show Back to the Future worth about £449 (S$814.49)
« 2 tickets to the show & Juliet worth about £250 (8$453.50)

Note: Figures for total value is rounded to the nearest whole number
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Section 165 makes it an offence for a public servant to accept or obtain, or attempt to do so,
a gift from a party with whom they have official dealings - even if there is no evidence of any
official favour shown. Such a gift creates a conflict of interest - whether real, apparent or
potential. All are problematic, especially for a minister.

These 24 charges are just as serious as the two charges under the Prevention of Corruption
Act - involving gifts allegedly in relation to public contracts - and one charge for obstructing
justice.

The case has inevitably attracted comments that high ministerial salaries do not stop
corruption. But high salaries never were intended to be the perfect antidote, and never will
be. They are but one of a suite of measures to having a strong Cabinet.

It is important to pay our elected officials and civil servants salaries that recognise their role
and contributions and to attract individuals of calibre. But high salaries also mean that they
are held to high standards of probity and performance.

OFFENCE FOR BOTH GIVER AND RECEIVER

One surprise in court on Thursday was that Mr Ong, who was also arrested last year, was
not charged. But it is not uncommon, in a corruption case, for the Public Prosecutor to
proceed first against the alleged receiver of the bribe.

Under Singapore’s corruption laws, it is an offence for both the giver and receiver of a bribe.
The Attorney-General's Chambers (AGC) approach signals the strong public interest in
ensuring that the case against Iswaran be dealt with swiftly and resolutely and with due
process.

Mr Ong is not out of the woods and he can be expected to be a prosecution witness. AGC
said it will decide how best to proceed against Mr Ong after the case against Iswaran has
concluded.

INNOCENT UNTIL PROVEN GUILTY

But it is also important to note that Iswaran is innocent until proven guilty. This is a
fundamental precept of Singapore’s criminal justice system and due process must be
observed scrupulously.

In his Jan 16 letter resigning from his positions in government, Iswaran rejected the
allegations and “will now focus on clearing (his) name”. The Public Prosecutor must now
provide the necessary evidence and persuade the court that the offences had been
committed.

There will definitely be a political price to pay, but this is indeterminate for now. Regardless
of the outcome of the criminal case, the PAP’s challenge is to rebuild trust and confidence
that it can and does uphold the high standards it sets for itself.

Eugene K B Tan is a law academic at the Singapore Management University and a former
Nominated Member of Parliament.
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