
BY APRIL CHONG

A WOMAN professor credited with
laying the cornerstone for the growth
of Singapore’s biotechnology and bio-
logics sectors was last night present-
ed the nation’s highest honour for sci-
entists.

Professor Miranda Yap, who now
heads the Agency for Science, Tech-
nology and Research’s (A*Star) Bio-
processing Technology Institute
(BTI), has been key in pulling in more
than $2.5 billion in investments for
the biomedical sciences and in woo-
ing the big names in biologics here.

Last night, she received the Presi-
dent’s Science and Technology Medal
from President S R Nathan in a formal
ceremony at the Istana.

The award, previously bestowed
by ministers, was elevated to presiden-
tial level this year in recognition of
the status of R&D in Singapore.

Besides Prof Yap, seven other scien-
tists were honoured with the Presi-
dent’s Science Award and the Presi-
dent’s Technology Award; three other
scientists picked up Young Scientist
awards.

Prof Yap’s leadership of the now
globally respected BTI, which started
out small in 1990, began with the de-
veloping of a pool of good scientists.

Those talents in turn brought in
some of the biggest biologics compa-
nies such as GlaxoSmithKline (GSK)
and Lonza, said Prof Yap, 61, who al-
so heads the A*Star Graduate Acade-
my.

Biologics is the science of using liv-
ing cells for direct therapy in the body
or for making drugs such as vaccines
and antibiotics.

Prof Yap, who started out as a
chemical engineer and academic, is
the first woman to receive the Presi-
dent’s Science and Technology Med-
al, which is given to scientists who
have played a role in Singapore’s de-
velopment.

She joins a small club, the mem-
bers of which include National Univer-
sity of Singapore president Tan Chorh
Chuan and Nobel Prize winner Syd-
ney Brenner.

Mr Ravi Menon, the second perma-
nent secretary for trade and industry
and chair of the awards selection com-
mittee, said Prof Yap was instrumen-
tal in attracting five leading multina-
tional biologics manufacturing compa-
nies, which have gone on to set up
half a dozen commercial-scale biolog-
ics manufacturing plants here.

Her other hat casts her as teacher
and mentor, he added.

Prof Yap said of her passion for
working with young talents: “The re-
wards are being able to nurture scien-
tific talent... and they go on to nur-
ture the next generation of research-
ers.”

She is unassuming about her
achievements, crediting them to her
colleagues at A*Star and at its partner
agencies.

When not being driven by research
projects, or meeting students or scien-
tific giants, Prof Yap chills out with
her retired husband and her dogs. She
also enjoys golf, and spends her vaca-
tions on greens abroad.

At the awards ceremony last night,
Minister for Trade and Industry Lim
Hng Kiang said the Government will
continue investing in research and de-
velopment, even during the down-
turn, because it creates new indus-
tries and growth opportunities for Sin-
gapore.

For example, he said, R&D here
will get a fillip from the recent
$2 million partnership between GSK
Biologicals and BTI to develop new
vaccines.

In an indication of the potential of
this niche, he noted that worldwide
sales of biologic drugs grew 12.5 per
cent in 2007 to US$75 billion (S$106
billion), nearly twice the 6.4 per cent
growth logged for the sales of tradi-
tional pharmaceuticals.

A TRIO of scientists here have earned nation-
al recognition for their work on treatments
for eye ailments.

The team from the Singapore Eye Re-
search Institute ventured into growing stem
cells to repair diseased or damaged corneas
and developed novel ways to treat corneal
problems.

Professors Donald Tan, Roger Beuerman
and Aung Tin won the President’s Science
Award for successfully growing adult eye
stem cells.

Corneal problems affect 12 million people
worldwide. Here, the Singapore National

Eye Centre performs 350
corneal transplants each
year, and the number is ex-
pected to go up, said Pro-
fessor Tan, who chairs the
institute and is the medical
director at the eye centre.

The cornea is the clear
layer fronting the eye. If it
is diseased or injured,
blindness can result.

Prof Tan, the team lead-
er, explained that stem
cells – drawn from other
parts of the body and
which can develop into dif-
ferent cell types – are
grown in a lab into corneal
cells and transplanted to re-
place damaged corneas.

The team invented a now widely used de-
vice that helps surgeons with keyhole cor-
neal transplantation by delivering eye tissue
to the eye without damaging it.

In 2006, the team forestalled a major out-
break of corneal infections by identifying a
certain contact lens cleaning solution as the
source of contamination.

It has also reduced the number of trans-
plant rejections by replacing only some lay-
ers of the cornea and identified the gene be-
hind a form of eye dystrophy which causes
blindness in children.
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� President’s Science
& Technology Medal
Presented to individuals who have
played a strategic role in the
development of Singapore through
research and development.
Winner: Prof Miranda Yap,
executive director of A*Star’s
Bioprocessing Technology Institute
and Graduate Aacademy, for her
work in developing the biologics
industry sector and training young
scientists.

� President’s Science Award
Presented to research scientists and
engineers for basic research leading
to the discovery of new knowledge
or the development of scientific or
engineering techniques and
methods.
Joint winners: Prof Donald Tan, Prof
Roger Beuerman and Associate Prof
Aung Tin of the Singapore Eye
Research Institute, the research
arm of the Singapore National Eye
Centre, for their research and
treatment advances on blinding
corneal diseases.

� President’s Technology Award
Presented to research scientists and
engineers for R&D resulting in
inventions and discovery of
significant technologies with
industrial applications.
Joint winners: Prof Jacob Phang, Mr
Alfred Quah and Mr Goh Szu Huat
of the Department of Electrical &
Computer Engineering at the
National University of Singapore
(NUS), and to Mr Chua Choon
Meng of Semicaps, a scientific
equipment manufacturer, for their
research, development and
commercialisation of a system for
failure analysis of advanced
integrated circuits.

� Young Scientist Award
Presented to researchers aged 35
and below, who have the potential
to be world-class researchers in
their fields.
Winner: Dr Jonathan Loh of A*Star
for his research on embryonic stem
cells in regenerative medicine.
Winner: Assistant Prof Yu Haifeng,
Department of Computer Science,
NUS, for his work on IT security
and defence against attacks on
computer systems.
Winner: Assistant Prof Yu Ting,
School of Physical and
Mathematical Sciences, Nanyang
Technological University, for his
research into metal oxide
nanostructures and carbon
structures for the development of
nanodevices and energy harvesting.
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A magnet for biomed investments here

Professor Miranda Yap, 61, executive director of A*Star’s Bioprocessing Technology Institute, won a top R&D award last night for her key role in pulling
in more than $2.5 billion in biomed investments, especially in the burgeoning field of biologics. ST PHOTO: NG SOR LUAN

Leading lights
in science

BY SUE-ANN CHIA
SENIOR POLITICAL CORRESPONDENT

SINGAPORE’S first graduate medical
school was officially opened yesterday, at
the same site that produced the country’s
first doctors more than a century ago.

However, the Duke-National Universi-
ty of Singapore (NUS) Graduate Medical

School, next to Singapore General Hospi-
tal in Outram, will produce doctors with
a difference.

Its students, who would already have
bachelor’s degrees – not necessarily in
medicine – will be trained as researchers
to find cures for ailments, as well as medi-
cal practitioners to treat patients.

Their added role is part of Singapore’s
aim to be a biomedical hub and to im-
prove its health-care system.

Speaking at the launch of the school’s
new building at College Road yesterday,
Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong said:
“Duke-NUS is an important piece in our
long-term plan to develop Singapore’s

health-care system.”
It will produce 50 doctors annually, in-

creasing the pool of new doctors to 350 a
year.

But this will still not be enough, said
Mr Lee.

“We will need even more doctors to
cope with a growing and ageing popula-
tion. We are continuing to study options
to expand the supply of local doctors.”

Singapore is looking at setting up a
third medical school, with the Nanyang
Technological University exploring a
tie-up with London’s Imperial College.

The Duke-NUS Graduate Medical
School is Singapore’s second medical

school. Its students – who hold at least a
first degree in science-based subjects –
will graduate with a Doctor of Medicine
degree after four years.

It differs from Singapore’s longstand-
ing medical school, which offers a
five-year undergraduate programme for
students doing their first degree in medi-
cine. It also has graduate medical pro-
grammes.

This led Mr Lee to remark: “Some
friendly rivalry between our two medical
schools is to be expected and, dare I say,
even to be encouraged. It is through such
constructive competition and mutual
learning that we can raise our overall

standards of medical education.”
The Duke-NUS school, which took in

its third batch of students this year, was
set up in 2005 at a temporary site in Jalan
Bukit Merah.

Its establishment followed Singapore’s
plans in 2001 to start a graduate medical
school to produce highly trained physi-
cians who are also scientists, to support
its investments in biomedical sciences.

Its building in Outram is named after
the late tycoon Khoo Teck Puat, whose es-
tate donated $80 million to the school.

A bust of the late tycoon was unveiled
by his daughter Mavis Khoo and Mr Lee
at yesterday’s ceremony, which was at-
tended by ministers, officials and stu-
dents.

Duke University president Richard
Brodhead, who also spoke at the ceremo-
ny, said: “If you’re asking what brought a
university from Durham, North Carolina,
which is 9,800 miles away, to Singapore,
the answer is surprisingly simple.”

Singapore was the place to be as it was
becoming a leader in biomedical research
and education, he said.

“The level of support you have shown
for the growth of this industry and the hu-
man capital it requires is unprecedent-
ed,” he added.

Mr Lee said the Duke-NUS school com-
plements Singapore’s effort to encourage
research in hospitals and universities.

“We need to train a pool of doctors
who are both astute clinicians as well as
skilful scientists,” he said.

“They have to understand the needs
and problems faced by patients, plus pos-
sess the knowledge and skills to pursue
complex scientific enquiry.”

Over time, Singapore’s health-care fa-
cilities have to develop a “triple bottom
line” of delivering good medical care, edu-
cating the next generation of doctors
well, and enhancing its medical capabili-
ties through research, he said.

For now, the Duke-NUS campus has
130 students from 17 countries. Among
them is American Shebani Sethi, 25, who
opted to study here instead of in the US.

“I am interested in being part of some-
thing new and it is highly recommended
by my family too,” said the second-year
student, who has a degree in biological
science and a master’s in biotechnology
from US universities.
sueann@sph.com.sg

Meet the ‘eye repair’ experts

(From left) Ms Mavis Khoo, daughter of the late tycoon Khoo Teck Puat; National University of Singapore president Tan Chorh Chuan; Minister of Health Khaw Boon Wan; Duke-NUS Graduate Medical
School dean Ranga Krishnan; Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong; chairman of the Duke-NUS governing board Tony Chew; Minister of Education Ng Eng Hen; Duke University president Richard Brodhead;
and SingHealth group chief executive Tan Ser Kiat at the official opening of the Duke-NUS Graduate Medical School at its new Outram campus yesterday. ST PHOTO: DESMOND LIM

Campus to turn out
doctors also trained to
find cures for illnesses

President S R Nathan with award winners (from left) Donald Tan,
Roger Beuerman and Aung Tin. ST PHOTO: DESMOND WEE

Duke-NUS Graduate
Medical School opens
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