MANAGING CHANGE 

THE SHOCKING ESCAPE 

The Singapore Police Force (SPF) is the main agency tasked with maintaining law and order in the city-state. It enjoys a relatively positive public image, and is credited for helping to arrest Singapore's civic unrests and lawlessness in its early years, and maintaining the low crime rate today. SPF, which prides itself on rigorous anti-terrorist measures, break the shocking news on 27th Feb 2008 - the escape of an alleged leader of the Jemaah Islamiyah militant network, Mas Selamat bin Kastari, from Whitley Road Detention Centre (WRDC). He is accused of planning to hijack a plane and crash it into the city's Changi Airport & was among those who planned retaliation against Singapore for the arrests and detention of his fellow JI members in year 2001. 
(http://www.channelnewsasia.com/stories/singaporelocalnews/view/331477/1/.html) 
What happened? 
Who is to blame? How did it happen? The minister had indirectly admitted it mistake for the security lapses by replying, "This should never have happened. I'm sorry that it has," Home Affairs Minister Wong Kan Seng told parliament. 

A further investigation by the Police Force Criminal Investigation Department & an independent Committee of Inquiry (COI) has been set up to find out exactly how Mas Selamat Kastari escaped from custody. It was revealing that the escape was resulted from two critical factor: Physical & Human lapses. (Popatlal, 2008) 

The Physical lapses includes:- There were no grilles on the toilet window through which Mas Selamat Kastari escaped (refer figure A). CCTV cameras were not yet in commission, so while they were working, there was no recording or active monitoring. And the low Whitley Road Detention Centre perimeter fences met the roof of a covered walkway (refer figure B). Human Lapses includes:- His guards let him out of their sight and were slow to respond when he failed to emerge from the visitors' toilet before his meeting with family members. The officers escorting Mas Selamat Kastari 'failed in their duties', These human lapses, together with physical ones that enabled the JI leader's escape, pointed to 'a slackening in internal vigilance and supervision', Home Affairs Minister Wong Kan Seng told Parliament on 22nd April 2008. 

Figure A - Handle of ventilation window which was sawn off as a security measure after security grilles were not installed 
[pic] [pic] 

Figure B – The low perimeter fences met the roof of a covered walkway. 
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The Public Responses (External) 
The public were shocked & outraged when learnt of the news as they had always assumed that the Singapore Police Force were among the top in the world when security is concerned. Some parents of the students of a nearby school, Singapore Chinese Girls School, were particularly worried as Mas Selamat was then still at large. Some parents did not want to take any chances & would not send their kids to school that day if they had learnt about the incident earlier. However, the confidence on the capability of Singapore Police Force remains high despite the lapses. Only minorities were paranoid & worried if similar incidents will reoccur. 

However, the opinions were fairly split when it comes to the responsibilities. The more aggressive group stated the “given the 'huge magnitude' of the lapses that enabled Mas Selamat to escape, Mr Wong's resignation would be 'the honourable thing' to do” (Li, 2008) 

Irregardless of whose responsibility should be held, a number of major organisations, companies & groups of Singapore's community are joining in the hunt for the fugitive. The residents & grassroots leaders were also very responsive & supportive when learnt of the incident & urged by their respective Member of Parliament (MP) to help. The efforts have also been extended to schools like First Toa Payoh Secondary, where an emergency preparedness exercise was held as a reminder of the need to maintain vigilance and be ready for any emergency. The students also played their part together with others to hand out the posters at hawker centres and fast-food restaurants and in places with heavy human traffic. (Wong, 2008) 
The Responding & Affected Forces (Internal) 
It was shocking news to everyone including all officers from Singapore Police Force themselves. They could not believe that such incident had happened especially to the WRDC which is deem the most sensitive among all detention centres. Nevertheless, the officers work tirelessly for months collaborating with the Singapore Armed Forces, Immigration & Checkpoint Authority, Singapore Civil Defence Force & other government agencies try to track down the fugitive & guarding all checkpoints with additional & more stringent checks. 

Interviewing a few officers from SPF Special Operation Command & Clementi Police Division, they all had similar views. They all were worn out for the series of search & raids conducted but insist that it is their role & responsibility to track down Mas Selamat. They also mentioned that the priority will goes to finding the fugitive himself & not pursuing who should be held at fault. They were also confident that the management will be able to give a satisfactory answer to them & the public & subsequently displinary action against those who were responsible. 

The Government Reponses 
The Government immediate responses were almost immediate the moment the news was break to the Minister for Minister of Home Affairs (MHA), Mr Wong Kan Seng. Mr Wong immediate tied up all agencies to work together to create cordons to prevent Mas Selamat from escaping. Paramilitary Nepalese Gurkhas had joined the manhunt. Police in neighbouring Malaysia said they had also stepped up border security. Interpol had posted an Orange Notice, or urgent worldwide security alert, on its website, after a request from Singapore. The Orange Notice means the militant leader's photograph and fingerprints will be issued to each of Interpol's 186 national central bureaus. 

At the same time, a Committee of Inquiry (COI) has been set up within the week to give an objective, balanced and comprehensive report on what happened. The committee is chaired by Goh Joon Seng, a retired judge (and current member of the Council of Presidential Advisers), with former police commissioner and current ambassador-at-large Tee Tua Ba, and Deputy Secretary of Security at the Home Affairs Ministry, Ms Choong May Ling. In the process of deriving its findings and recommendations, the COI will be given unrestricted access to highly classified and security sensitive information and also full cooperation from all relevant agencies. The report was completed on 10th April 2008 & submitted to Minister for Home Affairs. 

Despite the occurrence of such incident, Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong rebutting some negative public views in Pariament on 24 April 2008, stated: 'We have to be practical. On this issue, Mr Wong is precisely the best person to clean up, to continue the hunt for Mas Selamat. With his background, being in MHA for so long, he will leave no stone unturned.' PM Lee dismissed any suggestion that Mr Wong should resign. Singapore, he said, did not go for politically expedient options but focused on solving the underlying problems. 
“While the minister is ultimately accountable for his ministry's policies and operations, it does not mean that if a lapse occurs down the line, every level in the chain of command, up to and including the minister, should automatically be punished or removed', Mr Lee said. (Lim, 2008) 
With the support from the top man in government, the Ministers & all involved agencies were given a jab booster in morale. 

Review of Government reactions to the Incident 
The Ministers & Directors of responding forces were prompt in collaborating with each another to come out with a series of joint searches & cordoning around Singapore. They also did well by responding to queries from the public, updating them of the actions that the Government is taking on dealing with the incident. 

The public were also appeased given the prompt actions by the Minister & the fair investigation conducted by an independent party which is released to the public. (Refer Annex A for the Report by COI). The guards & supervisor involved were also taken to task for their negligence & failing to supervise respectively. Recommendations by the COI were also adhere to & tighter security procedures were in place. 

Singapore close relationships with the all countries proved vital as all had shown their support by guarding all strategic checkpoints looking out for Mas Selamat. The Malaysian government had also informed the minister at the 1st instance when they had re-arrest him. The news was released by Prime Minister Office through an official press release on 9th May 2009. In the same press release, PM also showed his appreciation for all officers involved for their quality and commitment working on this. (Lee, 2009) 

Till date, the Government continued to emphasize to importance of security & it is everyone responsibility to keep the nation safe. On top of that, Minister Mr Wong had also reassured that such incident is rare but not impossible but they will continued to improved & check upon themselves to build back the reputation that Singapore had always used to enjoy, a safe Singapore. 
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