
MYELINISATION
Have you wondered why an infant is unable 
to reach out and take hold of an object or 
control the movement of his hands or feet?  

It’s because the human nervous system is 
inadequately insulated at birth, and the elec-
trical impulses are lost on their journey from 
the brain to other parts of the body.

Gradually, a whitish substance called 
myelin begins to coat the nerve fibers, allow-
ing controlled muscular action. Myelinisation 
typically proceeds from the head downward 
and from the centre of the body outward. So, 
a child can control the movement of his head 
and neck before the rest of the body, and the 
shoulder before the elbow, wrist, or fingers. 
This understanding of myelin is very important 
for the parents of boys, who are slower to 
develop. Because a child’s visual apparatus is 
among the last to be insulated, that can render 
a boy or girl unable to read, write, or spell for 
a time. This helps explain why late bloomers 
often have early learning problems in school.

But our culture permits few deviations from 
the established timetable. This is why I favour 
holding an immature child out of school for a 
year or home-schooling him or her for a few 
years. Be careful what you demand from a child 
who is slow to develop. It may be physiologically 
impossible for them to keep up with their peers.
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Not just hygiene, mindsets 
need an overhaul, too

Liang Dingzi

IN LIGHT of the recent Geylang Serai food 

poisoning tragedy which has claimed two 

lives and made more than 150 people ill, I 

recalled how my colleagues used to joke 

about favouring one stall over another 

selling the same fare even though it re-

ceived a lower grading from the National 

Environment Agency (NEA). 

Somehow, the general consensus was 

that the food tasted better, and the at-

titude one of bold defiance against good 

sense. It is as if food being clean and being 

tasty are mutually exclusive. Therefore, 

few people really pay heed to the NEA 

grading — and hawkers know it.

As Health Minister Khaw Boon Wan 

noted, labelling would work only if con-

sumers were guided by the hygiene ratings. 

While he urged stallholders to improve 

their hygiene levels, customers could play 

their part by not patronising dirty stalls.

It is regrettable that it has to take a 

tragedy to drive home a lesson as impor-

tant as this. But it is never too late to learn. 

Even more disturbing is Mr Khaw’s rating 

of Singapore as being close to a “fail” grade 

on matters of hygiene, compared with the 

2003 Sars outbreak. It shows how quickly 

lessons are forgotten.

Blame it on complacency. Our attitude 

must change. Errant operators must be 

made to pay the price, whether through 

hefty fines, suspension of licences or public 

shaming, or a combination of measures. 

However, too often, ignorance may 

be the culprit. And all parties — regulator, 

operators and customers — have a role 

to play in raising service and hygiene 

standards in hawker centres here. 

To assist the operators and their 

helpers, the NEA can ensure they are 

adequately trained in safe food handling 

practices by arranging the appropriate 

courses. We have successfully instituted 

customer service training to raise the 

service level even at hawker centres as 

part of the campaign to improve Singa-

pore’s global hospitality rating. Simi-

larly, we can do as well to improve food 

handling hygiene, especially when the 

Singapore Tourist Board is marketing 

Singapore as a gourmet paradise.

Operators and their helpers can 

present a more professional image. There 

is no excuse for table cleaners to look  

unkempt. Some hawker centres have intro-

duced uniforms to enhance their image.

A common sight is uncovered or ex-

posed overflowing garbage bins that in-

vite flies and other insects, as well as birds 

and rats. This cannot be permitted.

Most stalls do not have the luxury of 

space. The design could be improved to 

allow for more storage and work space so 

that there is clearer segregation between 

raw materials and cooked food.

While the NEA has done a good job in 

upgrading many food centres, the basic 

design of some of them has public toilets 

— another area of concern mentioned by 

Mr Khaw — located too near the stalls. 

They should be tucked away and opera-

tors must not use them as a matter of 

expedience to wash their dishes.

Customers must respect the work 

the cleaners and operators do. They can 

also help by not messing up the tables 

where they eat. By removing used plates, 

bowls and cutlery to their respective re-

ceptacles for disposal, the flies and other 

scavengers are likely to stay away.

The writer is a management  
consultant and freelance contributor.
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