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Healthy living: Do ministers walk the talk?

IT'S one thing to talk about healthy living. It's another to hear the actual habits of Singapore's political leaders.

Yesterday, with a wide grin and deep chuckle, Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong took the mickey out of some of his ministers as he gave a report card of their health habits - and hazards.

His 'We Lead By Example' speech, peppered with information on the way some in his team eat, work out and manage stress, kept his audience of about 900 in a continual state of mirth.

Mr Goh, who is 61, did not spare himself.

While admitting that he has been more mindful of his health after hitting 50, he also confessed his weakness for char kway teow, oh luak and chai tao kuay.

'So, once in a while, I steal a few morsels of these forbidden stuff,' he said, when he opened the month-long Healthy Lifestyle campaign.

But the roar that almost raised the roof of the auditorium at the Singapore International Convention and Exhibition Centre was when he told of former Health Minister Yeo Cheow Tong's attempts to give up smoking.

Daily, Mr Yeo smoked two packs of 20 cigarettes each, when he was an engineering undergraduate in Australia. Home after graduation, 'he would go straight to the corner Indian store to buy a pack of cigarettes' with the pocket money his father gave him.

After a week or two, he felt silly burning his father's money and went cold turkey. But when he got his first pay cheque, he wanted to light up, to celebrate. He was about to pay when he realised he had stopped smoking for six weeks.

'He returned the pack, walked out, and has never smoked since,' said Mr Goh. He added jokingly: 'If you catch him smoking, please let me know.'

A few others, even Mr Goh, tried smoking, when young. However, no one on his team smokes today.

But when it comes to healthy eating, he said: 'Regretfully, I found the majority of my ministers wanting in this area.'

Health Minister Lim Hng Kiang, said Mr Goh, 'excused himself to me by saying everyone is entitled to one weakness in food.' His is sweet desserts.

While the veterans in Mr Goh's team are health conscious, the new ministers seem to have little time to exercise.

This, he found when he surveyed his health ministers, past and present, and the new Ministers of State to see whether they live up to the four pillars of healthy living - regular exercise, no smoking, healthy eating and managing stress.

All three in the 'Room for Improvement' category are new in politics.

One who intends to change immediately is Minister of State (Health and the Environment) Balaji Sadasivan, whose lifestyle reflects that of 80 per cent of Singaporeans.

He said: 'I'll set a new target for myself: less curry gravy, more exercise.'
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