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COVER STORY
Quek Shiyun, Attachment Offi cer, Recruitment Branch

KEYNOTE gets behind the scenes with Prisons’ new Director and fi nds out more about the 
man behind the rank.

It is often said that the character of 

any organisation refl ects the character 

of its leader. In light of this, the news 

of a change in leadership in Prisons 

must surely have aroused a great deal 

of curiosity in the hearts of all staff. 

Before joining Prisons, Mr Ng Joo 

Hee was formerly the Senior Assistant 

Commissioner of Police and Director 

of Police Intelligence. In a candid 

interview with Keynote, Mr Ng shared 

his thoughts on joining Prisons, his 

life philosophies, and his personal 

interests.

Coming To Prisons
Mr Ng’s career to date has been, in 

his own words, “varied and atypical”, 

and he considers this posting to 

Prisons to be his greatest challenge 

thus far. Prior to this posting, 

Mr Ng’s impression of Prisons 

had been of an organisation 

with a progressive and 

transformational learning 

environment, an impression 

which has been enhanced 

since joining us.

What was your fi rst reaction on 

hearing of your posting to SPS?

I was very happy and excited, 

because it’s obviously a 

big posting, to be Head 

of a Department. It’s a big 

opportunity for me, and I’m 

very grateful. My wife is also very 

happy, because I get to go home for 

dinner more often now! My previous 

work in Intel involved a lot of wining 

and dining, so there was less family 

time.

What is your vision for the 

Department during your tenure 

here?

There are two main areas to work on. 

Firstly, a renewed focus on jailcraft, 

which is the science of running 

a modern prison. When the new 

Changi Prison Complex is completed, 

we’ll be looking at a vastly changed 

operating environment. In such an 

intense environment, operations work 

will need to be very smooth and well-

honed. 

The second area would be re-entry 

management. If we can prevent ex-

offenders from re-offending through 

our rehabilitation programmes, we 

can become a major source of crime 

prevention. The Yellow Ribbon Project 

has been a great success so far, but 

we need to do even more, on an even 

larger scale.

What exciting challenges do you 

foresee for the Department?

Well, if people think there have been 

lots of changes recently, they should 

know it sure ain’t stopping now! As the 

previous Director had mentioned, the 

low-lying fruits have all been picked, 

and the gradient has become steeper 

now. Changes will take place faster, so 

one of the challenges will be whether 

our staff have the stamina and agility 

to cope with the speed and intensity 

of changes. Another challenge will be 

to keep engaging the public with our 

vision, and to retain our share of the 

public mind. 

How does it feel to become a Captain 

of Lives?

You mean to be the Captain of the Captains 

of Lives? [laughs] To be honest, it’s been a 

culture shock coming here from Police. 

Police offi cers and Prison offi cers are very 

different. Police offi cers live on adrenaline 

and excitement, always looking for that 

next crime to solve. But for Prison 

DP with his family
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offi cers, to have excitement in an 

operations environment is probably 

not a good thing! But seriously, I 

think Prison offi cers are a remarkable 

bunch of people, doing a job like no 

other. They are dedicated and have a 

deep sense of responsibility, a great 

passion for helping others, and it’s 

really my honour and privilege to 

serve with the men and women of the 

Prison Service. Hopefully, I can bring 

honour to the Department and 

worthy leadership during my 

stay here.

Beliefs and Motivations
Drive, passion and an 

uncompromising quest for 

excellence are qualities that Mr 

Ng greatly admires in people, 

and qualities that he strives 

to imbue into everything he 

undertakes in his life and work. 

The list of people he admires 

includes names such as Nelson 

Mandela, former President of South 

Africa and Nobel Peace Prize winner, 

as well as Steve Jobs, co-founder and 

CEO of Apple.

Do you have a personal motto in 

life? I don’t have a personal motto 

per se, but I always tell my fi ve-year 

old daughter that she must always do 

her best in anything she undertakes. 

Another principle that I try to live by 

is actually from a man of many talents 

and varied accomplishments whom I 

respect greatly. Theodore E. Roosevelt 

was the 26th President of the United 

States, and he was also the Governor 

of New York, the Commissioner of 

the New York Police Department, 

a Nobel Peace Prize Laureate, a 

historian, biologist, explorer, builder 

of the Panama Canal. Let me share 

this quote from him: “Far better it is 

to dare mighty things, to win glorious 

triumphs, even though checkered by 

failure, than to take rank with those 

poor spirits who neither enjoy much 

nor suffer much, because they live in 

the great twilight that knows neither 

It’s my ball!

victory nor defeat.” This is something 

I try to live my life by.

What would you consider your 

greatest achievement thus far?

Getting married and having two 

wonderful girls. Being a husband and 

a father is my greatest achievement in 

life to date.

Could you share with us some key 

beliefs and lessons you’ve learnt from 

your various postings?

 In order of priority – fi rstly, always the 

mission. The organisation’s mission is 

key, and you have to do everything 

you can to fulfi l it. Secondly, the men 

– look after your men, because you’re 

nothing without them. Managing and 

treating them right is very important. 

Lastly, look after your personal well-

being, because you will serve your 

organisation best when you are in 

good shape.

Also, something else that I would like 

to share, especially with our young 

Senior Offi cers – do not let your rank 

get to you. Always bear 

in mind that all your rank 

means is that you did well 

in your studies, and getting 

the rank is only the fi rst 

step, because you will need 

to prove that you deserve it 

through hard work.

Interests and Hobbies
Prior to Mr Ng’s arrival at 

Prisons, the grapevine had 

been abuzz with news of 

his keen interest in athletics. Mr Ng 

feels that sports imparts valuable 

life lessons, and is eager to promote 

a healthy sporting culture within 

Prisons.

What  you enjoy doing in your free time?

I don’t have that much free time 

nowadays! Well, I like to read and I 

can’t stop buying books. I own close 

to ten thousand books. I have an 

interest in photography, but have not 

had much time for it. I’ve been a keen 

athlete since young – I was a national 

canoeing champion in school, and 

I also play football – right-wing, 

Beckham’s position! I’ve been a Man 

United fan since I was seven, and that 
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was way before they got so successful 

and popular. I’ve taken part in many 

marathons, and recently completed 

my fi rst triathlon. Running is therapy 

for me, and I aim to inspire a running 

culture and an active lifestyle in 

Prisons. I also enjoy golf, and if you 

had seen the recent article in the 

news, you would know Tiger Woods 

is someone I admire.

Any particular reason 

that sports plays such an 

important role in your 

life?

The lessons you learn 

on the playing fi eld are 

equally applicable to 

working life, and life in 

general. Lessons such 

as self-sacrifi ce, defeat, 

victory, not giving up 

– these are all lessons that 

we can learn from playing 

sports. Look at golf – golf is 

a great philosophy for life. There are 

good times and bad times in golf, and 

more importantly, golf is a game that 

you play against yourself. It’s all about 

consistency, staying focused and 

calm under pressure. Tiger Woods 

single-handedly changed the world 

of golf and the world of sports with 

his achievements. At the height of 

his career, he was willing to change 

his whole game by developing a 

completely new swing. It was a very 

brave move, and many people thought 

his peak was over. But he came back 

better than before. He believes that 

the best is yet to be, and that’s a great 

life philosophy.

Finally, tell us one interesting thing 

about yourself that no one in Prisons 

would be likely to know.

Well…at one time I was quite good at 

playing the saxophone! I picked it up 

quite late, after I had already started 

working. I took up lessons at Yamaha. 

From young I had always felt I didn’t 

have much talent in music and art, 

so I wanted to learn an instrument. 

I chose the saxophone because I 

like jazz music. Did you know the 

saxophone is the instrument closest 

to the human voice?

Closing Note
After the interview had been 

conducted, Keynote received an email 

from Mr Ng with some additional 

information on his background that 

he wanted to share with our readers. 

Below is an extract from his email:

“…there is another thing which I 

thought I should share. That would 

be my family background, which 

has shaped how I try to live both my 

professional and personal life.

I hail from a very humble family, 

the eldest of three to parents of little 

means. Both my parents had never 

received formal education, and 

basically taught themselves to read 

and write [in Mandarin]. They ran a 

small hawker stall… in old Tanglin 

Halt market, worked their tails off 

and saved every penny, so that my 

siblings and I could have a good 

education. As a result, although 

I didn’t have much growing up, 

I ended up going to the best 

schools: fi rst, ACS, then Oxford 

and Harvard. 

The fact that a poor boy like 

me, who grew up in a rough 

neighbourhood to illiterate 

parents, could also make good, 

[has] imbued in me, from quite 

early on in life, a great sense of 

responsibility to give back. This 

is the main reason I had 

remained in public service for so 

long – I owe many people and the 

Singapore system a great debt, one 

which I could never hope to repay.”

It was truly an honour and privilege to 

receive such a candid and forthright 

insight into the life and thoughts of 

our new Director, who impressed 

us not only with the humility and 

strength of his character, but also the 

intensity of his dedication towards 

forging a bright and exciting future 

for Prisons. With him at the helm, 

Prisons can be certain of many 

positive changes in store for us as 

an organisation.

Warming up for kick boxing session
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For many, 31st October 2007, would 

not mean much more than the end of 

the month and the eve of a brand new 

one. For the Singapore Prison Service, 

this day marked the advent of a new era 

that dawned on 1st November 2007. 

Director of Prisons, Mr Chua Chin Kiat 

handed over his post and position at the 

helm of the Singapore Prison Service to 

the incoming Director, Mr Ng Joo Hee.

At 11am, the ceremony began with the 

entrance of Director Chua, accompan-

ied aptly by fanfare. When everyone 

was seated, Deputy Director/Chief of 

Staff (DD/COS), Mr Teo Tze Fang was 

invited up on stage to address those 

who were present. He gave a speech 

in tribute to Director Chua. DD / COS 

mentioned that he was honoured and 

felt that he was an appropriate person 

to deliver the tribute address, as he had 

seen Director Chua at different times in 

his career and knowing him at different 

levels of intimacy – from fearing him 

at fi rst from afar till working closely 

with him subsequently. Pertinent in his 

address was how Director Chua had 

stayed for a tenure outlasting anyone’s 

expectations, as well as how the Prisons 

Department and later the Singapore 

Prison Service (SPS) had evolved during 

his nine years at the helm.

DD/COS’s speech was light-hearted. 

He declared that his speeches in the 

past used to be too serious. Mr Teo paid 

tribute to Director Chua as an individual 

Presentation of Plaque of Appreciation to Mr Chua Chin Kiat, outgoing Director of Prisons 
by Mr Teo Tze Fang, Deputy Director/Chief Of Staff

and the latter’s outlook on life. He 

quipped that to list Director Chua’s 

innumerable career achievements 

would keep the guests till dinner. Mr 

Teo also thanked Director Chua for his 

personable disposition as a leader and 

the countless times he had dispensed 

advice unconditionally.

Director Chua then took to the rostrum 

to deliver his farewell speech. He 

spoke collectively, often referring to the 

Service as “we”. His humble disposition 

carried throughout his speech, as he 

described the transformation of SPS as 

a journey and effort embarked on by 

“like-minded pilgrims”. Director Chua 

also shared with the guests and staff 

present on the lessons he learnt during 

his tenure such as the importance of 

generosity – giving of ourselves and 

our love to those close to us, as well 

as to all humanity. He taught a brief 

but powerful lesson in humility and 

humanity by asking a simple rhetorical 

question: why should we brand people 

who come to prison since they too 

are like us, fl esh and blood? Director 

Chua also highlighted the extent of our 

roles beyond being mere custodians 

and reserved rehabilitators - we need 

to reach out and help them rebuild 

their relationships and new ones if we 

have to.

A Legacy of Love – 
Farewell Director Chua Chin Kiat
Singapore Prison Service bids farewell to a man, but not 
the legacy he leaves behind
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Command Rod & Plaque of Appreciation

The man who will lead Singapore Prison Service 
to greater heights – our new Director of Prisons, 

Presentation of Token of Appreciation to Mr 
Chua Chin Kiat by Mdm Phang Seok Sieng, 
Commander Cluster A.

Parting shot by Mr Chua Chin Kiat with Cluster A 
Management

Director Chua then handed over the 

ceremonial swagger stick to incoming 

Director, Mr Ng, to symbolise the handing 

over of command to Director Ng. Director 

Ng then led all prison offi cers present in 

reciting the prison offi cers’ pledge, all at 

once capturing the symbolism of Director 

Ng’s taking over of the helm, as well as 

reminding our offi cers present of their 

duty and promise laid down in the pledge 

we recited.

Watching as Director Chua walked into 

the ceremony venue accompanied by 

brass fanfare ironically generated by a 

stereo system, one felt that the exact time 

was ethereal. Director Chua’s presence 

fi lled the room as any great leader would. 

Times change, people change too. But the 

relentless nature of the spirit to champion 

a vision and see it through and the legacy 

of a great leader remain immortalized in 

time. With gratitude and fondness, we wish 

Mr Chua success, health and godspeed. 

At the same time, let us welcome our new 

Director in providing new leadership to 

lead the Service to greater heights.

Another signifi cant moment in the history of 
Singapore Prison Service – Change of Command
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on to receive his gift for his contribution 

to the Singapore Prison Service and a 

personal gift given to him by the new 

Director of Prisons, Mr Ng Joo Hee. 

We later found out that Mr Chua was 

given a golf club! A toast was then 

proposed with loud cheers ringing 

throughout the ballroom.

A video montage created by Digital 

Media Unit was played. It contained 

many of Mr Chua’s past photos taken 

at many events during his stint as 

Director of Prisons. 

It was indeed a very touching moment, 

as some of our offi cers teared during 

the screening of the video montage. A 

short speech by Mr Chua wrapped up 

the dinner. Everyone got up to their 

feet to see Mr Chua leave the ballroom 

with applause and appreciation from 

everyone in the ballroom.

An exit that is defi nitely befi tting of 

Mr Chua, our Captain of our Captains 

of Lives!

Guess what’s inside the box?

Mr Chua making his speech

At the VIP table

Good bye, and take care!
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FEATURE

SSGT Junainag Bte Mohamed / Security & Provost Offi cer / 
Changi Women’s Prison

Interesting Facts about
ex-DP Mr Chua Chin Kiat

 He enjoys listening to good classical music and performances.

 He loves good food especially Japanese sushi. 

 He dislikes food that is both sweet and sour.

 He enjoys star-gazing and could easily locate the positions of Orion
    and Big Dipper.

 He appreciates good wine.

Well-wishes from staff
“We will defi nitely miss you, Sir. You have left an indelible mark in our 

Prisons’ history and also in our hearts. You started a renaissance phase 

in Prisons’ history and I thank you Sir for leading us on a very exciting 

journey in the past nine years. You have watched me grow in maturity as a 

Staff Offi cer. To many of us, you have become more than just a leader. You 

have also become our mentor, friend and also a fatherly fi gure to me. I am 

sad to see you go but I am really very happy for you as I know that you 

have looked forward to your retirement from Public Service for so long.”

SUPT Shie Yong Lee / Head 
Programme / Programme Branch

“I wish to thank you for successfully 

transforming the Service from a security-

focused to a SQA organisation that manages 

to balance both security and rehab. We no 

longer are worried about telling or revealing 

our occupation to our families or friends.”

DSP Tan Eng Keong / Deputy Superintendent / 
Sembawang Prison/DRC

“I would like to thank you for having 

the trust and faith in giving POs more 

autonomy, more decision-making power 

with regards to running the Housing Unit 

and Operations. We now feel greater 

ownership over our work and fi nd it more 

fulfi lling.

RO Jusani Bin Juri / SO 
Programme / Cluster B

 “Director Sir, because of your vision 

of education as a social leveler, the 

school stands today. Many students 

have benefi ted by way of KBC. Thank 

you for making KBC a conducive 

place not just for learning but also for 

teaching. All the best.”

Ms Grace Seow / Vice-
Principal / Kaki Bukit Centre

“....DP has a very infectious 

laughter about him. Whenever 

there is something funny, he 

will go ‘Hahaha...’, all of us 

will also be ‘infected’ by him 

and laugh together....”

SSGT Soh Chi Yiong / 
Senior Personal Supervisor 
/ Institution A1“Sir, thank you for making my job more meaningful 

and I feel more empowered as a PS.”


