
UNLIKE a human paramedic, a
new gadget developed by Repub-
lic Polytechnic staff can monitor
the vital signs of hundreds of peo-
ple at the same time.

The prototype, which has been
nearly four years in the making,
caught the eye of the Singapore
Civil Defence Force (SCDF).

The polytechnic team is in
talks with SCDF to fine-tune the
invention for possible use in
large-scale disaster situations.

“If the system is successfully
implemented, it can be used dur-
ing a major emergency where
there is a mass casualty situa-
tion,” said Major Janice Oh,
SCDF’s head of medical training.

The device consists of an arm-
band and finger clip, which are
wirelessly connected to a central
console.

It monitors a person’s pulse

rate and oxygen level, and sends
an alert if either were to hit dan-
gerous levels.

The system can keep track of
400 to 500 patients at a time.

“It’s something that rarely hap-
pens, but the impact in such a situ-
ation can be huge,” said principal
investigator Tony Tan of the
polytechnic’s school of engineer-
ing.

“If the number of casualties is
huge, it can be very time-consum-
ing and labour-intensive to manu-
ally monitor every one.”

The gadget was featured at the
polytechnic’s technology day last
week.The annual event showcases
projects by staff and students,
and also features talks by industry
experts.

Another project – a system to
weigh hospital patients while they
are in bed – will be piloted at

Khoo Teck Puat Hospital in a mat-
ter of months.

The system costs around $500,
said principal investigator Hong
Ling Tim, instead of the $10,000

it would cost to buy a specially-
made “weighing bed”.

His team also developed a
phone application with the help of
two final-year students. This al-

lows health-care staff to track
trends in a patient’s weight.

“Weight measurement is one
of the most fundamental things,”
said Khoo Teck Puat Hospital’s in-

novation manager Stewart Tai.
“But sometimes nurses find

they have difficulty, especially for
obese patients.”
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FOR years, Madam Matilda Miran-
da lived with what seemed like a
persistent stomach upset.

Within minutes of eating, she
would have to rush to the toilet to
empty her bowels.

Doctors prescribed diarrhoea
medication to little effect. It was
only after more than a decade that
one doctor told her the problem
was bowel incontinence.

The condition – a lack of con-
trol over one’s bowels – affects
mainly women, with those aged
above 52 at highest risk.

Many are too embarrassed to

seek help, or believe that nothing
can be done.

“A lot of times, patients accept
it as part of ageing, which is a
myth,” said Dr Mark Wong, direc-
tor of Singapore General
Hospital’s (SGH) pelvic floor disor-
der service.

“And others feel that there is a
stigma if they come forward.”

He has been seeing a 10 per
cent increase in patients each year
since 2009, following efforts to
raise awareness of the condition
among general practitioners (GPs)
and polyclinic doctors.

Many patients come forward
only after struggling for years

with the problem.
Some, like Madam Miranda,

may even quit their jobs because
of it.

“How to work?” said the
59-year-old, who left her super-
market job more than 10 years
ago.

“I couldn’t go anywhere. Even
when I went for a movie, I
wouldn’t eat. In church, halfway
through mass, I would have to run
to the toilet.”

The hospital conducted
Singapore’s first bowel inconti-
nence study last year and found
that about 5 per cent of the popula-
tion is affected.

About half of this group also
has urinary incontinence, or the
loss of bladder control.

Dr Wong urged those with the
problem to come forward and get
it treated early.

“Like with any medical condi-
tion, if you allow it to deterio-
rate... the cumulative damage
over the years can be irreversible
in some aspects,” he said.

“Sometimes all you need is an
adjustment of dietary habits and
simple medication.”

Treatment options include in-
gesting more fibre to firm up
stools, exercises to strengthen
muscles, and surgery.

After Madam Miranda under-
went the latter, she no longer has
continence issues.

Now, she visits Dr Wong only
once a year for check-ups, and
avoids “trigger” foods like milk
products or gassy drinks.

Said Dr Wong: “Don’t accept it
as a part of ageing.

“You should give yourself the
chance to age with dignity.”
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Dr Mark Wong
with Madam
Matilda Miranda,
who had to quit
her supermarket
job because of
continence
issues. She no
longer has to
deal with them
after undergoing
surgery.
Sometimes all
you need is a
change in
dietary habits,
says Dr Wong.
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SGH doc urges those with problem to
come forward and get treated early

Healthy crop of
medical inventions
at Republic Poly

Republic Poly’s inventors (from left) Tony Tan, 43, Manik Gujral,
34, and Lim Kaibin, 30, with their wireless system for monitoring
patients’ vital signs. Weighing in with their in-bed weighing
system (above) are team members (from left) Hong Ling Tim, 39,
Leelavathy Balakrishnan, 31, Hannah Lim, 21, Steven Chong, 36,
and Celeste Ho, 22.
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Bowel incontinence ‘not part of ageing’
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