
CAIRO – In a hospital along the Nile
River, a trio of Singapore health-
care professionals will see to and
treat Palestinian children affected
by the conflict in Gaza.
The team, with their specialised

knowledge, includes the first for-
eign doctors that Egypt has al-
lowed to be deployed to its hospi-
tals.
The two senior paediatricians

and a senior nurse manager flew
over on request from the Egyptian
government and will be aiding
those affected by the ongoing con-
flict – happening some 400km
away from the hospital.
From Sept 20 to 22, the three

womenwill conduct specialist con-
sultations and ward rounds with
their Egyptian counterparts at the
Nasser InstituteHospital located in
Cairo.
Their patients will be those who

have been evacuated fromGaza for

treatment in Egypt.
The team, which was identified

based on the needs of the visit, has
decades of experience in treating
children. An earlier Singapore con-
tingent had in April identified
blood and kidney disorders as is-
sues that needed specialised atten-
tion.
The most experienced is Profes-

sor Yap Hui Kim, head and emer-
itus consultant of the paediatric
nephrology, dialysis and renal
transplantation division at the
Khoo Teck Puat National Universi-
ty Children’s Medical Institute at
the National University Hospital
(NUH).
Prof Yap, 71, set up NUH’s renal

unit for children in the 1980s.
She is joined by Clinical Asso-

ciate Professor Joyce Lam Ching
Mei, 48, senior consultant for pae-
diatric haematology and oncology
at KKWomen’s and Children’s Hos-
pital, andMsNoorHaziahHussain,
46, a senior nurse manager at
NUH’s paediatric department.
They will also deliver symposi-

ums to facilitate medical training
and professional exchange in the
fields of nephrology, which covers
kidney disease, and haematology,
which looks at blood conditions
and disorders.

Speaking to the media alongside
his Egyptian counterpart Abdel
Fattah al-Sisi on Sept 20, President
Tharman Shanmugaratnam said
Singapore will continue working
with Egypt to help civilians from

Gaza.
President Tharman, who is on a

four-day state visit to Egypt, said:
“This marks the first time Egypt
has allowed foreign doctors to be
deployed to its hospitals, and we
appreciate that this role was ac-
corded to Singapore.”
The visit to Nasser Institute Hos-

pital follows another visit in April
by a contingent of eight individuals
from the Singapore Armed Forces
and one from the Ministry of
Health.
They were sent to assess the

medical needs of Palestinians and
other civilians fromGazawhowere
being treated in Egypt.
In end-2024, a team of medical

professionals in Singapore had also
provided tele-medical services and
consultations to a United Arab
Emirates-led hospital ship treating
casualties from Gaza.
Prof Lam said that information

gathered from the needs assess-
ment in April reflected that some
of the evacuees from Gaza at Nass-
er Institute Hospital have complex
medical problems that need spe-
cialised care.
She and Ms Haziah attended an

SG60 reception in Cairo on Sept 19,
where they spoke to media cover-
ing the state visit.
She said: “The two areas that

they have identified included pa-
tients with blood disorders as well
as kidney disorders... We’ve been
requested to come and contribute
expertise andalso to jointly partici-
pate in patient care with our Egyp-
tian counterparts.”
Among the patients Ms Haziah

will be working with is a teenager
who is currently undergoing dialy-
sis.
She hopes to use the opportunity

to learn from the Egyptianmedical
staff who have experience in deal-
ing with a high volume of patients
with complex issues.
“We hope to learn how they pro-

vide the healthcare infrastructure
for the children with chronic ill-
ness,” she said.
Prof Lam said through this visit,

her team hopes to establish a rela-
tionshipwith Nasser Institute Hos-
pital, cultivating one where they
can also contribute in the longer
term.
“Personally, I find it a very mea-

ningful opportunity to be able to
contribute to the humanitarian as-
sistance of these childrenwhohave
been through very, very difficult
circumstances,” she added.
Prof Yap, who did not attend the

reception as shehadnot yet arrived
in Cairo, told The Sunday Times
separately that the team is explor-
ing collaborations with its Egyp-
tian counterparts on the treatment
of children with existing kidney
diseases.
They will focus on the complex

types of glomerulonephritis, a dis-
ease caused by the inflammation of
small blood vessels in the kidneys.
They will also look into collabo-

rations in treating children who
need dialysis, in particular infants,
she said.
Senior Minister of State for

Health TanKiatHow,who is part of
President Tharman’s delegation on
the trip, toldmedia at the reception
that the medical team’s visit was a
special arrangement made at the
request of the Egyptian govern-
ment due to the cases that require
very specialised support and care.
He said: “Although it’s a small

team here... I think it’s still a very
meaningful way of contributing to
the humanitarian crisis that’s hap-
pening in this part of the world.
“And even though Singapore is a

very small country, we hope to do
our part and we want to make sure
that whatever we do makes a mea-
ningful difference for the people
here.”
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Clinical Associate Professor Joyce Lam ChingMei (left) and senior nursemanager
Noor Haziah Hussain. They, together with Professor Yap Hui Kim, have flown to
Cairo at the request of the Egyptian government. PHOTO: LIANHE ZAOBAO

NEW DELHI/BRASILIA – This is a
story about a bird and a family –
but this is no ordinary bird, and
this is no ordinary family.
The Spix’s macaw, a vivid blue

parrot with elaborate mating ritu-
als, was declared extinct in the
wild in 2019. A captive breeding
programme has since seen some of
the birds reintroduced to their na-
tive habitat in Brazil.
Formore than twoyears, officials

on three continents have been ag-
itating overwhy26of the creatures
ended up in a private zoo in India
run by the philanthropic arm of a
conglomerate controlled by Asia’s
richest family, the Ambanis.
Indian investigators cleared the

sanctuary of any wrongdoing this
week.
But European officials say they

are keeping a close watch on any
exports to Vantara, a 1,400ha ani-
mal rescue and rehabilitation cen-
tre in Gujarat state, while Brazil,
Germany and India areworking to-
wards a possible resolution at a
UN-administered body that moni-
tors wildlife trade.
Vantara says it is home to some

2,000 species.
The venue featured in pre-wed-

ding celebrations in 2024 for the
centre’s leader Anant Ambani, the
youngest son of billionaireMukesh
Ambani, whose guests included
Ms Ivanka Trump, daughter of US
President Donald Trump, and
Meta chief executiveMark Zucker-
berg.
Vantara, adjacent to an oil refin-

ery operated by the Ambanis’ Re-
liance Industries, was inaugurated
in March by Indian Prime Minister
Narendra Modi.
A Reuters analysis of 2,500 com-

mercially available Customs rec-
ords shows that since 2022, the
wildlife centre has imported an ex-
traordinary range of exotic species
from countries including South
Africa, Venezuela, the Democratic
Republic of Congo and the United
Arab Emirates.
The haul resembles a modern-

day Noah’s Ark: 2,896 snakes, 1,431
tortoises, 219 tigers, 149 cheetahs,
105 giraffes, 62 chimpanzees, 20
rhinoceroses and scores of reptiles,
including spiny-tailed lizards and
veiled chameleons.
The shipments were recorded

with a declared value of US$9 mil-
lion (S$11.5million), which aVanta-
ra spokesperson said reflected
freight and insurance charges, not
payments for wildlife.
“They are not commercial trans-

actions in animals,” the spokesper-
son said. “There has never been
any commercial consideration
paid for any animal transferred to
Vantara.”

In August, India’s Supreme Court
ordered investigators to examine
whether Vantara’s acquisitions and
treatment of animals complied
with Indian laws and the Conven-
tion on International Trade in En-
dangered Species of Wild Fauna
and Flora (Cites). The court this
week said investigators foundno il-
legality.

‘ENTIRELY LAWFUL,
NON-COMMERCIAL’

The biggest bone of contention has
revolved around the Spix’smacaws
that Vantara sourced in 2023 from
the Association for the Conserva-
tionofThreatenedParrots (ACTP),
a Germany-based non-profit orga-
nisation that had partnered the
Brazilian authorities to breed the
birds, according to Customs rec-
ords, Brazilian officials and Cites
documents.
The macaws’ journey is detailed

in a Customs bill of entry seen by
Reuters. It shows the birds were
flown to Ahmedabad from Berlin
on Feb 4, 2023, with costs, insur-
ance and freight amounting to
US$969 per macaw, for a total of
US$25,194. Customs taxes and local
duties ofUS$19,000werewaived in
line with Indian practice.
Brazil says it did not consent to

the parrots’ passage to India, and
has raised its concerns at Cites
meetings.
“The Vantara zoo has not yet

joined the Spix’s Macaw Popula-
tion Management Programme,
which is a fundamental condition
for the official involvement of this
institution in the species conserva-
tion effort,” the Chico Mendes In-
stitute for Biodiversity Conserva-
tion, a Brazilian government agen-
cy, told Reuters by e-mail on Sept
8.
“At the moment, no Indian insti-

tutions are participating in the
programme, so there is no reason
for Spix’s macaws to be sent to In-
dia.”
Brazil ended its agreement with

ACTP in 2024, saying the group
had sent Spix’s macaws to other
countries in “commercial transac-
tions” without Brazilian consent.
The non-profit has previously de-
nied that the parrots’ transfer was
commercial in nature; it did not re-
spond to a request for comment.
The Vantara spokesperson told

Reuters the macaws’ transfer was
“entirely lawful, non-commercial
and undertaken as a conservation
breeding arrangement with
ACTP”.
India’s Central Zoo Authority did

not respond to queries.
Germany’s Federal Environment

Ministry told Reuters it had

cleared the 2023 transfer of ma-
caws to Vantara in “good faith”, but
had not consulted Brazil at the
time.
In 2024, after consulting the Bra-

zilian authorities, Germany reject-
ed an application for a further
transfer of Spix’smacaws to Vanta-
ra on the grounds that the zoo was
“not a participant” in the species’
population management pro-
gramme, a ministry spokesperson
said.
“This decision is currently sub-

ject to legal proceedings,” the spo-
kesperson added, declining to
elaborate.

POPCORN FOR ELEPHANTS

In the year ended March 2024, on-
ly 20 per cent of the 6,355 animals
that reached Vantara came from
India, the centre’s annual report
shows. Overall, it has imported
species from 40 countries.
Vantara developed from barren

land in 2020 to an area of mani-

cured lawns and jungle-like green-
ery, satellite imagery provided by
Maxar Technologies shows.
In media tours, Mr Anant Amba-

ni has showcased kitchens stocked
with premium products used to
prepare fresh juices, sweets and
even popcorn as treats for ele-
phants.
WhenMrModi visitedVantara in

2025, his office released an eight-
minute video of him feeding lion
cubs, elephants, rhinos and gi-
raffes. One picture showed a Spix’s
macaw perched on a prime minis-
terial hand.
India’s government defended

Vantara at Cites meetings in Gene-
va in February, saying the facility is
a “recognised centre for conserva-
tion breeding”, according to a sum-
mary published by Cites.
Cites documents published

ahead of its next meeting in No-
vember show progress in resolving
the inquisition. The Cites Secretar-
iat told Reuters there had been
consultations involving Brazil, In-

dia and Germany, and that Brazi-
lian officials would provide an up-
date.
Still, European officials recently

indicated they are keeping an eagle
eye on any applications to ship
wildlife to Vantara.
In anAug1response to a lawmak-

er’s concerns about wildlife trade,
European Environment Commis-
sioner Jessika Roswall said Euro-
pean Union states “will pay partic-
ular attention to any export re-
quests directed towards India and
the facility in question” and assess
them with “increased scrutiny”.
Ms Roswall’s action has not been
previously reported.
Judges in New Delhi this week

released a summary of the Indian
investigators’ report.
Among the findings: The export-

import permits for Spix’s macaws
were in order, and Vantara was
now holding direct talks with Bra-
zil about “rewilding”.
“Their deliberations are at a pre-

liminary stage,” it said. REUTERS

Indian PrimeMinister NarendraModi with a Spix’smacawduring the inauguration of animal rescue and rehabilitation centre
Vantara onMarch 4. Officials on three continents have been agitating over why 26 of the birds ended up in the private zoo in
India run by the philanthropic arm of a conglomerate controlled by Asia’s richest family, the Ambanis. PHOTO: REUTERS




