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TO PUNISH OR TO REHABILITATE:?

AG Chao on striking
the right balance
in quest for justice

JASMINE YIN

jasmine@mediacorp.com.sg

ON WHAT basis should an of-
fender be hauled to court? The
man who oversees all criminal
prosecutions in Singapore gave
an insight into the workings of
the Attorney-General’s Chambers
yesterday, as he stressed his of
fice’s attempts to strike the right
balance between punishment and
rehabilitation.

“When an offender is prose-
cuted or when we press for custo-
dial sanctions, we must be satis-
fied that this is the best solution for
the offender, the victim and socie-
ty,” said Attorney-General (AG)
Chao Hick Tin in a speech at yes-
terday’s Yellow Ribbon conference.

“As prosecutors, we want to
be reasonably confident that the
incarceration process is the best

available option in order to en-
sure justice for the victim, reha-
bilitation of the offender and pro-
tection of the public.”

This is because any bid to
prosecute an individual for an of-
fence carries with it the risk of
imprisonment and its associated
disadvantages, he pointed out.

AG Chao is the second judicial
heavyweight to throw support be-
hind the Yellow Ribbon confer-
ence, an event under the Yellow
Ribbon Project (YRP) that was
launched in 2004 to foster greater
acceptance of former convicts.
About 10,000 prison inmates are
released every year.

At last year's conference,
Chief Justice Chan Sek Keong
called for a more nuanced ap-
proach towards sentencing.

A judge should ask himself
“Why punish” each time he decides
to punish an offender, as a reminder
that punishment “should achieve a
societal purpose and cannot be an
end in itself”, he had argued.

In a similar vein, AG Chao

yesterday stressed the need for
close collaboration between agen-
cies in the ecriminal justice sys-
tem, so as to track and build a
“more complete picture” of the
offender's background.

“Just as no two individuals
are alike, no two offenders are
alike, These constraints could
come in the form of immaturity on
account of youth, financial diffi-
culties, lack of family support, ill-
nesses and other extenuating cir-
cumstances.”

The more holistic a picture

~DONWONG
provided, the better gquipped the
authorities will be to strike the
right balance between punishment
and rehabilitation, he added.
However, Professor Michael
Hor from the National University
of Singapore law faculty pointed
out that “the art of punishment is
an extremely complicated matter”.
“Much remains within the
realm of speculation no matter
how much we come to know about
thie offence and the offender, such
as whether a particular sentence
will deter others, reform the

offender or satisfy the victim,” he

. told Topay.

‘While noting that “those who
operate our criminal justice
system are working continually
to do better”, he said there will al-
ways be areas that can be im-
proved upon, such as the treat-
ment of mentally unstable and
juvenile offenders.

Meanwhile, more ex-offend-
ers are leading crime-free lives —
recidivism rates, which show the
relapses into crime, fell from 44.4
per cent to 23.7 per cent between
1998 and 2004, revealed AG Chao.

Stressing the several chal-
lenges they face after their re-
lease from prison, he said: “It is
the attitude of the community
which influences the destiny of
an ex-offender.”

More than 72,000 people took
part in YRP activities last year.

More than 500 people, in-
cluding the judiciary, policymak-
ers, researchers and community
partners, attended yesterday’s
closed-door conference.
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A-G: Help ex-otfenders rejoin society

By K.C. VIJAYAN
Law Correspondent

HE MAY be tasked with getting
criminals off the streets, but the At-
turneg;Gcneral vesterday made
clear his support for rehabilitating
convicts as well.

Attorney-General Chao Hick
Tin was speaking at the Yellow Rib-
bon Contference held at the Singa-
pore Expo Hall in Changi.

“Some of you may think it in-
congruous that the agency responsi-
ble for all criminal prosecutions in
Singapore should even show inter-
est in such a cause,” he said.

But Mr Chao pointed to a speech
by Chief Justice Ehan Sek Keong at
a similar conference last year in
which he held that the punitive ele-
ment of imprisonment should not
overshadow its reformative aspect.

Yesterday's conference was
aimed at sharing ideas on helping
ex-offenders re-integrate into socie-
ty. It was attended by more than

500 delegates, including overseas
participants.

Mr Chao lauded the Yellow Rib-
bon Project, aimed at gaining accept-
ance for ex-offenders into society,
for having come “a long way” since
its inception just three years ago.
Last year, the Project drew about
72,000 people to its activities.

He explained that the Attor-
ney-General 1]:1& ed a crucial role
in deciding whether a criminal case
should be brought before the
courts or whether other options
should be explored.

He noted that for every person
imprisoned, up to five others indirect-
ly suffer the consequences. These in-

ude parents, spouses and children.

Recognising the serious impact of
jail terms, Mr Chao said prosecutors

d to decide in each individual case
how the public interest is best served
to “address the harm caused”.

Stressing that while there must
be no let-up in the fight against
crime, Mr Chao said there should
be constant vigilance in the deci-

sion-making process to avoid a “dis-
proportionate response”.

e added that prosecution goli-
cies are constantly monitored to
keep pace with changing social
norms. He cited the review of the
Penal Code currently under way as
an example of efforts to keep laws
and prosecution policies in tandem
with the values of society.

“We try to avoid the ‘drift-net’
agpmach whereby the law is draft-
ed so widely that all kinds and man-
ner of behaviour are indiscriminate-
ly criminalised,” said Mr Chao.

Mr Glenn Lim, 36, a former ben-
eficiary of the Yellow Ribbon
Project, said Mr Chao’s words
Were Very encouraging.

“It is very significant as the pros-
ecutor’s office conveys a negative
kind of fear in every one of us,”
said the ex-offender who has be-
come an award-winning role model]
for others. He is now a trainer and
public speaker.
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