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Medical professionals say they are
concerned that young people may
be abusing nitrous oxide to feel in-
toxicated, with buyers purchasing
the gas from dubious sellers.
The Straits Times was alerted to

the illegal activity by a reader who
gave her name only as Ms Pang.
She hadwitnessed the driver of a

luxury car unloading canisters at a
condominium in the East in Febru-
ary.
Ms Pang said the boot was filled

with cartons of nitrous oxide,
which is commonly used to make
whipped cream and merengue.
“It was concerning and suspi-

cious because it was on the second
day of the Chinese New Year, and
all the baking of cakes and cookies
would have been done before the
new year,” she added.
Ms Pang later spoke to the resi-

dent who collected the nitrous ox-
ide canisters, and he told her that
he gets weekly deliveries to his
home to get his fix of laughing gas.

On March 29, police arrested the
driver of a sports car in Killiney
Road for a rash act offence. The
37-year-old man was suspected to
be intoxicated with nitrous oxide.
The last case of nitrous oxide ad-

diction in Singapore was reported
in 2017, but medical professionals
say there has been an uptick in re-
cent years.
Psychiatrist JaredNg,medical di-

rector and senior consultant psy-
chiatrist at Connections Mind-
Health, told ST that he now treats
between three and four patients a
year.
Dr Ng said there may be under-

reporting of the issue, adding that
patients do not typically seek help
specifically for nitrous oxide
abuse.
Instead, the behaviour often

emerges during a psychiatric as-
sessment for other issues, such as
anxiety, depression or substance
use concerns.
Dr Kelvin Kuan said he had three

referrals involving two patients in
the past two years for advice on the
management of nitrous oxide
abuse or intoxication.

The senior consultant with the
department of emergency medi-
cine at Changi General Hospital
and Toxicology Service at Sing-
Health said: “The patients experi-
enced a combination of symptoms
including drowsiness, vomiting,
abdominal discomfort and weak-
ness.
“These symptoms were tran-

sient, and the patients were dis-
charged from hospitals after a
short period of observation.”
Dr Ng said most of his patients

who report nitrous oxide use are
younger individuals, typically in
their late teens to early 30s.
They included a tertiary student

and a man in his late 20s who was
working in a high-stress industry
and excelling in his career.
“Without treating his mood dis-

order, the risk of relapse would
have remained high, as he was us-
ing nitrous oxide as a way to self-
medicate,” said Dr Ng, referring to
the man in his late 20s.
Nitrous oxide is used in the con-

fectionery industry in Singapore
and in other countries for creating
whipped cream and merengues.
Britain, Belgium and Australia

are among jurisdictions that have
placed bans on the use and sale of
the gas to minors.
In 2023, Britain changed the law

to make nitrous oxide a Class C
drug under the Misuse of Drugs
Act,making its possession and sale
for recreational use an offence.
This was after 56 deaths where

nitrous oxide was mentioned on
the death certificate were reported
in England and Wales between
2001 and 2020.
Canisters and cartridges of ni-

trous oxide, called whippets of the
gas, are sold on e-commerce plat-

forms in Singapore.
A set comprising a 640g canister

with a gas regulator and dispenser
costs $130.
ST found that the gas is also be-

ing offered on two Telegram
groups which peddle drugs such as
cannabis and methamphetamine.
Medical practitioners said long-

term use of nitrous oxide could
lead to serious health problems.
Dr Bryan Ng, head and senior

consultant with the department of
anaesthesia at National University
Hospital, said the gas is usually ex-
haled and cleared from the body
within minutes when used in sur-
gery.
“Long-term nitrous oxide expo-

sure interferes with Vitamin B12
metabolism, which is needed for
normal nerve function and the
production of red blood cells,” said
Dr Bryan Ng.
“These chronic abusers may de-

velop numbness or weakness of
their limbs or encounter sustained
clumsiness.”
Dr Kuan said other issues that

may occur with laughing gas abuse
include frostbite, usually at the
mouth or nose, or lung injury.
“In severe cases, abnormal car-

diac rhythms and deaths can oc-
cur,” he added.
The Health Sciences Authority

(HSA) said it regulates nitrous ox-
ide only when it is used in a specif-
ic therapeutic product for treating
a medical condition.
A spokesman said: “For such us-

es, the product is required to be
registered with HSA to ensure that
itmeets the quality, safety and effi-
cacy standards before the product
can be supplied for use by regis-
tered medical practitioners.”
The Singapore Food Agency

(SFA) said nitrous oxide is a per-
mitted food additive that can be
used at levels in accordance with
Good Manufacturing Practice un-
der Singapore’s Food Regulations.
“This means that the quantity of

the additive added to food shall be
limited to the lowest possible level
necessary to accomplish its desir-
ed effect,” it said.
SFA added that food products

that do not comply with the agen-
cy’s food safety requirements will
not be allowed for sale in Singa-
pore.
Young abusers had previously

used legal items like inhalants and
glue, easily available over the coun-
ter, to feel intoxicated.
Dr Jared Ng is concerned that

young people may be abusing ni-
trous oxide without awareness of
the ramifications.
In England, a 24-year-old stu-

dent died after abusing nitrous ox-
ide. She had been inhaling up to
three bottles of the gas every day.
Dr Jared Ng said: “My main con-

cern is that nitrous oxide is often
perceived as harmless because it is
not illegal per se, and is easily avail-
able.
“However, frequent or heavy

misuse can cause serious health
problems.”
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SEEN AS HARMLESS

My main concern is
that nitrous oxide is
often perceived as
harmless because it is
not illegal per se, and
is easily available.
However, frequent or
heavy misuse can
cause serious health
problems.

”DR JARED NG, a psychiatrist.

pharmaceutical tariffs, with
pharmaceutical exports to the
US accounting for more than 3
per cent of its GDP.”
It is no surprise then that

pharmaceutical output dropped
30 per cent year on year in
February, while semiconductor
production shrank by 9.5 per
cent.
US multinationals in both the

sectors have made huge
investment commitments to
Singapore in the past couple of
years.
While GDP growth may

emerge as a first-order problem,
central banks worldwide are
unlikely to shake off their
concerns over the impact of
tariffs on prices.
Still, a significant moderation

in Singapore inflation in the
first two months of the year has
led to the market consensus
moving in favour of another
monetary policy easing by the
central bank here, following a
similar move in January.
The Monetary Authority of

Singapore (MAS) uses the
trade-weighted value of the
Singapore dollar to manage
inflation. It eased the pace of
the currency’s appreciation in
January following the decline in
inflation from decade-high
levels.
Core inflation, which excludes

private transport and
accommodation costs to better

represent household expenses,
was at 0.6 per cent in February,
lower than January’s 0.8 per
cent. These levels are far from
the January 2023 peak of 5.6
per cent.
Mr Euben Paracuelles, senior

economist at Japanese
investment bank Nomura, said:
“Combined with
lower-than-expected core
inflation in February, we think
the moderation in
manufacturing growth will
further fuel MAS’ concerns
about rising downside risks to
the growth outlook.”
However, some analysts such

as Ms Selena Ling, chief
economist and head of global
markets research and strategy
at OCBC Group, said MAS’ April
monetary policy review may be
a close call.
“Notwithstanding Trump’s

‘Liberation Day’ threats of
reciprocal tariffs on April 2, the
inflationary impact spillover
into the rest of the economies
outside of the US is still unclear
at this juncture, given the
frequent flip-flops of tariff
announcements,” she said. “If
MAS chooses to remain static in
April, this does not preclude an
easing down the road but may
just signify a wait-and-see
mode at this juncture.”
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Another monetary
easing may be likely
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Two Cabinet ministers attended
the Johor royal family’s Hari Raya
Open House on March 31, contin-
uing an annual tradition that reaf-
firms Singapore’s strong ties with
Johor.
During their visit, ForeignMinis-

terVivianBalakrishnan, Education
Minister Chan Chun Sing and Dr
Balakrishnan’s wife Joy were host-
ed to lunch by the Regent of Johor
Tunku Ismail Sultan Ibrahim and
his wife Che’ Puan Mahkota Kha-
leeda Johor at Istana Bukit Serene.
“Singapore and Johor share a

unique friendship that has with-
stood the test of time,” Mr Chan
said in a Facebook post.
“We are bound not only by our

economic ties, but also our shared
history and deep people-to-people
relationship,” he added.
Dr Balakrishnan and Mr Chan

conveyed their Hari Raya greetings
to Tunku Ismail and the Johor royal

family.
Both sides also discussed the Jo-

hor-Singapore Special Economic
Zone and Johor Bahru-Singapore
Rapid Transit System Link, as well
as other initiatives to further
strengthen their multifaceted and
robust cross-border relationship,
Singapore’sMinistry of Foreign Af-
fairs said in a statement on March
31.
In a Facebook post, Dr Balakrish-

nan said that these upcoming ma-
jor projects will “bring new energy
to our partnership – strengthening
economic collaboration and peo-
ple-to-people ties”.
The annual tradition of visiting

the Johor royals for Hari Raya Ai-
dilfitri resumed in 2023 after a
three-year break due to the Co-
vid-19 pandemic.
Raul Dancel
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Singapore ministers visit
Johor royal family on Hari
Raya, reaffirm strong ties

Education
Minister Chan
Chun Sing,
Foreign Minister
Vivian
Balakrishnan and
Mrs Joy
Balakrishnan
were hosted to
lunch by the
Regent of Johor
Tunku Ismail
Sultan Ibrahim
and his wife Che’
Puan Mahkota
Khaleeda Johor
at Istana Bukit
Serene on March
31. Visiting the
Johor royals for
Hari Raya
Aidilfitri is an
annual tradition.
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in chaos from a civil war that grew
out of a nationwide uprising after
the military coup ousted the elect-
ed government of Nobel Peace
Prize laureate Aung San Suu Kyi.
Critical infrastructure – includ-

ing bridges, highways, airports and
railways – across the country of 55
million lies damaged, slowing hu-
manitarian efforts, while the con-
flict, which has battered the econ-
omy, displaced more than 3.5 mil-
lion people and debilitated the
health system, rages on.
“We see devastated communities

across the country in Mandalay
and Naypyitaw in particular... Peo-
ple are still sleeping outside, can’t
access their homes, so they don’t
have capacity to cook their meals,”
said the ICRC’s Mr de Baecque.
“All the health structures that

have been damaged... are not deli-
vering what they were doing in
terms of healthcare and have a dif-
ficulty to absorb extra needs.”
Mandalay’s 1,000-bed general

hospital has been evacuated, AFP
reported, with hundreds of pa-
tients being treated outside.
Patients lay on gurneys in the

hospital carpark, many with only a
thin tarpaulin rigged up to shield

them from the sun.
Relatives did their best to com-

fort them, holding their hands or
waving bamboo fans over them.
The sticky heat has exhausted

rescue workers and accelerated
body decomposition, which could
complicate identification.
“This is a very, very imperfect

condition for everyone,” said one
medic, who asked to remain anon-
ymous.
“We’re trying to do what we can

here. We are trying our best.”
REUTERS, AFP

Damaged
health
structures
cannot
meet needs
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Amember of the Singapore Civil Defence Force’s 80-strong Operation Lionheart team in Myanmar operating a life detection
device. The team worked at seven sites in the capital Naypyitaw and one in Mandalay. PHOTO: SCDF/FACEBOOK

COMMUNITIES HIT HARD

We see devastated communities across the
country in Mandalay and Naypyitaw in
particular... People are still sleeping outside,
can’t access their homes, so they don’t have
capacity to cook their meals.

”MR ARNAUD DE BAECQUE, resident representative of the InternationalCommittee of the Red Cross in Myanmar.


