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R&D as

NEA lifts licence for

Regulators should find creative ways to set
rules, support new ideas, says Chee Hong Tat

CherylTeh

Local universities and research cen-
tres will enjoy substantial savings
as licences for certain microscopes
will no longer be required a decade
after the National University of Sin-
gapore (NUS) first asked for the
rule to be reviewed.

The Ministry of Trade and Indus-
try’s pro-enterprise panel had also
pushed for the lifting of the N3 li-

cence for the microscopes. The Na-
tional Environment Agency (NEA)
lifted the rule last October.

Citing the lifting of the licence as
an example, Senior Minister of
State for Trade and Industry Chee
Hong Tat, who was visiting NUS yes-
terday, encouraged regulators to
find better, creative ways to set
rules and support new ideas and
new business models.

“We need to constantly ask our-
selves if there is a smarter, more effi-

cient way to regulate while ensur-
ing safety and lowering the cost of
compliance,” said Mr Chee.

“By working together with users,
we can maintain safety while reduc-
ing the costof compliance,” he said.

He added that the pro-enterprise
panel is looking to expand its work
across multiple sectors and agen-
cies, including food services, logis-
ticsand infrastructure projects.

In the past 10 years, NUS has
spent around $465,000 and 1,070
man-days to certify its confocal mi-
croscopes under the NEA’s N3 li-
cence regulations.

Instead of using light, these spe-
cial microscopes use lasers toillumi-

Lab executive Peng Qiwen yesterday operating a microscope at the National

University of Singapore's Mechanobiology Institute. PHOTO: LIANHE ZAOBAO

nate specimensunder thelens.

The confocal microscope is used
extensively today in scientific re-
search, particularly in the fields of
life sciences and materials science,
and for inspecting semiconductors.

More than 300 researchers and
members of staff at NUS use confo-
cal microscopes embedded with
Class 3band Class 4 lasers.

N3 user licences for these micro-
scopes are now not required at NUS

and other institutes of higher learn-
ing, suchas Nanyang Technological
University and the Agency for Sci-
ence, Technology and Research, if
laboratories follow safety guide-
lines.

Professor Chen Tsuhan, NUS
deputy president of research and
technology, said the risk of expo-
sure to radiation when using these
microscopesis very low, and licens-
ing alone does not reduce or miti-

gate any risk when using the equip-
ment.

“Licensing all the microscopes un-
der the N3 licensing system has led
to tangible costs of about $70,000
per year at NUS. That aside, it is re-
ally the long waiting time required
before the researcher can work
with the microscopes that tends to
hamper the research process,” Prof
Chensaid.

Under the new licensing pro-
gramme, 11 microscopes at NUS are
now exempted from the N3 licence.

Prof Chen said additional safe-
guards have been putin place toen-
sure proper use of the microscopes.

For instance, staff must undergo
laser safety training courses, and
safety shields have been installed
to prevent stray laser light from es-
caping the machine.

Prof Chenadded: “We are waiting
eagerly for the NEA to change the li-
censing regime to allow for site li-
cencesaswell.”

Meanwhile, NUS must continue
pushing for licensing changes, he
said, as delays in researchers being
allowed to use the equipment they
need may mean lost opportunities.

“Professors and researchers can
be much more productive and com-
petitive if they do not have to wait
forlicensing to comein.”
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