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BIG STORY A3

Wong Shiying

It would have taken her seconds to
fasten her seat belt in a private-
hire car, but she did not do so, as
she felt Singapore’s roads were ve-
ry safe.

Ms Nurul Azimah Mas’Ot’s com-
placency nearly got her killed
when the vehicle collided with a
taxi on the Bukit Timah Express-
way on May 30.

The 2l-year-old was catapulted
from the rear seat to the car’s dash-
board, causing her to suffer head
and spinal injuries.

She was in a coma for three days
in Khoo Teck Puat Hospital’s
(KTPH) intensive care unit, under-
went brain surgery and was hospi-
talised for more than a month.

While therapy has helped Ms
Azimah recover her motor skills,
she struggles with doing simple
things like alighting from a bus or
making digital payments.

This is because most of her mem-
ory from the last 15 years was gone
after she regained consciousness.

The Singapore Civil Defence
Force said that on May 30 at about
8.05pm, it was alerted to a road
traffic accident on the BKE to-
wards Woodlands before the Man-
dai Road exit.

Five people were sent to KTPH.

The police said a 69-year-old
male taxi driver is assisting with
investigations.

Ms Azimah returned to work as
an auditor on Sept 4. As she lost a
large chunk of her memory, she has
to relearn many things, including
some aspects of her job.

She said: “It’s as though I've nev-
er lived those years of my life. I
can’t recall the people I've met, the
places I've been to, or the skills I've
learnt.

“Even simple things like how to
tap out when I'm getting off a bus
or how to use Microsoft programs,
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Ms Nurul Azimah Mas'Ot, 21, was catapulted from the rear seat to the dashboard when the private-hire car she was in collided with a taxi on the Bukit Timah Expressway on May 30. While
therapy has helped her recover her motor skills, she struggles with doing simple things like alighting from a bus or making digital payments. ST PHOTO: JASON QUAH

She didn't wear her
seat belt and lost her
memory after crash

The number of seat belt violations
dipped recently, but some
hospitals said they are seeing
more unbelted traffic accident
patients. One woman discovered
the hard way the importance of
wearing a seat belt. The Sunday
Times finds out more.

Ms Azimah was in a coma for three days at Khoo Teck Puat Hospital, underwent
brain surgery and was hospitalised for more than a month. She has to relearn
many things, including some aspects of her job. PHOTO: NURUL AZIMAH MAS'OT

I have to relearn them.”

Traffic Police statistics show the
number of violations for failing to
wear a seat belt, or wearing it im-
properly, have fallen recently.

Such violations went down from
5,863 in 2021, to 4,763 in 2022 and
3,559 in 2023.

Data from three hospitals, how-
ever, show more patients were not
wearing seat belts in a traffic acci-
dent.

Figures from the National Uni-
versity Centre for Trauma showed
the number of traffic accident pa-
tients in the western region who
were not wearing seat belts and got
severely injured rose from 20 in
2022 to 25 in 2023.

The centre at the National Uni-
versity Hospital (NUH) was
launched in July and focuses on im-
proving safety and trauma care for
children, older adults and migrant
workers.

At Tan Tock Seng Hospital, 12
rear-seat passengers with moder-
ate to severe injuries were admit-
ted each year in 2022 and 2023. Of
these, five were unbelted in 2022
and nine in 2023.

Of the 10 motor vehicle crash pa-
tients KTPH admitted each year in

2022 and 2023, four were unbelted
in 2022 and six in 2023.

Doctors said accident patients
who do not wear seat belts tend to
suffer more severe and varied inju-
ries, as they can get thrown out of
their seats and flung out of the veh-
icle.

Citing medical literature, the di-
rector of NUH’s trauma centre, Ad-
junct Assistant Professor Raj Me-
non, said wearing a seat belt reduc-
es one’s risk of mortality by 40 per
cent to 60 per cent.

He added: “Without a seat belt,
people can be flung against the
doors, dashboard and windshield,
or even be ejected out of vehicles.
There is a much higher energy
transfer to the body and this can
result in more severe injuries to the
head, neck and torso.”

KTPH’s head of general surgery,
Dr Jerry Goo, said the most com-
mon cause of death in a traffic acci-
dent is brain injury, followed by in-
ternal bleeding.

“When a person hits his head
against any part of the car, there is
a high chance of death, or neuro-
logical damage where he can be-
come paralysed or fall into a coma,”
he said.

He added the force of the colli-
sion may cause organ damage and
internal bleeding, which can be
hard for doctors to treat in severe
cases.

Dr Goo highlighted a case several
years ago where a woman was trav-
elling to Changi Airport with her
parents in a taxi when they were
hit by another vehicle.

Dr Goo said the woman, who was
sitting in front, suffered minor in-
juries and was discharged that day,
while the taxi driver was hospital-
ised for a week. Both were wearing
seat belts.

Her parents were unbelted in the
rear seats. One of them died and
the other was hospitalised for
nearly two months.

Said Dr Goo: “Though the impact
of the crash may have been differ-
ent for each of them, this case
shows that wearing a seat belt can
make a huge difference between
life and death”

Dr Koh Shao Hui, a consultant at
Sengkang General Hospital’s De-
partment of Emergency Medicine,
said being belted up reduces the
risk of getting ejected out of the
vehicle by at least double.

“Belting up minimises the move-
ment of passengers and helps to
distribute the forces of impact
across more resilient parts of the
body, such as the pelvis and rib
cage,” he added.

Ten passengers who did not belt
up often, whom The Sunday Times
spoke to, gave three broad reasons
why: it was uncomfortable; the
journey was short; and the driver
was not speeding.

Singapore Road Safety Council
chairman Bernard Tay said eve-
ryone should be belted up, even
during a five-minute journey, as ac-
cidents can happen within sec-
onds.

He added: “Even if your driver is
driving safely, others may not be.
The only reason for not wearing a
seat belt is if you have a medical ex-
emption.”

It became compulsory for front-
seat passengers to be belted up in
1983. For rear-seat passengers, this
came into force in 1993.

Offending passengers can be
fined $150, while the driver can be
fined the same amount and get
three demerit points.

The seat belt rule is also enforced
in countries like Australia and Bri-
tain. On July 26, a Singapore per-
manent resident was fined A$1,106
(S$960) by the Queensland au-
thorities for not wearing a seat belt
properly.

Criminal lawyer Rajan Suprama-
niam said not wearing a seat belt
can affect insurance claims and
compensation amounts in an acci-
dent. He added: “While no insur-
ance claim can be rejected if seat
belts are not worn, it may reduce
the compensation available due to
what’s known as contributory neg-
ligence, or your share of fault in the
severity of injuries.”

With the encouragement of her
family, Ms Azimah is soldiering on
in her recovery process.

She said: “It was a painful lesson
for me, but I'm very fortunate to
have survived. I hope my story re-
minds everyone not to take any
chances and to always wear your
seat belt”
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‘Wearing your seat
belt gives me a chance
to save your life’:
TTSH trauma surgeon

Belting up will not completely protect you
from injury in a traffic accident, but you will
be much less likely to suffer life-threatening
injuries, a trauma surgeon said.

Adjunct Assistant Professor Teo Li-Tserng,
director of the Tan Tock Seng Hospital
(TTSH) Trauma Centre, said the chances of an
unbelted patient getting to a hospital alive af-
ter a bad crash is close to zero.

Prof Teo, who is also regional director of the
Central Region Trauma Services under the
National Healthcare Group, said many of
these passengers are severely hurt by the time
they reach the hospital, and some die on the
spot.

He added: “Those who wear a seat belt may
still get injured, but their injuries are usually
not as immediately life-threatening. This
gives them time to be transported to a hospital
where they can be treated.”

TTSH statistics paint a sobering picture.

Prof Teo said that since 2001, the percentage
of unbelted accident patients at the hospital
has been rising and consistently surpassed
patients who were belted up.

The hospital admitted 12 rear seat passen-
gers with moderate to severe injuries each
year in 2022 and 2023.

Of these, five were not wearing seat belts in
2022 and the figure rose to nine in 2023.

Traffic Police statistics show the number of
violations for failing to wear a seat belt, or
wearing it improperly, have fallen recently.

Such violations went down from 5,863 in
2021, to 4,763 in 2022 and 3,559 in 2023.

But figures from the National University
Centre for Trauma showed the number of
traffic accident patients in the western region
who were not wearing seat belts and got se-
verely injured rose from 20 in 2022 to 25 in
2023.

The centre at the National University Hospi-
tal was launched in July and focuses on im-
proving safety and trauma care for children,
older adults and migrant workers.

Prof Teo said more rear seat passenger pa-
tients wore seat belts in 2009 - 60 per cent
compared with 40 per cent who did not - af-
ter a nationwide reminder of Singapore’s seat
belt laws.

“This was transient. From 2011, the number
of rear seat passenger patients who wore seat
belts dropped precipitously to less than 20
per cent,” he added.

Prof Teo said he often sees unbelted pa-
tients suffer head, spinal and chest injuries. In
more severe cases, they also suffer liver and
spleen damage.

“Unbelted patients tend to get flung around
the vehicle. If they have severe brain and spi-
nal injuries, these are not just life-threaten-
ing, but also lifestyle threatening.

“Some of them end up in a permanent vege-
tative state after the accident”

Prof Teo highlighted a recent case of an un-
belted drunk front seat passenger who got in-
to an accident while being sent home by a val-
et.

He said: “When the car crashed, the patient
smashed against the windscreen and he suf-
fered severe facial and spinal fractures.

“He was also thrown forward and back-
wards in the car and sustained liver injuries.”

The patient is now dependent on his family
members as he suffered personality changes
due to a brain bleed. He is also wheelchair-
bound for at least six months due to weak
limbs.

Prof Teo said the simple act of wearing a
seat belt can be the determining factor in
whether a patient lives or dies in a serious ac-
cident.

“Wearing your seat belt gives a trauma sur-
geon the chance to save your life. You need to
make it to the hospital before we can help
you.”

The doctor also urged parents to secure
young children in car seats rather than carry
them in their arms.

“In the event of an accident, the child be-
comes a cannonball within a cabin. It’s a reci-
pe for disaster;” he added.
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NOT AS LIFE-THREATENING

Those who wear a seat belt may
still get injured, but their injuries
are usually not as immediately
life-threatening. This gives them
time to be transported to a
hospital where they can be
treated.
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ADJUNCT ASSISTANT PROFESSOR TEO
LI-TSERNG, director of the Tan Tock Seng
Hospital Trauma Centre, on how the chances of
an unbelted patient getting to a hospital alive
after a bad crash is close to zero.



