
“This additional effort may lead
to changes in the brain that affect
ourmemory and thinking abilities,”
it said.
Aside from that, doctors here

said that uncorrected hearing loss
also increases a person’s risk of de-
pression, accelerated loss of brain
tissue, and poorer physical and
mental health, leading to higher
risks of falls and hospitalisation.
Hearing loss is extremely com-

mon among older people, said Dr
Ng Jia Hui, a consultant in the De-
partment of Otorhinolaryngology-
Head and Neck Surgery at Singa-
pore General Hospital (SGH).
She said about 88 per cent of

people aged 60 years and older suf-
fer from age-related hearing loss,
adding that this is expected to in-
crease as the population ages.
Screening forhearing is relatively

new in Singapore, said Associate
Professor Jenny Loo, a senior prin-
cipal audiologist at the National
University Hospital (NUH).
Proper equipment for hearing

tests was introduced here only in
2000 for children, and screening
for seniors began in 2018 under
Project Silver Screen, a preventive
health initiative by the Ministry of
Health and Temasek Foundation
Cares.
“Before that, we would hold a

tuning fork behind the patient’s
ear, or get nurses to bang files on

If you think that hearing loss is part
and parcel of ageing, and is so-
mething seniors have to learn to
live with, think again.
More studies are showing that

uncorrected hearing loss is the sin-
gle most important risk factor in
causing dementia.
The 2024 Lancet Commission re-

port on dementia prevention, in-
tervention, and care released on Ju-
ly 31estimates that treating hearing
loss could cut thenumber of people
with dementia by 7 per cent.
Ear, nose and throat (ENT) spe-

cialists in Singapore agree that
treatment or correction is vital.
“Studies have shown that hear-

ing loss is associated with a higher
risk of cognitive decline and de-
mentia. Treating hearing loss with
amplification may reduce the like-
lihood of developing dementia,”
said Dr Kimberley Lau, an asso-
ciate consultant in otolaryngology
(ENT) at Khoo Teck Puat Hospital.
This is because hearing loss often

not only results in social isolation
and depression, but also impacts
the brain.
Britain’s Alzheimer’s Society ex-

plained that with hearing loss, the
parts of the brain for sounds and
speech have to work harder.

the table to check their hearing,”
Prof Loo said.
Studies carried out here indicate

that less than 10 per cent of people
who could be helped with hearing
aids wear them, said Dr Kenneth
Chua, president of the Society for
AudiologyProfessionals Singapore.
Experts cite lack of knowledge

and embarrassment over using
hearing aids as possible reasons for
the low uptake.
Dr Chua added that other bar-

riers include lack of accessibility
andaffordability, andpeople think-
ing their hearing loss is not severe
enough.
Hearing aids cost between

$1,000 and $9,000 per piece –
twice that for a pair. They generally
last four to five years.
The Agency for Integrated Care

(AIC) provides a 90 per cent sub-
sidy – up to $2,700 for a pair of
hearing aids – for those who qual-
ify through means testing.
Mr Kelvin Lim, AIC’s chief of

grants division, said the number of
seniors who received the agency’s
subsidies for hearing aids went up
from 3,000 in 2019 to more than
5,000 in 2023, an increase of close
to 70 per cent. For the first half of
2024, almost 2,700 seniors re-
ceived subsidies for hearing aids.
The experts The Sunday Times

spoke to say that people should not
wait till their hearing loss is very
severe before getting hearing aids.
Getting the aids at the early stages
helps a person adapt better to the

use of amplification.
“Many people realise they have a

hearing problem only when it reac-
hes moderate level, at which point
it starts to significantly affect
speech understanding and com-
munication,” said Prof Loo.
The longer hearing loss goes un-

treated, “the harder (it is) for the
patients to adapt to the sound am-
plified by hearing aids”, she added.
Then there are those who have

hearing aids, but give up on them,
complaining that they get loud
sound blasts, do not sound natural,
or are not comfortable to use.
Audiologists say it takes time for

the brain to adjust to hearing aids.
“Hearing loss tends to occur

gradually. Learning to hear sounds
again with hearing aids is also a
gradual process – at first, sound
from the hearing aid may seem un-
natural,” Dr Lau said, adding that

“hearing aids help to improve hear-
ing, but they do not restore normal
hearing”.
Prof Loo explained that the issue

is the brain’s ability to adapt to
hearing aids, rather than the qual-
ity of the devices. A proper fitting
by an audiologist is necessary for
people to reap the full benefits of
hearing aids, she added.
Unlike spectacles, hearing aids

are dynamic and have to be tuned
and adjusted, said Dr Paul Lock, an
ENT consultant at Tan Tock Seng
Hospital. This might need to be
done annually as patients age.
He added that it generally takes

about three months for people to
get used to hearing aids.
In the public sector, it could take

between severalmonths and a year,
or more, for a person to get his
hearing tested by a doctor and then
see an audiologist to get fitted with
hearing aids.
Mr Gopal Krishna Sarepaka, a se-

nior principal audiologist at SGH,
said a patient typically has to wait
around 10 months to see an audio-
logist, after a doctor says hearing
aids are needed. But those who
need the hearing aidsmore urgent-
ly are attended to sooner, he added.
“The reason for the longer wait

time is an increasing demand for
hearing aid services from ageing
seniors,” he said.
The hospital gets over 2,000

hearing referrals a year. It was 1,132
for the first six months of this year,
against 2,028 for the whole of 2022

– an increase of about 6 per cent.
In the private sector, the whole

process can be done within a day.
Dr Barrie Tan, who has a ENT

clinic at Gleneagles Medical Cen-
tre, said: “Our resident in-house
audiologist is able to immediately
programme and fit on loaner hear-
ing aids for a take-home trial by the
patient on the same day.”
Patients at his clinic are given

loan sets to try for a fortnight. If
they feel comfortable with them,
they can be fitted with a new pair
when they return with the trial
pair.
The public health clusters have

set up community clinics run by
audiologists, where patients can be
seenmorequickly. Thosewhoneed
to see a doctor will be referred ac-
cordingly.
Mr Gopal said patients at the

community clinics are often seen
within threemonths. “They under-
go diagnostic hearing testing and
continuewithhearing aid trial if re-
quired,” he said.
Most of them are referred to the

community clinics byProject Silver
Screen, which aims to screen
30,000 seniors a year.
Associate Professor Loh Woei

Shyang, who heads ENT at NUH,
said: “Many of these senior adults
would not have sought help for
hearing loss before community
hearing screening was initiated.”
He said seven in 10 people

screened have hearing issues, with
half of them needing to be referred
for further care.
Said Mr Gopal: “Ageing graceful-

ly is about having a good quality of
life with good hearing through
hearing aids.”
Dr Lock agreed, saying: “Being in

contact and communication with
the world around us ensures that
weare continually engaged andcan
continue contributing to our com-
munity. This in turnwill reduce the
incidence of dementia.”
Mr Eric Lee, 77, is a long-time us-

er of hearing aids. His advice to
people new to the devices is to use
them all the time, to let the brain
adjust to, and dismiss, the back-
ground noise.
Friends of his who wear their

hearing aids only when they need
themcontinue to find suchnoise ir-
ritating.
He is a staunch advocate for the

aids, without which he said he
would not be able to participate in
conversations, “not even when the
person is near me”.
“Without them, I live in a world

of silence.”

Many seniors
here need
hearing aids,
yet few
use them

salma@sph.com.sg

Devices can help stave off dementia and
contribute to better physical, mental health
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GOOD QUALITY OF LIFE

Ageing gracefully is about
having a good quality of
life with good hearing
through hearing aids.

”MR GOPAL KRISHNA SAREPAKA, asenior principal audiologist at
Singapore General Hospital.

A mobile
audiology clinic
being deployed
at Bukit Batok
Polyclinic in
September 2023.
About 88 per
cent of people
aged 60 years
and older suffer
from age-related
hearing loss, and
this is expected
to increase as
the population
ages, said Dr Ng
Jia Hui, a
consultant at
Singapore
General
Hospital.
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SAO PAULO – An airplane carrying
57 passengers and four crew mem-
bers crashed in Brazil’s Sao Paulo
state on Aug 9, killing everyone on
board, local officials said.
The aircraft, an ATR 72-500 op-

erated by Voepass airline, was trav-
elling from Cascavel in southern
Parana state to Sao Paulo’s Guarul-
hos International Airport when it
crashed in the city of Vinhedo.
Voepass initially said the plane

was carrying 58 passengers, but a
statement later on the airline’s
website revised the figure to 57.
Images broadcast on local media

showed a large plane nosediving at
high speed, while other footage
showed a large column of smoke
rising from the crash site in what

appeared to be a residential area.
“There were no survivors,” the

city government inValinhos,which
was involved in the rescue and re-
covery operation in nearby Vinhe-
do, said in an e-mail sent to AFP.
Vinhedo, with about 76,000 resi-

dents, is located approximately
80km north-west of Sao Paulo.
Recovery of the victims’ remains

for “identification” has begun and
“will continue throughout the
night”, Sao Paulo State Governor
Tarcisio de Freitas told reporters at
the scene.
President Luiz Inacio Lula da Sil-

va has declared three days of
mourning.
Voepass said it was cooperating

with the authorities to “determine

the causes of the accident”, while
giving full assistance to victims’
families.
The plane, a twin-engine turbo-

prop, took off “without any flight
restrictions, with all its systems op-
erational”, the company said.
Brazil’s Cenipa aviation accident

agency has launched an investiga-
tion.
ATR, a Franco-Italian aircraft

maker and Airbus subsidiary, said
its expertswereworking to help in-
vestigators.
Truck driver Martins Barbosa,

49, was working when he learnt of
the plane crash, which occurred
150m from his home.
“I thought it might have fallen on

my house, with my son inside,” he

told AFP, adding that he felt de-
spondent before learning his fam-
ily was okay.
Ms Nathalie Cicari, who lives

near the crash site, told CNN Brasil
the impact was “terrifying”.
“I was having lunch, I heard a ve-

ry loud noise very close by,” she
said, describing the sound as
drone-like but “much louder”.
“I went out on the balcony and

saw the plane spinning. Within
seconds, I realised that it was not a
normal movement for a plane.”
Ms Cicari was not hurt but had to

evacuate her house, which was
filled with black smoke from the
crash.
Another witness, Mr Ricardo Ro-

drigues, told local BandNews: “I ar-

rived at the scene and saw many
bodies on the ground – many of
them.”
Firefighters, military police and

state civil defencewere deployed at
the scene.
Militarypolice on theground told

local media that the accident had
not caused any additional casual-
ties at the crash site, and that the
fire sparked by the crash had been
brought under control.
The plane’s black box “has al-

ready been found, apparently pre-
served”, SaoPaulo state security of-
ficial Guilherme Derrite told re-
porters at the scene.
The doomed plane recorded its

first flight in April 2010, according
to the website planespotters.net.

Air safety has improved dramat-
ically in recent decades, with dead-
ly passenger plane crashes becom-
ing ever-more rare worldwide,
though stillmore frequent in devel-
oping nations.
Excluding the Aug 9 crash, Ceni-

pa data shows Brazil has recorded
108 aircraft accidents so far in
2024, resulting in 49 deaths. Over
the last 10 years, 746 people have
died in 1,665 accidents in the coun-
try.
In January 2023, another ATR 72

operated by Yeti Airlines crashed
after stalling in Nepal, killing all 72
on board.
The Nepalese authorities attri-

buted the incident to pilot error.
AFP

Passenger
plane crash
in Brazil kills
all 61 on board

A screengrab (left) fromamobile phone video shared on socialmedia showing theplanenosediving at high speedbefore it crashed in a residential area (right) in the city of Vinhedo inBrazil’s SaoPaulo state onAug9, killing all 57 passengers and four crew
members on board. The aircraft, an ATR 72-500 operated by Voepass airline, was travelling from Cascavel in southern Parana state to Sao Paulo’s Guarulhos International Airport when it crashed. PHOTO: AFP


