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Yong Vui Kong, a 22 year old young man from Sabah, is about to be hanged in 
Singapore.  
 

The case 
 
On 13 June 2007, Yong was arrested at midnight within the vicinity of Meritus 
Mandarin Hotel at Orchard Road. He was 18 years and 6 months old then. 
 

Yong was subsequently charged for the offence of trafficking by transporting a controlled drug, that 
is, 47.27g of diamorphine, an offence under s 5(1)(a) of the Misuse of Drugs Act (Cap 185). Once 
convicted, the only sentence is the mandatory death penalty. 
 
The drugs were in two packets found in a Malaysian registered car MBK 5317 at the time of his 
arrest.  
 

Yong’s background 
 
Yong was born on 19 January 1988, in Sandakan, Sabah. He has 6 siblings in the family, two older 
sisters, three older brothers and a younger sister.      
 
He lived in an estate called Kampung Sungai Manila, approximately 45 minutes drive from 
Sandakan town. It is a wooden house with very little basic facilities. Electricity and pipe water were in 
short supply.  
 
His father worked as a lorry driver for a logging company. He hardly came home. His mother worked 
as a dishwasher at the local market, and she too had to work from dawn till dusk. His parents 
separated since Yong was 3 years old. His father left home and re-married. His mother carried the 
burden of raising the family.  
 
Since then, all the brothers and sisters were separated, into different relatives’ homes. His eldest 
sister stayed with an aunt, his eldest brother stayed with another, his second sister and younger 
sister, yet another. Only Yong and his two brothers stayed with his mother. For them, this was not a 
matter to be proud of. They were the subject of gossip within the community, even amongst the 
relatives. They were very often looked upon badly.   
 
Yong’s childhood was a truly painful one. He witnessed his mother being beaten, and often saw her 
cried in a corner. His heart broke every time he saw that happen.  
 
Yong received very little education. He did not complete primary 6, due largely to the circumstances  
of the family at that time. He had to work in his grandfather’s estate, usually until well past mid-night, 
and he was often punished and would not be given food if he did not do the job well. He said in his 
letter “when I was young, I had to help my grandfather carry palm oil. It was tough work as the oil 
weighed heavier than me”   
 
Even though his grandfather has an oil palm estate, Yong’s family did not receive any benefits. On 
the other hand, he was treated like a “slave” and worked without getting paid.  
 
Yong did not have a lot of friends when he was young. In fact, he had not many friends until he was 
12 years old. This is what he said “…there were also no other neighbours or people nearby. I had no 
friends. I did not have a single friend when I was 1 to 12 years old….i was usually alone by myself so 
I learnt anything I could on my own.” 
 
His father left him, his mother had to work, his brothers and sisters were all over the place. Yong 
was a lonely boy when he was young. He received no guidance and he felt no love. 
 
At the age of 10 years old, Yong decided to leave the house to stay with his ‘godfather’, who is the 
father of his school mate, as he ‘could not bear to see my mother always appearing with an anxious 
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look….” He lied to his family that someone took him in and acknowledged him as godson. His life 
was no better after that. He took on odd jobs, such as car washing attendant to earn money. He had 
to do household chores. At one point, he was chased away from the house. He had to pester his 
friend to let him stay. He was always hungry and felt “abandoned”. There is indeed a scar so deep in 
Yong’s heart that cannot be healed.  
 
At the age of 15 years old, Yong went to work in Kota Kinabalu. Yong confessed that “at that time, I 
was thinking of not letting my mother suffer anymore in future”.   After a while in Kota Kinabalu, he 
saved enough money to fly to Kuala Lumpur. While in Kuala Lumpur, he took on odd jobs before 
settling down as an apprentice cook. He was however treated unfairly, he had to perform so much 
extra work for little pay.  
 
He then got into selling illegal VCDs. This was when Yong began to mix with friends from secret 
societies. These friends lured him with money and other material things into doing illegal things.  
 
His family misfortune did not stop there. His sister got into a car-accident which traumatized the 
entire family. His mother then suffered emotional breakdown and attempted suicide. Yong ‘became 
more worried, I thought a lot and was very disappointed.”  
 
Yong was with his family in Sandakan at the end of May 2007 until early June 2007, mainly to 
celebrate his mother’s birthday. Yong received a call from a friend in Kuala Lumpur that there was a  
job where he could earn lots of money. He wanted to earn more money so that his family could have 
a better life, especially his mother. He was under tremendous pressure as his mother was ill. Not 
knowing the consequences, he took on the job and went on a path of doom.  
 
On 13 June 2007, he was arrested. 
 

The legal process 
 
Having gone through the trial, the Honourable Judge found that Yong had failed to rebut the 
presumption against him and he was convicted on 7 January 2009 and sentenced to death.  
 
As is usual, Yong appealed against the decision.  
 
However he later withdrew his appeal, in the false belief that by appealing, he would have to lie in 
court.  On 29 April 2009, the Court of Appeal affirmed the decision of the lower court receiving 
confirmation that Yong had withdrawn the appeal. 
 
Having done that, Yong’s next course of action was to file a petition to the President for clemency. 
This was done and clemency was declined on 20 November 2009 (“1st clemency petition”). 
 
He was due to be executed on 4 December 2009.  
 
On 2 December 2009, Mr Ravi (Yong’s present counsel) obtained access to Yong and explained to 
Yong the importance of his appeal. Yong agreed to appeal against the sentence but not the 
conviction.  
 
On 3 December 2009, Mr Ravi filed an application in court for leave to pursue the appeal, despite it 
being earlier withdrawn, and accordingly a stay of execution was sought. On the same day, the 
Court of Appeal allowed the stay of execution. 
 
The Court of Appeal subsequently allowed his application (for leave to appeal) on 31 December 
2009. 
 
Yong’s appeal against the sentence, argued that the mandatory death penalty as an inhumane 
punishment and any legislation that prescribes that penalty as the punishment for an offence violates 
the right to life set out in Article 9(1) of the Constitution. Yong’s appeal was heard by the Court of 
Appeal and was dismissed on 14 May 2010.  
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Yong has basically exhausted all his legal remedies and in view of his appeal being subsequently 
dismissed, Yong has a right to again seek for clemency from the President, for the 2nd time. The last 
date for Yong to file his clemency petition falls on 26 August 2010. 
 

The Honorable Law Minister’s public statement 
 
On 9 May 2010, and before the Court of Appeal gave its verdict (on 14 May 2010), the Law Minister 
of Singapore, K. SHANMUGAM, made this public statement:  
“Yong Vui Kong, (who was sentenced to hang for trafficking 47g of Heroin) he is young. But if we 
say we let you go what’s the signal we’re sending? We’re sending a signal to all drug barons out 
there…just make sure you choose a victim who’s young or a mother of a young child and use them 
as the people to carry drugs into Singapore. With the sympathy generated after these people are 
caught he added, there will be a whole unstoppable stream of people coming through as long as we 
won’t enforce our laws”.  
 
His statement was reported in Straits Times newspaper. 
 
The Honourable Law Minister did not deny making such a public statement. In fact, he said it again, 
the exact same words, on 19 July 2010 (The Straits Time) in response to Mr Ravi’s comments. He 
further made prejudicial remarks on Yong with allegations against Yong that were never brought to 

court or proven. He reiterated that it is government policy to take a harsh stand on drug traffickers. 
The Ministry of Law asserted that Mr Shanmugam’s remarks were justified as the Government’s 
policy is “matter of public importance”. 
 

The legal issues flowing from the Law Minister’s remark 
 
Pursuant to Article 22P of the Constitution of the Republic of Singapore, the power to grant pardon 
lies with the President, with the advice of the cabinet. However, the Attorney-General Walter Woon 
is on record as saying that ‘although in theory it is the President who exercises the prerogative of 
mercy, in fact, it is the cabinet that makes the decision”. This statement is also un-rebutted. 
 
Thus, the decision comes from the cabinet. 
 

“Yong Vui Kong is young. But if we say ‘We let you go’, what is the signal we are sending?”   
 
Yong’s name was specifically mentioned, as was his youth.  
 
Youth and personal circumstances are the main considerations upon which Yong’s clemency 
petition is based.  However, before the clemency process was initiated, his youth and personal 
circumstances have been ruled out as grounds. This clearly constitutes a pre-judgment. The 
argument here is not the substance of Yong’s clemency, but that the access to this clemency 
process has been denied.   
 
Additionally, the fact that the Law Ministry took the opportunity to further prejudice the clemency 
process by highlighting prejudicial information based on charges that were never brought 
against Yong or proven in court makes clear that Cabinet intended to reject Yong’s clemency 
petition even before it had been filed. 
 

Legal argument: Pre-judgment 
 

It is trite law that one of the foundational rules of natural justice is that no man shall be 
condemned unheard (audi alteram partem). This is precisely what has occurred in Yong’s case: 
the Government, which will eventually decide on whether or not to accept Yong’s clemency 
petition, has highlighted its unwillingness to consider precisely the most relevant factors of a 
potential clemency appeal. 
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A changed Yong Vui Kong 
 
While in the prison, Yong embraced Buddhism. He is a completely changed person now. “I 
cannot recognise him, he is a totally different person” Yong’s sister said.  As Yong reflected on 
his past, he could not help but lament on how stupidly and in a silly way he had lived his life. His 
youthfulness, and inexperience coupled with the fact that he never had any real guidance led 
him to a path that doomed him. 
 
His repentance came in the midst of the trial. He felt it was not right to lie and he should own up 
to what he had done. He once instructed his counsel to change his plea to a guilty one. And he 
withdrew his appeal. He admitted that he had knowledge of the contents of the package but he 
did know the harm and consequences that came with it. He did not want to lie in court.  
 
Yong is deeply remorseful. During all these months facing the four walls of the prison, Yong 
reflected deeply on his life and has somehow become not only philosophical but also very 
religious. 
 
He started to learn and read. He read a lot and encouraged all around him to read. He lives 
everyday of his life to redeem what he has lost. He wrote numerous letters to his family, his 
friends, and those who helped him and encouraged him along the way. He thanks them. He 
also tells his story and advises others to be good and not to follow in his footstep.  
 
He gives support to his family. He is the one that consoles this family at every opportunity. In 
fact, the family became closer since this unfortunate event.   
 
Although Yong could have rationalised and attributed blame to his folly, youthfulness and 
inexperience, he chose not to. He accepted it as part of “lessons” in life. He hopes that his 
“lesson” will be a lesson for those who had a similar life experiences and he appealed to them to 
avoid the road that lead to destruction. This is seen in most of the letters he wrote for the past 2 
years. 
 
Yong is now giving counselling to other convicts, even to some prison wardens, at every 
opportunity he has.  
 
Yong’s wish is that for every day of his life, however long it be, he would offer counselling to the 
others and bring hope and enlightenment to them.  
 
Yong would not able to do that if he is not given a second chance. 
 

What Yong Vui Kong can do 
 
Yong has pledged that for every second of his life, he would repent and embrace Buddhism. 
 
Yong expressed his strong desire to use his life as an example to educate the general public on 
how drugs destroy lives. For that, he would do whatever he can to spread the message. 
 
Yong wishes to preach the teaching of Buddhism to all so that we can find enlightenment.  
 

What we can do for Yong Vui Kong 
 
We should give Yong second chance. Not on the grounds that anyone who has lived a hard life 
deserves special consideration, but on the grounds that he had truly repented and he wishes to 
help others and educate others that drug-trafficking is not the way out.  
 
And he has done that and is still doing it.  


