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Cheers to relaxed rules 

HIGH on the fun of making his own beer with a home brewing kit, Mr Raymond Lee decided to turn his hobby into a business last May. 

He sent 'a blind e-mail message' to the Ministry of Trade and Industry to ask if he could sell the kits here and be exempted from the liquor duty and licence fee. 

Under the Customs Act, anyone who wants to brew beer must have a licence, which costs $43,200 a year. 

His e-mail sparked off a chain of e-mail exchanges and meetings, which later involved the Singapore Customs and the Ministry of Finance (MOF). 


On Tuesday, he received a brewing licence that cost $100 for two years - which others can now 
also apply for to brew their own beer at home. 

'I thought it was a long shot,' said the 38-year-old bachelor, who has hopped from his job as a headhunter into this venture full-time. 'But this shows that the Government actually listens to the people.' 

The home beer brewing example was cited by Deputy Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong yesterday in Parliament to show that the civil service is increasingly prepared to relax rules to spur enterprise. 

'We used to err on the side of caution and conservatism, and take a 'one-size-fits-all' regulatory approach,' said DPM Lee, who is also the Finance Minister. 

But now, as long as the activity does not harm or impose on others, 'our default position would be to allow the entrepreneurial activity with as few bureaucratic impediments as possible'. This was also the reason the operator of a reverse bungee machine at Clarke Quay was allowed to extend his operating hours till 1am. 

Adventure activities company Frontier Sports launched the ride last November. Its general manager, Mr Robert Seabrook, 32, had wanted the fun to last till 3am, just like the operating hours of nightspots in the area. 

But he was told to pull down the cords at 10.30pm, as the Urban Redevelopment Authority was afraid that bungee jumpers' screams would disturb residents nearby. 

He appealed, and the request was granted in late January. Business now has a new bounce with a 35 per cent jump in monthly turnover, he said. 

Lights off at 10.30pm would have meant a very limited time window for his business, said DPM Lee. 

'In any case, there are hardly any residents within a 50m radius of the bungee jumping site at Clarke Quay, and three persons screaming can't be that bad,' he quipped. 

Recounting how the civil service reviewed the rules on the home brewing request, DPM Lee said: 'MOF considered the matter very carefully and consulted other agencies. There were concerns about smell, about binge drinking and disturbances to the neighbourhood.'

Then there was concern over the loss of tax revenue, 'which can amount to about $1,000 a year if the kit operates at full capacity', said DPM Lee, revealing the meticulous research done by the ministry. 

But experiences in other countries have showed that home brewing appealed only to a select group of hobbyists. 

DPM Lee said: 'It requires substantial investments of time, patience, effort and money. So we decided we will not stand in the way of enterprise.' 

Mr Raymond Lee has already secured the sole distributor rights to the micro-brew kit from Australian brewery Coopers. 

He expects his business to be up and bubbling by May. Priced at $160 each, the kit includes a 50cm-tall plastic container called a fermenter and a batch of ingredients such as malt extract, yeast, brewing sugar and sugar drops. Subsequent batches of ingredients cost $40 each. 
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