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Tan Shu Yan

It  takes  some  of  us  hours  hunched  over  packs  of  
screws and manuals to assemble an Ikea chair. 

But a new made-in-Singapore robot can do it in less 
than nine minutes.

Designed by a team from the School of Mechanical 
and Aerospace Engineering at Nanyang Technological 
University (NTU), it comprises a 3D camera and two 
arms equipped with “grippers”.

“For a robot, putting together an Ikea chair with 
such precision is more complex than it looks,” said As-
sistant Professor Pham Quang Cuong, who is part of 
the three-member team. 

“The job of assembly, which may come naturally to 
humans, has to be broken into steps, such as identify-
ing where the different chair parts are, the force re-
quired to grip them and making sure the arms move 
without colliding.”

The robot starts by taking 3D photos of the parts laid 
on the floor to generate a map of the estimated posi-
tions of each part. This is to replicate, as much as possi-
ble, the cluttered environment after humans unbox 
and prepare the parts.

On  its  wrists  are  sensors  that  determine  how  
strongly its “fingers” grip and push objects. This allows 
the robot to detect holes by sliding the wooden plug 
on the surfaces of the parts and perform insertions.

The  team,  including  research  fellow  Francisco  
Suarez-Ruiz and alumnus Zhou Xian, developed algo-
rithms to programme the robot’s two-handed motion 
that is fast and collision-free. 

It assembled Ikea’s Stefan chair in eight minutes, 55 
seconds. Earlier, it had taken 11 minutes, 21 seconds to 
plan the motion pathways and three seconds to locate 
the parts.

All its components are easily available.
The three years of research behind the robot were 

supported by grants from the Ministry of Education, 
NTU’s innovation and enterprise arm NTUitive, and the 
Singapore-MIT Alliance for Research and Technology.

Ng Huiwen 

A 66-year-old man sneezed while 
driving and lost control of his car 
along Lorong 1 Toa Payoh yester-
day  afternoon.  The  car  crashed  
into a road divider and the impact 
dislodged a lamp post, causing it to 
nearly  topple  over.  Debris  was  
strewn over two lanes of the road.

Mr Abdul Rahman Hassan, who 
is  unemployed,  told  The  Straits  
Times (ST) that he was on his way 
to pick up his three-year-old grand-
daughter from  a kindergarten in  
Upper Thomson Road when the ac-
cident occurred near Braddell
MRT station at around 12.40pm.

In response to queries from ST, 
the police said it was alerted to an 
accident involving a car in Lorong 1 
Toa  Payoh,  in  the  direction  of  

Lorong 6 Toa Payoh.
Mr Abdul Rahman’s blue Subaru 

Impreza was badly damaged, but 
he was unhurt. No other cars were 
involved. He said: “I sneezed
loudly and then realised I had hit 
the divider and lamp post. I was not 
scared.  Accidents  happen. Any-
way, my car needs to be scrapped 
next year. If I can’t repair it, I will 
just scrap it.”

A cobbler in his 60s, who wanted 
to be known only as Mr Yong, said 
he heard a loud screech, followed 
by a bang. “I didn’t see the collision, 
but I was shocked by the crash, as it 
was very loud. Many people were 
curious and went to take a look.”

Sales executive Muhammad
Hafiz Khamzah, 21, was making a 
U-turn at the road junction when 
he heard a loud crash. “It was so 
scary when I heard the crash, but 

luckily the uncle is okay,” he said.
Workers  arrived  on  the  scene  

with a crane at about 1.45pm, after 
a brief downpour, to replace the 
damaged  lamp  post.  It  was  re-
moved  from  the  site  at  about  
2.10pm. The crane left soon after.

By around 4pm, tow services had 
arrived  to  move  the  car  and re-
move debris from the road. Offi-
cers from the Singapore Civil De-
fence  Force  were  also  spotted  
washing the road. Police investiga-
tions are ongoing.

nghuiwen@sph.com.sg

• Additional reporting by Alvin Ho

Each robotic arm 
has grippers to 
pick up objects 
and force 
sensors to 
determine how 
strongly the 
“fingers” are 
gripping, making 
the robot more 
human-like in 
its manipulation 
of objects. 
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The car crashed into a road divider in Lorong 1 Toa Payoh and the impact dislodged a lamp post, causing it to nearly topple over. ST PHOTO: MARK CHEONG

For many workers, the fast-chang-
ing labour market is a great con-
cern. For prisoners re-entering soci-
ety after years out of the job market,
it poses an even greater challenge. 

In  an effort to improve  their  
chances  of  finding  work,  the 
Singapore Corporation of Rehabi-
litative Enterprises (Score) has en-
hanced its career guidance for in-
mates. A series of “rehabiitative-fo-
cused” initiatives will be carried out 
through programmes such as  job  
profiling – which matches prison-
ers to industries they are interested 

in – and performance coaching.
This will help them to draw up ca-

reer  development  plans,  under-
stand their strengths and ensure a 
better fit in industries with a rising 
demand for employment, such as 
food and beverage, and logistics.

These initiatives will  be carried 
out within the various prison work-
shops this year, Second Minister for 
Home  Affairs  Josephine  Teo  an-
nounced yesterday.

Mrs Teo, who was guest of honour 
at the annual Singapore Prison Ser-
vice-Score  Corporate  Advance
event, described the difficulty in-
mates have in “securing any job, let 
alone a good job” upon release.

“About 30 per cent of our 
inmates have only education 
levels o pri-mary school or even 
less,” she said, adding that many 
also have limited vocational skills 
and work experi-ence. “Score has 
done well in train-ing inmates and 
matching them to employers. But 
aspirations among ex-offenders 
are also rising.”

She added Score must constantly 
re-assess the effectiveness of its 
job preparation and ensure inmates 
not only get employed, but also 
have what it takes to stay in 
employment and progress. There 
are over 5,000 employers 
registered with Score.

Workshop supervisors will also 
be trained in motivational 
interview-ing techniques.rahimahr@sph.com.sg

• Additional reporting by Ervin Tan

SCAN TO WATCH 
Car crashes into 
road divider:

http://str.sg/opbD

While serving his sentence, Mr Desmond Koh learnt basic 
skills as well as logistics. ST PHOTO: LIM YAOHUI

Sneeze leads man to lose control of car... and crash 

NTU-made robot builds 
Ikea chair in nine minutes

For former inmate Desmond Koh, 39, in-prison job 
training helped turn his life around and even landed 
him a job before his release.

Arrested for drug-related offences in Dec 2010, he 
was  sentenced  to  six  years  and  seven  months  in  
prison. However, Score’s training gave him the oppor-
tunity to learn basic soft skills as well as logistics while 
serving his  sentence,  preparing him better for the 
working world. 

“At first I didn’t feel really motivated,” he said. “But 
after attending one or two courses, I kept looking for-
ward to them every day as the trainers were very com-
petent, entertaining and engaging. They shared a lot of 
invaluable experience, and I found the training very en-
riching. I didn’t realise I would use the skills one day.”

Before he was released in 2015, he landed the job of a 
warehouse associate at online supermarket RedMart 
Limited. Today, Mr Koh supervises operations across 
all departments and directly oversees at least 50 staff. 

It is the first real job he has ever had.
The training he had in prison helped in more ways 

than one, he said. “There may be stress and pressure 
at work but life is fulfilling. My family can depend on 
me now.”

Said Mr Jamil Khan, vice-president of operations at 
RedMart: “His work ethic has been outstanding, and I 
hope he will take over my role in 10 years.

“We wish to give people like Desmond a promising 
career to look forward to.” 

“I also hope that the wider community can lose the 
tag of ‘ex-offender’, and embrace a future of greater re-
spect and diversity.” 

Ervin Tan

Helping ex-offenders 
Score employment
Job profiling, performance coaching among 
moves to help improve employment chances

In-prison training gave him a leg-up

ALL OF A SUDDEN 

I sneezed loudly and 
then realised I had hit 
the divider and lamp 
post. I was not scared. 
Accidents happen. 
Anyway, my car needs 
to be scrapped next 
year. If I can’t repair it, 
I will just scrap it.

’’MR ABDUL RAHMAN HASSAN

B8 HOME | THE STRAITS TIMES | FRIDAY, APRIL 20, 2018 |

THE STRAITS TIMES, FRIDAY, 20 APRIL 2018, PAGE  B8


