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Finnish opera singer Hannu Ilmo-
lahti used to be quite the sight on
stage, but it was not because of his
deep, sonorous voice or the cos-
tume changes.

Weighing 125kg and having hurt
his ankle, he had to belt out songs
in the musical from a wheelchair.

After singing in more than 20
performances in a wheelchair, Mr
Ilmolahti decided to get his ankle
operated on by the same Finnish
orthopaedic surgeon who worked
on former footballer David
Beckham’s foot.

Six surgeries later, Mr Ilmolahti
found himself in so much nerve
pain that he could not walk and
had to crawl to the toilet.

“I could not do anything myself,
was overweight, my blood sugar
and cholesterol levels were too
high and my muscles were
atrophic from little use,” said Mr
Ilmolahti, 58.

The turning point came five
years ago when he mustered up
the courage to join Actilife, a gym
chain in Kokkola, Finland, that is
catered to those aged 40 and
above. “I had driven past it many
times in the past but finally found
the courage to go in because with
an older crowd, I felt more confi-
dent and comfortable,” he said.

It helped that the machines were
more suited for the needs of older
people and used software to track
his progress.

These are the same type of exer-
cise machines that the Lien Foun-
dation has brought into Singapore.

After five years of training and
doing away with his fast-food diet,
Mr Ilmolahti has shed 45kg. He is
now also a part-time instructor to
80 men aged 40 to 70 at the gym.

“I move better on stage now and
my sugar and cholesterol levels are
back to normal,” he said.

Actilife has four centres in Kok-
kola. Most of its 1,250 members are
40 years old and above, with the
oldest being 87 years old.

“We started this concept be-
cause we realised that if there are
young people around in the gym,
the old people don’t like to be
there,” said its club manager Kai
Ahlrath. “The concept is catching

on and we have people in wheel-
chairs coming in, as well as those
who can hardly walk after going
through operations.” Said Mr Ilmo-
lahti: “We need to realise that it is
never too late to get off the sofa be-
cause we only have now, this mo-
ment, to turn our lives around.”
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Finland’s population may be similar
in size to Singapore’s, but its 13,000
practising physiotherapists mean it
has 10 times the number here.

To help make up for the shortage
here, the Lien Foundation hopes to
extend the reach of therapists by
putting them on “therapy” buses
which will make stops at eldercare
facilities. The buses will also have
gym equipment that are specialised
for the elderly.

“A mobile system makes sense as
some senior care centres may not
have the space for a gym or enough
skilled manpower for therapy ser-
vices,” said chief executive of Lien
Foundation Lee Poh Wah.

The Lien Foundation is a Singa-
pore philanthropic house that does
capacity-building and advocacy
work in eldercare, early childhood
education and water and sanita-
tion. Apart from therapy buses, the
Lien Foundation is thinking about

bringing in Finnish expertise to
boost the training of the next gener-
ation of therapists.

In 15 years, Singapore will have
the same demographic profile as
Finland in which one in five people
are 65 years old and above.

In Singapore, only Nanyang Poly-
technic offers a diploma in physio-
therapy. Nanyang Polytechnic grad-
uates who wish to convert it to a de-
gree can do so at Singapore Insti-
tute of Technology or head to over-
seas universities.

“My intention is to explore with
tertiary institutions if we can incor-
porate the expertise that Finland
has with regards to strength train-
ing and active ageing,” said Mr Lee.

“You can have all your fanciful
equipment but if you don’t have the
skills and right mindset and habits,
you won’t achieve success.”
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Exercise helped singer
turn his life around

Opera singer
Hannu Ilmolahti
used to perform
in a wheelchair
because of his
health issues.
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More than 2,200 subscribers and
corporate partners of The Straits
Times (ST) were given a special
screening of the critically ac-
claimed movie 7 Letters last night
as part of the newspaper’s 170th an-
niversary celebrations.

Tickets for the event, held at the
Golden Village cineplex at VivoCity,
were given out on a first-come,
first-servedbasis to those whodown-
loaded a voucher from the Singapore
Press Holdings Rewards Portal. The

vouchers were redeemable at ticket
booths at the cineplex between 2pm
and 5pm yesterday, and queues start-
ed forming from 1.30pm.

7 Letters, an anthology of short
films celebrating SG50, features
the work of prominent local direc-
tors Royston Tan, Eric Khoo, Kelvin
Tong, Boo Junfeng, Tan Pin Pin, K.
Rajagopal and Jack Neo.

The film started its limited run at
selected Golden Village cineplexes
last Thursday and has been extend-

ed to Sept 2 due to popular demand.
Long-time ST subscriber Eddie

Tan, 58, watched last night’s screen-
ing with his wife, and said the film’s
short stories, which are set in differ-
ent decades in Singapore, brought
back old memories.

“I liked it a lot; there was a lot of
reminiscing, especially with Jack
Neo’s kampung story,” he said.
“Thanks to ST for giving us these
tickets. My wife saw it in the news-
paper and I’m glad we came.”

Sales manager Jean Tham, 29, al-
so enjoyed the film. She said:
“There are so many sides to Singa-
pore that I’ve never seen before. I’m
glad that I got the chance to see
this; it helps me to appreciate my
country more.”
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Therapy on wheels
for senior citizens

Mr John Lim, 66,
collecting his
complimentary
tickets to 7
Letters at the
Golden Village
cineplex at
VivoCity
yesterday.
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Put the elderly into gyms, not be-
tween blankets. And to back its call,
the Lien Foundation is bringing in
$2.2 million worth of high-tech
gym equipment from Finland
which has been specially tailored
for seniors.

These machines use an air-pres-
sure system which is gentler on
muscles and joints. Weights can be
increased in 100g steps instead of
the usual 5kg in typical machines.

Smart cards ensure equipment
settings adjust automatically to the
user, and a senior’s performance on
the machine is tracked by software
so physiotherapists can tweak indi-
vidualised regimens accordingly.

Some of the pneumatic gym
equipment for 2,000 senior citi-
zens in six nursing homes and six
eldercare centres arrived in April
and the rest will get here next
month so as to encourage active age-
ing habits among the old.

“Research is showing that instead
of overprotecting seniors, they
should be put in a gym to build up
their strength to prevent incidents
such as falls,” said Lien Foundation
chief executive Lee Poh Wah.

The foundation is ensuring that
staff at these homes and centres
have the know-how to make full
use of the machines.

A group of 10 physiotherapists
were in Finland two weeks ago to
be trained on how to use the ma-
chines and their software. Another

14 will be trained there next month.
It is also partnering Kokkola Uni-

versity in Finland, which is also grap-
pling with an ageing population, to
see how exercise can be tailored for
the elderly in Singapore to improve
their physical and mental health.

The new equipment has already
proven to be a hit. Mr Tan Cheng
Hong, 77, had been worried about
going to the toilet, fearing that his
arthritic knees might give way any-
time. But he is now able to do 20kg
presses on a leg machine and this
has given him more confidence.

His fellow resident at Peace-
haven nursing home also used to
grapple with high blood pressure,
and how it could affect her on out-
ings. “Since using the machines, my
blood pressure has stabilised,” said
Ms Jennifer Ng, 75, adding that she
now feels more energetic.

Healthcare workers said that be-
ing able to see their progress on the
machines motivates the elderly to

work out.
“Some elderly residents think

that it is not their place to be in a
gym and they are frightened to
push themselves but that changes
when they see results,” said Ms May
Wong, manager of therapy services
at St Joseph’s Home.

Ms P. Manchu, manager at Man
Fut Tong nursing home, said it had
been searching for such equipment
for the past two years as “the usual
gyms are unsuitable for the elderly,
especially those with osteoporosis”.

Exercise therapist Andrew Yeo
from Peacehaven nursing home
said physical inactivity is a big prob-
lem among senior citizens.

“The frail are often caught in a vi-
cious circle of inactivity. Afraid of
falling, they don’t exercise and this
makes them weaker to the point of
being bed-bound,” he said.

In the early 1990s, Finland was
one of the first few countries to
push for strength training for the

elderly. Now, over 90 per cent of its
elderly who are 75 years and above
are able to continue to live at home.
Only 3 per cent live in long-term in-
stitutional care centres.

Such programmes also help re-
duce healthcare costs, said Dr Mag-
nus Bjorkgren, head of the health
science unit at Finland’s Jyvaskyla
University. About 7,000 hip frac-
tures occur in Finland each year
and 90 per cent are due to falls. The
cost of a hip fracture is about
$40,000 for the first year. Accord-
ing to research, strength and bal-
ance training can cut falls by as
much as half.

“Decision makers are now seri-
ously putting resources into preven-
tive action to keep the elderly ac-
tive instead of having just a correc-
tive philosophy,” said Dr Bjorkgren.

The Government in Singapore al-
so unveiled a new $3 billion
five-year Action Plan for Successful
Ageing last week.

On the cards are active ageing
hubs to be built in future Housing
Board developments. They will be
similar to current senior activity
centres but will be larger and incor-
porate both social programmes and
rehabilitation or daycare services.

“This move will change the way
people approach ageing and help to
enhance the public perception of
ageing,” said Mr Lee. “Longevity
must be coupled with a life that is
worth living.”
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Movie treat for 2,200
ST readers, partners

Some of the 10
physiotherapists
who were in
Finland recently
to learn how to
use the
elder-friendly
gym machines
and their
software.

Elder-friendly gym
machines for active ageing
Air-pressure system is gentler on muscles and joints; Lien
Foundation hopes seniors will be encouraged to exercise

Dr Magnus
Bjorkgren, head
of the health
science unit at
Finland’s
Jyvaskyla
University, on
how exercise
programmes can
help reduce falls
by as much as
half among the
elderly and
hence lower
healthcare costs.
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