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By MELISSA PANG

THE Ministry of Health (MOH) is
investigating claims that players
from a Hong Kong-based rugby
club picked up a serious eye infec-
tion from a tournament held here
last month.

About 40 out of 60 players
from the Discovery Bay Pirates
Rugby Football Club were diag-
nosed with what is believed to be
keratoconjunctivitis two weeks af-
ter the tournament organised at
Turf City by Tanglin Rugby Club.

Around 120 teams, or about
1,600 players, from places such as
Malaysia, Hong Kong and Austral-
ia took part in it.

Hong Kong daily the South Chi-
na Morning Post on Sunday quot-
ed the club’s chairman Phillip
Baldwin as having alleged that the
outbreak occurred here.

The Centre for Health Protec-
tion in Hong Kong said in a state-
ment last Friday that it was inves-

tigating a “suspected outbreak of
keratoconjunctivitis” affecting
boys aged nine to 16 who had
sought treatment at a private hos-
pital.

It added that its preliminary in-
vestigations revealed that the pa-
tients took part in a rugby tourna-
ment between April 20 and 22.
Two weeks later, their eyes
turned itchy, painful and red, and
oozed discharge – symptoms con-
sistent with keratoconjunctivitis
caused by micro-organisms.

An MOH spokesman said that,
even as its investigations are ongo-
ing, its surveillance of polyclinics
has not indicated any unusual rise
in the number of cases of conjunc-
tivitis this year.

The Tanglin Rugby Club’s
vice-president Andrew Spooner
said the club was unaware of any
outbreak of keratoconjunctivitis
here before the tournament, held
at its site in Turf City.

He said the club has used the

site for tournaments and training
for the last five years, without eye
ailments of this sort.

“While we’ve been made aware
of some cases of eye irritation fol-
lowing the event, we had not been
made aware of a widespread is-
sue. We are assisting MOH in es-
tablishing the extent of the infec-
tion, and have contacted all clubs
who joined the event,” he added.

A number of Tanglin Rugby
Club players had also reported eye
concerns following the tourna-
ment, and had been to doctors.

Early last year, a few club mem-
bers had similar eye problems, but
they played at a different location
in Turf City. A few players also
contracted similar eye problems
while playing in Malaysia, Mr

Spooner added.
Mr Baldwin said his players

started seeing their local general
practitioners early this month.
When the club became aware of
the problem the following week,
they alerted players and local doc-
tors that it was not a normal out-
break of conjunctivitis.

“It was misdiagnosed initially,
because doctors said keratocon-
junctivitis is very rare in Hong
Kong. Only after a coach did some
research did we find out it was
something else,” Mr Baldwin said.

He added that the organisers
have been “very sympathetic”,
and are helping to gather informa-
tion from other clubs.

Referring to the soil-based mi-
crosporidia bug often linked to

keratoconjunctivitis, he noted
that the tournament was plagued
by wet weather, which made the
pitch muddy.

Participants were given generic
advice to wash the mud off their
faces after each match, which all
the players did, he said. A “more
specific warning rather than the
casual one” would have been
more useful in hindsight, he said.

He said the Discovery Bay Pi-
rates have played here a number
of times over the years without in-
cident.

“We never suffered any ad-
verse affects – other than getting
very wet. At some point, we look
forward to being welcomed
back,” he added.
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KERATOCONJUNCTIVITIS
is a generic term for
inflammation of the cornea
and conjunctiva, the
membrane that covers the
white of the eye, said The
Eye and Cornea Transplant
Centre’s medical director
Leonard Ang.

It is caused by bacteria
or parasites, but the most
contagious form is caused
by a virus. The infection is
typically transmitted by
contact, such as when the
person rubs his infected eye
and touches someone else.

Eye specialists said the
rugby players probably
picked up microsporidia, a
micro-organism commonly
found in soil or mud. The
infection shows up as small
white dots on the cornea,
said Dr Por Yong Ming of
Jerry Tan Eye Surgery.

Treatment typically
involves antibiotics.

Boys playing at the rugby tournament organised last month by the Tanglin Rugby Club at Turf City. Around 120 teams, or
about 1,600 players, from places such as Malaysia, Hong Kong and Australia took part in it. PHOTO: TANGLIN RUGBY CLUB
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40 players hit; outbreak occurred in
tournament here, says club chairman

Patients develop white dots on
the cornea (top) and experience
itchy and red eyes (above).
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MOH probes
HK rugby
club’s eye
infections
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