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Ahalya is an 18 year old Freshman at McGill 
University in Montreal, Canada, studying 
electrical engineering with a minor in eco-
nomics. She likes involving herself in things 
associated with sustainable development 
and the environment in general. But, she’s 
told, that to actually make a difference, she’ll 
need some kind of education. Rather unfor-
tunate. Other than that, she’s your ordinary 
teenager with an affliction for chocolate, 
math, calvin and hobbes, stalking people on 
facebook and Wentworth Miller's perfec-
tion in Prison Break.

Heather is a 19-year old freelance writer/re-
porter who is currently pursuing in a degree 
in Geography at the National University of 
Singapore in order to pursue her life mission 
of engaging in development work in the 
Southeast Asian region. She has founded 
a local anti-hunger group, Food for All, to 
support local food rations programmes, 
increase awareness of hunger and food se-
curity issues as well as encourage food ap-
preciation. In addition, she is very involved 
in local civic society, and volunteers with 
groups such as Shan You Counselling Cen-
tre, ONE (SINGAPORE), The Choice Initiative, 
ECO Singapore, Social Entrepreneurship Fo-
rum, SYINC, Migrant Voices and the Pop 
and Talent Hub Market. She is also a pub-
lished poet and firmly believes in the power 
of writing to advocate and inspire.

Communication studies graduate Felix 
Siew loves the beauty and sense of wonder 
nature gives. Worried that Mother Nature 
is losing the battle against the scourge of 
pollution and the indifference of Mankind, 
he decided he wanted to at least stand up 
and attempt to reverse this. Now 31, he got 
into the spirit of volunteerism only last year. 
While some might argue that it is somewhat 
belated, he is glad that at least he is will-
ing to try. Currently a civil servant, Felix still 
loves to write, to convey the stories of others 
onto the masses. Besides loving nature, he 
also indulges in drawing, reading, running, 
film and music, and avoids his telephone as 
much as possible

Xiu Fen is nineteen. As a future law student, 
she realises that she is going to be contribut-
ing to what is very likely one of the biggest 
causes of deforestation in the world, so she 
is striving to do some good for the environ-
ment now ;) She's as guilty of the occasional 
unnecessary running of water (or air-con) as 
everyone else , but hey, she enjoys the sun, 
sand and the sea as much as everyone else 
does too, so she's here to do what she can 
to help keep this place pretty.   

Yu Hui works as an analyst by day, churning 
out reports and insights in digital marketing 
activities. He does his little bit to reduce his 
carbon footprint, like turning off one of the 
bathroom lights and blacking out his moni-
tor if the computer hasn't been used for a 
while.

Foreword from the editor
EXPRESS! has undergone a major revamp during the past year to refine our publication processes 
and improve our layout design.  This effort could not have been possible without our writers and 
editors, whose unwavering patience and support have been nothing short of exemplary during 
this period.

 I would like to take the opportunity to welcome Octopus Ink, our new in-house pro bono layout 
design company.  It has transformed our previous publication format into the contemporary 
version that you read today.  EXPRESS! looks forward to working closely with Octopus Ink to 
bring you more great issues in the year ahead.

 In this issue, we have explored various environmental issues that remain hotly debated.  
We plan to bring your more in-depth interviews and insightful commentaries, peppered with 
short and light-hearted lifestyle reviews of "green" products and practices in Singapore and 
other countries.  Our overseas correspondents will continue to update us with environmental 
developments in different parts of the world.

 So, sit back, and enjoy reading the new-look EXPRESS!
 Pak Shun



EXPRESS! is a lifestyle magazine 
published four times a year by the 
Environmental Challenge Organisa-
tion (Singapore) or ECO Singapore for 
short, the leading Non-Governmen-
tal Social Enterprise for youth under 
the Registrar of Societies.

Environmental Challenge 
Organisation (Singapore)
87 Beach Road
Chye Sing Building
#06-01
Singapore 189695
tel. 6333 5543
fax. 6333 5537
www.eco-singapore.org
news@eco-singapore.org

The views expressed in this publication do 
not necessarily represent those of Environ-
mental Challenge Organisation (Singapore). 
No responsibility is accepted by the organi-
sation or its volunteers for the accuracy of 
any statement, opninion, or advice con-
tained in the text or advertisments. All mate-
rials appearing in EXPRESS! are the exclusive 
copyright property of the ECO. No part of 
EXPRESS! may be reproduced in any form 
without prior written consent from Environ-
mental Challenge Organisation (Singapore).

Pak Shun is a civil servant who likes to write 
and comment on how others write! ;) He 
hopes to make a positive contribution to the 
environment by first understanding the lat-
est discussions and arguments with regard 
to climate change and global warming, and 
then ensuring that others are aware of these 
issues as well. 

Singapore-born artist/photographer han, 
grew up in idyllic kuching, east malaysia, 
where he toyed with cameras and drawings. 
Through his lens he interprets and make 
sense of the world around him. Back home, 
he had practiced professionally even before 
completing a diploma from Nanyang Acad-
emy of Fine Arts. He shoots a wide range 
of works from commercials to fine art form, 
constantly sharpening his voice within. His 
works, a careful tripartite approach of fine 
art, journalistic and commercial, heavily 
charged with his sensibility, bring forth curi-
ous wondering to the familiar.

A little design studio in Selegie, Octopus en-
joys making books and websites. Xiao Ling 
jumped at the chance to design Express, as 
it gave her a chance to learn how to design 
responsibly. Eco-friendly print design may 
sound like an oxymoron, but print media is 
still a great way to disseminate information 
and opinions. Awareness in responsible de-
sign still isn't prevalent here, and Octopus 
hope to learn more about it, starting from 
www.designcanchange.org.



Across the Pacific, creative minds have come up 
with novel green ideas. American inventors 
Eben Bayer and Gavin McIntyre have devel-
oped an eco-friendly and affordable material 
for heat insulation in buildings – mushrooms.

Patented as “Greensulate”, the perlite-
mushroom composite can be cultivated from 
common materials. It is “an organic, fire-retar-
dant board made of water, flour, oyster mush-
room spores and perlite, a mineral blend found 
in potting soil,” according to the Associated 
Press.

This new form of insulation is “sustainable 
and enviro-friendly. It’s not based on petro-
chemicals and doesn’t require much energy or 
cost to make”, boast the inventors. Also, the 
insulating ability of the material is comparable 
to current commercial forms of insulation – a 
one-inch thick sample “Greensulate” has an 
R-value of 2.9. (“R-value” is the measure of a 
material’s ability to resist heat flow.) On the 
other hand, one inch of fiberglass insulation, 
commonly found in the market, normally has 
an R-value between 2.7 and 3.7, according to 
the Oak Ridge National Laboratory.

The demand for eco-friendly building ma-
terials has gone up in a world facing the con-
straints of an increasing population but limited 
natural resources. Other eco-friendly products 
are also being marketed across America, in-
cluding recycled fibreboards and plant-based 
paints.

“Our biggest challenge is that while we have 
this technology, we still have a lot of research 
to do,” says Bayer. “The key is to really make 
sure we have a product that is mature and ro-
bust before we bring it to the market.”

www.boston.com/news/science/ �
articles/2007/06/24/mushrooms_become_
source_for_eco_building/?rss_id=Boston.
com+%2F+News

In New York City, apartments and office 
blocks across Manhattan have converted to 
an ice-cooling system in place of conventional 
electrical air conditioning.

This system makes use of huge ice blocks to 
cool down skyscrapers on sweltering summer 
days. Every night, while electricity demands are 
low, water is frozen into ice blocks in huge sil-
ver tanks. In the day, chilled air surrounding the 
ice blocks is then circulated around the building 
in a fashion similar to conventional air-condi-
tioning.

This method does have its advantages over 
traditional air conditioning: by cutting down 
on power consumption during peak periods, it 
helps to alleviate the strain on the city’s electri-
cal grid. The system also reduces pollution. An 
ice-cooling system in the Credit Suisse offices 
at the Metropolitan Life tower is akin to taking 
223 cars off the streets, or planting 1.9 million 
acres of trees to absorb the carbon dioxide pro-
duced from the power consumption each year, 
according to USA Today.

www.usatoday.com/tech/news/ �
techinnovations/2007-07-15-ice-cooling_
N.htm?csp=34

Three fishing buddies from Wales claim that 
they have solved the problem of greenhouse 
gas emissions by automobiles. Vital in combat-
ing global warming, this problem is one that 
the wealthiest companies and most brilliant 
scientists are trying to crack.

Developed by organic chemist Derek Palmer 
and engineers Ian Houston and John Jones, this 
technology makes use of a small box attached 
to the exhaust pipe to capture the carbon di-
oxide and nitrous oxide waste. These gases are 
then converted via algae into biodiesel.

Dubbed “Greenbox”, this innovation can 
be applied to cars, buses, lorries and, in due 
course, buildings and heavy industry, including 
power plants, say the inventors.

The trio was struck by this idea while experi-
menting with carbon dioxide to boost algae 
growth for cultivating fish. “We’ve managed 
to develop a way to successfully capture a ma-
jority of the emissions from the dirtiest motor 
we could find,” says Palmer. The trio is cur-
rently seeking support from government and 
industry.

www.reuters.com/article/scienceNews/ �
idUSL1847347220070719

Also in Europe, a joint venture between Nor-
wegian firm Norsk Hydro and German firm 
Siemens to develop floating wind turbines may 
present a new form of electricity generation 
in the near future. This will be a milestone in 
the innovations in offshore power generation, 
which is currently limited to only turbines in-
stalled onto shallow seabeds.

This clean, efficient technology makes use 
of the strong winds off the coast of the North 
Sea, while eliminating the noise pollution and 
scenery problems associated with wind tur-
bines found on land. “It’s attractive to have 
windmills out at sea, out of sight of land, away 
from birds’ migration routes,” says Alexandra 
Bech Gjoerv, head of Hydro’s New Energy Divi-
sion.

A prototype is scheduled to be completed by 
2009. If tests yield positive results, an offshore 
wind farm may be built around 2013 to 2014. 
Coastal cities may see these floating wind tur-
bines supplying them with electricity in the 
future, cutting the reliance on fossil fuels and 
reducing greenhouse gas emissions.

www.msnbc.msn.com/id/19417216/ �
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Shanghai, China’s economic capital, is plan-
ning to transform 15 km2 of suburban land into 
wetlands. These will sit adjacent to Dianshan 
Lake, which supplies 30% of the metropolis’ 
drinking water. Local authorities say they hope 
that the wetlands will act as a filter to remove 
impurities in the lake water, thus improving lo-
cal water quality.

This move is amidst widespread public out-
rage against recent incidents involving tainted 
drinking water supplies. In June, a massive al-
gae outbreak in Tai Hu, a major regional lake, 
threatened nearby city Wuxi’s drinking water 
supply for several days. This was seen as a 
consequence of China’s swift industrialization, 
where rapid growth has not been met with ad-
equate environmental protection measures in 
various places.

With the problem of environmental deg-
radation looming, hopefully the authorities 
would adopt measures to combat the current 
situation. This wetlands plan will hopefully im-
prove water quality in the city, where many 
first time visitors complain that local tap water 
smells of bleach.

www.reuters.com/article/latestCrisis/ �
idUSPEK244490

Half the world away, Ecotourism Australia, a 
national body for the eco-tourism industry, has 
released the 2007 edition of its Green Travel Di-
rectory, a guide that lists eco-tourism operators 
around the country and helps the eco-tourist 
“make a positive choice for the environment.”

This programme was pioneered 10 years ago 
under the body’s own initiative. Stringent crite-
ria are used for selecting the operators, says 
CEO Stephen Paul, to ensure that they practise 
eco-friendly practices. Due to an increasing 
awareness towards environment protection in 
recent years, demand for eco-tourism has risen, 
leading to companies branding their tours eco-
friendly merely for economic benefit.

A copy of the directory can be purchased 
from the Ecotourism Australia’s website (www.
ecotourism.org.au) for AU$5.

www.ecotourism.org.au/mediareleases/ �
readdbrelease.asp?id=1003

A paper manufacturer in China has joined the 
ranks of the desert-fighters while profiting 
from it. The company ingeniously uses the des-
ert willow, a native plant, as the raw material 
for its paper.

The plant grows wild in the harsh Inner 
Mongolian desert and has fibrous braches 
that are perfect for papermaking. Its branches 
need to be trimmed every three to four years; 
local farmers harvest and sell them to the pa-
per manufacturing plant.

Dongda, the company behind the innova-
tion, boasts annual sales of $11 million from its 
desert willow paper. Besides buying branches 
from local farmers, the company has also ac-
tively planted more than 20 thousand sq km of 
desert with the tree. This helps to restore the 
integrity of the topsoil and reforests the land.

This is in line with major reforestation efforts 
that are underway in China. Rapid desertifica-
tion is encroaching upon farmland, threatening 
the livelihoods of many. Expanding deserts also 
give rise to the infamous sandstorms that lash 
the north every spring. Beijing has committed 
to a sandstorm-free 2008 Olympics, and cam-
paigns have been launched to halt the desert’s 
advance, and reforestation is one such effort.

www.khaleejtimes.com/DisplayArticle. �
asp?xfile=data/theworld/2007/July/theworld_
July524.xml&section=theworld
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The concept of sus-
tainable development 
was first mooted in 
the 1980s in response to in-
creasing demands to link develop-
ment with the environment. This 
concept highlights the potential of 
meeting present needs without com-
promising the ability of future gen-
erations. Thirty-seven years have 
since passed, and the recent cre-
scendo of global environmental is-
sues has reinvigorated the cause for 
sustainable development once more. 

Sustainable architecture, or 
“green buildings”, is part of the large 
conceptual framework of sustain-
ability. Buildings have a profound 
effect on the environment; in Singa-
pore the building sector accounts for 
more than one-third of the total elec-
trical consumption. Hence, today’s 
buildings need to be designed with 
sustainability in mind, especially 
in an era where economic growth 
is increasingly influenced by global 
issues such as climate change and 
global warming. 

Fortunately, the global commu-
nity has responded aggressively so 
far, with a myriad of green build-
ing schemes sprouting all over the 
world. The majority of such schemes 
aims to provide accreditation to de-
velopers which have included ele-
ments of sustainable design into 
their projects. Here in Singapore, we 
have the Green Mark Awards (GMA) 
by the Building Construction Au-
thority (BCA). To receive a GMA, a 
developer applies to the BCA, docu-
menting how its building complies 

with GMA goals in energy efficiency 
(35%), water efficiency (15%), site and 
project management (20%), good in-
door environmental quality (15%) 
and finally innovation (15%).

To encourage more environmen-
tally sustainable property develop-
ment projects, BCA has provided a 
subsidisation scheme known as the 
Green Mark Incentive Scheme. If el-
ements of sustainable architecture 
are detected and approved upon suc-
cessful completion of their projects, 
developers are awarded a subsidy 
of up to $3 million on overall devel-
opment costs. Yet, both public and 
private developers are still slow to 
adopt principles of sustainable de-
sign into their planning. 

In the area of sustainable prop-
erty development, private sector 
participation has been lukewarm at 
best. Take for example the number 
of GMA awardees. In 2005, only 17 
buildings were deemed sustainable 
enough to have clinched the award, 
five of which belonged to non-com-
mercial institutions. The top GMAs, 
aptly labelled as platinum awards, 
went to Nanyang Polytechnic and 
the recently erected National Li-
brary Building. Both were essential-
ly government or semi-government-
led projects. Similarly, 2006 saw six 
out 17 buildings belonging to public 
sector-led development, with the top 
awards going to public institutions 
again. 

The stark lack in private sector 
representation is amplified when we 
express GMA awardees as a frac-
tion of total building development 

in Singapore per annum. According 
to the Urban Redevelopment Author-
ity of Singapore, the private sector 
was awarded a total of 11,767 build-
ing contracts in 2006. Now if we do 
the math, less than 0.1 per cent of 
private sector initiatives qualified 
for the GMA. Owing to the infancy 
of the scheme, the methodology of 
assessment lacks the much needed 
rigour and demanding standards 
of other schemes, such as the LEED 
certification awarded by the United 
States green building council. There-
fore, a meagre participation rate can 
be causally attributed to prevailing 
apathy of the majority of private de-
velopers towards sustainable design 
and its efficacy at reducing the ef-
fects of climate change and global 
warming.

The public sector has had a 
healthier presence in the Green Mark 
scheme. For two years running, the 
platinum awards, which are the 
highest level of certification in the 
Green Mark Awards, went to pub-
licly owned buildings. From 2007 
onwards, old and middle-aged HDB 
flats will undergo the Neighbour-
hood Redevelopment Project (NRP). 
This is an excellent opportunity for 
the heartlands to be retrofitted with 
elements of sustainable design. And 
since 82 per cent of the resident pop-
ulation live in HDB flats, the benefits 
of inculcating green design into such 
development projects would be tre-
mendous. HDB has moved positively 
in this area with the recent proposed 
establishment of Singapore’s first 
eco-precinct  aptly named the tree-

A sustainable growth:  
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tops @ punggol. 
These eco-precincts will be 

equipped with laudable “green” de-
sign elements, such as the FerroLite 
partition wall systems, which use 
markedly less building materials to 
construct, and the cool wall system 
to minimise heat retention. While it 
is easier to incorporate sustainable 
design in greenfield projects, hope-
fully the existing under the purview 
of the NRP will be retrofitted to the 
same degree of environmental in-
novation. There are after all a wide 
range of sustainable materials and 
design paraphernalia that can be in-
corporated into existing buildings.  
The reputable international web-
site, BuildingGreen.com, has over 
2,100 products listed in its sustain-
able design database.  However a 
quick check on the local equivalent, 
an HDB website listing of material 
supplies database, listed just three 
suppliers and components under the 
sustainable design category. 

The recent newfound fervour in 
all things environmental has created 
a wedge between the climate change 
proponents and sceptics. The former 
argues that our human disruption 
within the natural system is a gross 
manifestation of environmental ne-
glect. Meanwhile, the latter believes 
that the apocalyptic warnings of 
global warming are highly exag-
gerated and that attention is being 
diverted away from other bigger 
economic problems. Whatever the 
prerogative, the case for sustainabil-
ity in general provides the bridge be-
tween the two paradigms.  

The Stern review, a series of re-
ports commissioned by the British 
government to analyse the impact 
of climate change using formal eco-
nomic models, states that if  “we don’t 
act (to curb the effects of climate 
change), the overall costs and risks 
of climate change will be equivalent 
to losing at least 5% of global GDP 
each year, now and forever. If a wider 
range of risks and impacts is taken 
into account, the estimates of dam-
age could rise to 20% of GDP (global) 
or more.” The climate change debate 
has seen a marked shift in perspec-
tive. Supporting literature such as 
the Stern review places the impetus 
of action on profit-maximising enti-
ties by analysing the consequences 
of non-action through the lens of fi-
nance and economics. 

Combine the “Stern” warning 
with the nascent gathering of evi-
dence of the inherent benefits associ-
ated with “green buildings”. The re-
sult? A successful template for good 
economic sense and environmental 
responsibility. For example, a Law-
rence Berkeley National Laboratory 
study found that U.S. businesses 
could save as much as $58 billion 
in lost sick time and an additional 
$200 billion in worker performance 
if improvements were made to in-
door air quality. In 1999, The Grand 
Hyatt Hotel in Singapore decided to 
replace its entire air-conditioning 
system. Instead of merely replacing 
the system with a new conventional 
system, they decided to approach 
the replacement project with the 
intention of energy efficiency and 

sustainability. The finished system 
resulted in a 90 per cent reduction 
in energy usage, savings of over $1 
million in utility costs and a return 
on investment of 44.6 per cent over 
two and a half years. Similarly, City 
Developments Ltd has installed mo-
tion-detection lights in stairwells 
of 13 commercial properties. This is 
expected to reduce electricity use in 
stairwells by 93 per cent. 

So how do we proceed 
from here? If building green is 
able to create such a positive impact 
on both the economy and the envi-
ronment, why are developers slash-
ing around in the shallow corner of 
the pool instead of plunging into the 
deep end? A global survey released 
by the World Business Council on 
Sustainable Development found that 
“key players in real estate and con-
struction overstate the extra costs of 
green buildings by 300 per cent.” The 
paradox is quite perplexing when we 
factor in the statistical finding that 
greener buildings, especially those 
in the private residential market, 
tend to garner an average of 7.5 per 
cent increase in value over compa-
rable standard buildings. The solu-
tion seems evident: together, as end 
users in the form of occupants and 
buyers, we have the clout to sway 
current market trends.  For property 
developers to emphasise sustainable 
function over form, we as consumers 
must insist on using sustainable ele-
ments in our homes and offices. And 
we must start doing that, now! E!

A peek into the green 
property industry in 
Singapore by Firdaus Salim



It’s hard to be a cy-
clist in Singapore. Just 
ask Kenneth Yeo. “When you ride on 
the roads, you’re bullied by drivers, 
and when you ride on the pavements, 
pedestrians consider you a nuisance 
and a hazard to their safety!” he ex-
claims.

A leisure cyclist for six years, Mr 
Yeo rides his bicycle almost every 
weekend within his housing estate 
of Tampines. The 32-year-old goes 
on 10- to 15-minute journeys to the 
supermarket to buy groceries or the 
hawker centre to buy food. 

“I enjoy cycling because of the 
health benefits,” he says. “Also, it is a 
much more affordable way to travel 
without worrying about petrol pric-
es and parking costs. And of course, 
it is a much more environmentally 
friendly mode of transportation.”

But each trip is also a potentially 
dangerous one. According to the Sin-
gapore Police Force, 14 cyclists died 
in road accidents in 2006, a slight 
decrease compared to 2005 when 
18 cyclists died. Hundreds are also 
injured in accidents with other ve-
hicles each year. 

“Generally, most motorists don’t 
give way to cyclists on the roads,” 
Mr Yeo complains. “Sometimes, I feel 
they even deliberately drive close to 

cyclists or near to the road curb and 
sandwich us in between!”

Cycling goes to 
Parliament
The safety of cyclists is not new. 
During a Parliamentary debate in 
2003, Member of Parliament for 
Tampines GRC, Ms Irene Ng, asked 
the then-Minister for Transport, Dr 
Balaji Sadasivan, about the possibil-
ity of integrating bicycle lanes into 
Singapore’s traffic system. She be-
lieved this would help to reduce cy-
clist fatalities and support the grow-
ing trend of more people taking up 
leisure cycling.

Dr Balaji replied that this was 
not a practical idea. Although he ac-
knowledged that cycling was healthy 
and had several environmental ben-
efits over motorised vehicles, he also 
said that Singapore’s limited land 
space and low number of cyclists 
did not justify building specially 
designated lanes, especially since 
this would be done at the expense of 
other road users.

Ms Ng countered Dr Balaji’s point 
about few cyclists in Singapore, in-
viting him to Tampines where many 
housewives use bicycles to bring 
their children to school. A compro-
mise solution was reached: Since late 

May 2007, cycling has been allowed 
on footpaths or pavements within 
Tampines town. 

Pavement partners
This feasibility study conducted by 
the Land Transport Authority (LTA), 
Traffic Police (TP) and the Tampines 
Grassroots Organisation, will span 
a year, during which the attitudes 
and behaviours of pedestrians and 
cyclists sharing a limited common 
space will be examined.   

When asked about the possibil-
ity of bicycle lanes instead of just al-
lowing cyclists to ride on pavements, 
LTA said in an email reply: “Given 
the scarcity of space in Singapore, 
we have to optimise its use and are 
constrained in providing dedicated 
space for bicycle lanes.”

This is sad news for avid cyclists 
like Mr Yeo. Having been to Canada 
where there are bicycle lanes, he had 
hoped that Singapore could adopt 
this practice as well. 

“I understand the reason (of lim-
ited land) given, but bicycle lanes 
don’t need to be too wide. I’ve no-
ticed that some pavements are re-
ally wide, and up to six pedestrians 
can walk side-by-side comfortably 
on them. So why not make the pave-
ments a little less wide and convert 

Re:Cycling in 
Singapore by Felix Siew
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some of the space gained into bicycle 
lanes instead?” he argues.

However, he is glad that the rel-
evant authorities have begun the 
feasibility study in Tampines, a 
move that he says is “long overdue”. 
Furthermore, he hopes that motor-
ists and pedestrians can be better 
educated on how to share roads or 
pavements with cyclists. 

To this end, LTA says that a set 
of guidelines on safe riding on pave-
ments has been developed after con-
sultation with relevant organisa-
tions including the National Safety 
Council of Singapore, Singapore Ac-
tion Group for the Elders, Singapore 
Amateur Cycling Association, and 
Safe Cycling Task Force (see sidebar 
for some of the guidelines). 

This has been disseminated to the 
residents of Tampines through a se-
ries of public education programmes 
to increase awareness and promote 
safe riding on the pavements. More-
over, LTA reports that cycling war-
dens have been deployed to educate 
and advise pedestrians and cyclists 
on sharing the pavements in a safe 
and gracious manner.

Two-way traffic
Safe riding is a two-way traffic, not 
only between cyclists and motorists, continued on next page �



but also between cyclists and pedes-
trians.

Mr Simon Teo, 58, has been driv-
ing a car for more than 30 years. He 
says he has noticed more cyclists on 
the roads these days, and they have 
mostly kept out of his vehicle’s way 
and safely on the left side near the 
pavements.

”Personally, when I see a cyclist 
in front of me, I will filter to the 
right lane and overtake the cyclist 
and leave a safe distance between 
him and my car before I filter back 
to the left lane,” the production man-
ager says. Generally, he has found 
that cyclists respect the rules of the 
roads and are cautious and aware of 
the larger and faster vehicles they 
share the roads with.

”I don’t really feel that it is safe to 
cycle on Singapore’s roads. If there’s 
an incident between a motorised ve-
hicle and a bicycle, it is the cyclist 
who is more likely to get hurt. But 
both car drivers and cyclists should 
be responsible and be aware of each 
other on the roads,” he adds.

Mr Yeo agrees. He says certain 
road courtesy and leeway should 
be afforded to cyclists on the roads, 
but cyclists should also be aware 
of vehicles and follow traffic rules 
and regulations. While on the pave-
ments, cyclists should reduce their 
speed and use bells on their bicycles 
to warn pedestrians.

“Pedestrians don’t have eyes on 
the back of their heads, so cyclists 
should sound their bells to warn 
others on the pavement,” he says.

The future for cycling  
As the feasibility study is still ongo-
ing, LTA could not confirm what will 
happen next. However, it did say that 
the Tampines community could have 

the option of permanently adopting 
the scheme of sharing pavements be-
tween cyclists and pedestrians.

”Where there is similar commu-
nity support for such a scheme in 
other neighbourhoods, LTA and TP 
may also consider allowing cyclists 
to share the pavements in their re-
spective towns, after taking into ac-
count characteristics such as road 
infrastructure, density of pedestri-
ans and cyclists on footways and en-
vironmental factors,” LTA adds.

And while roads remain danger-
ous territory for cyclists, LTA says it 
will support cyclists with new initia-
tives: “We will continue to work ac-
tively with National Parks Board to 
identify and incorporate safe cross-
ing points for cyclists in their Park 
Connector Network which provides 
open spaces that cyclists can use for 
both recreational and commuting 
purposes. We have also been work-
ing closely with the rail operators to 
increase bicycle stands within MRT 
stations premises, to meet public de-
mands.”

While this discussion continues, 
a clearer picture is emerging: bicycle 
lanes are not likely to be built any-
time soon, but authorities are sup-
portive of cycling and are exploring 
new ways to encourage this activity 
and ensure the safety of cyclists. E!

For more information on the study on 
cycling on footways, please visit:

Singapore Police Force » Traffic Matters.  
http://www.spf.gov.sg/faqs/traffic_
footways.htm

Singapore Police Force » The Cycling on 
Footways Study in Tampines Town From 27 
May 2007 To 30 May 2008. 
http://www.spf.gov.sg/mic/2007/070514_
footways.htm

Safe cycling on  
pavements

The Traffic Police has issued some guidelines 
for cyclists to ensure that they can safely 
share the pavements with pedestrians.

Before cycling on footway
Check that your bicycle is in good order:  �
good brakes, reflectors, mirrors, lights 
and properly inflated tyres.

Wear a cycling helmet to protect your  �
head against injury should you fall.

Wear proper shoes and ensure the laces  �
are properly tied.

When cycling on footway
Always give way to pedestrians. �

Look out for pedestrians or other cyclists  �
before moving off.

Always cycle on the left side of the foot- �
way unless overtaking. 

Cycle slowly on the footways. If you wish  �
to cycle fast, please ride on the roads.

Prepare to slow down or stop if human  �
flow is heavy, especially in school zones. 
Dismount and push your bicycle if neces-
sary.

Slow down when approaching road  �
openings, bends, junctions, bus stops 
and pedestrian crossings.

Use hand signals to inform other foot- �
way users of your intentions.

Ensure your bicycle carries a headlamp  �
showing white light to the front, and a 
lamp or reflector showing red light to the 
rear, during hours of darkness (between 
7pm and 7am). 

Gently ring the bell to warn other foot- �
way users of your presence.

When crossing roads
Dismount and push your bicycle when  �
you are using the pedestrian crossing.

Before you cross the road, look right, left  �
and right as if you are a pedestrian.
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So, do you put on environmentally safe make-up?
Actually, we do! We use make-up from The Body Shop, 
which is one of the most environmentally safe make-up 
brands out there. 

Besides “green” make-up (pun not intended), in what other 
ways do you try to lead a sustainable lifestyle?
We try to do our best in every way: saving on electricity 
and water, using recyclable bags when we go shopping, 
and recycling items.

I understand that you watch the National Geographic and 
Discovery channels avidly. Do you have a natural affinity for 
nature?
We are both huge fans of these channels and there’s 
nothing better than learning new things about our plan-
et. Nature is peace for us. Sometimes we take long walks 
through the Labrador nature reserve to get some fresh 
air and enjoy the forest. And, of course, not forgetting the 
beach. It keeps our mind sane!

Do you think we are doing enough in our efforts against cli-
mate change and global warming?
Honestly, we think that more can be done. However, we 
have noticed that there are small steps are being taken 
around the world now and hopefully one day, these will 
make a profound effect on our universe.

Do you think our youths in Singapore – or Southeast Asia, for 
that matter – are concerned about these issues?
We shouldn’t pin point just the youth or different regions 
of the world. To change the habits of people who have 
been around for the last 50 years is hard since we have 
become spoiled by cars, planes… pretty much anything 

that runs on fuel or makes life convenient, like plastic 
shopping bags and canned items. Education is the key 
and through more of such efforts, hopefully we can one 
day possibly reduce the greenhouse effect.

Which environmental initiatives would you like to see being 
implemented in the near future?
Eradicating plastic shopping bags!

What do you think is the best way to spread the environmen-
tal message?
As mentioned above: Education!

Do you think that Live Earth was a success?
For the most part, yes, of course. To have major concerts 
screened live from around the world that spread a mean-
ingful message was a wonderful achievement. 

How do you feel about the roles celebrities play in advocating 
the environmental message?
It’s fantastic because they are using their fame to good 
use by using the power of their voices. Any public figure 
that advocates issues can make the public relate to them 
easily.

Is being environmentally conscious an idealistic or realistic 
cause?
It is definitely realistic because it affects our living!

Suggest three personal habits that we can change immedi-
ately that would benefit the environment. 
Recycling,
Eradicating plastic bags, and
Using less fuel! E!

The green pair:
An exclusive interview 
with May & Choy  

by Firdaus Salim

They say good things come in pairs and EXPRESS! had 
the chance to test the adage in an exclusive interview 
with celebrity twins, May and Choy. Born in Malaysia 
with Norwegian-Chinese parentage, the pair moved 
to Australia to study at age 12. Since then, they have 
graced television screens across the region through 
the music channel, MTV Asia. With the advent of ce-
lebrities endorsing green initiatives, EXPRESS! asked 
May and Choy about their perspectives on the envi-
ronment.

Photo by Dominic Khoo
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Musings on the Internet in the form of personal blogs 
have grown increasingly popular. With a monthly 
readership of over 50,000, “Mr Wang” weaves a daily 
myriad of postings on everything from local socio-
economic issues to the machinations of the human 
mind.
 One of the most prominent bloggers in the local 
blogosphere, we first spoke to “Mr Wang” in the inau-
gural issue of EXPRESS!. In this issue, he returns to 
enthral us further with his views on the current state 
of environmentalism in Singapore.

Mr. Wang, what got you into blog-
ging?
I enjoy writing, and during my law 
school days, I also became inter-
ested in the way that our society 
works. It was mostly through the 
legal angle that I studied the world 
then, but since then my perspectives 
have broadened. Subsequently, when 
blogging came into existence, I used 
it as a medium to share ideas and 
discuss issues with others. When I 
first started, the readership was 
small, but now I have around 50,000 
readers a month. 

What is the main barrier that Singapore 
faces in its environmental efforts?
In my opinion, the main barrier lies 
in the people’s mindset. I think that, 
unfortunately, many Singaporeans 
have a rather selfish and narrow 
outlook on life. They are not par-
ticularly interested in anything ex-
cept their short-term self-interest or 
convenience. Unfortunately, as far 
as environmental protection is con-
cerned, short-term interest or conve-
nience is often exactly what you need 
to forego or compromise, for the sake 
of the long-term greater good.  
Singapore is obviously a green city. 
Beyond just the physical facade, how 
‘green’ do you think we really are?
We’re not. Of course there are envi-
ronmental groups, government ini-
tiatives and so on, but if you consider 
the average Singapore citizen, being 

green is not part of his lifestyle yet. 
Interestingly, if you look at the his-
tory of how Singapore came to be a 
“green” city, you’d see that the gov-
ernment’s original motivation had 
very little to do with environmental 
protection or sustainability. (Former 
Prime Minister) Lee Kuan Yew’s pri-
mary motivation was to create an im-
pression on potential foreign inves-
tors that the Singapore government 
was capable and efficient. A clean, 
green city would be a good, highly 
visible demonstration of that. 

‘Climate change’, ‘global warming’, 
‘sustainability’. Due to the recent media 
glare, almost everyone is familiar with 
these terms. Do you think this sudden 
environmental euphoria is merely a fad? 
How do you suggest we create a sus-
tained public interest in these issues? 
I don’t think it is a fad. Like all oth-
er long-term issues, it will have its 
short periods of high media public-
ity, which will fade away, and then 
recur again and again, over a long 
period of time. The hope is that dur-
ing each of those short periods of 
high publicity, a significantly large 
number of people will be influenced 
into becoming environmentally 
aware. That’s public education.

Is global warming one big problem that 
we will end up with, say, 50 years from 
now?
I don’t have the scientific background 
to really comment on that, but in the 

So says Mr Wang-  
An interview with a celebrity blogger by Firdaus Salim
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So says Mr Wang-  
An interview with a celebrity blogger by Firdaus Salim

worst-case scenarios, I imagine that 
we won’t have to wait 50 years. 

If we are to be successful at contend-
ing with such environmental issues,  
which do you think should come first: 
a change in attitude or a change in sys-
tem?
I think that the change in system 
isn’t possible without a change in at-
titude. 

Have you made any changes to your 
lifestyle to make it more sustainable? If 
so, what propelled you to do as such?
I don’t consider myself as an avid 
greenie. I am not the sort who will 
hug trees or go sailing out to the 
wide oceans on a mission to save 
the whales. I think that the average 
citizen will already be doing a lot, if 
he just identifies a certain number 
of environment-friendly habits that 
he can conveniently incorporate into 
his daily lifestyle, and proceeds to 
do so, such that they become habit-
ual and automatic.
 For example, in the office, my 
computer’s print settings are such 
that I print my documents dou-
ble-sided and with two pages per 
side. That means I print four pages 
per sheet, which in the long run 
means that the number of trees I kill 
is four times less than my less envi-
ronmental colleagues. 
I’ve also stopped subscribing to 
the print edition of the newspapers 
- I now have an online subscription 

instead. If you think about the tall 
stack of old newspapers that accu-
mulates per month in the average 
household, well, that’s the amount of 
paper I save per month by not sub-
scribing to newspapers.
 I also do not drive - I use public 
transport, mainly the MRT. Cars 
contribute to noise and air pollution 
and run on petrol, a non-renewable 
natural resource. People who can 
get by on public transport should. In 
Singapore, it would help their wal-
lets a lot too. 

As a blogger who writes frequently on 
socio-economic issues, you must have a 
keen eye for observation. Do you think 
that Singapore would be able to achieve 
a sophisticated level of environmental 
awareness and a successful sustainable 
system in years to come, given the cur-
rent pace of change that we are at?
As with most other things in Sin-
gapore, the biggest driver behind 
the development of environmental 
awareness and sustainability will 
ultimately be economics. Imag-
ine water and electricity becoming 
more expensive, the cost of petrol 
climbing higher and higher, shop-
ping centres all start charging for 
plastic bags, etc. These are the sorts 
of matters that will push the typi-
cal Singaporean citizen into adopt-
ing a greener lifestyle. In other 
words, the motivation won’t be his 
love for Mother Nature; instead it 
will simply be his desire to protect 

his wallet. 
 Yes, I think that it is entirely pos-
sible that, in time, we will become 
much more environmentally aware. 
The question is when. Obviously we 
should aim to get there sooner rather 
than later. Public education will be 
important, but personally I see eco-
nomics as an even bigger driver. 

What environmental initiatives/policies 
would you like to see being implement-
ed here in the near future?
I would like to see a complete stop to 
the development of new golf courses 
in Singapore. And I would also like to 
see some existing golf courses even-
tually being abandoned and redevel-
oped for more constructive purposes, 
such as for residential projects.  
  Singapore is a land-scarce nation, 
and yet we devote so much land to 
golf, often destroying rainforest and 
biodiversity for the sake of develop-
ing the courses. This is a luxury we 
can ill afford. It is pretty sinful, con-
sidering that golfers in Singapore 
already have attractive alternatives. 
For example, there are plenty of golf 
courses in Batam and Bintan, which 
are only one hour away by ferry from 
mainland Singapore. E!

Mr Wang’s can be found on the internet at 
www.mrwangsaysso.blogspot.com



In December 2005, Smart Automo-
bile Pte Ltd launched Singapore’s 
first fleet of taxis powered by Com-
pressed Natural Gas, or CNG. What 
is the difference between these and 
regular Euro IV taxis used by (cab 
company)?

CNG-powered taxis are extreme-
ly environmentally friendly as they 
emit pure water when running on 
natural gas. On the other hand, Euro 
IV taxis produce less-than-clear ex-
haust when running on petrol.

However, Euro IV is just one cat-
egory of existing European emission 
standards for vehicles. Euro V – the 

latest set of European emissions 
standards that will come into action 
in the near future – promises even 
more. So, how does the existing CNG 
technology fare against the newer 
Euro V standard? We give you the 
low-down.

CNG Taxis 
Versus 
Euro 5 Taxis: 

CNG-powered taxis are extremely 
environmentally friendly as they emit pure 
water when running on natural gas. On the 

other hand, Euro IV taxis produce less-than-
clear exhaust when running on petrol.

The Showdown by Ho Xiu Fen
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A driver’s take on this 
issue:
We spoke to Mr William Teo, 59, a 
taxi driver with Premier Taxis. Al-
though Premier does not have a fleet 
of CNG taxis, he is well aware of the 
current situation and more than hap-
py to share with us his thoughts.

He thinks that hybrid taxis are 
not feasible in Singapore because of 
the problem of refuelling. He noted 
that Singapore’s lack of land space 
and tight infrastructure simply do 
not allow for more refuelling sta-
tions to be set up around the island. 
To date there is only one refuelling 
station, and it is very inconveniently 
located on Jurong Island. According 
to him, cabbies are concerned that 
when the natural gas runs out and 
the engine switches to running on 
petrol, it will result in extra costs 
that they have to absorb before they 
arrive at the refuelling station. Also, 
the station’s inaccessibility means 
cabbies have to drive a long way in 
and out before they can pick up their 

next passengers. Some of them may 
not like the idea of dealing with the 
relatively more troublesome pro-
cess.

Passengers, however, need not 
fret. It appears that the flag-down 
rates of cabs are priced similarly 
to a certain extent. Depending on 
manufacturing costs and the inbuilt 
technology, rates vary from the pre-
vailing $2.50 for regular Euro IV 
taxicabs to $2.80 for CNG taxis. As 
such, the average consumer is not 
likely to be scared off.

Mr Teo also pointed out another 
reason he thinks hybrid cars are 
not going to be a big thing in Singa-
pore: the fleet is too small, so people 
don’t notice it. What’s going to make 
the man on the street able to dis-
tinguish between regular taxis and 
CNG ones? Perhaps future fleets can 
be launched with a big bang or even 
be painted in psychedelic colours to 
get everyone to sit up and notice. Af-
ter all, don’t interesting-looking cars 
always make our journeys that little 

bit more memorable?
Euro V taxis, though, look set to 

make their presence felt in time to 
come. Mr Teo informed us that since 
many of the existing Toyota Crown 
taxis are not Euro V-compliant, a 
major launch of new vehicles will 
have to be conducted a few years 
down the road. The Crown fleet will 
probably be kept in use until they 
give way on their own, in say seven 
to 10 years. That said, manufactur-
ers may continue to produce more 
hybrid cabs at the same time.

In short, both CNG-powered and 
Euro V vehicles have their own ad-
vantages. In some ways, CNG-pow-
ered taxis seem to be more promis-
ing in terms of the reduced amount 
of pollution. In the long run, harmful 
emissions may even be eliminated al-
together. CNG-powered taxis might 
just turn out to be the next big thing 
in public transportation. E!

Factor
Vehicle Euro V taxi CNG taxi Our take 

Emissions Usual pollutants like toxic nitrogen oxides and 
smog-causing hydrocarbons are still present, 
but in smaller amounts. For instance, nitro-
gen oxide emissions are reduced from 0.25 
g/km to 0.18 g/km, while amounts of par-
ticulate matter are reduced from 0.025 g/km 
to 0.005 g/km.w

Environmentally friendly. Produces only pure 
water as waste. However, the engine auto-
matically switches to run on petrol when 
the gas runs out.

What’s not to love about the fact that 
there are no harmful gases released from 
CNG-powered taxis (when not running on 
petrol)?

Flag down rates Flag down rate is $2.50. For Euro V cabs, this 
may increase as a result of bringing in new 
fleets of taxis to replace the outdated older 
models that cannot conform to the new 
standard.

Flag down rate is $3. This higher rate has 
been attributed to the whopping $115,000 
price tag for each taxi. This is a few thou-
sand dollars more than its regular counter-
part.

Slightly higher flag down rates may not 
necessarily deter commuters who are will-
ing to spend the money on cab fare. At 
the end of the day, flag down rates would 
most probably be comparable, as both 
new technologies require added costs.

Fuel costs Cost of fuel is continually on the rise. Cost of fuel is at least 30 percent less. Good news for cabbies! Plus the gas is 
easy on the environment as well.

Refuelling
stations

Refuelling is done at petrol stations island-
wide. These are not costly to set up.

Refuelling can only be carried out on Jurong 
Island, and needs to be done twice a day. 
Moreover, each refuelling station costs $2 
million to set up.

Operating CNG vehicles makes for an ex-
pensive project. It may not be sustainable 
if the new taxis are not well received by 
the public.

Size of fleet Euro V regulations are not in place yet; ma-
jority of existing fleets will have to conform 
when implemented.

Small. Initial fleet of 30 taxis. If response is good for CNG taxis, the size 
of the fleet may increase and the cost of 
the refuelling stations can be spread out. 
For Euro V taxis, however, it is very likely to 
remain status quo.

Comfort Stable and comfortable, in line with existing 
standards.

Stable and comfortable, in line with existing 
standards.

There should not be much of a difference, 
since both are still very much regular taxi-
cabs. 

Cost of fuel for CNG-powered taxis is at least 30 per cent less.



“We no longer discuss the future of India. We say the fu-
ture is India.”

So said the Indian Commerce and Industry Minister, Mr. Kamal Nath, at the US-India Busi-
ness Council Conference in 2004. More recently, Microsoft founder Bill Gates concurred in an 
online article, proclaiming that India has become a “global leader in information technology and 
other high-tech fields,” which have “contributed to the economy’s rapid growth since 2003 and 
lifted many millions of people out of poverty.” He called India’s rapid progress “one of the great 
humanitarian achievements of our time.” 

Indeed, India’s future seems to be picture-perfect. With the rise of Indian entrepreneurs like 
Mukesh Ambani, Ratan Tata and Sunil Mittal, and massive growth on a global scale, most are 
inclined to admire the pretty picture that India promises to make on the horizon. 

But little do we know that India has ‘achieved’ a spot in the world’s top six polluters list, 
which was compiled in 2006 by a US-based environmental charity, the Blacksmith Institute. 
And according to a recent report from the United Nations, half of India’s children go hungry 
every day and two million die annually from otherwise curable diseases. The majority of the 
population lives in deprived conditions without basic human necessities. Most villages have no 
running water nor electricity and very, very poor infrastructure.

India: 
Future Powerhouse 
or                    by Ahalya Vijay

Polluted Quagmire?
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A Reality Check: 
Snapshots of the Situ-
ation in India

Slumbai?
Mumbai is India’s financial capital. 
It is at the forefront of India’s quest 
for growth and development, at-
tracting huge investments and wit-
nessing rapid growth in the finance 
and IT industries.

It is also home to Asia’s larg-
est slum. Studies have shown that 
almost half of Mumbai’s 17 million 
people live in slums, where as many 
as 15 people share one room and 
1,500 share a toilet. 

It can be argued that poverty 
and environmental degradation are 
caused mainly by the distressing 
lack of education. People are un-
aware that abusing the environment 
in order to survive in the short-term 
is hugely detrimental in the long 
run.

For instance, the Slum Rehabili-
tation Authority, in a bid to ‘reha-
bilitate’ the Dharavi Slum in Mum-
bai, initiated a relocation project by 
providing apartments for the slum 
inhabitants. However, most slum 
dwellers continued living in their 
ramshackle houses, opting to rent 
their new apartments out.

Slums contribute greatly to en-
vironmental degradation through 
pollution. They exacerbate land, air, 
water and noise pollution. Brutally 
unhygienic conditions in slums af-
fect the productivity of inhabitants 
and lead to rising unemployment.

Congestion also encourages the 
spread of water-borne diseases, 

such as typhoid. Without access to 
proper and affordable medical care, 
these diseases turn fatal for slum 
dwellers. A vicious cycle of poverty 
ensues, with the poor becoming even 
poorer. Ironically, they themselves 
are contributing to their deteriora-
tion. 

Agra
Home to the world-renowned tribute 
to everlasting love, Agra is visited by 
droves of tourists eager to bask in 
the glory of Emperor Shah Jahan’s 
magnificent Taj Mahal. Declared a 
UNESCO World Heritage Site in 1983, 
it is a brilliant example of Mughal 
architecture, known for its beauti-
ful gardens, huge translucent-white 
marble walls, and perfectly symmet-
rical domes. Unfortunately, while 
Indians were more than enthusias-
tic in campaigning for the Taj to be 
one of the new Seven Wonders of the 
Word, they have done little to save it 
from marble fungus due to extreme 
air pollution in Agra. 

High pollution levels have led to 
an increased concentration of harm-
ful chemicals like corrosive sulphur 
dioxide in the air. When combined 
with water vapour, this air pollut-
ant causes marble fungus or marble 
cancer, a condition that causes a 
distinct yellowish tinge on marble 
and, in advanced stages, leads to the 
blackening of marble. 

In 1984, Mahesh Chandra Mehta, 
an environmental lawyer, filed a case 
before the Supreme Court of India 
that the monument was being eaten 
by fungus and the inner chambers’ 
walls had blackened. Although the 
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deterioration of the Taj could have 
been halted nearly two decades ago, 
the Indian Supreme Court, in yet 
another case of inexplicable ineffi-
ciency, waited until 1996 to issue an 
order to curb pollution in the areas 
around the Taj. 

While this measure has helped to 
slow the deterioration, the Taj con-
tinues to be degraded as many fac-
tories operate near it unchallenged. 
The decline of the Taj was noticed 
in 2000 by former US President Bill 
Clinton when he remarked, “Pollu-
tion has managed to do what 350 
years of wars, invasions and natural 
disasters have failed to do. It has be-
gun to mar the magnificent walls of 
the Taj Mahal.”

Dirty Water
1.8 billion tonnes of sewage: that 

is the amount of untreated waste 
dumped into the Yamuna River from 
New Delhi alone. This staggering 
amount of sewage is only half of 
what is produced in India’s capital, 
but 1.8 billion tonnes of sewage is no 
joke. Sunita Narain, the director of 
the Centre for Science and Environ-
ment in India, remarked in a recent 
article on Spiegel Online, “What is 
happening to the Yamuna is reflec-
tive of what is happening in almost 
every river in India.” 

And that does not spell a promis-
ing future for India, especially since 
the world’s water resources are dry-
ing up rapidly. The situation is made 
more severe in India’s case, as the 
Himalayan glaciers, the source for 
most of Indian rivers, are decreasing 
quickly in size.

Thousands who cannot afford in-
house water supply depend on rivers 
like the Yamuna to carry out daily 
activities. This makes the situation 
all the more dangerous, as reports 
say that 70% of the sewage dumped 
in the Yamuna is made up of human 
excrement.

As a result, water-borne diseas-

es like diarrhoea will run rampant. 
This problem is further aggravated 
by the inadequate health care facili-
ties catering to the people who most 
need it: the same people who get wa-
ter directly from these rivers. 

As Narain said, “The Yamuna is 
dead, we just haven’t officially cre-
mated it.” Ironically, it was part of 
Hindu tradition in the past to pour 
the ashes of cremated people into the 
Yamuna and the Ganges, as these riv-
ers were considered holy and pure. 
But thishas had to be abandoned due 
to over-pollution of the waters. 

Optimism: The Glass IS 
Half Full

Despite the infrastructure be-
ing unable to withstand the rigours 
of rapid industralisation, there are 
signs that people are slowly becom-
ing aware of India’s problems. Many 
‘green’ industries have started to 
flourish, amongst which Gujarat Al-
kalies and Chemicals Limited (GACL) 
is a proud member.

GACL has revamped its factory in 
the outskirts of Gujarat, completely 
eradicating the huge mounds of lit-
ter and industrial sewage that used 
to grace its surroundings. Its Safety 
and Environment Department over-
sees the planting and maintenance 
of 1,000 trees annually. GACL en-
sures that all of its industrial pro-
cesses are geared towards promot-
ing a clean environment. As its motto 
states, “Ours is a green attitude.” 

The Energy and Resources Insti-
tute (TERI) has a similar ideology. 
According to its website at www.te-
riin.org, it was established in 1974 to 
alleviate current pollution problems 
and consequences in India as well as 
on a global scale, and to tackle prob-
lems that the world would face due 
to the gradual depletion of natural 
resources.

And it has achieved this aim to 
an admirable extent over the last 
30 years, completing more than 

2,600 projects in India alone. These 
range from finding and promoting 
solutions to air pollution caused by 
factories and motorized vehicles, to 
aiding forest and wildlife conserva-
tion efforts. It has extensive, state-
of-the-art research facilities, which 
focus on how best to establish a 
healthy relationship between the en-
vironment and technology.

TERI also conducts many work-
shops to educate people and indus-
trialists about the value of respect-
ing the environment. This is key to 
halting the devastating grip that 
pollution has on India – education. 

These are just two examples of 
environmental efforts taking place 
in India. There are lots more with 
the creation of new pollution control 
departments in the government and 
private organisations.

However, India is still sliding 
into a dangerous, dirty pit of pol-
lution. According to Dr. Shreekant 
Gupta, a professor at the Delhi 
School of Economics, if the costs of 
environmental degradation were 
taken into consideration, the Indian 
growth rate could reduce by a stag-
gering 4.5% in present conditions.

And the future doesn’t look too 
clean either. With India’s disorgan-
ised bureaucracy and legal system, 
uneducated and poor population, 
and lack of widespread sanitation, 
environmentally friendly develop-
ment doesn’t look to be in the books 
for India – at least not in the near 
future.

Yes, India is a land full of oppor-
tunities. She is a land full of complex 
myth, rich culture, mystic tradi-
tions, hidden talents, and intriguing 
history. And her growth rate is fast-
er than the rate of the White Tiger’s 
deterioration in the wild.

India needs to face reality – and 
fast – or face the dire circumstances 
that follow. Picture perfect? Not by a 
long shot. E!
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Home to Asia’s Largest Slum, the Dharavi Slum, Mumbai has now 1 
come to be known as “Slumbai.”

One of the 1700 Industrial Plants contributing to the Taj Mahal’s 2 
corrosion in Agra, India.

The majestic Taj Mahal – an ancient tribute to love.3 

TERI’s Himalayan Centre at Latey Bunga.4 
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There is no doubt 
about it: plastic bags 
are harmful. They 
can clog up drains 
and waterways, 
choke up mangroves, 
and threaten marine 
lives! 

According to the National Envi-
ronment Agency (NEA), Singaporeans 
use about 2.5 billion plastic shop-
ping bags every year! That is about 
2,500 bags per family each year. And 
since plastic bags are made from 
oil, a finite resource, they are non-
biodegradable. However, by using 
cloth bags or reusing plastic bags for 
shopping, we can help conserve the 
earth’s resources. In fact, NEA es-
timates that if each household uses 
one fewer plastic bag a week, Singa-
pore could save more than 50 million 
bags annually!

Earlier this year, NEA, the Singa-
pore Environment Council and Sin-
gapore Retailers Association, work-
ing together with major supermarket 
chains, embarked on a campaign to 
educate shoppers to use reusable 
bags instead of single-use plastic 
carrier bags, whenever possible. 
The message to the public was clear: 
Choose reusable bags over plastic 
ones!

About the campaign
The campaign targeted two main 
groups – shoppers and cashiers at 
retail outlets. Educational materials 
such as standees, posters and pam-
phlets were displayed at over 680 
participating retail outlets to raise 
awareness among shoppers. At the 
same time, cashiers were trained to 
politely ask shoppers if they needed 
a plastic bag for small purchases. In 
addition, reusable bags were also 
available for sale at a low cost in 
participating retailers.

Since April, every first Wednes-
day of the month has been named 
‘Bring your own bag day’ (BYOB), 
wherein customers had to bring their 
own bag or pay for a plastic bag. To 

date, five BYOB days have been con-
ducted. But how have Singaporeans 
received the campaign? Is there 
greater public awareness about the 
ills of plastics? Have Singaporeans 
consciously tried to reduce and recy-
cle? I conducted a straw poll using a 
questionnaire with 35 people to find 
out what they had to say.

Key survey findings
Almost everyone was aware that 
plastic bags are harmful. 65 per cent 
of them knew this from general read-
ing. Another one-fifth became aware 
of it through public awareness cam-
paigns like BYOB. Finally, the rest 
learned it from their teachers. Also, 
60 per cent of them agreed that ef-
forts like BYOB are good to help re-
duce plastic bags wastage. 

Using plastic bags
Although most interviewees were 
aware of the possible harmful ef-
fects of plastic bags on the environ-
ment, most said that they did not do 
enough to reduce their usage. This is 
because the effects had not really im-
pacted their day-to-day lives much. 

Mr Simon Chua, a real estate 
agent, said, “Yes I’ve read and heard 
about climate change and what the 
scientists have predicted about the 
future, but the moment I step out to 
work, I forget about it. I become oc-
cupied with other things and have 
nothing to remind me about the 
environment. I feel that lawmakers 
must pass more stringent rules, for 
example, to stop giving out free plas-
tic bags!” 

Mdm Elizabeth Gonzales, a 
46-year-old kindergarten teach-
er, admitted that she never really 
thought much of the effects that 
plastic bags could have on the en-
vironment. “I never realised how 
harmful plastic bags are. It is only 
now that after reading more about it, 
that I’ve realised that it isn’t good to 
use too many of them.” 

Then and Now: 
Status of Plastics in the  
consumer’s subconscious by Bharathi Shiva

continued on next page �



Recycling and reusing 
efforts

60 per cent of interviewees said 
they consciously try to reduce their 
own plastic bag consumption. When 
asked how, about half of them said 
that they bring their own bags to 
supermarkets while 20 per cent said 
they consolidated all purchased 
items into one big bag. Two per cent 
mentioned that they even bring their 
own containers and mugs when buy-
ing food and beverages from hawker 
centres to reduce the use of plastic 
containers. 

Mr Eric Khoo, who works in a 
shipping company, said he preferred 
the way they used leaves to pack food 
in the past. “That’s why my wife and 
I always bring our own containers to 
pack food home.” However, a few re-
spondents said it was too difficult to 
change their habits now. Mdm Eliza-
beth admitted, “I am too used to us-
ing plastic bags for me to shift to not 
using them now!” 

Interviewees were also asked if 
they had started to reuse their plas-
tic bags after campaigns like the 
BYOB. 72 per cent replied that they 
were already doing so before BYOB, 
but admitted that they were not con-
sistent in their efforts, as they would 
sometimes forget to bring their own 
bags.

An overwhelming 90 per cent of 
interviewees felt that Singaporeans 
are not doing enough to recycle and 
reuse their plastic bags. The two 
main reasons given were “lack of 
inner drive to conserve the environ-
ment” and “laziness”. 

Mr Dave Beng, a polytechnic 
student, said that though he feels 
strongly about the need to avoid the 
unnecessary use of plastic bags, he 
sometimes just follows the crowd. 
“On my campus, hardly anybody 
brings their own containers. I know 
I want to bring mine but when I see 
everybody around me not doing it, I 

also just give in. Maybe the canteen 
can stop or cut down on giving the 
plastic containers away for free.”

Retailers’ viewpoint
Many interviewees felt that unless 
shops stop giving out free plastic 
bags, customers will continue to use 
them. However, retail operators and 
food sellers had another thing to say. 
A food seller said, “The harmful ef-
fects of plastics have not reached us 
yet, so even if we start asking cus-
tomers to bring their own contain-
ers, many will not oblige.”

The manager at the Cold Stor-
age outlet at South Buona Vista Road 
said that though the response to 
BYOB has been good, he felt that ev-
ery day should be made BYOB day to 
remind customers to do more for the 
environment. He noticed that after 
BYOB was introduced, more custom-
ers brought their own bags. How-
ever, he said that expatriates were 
more likely to be in the habit of doing 
so, while local customers may need 
more incentives to bring their own 
bags. He suggested a stamp system 
where shoppers who brought their 
own bags could collect ‘stamps’ and 
redeem them later for gifts. E!

Suggestions & 
Solutions

Suggestions by interviewees to 
reduce the use of plastic bags

Issue paper bags instead of plastic bags. �

Shops should stop giving out plastic bags  �
as a default and remind customers to 
bring their own bags.

Produce biodegradable plastic bags, if  �
possible.

Issue free reusable bags to every house- �
hold.

Implement more BYOB days, or have  �
them on weekends when there are more 
customers.

Hawkers could offer lower prices for cus- �
tomers who bring their own food con-
tainers and mugs.

Get rebates from shops if customers re- �
turn plastic bags or containers. 

Better publicity to create awareness and  �
greater education in schools. 

Solutions from other countries
AuStRAliA
Shoppers are now encouraged to buy bags 
called green bags which cost a few dollars, 
but can be reused many times. The bags are 
coloured depending on the company that 
sells them. Some green bags are insulated 
for the carrying of hot or cold items. 

FRAnCE
Leading retailers have strongly encouraged 
customers to buy reusable plastic bags or 
non-woven bags. Non-food-related retail-
ers tend to prefer to switch to using paper 
bags.

iRElAnd
Since 2002, the country has introduced a 
15-cent levy on every plastic shopping bag. 
This led to people cutting down on plastic 
bags by 95% and using reusable bags. The 

money gathered by the levy was used to 
raise money for environmental initiatives. In 
2007, the charge was increased to 22 cents.

JApAn
Although there are some supermarkets that 
charge for plastic bags, this is by no means 
the norm. Instead, many supermarkets give 
shoppers extra points on a point-card when 
they bring their own bags.

GERmAny
Generally, most supermarkets charge be-
tween 5 and 25 cents per single-use bag, 
depending on the type of bag. Most shops 
also offer cloth bags or sturdier, woven plas-
tic bags for about €1, encouraging shoppers 
to re-use them. Most people will re-use 
single-use shopping bags, for example, to 
collect bottles or use them as bin liners.

Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Plastic_shopping_bag �
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1. The population in Sin-
gapore is predicted to in-
crease to 6.5 million in the 
next 40 to 50 years. Is that 
a good thing?

An interesting fact before we proceed: 

the entire human population has always 

been growing slowly until recent times. In 

the hunter-gatherer era, the total number 

of humans on the Earth barely amounted 

to a few million. By 2000, however, things 

had changed. In less than half a century, 

the world population had doubled to 6.1 

billion (from 1965).

On a positive note, population in-

creases would mean a larger market that 

leads to greater demand. There will also 

be more workers to match the increased 

demand; more heads come with more 

brains and correspondingly more ideas 

and more geniuses. We have had innova-

tions, such as the Green Revolution, the 

hydroelectric dam, and the solar-powered 

cell, that have made living far easier on 

both our careworn planet and us. In fu-

ture, we may have even greater inventions 

that are more productive than what we 

are creating today.

This is especially so in Singapore, 

where human resources must necessarily 

make up for the scarcity of raw materi-

als. For us in particular, human popula-

tion may not be a bad “investment”. This 

would encourage greater efficiency and, 

perhaps, more innovations to make the 

Earth a better place to live in. 

However, with the limitations of land 

size that we face, an increase in popula-

tion over the next 50 years could possi-

bly raise population density in Singapore 

to an uncomfortable level. Having been 

“stacked” high into the sky already illus-

trates how small the country is. With her 

current standard of living and low crime 

rates, Singapore is no doubt a good place 

for settlement and a safe place to live in. 

Unfortunately, a larger population would 

cause much environmental concerns in 

time. We would have more vehicles on the 

road, more construction, and that would 

mean more pollution than ever.

(Source: Environmental Science: A  �
Global Concern, ninth edition, William P. 
Cunningham, Mary Ann Cunningham & 
Woodworth Saigo, McGraw Hill, 2007, pg 
136)

2. How can insecticides be 
harmful to us instead? 

Whenever we human beings discover 

something new, affordable and effective, 

we employ the tools everywhere where 

possible. One example is the widespread 

use of insecticides. More often than not, 

we think ‘the more the better’ and spray 

generously on the crops. We do not take 

into consideration the process of natural 

selection that makes pests more and more 

resistant to insecticides.

Through natural selection, pests like 

mosquitoes develop immunity to the 

poisons that once wiped out their popu-

lations. With each generation of increas-

ingly resistant pests, new and more toxic 

insecticides are introduced. This leads to a 

vicious cycle with no end in sight.

One of the scariest examples of this 

cycle is the re-emergence of malaria. Ma-

laria claims about a million lives every year 

and most of these are innocent children. 

The parasite that causes the disease, pro-

tozoan, is immune to most antibiotics and 

worse, the mosquitoes have developed a 

strong immunity to traditional pesticides, 

a protection ironically conferred on them 

by the very pesticides used to kill them.

(Source: Environmental Science: A  �
Global Concern, ninth edition, William P. 
Cunningham, Mary Ann Cunningham & 
Woodworth Saigo, McGraw Hill, 2007, pg 
165) 

3. Much has been said about 
dengue fever, but how long 
do mosquitoes take to 
breed?

An Aedes mosquito goes through a 

four-stage life cycle. The first stage, the 

egg, can hatch within 24 hours. Each fe-

male mosquito can lay about 100 eggs. 

These can survive in dry conditions for up 

to nine months while waiting for the opti-

mum breeding conditions to hatch.

When a mosquito reaches the sec-

ond stage, it is called a larva or a wiggler 

and lives in water for one to two weeks. 

The survival of the larva depends on the 

temperature of the water. Water in flower 

vases and stagnant water in containers are 

the best breeding grounds as they provide 

a favourable temperature in which it can 

grow.

The larva will shed its skin four times 

to become a pupa. It continues to live in 

water for another one to four days. Differ-

ent species and varying temperatures may 

alter the timeline of this stage.

Surviving the previous three stages 

‘nurtures’ the Aedes mosquito into an 

adult, a period that takes between nine to 

19 days to grow into an adult. 

(Source: http://www.dengue.gov.sg/subject. �
asp?id=12) 

4. My family will be leaving 
for an overseas trip. What 
can we do to prevent the 
breeding of mosquitoes at 
home?

According to the National Environ-

ment Agency, there are eight steps you 

should take before leaving for your trip:

Cover all toilet bowls in your home. �

Seal off the overflow pipe of the flush- �
ing cistern.

Cover all floor traps. �

Add sand granular insecticide to places  �
that mosquitoes may breed. This is espe-
cially important if you have flower vases 
at home.

Clear blockages and add insecticide in  �
roof gutters.

Turn over all water storage containers. �

Ask a relative or close friend to check  �
your home regularly for stagnant water 
if you are going away for a long period 
of time.

Leave your contacts with your neigh- �
bours or the neighbourhood police cen-
tre so that you can be reached easily. 

(Source: http://app.nea.gov.sg/cms/htdocs/ �
article.asp?pid=2902)

Q&A
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