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FOREWORD

LOOK BEYOND THE ‘GREEN CITY MIRACLE’

By Professor David S. Jones, FAILA

The urban regenerative process, as advanced in Singapore, is
perhaps one of the most interesting precedents internationally,
from both academic and professional practice standpoints. It
is not simply a tree planning agenda, nor a greening the city
agenda. It is more holistic and enlightened about the need to
address urban regeneration, landscape healing and climate
change/resilience-responsive strategies to the betterment and
well-being of both the landscape and Singapore’s citizens and
visitors.

This strategy addressed all dimensions of liveability
including societal, economic and environmental ones well
before international recognition and acceptance of sustainable
development, the essential message in the United Nations’
SDG 11 (Sustainable Communities), was considered and
adopted. The Singaporean approach is to use social uplift as a
catalyst for urban regeneration. Such is unique in its very
endeavour. But one must also acknowledge the governance
models that led to this process and the societal transition
through the strong leadership of the then Prime Minister Lee
Kuan Yew (1923–2015).
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In retrospect, Lee has stated:

Cities cannot just be made up of concrete
buildings, tarmac and pavements. It would be
depressing and unpleasant to live in. You need
to balance that with trees and flowers. This will
make Singapore more pleasant to live in.

“Singapore has become much greener, despite
increased urbanization. Almost half of
Singapore is covered in greenery. We have set
aside land for world-class gardens, parks and
nature reserves. Many visitors are amazed at
our tree-lined roads, and this has become an
economic value to us. More importantly, Sin-
gaporeans today live in beautifully landscaped
housing estates and are able to exercise and
enjoy fresh air in the urban oases right at
their doorsteps. None of this would have
been possible without decades of conscientious
planning and commitment (Lee in Soper,
2015).

Lee’s strong leadership helped Singapore graduate from a
third to a first world country in just under one generation.
This endeavour is both remarkable and commendable. While
it may be sometimes criticised today by Western democracies
and Western authors, one must understand the context of this
style of urban governance in respect to both time and place.
Post-British and Japanese colonialism saw a Singapore
plagued by poverty and poor infrastructures that had scared
this society on many levels. The urban governance model
applied was led through the willing co-operation of a popu-
lation whom acknowledged the need for change, transform,
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prosperity, stability and social cohesion. The interesting aspect
of this is how large urban projects of national importance
have successfully been devised from inception to delivery,
within short time-frames, while engaging in participatory
planning. Today, this success is not contested. As a conse-
quence, Singapore enjoys a strong demographic platform that
invests significantly in its urban realm and acknowledges the
role of technology in furthering participatory planning to
ensure a wider social cohesion whereby Singaporeans take
ownership of state-led projects. Such is a key in ensuring high
liveability levels in urban areas.

While architectural projects can be deployed in a few
years, cities, on the other hand, can take generations and
longitudinal landscape architecture projects to unfold to
unveil their full potential. Though widely acclaimed, if we
are to look at Singapore from a timescale, we will realise that
the country is still young, is yet to fully establish itself and is
now embarking on another exciting transformational
journey. As this transformation unfolds, there will be
increasing attention from both the academic and profes-
sional practice circles on how Singapore’s societal and eco-
nomic dimensions are been crafted and mediated to support,
sustain and strengthen human and biodiversity quality of
life, which also include the safeguarding of environmental
assets.

Zaheer Allam has successfully addressed this topic in this
book. Offering an insightful inquiry, he has explained the
governance structures and participatory planning key pro-
cesses as adopted by Singapore and their roles in driving this
transformation. Although the same governance structures
may be difficult to adopt, in our day and age, in other coun-
tries, there are ‘lessons to be learnt’ from Singapore’s trans-
formational journey. Better understanding the past is a key in
providing a better outlook on the future, and Singapore may
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be just innovatively leading the way by offering an inspiration
that change is possible – irrespective of the challenges – but
also by offering a co-ordinated ‘toolkit’ of how to effectively
enable societal adhesion in urban regenerative processes.
Allam has synthesised the Singaporean story carefully, and
this book may hopefully act as a guide for others to calibrate
the lessons learnt to better adapt to their own cities or
countries.

As the world grapples today with challenges of scale,
through demographic growth, urbanisation and climate
change, we need revised urban governance models. Maybe it
is the Singapore model that offers templates and ideas that
can inspire us to change ourselves towards alternate urban
survival strategies and enable the greater enrichment of
humanity.
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PREFACE

The subject of seeking urban development and economic
prosperity in a post-colonial setting is increasingly sought as
countries, formerly under the reign of colonial powers, move
away from dictatorial regimes to adopt models of democracy.
This shift is well received by communities as those witnessed
how stronghold regimes can exploit the resources of areas for
personal profits, and how this can lead to marginalised com-
munities, hence rendering a fabric of inequity, being a
breeding ground for conflicts.

The case of Singapore is interesting in this sense as we see
how, immediately after its colonial episode, the country
embarked on a transformative journey so successful that the
country has managed to move from a third world to a first
world country in only one generation. Even if its style of
autocratic governance has often been criticised, we need to
adopt an objective view and explore how this has led to
numerous positive outcomes which have helped the govern-
ment to provide basic services to an impoverished post-
colonial state at an accelerated rate. The success of
Singapore is apparent, as today the country enjoys the quality
of life – a high-class society.

So how did the country manage this feat? What can we
learn from this style of governance? And how sustainable was
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this transformation? This book looks into those questions and
unveils the urban narrative from a historical perspective and
explores the key dimensions in the urban policy of the coun-
try. While we cannot openly advocate for the establishment of
similar governance styles in other countries, the study of the
Singapore’s success story can help to identify how we could
re-calibrate our current governance models in our own
context in developments of varying scale and complexity to
achieve similar results.

One aspect that has attracted my interest in the formulation
of this book is how the local population responded positively
to the strong leadership style of Lee Kuan Yew, which begs the
question on the validity of complex processes of participatory
planning. Indeed, the country would not have achieved this
success at this rate if numerous layers of community valida-
tion had to be achieved. We then see how prioritisation on
certain issues were adopted, where participatory processes
were included but only at selected levels, hence achieving
community support while allowing for the fast deployment of
urban infrastructure and services.

This book thus sets forth to explore the thematic of Urban
Governance in the Singaporean context and underlines sub-
jects of interest from the viewpoint of an independent and
objective urban practitioner and researcher.
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