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Taken from an article written by Tan Shin Bin for URA’s corporate magazine, Skyline 

 
Sustainable development has generated much public interest and attention in recent times 
as the signs of global warming have raised alarm bells around the world. Today, plans and 
policies all over the world are being rewritten to address this problem and “sustainable 
development” is thrust into the limelight.  

Planning for 

Sustainability 

Though the buzz surrounding sustainable development is relatively recent, this concept is 
not new to Singapore. As the planning authority of a small island citystate with limited 
resources and growing needs, URA has to plan for Singapore’s land and other resources to 
be used prudently, pragmatically and with an eye on the future. As Singapore’s economy 
grows and our population expands, juggling land uses for housing, defence, ports, 
recreation and other uses will become even more challenging. Given our limitations, 
responsible urban development has always been a must for Singapore, not a choice. 
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Thinking long term for a sustainable future 
To achieve sustainability, we have a comprehensive and forward-looking planning 
framework which provides an integrated approach to sustainable development. The 
Concept Plan is a strategic, long term land use plan that guides Singapore’s development 
for the next 40 to 50 years, while the Master Plan translates this into detailed plans that 
guide development over the next 10 to 15 years. Our planning process is a highly 
integrated one where all agencies involved in economic, social, environmental and 
infrastructural development come together to resolve competing needs and trade-offs. 
This ensures that future development balances economic growth with environmental 
stewardship and social progress; and that current development is not at the expense of 
long term interest. 
 
In drawing up both longer-term plans like the Concept Plan and detailed plans like the  
Master Plan, URA makes sure that Singapore can grow in a sustainable manner. Key 
initiatives and plans that are being unveiled as part of the draft Master Plan 2008 are 
products of our long-term, integrated and pragmatic approach towards sustainable 
development. 
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Achieving growth through decentralisation 
One example is URA’s newly announced plans for the Jurong Lake District and Paya Lebar 
Central. The idea to develop these areas actually has its roots way back in 1991, as part of 
the 1991 Concept Plan Review. Back then, it was realised that Singapore would face the 
potential problem of traffic congestion in and out of the Central Business District during 
peak hours. To tackle this problem before it came to a head, URA adopted a long-term 
strategy to decentralise commercial activities to commercial centres outside the city. 
Distributing commercial activities throughout the island and bringing jobs closer to homes 
would reduce travel into the city, in turn reducing both peak-hour congestion as well as 
vehicular emissions. Decentralisation would also offer businesses alternative and more 
affordable business locations.  
 
As part of this long-term strategy, several locations strategically well spread throughout the 
island and well served by public transport networks were identified for development. 
Jurong and Paya Lebar were identified as two of these locations, together with others like 
Tampines and Novena. Today, the Novena Fringe Centre and Tampines Regional Centre 
have both been developed into vibrant office clusters supported by retail, food & beverage 
and  entertainment amenities. The Jurong Lake District and Paya Lebar Central look set to 
become similarly successful areas in the future, and help mitigate possible congestion 
problems. 
 

Location is key 
When choosing where to develop these regional centres, one key consideration is that the 
locations have to be well served by MRT stations. Both Jurong Lake District and Paya Lebar 
Central, as well as the other identified commercial centres, fit this criteria. Ensuring that 
these employment-generating commercial centres are located around major public 
transport interchanges allows high intensity development without resulting gridlock from 
increased vehicular traffic, since workers can travel to and from work via the MRT. 
 
This is also part of Singapore’s strategy to encourage greater use of public transport and 
reduce private vehicular travel. As part of this strategy, Singapore is investing heavily in 
building more rail lines. By 2020, our rail network will have doubled. URA works closely 
with MOT and LTA on various measures to promote this more environmentally-responsible 
and sustainable mode of travel. 
 
The provision of an extensive rail network is viable because of Singapore’s compact urban 
form. Creating a compact urban environment, which is a key strategy for development in 
Singapore, also conserves our limited land resources, optimises the provision of 
infrastructure and keeps our city walkable. 
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Nevertheless, a high-density urban environment comes with certain tradeoffs and 
disadvantages. For example, a highly built-up environment means that heat from the sun is 
absorbed by the large area of building surfaces. This creates a phenomenon called the 
“urban heat island effect”, which can make for an uncomfortable living environment. To 
mitigate against this effect, measures are put in place to encourage the provision of urban 
greenery like sky gardens and rooftop greenery, which have been proven to lessen the 
urban heat island effect. 
 
Parks, open spaces and park connectors are also made available to provide relief from a 
built-up urban environment. These measures are incorporated into plans where possible. 

 
Taking play seriously 
A sustainable city is one which provides for a high quality of living for all which is precisely 
what URA plans for Singapore to be. Beyond providing for a good physical environment, we 
also look towards the provision of leisure opportunities for all. Under the draft Master Plan 
2008 Leisure Plan, URA looks to ensure that Singaporeans have ample opportunities for 
outdoor activities, as well as arts, cultural and lifestyle activities. 
 
URA’s efforts to achieve sustainable urban growth did not start at the draft Master Plan 
2008, and will not stop here. These initiatives are part of a larger move towards 
sustainability. As the world gears up for a shift towards planning for more sustainable 
development, we are confident that Singapore’s governing framework and  experiences 
thus far will enable us to take on the challenges ahead. 
 
 

For discussion 
1) Why do you think it is important for Singapore to have good plans in place for long term 

sustainability? 
 

2) Name 3 strategies planners have adopted for sustainable development. 
 

3) What do you understand by sustainable development? 
 

4) What else do you think Singapore can so to be more sustainable? How do you think we 
compare to other countries?  
 

5) What can you do as an individual to help support Singapore’s efforts in  planning for 
sustainability? 
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