
As the Government urges Singaporeans 
to switch to public transport, it has been 
hard at work to improve every aspect of 
the network: From building more roads 
and adding more MRT lines and stations, 
to increasing bus and train speeds and 
frequencies. 

Said Transport Minister Raymond 
Lim: “Public transport is pivotal ... it is 
the most efficient and effective way to 
transport large number of people in a 
compact and densely populated city 
state like ours.”

To that end, “every little bit counts”, 
he stressed — including seemingly trivial 
moves to introduce real-time bus arrival 
information and distance-based fares. 

“There’s no single thing that the 
minute you do it, you’ll be able to make 
public transport attractive to commuters 
... collectively, all these measures that 
we put in place help.”

For instance, the Government is study-
ing a suggestion of installing a tram sys-
tem linking Orchard Road to the Marina 
area. “But it is really very preliminary and 
premature to draw any conclusion. We 
have to be sure that by doing this, the 
benefits outweigh the costs,” he stressed.

Another option being considered is a 
bus rapid transit system, which typically 
involves localised, dedicated bus-ways 
with their own rights-of-way.

Mr Lim, who periodically takes the 
train and buses during peak hours to 
get a first-hand feel of the situation, 
describes the MRT, along with trunk and 
feeder bus services, as the “backbone of 
Singapore’s land transport system”. 

But the Government is also looking 
at encouraging cycling as another way 
of getting around the neighbourhood. 
Under the $43-million National Cycling 
Plan unveiled last year, dedicated cycling 
lanes will be built in Tampines, Pasir Ris, 
Yishun, Sembawang and Taman Jurong.

Pointing to Singapore’s humid and 
hot weather, Mr Lim said: “If you look at 
the pattern of cycling in Singapore, they 

are mostly short commutes — seldom 
beyond 5 kilometres.” Cycling can be an 
alternative mode “for intra-town travel 
— that means from your home, you can 
cycle to the MRT station ... to school (or) 
your neighbourhood market”.

Yes, there would be trade-offs, not just 
in terms of road space but also pedestrian 
space — but “if enough people take up 
cycling, then at the margin, it can reduce 
pressure on the public transport load and 
the congestion on our roads”.

MARATHON WITH NO FINISH LINE
The nature of land transportation and 
the massive infrastructure involved 
mean a long lead-time for any policy 
initiative. 

And despite the plethora of measures 
in recent years, it would probably take 
the decade and beyond for Singaporeans 
to see the full results of all the ongoing 
works, including the feverish construc-
tion of new MRT lines and stations. 

Even then, the work is never quite 
complete. Said Mr Lim, who took over 
the transport portfolio in 2006: “If you 
want (Singapore) to be a vibrant global 
city state, you must expect aspirations 
and expectations to go up. So in terms 
of catering to land transport demand, it 
is really like running a marathon without 
a finish line.” 

By now, Mr Lim said he and his team 
are used to the “huge volume of feed-
back” — both positive and negative. He 
keeps reminding his people not to be 
disheartened by the brickbats. 

“Because of the trade-offs involved, 
there will be people who will be unhappy 
but you need to keep things in perspec-
tive,” said Mr Lim. “When I came in 
(as Transport Minister), I told the Land 
Transport Authority that they have this 
huge opportunity to really do some good 
for Singaporeans. However difficult it is, 
if we keep that particular end in sight, it 
is something that is meaningful.” 
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SOMETIMES, the key to success lies in tem-

pering aspirations. No where is this more 

obvious than when it comes to moving 

Singaporeans from one place to another. 

The by-product of Singaporeans’ drive 

for material success is evident on the roads: 

Cars, lots of them. But as one of the small-

est countries in the world, filled with an 

ever-growing population, the obsession 

with owning a car has to go. 

“I think we need greater recognition 

that our principal ambition is to ensure that 

we continue to live in this beautiful city 

where the sky is blue and the air is clean, 

and not like some cities in the world where 

you come out and the sky is perpetually 

grey, infected by pollution from lots of vehi-

cles trapped in a huge traffic jam everyday,” 

said Transport Minister Raymond Lim, who 

was speaking to Weekend Today as part of 

a series on the challenges facing Singapore 

policymakers in the decade ahead. 

Mr Lim (picture), who would be the first 

to acknowledge that he is unlikely to win 

any popularity contest, knows tough calls 

have to be made as Singapore faces up to 

an explosion of travel demand over the next  

10 years. About 8.9 million journeys are 

made everyday, and that figure is expected to 

shoot up by 60 per cent to about 14.3 million. 

In March, Mr Lim dropped a bombshell 

on aspiring car owners when he announced 

changes that effectively slashed Certificates 

of Entitlement supply by about 30 per cent. 

This was the result of a new formula 

to determine the number of new vehicles 

allowed: Based on the actual number of 

vehicles taken off the road, and not a fore-

cast of vehicles to be deregistered over  

12 months, a method that has been used 

by policymakers since 1999. 

Apart from causing a surge in car pric-

es, the move led some to wonder why it had 

taken more than 10 years for the Govern-

ment to refine a faulty method. 

Couldn’t policymakers have made the 

call, say, after five years of seeing how it 

undermined the set vehicle growth rate? 

From 2005 to 2008, when the allow-

able annual growth rate was at 3 per cent, 

Singapore’s vehicle population grew by 

between 3.8 and 6.5 per cent each year. Last 

year, when the allowable growth rate was 

halved to 1.5 per cent, the actual growth 

was 3.4 per cent.

It was “a matter of judgment”, Mr Lim 

said. “It depends on how long you want 

any change in the system to be adjusted 

... If (we) let the thing run for two, three 

or five years ... you would say we didn’t 

run it long enough. We did our review in 

2008, we looked at the pattern to see how 

it was going and we decided we will make 

this change.” 

 

THE PRIME PuRPOSE OF COES
Mr Lim said he understood Singa-

poreans’ concern about the rising 

COE prices — which was why his 

ministry resisted “vociferous” 

calls in Parliament to cut the ve-

hicle growth rate more sharply. 

“I explained that I’m against 

that because we need ... to give 

people time to adjust. We tried 

to give sufficient notice, we 

articulated very early what 

we are going to do so that 

people understand this is 

the way going forward.” 

He reiterated that 

the COE prices have “al-

ways been determined 

by market forces”, and 

this was evident in recent 

months when COE prices 

actually fell in spite of the 

reduction in supply. 

Said Mr Lim: “Just as 

we did not intervene when 

COE prices were plummet-

ing during the recession, we 

should not do so now as the 

economy recovers.” 

What’s important is to keep 

in mind the purpose of COEs in 

the first place: To control the ve-

hicle population “so as to prevent 

our roads from being in perpetual 

gridlock”. 

Still, the somewhat loose way 

in which policymakers had previ-

ously managed the vehicle popula-

tion growth rate — coupled with 

the rigorous use of Electronic Road 

Pricing (ERP) and the introduction of 

the Off-Peak Car scheme — had led to the 

perception that the implicit policy stance 

was to manage car usage, instead of car 

ownership, thus allowing more Singapore-

ans to fulfil their aspirations of owning cars.

Mr Lim quashed that notion, stress-

ing that the two policy instruments have 

always been used in tandem: The Area 

Licensing Scheme was introduced in the 

mid ’70s as a form of congestion charge, 

while in 1990, the Government started 

the vehicle quota scheme to manage the 

car population. Eight years after, the ERP 

system was rolled out. 

Going forward, policymakers will con-

tinue to alternate between the two. “If we 

rely exclusively on just one instrument, 

we put enormous pressure on that single 

instrument ... What the balance should 

be at any given point in time depends on 

the circumstances prevailing then,” said 

Mr Lim, who saw the growing popularity 

of the OPC scheme — which was recently 

enhanced to make it more attractive — as 

a nod to the effectiveness of the combina-

tion of congestion management measures.

CONGESTION ANd PARKING CHARGES
While car owners are naturally not too  

enamoured of the ERP system, its success 

as a policy tool to manage congestion has 

seen other cities following Singapore’s 

example. 

And even as policymakers here are 

constantly studying other countries’  

experiences, vehicle owners can rest as-

sured they will not be seeing those ex-

orbitant parking charges used to manage 

congestion in cities such as London, New 

York and Hong Kong, anytime soon. 

While the supply of parking spaces in 

the Central Business District is expected to 

go down over time — leading to a gradual 

increase in parking charges — Mr Lim re-

iterated that managing parking fees is not 

“one of our principal instruments”. 

“We have certain rules of what is the 

amount of parking spaces we should have 

but we leave it up to the market to decide 

the rates,” he said.

 

The writer is a freelance  

correspondent at Today.
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three strokes of the 
cane, 5 months’ jail
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SINGAPORE — He pleaded guilty but asked, 

through his lawyer, not to be given a “puni-

tive custodial sentence”. He claimed that he  

was “cajoled” into committing the offences 

of breaking into the SMRT Changi Deport 

and vandalising two train carriages. 

But Swiss IT consultant Oliver Fricker 

(picture) — whom the court heard went 

on a three-day holiday with his alleged ac-

complice, Dane Alexander Lloyd, after com-

mitting the offences — failed to convince 

District Judge See Kee Oon that a deterrent 

sentence was not in order. 

Finding that Fricker, 32, had displayed 

a “calculated criminal conduct”, Judge See 

sentenced him to five months’ jail and three 

strokes of the cane. 

The sentence was handed down about 

six hours after Fricker pleaded guilty, 

around noon, to charges of vandalism and 

entering a protected place. A third charge 

stating that he had committed an act of 

vandalism by cutting the fence of the depot 

was taken into consideration.

Judge See agreed with Deputy Public 

Prosecutor Sharon Lim who said Fricker had 

committed “a very serious offence” — and 

that the whole incident had “alarmed the 

general public” and “shaken their confi-

dence in the security of protected places”.

DPP Lim told the court that Lloyd — 

who remains at large — used a wire cutter 

to cut a hole in a fence surrounding the 

depot.

He and Fricker then slipped into the 

protected area, each carrying a bag of 

spray paint. Fricker spray-painted the word 

“McKoy” on the left side of the train, while 

Lloyd spray-painted the word “Banos” next 

to it. McKoy Banos is believed to be the 

names of two persons who have vandalised 

trains elsewhere.

Lloyd then took photographs of the 

vandalised train carriages and both of them 

left the depot through the hole in the fence.

They flagged a taxi and went to Boat 

Quay before ending up at Fricker’s apart-

ment at Sail@Marina Bay. Lloyd showed 

Fricker the photographs he had taken, be-

fore they went to sleep.

The next day, the pair left for Hong 

Kong for a holiday, the court heard. Fricker 

returned three days later, while Lloyd, 29, 

decided to stay on in Hong Kong.

Fricker was arrested on May 25.  Sin-

gapore police have issued a warrant for  

Lloyd’s arrest.

On Friday, as the sentence was being 

read out, Fricker, brows furrowed, stood 

straight in the dock and looked at the judge, 

his expression unchanged throughout the 

proceedings.

In mitigation, Fricker’s lawyer,  

Mr Derek Kang, told Judge See that there 

was no need for a punitive custodial sen-

tence, and that Fricker was “cajoled” by 

Lloyd into committing the offence.

Speaking to reporters outside the 

court, Mr Kang said both he and Fricker 

felt the sentence was too “high” and would  

be appealing. 

For vandalism, Fricker could have been 

sentenced to three years’ jail, fined a maxi-

mum of $2,000 and given at least three 

strokes of the cane. 

And for entering a protected place, he 

could have been sentenced to a maximum 

of two years’ jail and fined up to $1,000.

Singaporeans interviewed by Media- 

Corp gave mixed reactions to Fricker’s sen-

tencing. Of the 10 people interviewed, about 

half felt that the sentence was too harsh, 

while the others felt it was appropriate. 

Boutique assistant Joseph Wee, 25, 

who felt the sentence was fair, said: “This is 

Singapore, we must keep our reputation as 

a country which is clean and safe to live in.”

However, bank officer Mark Sim  

thought a jail term and a fine would have 

been more appropriate. 

Mr Christoph Oggenfuss, head of mar-

keting and communications at Swiss com-

pany Comit AG, where Fricker is employed, 

noted that this is a “private matter”, and 

“Mr Fricker will stay suspended until he 

returns to Switzerland”.

In the Swiss city of Zurich, several peo-

ple interviewed by Weekend Today felt that 

Fricker’s sentence was harsh but agreed 

that one has to abide by the laws of a coun-

try one is in.

Economist Felix Kaufmann described 

caning as being “unusual” in Switzerland. 

“I think the punishment as a whole — the 

caning and imprisonment — is unaccept-

able,” said Mr Kaufmann, 38.

While student Christina Frick, 21, be-

lieves that the punishment “is not correct”, 

she added that Fricker knew “vandalism is 

against the law”.

Teacher Mrs 

Verena Dutzi, 

52, said: “If 

you go to an-

other country, 

you have to be 

informed of the 

rules and accept 

the rules and 

customs of the 

country.” AddI-
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A question 
of supply 
and demand
Transport Minister Raymond Lim on balancing car 
ownership and the need to keep traffic flowing
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