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‘We’re environmentally 
pampered’

a chat with Howard Shaw, executive director of the S’pore environment Council

How much do Singaporeans care about  
saving the Earth, judging from their actions? 
You can’t generalise but there is a grow-

ing fraternity of the converted, the Prius-

drivers and the reusable-bag users. This 

is mainly the English-speaking, highly-

educated group, which has been expanding 

since the early 1990s. 

Also, among the young, there’s a huge 

increase in awareness and understanding, 

even at Primary level. In my daughter’s 

school, every class has an Eco Monitor, 

someone in charge of doing the recycling. 

When I first entered the field in 1996, 

there were about 20 green groups, or green 

clubs, in schools. About 15 years down the 

road, there are slightly more than 200 green 

clubs, a 10-fold increase.

There’s hearts and there’s minds. The 

knowledge is there; it’s pervasive — knowl-

edge of environmental issues, climate is-

sues, resource issues.

It’s part of the National Education cur-

riculum and the press and various commu-

nity organisations have played a role as well. 

The issue is really the hearts. How many 

of them are actually doing something about 

it, pursuing a greener lifestyle? That’s the 

challenge, really. It is on the increase, but at a 

rate that really needs to be spurred on a bit. 

Is the Government leading in terms of green 
initiatives, and are Singaporeans biting? 
I think there has always been an emphasis 

on the environment. The Garden City is a 

good example of that, as is the cleaning up 

of our waterways and the Singapore River.

So the Government has led in this way. 

They have also adopted certain green pro-

curement policies for the public sector. 

One good example is green buildings ... 

(eventually) Government buildings need to 

achieve the Green Mark standard. 

 
What about the response to the Govern-
ment’s lead in conservation issues?
If you talk about businesses, I think the 

MNC (multi-national corporation) commu-

nity in Singapore has always been a leading 

sector. A lot of their basic operating policies 

are governed by their HQs.

In the early days in the mid-1990s, for 

instance, a big MNC with environmental 

management standards would come to Sin-

gapore and source for suppliers and impose 

those standards on their suppliers as well. 

Property companies are another very 

good example. Leaders like CDL (City De-

velopments) had the vast majority of green 

buildings in Singapore, it still has the majority 

of Green Mark buildings. And people like Capi-

taLand and Keppel Land are following suit.

When you have anchor tenants like big 

banks coming to Singapore, they think, where 

am I going to set up office? The green building 

has become part of their criteria. They don’t 

want to operate in an energy-thirsty building. 

You mentioned MNCs and highly-educated, 
English-speaking types. What about small and 
medium enterprises (SMEs) and heartlanders?
I think that is the challenge because that con-

stitutes the majority. We have approached 

many an SME and the perception is that in 

going green, the benefits do not outweigh 

the costs. They say: “Why are you trying to 

tie more lead weights to my feet? I’m just 

trying to keep my head above water here.” 

How would you persuade them otherwise?
I think that it’s a matter of implementation, 

as well as the scale of implementation of 

green initiatives. They can start with the 

simple things and often these are things that 

would actually reduce your operating costs. 

We have a green office programme 

... it’s a checklist of how you can basically 

save energy, materials, stationery and all 

that in the administrative environment. It 

actually suits companies of all sizes. It’s a 

great starting point for SMEs and they get 

the accreditation of being an eco office. 

Do you think a big push on the part of the 
Government would work? 
I think we do this year after year (laughs). 

It’s called Clean and Green Singapore and 

it’s in the month of November. It used to be 

known as Clean and Green Week.

I don’t know of any other country, 

where, led by the ministry (Ministry of the 

Environment and Water Resources) and Na-

tional Environment Agency (NEA), they’ve 

dedicated one month to environmental pro-

motion and activities to educate the public. 

And it’s totally a Government-created 

campaign. It was led by the Government, 

the public sector ... but it reaches out to 

the other two sectors, the people and the 

private sector that now are involved. The 3P 

model, they call it, which has worked well. 

What is the role of NGOs in this? 
NGOs very much represent the interests 

of the people. We were initially set up to 

create a kind of groundswell in the envi-

ronmental movement. 

One of the side effects of the Govern-

ment being effective in their job is that we 

citizens became environmentally pampered. 

I don’t know of one other country in 

Asean where you can just drink out of a tap. 

Or your garbage, for example. For  

90 per cent of the population, it’s thrown 

down the chute and it’s handled ... it’s out 

of sight, out of mind.

So we become a bit of a nanny state 

and we have “nanny” mentality, that nanny 

will do everything for us. And nanny is of 

course the Government (laughs). 

As a result of that ... people aren’t actu-

ally taking responsibility for the environ-

ment. When I say “people”, I mean, the man 

on the street. A lot of public strategy policy 

documents, for example, are put online for 

public comment — but the feedback is often 

at a very low level. 

The NGOs’ role is to facilitate the “bot-

tom-up”, as opposed to “top-down”, move-

ment and also to facilitate and coordinate 

bigger things, working with the other two 

Ps — the private and public sectors.

 
The SEC was restructured from the National 
Council on the Environment (NCE). Do you 
think that it’s ironic that your origins hark 
back to the Government?
Government Initiated NGOs, we call them 

GINGOs (laughs). Someone had to start 

it. SEC has grown ... we are 100-per-cent 

independent, although we also work in 

collaboration with the Government. 

SEC was borne out of a Government-

initiated society, the NCE, to an independ-

ent Institution of Public Character. 

But the benefits of the early-day initia-

tion were a credible organisational structure 

and good alignment with the interests of Sin-

gapore towards being a sustainable city-state. 

We still have Government representa-

tion in an advisory role on our board but 

that’s important, we need to stay aligned. 

How do you do your part in being green?
I hate throwing things away, I’m guilty of 

hoarding and clutter until I find some way 

to recycle my stuff.

We live in a house, with three genera-

tions living under one roof ... energy is a big 

issue, the use of more natural ventilation, 

minimising the use of air con. ¢

The writer is a correspondent at Today.

adding firepower to the fight for our forests
How helping Indonesia 
cut emissions will benefit 
Singapore — and you

The deal between Norway and Indonesia 

to save Indonesian forests is a game-

changer in more ways than one.

 For Indonesia, it means a greener future 

and lower carbon emissions. Much less no-

ticed is that it means cleaner air and sharply 

reduced costs here in Singapore. 

The ground-breaking agreement be-

tween Indonesia and Norway, signed at a 

ceremony in Oslo on May 26, is designed to 

stop the conversion of Indonesian forests 

and peat lands into plantations. 

Norway said it will give Indonesia up to 

US$1 billion ($1.4 billion) for emissions re-

ductions resulting from forest preservation. 

Indonesia said it is “prepared to suspend for 

two years new concessions for the conver-

sion of peat and natural forest lands” starting 

as early as January next year.

Mr Agus Purnomo, secretariat head at 

Indonesia’s National Climate Change Coun-

cil, said afterward that Indonesia is likely to 

cancel some existing concessions as well.

“Donors have been supporting im-

proved forest management in Indonesia for 

decades,” according to Mr Lou Verchot, a 

scientist with the Centre for International 

Forestry Research (Cifor). 

“But never before has a prospective con-

tribution been this significant in terms of 

both size and ambition, and never before so 

clearly tied to performance.”

The agreement leverages the United 

Nations’ Reducing Emissions from Defor-

estation and forest Degradation (Redd) pro-

gramme, which was launched in September 

2008, to assist developing countries imple-

ment plans to save their forests.

 So far, Redd has provided about  

US$42 million for pilots in eight countries 

around the world. This new programme 

gives a massive jump-start to Redd initia-

tives. Currently ranked as the third worst 

emitter of carbon dioxide in the world, In-

donesia has an opportunity to become a 

role model for emissions reduction instead.

Some organisations do see the agree-

ment as not going far enough. Redd-Monitor, 

for example, laments that the agreement 

only starts forest preservation next year, 

contains “nothing whatsoever in the Let-

ter of Intent about the rights of indigenous 

peoples”, only applies to new development 

concessions, and contains no commitment to 

continue the suspension beyond two years.

All may be valid concerns. Since so little 

has actually happened for so long despite 

ongoing negotiations, though, implementing 

this solution seems far better than waiting 

for something absolutely perfect. 

How It BeneFItS SInGaPoRe
Beyond Norway’s large financial contribu-

tion, reductions in the costs of the pollu-

tion from the burning can bring enormous 

additional economic benefits. Researchers 

David Glover and Timothy Jessup estimated 

the region-wide costs of the severe haze in 

1997 at US$4.5 billion, for example.

 Even in 2006, when the haze was not 

as severe, Professor Euston Quah of the Nan-

yang Technological University estimated the 

costs to be at least $50 million in Singapore 

alone. Reduced emissions can mean substan-

tial savings in Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore 

and beyond. 

Even without being a party to the agree-

ment, Singapore stands to benefit in more 

ways than one.

Once the burning stops, the skies here 

that have so often been spoiled by pollution 

from burning forests should be far clearer. 

Singaporeans and tourists alike can look 

forward to cleaner air and better health. 

And as air pollution continues to become 

a more important factor when people choose 

where to live, Singapore can become an even 

more competitive destination for top talent.

Clearer skies will also bring major eco-

nomic savings. The annual loss of tens of 

millions of dollars from higher health costs, 

fewer tourists, lower corporate productivity 

and other expenses resulting from the haze 

would drop tremendously. Long-term health 

benefits from less pollution, though hard to 

calculate, will likely be substantial too.

There are still some uncertainties about 

the deal. This year is the preparation phase, 

when the strategy will be developed. The 
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transformation phase that’s targeted to stop the 

burning only begins next year, and is dependent 

on the preparations this year.

With all the advantages the agreement 

brings, and with some of the timing potentially 

uncertain, the surrounding countries would 

benefit from doing everything they can to sup-

port implementation.

While change is obviously most dependent 

on work by Indonesia and Norway, anything 

Singapore can do to assist — whether it’s tech-

nical expertise, assistance with monitoring or 

other assistance — could have major benefits 

for all the parties. 

The net results of the agreement and for-

est preservation are manifold, as we can look 

forward to reduced emissions, clearer skies and 

even financial benefits. Faster implementation 

is to the benefit of all. ¢

The writer is a consultant  

who has lived in Singapore since 1992.

As air pollution continues 

to become a more impor-

tant factor when people 

choose where to live, with 

the haze from Indonesia, 

Singapore can become an 

even more competitive 

destination for top talent.
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