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T
oo much, too little, too dirty. 
That’s what experts had to say 
about the state of water in Asia.

According to the Asian Development 
Bank, 37 out of the 49 countries assessed 
in Asia Pacific either have low levels of 
water security or have barely begun to 
improve their water security.

This is worrying. This issue, we seek 
to put the spotlight on Asia’s water cri-
sis, and how policies and technologi-
cal solutions in countries ranging from 
Singapore to Denmark are seeking to 
address it.

At the same time, groups such as CDP 
are leading the way with getting the pri-
vate sector to adopt the idea of “corpo-
rate water stewardship” which involves 
disclosing their water impact and taking 
actions to safeguard water resources.

Innovators in the water space may 
want to look out for the Lee Kuan Yew 
Water Prize – a biennial award by Sin-
gapore that recognises outstanding solu-
tions to water problems – which has 
opened for nominations till next month.

Across the region, sustainable travel 
is also gaining traction.

While the concept is more established in 
the Western world, Asia is catching up. This 
is thanks to not just the rise of corporate re-
sponsibility, but also the growing recognition 
globally that tourism is a major contributor to 
sustainable development. It is an industry  that’s 
closely intertwined with other sectors, creates 
decent jobs, and generates trade opportunities.

The United Nations World Tourism Or-
ganization (UNWTO) Secretary-General 
Taleb Rifai points out that shifting to sus-
tainable tourism is critical to achieving eco-
nomic growth, job creation and stimulating 
green economies. It seems hoteliers are also 
catching on, with many articulating a clear 
business case for implementing sustainability 
practices throughout their operations.

Last but not least, we also look at some 
trends in transport in the region – from 
newfangled rides such as Airwheels and 
e-scooters, to the rise of cycling in Asia and 
the advent of driverless cars. 

Industry watchers say in 20 years’ time, 
most cars will be driverless. I’m not sure 
motor enthusiasts would be terribly happy, 
but given that this trend is predicted to take 
9 out of 10 cars off the road, that’s some-
thing we’re looking forward to.

From the 
Editor’s Desk

Jessica Cheam

To conserve the precious resource that 
sustains life, governments, civil society 
and the corporate sector need to start 
tackling the many challenges that 
confront Asia. Image: Shutterstock 
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FEAtuRES

too much, too little, too dirty - when it comes to water, Asia faces complex 
problems that require governments, multilateral organisations, and the 
corporate sector to work together to solve.

solving asia’s water crisis

w
ater security is one of Asia’s most 
pressing challenges mainly due to two 
reasons: agriculture and rapid urban-

isation. Home to 60 per cent of the world’s 
population, the region needs to supply clean 
water not only to the rural areas – where most 
of the region’s people still live off the land 
– but also to fast-growing cities where rapid 
urbanisation is exerting strains on the pre-
cious resource.

The United Nations estimates that between 
2010 and 2025, 700 million people will be added 
to the growing numbers in Asian cities requiring 
municipal water services.

This means that Asia Pacific needs at least 
US$59 billion in investments for water supply 
and $71 billion for improved sanitation to meet 
these basic needs, according to the Asian Water 
Development Outlook 2013 report published by 
the Asian Development Bank (ADB).

Governments in Asia haven’t quite started on addressing 
the complex water issues in their countries. Indeed, the 
Asian Development Bank says that the issue is actually 
one of poor governance. Image: Shutterstock

By Jean Chua

http://www.shutterstock.com/
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These investments are needed to fund water 
infrastructure development and increase the ca-
pacity and efficiency levels of water utilities, so 
that demand for water can be met.

Until that is achieved, much of the region’s 
governments will be hard-pressed to meet the 
population’s basic need for water, experts say.

“The water issues that Asia faces can be sum-
marised this way: too much, too little and too 
dirty,” Vijay Padmanabhan, technical advisor 
on urban and water, ADB, tells Eco-Business in 
a recent interview.  

“Some parts of Asia suffer from severe flood-
ing which have gotten worse in recent times 
due to climate change. Secondly, climate change 
also poses the threat of water stress or severe 
drought to other parts of Asia. Lastly, in large 
parts of the region, the volume of untreated 
wastewater that leaches into accessible fresh 
or coastal waters is over 80 per cent,” he says.

Addressing these issues is therefore critical, 
says Prof Ong Choon Nam, director of Na-
tional University of Singapore Environmental 
Research Institute (NERI). 

“The degradation of water quality not only 
poses supply problems, it has a huge and in-
evitable impact on marine life, polluting food 
supply and threatening security and economic 
development at large,” he adds.

NERI coordinates all environmental research 
done by different departments and schools with-
in the university. 

In fact, much of the negative impact of water 
shortage is already evident across the region. 
Recent serious droughts in Thailand and the 
Malaysian state of Johor, and water rationing 
by Kuala Lumpur and Taipei are reminders 
that water is not something Asians can take for 
granted, Prof Ong says.  

Thailand battled serious droughts in eight 
of 76 provinces in February, and its irrigation 
ministry warned that the country will experi-
ence its worst drought in more than a decade 
this year.

Despite the many signs that the water crisis 
is beginning to have a negative impact, much 
of the region has not even begun to take steps 
to increase their water security.

According to the ADB’s Outlook report, 37 
out of the 49 countries assessed in Asia and the 

Pacific either have low levels of water security or 
have barely begun to improve their water security.

govErnmEnts nEEd to do morE
ADB’s Padmanabhan says that the bank has tried 
to consistently convey the message that the wa-
ter crisis in the region is more of crisis in water 
governance.

“We lack the enabling environment to make 
access to water supply and sanitation available 
to most, if not all,” he notes.

There are many things that governments can 
currently do to manage their water resources bet-
ter. They could, for example, use optimise water 
efficiency by minimising wastage of water and 
maintain their water assets better to ensure long-
term sustainability of water supply.

They can also recycle and reuse wastewater 
for non-potable purposes, he adds. This reduces 
dependency on treated water, and allows more 
potable water to be made available to the general 
population and the vulnerable in particular.

The need by governments to manage water re-
sources properly is something that Indra Djohar, 
managing director of the Indonesian operations 
of DHI, a Danish water research and consultancy 
firm, has witnessed first-hand.

The firm has been in the region for two decades, 
operating out of its Asia headquarters in Singa-
pore, and looks at marine water quality, marine 
impact studies and environmental monitoring 
and management of water utilities.

“There is a growing recognition of the neces-
sity of protecting water resources in the region 
but there’s still so much to be done,” Djohar says. 
“There’s literally no accountability in some areas, 
where industries are just destroying water resources 
by dumping untreated water into rivers and ponds.”

There needs to be greater enforcement of rules 
where they exist and new legislation where they 
do not, he adds.

sHarE  
tHis story

According to the ADB’s Water Development 
Outlook 2013 report, 37 out of the 49 
countries assessed in Asia and the Pacific 
either have low levels of water security or have 
barely begun to improve their water security.

http://www.facebook.com/sharer.php?u=http://www.eco-business.com/news/solving-asias-water-crisis/
http://twitter.com/share?text=Solving%20Asia%27s%20water%20crisis%20%7C%20EcoBusiness&url=http://www.eco-business.com/news/solving-asias-water-crisis/


8

Recognising the need to promptly address the 
water crisis, the ADB is working with govern-
ments in the region on a comprehensive assistance 
package that includes infrastructure development 
and capacity building of the water sector based 
on its Water Operational Plan 2011-2020. 

This plan is based on five drivers of change: 
private sector development and private sector 
operations, good governance and capacity de-
velopment, gender equity, knowledge solutions, 
and partnerships.

soLutions urgEntLy nEEdEd
Addressing the water crisis therefore needs to start 
now, experts say. 

In some cities like Jakarta, there are some in-
dications that things might be slowly improving. 
In recent years, Djohar notes that DHI has been 
asked to do more environmental impact assess-
ments (EIAs) for the Indonesian government.

If a large company wants to set up a factory 
in a suburb near a water source such as a river 
or a lake, the DHI team goes in to assess the 
impact of the plant on the water source and the 
surrounding environment.

“We advise the local government if it’s okay to 
go ahead. If we advise against it, the plant usually 
doesn’t get built,” Djohar says. “And yes, they 
listen to us.”

DHI has projects in Malaysia, Indonesia, Phil-
ippines, Brunei, Australia, India, Vietnam, New 
Zealand, Pacific Islands and Singapore, ranging 
from managing small waterworks in factories to 
large utilities for regional governments.

Along with local governments, research insti-
tutes like NERI, multilateral organisations, and 
private sector firms such as DHI, are trying to 
address the water problem in Asia.

CDP, formerly known as the Carbon Disclosure 

Project, is one such group whose work is making 
a positive impact in the region.

The UK-based non-profit engages a global 
community of investors including 822 institu-
tions with assets of US$95 trillion, to work with 
the corporate sector to disclose its impact on the 
environment and natural resources, and to take 
action to reduce them.

Cate Lamb, head of the water programme at 
CDP, says the group is getting the private sector 
to adopt the idea of “corporate water steward-
ship” in order to safeguard water resources and 
address the global water crisis.

“It involves collective action with other stake-
holders and policymakers to ensure equitable 
and sustainable access to water resources,” she 
explains. “By focusing on company risks and im-
pacts, companies are able to establish priorities, 
set measureable goals, take meaningful action 
and contribute to greater water security for all.”  

The group puts out a Global Water Report ev-
ery year which is a survey of the water use, risks 
and opportunities in water around the world. This 
year, it is putting out a new report that is focused 
on China, where large private sector firms are still 
lagging their counterparts in developed nations.

taCkLing poLLution
Despite this, NERI’s Prof Ong says there are pock-
ets of the private sector landscape or government in 
China that are more “enlightened”. For example, 
in Shanghai, NERI has been working with Chinese 
researchers to determine and monitor the occurrence 
of emerging contaminants in rivers and reservoirs 
close to Shanghai, home to 24 million people and 
the country’s biggest city.

“Once detection methods are in place, we want 
to better understand where the contaminants end up 
and at what levels. We would also want to study the 
toxicity effects of these emerging contaminants on 
human health,” he adds.  

NERI is, for instance, also working on finding 
early mitigation measures for algal blooms – a rapid 
increase in the population of algae in an aquatic sys-
tem. A result of excess nutrients in fresh water, algal 
blooms has been a global problem causing water 
quality deterioration and killing marine life like fish. 

To address this problem, a team at NUS recently 
developed a sensor to monitor phosphates in fresh-
water. Algal blooms are a result of an imbalance be-

Thanks to the project, more than 90 per
cent of people in these cities are connected to
the water supply system and receive, on average, 
4 hours per day of clean, drinkable water. The 
municipal solid waste management system 
benefited 800,000 people, and the wastewater 
component benefitted 440,000 people.
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tween nitrogen and phosphate levels in fresh water; 
so monitoring of phosphates in fresh waters would 
therefore help on early warning of algal blooms.  

Using a similar approach, the team has also 
extended the system to assess arsenic, a highly 
toxic chemical.

“Hopefully, this technology will help govern-
ments address the (algal) bloom problem and leg-
islate to prevent substances from going into water 
streams,” Prof Ong says. 

In another project, ADB helped fund the  Karna-
taka Urban Development and Coastal Environmental 
Management Project in India, improving the living 
conditions of about 1.2 million people in ten cities: 
Karwar, Ankola, Dandeli, Bhatkal, Sirsi, Kundapura, 
Mangalore, Puttur, Udupi, and Ullal.

The project laid 2,000 kilometres of water pipe-

lines, and provided an additional 305.5 million litres 
of water per day to residents of these urban areas. 
Before the project, only 20 to 60 per cent of people in 
the 10 cities had access to the municipal water supply.

Thanks to the project, more than 90 per cent 
of people in these cities are connected to the water 
supply system and receive, on average, 4 hours 
per day of clean, drinkable water. The municipal 
solid waste management system benefited 800,000 
people, and the wastewater component benefitted 
440,000 people.

“Clearly, more work needs to be done through-
out the region,” Padmanabhan says. “To enhance 
water security and ensure equitable access among 
a range of users, the region will need to use avail-
able water resources more efficiently and improve 
demand management.” 

Long a global leader in water innovation, Denmark is experimenting with some 
cutting-edge technologies that could revolutionise the way the resource is treated 
and re-used. the potential for these applications to be used in Asia in addressing 
its water issues is huge.

water innovation a way 
of life in Denmark

a
s Asia grapples with its water crisis and 
seeks ways to alleviate the impact of 
water pollution, on the other side of 

the world, Denmark is experimenting with some 
of the world’s most innovative wastewater treat-
ment methods.

In some cases, the Scandinavian nation has 
successfully applied them on a commercial scale, 
which can have huge potential in Asia. 

One of these trials involves the treatment of 
wastewater from the country’s second-largest 
hospital Herlev Hospital, located in a suburb 
in Danish capital Copenhagen.

Wastewater from hospitals all over the world is 
problematic because of its complex mixture of med-
icines, pathogens and antibiotic-resistant bacteria.

Until now, no treatment plant in the world has 
been able to remove these substances completely 

 Denmark’s capital. The country is one of the world’s top innovators in water technologies. 
It is now actively exporting its know-how overseas and helping to solve the world’s water 
woes. Image: Shutterstock.com
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before the water is discharged to waterways. 
In the case of Denmark, such wastewater from 
hospitals is sent to the local utilities to be treat-
ed along with other wastewater. 

While the impact on human health of these 
substances hasn’t been scientifically estab-
lished, there are suggestions that they could 
be harmful in the long term.

For example, a study by a team of scientists 
at University of Colorado has found evidence 
that estrogen in contraceptive pills may be 
turning fish into hermaphrodites, and that an-
ti-anxiety drugs make perch in Swedish waters 
more mellow and have bigger appetites.

And like all hospitals in the country, Herlev, 
also a teaching hospital for medical students 
from Copenhagen University, had been di-
rectly discharging its wastewater to municipal 
wastewater treatment plants.

The 1,600-bed hospital discharges some 
490 cubic metres (cu m) of wastewater daily, 
which contains traces of about 1,000 drugs. 

To stay one step ahead of regulations – 
which don’t yet exist for hospital wastewater 
– the regional government of Greater Copen-
hagen, Herlev Hospital and a number of pri-
vate companies, including Danish water giants 

DHI and Grundfos, came together in 2011 to 
look for a solution.

In 2012, the public-private partnership found 
a breakthrough, using technology provided by 
Grundfos, a global supplier of water and waste-
water systems. The team started trials that year 
and a commercial-scale plant was built at the 
site of the hospital two years later. 

Dr Jose Antonio Gil Linares, application 
specialist at Grundfos who oversaw the proj-
ect, says that what differentiates the company’s 
BioBooster system is its rotating membranes, 
which act as a filter for tiny impurities. 

Next, ozone is used to treat any remaining 
contaminants from the water; the final step is 
a UV treatment, after which the water is dis-
charged to utilities. 

Sludge - the final product from the treatment 
process - is then shipped to incinerators.

All the treatment is done on-site, at a purpose-built 
treatment plant that costs 42 million kroner.

The water can technically be reused for rec-
reational or industrial purposes at the hospital 
but it now has to be discharged back to the 
municipal treatment plant because there’s no 
regulation in Denmark for the direct reuse of 
water.“This is as good as it gets,” says Jess Kra-
rup, project engineer at Herlev Hospital. “The 
technology can remove 90 per cent of the most 
hazardous residues, or at least to below detect-
able levels. You can drink it without fear.”

Now that the technology is proven to be 
sound, however, the public-private partner-
ship is lobbying the government to allow the 
hospital to either reuse it or discharge directly 
to a waterway, hence bypassing the munici-
pal treatment plant and saving hundreds of 
thousands of kroner on taxes it pays to the 
municipal every year.

Eventually, the regional government of 
Greater Denmark and Herlev Hospital want 
to implement the solution at other hospitals 
in the rest of the country.

“Aside from the one in Herlev, there are 
only two in Germany and one in The Neth-
erlands,” says Dr Linares, referring to water 
treatment plants using BioBooster technology. 

He adds he expects the Danish government 
to begin drafting up regulations soon to re-
quire hospitals to clean up their wastewater. Marselisborg Wastewater Treatment Plan in Aarhus, Denmark. Image: Danfoss
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The potential for this technology extends 
far beyond hospitals, however. Linares says 
that only 5 percent of the total drugs found in 
wastewater in Denmark are produced by hos-
pitals; the remaining 95 per cent is discharged 
from domestic wastewater, which contain a 
wide of drugs.

“I think it’s a matter of time before this 
technology is used more widely in all sorts of 
plants,” he says.

douBLing up as poWEr 
gEnErator
Another noteworthy project is the Marse-
lisborg Wastewater Treatment Plant in Den-
mark’s second-largest city Aarhus.

What’s special about this plant is not that 
it cleans wastewater but that it also produc-
es enough electricity to power itself for the 
entire year, and has excess energy to sell.

Every year, 3 per cent of Denmark’s energy 
consumption goes into collecting and treating 
wastewater throughout the country. While it 
is necessary, the high usage has also prompted 
municipals – largely responsible for treating 
local wastewater – to find ways to be more 
energy-efficient and recover more energy at 
their plants.

Setting itself apart from traditional ener-
gy-guzzling treatment plants, the Marselis-
borg facility actually generates power as it 
treats sewage. 

Water and wastewater treatment processes 
are characterised by high load variation during 
the 24 hour cycle and this load also varies ac-
cording to seasons throughout the year.

The plant uses more frequency converters 
in order to control blowers, pumps and oth-
er motorised equipment, and to adapt to the 
changing demand.

Frequency converters are installed on al-
most all rotating equipment at the Marse-
lisborg plant: blowers, pumps, mixers and 
dewatering pumps, says Danfoss, the com-
pany which supplied the equipment. The fre-
quency converters allow the plant to adapt 
to load variations with maximum flexibility, 
it says. 

More than 100 motors are controlled by 
Danfoss’s frequency converters at Marselisborg.

Last year, the plant generated 40 per cent 
more energy than it used, selling the excess 
to the local power utility. It also sold 2.5 
GWh (gigawatt hours) of heat to the district 
heating system.

“The dream is for all plants in the country 
to be energy generators,” Husum says. “The 
question is: why not?”

WHErE rEsEarCHErs ruLE
Some of the innovations in Denmark are still 
being pursued in the country’s labs. At the 
Technical University of Denmark, for instance, 
researchers are finding ways to take wastewa-
ter treatment to the next level – recovering 
other resources from wastewater.

One study involves the cultivation of mi-
crobes responsible for wastewater treatment, 
says Bart F Smets, Professor at the university’s 
department of Environmental Engineering.

This is a method one team of researchers 
is experimenting with that has the potential 
to remove nitrogen more efficiently and more 
cheaply, Prof Smets says. 

Researchers in another team are trying to 
cultivating algae in wastewater to extract 
nitrogen and phosphorus – among the best 
fertilizers.

The university is applying for funding for a 
pilot project at the country’s largest wastewater 
treatment plant at Lynetten in Copenhagen.

Technically, these solutions and applica-
tions can be applied anywhere in the world, 
especially in areas where water is scarce, Prof 
Smets says. 

“The potential is there, yes,” he says, “Once 
these technologies are proven to be viable, 
we can technically use them anywhere, and 
that’s the ultimate aim, to commercialise our 
research. We would love to see them applied 
somewhere in Asia.”  

sHarE  
tHis story

The water can technically be reused for 
recreational or industrial purposes at the 
hospital but it now has to be discharged back to 
the municipal treatment plant because there’s no 
regulation in Denmark for the direct reuse of water.

http://www.facebook.com/sharer.php?u=http://www.eco-business.com/news/water-innovation-a-way-of-life-in-denmark/
http://twitter.com/share?text=Water%20innovation%20a%20way%20of%20life%20in%20Denmark%20%7C%20EcoBusiness&url=http://www.eco-business.com/news/water-innovation-a-way-of-life-in-denmark/
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FEAtuRES

the tide of sustainable travel is sweeping across Asia Pacific, thanks to a 
growing awareness of sustainable development, eco-conscious travellers 
and smart hoteliers who understand the business case for doing so.

sustainable travel:  
asia’s catching up

s
itting at the hotel lobby of Pullman 
Phuket Arcadia last month, guests 
enjoying the stunning views of the 

infinity pools set against the Andaman Sea 
would have been greeted with a rather curious 
sight: “designer fashion” dresses made from 
recyclable items such as leaves and discarded 
bottle caps.

The pieces - on show on 21 April - will be 
auctioned later this year for a local charity and 

are the handiwork of the Thai resort’s employ-
ees under an initiative by French hotel operator 
Accor called Planet 21.

Launched in 2012, the programme sets out 
21 sustainability commitments in the areas of 
social and environmental responsibility for the 
over 3,000 hotels under the Accor group to 
meet by 2015.

In fact, on Planet 21 Day – held on April 
21 - Accor employees all over the world take 

By Jessica Cheam

Pullman Phuket Arcadia, located on Phuket’s Naithon beach, is managed by French hotel operator Accor which has a sustainable development 
programme called Planet 21 that sets out 21 sustainability guidelines for hotels to meet. Image: Pullman Phuket Arcadia
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part in various activities such as tree planting, 
beach clean-ups, and creative recycling projects 
as a way of highlighting the group’s year-round 
sustainable development pledge. 

The Planet 21 initiative has helped Accor win 
accolades, including the highly-regarded PATA 
Gold Award for Corporate Environmental Pro-
gramme in 2013 and 2014, given by the Pacific 
Asia Travel Agency (PATA), a non-profit associ-
ation advocating responsible travel and tourism 
in Asia Pacific.

Accor is but one of the hotel groups that have 
been raising the bar on sustainable tourism in 
the region in recent years.

The United Nations World Tourism Organi-
zation (UNWTO) defines sustainable tourism as 
“tourism that takes full account of its current 
and future economic, social and environmental 
impacts, addressing the needs of visitors, the in-
dustry, the environment and host communities”.

UNWTO Secretary-General Taleb Rifai 
says in a recent interview with PATA that he 
believes the future of travel and tourism in 
Asia Pacific depends entirely on sustainable 
tourism development.

With tourism accounting for some 9 per cent 
of the world’s GDP and over 200 million jobs, 
the sector has a major impact on development 
and UNWTO notes that its growth in the last 
10 years is particularly marked in emerging 
countries where it has averaged 5.6 per cent 
growth per year, compared with 1.8 per cent 
for advanced economies.

“By 2030, we expect international tourists 
to reach 1.8 billion globally. We simply cannot 
ignore these facts and let the sector grow un-
managed, or we risk damaging the environment 
and cultural heritage, depleting natural resourc-
es and disrupting the social values of the host 
communities that tourism impacts,” says Rifai.

drivErs for sustainaBLE 
travEL
Apart from a growing recognition globally 
for the need for sustainable development, 
other factors have been driving the growth 
of sustainable travel in the region.

Katherine Cole, regional director at global 
hotel booking site Hotels.com, notes that 
there are over one billion travellers annu-

ally and as this number is set to rise due to 
greater ease of travel, higher disposable in-
comes and a barrage of mass travel options 
in the market, so will demand for responsi-
ble travel.

Social media and increasing activism have 
also played a part, and “over the past few 
years, we have seen an evolution in consum-
er demand for travellers looking for green 
holiday options”, she says.

William Costley, vice president of opera-
tions, Southeast Asia for Hilton Worldwide, 
points to the rising wave of younger travel-
lers, also known as ‘Millennials’, who have 
“invigorated the trend of sustainable travel” 
as they demand an increased standard of 
sustainability transparency from companies, 
particularly in the travel sector.

Guests today are able to identify their own 
individual behaviors as a contributor to the 
global problem of climate change, and are 
therefore becoming more conscious about 
the choices they make, he says.

Resort employees in “designer dresses” made from recycled material. Image: Pullman 
Phuket Arcadia Facebook Page 
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These drivers have led to a sea change in 
the hotel landscape in recent years, with more 
operators and owners implementing sustain-
ability practices.

PATA’s sustainability and social responsibility 
specialist Chi Lo points to hotel groups such 
as  Centara, Peninsula, Banyan Tree, and tour 
companies such as TUI, Kuoni, Khiri Travel, 
and Destination Asia as examples of those lead-
ing the pack.  

The aviation industry is also making an ef-
fort, she says, with Boeing improving the effi-
ciency of aircrafts and airlines such as Cathay 
Pacific and Qantas making strides in sustain-
ability practices. 

But perhaps the most obvious testatment to 
the rise of sustainable travel is the fact that pop-
ular travel review site TripAdvisor in the past 
two years successfully launched a programme in 
the United States and Europe to rank environ-
mentally-friendly hotels called GreenLeaders.

Jenny Rushmore, TripAdvisor director of 
responsible travel, was quoted by Forbes as 

saying that the site is already seeing a 20 per 
cent higher rating for properties with the Green-
Leader status. 

Although the programme has yet to reach 
Asia, Rushmore says the firm “expect green 
practices to become as commonplace as free 
Wifi in the near future.”

  
a Long road aHEad 
Lo notes that while sustainable travel has in-
deed been on the rise in the region, there is still 
a lot of work to be done.

One challenge which PATA is tackling at 
the moment is the disproportionate growth 
of visitation.

Siem Reap, for example, is a destination 
that many want to visit but does not have 
the capacity to meet demand, she notes.  

PATA advocates visitor dispersion to second 
tier or lesser known destinations to spread 
the wealth of the visitor economy, and to 
mitigate the destructive impact of mass tour-
ism, she says.

The swimming pool at Siloso Beach Resort follows the natural gradient of the road that used to exist before. The water is naturally filtered and recycled. The 
resort has found that its sustainability credentials have helped it to remain attractive amid a hyper-competitive landscape. Image: Siloso Beach Resort
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Its choice to hold its 2015 Annual Summit in 
Leshan in China’s Sichuan province last month 
reflects this commitment to promote secondary 
destinations.

“We want to advocate for quality, not quan-
tity, so the challenge is changing the standard 
indicator of international visitor arrivals to 
considering the bigger picture,” Lo adds.

In some cases, she says the region is lag-
ging because the business case for sustainable 
tourism is not being communicated clearly, 
when in reality, responsible business practic-
es have been shown to both cut operational 
costs as well as have a positive impact on the 
local community.

Echoing this view, Kevin Teng, executive di-
rector of sustainability at  Singapore’s largest 
hotel development Marina Bay Sands (MBS) 
notes that Asia is still catching up with Europe 
and the US on sustainable travel.

“But with rising awareness and increased 
customer demand, it’s a good time for opera-
tors to up the game now,” he says. 

For MBS, its decision build a green hotel 
and implement sustainability practices five 
years ago was motivated by a sense of com-
petition, integrity and “the desire to build our 
business in the right way”, says Teng.

“Five years on, sustainability’s impact on 
operational efficiencies and team member en-
gagement has been so transformational that 
we have achieved all that we set out to do and 
have an ever more compelling business case 
to our stakeholders,” he says.

For example, 31 energy savings projects 
that MBS implemented since 2013 to better 
manage energy use resulted in savings worth 
a hefty S$13 million from 2013 to 2014.

To reach this enviable position, MBS had to 
ensure its internal and external stakeholders 
understood the importance of sustainability. 
Teng adds: “Not everyone starts off with the 
same level of understanding or urgency when 
it comes to green issues.” 

Other hotel groups such as Hilton World-
wide are also responding to customer demand 
for sustainable travel by creating targeted in-
novative programmes. 

For instance, the group has a carbon offset 
initiatve called the Clean Air Program which 

calculates the carbon emissions incurred by 
events. Hilton then offsets this – at no cost to 
its customer - by supporting carbon reduction 
efforts in Asia Pacific such as, say, a forest 
protection project in Tasmania, Australia. 

It also imposed a global ban on shark fin 
– historically an Asian delicacy - across all its 
owned and managed properties last year fol-
lowing growing concern of the decline of the 
global shark population, and made a commit-
ment to sourcing sustainable seafood.

Hilton’s Costley puts the hotel’s success down 
to its commitment to sustainability “as a core 
business driver and brand standard”.

For Hilton, the extensive scale of its global 
operations and diverse range of business part-
ners have made implementing its sustainable 
travel practices challenging.

To address this, the company regularly engages 
its staff and conducts training to “share positive 
outcomes and useful learnings to demonstrate 
the impact they are making through responsible 
business operations”.

“In order to bring to life a globally-aligned, 
yet locally-relevant sustainability strategy, we 
need the support of our like-minded partners 
and their expertise and resources,” adds Costley.

sustainaBiLity: for tHE Big 
and smaLL
Sustainable travel is not just for the big boys, 
however. Smaller hotel operators, such as 
Siloso Beach Resort in Singapore’s Sentosa 
Island, have found that its sustainability cre-
dentials have helped it to remain attractive 
amid a hyper-competitive landscape to not 
only foreign travellers but also locally-based 
enthusiasts. 

Sylvain Richer de Forges, the resort’s head 
of sustainability, shares that the resort has 

Tourism’s development has to be grounded in 
responsibility and sustainability so that host 
communities are engaged and therefore able 
to receive the many benefits of tourism.”
- Secretary-General Taleb Rifai, United Nations World Tourism 

Organization Secretary
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gained attention for its innovative practices 
such its water filtration and recycling system, 
biodiversity conservation, local sourcing and 
recycling efforts. 

“Many people do visit the resort specifically 
because of its strong focus on sustainability, 
which benefits the business both in terms of 
public image and income,” he says.

Getting there, however, was no walk in 
the park. Some challenges they faced includ-
ed training the staff on basic sustainability 
concepts and building a sustainability culture 
at the resort. 

Furthermore, every new project or system 
they introduced required a systematic cost-ben-
efit analysis to reduce impacts while at the same 
time remain customer-focused.

“It takes time, resources and dedication,” he says. 

timE and travELLErs
Looking forward, PATA’s Lo says there is a 
lot of work on awareness and education to 
be carried out in the region, especially among 
travellers. 

There is a lack of comprehensive research 
looking into consumer behavior on a re-
gion-specific basis, says Lo, although local 
governments in developed countries are trying 
to conduct research in this area. 

In some areas, such as MICE (meetings, 
incentives, conferencing, exhibitions) tour-
ism, awareness on sustainability is growing 

rapidly, but is still relatively low among say, 
leisure travellers within the region, notes 
MBS’s Teng. 

Siloso Beach Resort, which has conducted 
its own surveys, has the same finding. Many 
guests find eco-tourism an interesting concept 
or a new experience they are keen to explore, 
more than because they understand the need 
for sustainable travel, says de Forges. 

“We’ve found that many people change 
their mind once they experience a stay at 
the resort. People seem to better understand 
through experiencing it rather than hearing 
about it,” he says. 

Cole from Hotels.com agrees that edu-
cation is key to spreading the eco-tourism 
message, and hotels have the responsibility 
of educating travellers on its benefits and the 
impact of their actions. 

Such initiatives can range from simple re-
minders to guests regarding water wastage, or 
bigger hotel-wide checks and balances aimed 
at greater energy efficiency, she suggests. 

Looking at the larger picture, as tourism 
continues to grow in Asia Pacific, UNWTO’s 
Rifai notes that its development has “to be 
grounded in responsibility and sustainability 
so that host communities are engaged and 
therefore able to receive the many benefits 
of tourism.” 

This means integrating local communities 
into the tourism value chain as a means to 
create jobs as well as foster opportunities 
for small and medium enterprises in related 
sectors such as agriculture and the creative 
industries. 

In addition, tourism income can be redi-
rected to initiatives that safeguard cultural 
and natural resources and thus ensure its 
long-term operations for the benefit of local 
populations, he adds. 

PATA’s Lo acknowledges that the journey 
to change Asia’s travel industry will take time. 

“There needs to be a greater understand-
ing of what sustainable tourism means, as 
well as enhanced awareness and practice of 
of responsible business operations,” she says. 

“We are trying to provide the tools to ac-
complish this, but this will require a collab-
orative effort.” 

sHarE  
tHis story

Visitors at Angkor Wat, in Siem Reap, Cambodia. It is a popular destination with 
tourists but does not have the capacity to handle it sustainably. Image: Shutterstock.

http://www.facebook.com/sharer.php?u=http://www.eco-business.com/news/sustainable-travel-asias-catching-up/
http://twitter.com/share?text=Sustainable%20travel%3A%20Asia%27s%20catching%20up%20%7C%20EcoBusiness&url=http://www.eco-business.com/news/sustainable-travel-asias-catching-up/
http://www.shutterstock.com/
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Why should you travel green?

Source: Four Pillars Hotels

http://www.four-pillars.co.uk/
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FEAtuRES

Fancy riding an electric unicycle to the train station? or an electric version 
of the kick-scooters from your childhood? these personal electric vehicles 
could be the missing piece in Asia’s hopes for a car-free, public-transit 
oriented transport system.

airwheels, E-scooters 
and Mini-farthings:  
your ride in the future?

a  decade ago, talk of ‘Airwheels’ and 
‘Mini-farthings’ would have been met 
with blank stares from anyone who 

heard the terms.
But today, these words - names for an emerg-

ing breed of personal electric mobility devices 
(PMEDs) - are likely to receive an enthusiastic 

response from commuters and proponents of 
sustainable urban transport alike.

Airwheels, which are self-balancing uni-
cycles; mini-farthings, a smaller, souped-up 
version of the ancient penny-farthing bicy-
cle; electric kickscooters (e-scooters) and bat-
tery-powered bicycles, are just a few examples By Vaidehi Shah

Tourists ride electric scooters around Singapore’s Marina Bay financial district. The city state is currently exploring ways to allow such vehicles on its 
roads and pavements to help drive a shift to more sustainable urban transport. Image: DoublePHOTO studio / Shutterstock.com

http://www.shutterstock.com/gallery-57571p1.html%3Fcr%3D00%26pl%3Dedit-00
http://www.shutterstock.com/editorial%3Fcr%3D00%26pl%3Dedit-00
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of a new generation of PMEDs that is changing 
the face of urban mobility all over the world. 

These solo rides, which travel at speeds of 
around 25 kilometres an hour and can cover 
between five and 35 kilometres on a single 
charge, could be an important piece of the sus-
tainable urban transport puzzle, say observers.

This is because they can help bridge the 
‘first and last mile’ gap that inhibits public 
transport use - that is, the distance between a 
person’s home or workplace and the nearest 
public transport node.

Raymond Ong, assistant professor at the 
National University of Singapore’s Depart-
ment of Civil and Environmental Engineer-
ing, tells Eco-Business that for commuters 
who are not within walking distance of im-
portant public transport nodes such as train 
stations, inadequate or unreliable services to 
ferry them to and from the station “can lead 
to negative perceptions of public transport 
as unreliable”.

This can influence people’s choice to stick 
to privately owned cars, he notes, adding 
that “the first and last mile gap has tradi-
tionally been a very important problem for 
travel in Asia”. 

Kim Ki-Joon, senior transport analyst at 
the Asian Development Bank’s (ADB) East 
Asia department, explains that “last kilometre 
connectivity is particularly a challenge in Asia 
and the Pacific” due to the region’s hot, humid 
and often unpredictable weather, and the poor 
condition of pavements in some areas.

The difficulty of getting users from their 
homes to public transport could spell trou-
ble for Asia, where rapid urbanisation and 
increasing incomes are driving up car owner-
ship so fast that the continent’s vehicle fleet 
doubles every five to seven years. By 2030, 
Asia will account for almost half of all the 
vehicles in the world. 

The adverse impacts of this unchecked 
growth are already evident in the region’s in-
famous traffic jams, and its dubious honour 
of being home to some of the most polluted 
cities in the world.

To mitigate this, the region is investing 
heavily in public transport, with the Asian 
Development Bank alone giving out US$3 

In Singapore, there are about 11,600 au-
thorised electric bicycles, according to gov-
ernment figures.

Statistics about the newer generation of 
PMEDs such as electric kick-scooters, unicycles, 
and similar inventions are not readily available, 
but Singapore-based electric unicycle group  
The Wheelies reports about 300 members, all 
of whom own an electric unicycle.

Executives and young professionals zipping 
around on these vehicles is also an increasingly 
common sight on the roads, pavements, and 
park connectors in Singapore and the region.

 isLandWidE sCooting 
One company that not only makes e-scoot-

ers but also aims to set up a city-wide sharing 
network of these devices is Floatility, a Ger-
man-founded firm that set up in Singapore 
last June.

billion in loans every year to support sus-
tainable transport initiatives such as public 
transit systems and even electric tricycles in 
Manila, Philippines. 

PMEDs are a “suitable fit” for efforts to 
achieve a sustainable urban city, says Ong. 
“This is because they are a low-carbon, af-
fordable, and convenient way to bridge the 
first and last mile gap”.

PMEDs in their various forms have been 
around since the early 2000s, and have steadi-
ly grown in popularity since then.

For example, global annual sales of electric 
bicycles are expected to grow from 30 million 
units in 2012 to over 47 million vehicles a 
year in 2018, according to market analysis 
firm Pike Research. China is expected to ac-
count for most of these sales – in 2018, it is 
expected to be home to 42 million e-bikes, or 
about 89 per cent of the total global market.

Personal mobility devices are a suitable fit for a 
sustainable urban city. This is because they are 
a low-carbon, affordable, and convenient way 
to bridge the first and last mile gap.
- Raymond Ong, assistant professor, National University of 

Singapore
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Oliver Risse, founder of Floatility, tells 
Eco-Business that “e-scooters support inter-
modality,” which is the notion of easily incor-
porating different modes of transport into a 
commute. “It is easier to bring into a train or 
bus than a bicycle,” he adds. 

Floatility recently announced a partnership 
with German chemical firm BASF to develop 
the ultra-lightweight and solar-powered elec-
tric scooter that will be available to users in 
the e-scooter network.  

Each three-wheeled scooter weighs less than 
12 kilogrammes, and consists of more than 
80 per cent composite and plastic materials 
provided by BASF. The vehicle has a range of 
about 15 kilometres, says Risse, and its speed 
can be adjusted up to 20km/hour, depending 
on the limits regulation of the country it is 
being used in. 

Floatility will soon launch these e-scooters 
at a trade fair in Guangzhou, China at the end 
of May. Soon after, it will run a test-bed proj-
ect at the Singapore University of Technology 
and Design, which will see students, staff, and 
researchers using the scooters. This project has 

received financial support from Singapore’s 
Economic Development Board, shares Risse. 

Floatility will simultaneously run a mirror 
trial in Hamburg Germany, where the focus will 
be the viability of scooters in icy and wet win-
ter weather. In Europe, Floatility follows safety 
regulations for electric bicycles, says Risse.

In the Singapore study, user feedback on 
ease of use, safety concerns, and convenience 
will inform the eventual business model, in-
cluding safety measures taken, product prices, 
and the locations of the e-scooter stations.

“MRT stations are a natural fit” for possible 
scooter locations, says Risse. “People mainly 
travel from the residential areas to train sta-
tions, and the Singapore government is also 
trying to encourage train use.” 

While such large-scale schemes are still a 
work in progress, vehicles such as Airwheels, 
e-scooters, and mini-farthings are already 
gaining a following among urban commuters 
in Singapore. 

safE and ConvEniEnt
Senior Analyst Siddi Chavalit, 28, makes his 
daily commute to work in Singapore from 
Chinatown to the central business district 
on an Airwheel, a single self-balancing wheel 
with footrests on each side. He purchased 
the machine for about S$770 shortly after 
moving to Singapore last September, and tells 
Eco-Business that “it’s a very safe and con-
venient to get around”. 

Chavalit says he is careful to make his 
15-minute commute in the early morning or 
late evenings when the streets are less busy, 
and that at about 12kg, the machine is fairly 
portable. 

“In about three or four months, I have 
saved enough on taxi fares to recover what I 
paid for the Airwheel,” he says, adding that 
he also uses it to commute from his home to 
the train station on weekends. 

However, Chavalit, who has previously 
lived in Shanghai and Bangkok, says his Air-
wheel would not be well-suited for use in 
those cities. This is due to a public transport 
network that is comparatively less developed 
than Singapore’s, and access to cheap alter-
natives like taxis.

An electric unicycle interest group rides along Singapore’s Marina Bay.  
Image: The Wheelies Singapore
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taking tHE first stEp
Experts agree, saying that developing a 

public transport network is the first step to 
sustainable urban transport.

Andreas Rau, a researcher at Singapore’s 
Nanyang Technological University, notes that 
in order drive sustainable urban mobility, the 
use of PMEDs is certainly a part of the solu-
tion, but “must be integrated into a wider 
sustainable transport policy”, which includes 
expanding public transport and limiting the 
use of private vehicles, among other measures. 

However, in many cities in the region, cars 
are not just a preference, they are a necessity, 
notes NUS professor Ong, adding that “in 
these cases, the shift to public transport is not 
just about the first and last mile, it is about 
the entire public transport system”.

Whether cities in many Asian countries have 
succeeded in driving a modal shift to public 
transport will be seen in about 10 years, says 
Ong. This is when ongoing public transport 
projects in cities such as Hanoi, Ho Chi Minh, 
and others are slated to be completed.

“Only then will the role of PMEDs in in-
creasing access to this expanded transport in-
frastructure be clearer,” he says, adding that 
for now, Singapore, Hong Kong, and Tokyo 
have the public transport systems that are most 
suitable for supporting the growth of PMEDs.

In China, too, a growing middle class is 
increasingly shifting to car ownership, but the 
country is also the world’s biggest market for 
electric bicycle and scooter sales, notes Ong. 
“We will have to wait and see” how these 
different trends develop, he says.

rEguLatory roadBLoCks
But it is not only infrastructure issues that restrict 
PMED use in Asia. Despite the potential of these 
vehicles to deliver many sustainability benefits 
and bridge the last mile gap, the jury is still out 
on whether it is legal to use them in Asia. 

These vehicles, often seen as too slow for 
travelling on roads and too fast to share pave-
ments with pedestrians, have sparked safety 
concerns among urban and transport planners.

In Singapore, for example, electric kickscoot-
ers are not allowed on public roads, pavements 
and park connectors, with those found using 

the vehicles in the city-state’s green spaces liable 
to a fine of up to S$5,000. They are, however, 
allowed in areas such as the Marina Bay finan-
cial district and tourist island Sentosa.

But given the country’s ambition to have 75 
per cent of all peak hour journeys made on 
public transport by 2030 and become a ‘car-li-
te’ nation which favours walking, cycling, and 
public transport, Parliamentary Secretary for 
Singapore’s Ministry of Transport, Muhammad 
Faishal Ibrahim acknowledges in a recent speech 
that such bans are “clearly not a sensible policy, 
since they are a convenient way to get around the 
neighbourhood and are increasingly common”.

A clear and consistent set of rules governing 
the use of PMEDs in Singapore is much needed, 
notes Ibrahim, but acknowledges that “there 
are wide differences in views on what these 
rules and norms should be”. 

To resolve these differences, the city-state’s 
Land Transport Authority in March announced 
a consultation exercise with all stakeholders to 
devise safety guidelines. 

A general set of rules would apply to the 
whole island, says Ibrahim, but a “more pro-
gressive” set of rules and norms would be of-
fered to some neighbourhoods that are ready 
for them. Examples of the latter could include 
the neighbourhood of Tampines in east Singa-
pore, where residents use footpaths for both 
walking and cycling in a safe way.

“We need not have a one-size-fits-all solu-
tion,” says Ibrahim.  

While some countries race ahead with scaling 
up the use of PMEDs for sustainable urban mo-
bility, ADB’s Kim advises that other options like 
the bicycle-sharing schemes that are exploding 
across China and simple, cost-effective measures 
like improving the environment for pedestrians 
would also enhance last-mile connectivity.

“This would also have the added benefit of 
creating a more liveable community,” he says. 

sHarE  
tHis story

This is clearly not a sensible policy, since 
they are a convenient way to get around the 
neighbourhood and are increasingly common.
- Muhammad Faishal Ibrahim, Parliamentary Secretary, 

Ministry of Transport, Singapore  

http://www.facebook.com/sharer.php?u=http://www.eco-business.com/news/airwheels-e-scooters-and-mini-farthings-your-ride-in-the-future/
http://twitter.com/share?text=Airwheels%2C%20E-scooters%20and%20Mini-farthings%3A%20Your%20ride%20in%20the%20future%3F%20%7C%20EcoBusiness&url=http://www.eco-business.com/news/airwheels-e-scooters-and-mini-farthings-your-ride-in-the-future/
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FEAtuRES

Car ownership in Asia is growing rapidly, but so too is the number of commuters 
who are turning to bicycles are a convenient, quick, and clean way to get around 
the city. Medilyn Manibo explores the comeback of cycling in Asia.

Cycling in asia: 
opening new roads to 
sustainability

a  sia’s rising middle class may be driving 
the increase in car ownership, leading 
to traffic congestion and air pollution 

in the region’s cities, but this status symbol may 
be slowly giving way to an old love - cycling.

More Asians are jumping on a bicycle for fresh 
air and to lead a more environmentally-friendly 
and active lifestyle in recent years as staying sed-
entary inside a car for hours on end could take 
a toll on one’s health, and be hard on the wallet 
because of the high cost of fuel and maintenance.

In a new study of vehicle ownership in 44 
countries by Pew Research Center, households 
around the world own more bicycles than motor-
cycles and cars. Japan and Thailand rank second 
and third in terms of bike ownership globally, 
although these two countries also rank high in 
car ownership, with 81 per cent and 51 per cent 
of their populations owning at least one vehicle.

World bicycle production in the 1970s declined 
steeply as car prices fell and incomes rose, allow-
ing more people to acquire them, according to the 

By Medilyn Manibo

Cycling, which was once a common sight in Asian towns and cities before the dominance of cars, is  increasingly becoming popular again among 
residents who want a cleaner and more convenient daily commute, as well as tourists exploring the region’s natural landscapes. Image: Shutterstock

http://www.shutterstock.com/
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Earth Policy Institute (EPI). But in the early 80s, 
the trend reversed, and global bike production 
climbed to 108 million by 1988. Between 1989 
to 2001, production slowed down again. 

Since then, the figure has been rising steadily, 
to about 130 million units in 2007. 

The institute points out that even in China, 
which was once a haven for bicycles, the bike fleet 
declined by 35 per cent between 1995 and 2005. 
The Chinese government turned its attention back 
to the bike in 2006, after pollution caused by the 
ever-growing number of cars began to blanket 
major cities. In Beijing, the bike further received 
a boost after the capital city implemented road 
space rationing during the 2008 Olympic Games, 
forcing Beijingers to use the two wheels, and in 
2012 introduced policies to limit car ownership.

Despite growing car ownership in China, only 
17 per cent of households have cars, while 65 per 
cent have a bicycle, according to the Pew survey. 
China is also leading the world in the number of 
bike-sharing schemes, with about 170 bike-shar-
ing systems operating in the country.

Meanwhile, Taiwan, one of the world’s biggest 
manufacturers of bicycles, is bidding to become 
Asia’s cycling hub, and is proving that bicycles 
could be a major sustainability driver. It prides 
itself as the only country in Asia which has stra-
tegically established a national network of bike 
lanes, stretching 4,017 kilometres in 2014, and 
attracting cycling enthusiasts worldwide to ex-
plore the island nation’s nature hotspots. 

Taipei’s bike-sharing programme is one of the 
most successful in the world, overtaking global 
cities like New York or Barcelona on usage rate, 
which averages 10-12 trips a day for each of its 
5,350 bicycles at 165 stations.

In Southeast Asia, Singapore, which is known 
for its efficient public transport system but has 
no established culture of cycling as a transport 
option, is one of the countries now keen to 
change that. It is spending S$43 million on bike 
lanes and cycling facilities as part of a national 
cycling plan.

Meanwhile, in Thailand, where 74 per cent 
of residents own a bike based on the Pew study, 
the government promised last January to increase 
bike lanes by 10 kilometres in capital Bangkok 
from the current 232 kilometres to include other 
areas that do not have cycling routes. 

In Japan, a group of lawmakers is pushing for 
more people to use bicycles as a mode of trans-
port, calling for the establishment of a bicycle-use 
promotion centre and a government minister that 
will champion bicycle use to reduce dependence 
on motor vehicles.Seventy-eight of households 
in Japan are bicycle owners, the second highest 
in the world after Germany, but the number of 
car owners are also high in the country. In fact, 
it’s the highest in Asia. 

stumBLing BLoCks
The idea that buses, trains, bikes and boats are 
only used by poor people as modes of transport is 
a major stumbling block to appreciating them as a 
form of sustainable transport, says James Leather, 
a principal transport specialist with Asian Devel-
opment Bank’s (ADB) Southeast Asia Department. 
Private cars, on the other hand, are seen to give 
more comfort and an indicator of wealth.

“For a long time, the common wisdom has 
been the notion that cars are ‘great’ or that the 
symbol of an industrialised country is that it has 
new highways,” he comments in an ADB blog 
published in February.

In the Philippines, only six per cent of Filipinos 
own cars while 24 per cent have bicycles, according 
to the Pew survey. However, Manila-based citizens’ 
group Share the Road Movement claims motor 
vehicles, especially private cars, occupy the roads 
more than pedestrians and cyclists. The group is 
pushing a more equitable Road Sharing Principle by 
petitioning the government to implement already 

Bicycles parking space in Osaka, Japan. In Asia, Japan has the most number of 
households owning a bicycle. Image: Shutterstock

http://www.shutterstock.com/
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established laws that protects citizens’ health and 
make the air less polluted.

This can be achieved by assigning half of the 
roads in the country for bike lanes and covered 
sidewalks and the other half for other modes of 
transport, the group says. 

The country does not have a national cycling 
plan, and in response to the group’s call, the na-
tional government through the Department of En-
vironment and Natural Resources issued a ruling in 
November, promising bicycle and people-friendly 
infrastructure throughout the country by requir-
ing all new road construction projects to include 
bike lanes and sidewalks before they can be given 
any environmental compliance approval for their 
projects.

Ku Manahan, a resident of Quezon City in 
Metro Manila and a photographer by profession, 
has been cycling about 42 kilometres daily to and 
from work for three years now. He says bike lanes 
would be highly beneficial for cyclists like him, 
as he has encountered problems with motorists, 
who often disregard cyclists, putting their lives in 
danger. 

Air quality especially in congested cities is also 
a major problem. “Because we are usually breath-
ing heavily due to aerobic activity, we are taking 
in more of the pollutants, which cause respiratory 
problems. Even a few feet away from traffic would 
make a huge difference,” he tells Eco-Business.

As for companies, providing bicycle parking and 
a shower and locker room would help encourage 
employees to cycle to work, Manahan explains.  

ZEro Emissions transport
With this renewed interest in cycling, transpor-
tation experts are looking at this centuries-old 
pedal-powered mode of transport - which had 
once been the ideal “zero-emissions” vehicle 
for millions of people - on how it could pro-
vide access to areas not linked to large public 
transport networks.

ADB, for example, is looking at including 
bicycles as part of a public transport network in 
some cities in Southeast Asia through bike-shar-
ing schemes. Many cities around the world in-
cluding Amsterdam, Copenhagen and Taipei have 
shown the successful integration of bike-sharing 
programmes in public transport systems. 

The bank plans to finance bike-sharing proj-
ects in three Southeast Asian cities: Davao in 
Philippines, Vientiane in Laos and a yet to be 
determined city in Indonesia.

As part of the study, ADB set up a trial 
bike-sharing system in 2013 at its headquar-
ters at Pasig City, Phillipines, along with two 
other stations - one at Pasig City’s government 
office and the other at the University of Sto 
Tomas in Manila to test its acceptability.

“The demonstration project in Manila with 
Pasig city is successful and growing into a larg-
er system. ADB has earmarked some funds to 
support the expansion as has the government. 
A team including Clean Air Asia is currently 
working on the expansion which will be im-
plemented this year,” Bradley Schroeder, ADB 
transport consultant, tells Eco-Business.

In Vientiane, a preliminary design plan for a 
bike sharing system was included last November 
in an approved sustainable transport loan to 
the Lao PDR government. The proposed phase 
1 coverage area was chosen to complement 
the city’s Bus Rapid Transit, says Institute for 
Transportation and Development Policy (ITD-
P)-China, the transport planner for the project.

The system will serve short trips normal-
ly done by car or motorbike such as during 
lunch breaks, when people needed to cover 
short distances to get to restaurants. “A high-
tech ‘third generation’ bike sharing system 
is recommended, and revenue streams can 
include subscription fees, user fees, adver-
tising, sponsorship and branding rights, and 
government subsidy.”

Bike lanes in China. Bicycles were once a cultural icon in China, but  with economic 
development, cars have become a major source of pollution in cities like Beijing. 
Image: Nataliya Hora/ Shutterstock

http://www.shutterstock.com/
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“The proposed system has 76 stations, 1,140 
docks, and 760 bikes,” ITDP says on its website.

Schroeder notes that if the system is specifi-
cally designed to address the needs of the poor, 
it will be able to encourage people to use bikes 
as a mode of transport, he tells audiences at the 
recently held Asian Cycling Forum in Taiwan. 
“When designing a bicycle sharing system, it’s 
imperative to design a system for people to 
want to use, not a system people have to use.”

He suggests that a very good system will 
attract many users and pay for it. “With an 
efficient system, the government can economi-
cally include the poor into the system through 
voucher systems attached to other subsidies or 
services they may receive, such as ‘food stamps’ 
or ‘affordable housing’ programmes,” he adds.

YouBike, Taiwan’s most popular bike sharing 
scheme, which is being implemented in part-
nership with Taipei’s city government, proves 
that efficiency can make a huge difference. Its 
operator, Giant Taiwan, attributes the success 
of the programme to the firm’s round-the-clock 
management system, efficient data management 
and a customer service call center.

Chung Hui Yu, a commissioner at the De-
partment of Transportation in Taipei, who was 
also a speaker at the Asian Cycling Forum, ex-
plains in her presentation that there are only 
three things to remember to have a successful 
bike sharing plan: connect it to the public trans-
port system, allow easy registration and with-
out any annual fee for users, as well as provide 
easily accessible and well maintained facilities.

In another form of bike-sharing, cycling has 
also become a solution to help poor students in 
rural communities access bicycles as a form of 
sustainable transport. Non-profit group Bike for 
the Philippines are lending bicycles for free to 
help poor students in the country who still need 
to walk three kilometres to school because of 
lack of access to public transport or who have 
no ability to pay for its high costs. Through the 
scheme, the students are able to pedal their way 
up to their graduation, keep the loaned bikes 
as a gift, and help their families.

Indeed, cycling has enormous potential to 
contribute to sustainable development in the 
region. As ADB’s Leather aptly puts it: “Solu-
tions need to be well planned, carefully imple-

mented and diligently enforced. It is not just 
about infrastructure but a holistic approach 
to manage traffic and travel patterns as well 
as share by mode.” 

sHarE  
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pEdaLLing for tourism
Bike lanes are also essential to encourage a 
booming new industry that attracts tourists 
to Southeast Asian countries.
United States-based tour operator Bicycle 
Adventures, which launched a cycling tour 
this year in Taiwan, says a well-established 
cycling network creates an opportunity to 
increase tourism in the country.
“For the past several years, Taiwan has made 
a commitment to become the bicycling capital 
of the world,” says Todd Starnes, president 
and owner of Bicycle Adventures, in a press 
statement.
Starnes notes Taiwan’s commitment to cy-
cling is very clear in the easy-to-access bike 
routes designed to showcase the island’s stun-
ning natural landscapes, including a 30-60 
kilometre river bike path.
Although many countries still do not have 
a similar established bike network as Tai-
wan, a growing number of tour operators 
worldwide are finding lucrative opportunities 
in providing privately guided cycling tours 
across Southeast Asia – from Hanoi in Viet-
nam to Luang Prabang in Laos; from Siem 
Reap in Cambodia to as far as the island of 
Koh Kood in the gulf of Thailand; or simply 
a trip from Singapore to Penang, Malaysia.
United Kingdom-based Bamboo Travel says 
their clients are increasingly interested in cy-
cling tours when they plan their trips to Asia. 
At the same time, traffic and pollution is a 
concern that puts some clients off cycling.
“In the last few years we have seen demand 
for cycling excursions grow quickly. And we 
find a lot of our clients now request some 
time cycling in places that before they used 
to do sightseeing by car. Clients of all ages 
have become more health and environmen-
tally conscious in recent years and cycling 
has grown as a result,” Ewen Moore, sales 
director at Bamboo Travel, tells Eco-Business.
“They are very attractive – a fun and healthy 
way to do some sightseeing,” said Moore.

http://www.facebook.com/sharer.php?u=http://www.eco-business.com/news/cycling-in-asia-opening-new-roads-to-sustainability/
http://twitter.com/share?text=Cycling%20in%20Asia%3A%20Opening%20new%20roads%20to%20sustainability%20%7C%20EcoBusiness&url=http://www.eco-business.com/news/cycling-in-asia-opening-new-roads-to-sustainability/
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A new study by the International transport Forum has found that 
introducing a fleet of shared driverless cars to cities could dramatically 
reduce car populations without compromising on mobility and convenience.

how driverless cars will 
free cities from congestion

s  elf-driving cars could take nine out of 
10 cars off city streets, free up more 
public space for recreational and com-

mercial use, and even remove the need for 
expensive rail infrastructure in the future, a 
new study has found.

In the study on ‘How shared self-driving cars 
could change city traffic‘ released on 23 April, 
researchers from the International Transport 
Forum (ITF) at the Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD) used 

data modelling techniques to predict how auton-
omous cars would change the nature of urban 
mobility in a hypothetical mid-sized European 
city “at some unnamed time in the future”.

As their name suggests, driverless cars can 
sense road conditions and navigate without 
human input. A complex array of radar, global 
positioning system (GPS) and computer tech-
nology enables autonomous cars to perform 
functions such as acceleration, braking, steer-
ing, and indicating independently.

By Vaidehi Shah

A concept driverless car built 
by Mercedes on display at the 
North American International 
Auto Show in Detroit, USA. 
The International Transport 
Forum predicts that shared 
autonomous cars could render 
9 out of every 10 urban cars 
unnecessary. Steve Lagreca / 
Shutterstock.com

http://www.shutterstock.com/gallery-1516175p1.html%3Fcr%3D00%26pl%3Dedit-00
http://www.shutterstock.com/editorial%3Fcr%3D00%26pl%3Dedit-00
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These cars have largely been confined to the 
realm of research and testing to date, with com-
panies such as search engine giant Google de-
veloping technology for autonomous electric 
vehicles and piloting them on the streets of var-
ious American states including Washington DC, 
Nevada, Florida, and Michigan. 

European countries, too, have begun to allow 
these vehicles to be tested on their roads. Italy, 
France, Belgium, Sweden and the United King-
dom are among those who have allowed testing 
autonomous cars in some cities. More recently, 
car manufacturers such as Mercedes Benz and 
BMW have also revealed driverless prototypes, 
with industry observers predicting that 20 years 
from today, most new cars will be driverless. 

To understand how this rise of autonomous 
cars would change cities, ITF devised two dif-
ferent types of driverless car use. In the first sce-
nario, autonomous cars would act as ‘TaxiBots’, 
or shared vehicles that would  transport many 
passengers at a time along a specific route. Alter-
natively, the cars could function as ‘AutoVots’, 
and ferry around just one passenger at a time.

The modelling exercise, which was conducted 
using real data from Lisbon, Portugal, found that 

in a city which already had high-capacity public 
transport modes such as underground train and 
rail, introducing a fleet of TaxiBots could ren-
der nine out of 10 cars unnecessary. And even if 
single-passenger AutoVots were introduced into 
a city lacking extensive public transport, half of 
all cars would be unnecessary.

Philippe Crist, administrator of ITF’s research 
centre, noted in a statement that “these numbers 
will have significant repercussions on parking needs 
and the allocation of public space in the city”.

Replacing conventional cars - which are used 
for only about one hour per day - with a shared 
self-driving fleet could completely remove the 
need for on-street parking, the study found. And 
in the city used in their modelling exercise, shift-

The combination of radar, camera, and ultrasound technology that contributes to a car’s self-driving capabilities. Image: International Transport Forum

It’s clear that there is a massive potential 
for redistribution of urban space and the 
configuration of our cities with shared self-
driving fleets.
—Philippe Crist, research centre administrator, International 
Transport Forum

http://www.internationaltransportforum.org/cpb/pdf/autonomous-driving.pdf
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ing away from conventional vehicles freed up 
1.5 million square metres of space, equivalent 
to about 210 football fields.

This space could be used for recreational 
purposes, bicycle tracks, larger pavements, and 
delivery bays, among other uses.

Even though the number of cars on streets 
could be drastically lower when self-driving ve-
hicles are introduced, the total distance travelled 
by vehicles will increase, said the researchers. 
This is because shared vehicles need to make 
detours to pick up and drop off passengers.

Self-driving cars would also clock in 12 
hours of usage a day compared to less than 
an hour by private cars, and travel as much 
as 200 kilometres a day, compared to a con-
ventional car’s average of 30 km.

This additional travel could increase environ-
mental impact from transport such as greenhouse 
gas emissions and pollution if conventional fuel 
combustion engines were used, noted ITF, but 
said it was quite feasible for the fleet of auton-
omous vehicles to also be electric-powered.

For example, if TaxiBots were electric vehi-
cles (EVs) rather than conventional ones, only 
two per cent more vehicles would be needed 
to compensate for the battery recharging times 
and reduced travel range of EVs.

In smaller cities, a shared fleet of driverless 
cars could even do away with the need for tradi-

tional high-capacity public transport altogether, 
the study suggested. 

“This represents significant cost savings, 
especially for growing cities that have not yet, 
but are contemplating building high capacity 
rail systems,” said Crist.

But while some stakeholders in cities may 
rejoice about the cost savings, others will have 
to face significant economic challenges. Car 
manufacturers, for example, will need to de-
velop new business models to cope with the 
drastic fall in car numbers. But “it is unclear 
who will manage them and how they will be 
monetised,” said the study.

It also noted that these self-driving vehicles 
will directly compete with current taxi and pub-
lic transport services. This in turn could lead 
to labour issues, noted the study, adding that 
employment challenges could be alleviated by 
involving these workers in delivering autono-
mous car services.

“It’s clear that there is a massive potential 
for redistribution of urban space and the con-
figuration of our cities with shared self-driving 
fleets,” said Crist. He added that as industry be-
gan to push for these changes, regulators would 
also need to be proactive in their response to 
changes in driving trends. 

“But the big question is whether or not cit-
izens are ready for such changes.” 

Google’s new self-driving 
car prototype, which the 
company unveiled last 
December. Image: Google 
Self-Driving Car Project
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T
hroughout his illustrious career, Pro-
fessor Pieter Winsemius has witnessed 
dramatic changes in both the business 

and policymaking landscape across the world. 
The one thing that has remained steadfast, 
however, is the importance of sustainability in 
human development, he says. 

Many economists often speak of the trade-
off between economic growth and sustainable 

development, but this “old-fashioned discussion 
is a waste of time”, he adds.

The former Dutch politician, who was minister 
of Housing, Physical Planning and Environment 
twice – once in the 80s and more recently in 2006-
2007 – declares that any business or government 
that does not understand this is in trouble.

Sustainability simply means being able to 
satisfy the needs of the present without com-

Professor Pieter Winsemius and Mrs Aeyelts Averink Winsemius. Their father was the late Dr Albert Winsemius who was economic adviser to 
Singapore for about 20 years. Image: Eco-Business

Debate on growth vs 
sustainability 
 ‘a waste of time’
In this exclusive interview, Dutch author, former minister and McKinsey & 
Company partner Pieter Winsemius speaks about the debate on growth 
versus sustainable development and the need for business and government 
to have long-term perspectives.

By Jessica Cheam
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promising the future. This has to be the norm, 
he says. In Europe, sustainability is becoming 
so ingrained among organisations that “there’s 
hardly talk of it because it’s business for them”.

Winsemius says that from citizens to capital 
markets, the world now increasingly expects 
organisations to operate responsibly, and this 
will be the leading drive for sustainability.

The former partner of McKinsey & Com-
pany has made a career out of developing en-
vironmental policies and strategies for both 
government and business, but he is perhaps 
more recognised in Singapore for his famil-
iar-sounding name.

His father, Albert Winsemius, was a Dutch 
economist and trusted adviser of Singapore’s 
first Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew, who formu-
lated a landmark 10-year plan that launched 
Singapore’s economic development in the early 
years following its attaining self-governance 
in 1959. 

These days, “people don’t make 10-year 
plans anymore, the world changes too rapid-
ly,” says Winsemius. Apart from flexible plans, 
political stability is key to achieving sustainable 
development. Singapore is a good example of 
a nation that developed with the environment 
in mind, not as an afterthought, he adds.

Winsemius, who retired in 2012 and is 
now a full-time writer, is behind a number of 
books such as ‘A Thousand Shades of Green’, 
which is about environmental management 
in large companies. 

Speaking to Eco-Business in an interview 
on the sidelines of a leadership conference or-
ganised by the Netherlands Embassy and The 
Business Times in Singapore on 31 March, he 
shares his thoughts on the importance of long-
term perspectives and the challenge of getting 
companies to think critically about how sus-
tainability applies to their operations.

Can you share your thoughts on the develop-
ment of sustainability in recent years?
I’ve seen the change over the years as leading 
businesses take on the responsibility of sustain-
ability – there’s hardly talk of it now because 
it’s business for them. In Europe and elsewhere, 
companies have taken on the responsibility, 
especially the top corporations.

In the Netherlands, there’s Unilever, for in-
stance, and it’s normal business for them. They 
don’t want to be involved in discussions on 
global warming. We accept it’s fact. It’s normal 
policy. We shouldn’t wait for governments to 
force us to do things.

Customers, co-workers and capital markets 
now expect it - this will be the leading drive for 
sustainability. If you want to be a top company, 
your people have to be proud of what you’re 
doing - you cannot be in conflict with your 
physical and social environment. Many compa-
nies now are not concerned about government 
action because they are ahead and that’s created 
a new world order.

The Netherlands is known for its leadership 
in sustainable development and green growth 
– what’s its secret to this success?
The funny thing is the leading countries al-
ways have the biggest problems. Or rather, 
because they have these problems, they be-
come leaders in it.

For example, with smog, London, Los Ange-
les, and Mexico City (suffered it and therefore 
became leaders); similarly, in Taiwan, Japan, 
they have the strictest regulations on air pollu-
tion. In the Netherlands, because we are low-ly-
ing, flood prone, and with a dense population, 
we had to become leaders in solving that.

Also, if you have incidents such as water or 
soil pollution from industries that kills your 
physical environment and its biodiversity, it 
immediately becomes an issue, the public be-
comes more aware and this makes a solid base 
for building civil society.

Customers, co-workers and capital markets 
now expect it - this will be the leading drive 
for sustainability. If you want to be a top 
company, your people have to be proud of 
what you’re doing - you cannot be in conflict 
with your physical and social environment. 
Many companies now are not concerned about 
government action because they are ahead and 
that’s created a new world order. 
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Have you seen similar success stories in Asia?
Growth usually comes with all kinds of en-
vironmental issues and the only country that 
has escaped that is Singapore. In Europe and 
America in the past, the sign of smoke was a 
good thing because that signaled employment. 
Now of course this isn’t the case as it causes all 
kinds of environmental issues.

There must be political leadership or coun-
tries will fall into the same trap. In China, the 
development of the economy has been so rapid 
that the country has not been able to control 
the traffic in the inner cities, or the industrial 
activities and the shift in the population from 
rural to urban areas.

Singapore has the advantage since it doesn’t 
have rural areas and very early on, the govern-
ment developed policies to deal with pollution 
right from the start.

While we’re on Singapore, what do you recall 
about your father’s time here and his relation-
ship with Lee Kuan Yew? 
They were good friends that trusted and re-
spected each other. They made a plan and im-
plemented it their way. They agreed on most 
things. I recall there was one disagreement, 
however, on what to do with the Singapore 
River. Lee Kuan Yew wanted to clean it up, 
while my father wanted to cover it up to make 
it into an underground sewer. Well, we’ve seen 
what happened (with Singapore River and 
Marina Bay), I think he was very glad to lose 
that argument.

They kept in touch through their lives and 
had very close contact. My sister had quite a 
few interactions with him and she said he was 
always very curious about what we thought, 
such that conversations with him sometimes 
felt like an examination.

I don’t think you can find another person 
in the world who’s developed a country in 50 
years. When I was working at McKinsey, my fa-
ther would often ask me for data on Singapore, 
and we could see that every year, Singapore 
moved up the business environment index. At 
one point, it even surpassed the Netherlands.

My father liked the good work ethic of the 
country. He often warned about the rise of ab-
senteeism in our country. He said, you cannot 
become too soft.

What would you say to governments in coun-
tries that are still developing - how can they get 
on the path to sustainable development?
The most important thing is to have stable gov-
ernment. If you don’t have that, forget about 
development. You must have a predictable sit-
uation so businesses know there is a long-term 
opportunity.

The second thing, is to have an open econo-
my. It is important for businesses to know that 
if you invest money in, you can get the money 
out. And lastly, eradicate corruption. Singapore 
was extremely strong on this.

What has your father’s influence on your own 
work been?
I was surprised when my father passed away, 
how many memberships he had in the environ-
mental field that I didn’t know about. He was a 
policymaker, and when I joined the government, 
we talked about many things that was very 
helpful in helping me develop environmental 
policies. 

He deeply believed in policy-making and 
the long-term perspective. He was very tough 
and knew that in policymaking you would get 
opposition at some stage. And if you have im-
portant goals, you can’t waste too much time 
on the opposition - I learnt this from him.

If you have a strict belief, you have to 
take the risk. That’s not always appreciated 
by everybody.

My father and Lee Kuan Yew were good 
friends that trusted and respected each 
other. They agreed on most things. I recall 
there was one disagreement, however, on 
what to do with the Singapore River. Lee 
Kuan Yew wanted to clean it up, while my 
father wanted to cover it up to make it into 
an underground sewer. Well, we’ve seen what 
happened, I think he was very glad to lose 
that argument.
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What’s your view about this long-held view 
that there is a trade off between economic 
growth and sustainable development?
That is the most old-fashioned discussion. 
The moment you get into a discussion about 
trade offs, there is a problem. In the short 
term, you might face some problems, but 
sustainability has to be the norm.

Anybody who does not realise this is only 
going for their own needs - that’s a very 
short-term perspective. Any corporation or 
government that thinks like that will run 
into problems. So I always escape from this 
discussion. It’s a waste of time.

Do you think that governments will ink 
a global agreement on climate change in 
Paris by year-end? The last time they tried 
to do this in 2009 in Copenhagen, it ended 
in disaster.
I think there are new movements starting, 
and if governments do not realise this, the 
movements will go on without them. See how 
the internet and Twitter started the Arab 

Spring. The CEO of Unilever Paul Polman 
said people can bring down a multinational 
company in two minutes. That might sound 
dramatic but society is much more connected 
than before. And it doesn’t neccessarily need 
government. Very often, many changes are 
made without government. 

In Copenhagen in 2009, there was a demon-
stration of the inability of governments to 
realise that the world has changed. And if 
you do not face up to realities, eventually 
something will happen. The question is, how 
much time do we have?

We don’t talk about climate change any-
more. We’ve accepted the fact. It’s like if your 
children are ill and you go to one, two, up to 
100 doctors and 95 of them says you have 
to take action, would you follow the advice 
of the five per cent?

That’s the reality, so we must act, but that’s 
the inability of the political system. If they 
are unable to solve the problems, society has 
to find alternative ways to do it. It’s whether 
we have enough time. 

sHarE  
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Office workers relax along the Singapore River in the evening. Once a polluted, dirty waterway, it is now an iconic tourist attraction and essential 
part of Singapore’s globally recognised skyline. Image: Drop of Light/ Shutterstock.com
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I
n Denmark, everyone drinks directly 
from the outlet, all restaurants serve 
tap water and municipal utilities com-

pete to see whose water tastes the best. Clean 
water is so much a part of daily life that most 
people take it for granted.

But it hasn’t always been so. In the 1960s, the 
water around Danish capital Copenhagen was 

so polluted that residents routinely saw dead 
fish in rivers, lakes and in the coastal areas.

“Of course, this was a wake-up call for us 
that made us take the decision that we wanted 
to do something about that,” said Ms Kirsten 
Brosbol, minister of the environment, in an in-
terview with Asian journalists in Copenhagen 
in March.

The water around 
Copenhagen Harbour is 
so clean that residents 
can safety swim in it. 
Denmark has become a 
showcase of clean water 
after 50 years of working 
on applicable solutions. 
Now it wants to export 
these technologies to the 
rest of the world. Image: 
Government of Denmark

Denmark’s vision for 
solving the world’s 
water woes
Eco-Business speaks to Denmark’s Environment Minister Kirsten Brosbol in 
Copenhagen about the new technologies that the country is implementing 
to address water problems and how it may be able to help other nations 
facing the same issues.

By Jean Chua
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“So we were one of the first countries in the 
world that had a ministry of environment. In 
the 70s, we decided that we wanted the minis-
try to take care of this area.”

Established in 1971, the ministry was told 
that its main task was to “combat pollution”. 
Shortly after, a landmark meeting – the United 
Nations Conference on the Human Environ-
ment - took place in June 1972 in Stockholm 
where the Stockholm Declaration was agreed 
upon by 113 countries. It contained 26 princi-
ples that should guide development and is the 
first document in international environmental 
law to recognise the right to a healthy environ-
ment as a fundamental human right. 

One could say that the ministry was a prod-
uct of the times, when an awareness of the link 
between development and the environment was 
just starting to take root in the government and 
civil society, particularly in Europe.

In Denmark, strict regulation requiring busi-
nesses in the city to clean up their own pollution 
such as treating waste water quickly followed 
and the government began seeking partnerships 
with private companies to clean up the coun-
try’s water.

Pressed to come up with solutions, Danish 
companies quickly worked with each other – 
even competitors – universities, institutes of 
research and the government agencies to come 
up with ideas and technologies.

Now, Denmark, a small country of 5.5 mil-
lion people that punches way above its weight, 
is undoubtedly among the top nations in wa-
ter technology, and it hopes to use what it has 
learnt in four decades to help other countries 
solve their water woes.

soLutions tHat Work
Brosbol, who at 37 is one of the country’s young-
est politicians, was appointed minister for the 
environment in February last year. She noted 
that Danish solutions which could prove use-
ful to other nations are in the areas of water 
point mapping, which is the study of sources 
of water supply, water conservation, and waste 
water treatment.

With a background in research, higher edu-
cation, gender equality and food, Brosbol was 
first elected as a member of parliament in 2005. 

She belongs to the Social Democratic Party - 
the second biggest in the coalition government 
- whose “centre-left” leanings makes the envi-
ronment a focus in government make.

Denmark has great expertise in mapping its 
groundwater, having started its own mapping 
program in 1999 after realising that some of 
its groundwater was polluted. The environ-
ment ministry needed to know exactly where 
reservoirs are and where water protection and 
cleaning are needed.

Possessing deep knowledge about the coun-
try’s water sources also meant they can ensure 
that the water reaches the end user without 
wasting too much of the resource on the way, 
Brosbol added.

We need to make sure that come September, 
we still have a goal on water included in the 
new SDGs. That will be crucial to addressing 
the global problems in the water sector. 
- Kirsten Brosbol, Danish minister of the environment
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“We are one of the countries in the world 
with the lowest water loss from utility to the 
consumer,” Brosbol said. “I believe water loss 
is one of the great challenges that many places 
in the world face. So we also have technologies 
that address that problem.” 

One other key technology that has great 
potential to be applied to other countries is 
in wastewater treatment. This is not the mere 
cleaning of water before releasing it to the sea, 
but also the ability to not only get clean water 
but extract energy from the sludge, the by-prod-
uct of most treatment processes - a technology 
that Brosbol considers very promising. 

In Billund - also known as the home of Lego 
- a town of 6,200 people about 218 kilome-
tres away from Copenhagen, the local utility 
has been successfully doing that in experiment 
projects. Now, to implement the technology on 

a larger scale, the town is building a 70 million 
kroner facility called Billund BioRefinery, slated 
to open in 2017. The town will be then be able 
to extract energy from treating waste water.

At its heart is a patented technology called 
Exelys, which extracts energy out of the waste 
sent to the facility and at the same time reduces 
the sludge produced. 

The biogas production is increased by 50 per 
cent while the sludge amount is reduced by 30 
per cent, Billund said. All resources are integrated 
into one combined treatment of household waste, 
organic industrial waste, wastewater sludge as 
well as manure and other organic waste.

In this way, it is possible to achieve the opti-
mum mix which will most efficiently use energy. 

“So in places where people say, “Treatment 
is too expensive. We can’t afford to treat our 
waste water.”, we can say that with an ener-

How Billund BioRefinery works. Image: Billund Biorefinery
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gy-producing waste-water facility, it’s a win-win 
situation,” Brosbol said.

To advocate this potentially revolutionary 
technology and its other expertise, Denmark has 
started sending what it calls ‘specialist export 
advisors’ to its embassies around the world.

The first five countries to get these experts 
on the environment are China, Kenya, South 
Africa and Vietnam, Turkey. China and Viet-
nam, in particular, will serve as “entrance” 
points to Asia.

Water is fast becoming one of the biggest 
challenges in the region, with about 218 million 
people without access to safe drinking water 
in China and India, according to the United 
Nations. About 90 per cent of Asia’s wastewa-
ter is discharged without treatment. The need 
for efficient and forward-looking solutions is 
therefore huge.

Denmark believes that the challenges in Asia 
provide new business opportunities for Danish 
water companies, and potential investments in 
water technology in the region could total tens 
of billions of dollars. 

In June last year, Brosbol also opened the 
Danish Water Technology House in Singapore, 
where the country’s best technological solutions 
are showcased. Indeed, her travels in Asia and 
Africa in the past year have shown her that there 
is a lot of interest in Denmark’s technologies, 
and she knows that Denmark’s companies, par-
ticularly the ones with emerging technologies, 
can be part of “that global task to solve the big 
challenges on water”.

While the UN has identified water as one 
of the issues that need the most urgent atten-
tion, not enough has been done in the area to 
alleviate the problem. More than 600 million 
people will still lack safe drinking water in 
2015, the UN says. 

“We have a handful of very well-known, very 
big companies Danfoss, Grundfos (which make 
fluid handling components and equipment) 
but we have numerous smaller and medium 
companies that are feeding in all the time into 
developing new technologies,” Brosbol said. 

She added that with the support of the Danish 
government, these up-and-coming companies 
should be able to work on large projects over-
seas and become global names.

Denmark has already signed agreements with 
Asian countries such as China, Vietnam, South 
Korea, Singapore, and India to cooperate on 
either research into water or actual projects.

making WatEr a priority 
for tHE sdgs
Next month, Brosbol will be travelling to South 
Korea with a large delegation of Danish com-
panies to attend the World Water Forum, where 
she hopes that she can garner as much support 
as she can to make water a priority in the Sus-
tainable Development Goals (SDGs).

The SDGs are a proposed set of targets re-
lating to future global development and are 
meant to replace the Millennium Development 
Goals once they expire at the end of 2015. 
First proposed at the United Nations Confer-
ence on Sustainable Development held in Rio 
de Janeiro in June 2012 (Rio+20), the SDGs 
have not been decided because different coun-
tries have different views on what the SDGs 
should achieve.

“I hope we can send a strong signal there 
(South Korea) to the UN because right now, 
we are at the crucial stage of negotiating the 
Sustainable Development Goals at the UN 
coming up in September (in New York). We 
need to make sure that come September, we 
still have a goal on water included in the new 
SDG,” she said.

“That will be crucial to addressing the global 
problems in the water sector but of course also, 
for our businesses and their possibilities, that’s 
important for them. I am hoping to send that 
strong political signal to New York,” she said. 

Water is fast becoming one of the biggest 
challenges in the region, with about 218 
million people without access to safe drinking 
water in China and India, according to the 
United Nations. About 90 per cent of Asia’s 
wastewater is discharged without treatment. 
The need for efficient and forward-looking 
solutions is therefore huge.

sHarE  
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a
s a champion of sustainable tourism 
growth, what are the biggest chal-
lenges — and therefore opportunities 

— that you’ve seen in the industry?
Definitely, the biggest challenge that the global 
tourism sector faces is sustainability. Tourism 
continues to grow exponentially — an aver-
age of five per cent a year since 2010 — and 

by 2030, we expect international tourists to 
reach 1.8 billion. We simply cannot ignore 
these facts and let the sector grow unmanaged, 
or we risk damaging the environment and 
cultural heritage, depleting natural resources 
and disrupting the social values of the host 
communities that tourism impacts.

What many don’t realise is that sustainabil-

The future of travel and tourism in Asia Pacific depends on sustainable tourism development, says UNWTO Secretary-General  Taleb Rifai.  
Image: Hotelier Middle East

what we can’t ignore in 
tourism development
un World tourism organization Secretary-General taleb Rifai reveals 
the biggest drivers of tourism development and how they will impact 
communities for years to come in this Pacific Asia travel Association interview.

By PATA 
Conversations

IntERVIEWS



41

ity is also a great opportunity for economic 
development and green growth. Sustainable 
tourism development is as much about pro-
tecting the environment and societies as it is 
about creating wealth in destinations through 
lucrative and long-lasting tourism enterprises.

To refer to the Green Economy Report by 
the United Nations Environment Programme 
(UNEP), shifting to sustainable tourism is criti-
cal to achieving economic growth, job creation 
and stimulating green economies. I would also 
like to highlight that world leaders at the Rio 
+20 Conference in 2012 recognised tourism 
as a major contributor to sustainable devel-
opment, has close linkages to other sectors, 
creates decent jobs, and generates trade op-
portunities. 

Noting the boom in tourist activity and aviation 
into and within Asia Pacific, what are some of 
your greatest concerns about the rapid growth 
of travel and tourism within Asia Pacific?
I would say my concern about the rapid growth 
of tourism in Asia and the Pacific, while most 
welcome, is ensuring what I would term as 
“fair tourism.” Tourism development should 
be grounded in responsibility and sustainabil-
ity so that host communities are engaged and 
therefore able to receive the many benefits of 
tourism.

Considering that many of the developing 
countries in Asia are the ones experiencing 
rapid tourism growth, it is fundamental to 
integrate local communities into the tourism 
value chain as a means to create jobs as well 
as foster opportunities for small and medium 
enterprises in related sectors such as agricul-
ture and the creative industries. In addition, 
tourism income can be redirected to initiatives 
that safeguard precious cultural and natural 
resources and thus ensure its long-term oper-
ations for the benefit of local populations.

With regard to the ASEAN Economic Com-
munity, what do you hope will be achieved in 
2015? What goals do you think will require 
more time to develop?
I would like to see greater priority placed on 
sustainable tourism development, particularly 
as Southeast Asia will continue to be one of 

the fastest growing sub-regions until 2030. 
We should not be complacent about this rap-
id growth, on the contrary, we must sharpen 
our focus on sustainability. In this respect, 
UNWTO has been working closely with ASE-
AN member countries towards adopting the 
standards of sustainable tourism development 
to safeguard its social, economic and environ-
mental structures.

How do you think the industry can improve 
on developing human capital, especially in 
emerging Asia Pacific regions?
Increasing tourism education and training and 
capacity building at all levels can definitely 
help improve human capital. We must bear in 
mind that tourism, as compared to other eco-
nomic sectors, affords fast entry to the labour 
market, extending its opportunities to tradi-
tionally marginalised segments of society such 
as women and youth. Yet it should not stop 
at entry level — investment in skills building 
is vital in order to build, attract and maintain 
upstanding professionals in the sector. Tech-

A tourist sails in pristine tropical waters. A country’s natural and cultural resources can 
be an important source of tourism income. Image: Shutterstock.com

http://www.shutterstock.com/
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nology can also be an influential factor, espe-
cially in a region that has largely embraced 
emerging technologies.

How can and should the industry ready itself 
for the opportunity and challenges these new 
travelers represent, both in terms of sheer num-
ber and unique needs?
The tourism sector should be aware of the 
changes that come alongside tourism’s ex-
pansion. Information technology, for exam-
ple, is vastly transforming the sector in more 
ways than we can imagine. In light of the 
economic crunch, new technologies and social 
media have given birth to the collaborative 
consumption model. The “sharing economy” 
now gives travelers the opportunity to stay at 
a destination longer, immerse with locals and 
gain inside information within their budget. 
These developments are rapidly changing the 
sector, providing many opportunities but also 

challenges that need to be addressed in order 
to go forward.

In your opinion, the future of travel & tour-
ism in Asia Pacific depends most importantly 
on what?
Sustainable tourism development. Without a 
doubt, the future of the sector depends on this 
overriding imperative.

Looking back at your career, what was the 
one move that was most courageous, or the 
springboard to where you are today?
I think every experience is never an exclusive 
event; I’ve always learned more with each 
stage in my career and it naturally opens 
more doors towards other opportunities and 
responsibilities.

As an example, my educational background 
in architecture and urban design saw me 
through several large-scale projects in Jordan 
when I was appointed as Minister of Tourism 
and Antiquities back in 2001. These projects 
included founding Jordan’s first Archaeological 
Park in the ancient city of Petra, in collabora-
tion with UNESCO and the World Bank.

I was also involved with large projects in 
Jerash, the Dead Sea and Wadi Rum. Working 
with these projects introduced a greater aware-
ness of the utmost importance of sustainability, 
particularly since these World Heritage sites 
continue to draw numerous tourists from all 
over the world. This is a lesson that I have 
taken very much to heart, and I would say is 
one of the fundamental principles grounding 
my work today.

What do you hope your legacy will be regarding 
travel and tourism in the Asia Pacific regions?
I truly hope that tourism and travel will gain 
the prominence it deserves and that the sector 
will continue to be given priority in the region’s 
government agendas. The tourism sector is 
unique in that it has the capability of fostering 
development, economic growth, job creation, 
and international peace and understanding – 
something that we need in these times. Far from 
a personal legacy, I would like to see a travel 
legacy become a stronghold in the region. 

This interview has been republished with permission 
from PATA.org
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Sustainable tourism development is as 
much about protecting the environment 
and societies as it is about creating wealth 
in destinations through lucrative and long-
lasting tourism enterprises.

UNESCO heritage site Luang Prabang in Laos. With the rapid growth of tourism in Asia, 
the UNWTO says that to become sustainable, tourism income should also be able to 
help safeguard precious natural and cultural resources. Image: Em7 / Shutterstock.com 
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InDuStRY SPotLIGHt

With a 91 per cent success rate so far, Accor’s Planet 21 programme 
is gradually driving a change in the global hotel industry towards 
sustainability, reports Mint Kang.

accor’s planet 21 - a game-
changer in hospitality

a
s convincing hotel owners and managers 
to invest in sustainability can be an uphill 
task. There are many priorities to balance 

- from financial considerations to customer ex-
pectations, and branding to guest satisfaction.

So when global hotel operator Accor decided, 
in April 2011, that it would get all of the 3,000 
hotels it manages worldwide (which has grown to 
more than 3,700 since) to achieve at least a basic 
level of sustainability by the end of 2015, it was 
an ambitious undertaking, to say the least.

To drive this effort, Accor launched Planet 
21 in 2012 – an initiative that raises the stan-
dard on how the hotel industry approaches 
sustainability. 

It identifies a total of 21 commitments under 
seven pillars involving social, environmental and 
community aspects: Health, Nature, Carbon, 

Innovation, Local, Employment and Dialogue.
Each commitment carries three quantifiable ob-

jectives and corresponding actions which should 
be met by the end of 2015, and individual hotels 
can aspire towards varying levels of commitments.

Ideally, 100 per cent of Accor-operated and 
franchise hotels will have fulfilled at least 10 ac-
tion items  before 2015 ends. As of December, 
a good 91 per cent of Accor’s 500 plus hotels in 
Asia Pacific including participating franchisees 
have met that target.

“Achieving that 91 per cent was not easy,” says 
Mallika Naguran, Accor’s sustainable development 
and communications manager for the Asia Pacific.

“Some of the hotels faced challenges in imple-
menting the commitments, usually financial consid-
erations. A few of the hotel owners had other prior-
ities, and we spent time to engage them and come 

By Mint Kang

Novotel Clarke Quay in Singapore was recognised for its environmental contribution through Planet 21. It was among the three brands that clinched 
the 2014 Singapore Environmental Achievement Award. Image: Accor
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up with a way to balance their needs,” she says.
Accor’s sustainability efforts are not a recent 

thing and go back to the early 1970s. In 1974, 
Accor’s management had described the environ-
ment as “tourism’s raw material”.

This view persisted through the years and in 
1994, the Paris-headquartered company became 
one of the first few French corporations to set 
up an Environment Department that focused on 
mitigating its environmental impact.

By 1998, the company had a Hotel Environ-
ment Charter in place to steer the environmental 
performance of its hotels, and in 2002, the Envi-
ronment Department was replaced by a Sustain-
able Development Department that works on 
both environmental and social issues.

Planet 21 is Accor’s latest step towards aligning 
its business – and as much of the industry as it can 
influence – with the growing global importance 
of sustainable development today.

It is also a response to the increasing calls for 
large corporations to responsibly manage their 
impact on the environment and the communities 
they operate in.

Accor chairman and CEO Sébastien Bazin de-
scribed Planet 21’s goal as such: “With customers 
claiming to be increasingly concerned about sus-
tainable development challenges, Planet 21 lets 
us make sustainable hospitality a reality.”

More than an ethical commitment, he says 
Planet 21 “is also a powerful lever that will boost 
our brands’ competitiveness, our attractiveness 
and ensure the loyalty of our partners, employees 
and customers who want to take action with us in 
favour of responsible growth capable of creating 
shared value for everyone”.

sustainaBiLity and 
HospitaLity:  
a pErfECt matCH
Hotel guests today are also keen on sustainability, 
according to Accor’s own research. Not only are 
they aware of the need for sustainable develop-
ment, they are also willing to take sustainability 
into account when choosing a hotel.

In 2011, Accor carried out an international 
tracking study,  ‘Sustainable Hospitality: Ready 
to Check In?’, which was published on its Earth 
Guest Research knowledge sharing online plat-
form. Out of almost 7,000 guests surveyed over 

Against this backdrop, Planet 21 becomes more 
attractive to hotel owners, and Accor has also tried 
to make it accessible. For instance, the commit-
ments are presented as guidelines for improving 
the hotel, rather than as absolute requirements.

Planet 21 also encompasses areas such as child 
protection, reforestation and protecting biodiver-
sity. Accor has been particularly active in child 
protection, including providing training for hotel 
employees to identify and respond to situations 
where a child is at risk.

“The entire programme is designed to benefit 
the hotels as much as it benefits society and the 
environment,” says Naguran. “Not only in con-

six countries, seven in 10 claimed that they would 
accept a less favourable location and higher pric-
es if they felt that the hotel’s policies and services 
inclined towards sustainability.

Survey respondents also indicated that they 
are sensitive to negative externalities from a ho-
tel’s operations, suggesting that they might be 
less willing to stay in a hotel that does not have 
sustainable policies.

Hotel owners themselves do make some efforts 
to match these guest expectations, says Naguran. 
“Generally speaking, hotel owners are conscious 
of the fact that tourism does have a social and 
environmental footprint, and they try to minimise 
that footprint in line with what is required of a 
responsible organisation,” she adds.

Accor supports an agroforestry project called Dhamma Raksha in northern Thailand, 
through its Plant for the Tree initiative. Image: Accor
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serving resources and minimising pollution, but 
also in helping to improve their bottom line, 
staff morale, and public image.”

In 2013, participating hotels in the programme 
in the Asia Pacific region saw a 3.4 per cent re-
duction in water consumption and a 3.8 per cent 
decrease in energy use as compared to 2012.

Industry insiders and observers agree that 
sustainability has definite tangible benefits.

Chi Lo, sustainability and social responsibility 
specialist with the Pacific Asia Travel Association 
(PATA), a non-profit membership association fo-
cusing on responsible travel and tourism within 
the Asia Pacific, remarks that the business case 
for sustainable tourism is significant.

“Responsible business practices have been 
shown to both cut costs of operations as well as 
have a positive impact on the surrounding com-
munity in which the business operates,” she says.

innovativE Ways of 
striking a BaLanCE
Sustainability in the hotel industry today can be 
compatible with comfort and even luxury. This 
belief is held by not only sustainability advocates 
and hoteliers, but by hotel guests themselves.

Accor’s 2011 study found that two-thirds 
of customers do not think sustainability and 
comfort will clash, and a number of Accor-op-
erated hotels are trying to marry the two 
with innovative approaches to their Planet 
21 commitments.

For example, the Novotel Singapore Clarke 
Quay now offers plastics-free green meeting 
packages, where all the items used adhere to 
various sustainability benchmarks.

Ibis Singapore on Bencoolen has launched 
a PET-free programme under which guests are 
provided with still or sparkling water from an 
in-house filtration system rather than the usual 
mineral water in plastic bottles.

Some hotels also provide environmentally 
and socially-friendly pens made in Indonesia 
using recycled newspapers by the “Yayasan 
Peduli Tunas Bangsa” Accor Foundation that 
offers employment and financial support to 
the underprivileged.

“Sustainable development in Accor is often 
embedded in the very way the hotel is designed,” 
says Naguran. “It is also in the way amenities 
and facilities are maintained such as water and 
waste treatment systems, and in operations such 
as housekeeping.”

For example, she explains, when guests reuse 
their towels and bed linens, half of the savings 
on laundry bills fund a reforestation and biodi-
versity protection project, “Plant for the Planet”.

Under this project, which predates Planet 
21 but was brought under its umbrella, more 
than 225,000 trees have been planted around 
the region since 2008.

Ultimately, however, the success of any sus-
tainability initiative in the hotel industry – 
whether driven by industry players, customers, 
non-profit organisations or any other stakehold-
ers – comes down to how much of a commit-
ment management personnel and hotel owners 
are willing to make.

“We have seen great dedication from the 
general managers in many of our hotels, as 
well as strong support from hotel owners,” 
says Naguran of Planet 21’s current 91 per cent 
success rate.

“The sustainability development work done 
under Planet 21 should be attributed to their 
willingness to embrace corporate social respon-
sibility and adopt sustainable innovations even 
at some financial expense.”

Nevertheless, she adds, there is still a chance 
that even with all the commitment and hard 
work by hotel owners and managers, Planet 
21 will not see a 100 per cent success within 
its targeted time frame.

“The hotel industry can be volatile, and there 
is always the risk of external events affecting 
travel and tourism. We and our business part-
ners will continue to do our best.”

Even if Planet 21 does not reach its ultimate 
target, Accor is moving in the right direction, 
says PATA’s Chi: “It’s never enough, but to start 
is an accomplishment in itself.” 

sHarE  
tHis story

Responsible business practices have been 
shown to both cut costs of operations as well 
as have a positive impact on the surrounding 
community in which the business operates.
- Chi Lo, sustainability and social responsibility specialist,  
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InDuStRY SPotLIGHt

Singapore’s first Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew’s legacy in helping the country 
achieve water sustainability is embodied in one of the water industry’s most 
treasured awards, the Lee Kuan Yew Water Prize.

lee kuan yew water 
prize: The journey to 
water sustainability

By Jessica Cheam 
and Jean Chua

Singapore President Tony 
Tan Keng Yam (right) 
presents the Lee Kuan 
Yew Water Prize Award 
to Ms Cathy Green, First 
Vice-President of Orange 
County Water District, at 
the Lee Kuan Yew Water 
Prize Award Ceremony, 
held during the Singapore 
International Water Week 
2014. He is joined by 
Professor Lim Pin (left), 
Chairman of Singapore 
Millennium Foundation 
which is the sponsor for 
the SGD$300,000 prize. 
Image: PUB

F
our decades ago, Singapore’s first prime 
minister Lee Kuan Yew – arguably Asia’s 
most well-known statesman – issued a 

challenge to the country’s engineers. “Suppose 
we could capture every drop of rain in Singapore, 
could we become self-sufficient?” Lee asked of 
the country’s national water agency PUB.

It was a tall order, for Singapore was but a tiny 
island with no natural resources or abundant water 
supply to boast of. But today, that it has overcome all 
odds to achieve not only a sustainable water supply 
but also carve a global reputation as an innovative 
water leader is thanks to Lee’s vision and determi-
nation to solve the country’s water challenges.

It is this spirit of ingenuity which is embod-
ied in the Lee Kuan Yew Water Prize, an award 
established in 2008 by Singapore which has 
grown in stature over the years to become one 
of the water industry’s most treasured accolades.

Named after Lee, and as a tribute to his 
leadership in charting Singapore’s journey to-
wards water sustainability, the Prize was set up 
to honour contributions by individuals or or-
ganisations that have solved the world’s water 
challenges by applying innovative technologies, 
policies or programmes.

It was created as the key highlight of the 
Singapore International Water Week, an event 
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envisaged by the city’s government as an inter-
national gathering of the water industry’s big-
gest names, and where the most cutting-edge 
solutions, ideas and technologies are showcased.

At the time, the city’s leaders were seeking 
to internationalise Singapore’s growing water 
industry and position it as a global hydrohub. 
SIWW was crafted as the perfect platform to 
serve this need and of the rapidly growing water 
markets in Asia Pacific and the Middle East.

In typical Singapore efficiency, the process 
of getting SIWW and the Lee Kuan Yew Wa-
ter Prize from drawing board to reality took 
a short 18 months, with a dedicated team of 
government officials and private sector partners 
working behind the scenes.

Today, the event and the Water Prize are per-
manent fixtures on the global water circuit that 
attracts the best and brightest in the industry.

tHE pionEEring spirit
Indeed, the government’s work under Lee’s 
leadership over the decades in ensuring a sus-
tainable water supply for future citizens has 
created a billion-dollar industry from scratch 
which is world-leading and comprises com-
panies involved in all aspects of the water 
value chain, from research, planning, design 
to manufacturing.

This pioneering spirit is encapsulated in the 
Water Prize, whose winners are selected by a 
high-level panel of global experts based on their 
success in applying ground-breaking technologies 
that have led to significant benefits for humanity. 

Its honour roll includes laureates that have 
designed solutions in membrane technology, 
used water treatment, as well as holistic water 
policies and management that have proven 
to be game-changers and helped improve the 
lives of millions.

The winner of the inaugural prize in 2008, 
Canadian scientist and entrepreneur Andrew 
Benedek, won for giving millions of people 
clean drinking water after he pioneered the 
development of low-pressure membranes in 
water treatment.

With his membrane technology, good quality 
drinking water can now be produced almost 
anywhere in the world; the technology can be 
used in huge treatment facilities as well as small 

portable water treatment systems for rural com-
munities to treat water affordably.

Utilities in the United States, Europe, Japan, 
Australia, China, Singapore and several other 
countries in the Middle East and South America 
have incorporated the use of his membranes in 
their water treatment processes.

Other winners of the Lee Kuan Yew Water 
Prize are Professor Gatze Lettinga (2009), Yel-
low River Conservancy Commission (2010), 
Dr James Barnard (2011), Professor Mark van 
Loosdrecht (2012) and the Orange County 
Water District (2014).

Chairman of PUB, Tan Gee Paw, notes that 
the prize “goes beyond commemorating what 
Singapore has achieved as a nation, but cele-
brates what the global community has achieved 
working together to bring about innovative 
solutions to the water issue”.

“This prize has taken on special significance 
and meaning after Mr Lee’s recent passing and 
will be a testament to his enduring legacy as the 
architect of Singapore’s water story,” Tan adds.

LEE’s LEgaCy and roLE in 
tHE singaporE WatEr story
Lee, who was Singapore’s first prime minister, 
passed away last month at the age of 91, trig-
gering global media coverage and tributes from 
leaders all over the world. Among his legacies, 

Singapore held a week of mourning for the late Mr Lee Kuan Yew in March this year. 
Hundreds of thousands of people queued for hours to pay him their last respects at the 
Parliament House, where his body laid in state. Image: diyben/ Shutterstock.com
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the one that stands against its critics is the Sin-
gapore water story. 

He had come into power during a turbulent 
period in Singapore’s history. The island had 
gained self-governance in 1959 and merged with 
its northern neighbour Malaysia in 1963. Two 
years later, it split to become an independent 
state due to political disagreements. 

It was then still heavily dependent on Malaysia 
for its water supply and during the separation, 
Lee ensured that water agreements for Singapore 
were enshrined in Malaysia’s constitution.

Around this time too, extreme drought in the 
1960s in Singapore led to acute water shortages 
and the country’s new government had to resort 
to water rationing for its people.

Lee wasted no time in making water self-suf-
ficiency a priority for the young country. He 
would later recall of those early years during a 
dialogue session at the Singapore International 
Water Week in 2008: “Every other policy had 
to bend at the knees for our water survival.”

Lee had a long-term vision: to become self-suf-
ficient in water, the island needed to build up its 
own capacity and knowledge in managing wa-
ter. In 1971, he set up the Water Planning Unit 
under the Prime Minister’s Office to study how 

to increase water catchment areas and explore 
unconventional sources like water reclamation 
and desalination.

This resulted in the nation’s first Water Mas-
ter Plan in 1972, which set out the strategy for 
developing diversified local water resources, 
including recycled water and desalinated water.

But even as the Unit was drawing up strate-
gies, the demands on water increased as the city 
rapidly expanded. As part of longer term plans 
to harness every drop of water in Singapore, Lee 
challenged the Ministry of Environment to clean 
up the Singapore and Kallang Rivers which had 
become heavily polluted in the 70s.  

Over the decades, Singapore’s determina-
tion to find a solution to its water woes en-
abled the country to stand at the cutting-edge 
of water innovation.

Lee was a firm believer in the power of tech-
nology to solve problems. In the 80s, he even 
envisioned damming the mouth of the Singapore 
River to create a huge freshwater lake – an idea 
ahead of its time.

But by the 1990s, the technology caught 
up. Advancements in membrane technology 
made it possible for the river to be developed 
into an expansive freshwater reservoir. Today, 

Marina Barrage, Singapore’s 15th reservoir and its first in the city area, is part of the vision of Mr Lee Kuan Yew. It became a reality in 2008, when 
the mouth of the Singapore River was dammed to create a freshwater lake. Image: Shutterstock.com

http://www.shutterstock.com/
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the Marina Barrage – a dam built across the 
350-metre wide Marina Channel to keep out 
seawater – is Singapore’s 15th reservoir and its 
first in the city area.

When it opened in 2008, it was not only able 
to meet 10 per cent of Singapore’s water needs, 
it also worked as a flood-control system to alle-
viate flooding in the low-lying areas in the city.

This same membrane technology also made 
it possible for Singapore to recycle treated used 
water into high quality drinking water – called 
NEWater - in 2003.

Today, NEWater can meet 30 per cent of Sin-
gapore’s water needs. And in 2005, desalinated 
water – one of Singapore’s ‘Four National Taps’ 
along with local catchment water, imported wa-
ter and NEWater – became a reality when a new 
facility started treating seawater using reverse-os-
mosis membranes.

tHE sEarCH goEs on
Through decades of research, Singapore has 
built up a thriving water industry and groomed 
local firms such as SembCorp and Hyflux, which 
continue to break new ground in water technol-
ogy. The Singapore water industry has shown 
promising growth since 2006, tripling in growth 
to 150 water companies and 26 research and 
development (R&D) centres.

Innovation continues to guide the island’s ap-
proach to water issues and the Water Prize – as 
well as the Water Week – is its way of honouring 
the world’s innovators and scientists.

The search is now on for the next laureate for 
the 2016 prize, now a biennial affair. The Wa-
ter Prize will be awarded at the next Singapore 
International Water Week in July next year.

Nominations for the prize are open now 
and will close on 1 June. Prize winners receive 
a cash prize of S$300,000, a certificate, and a 
gold medallion.

The Water Prize is sponsored by the Singapore 
Millennium Foundation, which is supported by 
investment firm Temasek Holdings. The Foun-
dation says the Water Prize aligns with its ethos 
of promoting research and development as an 
endeavour to help humanity. It has supported 
other causes including research into liver can-
cer, Parkinson’s disease, neuromuscular disease, 
mental health, and biofuel.

Six prizes later, the organisers hope that the 
award will continue to grow and become syn-
onymous with water excellence and that the 
Singapore International Water Week, the leading 
water conference.

“The Water Prize shines the spotlight on the 
brightest and boldest minds in the water land-
scape who have made a positive tangible impact 
on humanity with their groundbreaking work 
and passion for excellence,” says Bernard Tan, 
Managing Director of Singapore International 
Water Week.

“The Water Prize has come a long way, and 
we are honoured to highlight some of the solu-
tions for a sustainable tomorrow.” 

Sponsored by:
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The Lee Kuan Yew Water Prize 2015 is open for 
nominations from 2 March 2015. Nominations 
close on 1 June 2015 (Mon), 6pm (+8 GMT)

LEE kuan yEW’s 
ContriButions to tHE 
singaporE WatEr story

•	Made water a top priority on the gov-
ernment’s agenda since its indepen-
dence

•	Ensured that the water agreements 
were legally written into Malaysia’s 
constitution

•	Set up the Water Planning unit in the 
Prime Minister’s Office which drafted 
Singapore’s first Water Master Plan 
in 1972

•	Initiated the cleaning up of the Singa-
pore River in the 70s-80s

•	Invested heavily in the water industry 
over the decades, which paved the 
way for high quality drinking water, 
NEWater, to be produced from waste-
water

•	Envisioned the creation of the Mari-
na Barrage in the 80s which became 
a reality in 2008

http://www.siww.com.sg/
http://www.siww.com.sg/
http://www.facebook.com/sharer.php?u=http://www.eco-business.com/news/lee-kuan-yew-water-prize-the-journey-to-water-sustainability/
http://twitter.com/share?text=Lee%20Kuan%20Yew%20Water%20Prize%3A%20The%20journey%20to%20water%20sustainability%20%7C%20EcoBusiness&url=http://www.eco-business.com/news/lee-kuan-yew-water-prize-the-journey-to-water-sustainability/


52

InDuStRY SPotLIGHt

China’s urgent need to address water shortage and pollution issues means that 
business opportunities are plentiful. Aquatech China, to be held in Shanghai 
on June 10-12, aims to be a showcase of the best technological solutions.

China’s water crisis opens 
giant market for business

a
s one of the world’s fastest-growing econ-
omies, China is facing a looming water 
crisis; its factories, farms and more than 

one billion people need more clean water than its 
water sources can safely provide. About 60 per 
cent of the country’s groundwater is polluted, the 
Chinese government has said, and for the economy 
to expand at the current rate of 7 per cent a year, 
there is an urgent need to address this problem. 

To shed light on the issue of water usage and 
treatment in China, CDP, the organisation for-
merly known as the Carbon Disclosure Project, 
will be launching the first ever report focused 
primarily on the corporate use of water in the 
country this June.

Titled “The Business Case for Corporate 
Water Reporting in China”, CDP’s analysis is 
based on the water management data of 29 

companies that have headquarters in mainland 
China and another 70 companies with facilities 
located in China.

The report launch, to be held at the Aquatech 
China 2015 event in Shanghai, will feature a dis-
cussion by water sustainability experts from bev-
erage giant Coca-Cola, water management firm 
Suez and Norway’s sovereign wealth fund Norges 
Bank on the report’s findings and the case for ac-
tion by corporations, investors and policy makers.

CDP, an international not-for-profit group based 
in London, provides a global system for compa-
nies and cities to measure, disclose, manage and 
share environmental information. Under its water 
programme, the non-profit works with the market 
- which includes 617 institutional investors with as-
sets of US$63 trillion - to get companies to disclose 
their impact on water and take action to reduce it.

By Jean Chua

Opportunities abound in China for businesses focused on water. This year’s Aquatech is the biggest ever and will be held at Shanghai’s new Expo 
Complex from 10 to 12 June. Image: Aquatech China
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With this new China report, whose findings 
will be shared by its co-chief operating officer Sue 
Howells, CDP hopes to start the conversations 
around water stewardship by companies.

It wants to involve large water users such as 
industrial firms, water solution providers, envi-
ronmental experts, governmental bodies, policy 
makers, corporations, investors and NGOs to join 
the discussion, Aquatech’s organisers say.

Such conversations– that lead to real, practi-
cal solutions – is what Aquatech’s organisers are 
hoping to see more of.

The show is already the largest water technolo-
gy show in China and aims to be a platform where 
industry leaders from around the world gather 
under one roof to share know-how and expertise 
on the latest technologies and best practices.

Some of the solutions to be showcased include 
water treatment, resource transport and storage, 
point of use, process control technology and pro-
cess automation, research and consultancy.

Two other events - FlowEx China and Ecotech 
China - will be held alongside, making the show 
Asia’s leading business platform for solid waste, 
air pollution and the entire water and waste water 
sector, say the organisers. 

Annelies Schenk, event manager, Aquatech Chi-
na, said they expect to see a record 45,000 visitors 
at this year’s show.

More than 80 per cent of the overseas exhib-
itors have signed in with a bigger booth in 2015 
compared to previous editions, indicating that their 
participation was successful last year, she added. 

The biggest companies in the water and indus-
trial sectors such as GE, Siemens, Philips, Hyflux, 
Grundfos, DOW, Lanxess, Ashland, AO Smith and 
many more have been part of the show for several 
years running and will again be involved this year. 

opportunitiEs in CHina
While water shortage and pollution is a huge 
problem that urgently needs solutions, it 
also means that opportunities for businesses 
are plentiful. 

“It’s not all bad news as companies also report 
an increasing number of opportunities relating to 
water,” Schenk said. Increased water efficiency 
and increased brand value were among the top 
opportunities reported, she added. The fact that 
governments are also introducing regulations to 

support the growth of green industries will also 
provide a boost to the water sector. 

Foreign companies that are able to provide ad-
vanced technologies and know-how will therefore 
be able to make some headway in the Chinese 
water sector, she said. 

In particular, water management and wastewa-
ter treatment technologies are in demand as the 
country is struggling to clean up its heavily polluted 
water sources.

Many countries such as Netherlands, Germa-
ny, Spain, Canada, South Korea and Japan are 
sending representatives to Aquatech, which will 
feature country pavilions showcasing solutions 
from these countries. 

Dutch water treatment specialist Voltea is 
among the companies that will be exhibiting in 
Aquatech for the first time. Chief executive officer 
Bryan Brister told Eco-Business that the company 
is focusing its expansion efforts on China and the 
rest of Asia.

The technology that Voltea will showcase is 
“capacitive deionisation”, a desalination method 
that removes dissolved salts from brackish water, 
which has huge potential in Asian markets. De-
ionisation is among the cheapest ways to remove 
salts and ionic contaminants from water, thanks 
to the low operating pressures and minimal en-
ergy usage, Brister said.

He said that while China and the rest of Asia 
are important, they can also be “difficult mar-
kets to enter”. Besides being part of the Holland 
Pavilion, Voltea will also make use of the event 
to network with different organizations and gov-
ernment representatives, go on planned field trips 
and attend one-on-one “matchmaking” meetings.

“China’s citizens, and its continued economic 
expansion, will require cost effective solutions to 
water-related challenges, and we want to be part 
of that landscape,” he said. 

Thousands of companies will be sharing their water stories 
at Aquatech China 2015. Click here to find out more.

China’s citizens, and its continued economic 
expansion, will require cost effective solutions 
to water-related challenges, and we want to be 
part of that landscape.
—Bryan Brister, chief executive officer, Voltea
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Industry Spotlight 
features best-in-class 

sustainability case 
studies, pioneering 

corporate citizenship 
programmes, and 
ground-breaking 

technical innovations, 
brought to you by  

our partners.

http://www.aquatechtrade.com/china/Pages/default.aspx
http://www.facebook.com/sharer.php?u=http://www.eco-business.com/news/China-water-crisis-opens-giant-market-business/
http://twitter.com/share?text=China%27s%20water%20crisis%20opens%20giant%20market%20for%20business%20%7C%20EcoBusiness&url=http://www.eco-business.com/news/China-water-crisis-opens-giant-market-business/
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o
ver the last 70 years, floods have increased 
more than any other type of natural di-
saster, and evidence shows that Asia’s 

developing countries are particularly vulnerable 
– the most destructive floods in the past years 
occurred in the region.  

It is said that Asia has registered about half of 
the total worldwide economic losses resulting from 
flooding, and this is in addition to damages to the 
physical environment and human population.  

The 2011 flood that hit Bangkok was Thailand’s 
worst in half a century, affecting more than a third of 
Thai provinces, killing hundreds of people, destroy-
ing millions of acres of crops, and forcing thousands 
of factories to close. Bangkok has not seen this great 
volume of floodwaters since the great flood of 1940.

Who can forget Ondoy (international name 
Ketsana), the tropical storm that hit Metro Ma-
nila in 2009, and Typhoon Yolanda (Haiyan), 
which devastated many parts of the Philippines 
in 2013, killing thousands. The latter left many 
families homeless and until now, many of them 
are still living in evacuation sites.

Ironically, this increasing trend is happen-
ing at a time when our technological capabil-
ities for dealing with floods have advanced 
rapidly over the same period, and despite 
approaches to flooding having incorporated 
so-called “structural” and “non-structur-
al” interventions. It’s easy to blame climate 
change, but climate change is here to stay – 
so what do we do?

Villagers going home on an improvised raft during the monsoon flooding of October 24, 2010 in Nakhon Ratchasima, Thailand.  
Image: Thor Jorgen Udvang / Shutterstock.com

world water Day: how 
we can ‘unflood’ asia
Following the global observance of un World Water Day, Amy Leung, 
director of ADB’s urban Development and Water Division, outlines how 
countries in Asia can reduce their vulnerability to floods.

By Amy Leung

http://www.shutterstock.com/
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fLoods arE not ‘naturaL’ 
disastErs
There is growing evidence that most flood-re-
lated disasters, although commonly referred to 
as natural disasters, are not in fact the results of 
nature-related processes alone. They are to an 
ever-increasing extent directly attributable to var-
ious social, economic, political, and even cultural 
issues. There are a great deal of natural and social 
interactions that shape the vulnerability to floods.

In most urban cases, severe flooding can be 
attributed to engineering and hydraulic factors, 
including a general loss of run-off capacity to 
attenuate flows to waterways and an almost 
complete loss of open natural and/or manmade 
“corridors” for rivers and waterways to spill over 
and temporarily flood. The “over-engineering” 
of rivers to create straight, non-meandering wa-
terflows has created fast-flowing channels with 
limited brake on flow. Lapsed maintenance, in-
cluding dredging, has also impacted adversely. A 
general lack of storm water and drainage systems 
exacerbates all of this.

Crucially, non-technical factors have just as 
much impact. Unstoppable expansion of slums 
on riverbanks prevents engineering interventions 
and maintenance. These informal settlements 
lead to clogging of waterways through randomly 
disposed garbage, blocking drainage channels 
and narrow watercourses. And of course there 
is a general change in rainfall patterns due to 
climate change, including timing, frequency, in-
tensity and duration.

Asian cities’ vulnerability to floods can also be 
primarily attributed to poor and fragmented urban 
planning and management. A lack of coherent 
and managed planning allowed the phenome-
nal movement of population from rural areas to 
cities. Better planning and management would 
have partially halted rapid buildup of slums along 
coasts and riverbanks. 

It is obvious that the solutions are far beyond 
what structural interventions can offer. Improv-
ing urban planning and management requires 
breaking silos, unlearning fragmented thinking, 
and veering away from short-term measures.  

This is why reliance on engineering solutions 
and technologies is not enough. We need to shift 
to a more holistic approach that takes into account 
ecological and social considerations as well.

HoListiC pLanning 
for fLood rEsiLiEnCE, 
managEmEnt
Green cities development is about creating cities 
that are sustainable, efficient, adaptive, and resil-
ient.  It offers a holistic perspective that recognises 
the connections among different sectors and sup-
ports strategies that can fulfill multiple functions 
and create multiple benefits.

In moving towards green cities development, 
flood management should be based on holistic 
planning. Flood resilience measures should be 
designed within the context of the broader ecosys-
tem. Flood management should adopt multifunc-
tional measures that are not only technologically 
and economically efficient, but also ecologically 
sustainable and socially fair. The overall idea is 
that each individual measure is designed to work 
in conjunction with other measures, to provide an 
interconnected set of measures which can enable 
better resilience and adaptive capacity than any 
other measure when designed alone.

Asian cities’ vulnerability to floods can also be 
primarily attributed to poor and fragmented urban 
planning and management.
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This requires a major change in mindset of 
decision-makers and planners in government. So 
where do we start? How do we begin the change 
in mindset?  

The ‘Unflooding Asia: The Green Cities Way’ 
publication presents examples of where these ap-
proaches have worked, and what the benefits have 
been. In the PRC, Beijing has started moving to-
ward adopting multi-functional solutions using 
the low-impact development approach. The city 
currently features the largest application of pervi-
ous pavements, favored not only for their visual 
effect on the landscape but also for their capaci-
ty to significantly reduce runoff and pollution. In 
the Republic of Korea, the Netherlands, Germany 
and many other countries in Europe, examples of 
multi-functional measures to manage floods abound.

We are not short of good examples. What we 
need is a strong resolve to shift to these new mea-
sures because business as usual no longer works. 

Amy Leung is Director of Urban Development and Water 
Division in Southeast Asia at ADB. This post was origi-
nally published on the Asian Development Bank blog.

http://www.facebook.com/sharer.php?u=http://www.eco-business.com/opinion/world-water-day-how-we-can-unflood-asia/
http://twitter.com/share?text=World%20Water%20Day%3A%20How%20we%20can%20%E2%80%98unflood%E2%80%99%20Asia%20%7C%20EcoBusiness&url=http://www.eco-business.com/opinion/world-water-day-how-we-can-unflood-asia/
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a
s China’s GDP has grown, so has the 
number of cars on its roads. From 2008 
to 2010, the country’s vehicle ownership 

almost doubled, from 38 vehicles to 58 per 1,000 
people, and is set to hit 269 vehicles by 2030. This 
growth in car ownership not only means that the 
auto industry and infrastructure investments will 
continue booming, it also means more air pollu-
tion, energy consumption and traffic crashes. 

Yet at the same time, some Chinese cities are 
starting to see the error of a car-centric world. 
They’re pursuing transport demand management 
(TDM) strategies designed to reduce private ve-
hicle travel and create safer, more livable cities.

Beijing and Shanghai are some of the earli-
est adopters of TDM in China. Their different 
results and approaches shed light on how other 
cities can be successful with TDM.

A traffic jam in Beijing’s 
central business district. 
China’s vehicle ownership 
doubled from 2008 to 
2010. Image: testing / 
Shutterstock.com

WRI China research assistant Lulu Xue shares how successful measures to 
reduce traffic congestion in Beijing and Shanghai can be applied to other 
cities in China.

By Lulu Xue

lessons from Beijing 
and shanghai show 
how China’s cities can 
curb car congestion



57

BEijing and sHangHai: 4 
LEssons for CurBing Car 
travEL
In 2004, Beijing and Shanghai both had about  
2 million vehicles. By 2010, Beijing’s car ownership 
had skyrocketed to 5 million, whereas Shanghai’s 
grew to only 3.5 million. So what happened?

lesson 1
proaCtivE poLiCiEs mattEr. 
Shanghai was an early adopter of license auction-
ing, an approach pioneered in Singapore in which 
residents bid to receive one of a limited number of 
license plates. Shanghai put the policy in place in 
1994, before motorisation had really picked up. 
Beijing, on the other hand, did not implement its 
own vehicle quota system until 2011 as a reactive 
response to the 5 million vehicles already choking 
its streets. Shanghai shows that it’s important to 
act quickly and calculate the right timing to im-
plementing vehicle-ownership restrictions.

lesson 2
priCing is BotH EquitaBLE 
and profitaBLE.
Shanghai’s vehicle quota is allocated through 
auctions, which not only slows down vehicle 
growth, but also raises revenues for transit ex-
pansion. In contrast, Beijing adopted what it 
deemed a more equitable lottery system, ran-

domly awarding licenses to applicants. This has 
backfired, though, as the system not only misses 
the opportunity to raise funds for public transit, 
but also spawned black markets for winning 
bidders to capitalise on their free licenses.

lesson 3
quiCk fixEs arE not EnougH.
Before switching to a vehicle quota policy in 2011, 
Beijing adopted “proof-of-parking,” a policy that 
requires residents to obtain parking certificates 
before purchasing a car. Although this policy has 
been successful in Tokyo, the high costs of veri-
fication and the lack of enforcement meant fake 
certificates were easy to come by in China. The 
policy was eventually abandoned. Other Chinese 
cities have similar stories. These regulatory policies 
often seem easy to implement and likely to produce 
quick wins, but have limited effect considering the 
scale of China’s motorisation challenge.

lesson 4
HoListiC mEasurEs arE kEy.
TDM cannot work in isolation. In both Beijing and 
Shanghai, the introduction of TDM policies came 
at the same time as expanded and improved transit 
services to provide new alternatives when driving 
is not an attractive option. Further, complementary 
measures like investing in public transit, dense and 
mixed use development around transit stations, and 

Chinese cities reducing car travel. Image: World Resources Institute
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walking and cycling improvements can complement 
TDM and maximise its effectiveness.

momEntum is BuiLding
Despite pushback from the auto industry, political 
will is building to get driving under control. Beyond 
Beijing and Shanghai, Shenzhen adopted a vehicle 
quota system in 2014 that limits new cars sold in 
the city. Even more cities now restrict which vehi-
cles can travel on certain days of the week based 
on license plate numbers.

And there’s hope that even those cities still 
seeing an unflinching increase in car ownership 
will eventually get their car habit under control.

Beijing, for example, learned quickly, and is 
now embarking on a new path. The city is current-
ly looking to expand its TDM options to include 
congestion pricing and has proactively engaged the 
public in policymaking and implementation. The 
city is also showing leadership by limiting vehicles 
purchased by government institutions in an effort to 
combat the cultural preference for car ownership.

Most importantly, the city has come to un-
derstand that a sustainable city is a place for 
people, not cars. Such lessons can pave the way 
for a sustainable urban future in China. 

Lulu Xue is a research assistant in WRI China office, 
where she supports sustainable transport efforts in 
Qingdao and Chengdu. This post is republished from 
WRI’s Insights blog.

Car travel in major cities. Image: World Resources Institute

Yet at the same time, some Chinese cities are 
starting to see the error of a car-centric world. 
They’re pursuing transport demand management 
(TDM) strategies designed to reduce private vehicle 
travel and create safer, more livable cities.

Transport demand managment in Shanghai and Beijing. Image: World Resources Institute
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a  S$25 million high-tech system that 
controls lighting, heating and water 
supplies from multiple access points. 

Energy-efficient LED light bulbs that cost al-
most thrice the price of traditional bulbs – 
lighting up thousands of rooms, a huge mall 
and a convention centre with floor space equal 
to 17 soccer pitches. An extensive waste man-
agement strategy to help improve waste re-
duction and diversion. 

These are just some of the items that add 
to Marina Bay Sands’ investment tab for sus-

tainability efforts – a considerable sum for a 
facility of our size and complexity.

But it has paid off and continues to pay off.
The cost of our energy-improvement plan 

for 2013 to 2014 has already been recouped, 
with the S$13 million (US$9.4 million) in en-
ergy savings we have seen to date. The results 
-in tangible monetary terms - are real.

The real value of 
investing in sustainability
Marina Bay Sands, which owns Singapore’s largest hotel by number of 
rooms, has sustainability ingrained in employees since day one. Its efforts at 
reducing waste and energy use and instilling environmentally friendly values 
have won it not just accolades but also created a sustainable business.

By Kevin Teng 

Marina Bay Sands is 
constantly looking for 
ways to slash its energy 
bills. This is part of its 
sustainability plan, 
which is ingrained in 
employees. The resort 
was awarded BCA’s 
Green Mark Platinum 
Award for its efforts. 
Source: Shutterstock

http://www.shutterstock.com/
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The secret is this: sustainability is not just 
an extension of what we do. It is a philosophy 
instilled in our design and business operations 
even prior to our official opening in 2010. 
And behind this philosophy lies a focus on 
people and technology that maximises energy, 
carbon and water savings. We call this the 
Sands ECO360° Sustainability programme.

It starts with an intelligent building man-
agement system that includes more than 
90,000 control points automating the light-
ing, cooling and water supplies for the entire 
complex. Our air conditioning system uses 
water-cooled chillers, which are nearly 80 
per cent more efficient than air-cooled mod-
els, and the heat emitted from the chillers is 
reclaimed to provide hot water to the hotel 
and some of the restaurants.

Other innovative design elements include 
curtains programmed to close in unoccupied 
hotel rooms to keep them cooler, sensors that 
turn off the room’s air-conditioning if the 
balcony doors are open for an extended pe-
riod, and a system in the casino that recovers 
cooling energy from the building exhaust to 
chill incoming fresh air and reduce energy use.

Looking at electricity consumption alone, 
our sustainability strategy saved more than 
66 million kilowatt hours of power between 
2012 and 2014. That is the same amount of 
electricity used by 14,380 four-room flats in 
Singapore each year.

Across the breadth of our facilities, we 
also focus on minimising 15 categories of 
waste everyday by recycling, composting 
uneaten food and donating surplus bread to 
community groups in Singapore. Every year, 
we recycle more than 2,200 metric tonnes 
of waste. We also implement a variety of 
water conservation measures to cut water 
consumption by 350 million litres compared 
to conventional fixtures.

Besides recycling on our own, we have 
also roped in our F&B tenants. One way to 
do so is through the use of food digesters, 
which break down waste into liquid and is 
then passed through to the sewage system. 
This means that food waste does not get sent 
to the incinerators, thereby reducing our en-
vironmental impact. We currently have five 
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food digesters. Two of them reside at Kou-
fu, which operates the Rasapura food court, 
one is in our South Podium for F&B tenants 
like Todai, and two are located at the Hotel. 
Already, we have witnessed an average of 
2,500 kilograms of food waste per day, or 
75,000 kg in a month, being diverted.

Besides the real savings – in energy, con-
sumption and dollars – another bonus for us 
has been the many accolades for our efforts, 
including the notable Green Mark Platinum 
Award that Marina Bay Sands received from 
Singapore’s Building Construction Authority 
in January this year.

I mentioned people as a core pillar in our 
Sands ECO360° Sustainability programme. 
Having the right infrastructure is important, 
but behavioural change is even more import-
ant than the latest technology.

We have from day one a governance and 
leadership structure that addresses sustain-
ability in the long-term, and an on-going 
engagement programme to garner suport for 
our dedicated sustainability team from all 
of our 9,400 employees, our partners, sup-
pliers and guests. A strategic, multi-channel 
approach to engagement has been critical in 
transforming our culture and ingraining our 
employees with the concept of sustainability.

I am proud that Marina Bay Sands has 
brought not just a new building format of 
integrated resorts to Singapore, but also a 
new model of sustainability for a facility 
of this scale.

But there is much more to it than that.
We want to set the right example and 

share our expertise to help others embrace 
practices and products that are sustainable 
and beneficial for the environment.

This philosophy and commitment doesn’t 
just benefit the environment and the commu-
nity - it simply makes business sense. 

Kevin Teng is executive director of sustainability, Marina 
Bay Sands.

The secret is this:  sustainability is not just an 
extension of what we do. It is a philosophy instilled 
in our design and business operations even prior to 
our official opening in 2010.

http://www.facebook.com/sharer.php?u=http://www.eco-business.com/opinion/the-real-value-of-investing-in-sustainability/
http://twitter.com/share?text=The%20real%20value%20of%20investing%20in%20sustainability%20%7C%20EcoBusiness&url=http://www.eco-business.com/opinion/the-real-value-of-investing-in-sustainability/
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F
rom Beijing’s “crazy bad” air which is 
smoggy on most days of the year to 
the illegal logging of pristine tropical 

forests in Indonesia and the toxic waste spewed 
by India’s massive cement industry, there is no 
lack of examples when it comes to the environ-
mental challenges faced by Asia.

Not only is the continent home to 60 per cent 
of the planet’s population - whose demand for 
everything from cars to rice will only increase as 
the region gets richer – it also needs to lift mil-
lions of people out of dire poverty and provide 
them access to electricity and safe drinking water.

Answering these needs will only lead to fur-
ther strain on resources – water, food and fuel. 
But no matter how dire things may seem, Mark 
Clifford argues in his latest book, The Greening 
of Asia, that humanity should not despair.

This is because the region’s environmental 
challenges are being tackled with ingenuity 
across countries, diverse industries and geog-
raphies, and with impressive results.

Indeed, sounding optimistic through much of the 
book, Clifford believes that solutions already exist 
to address Asia’s massive environmental problems.

Most of them involve thinking about the prob-
lems in economic terms. He makes the case that 
sustainable business not only reduces pollution, 
but also makes money – by establishing pro-
gressive green firms, encouraging technology 
innovation and slashing red tape.

Rather than adopt the “get dirty, get rich, get 
clean” strategy, Asia will be far better served 
if it thought about the sustainability from the 
get-go, he believes.

Conversely, a failure to fight climate change, 
pollution and environmental degradation will 
jeopardise the region’s prospects for prosperity 
in the coming decades. This is the central point 
of his book.

Clifford’s thesis is formed on the back of 
25 years of experience as a writer and editor 
in Asia for publications such as South China 
Morning Post, BusinessWeek, and Far Eastern 
Economic Review. He has seen first-hand many 
of the examples that he includes in his book 
and personally spoken to many of the business, 
government and civic society leaders he cites.

Currently executive director of the Hong Kong-
based Asia Business Council, Clifford spends his 

The Greening of Asia book cover. Image: Columbia Business 
School Publishing

through case studies, personality 
profiles and abundant statistics, 
Mark Clifford’s latest book offers 
some optimism about the state  
of our environment.

‘The greening 
of asia’: some 
good news, 
finally

By Jean Chua



63

time talking to these same people about issues 
that affect businesses in Asia.

The book therefore works well as a grand 
overview of the key industries in Asia such as 
property, heavy equipment manufacturers, that 
have contributed to the stellar growth of the re-
gion over the past few decades and which should 
also now take part in its “cleaning up”. 

The Greening of Asia is an easy read and is filled 
with anecdotes that make the stories come alive. 
They range from the humorous and light-hearted 
to the sobering to the downright horrifying, and 
serve as a reminder that the region is complex, 
multi-faceted and needs solutions that are as diverse.

It is also even-handed and fair in taking into 
account the different stages of development 
through the region from rich, densely-packed 
Singapore to still largely agriculture-dependent 
Indonesia, and proposes different solutions to 
particular challenges.

Backing up his optimism with statistics, Clifford 
says that 22 per cent of India’s IT giant Infosys’ 
power already comes from renewable sources, 
and the company is aiming for 50 per cent in the 
near future.

Hong Kong’s Swire Properties’ energy con-
sumption dropped by 11 per cent in 2012 even 
though its property portfolio grew 7 per cent; and 
Manila Water provides cheaper water to more 
than three times the people that the government 
served before water provision was privatised. 

But going beyond citing examples, Clifford 
is able to place them in the broader context of 
Asia’s complex blend of political and economic 
influences. Because Asia’s business landscape is 
dominated by state-owned firms, therefore these 
ties are often intertwined.

But the strong hand of the government in many 
countries in Asia also means that even if private 
sector companies do have innovative solutions – 
like electric-car makers Reva in India and BYD 
in China – there is a limit to what they can do if 
they lack government backing.

Therefore, for all of Clifford’s optimism, he 
may have underestimated the obstacles that in-
novative startups need to overcome, especially 
unfriendly government policies. And for every 
firm that succeeds in bringing to market a product 
or service that helps in enhancing sustainability 
in the region, many others have failed.

Overall, the book is maybe just what we need: 
Not a preachy or doom-mongering tome, but one 
with a message of pragmatic optimism.

Solutions can be found and already exist in 
some cases but companies, governments and pretty 
much everyone else have to be on board to address 
the environmental problem as it’s a big task.

In a postscript, Clifford says: “Good environ-
mental policies, motivated companies and effective 
civil society groups are key to a greener, cleaner 
and richer Asia.” He’s right in seeing the collective 
effort that’s needed to address the issue and one 
can’t help but be swept along by his vision - that 
we humanity might just be able to turn the situa-
tion around, if we start doing something now.  

The huge task of cleaning up Asia involves everyone - from companies, governments 
and civil society - and it needs to start now. Image: Shutterstock.com

Mark Clifford, author of The Greening of Asia. Image: Columbia Business School Publishing
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