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Globally regarded as a leader in innovating technologies to enhance resource 
efficiency, integrating nature into the urban landscape to become a ‘City in a 
Garden’ and maintaining a pristine city, Singapore is well-known for its 
sustainability achievements.

Introduction

But looking into a future where the population is 
set to increase to 6.9 million by 2030 along with 
the demand for energy and resources, Singapore 
faces the challenge of balancing growth with 
sustainability—all against a backdrop of the 
intensifying effects of climate change.

These trends pose several challenges for 
Singapore: How to achieve a sustainable economy 
that provides for a growing population without 
damaging the environment? How to instil the right 
values in citizens so that every decision—from 
choosing transport modes to buying products and 
services—is made with sustainability in mind?

To achieve these goals and become a truly 
sustainable nation by 2030, Singapore has 
developed a national masterplan known as the 
Sustainable Singapore Blueprint (SSB). The 
government has committed to spending S$1.5 
billion on this plan, which lays out goals such as 
‘zero waste’ nation where recycling is a way of 
life; a ‘car-lite’ country where public transport is 
the preferred commuting option, and an ‘active 
and gracious community’, where showing care 
for the environment through everyday decisions 
and volunteer efforts is commonplace.

From the scale of the challenge, it is clear that 
none of this can be achieved by the government 
alone; the private sector and members of the 
public will also have to do their part. 

To rally the nation around the goals of the SSB, 
Singapore’s Minister for the Environment and 
Water Resources last year launched the 
Sustainable Singapore Movement (SSM).

The SSM was also the theme for the inaugural 
Partners for the Environment Day, which was 
held on 1 August 2017 at the Suntec Singapore 
Convention and Exhibition Centre.

In the collaborative spirit of the SSM, the event, 
co-organised by the Ministry of the Environment 
and Water Resources (MEWR) and Eco-Business, 
brought together more than 400 delegates from 
government agencies, businesses, civil society 
groups, and schools to discuss one big idea: 
Working together to make Singapore a more 
resilient, sustainable country. 
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Sustainability has in recent years become a top agenda item for government 
and business leaders in Singapore, but is the focus on the environment 
reflected in the daily behaviour and mindsets of the city-state’s residents?

Moving sustainability from rhetoric to reality

This was the question that defined the conversa-
tion at the inaugural Partners for the Environ-
ment Day on 1 August 2017.

Eco-Business managing editor Jessica Cheam 
opened the discussion after an emotive video 
screened by the Ministry of the Environment and 
Water Resources. The clip showed that people’s 
relationship with the environment is strained 
today, but there is hope for creating a society 
that co-exists more harmoniously with nature. 

In the past decade or so, “the evolution of the 
conversation on sustainability has been nothing 
short of amazing”, she noted.

From the inking of the global Paris Agreement on 
climate change in December 2015 to the 
adoption of the United Nations Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) at the beginning of 
last year, policymakers around the world are 
paying more attention to the issue.

The private sector, too, has stepped up, said 
Cheam. A notable example of this is the We 
Are Still In coalition, a group of businesses, 
investors and policymakers that have pledged 
to support climate action despite US President 
Donald Trump’s decision to withdraw from the 
Paris Agreement.

Closer to home, Singapore’s policy leaders are 
also tackling climate issues, as seen by the 
recent announcement of a carbon tax in the 
city-state from 2019 and the launch of the 
latest version of the Sustainable Singapore 
Blueprint in 2015.

Businesses in the city-state, too, are beginning 
to engage in environmental issues, noted 
Cheam. More companies are now producing 
sustainability reports thanks to the Singapore 
Exchange’s recent move to make the practice 
mandatory, and the local clean technology 
sector has also flourished.

However, despite the progress that has been 
made, “it is still not enough,” said Cheam, adding 
that there is a need for Singapore to translate 
political rhetoric and corporate speak into reality.

This is where the Sustainable Singapore Move-
ment (SSM) public campaign—also the theme of 
the event—can play a pivotal role.

In his keynote address, the event’s guest-of-hon-
our and Minister for the Environment and Water 
Resources Masagos Zulkifli told the audience 
that he had launched the SSM more than a year 
ago to galvanise everyone in Singapore to take 
ownership of the environment.

The SSM campaign “seeks to breathe life into 
words on paper by encouraging everyone to 
think of how we can actively contribute to help 
our country achieve the targets and goals we 
have set for ourselves”, he added.

There are already early signs that a culture of 
environmental stewardship is emerging in 
Singapore, said Masagos. The government, for 
instance, has a Public Sector Sustainability Plan 
which aims to reduce electricity and water 
consumption by the public service; private sector 
organisations such as OCBC Bank have also 
launched initiatives such as a fund to support 
environmental initiatives by the community.

“It is wonderful to see cross-sector collaboration 
between the private sector, NGOs, educational 
institutions and public agencies, all working 
towards a common vision,” said Masagos.

But Singapore still has a long way to go to 
achieve the goals of the SSB, and there are many 
more opportunities for individuals and compa-
nies alike to make a difference, he noted.

“The true test of a Sustainable Singapore will be 
whether we do the right thing for the environ-
ment, even when no one is looking and there is 
no regulation,” he said.

Efforts to help achieve this can include corpora-
tions pursuing environmental certifications like the 
Building and Construction Authority’s Green Mark 
scheme or the Singapore Environment Council’s 
Eco-Office programme for sustainably run offices.

By finding innovative ways to collaborate with one 
another, people from all walks of life in Singapore 
can develop solutions that would be difficult to 
come up with alone, suggested Masagos.

He added: “I believe that with a collective will 
and a concerted effort, it is possible to change 
mindsets and behaviour so that both in the 
corporate world and in our personal lives, 
sustainability becomes the default choice.” 
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Global environmental challenges loom large, and businesses need to radically 
transform their operations instead of relying on small, incremental changes to 
solve these problems, American carpet firm Interface’s chief sustainability 
officer Erin Meezan told event attendees in her keynote speech.

Ambition, optimism, and leadership: Recipe for a revolution

Meezan began her address by issuing a 
challenge to the private sector: “It’s difficult for 
me to name more than 30 global business 
leaders who are talking about sustainability on a 
daily basis,” she said. “It’s critical now that we 
have more business leadership.”

Interface is among the few firms that are 
globally acknowledged as a sustainability leader, 
and this is thanks to company founder and 
chairman Ray Anderson’s mission to radically 
transform a company that was “incredibly 
wasteful and polluting”, shared Meezan.

The journey to achieve the company’s Mission 
Zero—a goal declared more than two decades 
ago to eliminate all negative environmental 
impact by 2020—has been like climbing Mount 
Everest, said Meezan. But Interface’s efforts 
have paid off.

Some of its achievements include a 98 per cent 
reduction in emissions and a 93 per cent drop in 
water use for its European carpet manufacturing 
operations; the Net-Works initiative through which 
Interface buys discarded fishing nets from countries 
such as the Philippines to recycle into carpet fibre; 
and most recently, its Climate Take Back initiative.

The latter project is a follow up to Mission Zero, 
and aims to shift from having no adverse effect 
on the environment to actively improving it, 
shared Meezan. It is built on four pillars: 
replenishing resources that are used, using 
carbon as a resource, boosting the natural 
world’s ability to regulate the climate, and 
leading an industrial ‘re-revolution’ where 
companies create new business models that 
have a positive impact on the environment. 

Through its sustainability journey, Interface has 
learned several useful lessons, said Meezan.

First, focusing on incremental changes won’t 
help companies unlock innovative and creative 
solutions; only a big vision with aggressive 
targets can achieve that, shared Meezan.

She added that Interface’s own innovations to 
reduce waste and environmental impact were 
borne out of a necessity to meet its Mission 
Zero vision, which was seen as too ambitious to 
meet using conventional strategies and small 
tweaks to operations.

Second, in order to make sustainability a core 
value of the company, it is essential to educate 

employees on environmental principles and 
topics, said Meezan. One area that Interface’s 
training efforts have focused on is biomimic-
ry—that is, building man-made systems that 
replicate the processes found in nature.

“Nature is an amazing product designer who 
does things with safe chemistry, assembles 
things at room temperature, and does not 
waste,” explained Meezan. “Biomimicry 
provides an innovative lens to look at how we 
can solve problems sustainably.”

Interface’s biomimicry-inspired solutions include 
tiles that don’t require glue to stick to surfaces 
and instead mimic the mechanism used by 
lizards to stick to walls; and carpets that, like 
nature, have irregular colours and patterns. This 
makes it easier to replace selective carpet tiles.

Third, it is essential for companies to set clear 
metrics by which to measure their progress on 
sustainability and be transparent when report-
ing, said Meezan. She added that Interface has 
for the past two decades been reporting on 
indicators such as emissions, energy and water 
use, and recycling rates.

By publishing its environmental performance 
alongside its economic outcomes, Interface can 
“send a message to the business community 
that it is possible to grow a global business and 
to be profitable while simultaneously respecting 
the environment”, noted Meezan, and urged 
other companies to report on sustainability 
metrics too.

When it comes to indicators of business 
progress on environmental and social goals, one 
development that has been an “incredible gift to 
business” has been the Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals (SDGs), said Meezan.

The 17 goals—developed by the United Nations 
to address hunger, poverty, education, climate 
action and responsible consumption and 
production—provide a solid framework for 
businesses to engage with sustainability, and can 
help companies organise their performance 
targets to align with the SDGs, said Meezan.

Fourth, businesses should seek out more 
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topics, said Meezan. One area that Interface’s 
training efforts have focused on is biomimic-
ry—that is, building man-made systems that 
replicate the processes found in nature.

“Nature is an amazing product designer who 
does things with safe chemistry, assembles 
things at room temperature, and does not 
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tiles that don’t require glue to stick to surfaces 
and instead mimic the mechanism used by 
lizards to stick to walls; and carpets that, like 
nature, have irregular colours and patterns. This 
makes it easier to replace selective carpet tiles.

Third, it is essential for companies to set clear 
metrics by which to measure their progress on 
sustainability and be transparent when report-
ing, said Meezan. She added that Interface has 
for the past two decades been reporting on 
indicators such as emissions, energy and water 
use, and recycling rates.

By publishing its environmental performance 
alongside its economic outcomes, Interface can 
“send a message to the business community 
that it is possible to grow a global business and 
to be profitable while simultaneously respecting 
the environment”, noted Meezan, and urged 
other companies to report on sustainability 
metrics too.

When it comes to indicators of business 
progress on environmental and social goals, one 
development that has been an “incredible gift to 
business” has been the Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals (SDGs), said Meezan.

The 17 goals—developed by the United Nations 
to address hunger, poverty, education, climate 
action and responsible consumption and 
production—provide a solid framework for 
businesses to engage with sustainability, and can 
help companies organise their performance 
targets to align with the SDGs, said Meezan.

Fourth, businesses should seek out more 

collaboration with other sectors to unlock new 
sustainability innovations. For instance, 
Interface’s Net-Works initiative would not have 
been possible without a partnership with 
conservation experts Zoological Society of 
London, she noted.

Lastly, businesses must stay positive, Meezan 
said, and shared that in a survey the company 
carried out among corporate leaders and 
climate experts, 95 per cent of the latter group 
believed it was possible to reverse the damage 
that has been done to the global climate.

“Believing it’s possible is a precursor to action,” 
said Meezan. “This is a conversation we are 
trying to drive within the business community.”

While businesses can certainly do more to lead 
on environmental stewardship, governments 
and members of the public also have an 
important role to play in changing how society 
operates, said public and private sector leaders 
in a panel discussion following Meezan’s 
keynote address.

Minister for the Environment and Water 
Resources Masagos Zulkifli shared that in many 
aspects, Singapore manages environmental 
issues better than other countries. But a large 
part of this success is because of the govern-
ment’s heavy hand in problem solving.

“Every time something goes wrong, people 
ask what the government will do about it,” 
said Masagos. But more attention must be 
paid to how the wider public can contribute to 
solutions, he noted. For instance, if nobody 
littered, fewer cleaners would be required to 
keep the country clean, and the cost of 
running the government would be lower, he 
explained.

While the government can still lend much-need-
ed assistance such as giving a signal boost to 
good private sector initiatives by endorsing 
them, individuals can do much more.

“That’s where the conversation must go with 
the Sustainable Singapore Movement,” said 
Masagos. “We must get everyone involved 
beyond the people in this room, and make it a 
culture of the way we live.”

That’s where the conversation must go with the Sustainable Singapore Movement.  
We must get everyone involved beyond the people in this room, and make it a culture 
of the way we live. ”Masagos Zulkifli, Minister for the Environment and Water Resources
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Business: Profiting from sustainability

Breakout sessions

Thanks to sustainability’s potential to deliver 
cost savings, a positive public reputation and 
long-term resilience to a company, the business 
case for improving environmental performance 
has never been clearer, said speakers at the 
Partners for the Environment event’s breakout 
discussion session for the business sector.

A key objective of the session, attended by 
about 160 private sector representatives, was to 
identify the biggest obstacles standing in the 
way of corporate sustainability efforts, and 
encourage participants to suggest strategies to 
overcome these challenges.

The session began with shared insights from two 
organisations that have earned a reputation of 
excellence for corporate sustainability in 
Singapore—property developer City Develop-
ments Limited (CDL) and lifestyle and events 
venue Marina Bay Sands (MBS).

Esther An, chief sustainability officer, CDL, noted 
that in the last 25 years, the idea of profiting 
from sustainability has gone from being an 
aspiration to a reality. One of the main reasons it 
has been able to achieve this is because for CDL, 
“sustainability reporting is not a public relations 
exercise”, said An.

Instead, the company shares concrete data on 

operational aspects such as energy and water 
use; sets internal targets, and identifies clear 
areas of improvement, said An. Since 2015, CDL 
has embraced a disclosure method known as 
Integrated Reporting; this is a two-in-one report 
that combines financial and sustainability 
reporting.

Integrated reporting extends the definition of 
‘capital’ beyond money to include natural, 
social, and human capital; and enables the 
company to track progress on many fronts. 
Where natural capital is concerned, CDL has 
managed to reduce its water and energy use by 
15 per cent and 25 per cent respectively 
compared to 2007 levels, and has slashed 
emissions by 16 per cent since then.

On the social capital front, CDL’s efforts have 
resulted in high rates of employee engagement 
and tenant satisfaction; and perhaps most 
importantly, the company’s energy-efficient 
retrofits at eight of its buildings have saved S$16 
million from 2012 to 2016, shared An.

Pursuing sustainability has also opened up new 
opportunities for CDL, An said. For instance, it 
recently issued a S$100 million green bond, 
becoming the first Singapore company to do so. 
Green bonds raise money that is specially 
allocated for funding projects that have positive 

Sustainability 
reporting is not a 

public relations 
exercise

”
Esther An

Chief Sustainability Officer
 City Developments Limited

environmental and climate benefits. CDL’s bond 
was issued by its subsidiary CDL Properties, and 
will be used to repay a S$100 million loan that 
CDL Properties borrowed from CDL to make 
energy efficiency retrofits to its headquarters. 

Going forward, the company has its sights set on 
2030, said An. This is the year by which the 
United Nations’ SDGs should be achieved, and 
the Singapore government also aims to have 80 
per cent of the country’s building stock certified 
under its national Green Mark certification 
scheme by then.

“In the next 13 years, there will be a lot of 
investment needed, and a lot of opportunities,” 
said An.

Kevin Teng, head of sustainability at MBS, said 
that his company’s green efforts have served as 
a unique selling point in a very competitive 
industry.

MBS’s sustainability credentials include the 
highest possible Platinum certification under 
BCA’s Green Mark scheme, and the International 
Standard Organisations (ISO) certification for 
sustainable event management.
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was issued by its subsidiary CDL Properties, and 
will be used to repay a S$100 million loan that 
CDL Properties borrowed from CDL to make 
energy efficiency retrofits to its headquarters. 

Going forward, the company has its sights set on 
2030, said An. This is the year by which the 
United Nations’ SDGs should be achieved, and 
the Singapore government also aims to have 80 
per cent of the country’s building stock certified 
under its national Green Mark certification 
scheme by then.

“In the next 13 years, there will be a lot of 
investment needed, and a lot of opportunities,” 
said An.

Kevin Teng, head of sustainability at MBS, said 
that his company’s green efforts have served as 
a unique selling point in a very competitive 
industry.

MBS’s sustainability credentials include the 
highest possible Platinum certification under 
BCA’s Green Mark scheme, and the International 
Standard Organisations (ISO) certification for 
sustainable event management.

The company offers clients an “Eco360 Meeting 
Package”, which includes options to minimise 
waste, offset the event’s carbon footprint, 
source environmentally friendly décor and 
products, a locally sourced menu, and a 
post-event environmental impact statement.

“Revenue from meetings we sold as sustainable 
exceeded S$20 million last year,” said Teng. “The 
convention market is cut throat, and in addition 
to price and location, we want our differentiat-
ing factor to be sustainability.”  

Teng also laid out a five-point plan that other 
businesses can use to build a sustainability 
movement within their organisations. Steps 
companies can take include setting a mission, 
developing a roadmap to integrate sustainability 
in day-to-day functions, build a team to lead 
efforts, and engage staff through initiatives such 
as volunteering or observing global environ-
ment-themed days such as World Food Day.

The government should expand the scope of its sustainable procurement policy, which 
currently focuses on purchases such as electronics and paper products. Instead, sustainable 
procurement rules should apply to all products and services.

Through regulations or incentives, the government can push businesses to adopt sustainable 
practices through their supply chains. An example of this could include an annual green audit 
to assess sustainable business performance.

Companies can do more to engage citizens on issues such as plastic waste. Role models in this 
space include Swedish furniture giant IKEA, which charges for plastic bags.

Creating more opportunities for businesses to network with one another to share 
sustainability best practices and the benefits of adopting them.  

Improving product labelling schemes for green products so that consumers can identify them 
more easily.

Focus regulatory attention, capacity-building efforts and incentive schemes on helping small 
and medium enterprises (SMEs) become more sustainable. They make up a large proportion of 
Singapore’s workforce, but often do not have the same level resources or expertise as 
multinational companies with ambitious sustainability goals. 

Step up sustainability education efforts. Examples of topics that business and governments 
alike can boost knowledge-building efforts on include the economic case for sustainability, 
proper recycling practices for different waste streams, and how to repair items so that they 
don’t end up as waste.

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

In a subsequent discussion on solutions to overcome challenges to scaling up sustainability, 
participants came up with the following suggestions:
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Education: Creating a sustainability culture through education

Breakout sessions

Whether it is scientific and technical knowledge 
about energy, water, and waste, or inculcating 
values such as environmental stewardship and 
care, teaching the young about sustainability is a 
crucial requirement for the success of the 
Sustainable Singapore Movement: This was the 
consensus among a group of 100 educators, civil 
society representatives and private sector 
leaders at the Partners for the Environment 
Event’s breakout session on education.

Shirley Lee, vice principal of Bukit View Second-
ary School, opened the session with an observa-
tion that though essential, sustainability in 
schools often gets oversimplified into activities 
such as an annual beach clean-up, newspaper 
collection, and art projects that involve recycling 
waste materials.

“Teachers are already so busy that they don’t 
have extra time to put into this,” said Lee. “But 
the narrative around environmental education 
has to go beyond beach clean-ups and recycling, 
to take into consideration the direction Singa-
pore is heading in, and its emphasis on sustaina-
bility.”

One way that teachers and school management 
can paint a fuller picture of sustainability is to 
make students scientifically literate, suggested 
Lee. “Students need to be taught deep STEM 

(science, technology, engineering and mathe-
matics) skills, and must be able to understand 
advancements in sustainability technology.”
Singapore already has a strong science curricu-
lum, acknowledged Lee. “But more can be done 
to connect science and math lessons with 
sustainability.”

With any new knowledge, students frequently 
want to know how the issue is relevant to them, 
Lee added. A classroom lesson about the 
importance of recycling might not motivate 
them much, but explaining how learning about 
sustainability could secure a promising career 
might keep them engaged.

Bukit View Secondary School is also on the 
constant look out for partnerships with the 
government, industry, and community, shared 
Lee. An example of this in action is the installa-
tion of solar panels on the school’s roof so that 
students can have an up-close experience of 
renewable energy generation.

Dr. Lee Hui Mien, head of sustainability at 
Swedish furniture giant Ikea Southeast Asia 
operations, offered an alternative view to the 
link between sustainability education and 
careers.

“Tertiary students often ask me what subjects 
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they should study in order to have a career in 
sustainability,” she shared. “But it doesn’t 
matter which subject you take, because there is 
an aspect of sustainability in every job.”

“It’s not about going into green jobs; it’s about 
how to green your job,” said IKEA’s Lee, as she 
narrated her own story about how she carved 
out opportunities to work on sustainable 
product design while pursuing a doctoral degree 
in electrical engineering.

The pragmatic side of sustainability aside, 
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collection, and art projects that involve recycling 
waste materials.
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One way that teachers and school management 
can paint a fuller picture of sustainability is to 
make students scientifically literate, suggested 
Lee. “Students need to be taught deep STEM 

they should study in order to have a career in 
sustainability,” she shared. “But it doesn’t 
matter which subject you take, because there is 
an aspect of sustainability in every job.”

“It’s not about going into green jobs; it’s about 
how to green your job,” said IKEA’s Lee, as she 
narrated her own story about how she carved 
out opportunities to work on sustainable 
product design while pursuing a doctoral degree 
in electrical engineering.

The pragmatic side of sustainability aside, 

session participants also stressed that sustaina-
bility needs to be a value that influences all 
aspects of life, much like discipline or honesty.
It may be easier to make caring for the environ-
ment an ingrained value in students than it 
seems, Lee suggested. All educators and school 
managers need to do is to remove the unsus-
tainable option. For instance, Bukit View 
Secondary School does not employ cleaners to 
clear up used trays from the canteen, so 
students do it themselves by default.

“Sustainability needs to be embedded more 
deeply into school culture,” said Lee.

Narratives around environmental education have to draw a clear line between sustainability 
knowledge and skills that will allow Singaporeans to secure good jobs in the future.

Provide good role models for students, in the form of passionate teachers running 
environmental education initiatives, and sustainability measures such as solar panels or food 
waste digesters adopted by school management, to show that the school is ‘walking the talk’.

Consider a more fun and interesting approach to sustainability education rather than one that 
is focused on academia, as compulsion to participate or pressure related to grades and 
performance may turn students off the topic. Strategies such as gamification of sustainability 
challenges and creative activities may work better.

Adopting an environmental sustainability policy in the school, which might introduce 
requirements such as mandating all events to have a net-zero environmental impact.

Schools should also engage parents to participate in sustainability education efforts, as they 
are important enablers when it comes to nurturing a student’s passion for the environment.

Schools can collaborate with businesses to devise innovative solutions to problems. If the 
solutions are workable, teachers and students should receive recognition for them.

•

•

•

•

•

•

In subsequent group discussions, participants devised strategies on how to achieve this, 
and to deepen collaboration with external stakeholders to create a holistic and engaging 
sustainability education. The key ideas arising from this exercise were:
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NGOs: Leading the Sustainable Singapore Movement (SSM)

Breakout sessions

The breakout session on the role of non-govern-
ment organisations at the Partners for the 
Environment Event underscored the fact that 
whether it is a well-established non-government 
organisation (NGO) or a grassroots community 
movement, civil society in all its forms is central 
to achieving the goals of the SSM.

Isabella Loh, chairman of the Singapore Environ-
ment Council (SEC), shared that SEC is on a 
mission to tackle waste. As Singapore’s—and the 
world’s—population increases in the coming 
decades, there will be “huge pressures” on 
resources, she shared.

In this context, it is especially frustrating that 
Singapore’s domestic recycling rate was a mere 
21 per cent last year, and the country uses more 
than 3 billion plastic bags per year—that’s about 
600 bags per person annually.

That should be a wake-up call for Singaporeans, 
said Loh. This is why SEC is conducting research 
into strategies to reduce plastic bag use and 
waste in Singapore. She added that more 
attention also needs to be paid to food waste 
generated by households.

Loh shared that going forward, SEC’s plans 
prioritise one main outcome: green consumer 
habits. Consumer decisions are an important 

driver of change for businesses, and “we need 
to set green standards for everything, every-
where,” she said.

“Everybody makes a difference, and it all adds 
up,” added Loh.

Another movement underpinned by the belief 
that everyone can contribute to Singapore’s 
sustainability goals is the Singapore Glove 
Project. This community initiative encourages 
people to wear gloves while jogging or 
walking and pick up the litter they spot on 
their journey.
 
Singapore Glove Project founder Tan Ken Jin told 
the audience that a key challenge facing 
sustainability efforts in Singapore is a consumer 
culture that prioritises convenience above all 
else. The prevalence of takeaway plastic 
containers, for an instance, poses a major 
barrier to waste reduction efforts.

Tan also shared that it can be challenging and 
time-consuming for volunteers to collect and log 
data such as the location and quantity of trash, 
as well as take photographs, while out on a 
walk; technology such as the Google Glass 
eyewear could help to automatically photo-
graph rubbish, record its geographical coordi-
nates and log them in a database, he said.

We have a lot 
of money and 

ideas going 
around but 

what we don't 
have enough 

of is time

”
Tan Ken Jin,

Founder,
Singapore Glove Project

Even as NGOs struggle to overcome their own 
challenges, session moderator and Eco-Business 
deputy editor Robin Hicks noted that there seems 
to be a fiefdom of sorts in the NGO sector at times, 
with little collaboration among organisations.

To this, Loh shared that SEC in its early years was 
an umbrella organisation for other green groups, 
and even disbursed seed funding for their 
initiatives; but this ceased as regulations govern-
ing how charities could use their funds changed.

“Something has to change in the government 
sector, to go back to the collaborative kampong 
spirit of the 1990s,” said Loh.

Tan, meanwhile, suggested that the biggest 
point of contention among NGOs is the canni-
balisation of volunteers.

“We have a lot of money and ideas going around, 
but what we don’t have enough of is time,” he 
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The breakout session on the role of non-govern-
ment organisations at the Partners for the 
Environment Event underscored the fact that 
whether it is a well-established non-government 
organisation (NGO) or a grassroots community 
movement, civil society in all its forms is central 
to achieving the goals of the SSM.

Isabella Loh, chairman of the Singapore Environ-
ment Council (SEC), shared that SEC is on a 
mission to tackle waste. As Singapore’s—and the 
world’s—population increases in the coming 
decades, there will be “huge pressures” on 
resources, she shared.

In this context, it is especially frustrating that 
Singapore’s domestic recycling rate was a mere 
21 per cent last year, and the country uses more 
than 3 billion plastic bags per year—that’s about 
600 bags per person annually.

That should be a wake-up call for Singaporeans, 
said Loh. This is why SEC is conducting research 
into strategies to reduce plastic bag use and 
waste in Singapore. She added that more 
attention also needs to be paid to food waste 
generated by households.

Loh shared that going forward, SEC’s plans 
prioritise one main outcome: green consumer 
habits. Consumer decisions are an important 

Even as NGOs struggle to overcome their own 
challenges, session moderator and Eco-Business 
deputy editor Robin Hicks noted that there seems 
to be a fiefdom of sorts in the NGO sector at times, 
with little collaboration among organisations.

To this, Loh shared that SEC in its early years was 
an umbrella organisation for other green groups, 
and even disbursed seed funding for their 
initiatives; but this ceased as regulations govern-
ing how charities could use their funds changed.

“Something has to change in the government 
sector, to go back to the collaborative kampong 
spirit of the 1990s,” said Loh.

Tan, meanwhile, suggested that the biggest 
point of contention among NGOs is the canni-
balisation of volunteers.

“We have a lot of money and ideas going around, 
but what we don’t have enough of is time,” he 

said. “Volunteers worry that if they commit to 
one organisation’s activities, they won’t have 
time to help out another organisation.”

Greater collaboration on publicising events and 
volunteer opportunities would help overcome 
this anxiety, said Tan, pointing to local initiative 
Lepak in SG, which consolidates a list of all 
environmental events happening in Singapore, 
as a promising start.

Experts at the session noted that even as NGOs 
work to tackle environmental challenges as well 
as overcome obstacles to scaling up the environ-
mental movement in Singapore, they must 
constantly strive to engage with people in order 
to drive positive change.

At the same time, the authorities driving the 
SSM need to develop meaningful ways to 
connect with the groundswell of environmental 
initiatives in the country.

The creation of a “one-stop shop” portal for NGOs to share what they do, their mission, and 
volunteer opportunities. For example, potential volunteers could view all opportunities at once 
on this portal, and select a variety of activities easily.

Collaboration with Singapore’s myriad religious organisations to communicate the need to take 
action on climate change.

NGOs need to connect with each other more often to discuss collaboration opportunities, best 
practices, and how their work fits into the big picture of Singapore’s sustainability vision. This can 
be done through technological means such as an online platform, or regular face-to-face meetings.

One avenue to do this is the Sustainable Singapore Network, started by students from tertiary 
institution Yale-NUS College. The network should be empowered with the resources it needs to 
bring NGOs and issues together, and to match problems with solutions.

The creation of a supplier directory for sustainable products and services could encourage more 
demand for such products, and help to lower their costs.

NGOs need to find ways to tell more compelling stories about their work and mission; these should 
create strong connections between individual actions and macro-level environmental issues.

•

•

•

•

•

•

Participants then discussed discussed how NGOs and governments can address these gaps, 
and came up with the following solutions:
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As discussion session leaders summarised the key recommendations from the 
break-out sessions at the event’s closing plenary, one common thread that 
emerged among the solutions presented: The need for collaboration to make 
the Sustainable Singapore Movement a success.

Closing plenary and conclusion: “Sustaining sustainability” 

As Dr Amy Khor, Senior Minister of State, 
Ministry of the Environment and Water Resourc-
es & Ministry of Health noted, even NGOs such 
as the World Wide Fund for Nature are shifting 
their approach from acrimonious protests 
against companies whose work they disagree 
with, to a more partnership-oriented strategy.

“We are talking about collaboration and cooper-
ation, not a confrontational approach,” she said. 

Dr Khor added: “We have known for a while that 
governments cannot do everything, and there is 
no silver bullet for sustainability.”

“We need community, NGOs, and everyone else 
to be on board in order to make green practices 
second nature for everyone,” said Khor, pointing 
to MBS’s collaboration with non-profits Food 
from the Heart and Food Bank Singapore to 
donate food to communities in need as a prime 
example of how collaboration across sectors can 
make the goals of the SSM a reality.

Beyond the event’s participants, who represent 
those interested in sustainability, the average 
Singaporean also needs to understand the 

campaign’s objectives and adopt its priorities as 
their own, urged Khor.

“We are all a coalition of willing partners in 
terms of wanting to cooperate and take collec-
tive action to have a significant impact in 
Singapore,” she noted. “But can we make the 
movement bigger?”

“There are many more companies and individu-
als we need to reach out to,” said Khor. “A 
sustainable movement needs to be sustained.”

The event closed with the screening of a United 
Nations video titled ‘The Story You Are Shaping’. The 
film underscores how it is up to every human to work, 
collaborate, and strive for a world where humans 
co-exist harmoniously with nature and each other; 
where hunger and poverty have been eradicated; and 
where peace and shared prosperity reign. 

Every effort counts in this collective journey 
towards this hopeful future, the video conclud-
ed, prompting event emcee and Eco-Business 
managing editor Jessica Cheam to leave the 
audience with a final, though-provoking 
question: What story are you shaping?

What story are 
you shaping?

”
Jessica Cheam,

Managing Editor,
Eco-Business
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