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THE FUTURE OF SINGAPORE’S
RECENT PAST

Singapura

It is only in the last 20 to 30 years that an awareness has developed in Singapore of the
importance of conserving its postwar modern architectural heritage. This has hardly
been a smooth process, but one fraught with difficulties and tensions between authorities,
civic groups, and the public.

Text: Ho Weng Hin
The divergence of views over historical buildings has highlighted the
inherent conflict between the state’s developmentalist ethos shaped
by its 1960s modernist urban renewal agenda, and the public desire
for a more inclusive approach to urban planning that takes into
account intangible values such as social memories.
This was the case with the old National Library on Stamford Road,
a modern structure completed in 1960 and demolished in 2004 to
make way for a traffic tunnel in anticipation of a new university campus.
The announcement of the imminent demolition was met with a
groundswell of dissent and sparked an unprecedented public debate
on topics of conservation and cultural heritage in Singapore. Proconser vation advocates argued for the library as an important shared
civic space imbued with collective memories of generations of Singaporeans, transcending religious, ethnic, and cultural differences. For
the authorities, however, the building did not possess sufficient
architectural merit or historical value to be considered worthy of
conservation. Many pioneering public housing projects with historical,
social, and architectural significance are now confronted with a similar
destiny to that of the old National Library. A notable case is that of the
Dakota Crescent Estate, an early modern housing estate built in 1958
by the Singapore Improvement Trust (SIT)—the colonial predecessor
of the current Housing and Development Board (HDB). Large parts of
the estate have been demolished over the years, partly under the
Selective En bloc Redevelopment Scheme (SERS), an urban redevelopment strategy employed by the HDB since 1995 to optimize land
use in the city. In 2017, after three years of campaigning by the citizen
group Save Dakota Crescent, six housing blocks were designated for
conservation. Yet this small triumph was an exception rather than the
norm, with many modern iconic housing complexes in Singapore still
being threatened with demolition.
Modern architecture in Singapore is the tangible legacy of the
visionary leadership of politicians, planners, developers, and architects
who reinvented the future of the city-state after it obtained independence in 1965. The buildings realized during this period are a manifesto
of Singapore’s experimental urban renewal policies realized under the
government Land Sales Program—Singapore’s unique system of
leasing public land to private developers for 99 years while retaining
public ownership of it. For this reason, public housing is synonymous
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with Singapore’s own identity. Today, 80 percent of the locals still live
in HDB estates and they own their homes on a time-limited basis,
usually through a 99-year strata leasehold.01 The modernist jungle of
heroic skyscrapers rising above the colonial historic districts was the
engine of the socioeconomic growth of Singapore. It offered highquality living spaces, fundamentally transforming the way Singaporeans
live. Many of these buildings have high architectural and historical
value. Nevertheless, in the past few years, they have been the object
of ever more frequent en bloc redevelopment schemes.
An en bloc sale is when a developer strikes a deal with the individual
owners of the units to collectively sell their strata titles and redevelop
the land altogether. This is becoming increasingly common for modern
housing blocks in central locations, where much of the land has
increased in value several times since the blocks were originally built.
The deteriorating conditions of some of these buildings—often due to
inadequate maintenance—together with the fact that most of the
units have already reached the midpoint of their 99-year leases, make
en bloc sales highly attractive for strata-title owners, who are often
easily convinced to give up their homes in exchange for better deals
somewhere else. With this system, developers can make huge profits
by redeveloping prime, central locations before the previous land
leasehold has even expired. But the recent en bloc fever poses great
challenges to the Singaporean land development system and raises
fundamental questions about its long-term sustainability. The speed
at which property values have risen, and the fact that the public sector
is itself largely profiting from land speculation, means that demolition
is sometimes inflicted on buildings that are only 20 years old. The
system is now reaching an impasse, encouraging an endless acceleration of urban renewal cycles to the extent that it is urgent to rethink
the logic behind it.02
The best example of this tendency is the case of the Pearl Bank
Apartments, a modernist icon, which, at the time of its completion,
was one of the world’s most densely populated apartment blocks and
the tallest housing complex in the whole of Asia. Despite being a
dense, residential high-rise, this 113-meter-high building was
designed by Tan Cheng Siong to optimize exposure to natural light
and to ensure privacy. Its massive shear walls were constructed using
a groundbreaking slip-form technology, able to support 38 floors of

Demolition of the iconic Pearl Bank Apartments, designed by Tan Cheng Siong,
began in 2019. The building was first wrapped in a protective synthetic fabric
to prevent debris from scattering.
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The split-level units at the
Pearl Bank Apartments
were arranged along semicircular corridors. Each
unit had a small private balcony and some of them
could only be accessed by
floating staircases.
Below
Completed in 1976, the building was one of the first
residential high-rises erected
under the pioneering
Government Land Sales
program.
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interlocking maisonettes. The layout of the units, each one distributed
over three split-levels, was incredibly sophisticated, with clearly separated living and sleeping areas and windows on both sides to enable
cross-ventilation. The gracious “broken cylinder” shape of the building
captures the breeze in its semicircular courtyard and prevents the hot
afternoon sun from shining directly into the apartments. With about
1,500 people over 280 units, the Pearl Bank Apartments achieved
spectacular density without compromising on living standards or the
quality of the surrounding urban environment. This tower became a
prototype for residential high-rises worldwide, embodying the pioneering and progressive spirit of post-independence Singapore.
The first en bloc sale attempt for the Pearl Bank Apartments was
made in 2007, and then again in 2008 and 2011. In 2012, Tan Cheng
Siong, together with some of the strata-title owners, proposed a renovation project that would leave the original building substantially
intact, while adding 150 new units with privately accessible hanging
gardens stacked above a preexisting carpark. The new units would
finance the costs of maintenance and refurbishing the historic building
and guarantee a margin of profit for the developer. When put forward
for voluntary conservation in 2015, the Urban Redevelopment Authority
(URA) acknowledged the heritage value of the building and publicly
signaled willingness to back Tan’s proposal, but in order to proceed
with the plan Tan had to obtain the support of all the strata-title
owners in the block.03 The proposal fell short by about 10 percent,
and so, as the attempt failed, many owners went back to the original
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Former residence of architect Ed Poole,
in one of the penthouse apartments.

en bloc sale offer. In 2018, the entire complex was sold to CapitaLand
for 728 million Singapore dollars (about 550 million euros). Many
Singaporean architects and heritage advocates rallied to save the
building and launched public petitions suggesting alternative proposals.
The nonprofit organization Docomomo International suggested a
multigenerational co-housing scheme with collective care and
co-working facilities distributed over the lower floors.04 The Singapore
Heritage Society published a seminal position paper, titled “Too
Young to Die: Giving a New Lease of Life to Singapore’s Modernist
Icons,” which identified not only the Pearl Bank Apartments but also
the People’s Park Complex (1973) and the Golden Mile Complex
(1973) as important monuments to postwar modernist architecture.05
Despite these efforts, the Pearl Bank Apartments were demolished in
March 2020, and a new development is already under construction.
But the building did not die in vain: after the dismay caused by the
demolition of this iconic building, a new consensus emerged that a
comprehensive set of planning, financial, and regulatory incentives
coordinated across different government agencies need to be formulated in order to encourage and promote the proper maintenance,
rehabilitation, and adaptation of modern housing complexes and of
other buildings of historical and social value. These can be economic
incentives, as well as more flexible zoning or the topping-up of old
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leasehold contracts. Existing conservation policies, developed
primarily for fine-grain urban districts like Chinatown or for standalone
institutional buildings and monuments are difficult to apply to large
housing complexes like the Pearl Bank Apartments, where a multitude
of stakeholders are involved, including residents’ associations, developers, project consultants, heritage groups, and government agencies.
Engagement and dialogue is critical to shift the emphasis of conventional conservation negotiations towards an approach that is positive,
collaborative, and strategic.
The demolition of the Pearl Bank Apartments raised collective
awareness about the state of affairs of real estate speculation in
Singapore and cast new light on the future of other modernist housing
blocks that are currently threated by en bloc sale attempts. On October
9, 2020, in an unprecedented move, Singapore’s Urban Redevelopment
Authority (URA) announced a conservation scheme for the famous
Golden Mile Complex, designed by Design Partnership and completed in 1973, citing its historical and architectural significance (see
feature on the Golden Mile Complex in this issue). However, this decision will not save the building from en bloc sale; quite the opposite:
the government announced conspicuous economic incentives for the
developer willing to purchase the entire block and embark on a renovation project that will preserve the building’s original design.06

Should the plan be successful, the Golden Mile Complex will be the
first privately developed strata title complex from Singapore’s postindependence era to be preserved, potentially writing a new chapter
in the Singapore’s heritage conservation movement.
As of today, with the en bloc trend resulting in ever-shortening
cycles of demolition and rebuilding, Singapore needs to rethink its
tabula rasa mode of urban redevelopment. This paradigm is increasingly environmentally and socially unsustainable, causing ruptures in
the social and cultural development of the city, which is indispensable to
a vibrant and livable city. It has become imperative to establish a new
agenda for Singapore, one in which existing buildings with social
and historical value are preserved, not only for the sake of
Singapore’s historical memory, but also to slow down Singapore’s
fast and delirious building cycles in the name of the city’s social and
ecological future.

Sectional perspective
through one of
the three-story units.

In 2012, in an attempt to
save the building from
demolition, Tan Cheng
Siong submitted a design
that left the existing
structure untouched but
added 150 new units
with privately accessible
hanging gardens.

What in Singapore is often
referred to as “home owner”
is, in fact, just the owner of a
99-year strata leasehold
title (“strata title” for short).
While the use of the property
belongs to the apartment
owners for this duration,
ownership of the property itself
remains with the state.
Because of this system, the
state owns about 80 percent
of the land in Singapore.
02
Several global and local
movements have appeared
in the past years—also in
response to more widespread
awareness of climate change
issues—calling for a radical
transformation of the
Singaporean building industry.
Examples include the petition
Singapore Architects
Declare Climate and Biodiversity Emergency (sg.architectsdeclare.com); the British
Architects’ Journal campaign,
Retrofirst (www.architectsjournal.co.uk/news/retrofirst);
and the Climate Heritage
Network (climateheritage.org).
03
An en bloc sale only
requires the backing of owners
holding 80 percent of the share
value of the entire property.
If those owners agree, the
owners holding the remaining
20 percent are forced to sell.
01

Docomomo International
(International Committee for
Documentation and Conservation of Buildings, Sites and
Neighbourhoods of the Modern
Movement) is a nonprofit
organization founded in
Eindhoven in 1988, dedicated
to the preservation of modern
architecture, landscape,
and design around the world.
05
Singapore Heritage Society, “Too Young to Die:
Giving a New Lease of Life to
Singapore’s Modernist
Icons,” 2018, accessed July
19, 2021, www.singaporeheritage.org/wp-content/
uploads/2018/08/SHSPositionPaper-Too-Young-To-Die-Aug2018.pdf.
06
Urban Redevelopment
Authority, “Supporting the
Conservation and Commercial
Viability of Golden Mile
Complex,” October 9, 2020,
accessed July 19, 2021,
www.ura.gov.sg/Corporate/
Media-Room/Media-Releases/
pr20-28.
04

© Archurban Architects Planners

177

