Q&A: ESD IN SINGAPORE

Snapshots
from a leading
Eco-city
The government of Singapore wants to
make Singapore the leading Eco-city in
Asia. Professor Kim Chuan Goh explains
why this might be an achievable goal.
Education Alliance Quarterly: The government of Singapore has high ambitions when it comes to making Singapore a
sustainable place to live. In a strategy from last year, the aim is
to make Singapore the leading Eco-city in Asia. Do you think
this aim is realistic?
Kim Chuan GOH: “Singapore has shown, through
its resolve and good leadership in government and the
public sector, that if she wants to achieve something
that it has set as its goal, it will be able to do it.Very few
countries are in this situation. Singapore has shown to
the world many examples of great achievements – such
as water resource management, cleaning of the Singapore
River, housing, urban transport management, port and
airport management, etc.
Singapore has what it takes to be a leading eco-city,
and future plans have built in the environment as an
integral part of its cityscape.
Whether it is in meeting housing needs, urban redevelopment, urban transport, resource use etc., Singapore’s
quality of its environment has been given high priority.
Hence the concept of Singapore as a ‘garden city’ has
been well expressed through the proper planning, design
and development of parks and green corridors, planting
of not just any trees but trees that provide variety and
colour along roads and streets and housing estates. Many
times visitors from abroad have commented about the
green environment of the Singapore, both in the city as
well as outside it.”
EAQ: The world market is using Singapore as a manufacturing base for multinational corporations.This explains why
Singapore has the largest emission of greenhouse gases on a
per capital basis in the world and why Singapore is the highest
consumer of electrical energy.This world record sounds like a
huge obstacle to the political vision of making Singapore Asia’s
leading Eco-city. How can Singapore overcome this obstacle?
KCG: “Manufacturing will continue to play a significant role in Singapore’s growth and emission of greenhouse gases continues to be an issue. However, in its
Green Plan (2006) and in the National Climate Change
Strategy (2008) steps are being mapped out to promote
the use of clean energy, increase energy efficiency and
reduce CO2 emissions in the various sectors, not just
industry. Again, I think, if Singapore sets its mind to do
something it will carry it out. However, it will be unrealistic for Singapore to move all its industries to other
countries, which is not a solution to global emission,

as industries such as petrochemicals contribute significantly to its GDP. However, the world record seems to
be an obstacle to achieving that goal, but over time as
industries become smaller with shifts to more electronics, pharmaceuticals and rapidly into services, this ‘record’
will decline. I think the country is aware of the world’s
attention to this record emissions but it is also aware of
what the country could do to move towards an eco-city
in other areas where it has stamped its mark. The government must make real efforts to narrow this paradox.”
EAQ: Who is responsible for directing Singapore in a ‘green’
direction?
KCG: “The Ministry of Environment, now known as
the Ministry of Environment and Water Resources, has
been active and responsible in directing Singapore’s green
direction since the beginning of the nation in 1965.”
EAQ: Singapore is known for her effective government, efficient bureaucracy and disciplined population.These factors have
led the country to achieve success economically. Is this top-down
approach to changes good or bad when it comes to Education for
Sustainable Development?
KCG: “For many years the approach was top-down,
and in many ways, decisions on what to include in Education for Sustainable Development within the curriculum could have been influenced by the country’s socioeconomic priorities and agenda. However, even within
the top-down approach of designing the curriculum,
within the schools and especially in the co-curricular
activities, schools had plenty of space to work on issues
that deal with the environment and sustainable development. In recent years, as a policy, greater autonomy is
given for schools to decide and design their curriculum
and instruction within the broad parameters of the curriculum set by the Ministry of Education, and this holds
true for education for sustainable development.”
EAQ: The Singapore Green Plan has identified public education as key to achieving its goal of a leading sustainable city.
So far environmental management has largely been state-driven
and state-led.This is opposite the participatory approach to

?
What is the biggest challenge for
climate change education in Singapore?
“Climate change education does not permeate across the curriculum,
but is touched upon in specific subjects in schools. But even in these
subjects, it is often embedded within environmental education. In the
past two years, discourses on climate change have become more
prominent, and blueprints to tackle climate change issues in the country
have only recently been articulated through public policy documents.
However, as with many issues, the translation of that message from
policy into the curriculum will take some time. How prominent a place
in the curriculum this topic will be given depends on how important this
topic is in relation to other topics which the country puts priority on,
such as National Education (citizenship education) as an example.
Climate change education should go beyond the school perimeter. The
public and even university students in general lack knowledge about
climate change. Here the media, civil society and higher educational
institutions must do more to raise public awareness through interesting
and stimulating articles, discussions, forums, and community engagements,” Professor Kim Chuan Goh says.
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environmental management that is taking place in for example
Sweden.Which approach do you recommend – top-down or
bottom-up?
KCG: “I think it is not an either/or situation but
both. Of course it would be ideal if every member of the
community takes ownership of the environment and thus
laws and regulations would be unnecessary. However, I
don’t think we have reached that point yet in Singapore.
Public education must still be emphasised to drive home
the point that we need to care for the environment and
much effort has been taken by civil society and environmental NGOs. But there are still people who have not
got the message. On larger issues the state must lead, and
only when it is seen to be doing so that the people would
be encouraged to take responsibility for the environment.
So I think both approaches are required.”
EAQ: According to a recent survey, 50% of the citizens of
Singapore know nothing about climate change or global warming. How come that every other person in Singapore is ignorant
about issues about climate change when the topic is on top of
the political agenda?
KCG: “Although I did include this result in my paper,
it was quoted from the media which did a survey. I’m
not so sure if the survey was done well, whether the
instrument and sample size fulfilled the requirements
of a proper survey. I wish to indicate here that it was
only a year or two ago that the issue of climate change
took centre stage in the local media and public discourse. For a long time it was not an important issue. It
will take some time for the message to seep into public
consciousness throughout the country. There are many
issues on top of the political agenda but may be of little
consequence to the ordinary men and women in the
streets who are less educated and who are concerned
more with their daily struggle to earn a living.”
EAQ: It seems like there is a huge gap between the high
political visions about sustainable development and the impact
that sustainability and climate change have on the curriculum.

Do you think issues of climate change would get a more prominent position if it was explicit in the curriculum – for example
as an examinable subject?
KCG: “More will have to be done to make the issue
more prominent in the curriculum. The problem is that
it will be important in a few subjects but not at all in
others. This is the reality of the curriculum – no single
issue should dominate the entire curriculum in the
school education system. Even when it is an examinable
subject, it would be done within subjects like geography,
biology, and one or two others, and only as one of the
many choices asked. I think while the knowledge of
climate change should be addressed in a subject taken
by the entire cohort of students, such a subject at best
would be offered at the lower secondary levels. This
should be reinforced at the higher levels through other
means such as project work, co-curricular activities involving the environment and the community. Singapore
could also look towards other countries in Europe to see
how this issue is addressed in the education system.”
By Camilla Mehlsen
cme@dpu.dk

KIM CHUAN GOH
Kim Chuan Goh is Professor at Singapore National
Institute of Education. His area of work is primarily
in geography. He has written extensively about
water resources and urban environment, especially
in Southeast Asia.
Favourite book about climate change?
I like the book by Jared Diamond: Collapse:
How societies choose to fail or succeed (2005).
Though not about climate change per se, it touches
on issues that are relevant to current discourse on
climate change that bodes ill for many societies
and environments if the lessons articulated are not
learnt and pitfalls avoided.
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