
Lee Ek Tieng (1933–2025) was the first permanent 
secretary of the Ministry of Environment. In 
1977, founding Prime Minister Lee Kuan 

Yew challenged Lee and his team to clean up the 
Singapore River.

BiblioAsia Editor-in-Chief Jimmy Yap 
interviews Samantha Boh, who co-wrote Lee Ek 
Tieng: The Green General of Lee Kuan Yew with 
Pearl Lee and Matthew Gan.

Jimmy: The clean-up of the Singapore River took 10 
years. Is it just picking up litter off the surface and 
dead things floating on the river? Is there more to it?

Samantha: I think the main issue they faced was 
that there were just so many people using the river. 
You had people who were living along the river, or 
those who were living on the river itself. Then you 
had the shipyards, the boatyards, street hawkers. 
So everything was going into the Singapore River 
so fast.

Jimmy: Very convenient.

Samantha: Yeah. It’s so convenient. You throw 
[things] in, and it’s like out of sight, out of mind, 
right? So, you can imagine the street hawkers 
slaughtering chickens, and the feathers and the 
blood just flowing into the Singapore River. We 
didn’t have proper sanitation back then. No flushing 
toilets near the Singapore River.

And of course, the oil from the boats and all that. 
So, there was just a lot going on and it was extremely 
dirty. Early on, Lee Ek Tieng and his team realised 
that, okay, you need to do it systematically. Being 
the engineer that he was, the first thing they did 
was to figure out who were these people using the 
Singapore River? And, of course, they came up 
with a huge list. I think there were definitely tens 
of thousands of individuals using it.

Jimmy: That’s a big number.

Samantha: Yes. There [were] also the pig farmers. 
Because the thing is, it’s not just at the Singapore 
River, because the waterways flow there. So even 
upstream, there were people using it. So, after they 
figured out who these people [were], they then had 
to figure out, how do we move them? Because they 
realised that it was not possible to clean up the 
Singapore River if the inhabitants continued to use it.

Jimmy: That makes sense.

Samantha: It makes a lot of sense. You clean it up, 
but then the problem will resurface. I think as much 
as it was an engineering problem, it was a social 
issue because these were people’s homes, people’s 
livelihoods. And if you were going to move them 
away, you’d have to give them a better alternative.

That was a big challenge for [Lee Ek Tieng] 
because he had to figure out how [to] give them a 
better proposition. Street hawkers would say, “My 
business here is good. If you move me to the back, 
what if my business and livelihood are affected?” 
And so, they had to give [the hawkers] a better 
alternative. And that was the hawker centres, 
because at hawker centres, you’ve piped water. It’s 
clean. You’ve proper garbage disposal. We’ll make 
sure it’s somewhere pleasant for people to visit. 
So, they had to entice them. I think they managed 

to do that, of course, with a lot of 
persuasion. And it was quite a long 
process because you had to license 
them as well.

When it came to the squatters 
who were living there, they looked 
to HDB [Housing and Development 
Board] for help. So, it was about 
giving them housing, buying flats for 
them to move into. And, of course, 
again you say, you’ll have proper 
sanitation, you’ll have proper toilets, 
you’ll have water coming out of your 
pipes, proper garbage disposal. It 
was a lot of persuasion and showing 
people that there was a better life if 
you agree to move away from the 
Singapore River. 
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In a BiblioAsia Podcast episode, writer Samantha 
Boh tells us how civil servant Lee Ek Tieng and his 
team at the Ministry of Environment overcame 
the challenges of cleaning up the Singapore River.

Scan the QR code to listen to the full episode on BiblioAsia 
Podcast, “The Civil Servant in Charge of Clean and Green
Singapore, Lee Ek Tieng”.

Check out the book, Lee Ek Tieng: 
The Green General of Lee Kuan Yew, 
available for reference at the Lee Kong 
Chian Reference Library (call no. 
RSING 959.5705 BOH-[HIS]) and for 
loan at selected public libraries (call no. 
SING 959.5705 BOH-[HIS]).

Samantha Boh, lead author of Lee Ek Tieng: The Green General of Lee 
Kuan Yew. Photo by Jimmy Yap.

(Facing page) Loading and unloading of goods from sampans moored along the banks 
of the Singapore River at Boat Quay, c. 1930. Courtesy of National Archives of Singapore 
(Media - Image no. 9980006408 - 0059).

(Above left and right) Roadside hawkers along the Singapore River, 1970. A.J. Hawker 
Collection, courtesy of National Archives of Singapore (Media - Image nos. 19980005683 
- 0058 and 19980005683 - 0059).
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