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Neighbourhood Centres (NCs) embody the integrated planning
strategies and management of local retail to promote self-

sufficiency in neighbourhoods in Singapore. NCs play a key

role in supporting the growth of residential townships, and the
decentralisation of commercial, residential and other functions
from the city centre to other parts of the country. Over the years,
the development of NCs has responded to various trends, and

$31GNLS SIW3LSAS NvaHn

going forward they remain well-placed to provide for residents
and to effect improvements in quality of life in Singapore’s
residential towns and neighbourhoods.

This Urban Systems Study documents the nuanced evolution
of NCs over the years and highlights the plans and policies that
have shaped their development over time.

“During this pandemic, many of us have come to rediscover the
sights and sounds of our HDB [Housing & Development Board]
towns. We have come to appreciate the convenience that our
heartlands have to offer, including the many shops, stalls, and
supermarkets where we can buy our sundries, and the hawker
centres and coffee shops where food is just a stone’s throw away.

Most importantly, our heartlands are where the Kampung Spirit

continues to live on. The amenities in our HDB towns provide more

than just goods and services. They are also nodes for residents to
catch up with old friends and make new ones. When residents visit
these shops and the markets, there is often a comforting sense of
familiarity with the stall-owners and shopkeepers.”

Heng Swee Keat, Deputy Prime Minister (2019-2025)'
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FOREWORD

In its nascent stages, Singapore’s public housing programme was lauded
for its speed, practical design, efficient provision of basic utilities, as well as
planning ambitions and successes in providing self-sufficient towns. More
recently, it has been recognised for its architecturally impressive designs,
environmental sustainability, use of technology, and contemporary facilities
that continue to push the definition of how liveable and sustainable public
housing could look, even on a global stage.

In parallel, carefully crafted housing policies and efficient estate
management operations have demonstrated that public housing is
not solely about town planning and physical infrastructure but also
encompasses continued efforts and innovations in daily operations,
effective management and social policies. The roads to these successes
have been documented by the Centre for Liveable Cities through past
Urban System Studies and Urban Solutions publications.

Adding to that, this Urban Systems Study dives deeper into the
concept of decentralisation and the role of neighbourhood centres (NCs)
in supporting strategies for addressing rapid urban development in
Singapore, in addition to providing convenience to residents and continual
livelihood for small businesses affected by resettlement. As commonplace
as the NCs may seem, they capture the various scales of urban planning
and design, translate self-sufficiency to retail provision, and demonstrate
employment as well as social, economic and retail considerations. With
NCs becoming gathering places for residents to mingle, new NCs have
been increasingly designed with community-centricity, healthy living and
elderly-friendliness in mind. This acknowledges the responsibility of the
Housing & Development Board (HDB) not just to residents and the general
population, but also to HDB shopkeepers who are equally stakeholders in
HDB towns.

Business models, facilities management and place management are
some of the other working parts that give life to the planning ideas, urban
design and architecture of NCs. | hope that you will glean new perspectives
of Singapore’s public housing programme through this read.

Cheong Koon Hean

Chair, Lee Kuan Yew Centre for Innovative Cities,

Chair, Advisory Panel for the Centre for Liveable Cities,

Professor of Practice, Singapore University of Technology and Design,
and Chief Executive Officer, Housing & Development Board (2010-2020)
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PREFACE

The Centre for Liveable Cities’ (CLC’s) research in urban systems unpacks
the systemic components that make up the city of Singapore, capturing
knowledge not only within each of these systems, but also the threads
that link these systems and how they make sense as a whole. The studies
are scoped to venture deep into the key domain areas that the CLC has
identified under the Liveability Framework, attempting to answer two
key questions: how Singapore has transformed itself into a highly liveable
city over the last six decades, and how Singapore can build on our urban
development experience to create knowledge and urban solutions for
current and future challenges relevant to Singapore and other cities
through applied research. Neighbourhood Centres: Meeting Evolving
Needs through Heartland Retail is the latest publication in our Urban
Systems Studies (USS) series.

The research process behind this publication involved close and rigorous
engagement of our stakeholder agencies by the CLC’s researchers, and
oral history interviews with Singapore’s urban pioneers and leaders to gain
insights into development processes and distil tacit knowledge that has
been gleaned from planning and implementation, as well as governance of
Singapore. As a body of knowledge, the USS series—which covers aspects
such as water, transport, housing, industrial infrastructure and sustainable
environment—reveals not only the visible outcomes of Singapore’s
development, but also the importance of the other structures which
support our urban achievements.

Neighbourhood centres (NCs) embody the integrated planning
strategies and management of local retail to enable neighbourhoods to be
more self-contained. NCs thus play a key role in supporting the growth of
residential townships, and the decentralisation of commercial, residential
and other functions from the historic city centre to other parts of the
country. For this reason, the CLC has sought to include aspects of urban
planning, urban design, architecture, retail policy and emerging trends
to reflect the multiscalar and multidisciplinary considerations behind
heartland retail in this USS.

The CLC would like to thank the Housing & Development Board and all
those who have contributed their knowledge, expertise and time to make
this publication possible. | wish you an enjoyable read.

Hugh Lim
Executive Director, Centre for Liveable Cities (2020-present)
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LIVEABILITY FRAMEWORK

The Liveability Framework is derived from Singapore’s urban development
experience and is a useful guide for developing sustainable and liveable
cities. The general principles under the three domains of Integrated Master
Planning and Development, Dynamic Urban Governance, and Collaborative
Ecosystem are reflected in the themes explored in this publication.
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1. Liveability Framework?

Integrated Master Planning and Development

Execute Effectively

The neighbourhood concept and consequently the development of
neighbourhood centres (NCs) stemmed from the desire to ensure that
residential towns were self-contained. Motivated by the drive to cease
perpetuating the dense and squalid conditions of the city centre that had
emerged from pre-independence economic activity, this strategic vision
has long been embedded into Singapore’s planning goals since the 1971
Concept Plan. The translation of broad ideas into finer scales, such as the
master plan, town plan and eventually to urban design, architecture and
retail schemes, exemplifies the considerations taken at different scales and
in various aspects of planning. In essence, NCs are the product of effective
execution of the polycentric strategic planning concept. See page 10.

Build for Resilience

In 1987, after almost two decades of monthly tenancies with rent fixed
at the point of letting for Housing & Development Board (HDB) shop
tenants, the HDB began to institute fixed-term leases for its shop
premises. Existing shop tenants were given the option of one- to three-
year leases with only one month’s prior notice required for termination.
Rather than a mandatory term duration for the leases, these options gave
shop tenants flexibility in deciding which term arrangements would be
more suitable for themselves while providing them with security of tenure.
This flexibility in lease arrangements proved especially valuable during
the COVID-19 pandemic, when neighbourhood shops played a crucial role
in ensuring community self-sufficiency through a sustainable provision
of goods and services. The ability to maintain a diverse mix of essential
businesses in NCs helped build community resilience, as residents relied
heavily on these shops for daily necessities, healthcare services and basic
amenities during the pandemic. The HDB'’s role as both landlord and public
housing provider enabled it to implement supportive measures for shop
tenants during this period, ensuring the continued operation of these daily
services. See pages 44 and 68.
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Innovate Systemically

NCs have undergone significant architectural transformation over the
years. The present-day new generation NCs (NGNCs) typically boast
an air-conditioned multi-storey shopping mall with a sheltered open-air
public space, lush landscaping, and community fitness and play facilities.
Considerations in smart technology for facilities management, biophilia
and sustainability are additional layers of innovation. Needless to say,
NCs have come a long way from low-rise, naturally ventilated rows of
shophouses and wet markets to keeping up with changing lifestyle
preferences and building typologies over time. Beyond architectural and
urban design, retail policies and upgrading programmes acknowledge
the changing demographic, inescapable ageing of infrastructure, and
advancements in technology, so that NCs evolve with the socio-economic
landscape over time. See pages 18, 79 and 8.

Dynamic Urban Governance

Engage and Partner with the Community

In the early years of resettlement, heartland shops served as units for
resettled inhabitants alongside housing units. With shop units leased to
shopkeepers of the resettled area, the HDB was able to tap on existing
social bonds and patronage within the resettled community to preserve
the sense of neighbourliness for its residents and business viability for
its shop tenants. The shopkeepers were regarded as stakeholders, given
their inherent relationships and skills to meet the retail needs and build up
the sense of community within the new towns. In recent years, the HDB
has been placing greater emphasis on community-centricity, communal
spaces, and placemaking by designing new NCs and upgrading existing
NCs to maintain their role as gathering places for residents. See pages 62
and 64.

xvii

Work with Markets

In 1989, the HDB allowed the private sector to step in to develop and manage
shopping malls in town centres, which was followed by similar privately
developed NCs in select neighbourhoods. This was done in recognition that
the expertise of private developers in developing and managing commercial
properties could be beneficial in enabling NCs to remain viable amid the
shifting retail landscape. Through this, the HDB refined their approaches,
such as in the engagement of professional marketing agents to inform the
curation of uses in NCs, demonstrating that learning points from private
developers have been internalised and enhanced to better serve residents.
See pages 47 and 53.

Collaborative Ecosystem

Collective Stewardship as a Foundation for
Transformative Collaborations

Over the past decade, Singapore has been embracing place management
concepts to cultivate a stronger sense of community within its public
housing estates. For more recent NCs, the HDB encouraged resident-led
initiatives through programmes such as the Love Thy Neighbour project,
which empowered residents to organise community events, fostering
grassroots engagement. The HDB also adopted co-creative processes
for several NCs, such as the Remaking Our Heartland programme, where
local communities come together to develop a design brief for their town
centres before engaging local architects and architectural students through
a placemaking challenge. This approach not only tailored amenities to
local needs but also instilled a sense of ownership among residents.
The HDB collaborated with key stakeholder entities, such as Heartland
Enterprise Centre Singapore and local merchants’ associations, to enhance
placemaking for commercial areas in the heartlands. Collectively, these
efforts aimed to enhance the vibrancy and cohesiveness of communities
by empowering key stakeholders to have more stewardship in the NCs.
See pages 64, 74 and 78.



OVERVIEW 1

OVERVIEW

Singapore’s Housing & Development Board (HDB) towns have been
recognised as the product of an exemplary town planning and public
housing programme. The concept of nesting commercial and community
provisions at various scales, as well as considered public housing
policies, have certainly helped to make HDB towns convivial and liveable
for residents. In addition to these characteristics, neighbourhoods
and neighbourhood centres (NCs) have been crucial in supporting
decentralisation, which has also been mirrored by economic and retail
considerations to ensure viability for shop tenants and owners.

This Urban Systems Study (USS) unpacks the various considerations
that have gone into the development of NCs to translate planning into
reality. The first chapter covers how strategic planning, town planning and
urban design principles have been foundational for the development of
NCs. The next chapter dives into the retail considerations that have shaped
the commercial provisions in NCs and the policies that were introduced to
implement these ideas. In the earlier days, when Singapore was a young
nation, NCs were leveraged to provide places for employment, build on
existing social bonds among the resettled, and decongest the city. Land
policies governing retail shops then worked towards addressing oversupply
to ensure viability for shops, and for a period of time, even echoed the
asset accumulation aspirations of locals that the HDB’s housing policies
were known to promote in the early days. Beyond meeting the daily
needs of HDB residents, NCs have also become community nodes where
residents meet and interact. The last two chapters provide insight into
how NCs have continued to evolve over the years, through upgrading and
rejuvenation programmes implemented in response to emerging trends of
place management and the ageing population.

In tracing this narrative of NCs, this USS seeks to exemplify how the
planning and implementation of NCs sought to maintain a fine balance
between the needs of residents and the livelihoods of tenants and
shop owners, thereby supporting Singapore’s wider ranging goals of
self-sufficiency and decentralisation. The detailed considerations that
enabled NCs to become everyday localities in Singaporeans’ collective HDB
lived experience also demonstrates how planning agencies have strived
to adapt in keeping with the times. This USS provides a timely snapshot of
how NCs have served the residents in public housing estates, and how they
must continue to evolve to meet future residents’ needs.
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IMPLEMENTING
NEW IDEAS

14

The typology of retail in HDB towns and
Singapore has changed and will keep on

evolving to meet emerging needs and

changing lifestyles.

bb/

FONG CHUN WAH
Deputy Chief Executive Officer,
Housing & Development Board (2016-2021)
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Late 1950s-Early 1970s:
Strategic Planning for Singapore

The concept of neighbourhood centres (NCs) was formally introduced
in Singapore post-independence. During that time, NCs were part of an
overarching planning narrative for decentralisation, to mitigate rising
concerns of congestion and overpopulation in the city centre areas. That
said, the conceptual typology of NCs was not new; the idea of having
a commercial node that supported residents’ everyday needs within the
neighbourhood existed prior to Singapore’s independence, albeit in a less
structured manner. Taking a closer look at Singapore’s strategic plans
provides the context for how NCs were formally conceived and developed
over the years.

SIT 1958 Master Plan

The Singapore Improvement Trust (SIT) was established in 1927 by the
British colonial government to address public health concerns through the
improvement of infrastructure. Tasked with recording existing developments
and developing or widening roads as laid out in the General Improvement
Plan, a large part of the SIT’s work involved identifying insanitary buildings
for demolition, road improvement works and the construction of back lanes
to improve access to natural light and ventilation.

2. Public housing built by the SIT in the mid-1940s:
Five-storey blocks of flats at Tiong Bahru Road

CHAPTER 1 5

- "m'!

3. The junction of Tiong Bahru Road and Kim Pong Road in the 1950s

After an amendment to the Singapore Improvement Ordinance in 1930,
the SIT was given the mandate to erect buildings for rehousing people
who had been affected by the review of developments. These efforts
started with houses and artisan quarters at Lorong Limau in 1932, before
moving on to Singapore’s first public housing estate in Tiong Bahru from
1936 to 1941, comprising 784 flats, 54 tenements and 33 shops.

The SIT estate in Tiong Bahru was planned with an outer ring of four-
storey flats around a communal zone comprising a market, a hawker
centre, coffee shops, a pet shop and a Chinese temple. A bird-singing
corner situated close to this area, at the foot of Block 53, was also a
popular gathering spot for locals at the time. This was perhaps a hint of
the early aspirations and foundation for what NCs in public housing estates
could be like—a combination of retail provisions and public spaces where
people could interact and engage in leisurely activities with one another.
In 2003, 20 blocks of the original Tiong Bahru estate were gazetted
for conservation.?
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4, Flautist Herbie Mann performing at Tiong Bahru’s bird singing corner

CHAPTER 1 7

After the Second World War, providing affordable public housing
became an increasingly pressing issue due to a shortage of housing and
a growing population. In response, the SIT built 20,907 dwelling and
shop units, including in the Queenstown satellite town, between 1947 and
1959.4 At that same time, an amendment in the Singapore Improvement
Ordinance in December 1951 permitted the SIT to carry out diagnostic
surveys of Singapore for 2 years, which culminated in Singapore’s 1958
master plan, its first since the Raffles Town Plan. Supported by studies
on land use in various parts of the island, as well as provision of industrial
land for employment and traffic, the 1958 Master Plan set out to regulate
private and public development through the zoning of land uses in order
to improve congestion and overcrowding in the central area, and to reserve
land for future development and industries.

One of the solutions proposed in the master plan was to increase housing
in the peripheral urban areas and establish new satellite towns in the rural
areas of Woodlands, Bulim (present-day Jurong West) and Yio Chu Kang.
These satellite towns set the tone for decentralisation of residential land
uses and support for the growth of self-sufficient residential towns beyond
the city centre. Specifically, these satellite towns were planned to be well-
equipped with schools, recreational areas, shops, healthcare services
and offices or industries for employment, thereby reducing the need for
residents to travel into the city centre on a daily basis.®

Establishment of the HDB

On 1 February 1960, following the SIT’s dissolution in 1959, the Housing
& Development Board (HDB) was established under the Housing and
Development Ordinance, through which it was given the mandate to
replace the SIT.

Under the ordinance, the HDB was accorded the responsibility of
clearing slums and urban areas for redevelopment, constructing public
housing, conducting resettlement for designated areas and managing its
properties.t This started a series of Five-Year Building Programmes that
included both continuing the work left by the SIT and building new towns.
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1971 Concept Plan

IN1962 and 1963, a team of experts from the United Nations Development
Programme (UNDP), comprising Otto Koenigsberger, Charles Abrams
and Susumu Kobe, visited Singapore to make recommendations for the
development of the young nation. Notably, the team introduced the idea
of a ring of satellite towns, each with some land set aside for industries
and offices to address the need for employment away from the city centre.
This in turn led to the formation of the State and City Planning Project in
1967 to address the main concerns of providing affordable housing and
creating employment opportunities.”

RING CITY SINGAPOR
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5. Ring City Plan from 1963 © Urban Redevelopment Authority. All rights reserved
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Together with the UNDP consultants, the then State and City
Planning Department of the Ministry of National Development (MND)
further developed the ring concept, illustrating an urbanised centre in
each residential town organised in a ring across the island, adjacent to
industrial areas, and supported by public transport and expressways. With
the residential towns roughly coinciding with the ongoing development
of HDB new towns in Ang Mo Kio, Ayer Rajah, Clementi, Toa Payoh,
Queenstown and Woodlands, this improved ring concept recognised the
need for commercial centres in towns to be framed cohesively through
strategic direction rather than disparate projects.®

CHAPTER 1 9

Building on that, the 1971 Concept Plan released by the MND, with the
assistance of the UNDP experts, envisioned the broad strategic planning
principles for addressing the needs of Singapore as a young nation—
housing, industries, commerce, greenery and transport infrastructure.
The approach adopted in the 1971 Concept Plan sought to relieve the
congestion and overcrowding in the city centre, where existing residential
and commercial properties were in a poor state. This was reflected in the
further breakdown of proportions of land use for each category and the
spatial planning ideas for organising the country.

The provision of commercial centres and transects of open space within
or beside these satellite towns, coupled with each town’s adjacency to
areas set aside for industries, demonstrates the intentions for the town to
be a means to distribute residential, commercial, park and industrial land.
Not least, the commercial centres were also connected through a web of
expressways and Mass Rapid Transit (MRT) lines that intersected in the
city centre to facilitate movement to and from the city centre.®

1971 CONCEPT PLAN STRUCTURE
(SCP)

16
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6. 1971 Concept Plan © Urban Redevelopment Authority. All rights reserved
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1960s-1980s:
Town Planning and Development

“Neighbourhood centres are part of a hierarchy of commercial areas
in Singapore. It is very important to understand the distribution of
commercial gross floor area from the concept plan level, managed
by URA, to town planning level, managed by HDB.”

—Cheong Koon Hean, Chair, Advisory Panel for the Centre for
Liveable Cities, and Chief Executive Officer, Housing & Development
Board (2010-2020)

Early Forms of Neighbourhood Centres

Before the formation of the HDB, the SIT had already begun developing
public housing—first through scattered residential developments, then
estates of dwellings and shops, before embarking on the first satellite
town, Queenstown, in 1953.

With only 3,000 of the units in Queenstown completed by 1959, the
HDB continued the SIT’s work for the area at an accelerated pace and
completed another 14,000 units in the next 5 years. As it was, the SIT had
envisioned the satellite town to be made of five residential neighbourhoods,
each with its own communal amenities and town centre.

Recognising the value in providing sufficient communal spaces for
residents, the HDB carried on this “neighbourhood concept” while
intensifying the building density, to address complaints on the low density
and imprudent use of land at that time. To optimise planning efficiency,
the HDB also regularised communal amenities for each neighbourhood at
a ratio of approximately one community centre, one market and shopping
centre, and one health clinic for each neighbourhood.

Much like a microcosm of the strategic planning ideas, commercial
centres within the satellite town echoed the spatially hierarchical nature
of the 1971 Concept Plan. Town centres were centrally located to serve
all residents of the town, while the locations of NCs were planned to
provide greater conveniences for neighbourhood residents within
walking distance. The HDB sought to differentiate between NCs and town
centres by the density and type of retail offerings. Specifically for retail,
NCs housed enough shops at a ratio of one shop for every 100 dwelling
units and included key retail amenities such as markets, food centres
and other key goods and services.'"2 |n contrast, town centres were
planned to accommodate other types of retail, such as department stores,
supermarkets, upmarket restaurants, banks and a post office.”®

CHAPTER 1 n

7. Tanglin Halt Neighbourhood Centre (top),™ and former Tah Chung Emporium and Golden
Crown Restaurant in the Queenstown Town Centre in the late 1960s (bottom)™

While the strategic plan was formally institutionalised only after the
development plans for Queenstown were already in progress, the various
milestones through the years of development suggest that the idea of a
commercial centre within a residential town to encourage self-sufficiency
had already been in the making.

Today, some of these early versions of NCs remain, such as the
Commonwealth Crescent NC, albeit with alterations to the building style
to remain relevant with the times.
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EARLY TOWNS AND THEIR

NEIGHBOURHOOD CENTRES

Toa Payoh, the First Comprehensively Planned Town
As the first comprehensively planned town initiated, designed and

constructed by the HDB, Toa Payoh exemplifies the HDB’s vision for a town
in the 1960s.

g == e
8. Shopping centre and market stalls in Toa Payoh NC 4 in the late 1960s'®
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With the belief that public housing should be more than just flats for
residents to occupy, the HDB planned the Toa Payoh town to be a series
of self-contained communities where daily needs were well within walking
distance from each home. Healthcare, retail, leisure and places for social
bonding were planned into the town by means of clinics, commercial
centres, recreational and sports facilities, and community centres.”

The planning of Toa Payoh town embodied the “neighbourhood
concept”, with the 0.16-km? town centre encircled by a ring road, and 4
neighbourhoods connected to the town centre to facilitate accessibility.
The planning team also took the chance to introduce a baseline provision
of a shopping centre in each neighbourhood, as well as theatres, clinics,
a library, banks, a post office, a police station, a community centre, a bus
interchange and a HDB Area Office in the town centre. The Toa Payoh
Town Centre plan adopted an L-shaped spine with vertices marked by
25-storey point blocks and special amenities.

Unlike the town centre, the NCs were smaller in scale and reflected
the ideas of the pedestrian mall. Pedestrian walkways in the residential
areas were flanked on both sides by a single-storey market and cooked
food stalls, arranged in a parallel fashion, thus creating a ground-floor
shopping experience akin to that found at the pedestrian mall intentionally
designed in the town centre.”® In terms of situating NCs, the HDB took into
consideration the possibility of residents visiting other NCs by virtue of
adjacency to their homes. The neighbourhood, while more regulated than
before as a planning parameter, was still embraced as a fluid concept for
the residents.

Bedok Town

Construction of Bedok New Town began during the Third Five-Year
Building Programme, after Queenstown and Toa Payoh New Towns were
largely complete. Learning from past experience, Bedok’s town planning
reflected the clarity and refinement of ideas from the preceding towns.
Similar to Toa Payoh, it shares the same structure of being organised
around a town centre, which at that time had been planned to comprise
shopping malls, markets and hawker centres, a bus terminal, a library,
cinemas, a supermarket, banks, offices, a department store, showrooms
and a polyclinic.”
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9. Town plan for Bedok New Town

The NCs in Bedok New Town were located within walking distance from
its town centre and situated along pedestrian paths emerging from the
perimeters of the town centre. These include formal walkways that encircle
the urban block of the town centre, and informal intra-precinct paths
that facilitate movement between the buildings. This eased accessibility
between the town centre and NCs and imbued the sense that heartland
shops and amenities are never too far to meet residents’ needs. As Bedok
expanded over time and the number of precincts increased, additional
NCs were provided in tandem to serve the surrounding residents.

CHAPTER1T 15

Formalising Ideas Through the New Town Structural Model
To serve as a guide for the planning of new towns, the HDB formalised
their planning ideas into the New Town Structural Model. In this model,
the core conceptual ideas that had been improved on and implemented
in Ang Mo Kio, Bedok and Clementi were rationalised through measurable
distances between commercial and civic provisions.?°

Based on the “neighbourhood concept”, the model illustrates how a
town is sub-divided into several neighbourhoods and located around the
town centre. Each neighbourhood would have its own set of amenities
such as a neighbourhood park, NC and schools. These lower-rise land uses
are also arranged in a checkerboard pattern to ensure areas of spatial and
visual relief amid the high-rise housing blocks. The NC is centrally located
such that it would be within walking distance of about 400 m from the
residential areas. It is also situated next to primary access roads or local
roads, both for commercial frontage/visibility and accessibility.?!
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10. New Town Structural Model in the 1970s
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This hierarchy and distribution of retail thus ensured that the daily
necessities available in NCs were conveniently located and accessible
for the housing blocks, compared to the more upmarket provisions or
specialised services available at the town centre. Industrial areas and
business parks were to be consolidated at the fringes of the town.

The town structure and NC typology established during this time
became the prototype replicated for subsequent new towns in the 1980s,
including Bishan, Yishun and Bukit Batok.?

Aside from addressing the physical distances, the NCs ensured that
early residents in a new town were sufficiently provided for, at the very
least in terms of the daily necessities. This was especially crucial since a
town centre required careful spatial planning, a critical mass of residents
to support its business viability, and construction in phases due to its
scale. As a result, it could take more than 10 years for the town centre to
be completed in its entirety.

For example, the earliest residents of Yishun started moving into
the new town from 1980 but still did not have a town centre by 1989,
due in part to the bankruptcy of the contractor in 1987.2° Early-mover
residents had to contend with the situation, as such unforeseen delays
and circumstances were the realities of the construction sector in those
days. Understandably, the lack of a town centre was met with complaints
from residents who had to travel to the next town centre in Ang Mo Kio if
they wanted to visit the supermarket, restaurants, library or cinema. Some
residents adapted to the situation by relying entirely on NCs for their daily
provisions, or on amenities located closer to their places of work in other
areas of the island.?*

Neighbourhood

Town Centres

Centres (NCs)

Precinct Shops

Northshore Plaza

Punggol Sapphire

Waterway

Point

Damai Grove

Y Y
o

Punggol Ripples

Waterway Point
(GFA: 52,000 m?)

Northshore Plaza
(GFA: 19,500 m?)

Oasis Terraces
(GFA: 27,400 m?)

Damai Grove:
1 eating house,
1 supermarket, 4 shops

Waterway Sunrise II:
1 eating house,

1 supermarket,

4 shops, 4 restaurants

Punggol Ripples:
1shop, T minimart

Punggol Sapphire:
1 eating house,
1 minimart

Commercial hub
featuring the widest
trade mix in a town,
providing residents
with a one-stop
shopping destination

Concentration of
a variety of shops
to cater to daily
shopping needs of
residents in each
neighbourhood

Strategically
positioned within
selected precincts
to provide doorstep
access to essential
amenities for
immediate and
surrounding areas

11. Table comparing the key attributes of Town Centres,
Neighbourhood Centres and Precinct Shops
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Qasis Terraces

i)
I

Waterway Sunrise Il

Hypermarket/
supermarket; food
court, restaurant,
café, fast food outlet;

jewellery, sportswear,

fashion clothing,
furniture, music,
audiovisual shops;
arcade; gym

Supermarket; food
court, restaurant, café,
fast food outlet; hair/
beauty salon; mobile
phone, eyewear,
fashion clothing,
electronics shops

Supermarket,
minimart; coffeeshop,
bakery, takeaway
food outlets;
household goods
store; laundromat

17
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Late 1970s-1980s:
Improving the Built Environment through
Urban Planning and Design

Human-Scale Development and Emphasis on Identity for HDB Towns
Under the Third Five-Year Building Programme, the master plan at that
point in time was characterised by a substantial increase in green space
and the preservation of distinct natural features for all new towns.

An example of this is the Telok Blangah new town, which was later
amalgamated with other estates in the 1980s to form present-day Bukit
Merah Town. Given its proximity to Mount Faber and the undulating terrain
within the boundaries of the new town, the plan for the area allowed for
the creation of unique open spaces. Unlike the new towns before it, a
much smaller portion of land—only 0.97 km? of the total 3.64 km?—was
set aside for public housing, including NCs. The remaining land, except for
land occupied for port-related uses and pockets of privately owned land,
was planned as a parkland with the possibility for tourist development
projects at certain locations along the ridge of Mount Faber.?> The NCs in
selected neighbourhoods were also designed to interface with the pre-
existing greenery at Mount Faber to lend a more natural softscape to the
surroundings and create a distinct identity for the Telok Blangah new town.

Over time, the emphasis on natural elements and human-scaled
developments expanded through the rigorous incorporation of urban
design, as a necessary consideration, during the planning phases of new
towns. Building upon the success of preserving natural features at Telok
Blangah, the grid-like street layout typically associated with town planning
was adjusted to accommodate the terrain and pre-existing waterbodies.
In the refreshed town layout, key streets were oriented towards the town
centre and prioritised through a more formal and orderly streetscape.
This strategy was complemented by the orientation of low-rise blocks
in the town centre and NCs to form pedestrian malls pointing towards
notable landmarks.

el

=

2wl
12. Telok Blangah Master|

plan (top) and neighbourhood in the 1970s (bottom)

CHAPTER 1
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13. Pedestrian mall at Yuhua Place

For instance, in the case of Jurong East new town, low-rise blocks
within the NC known today as Yuhua Place were oriented in a north-south
direction towards the pagoda in the Chinese Garden. This was intended to
direct sightlines in high traffic areas to the iconic structure in order to build

Chiefly, town centres and NCs were designed to be recognisable
landmarks for the surrounding residents. The result was a strong reliance
on architectural features and curated landscaping to visually differentiate
) ) commercial centres from the rest of the residential blocks in the town
a sense of identity for the new town* and neighbourhoods. For example, the Nanyang NC, located at Blocks
959-966 Jurong West Street 92, is marked by earth-toned pitched roofs,

sky-blue painted walls and palms to create a tropical atmosphere.?®

At a neighbourhood level, there was an added emphasis on pedestrian
networks to encourage walking. These networks facilitated movement
between open spaces and activity nodes within the neighbourhood, such
as schools, places of worship, community clubs and other communal
facilities, and were coupled with efforts to give individual identities to new
towns through building colour and architectural motifs.?’
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LEGACY OF OTHER NEIGHBOURHOOD

CENTRE BUILDING TYPOLOGIES

While 3- to 4-storey blocks with shops on the ground floor and flats above
was the most prevalent NC building typology replicated throughout
HDB towns in the 1970s and 1980s, there were other alternatives that
demonstrated different considerations and ideas in the development
of NCs.

One example would be the two-storey shophouse with staircases within
the unit, akin to the vernacular shophouse typology that has since been
conserved in Chinatown, Kampong Gelam and Little India. Perhaps in line
with the desire to foster a sense of identity in public housing during this
period, this building typology incorporated sloping roofs, staircases along
the five-foot way, and shops paired with living quarters to give a regional
character to the neighbourhood.

e B
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To accommodate a more modern lifestyle, the ground floor was kept
column-free, while the upper-floor living quarters were free of partitions
to enable modifications that would fit the tenant’s living and ancillary
business needs. Street furniture including wooden and stone benches
were placed in front of shops, perhaps to encourage people to dwell in
the space and recreate the lively activity that pre-war shophouses and
five-foot ways had. Examples of these rare 2-storey shophouses can be
found at Choa Chu Kang Neighbourhood One Centre, also known as Teck
Whye Shopping Centre, where they were built in 1988 and remain today.?®

In the late 1970s, rural centres were also considered to cater to the
housing and retail needs of agricultural families and resettlement cases.
Each covering between 0.03 km? and 0.09 km?, these rural centres were
essentially small public housing estates built in close proximity to pig and
poultry farms. They comprised a handful of low-rise walk-up apartment
blocks and about a dozen shops, some of which had living quarters as
well. Other amenities included a combined market and hawker centre to
accommodate the resettled hawkers.3°

While the rural centre adopted a vastly different density from regular
HDB towns with approximately 45 people per 4,000 m? the basic
provision of housing, sundries and hawker food was consistent with the
intention of ensuring some degree of self-sufficiency at a localised level,
even in areas without immediate urban development.® Via the Selective
En bloc Redevelopment Scheme, all rural centres in Singapore have since
been redeveloped.
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Promoting Connectivity between Neighbourhood Centres

Up until the early 1970s, bus transport had been provided by the pioneering
local bus company, Singapore Traction Company (STC), and three regional
bus companies—Amalgamated Bus Company in the west, Associated Bus
Services in the east and United Bus Company in the north. It was only after
the STC discontinued operating in 1971 and the three regional companies
merged to form Singapore Bus Services (SBS) in 1973 that bus transport
could be more comprehensively planned for the country.

The nascent consolidated bus transport system spent its early years
improving the quality of buses, services and management while the bus
routes were kept to trunk services for inter-town commuting. The lack
of sufficient bus coverage within HDB towns such as Jurong and Ang
Mo Kio was met with dissatisfaction from commuters.>?> For example, the
then Telok Blangah town had only five services, which served specific
neighbourhoods and rarely intersected. Three of the four neighbourhoods
in the town had only one route, while the last neighbourhood was served
by two routes.>®* As a result, commuters often had to make transfers
between the services, which might have cost them a minimum of $S$0.20
per transfer trip.

In 1979, a task force comprising the Traffic Police, Registry of Vehicles,
Public Works Department, HDB and SBS began rationalising bus services
within residential towns. They studied the possibility for feeder buses to be
introduced to improve intra-town connectivity and transit between major
nodes. The intention was for feeder buses to run more frequently in part
due to shorter routes, with a headway of about 3 to 5 minutes and at a flat
rate of only S$0.10 per trip.3* This idea suggested improved connectivity
between the town centre and NCs, between NCs, and perhaps most
significantly from the fringes of the town.

Residents were thus able to travel within the town on these feeder
buses at a lower cost than before. Even though the lower bus fare
meant that the feeder buses might not have been able to cover their
own operational costs, the SBS regarded it as more cost-effective than
providing full trunk services at the desired frequency and on the finer bus
routes within the town.?® The idea was first tested in Telok Blangah town
and was subsequently rolled out to other HDB towns, such as Ang Mo Kio,
Queenstown, Bukit Batok and Yishun.
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Around the same time, in the 1970s, the HDB began to incorporate
pedestrian network considerations into their upstream planning phase.
At a town scale, covered linkways were planned to connect NCs with
recreational amenities within the town. Covered linkways were also
added in NCs to supplement the five-foot ways in front of shophouses.
The planning for a more comprehensive walking and cycling network was
first implemented for neighbourhoods such as Clementi, Bedok and Ang
Mo Kio, which were still in the planning stage when this urban design
consideration was introduced.3®

Subsequently, in the mid-1980s, the HDB and the Mass Rapid Transit
Corporation collaborated to create an MRT-bus integration plan. With the
mandate to introduce the MRT system in Singapore, plans were made to
retrofit existing bus interchanges with overhead bridges or underground
malls to link to upcoming MRT stations within the town centres. As for new
HDB towns, the intention was to consciously locate bus interchanges and
MRT stations beside each other during the town planning stage. With the
anticipated extensiveness of the MRT network, the possibility of reducing
the number of trunk bus services and increasing the number of feeder bus
services was also considered.?”

The HDB Precinct Concept
First introduced in the 1980s, the precinct concept further organised
neighbourhoods into clusters of 600 to 800 dwelling units in the hope
of creating a stronger physical and social identity through daily chance
encounters between residents.*®

Initially, each precinct was to be enhanced by a centrally located
communal space to serve as a focal point and an activity node for the
precinct. Possible amenities located in these communal spaces included
a children’s playground, games courts and play areas. The scale of each
precinct was later refined to 400 to 800 dwelling units—with shops
and services provided for residents at the precinct level, to meet their
everyday needs.*®

Precinct shops typically took the form of void deck shops located
beside other community services to provide convenience to residents
within two or three blocks of their own flats.*® Unlike town centres and
NCs, which feature relatively consolidated developments, these void deck
shops reduced the need for additional building blocks which may have
impacted the desired scale of a precinct.#’ Architecturally, the precinct
scale supported a tighter sense of visual identity, typically through the
use of colour. Low walls were used to demarcate the boundary between
the precinct and adjacent outdoor spaces, effectively clustering several
residential blocks within each precinct.*?
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The precinct shops and minimarts provided by the HDB at selected
precincts gradually replaced the role of convenience kiosks (which were
much smaller, only about a third in size), and introduced another layer of
commercial provision to support residents’ retail needs. While residents
could travel to their NCs for a wider variety of goods and services, they
could also meet their essential needs more conveniently by visiting their
nearby precinct shops.** In a way, the advent of precinct shops paved the
way for NCs to consolidate other types of everyday services and amenities
for residents.

Sembawang .

Woodlands .

Choa Chu Kang .
. Bukit Panjang Sengkang ..
Bukit Batok . Hougang ..
Ang Mo Kio .
Jurong . . Tengah

West Bishan . Tampines
Clementi . . ——

Kallang Whampoa
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15. Low precinct walls in Temple Estate in the late 1980s

Before 1990s 1990s From 2015
(Early Neighbourhood Centres) (Shopping Complexes) (New Generation Neighbourhood Centres)

Ang Mo Kio Bukit Panjang Punggol

Kallang Whampoa Hougang Hougang

Bedok Woodlands Sembawang

Tampines Choa Chu Kang Sengkang

Bishan Jurong West Tengah

Bukit Batok Sengkang

Clementi Punggol

Blocks 352-354 Cl. i Ave 2 / CI i Ave 2 Food Centre NC Rivervale Plaza Oasis Terraces

(78 shops) (81 shops) (102 Shops)

Blocks 271-283 Bukit Batok East Ave 4 / Bukit Batok East NC Greenridge Shopping Centre Northshore Plaza

(M2 shops) (37 shops) (53 shops)

Blocks 150-152A Bishan Street 11/ Bishan Neighbourhood Centre (East) Gek Poh Shopping Centre Canberra Plaza

(46 shops) (63 shops) (51 Shops)

Blocks 34-38 Crescent / Beo Crescent NC Admiralty Place Anchorvale Village

(30 shops) (73 shops) (49 shops)

Shops located at the ground level of 2- to 3-storey shopping complexes; shops One-stop centres offering a wide variety of retail

low-rise blocks, with living quarters or are consolidated in a stand-alone centre to amenities, typically integrated with a transport node

offices and/or flats integrated above provide one-stop shopping convenience for convenient access; new generation neighbourhood
and to help minimise trade dis-amenities to centres are also intended to function as social nodes for
surrounding residents residents and are hence designed with ample community

spaces such as play areas for children, sheltered
community plazas for events and fitness corners

16. Planning norms for proportion of shops distributed across town centres, NCs and precincts across time
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From Wet Markets to Fresh Produce Shops

Since the first HDB town was developed in the 1960s, the HDB was
cognisant that wet markets were essential for the daily grocery needs
of residents. Prior to Singapore’s independence, findings from a Hawker
Inquiry Report in 1951 spurred the development of markets in the earlier
SIT estates, like Tiong Bahru and Kallang. As the HDB retained SIT’s
neighbourhood concept from Queenstown and extrapolated it to other
town developments, it also made sure that each neighbourhood had one
wet market.*4

The 1970s was a period of rapid growth for Singapore, which resulted in
greater affluence and changing lifestyle habits of residents. Concurrently, a
growing number of supermarkets and minimarts emerged, including NTUC
Fairprice, Newmart and the Singapore Animal Husbandry Enterprise. With
longer opening hours and a wide variety of products in one shop, these
shops grew to be seen as alternatives to wet markets. It was an added
bonus that their air-conditioned spaces provided a welcome respite from
Singapore’s heat and humidity.

In 1981, a report on markets in Singapore, done by the Ministry of Trade
and Industry, revealed that wet market spaces were not fully utilised
due to their short operating hours from 8:00 a.m. to noon. The findings
also revealed that wet markets had grown into a labour-intensive system
which relied on too many workers who could otherwise be redirected to
more productive trades. Compared to the emerging supermarket models,
wet markets were unable to benefit from economies of scale due to the
small-scale business model adopted by stallholders.

17. Selling fruits at Ellenborough Market in the 1950s
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Consequently, an 11-member committee coordinated by the Ministry
of the Environment (now known as the Ministry of Sustainability and the
Environment) was set up to explore “markets of the future”. The Head of
the committee, then Senior Parliamentary Secretary (Environment), Mr
Chor Yeok Eng, shared that the upward trend of dual-income households
could mean that residents might have less time to shop at wet markets
during the week. Among their recommendations, the committee suggested
for wet markets to be replaced by supermarkets, specialty shops and
neighbourhood stores.*®

In 1982, it was announced that the government would stop building
wet markets and introduce dry markets in their stead—the first of which
was built at Block 156 Bukit Batok Street 11, in the present-day Bukit
Batok West Shopping Centre NC.“¢ These dry markets would have longer
operating hours, proper display counters, packaged food, cold stores to
keep food fresh and, as their name suggested, dry floors. Instead of laying
produce in the open for shoppers to peruse, dry market operators rented
space for lock-up shops that sold both fresh produce and provisions like
rice, sugar and canned food.#’
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From Hawker Centres to Eating Houses

“We are trying to clear slums and move the people into new
Housing Board flats; yet, on the other hand, when they get into
the flats, they have no way of earning a livelihood but to resort
to hawking. The problem is this: we are now creating a modern
slum. So, unless the problem is resolved expeditiously, | think this
undesirable state of affairs will continue to exist.”®

—Ng Yeo Chong, Member of Parliament
for Mountbatten (1963-1979)

19. By day, some streets of Chinatown, like Smith Street and Trengganu Street, were wet
markets, but when night came, they were transformed into a pasar malam, or night market,
that attracted massive crowds, as shown here in 1985
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In 1966, the Ministry of Health introduced the Hawkers’ Code, under which,
hawkers were issued licenses for their businesses and were prohibited
from plying their trade along streets with high traffic volume. Hawkers
were relocated to purpose-built hawker centres, back lanes or car parks.
The first hawker centre, Block 50 Havelock Road Hawker Centre, was built
in the same year, as an integrated housing block with a hawker centre
for such a purpose.*® It was officially opened by then Minister for Law
and National Development E.W. Barker.5° Prior to this, hawkers had the
flexibility to move around and sell their foods in areas with high footfall or
new estates, albeit in selected areas. This resulted in congestion and poor
hygiene at that time, prompting the call to develop formalised spaces for
the hawking of food.”

wet market in 1971

Despite the move to license hawkers and shift them to less congested
areas, concerns of hygiene persisted. As such, the Hawker Centres
Development Committee was established in 1971 to plan for the
development of centres where hawkers would be formally located. The
first generation of such “super” hawker centres included the Yung Sheng
Road hawker centre in Jurong West (later redeveloped as Taman Jurong
Market and Food Centre), and the Collyer Quay hawker centre in the
downtown area. Under this plan, all licensed hawkers were cleared from
the streets and relocated into permanent premises with nominal rents.*?



32 NEIGHBOURHOOD CENTRES: MEETING EVOLVING NEEDS THROUGH HEARTLAND RETAIL

Unlike markets which allowed both fresh produce and cooked food stalls,
hawker centres only allowed the sale and consumption of beverages and
cooked food. The key design principles of the early hawker centres were:

¢ Seating arrangements that allowed for easy movement of patrons.
¢« Maximum use of lighting and free cross-ventilation.

¢ Insulation from the sun through the use of fans, and later, false

ceilings.®

In 1974, hawker centres were increasingly incorporated into residential
and industrial estates through HDB and Jurong Town Corporation (JTC)
developments. For HDB estates, the two-way benefits were clear—hawker
centres could provide a variety of food options for residents while ensuring
that hawkers had consistently high footfall due to the live-in population.
Town planning agencies thus instituted one market and one hawker centre
for each neighbourhood. With retail in neighbourhoods centred around
the NCs, hawker centres and eating houses naturally became embedded
into subsequent NC designs.>*

With most of the then hawkers resettled into hawker centres by the
mid-1980s, the development of new hawker centres ceased at that time.>®
Nevertheless, given the increasing trend of people preferring to eat their
meals at food and beverage establishments, especially as the government
sought to encourage more women to enter the workforce, affordable food
options were still crucial—particularly for new residential developments
which might not benefit from existing hawker centres. Thereafter, eating
houses were introduced in place of hawker centres in town planning.>®
These eating houses comprised no more than a handful of stalls to provide
for sufficient variety while avoiding oversupply. See page 37.
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1990s:
Planning for the 21st century

Changes in the Retail Architectural Typology

Prior to the 1970s, the retail architectural typology in Singapore had
typically been limited to wet markets, shophouses along roads and
pedestrianised malls, standalone supermarket buildings and standalone
department stores. It was only in the 1970s that shopping complexes were
opened, and they introduced an entirely new shopping experience for
customers. These air-conditioned and multi-storey buildings boasted an
intensified retail mix within the same building and often featured atriums
or fountains within the development. As a novel building typology, early
critics questioned how these hyperactive shopping nodes would affect the
local retail scene and if they might lead to a glut of commercial spaces.
Nevertheless, they proliferated especially in the city centre. Examples of
early shopping complexes include the Katong Shopping Centre, Golden
Mile Shopping Complex, and Tanglin Shopping Centre.*’

Concurrently, the HDB began to introduce residential-cum-shopping
complexes that featured three- to four-storey shopping podiums such
as the Bras Basah Complex and Rochor Centre. These complexes were
constructed to relocate many of the resettled shophouse retailers from
the city centre near to residents who were relocated from the same
area, building on familiar bonds. While these shopping podiums were
understandably more modest in design with naturally ventilated corridors,
they demonstrated a gradual shift in thinking of commercial provision
by the HDB and in expectations of retail spaces by the public during
that period.

Suburban Malls and Next Generation Neighbourhood Centres

It was against this backdrop of changes that dedicated shopping
complexes for HDB estates were regarded as a natural and much needed
next step to keep up with residents’ expectations.®® In 1988, the HDB
announced that it would focus on building residential flats and relinquish
some of its non-housing functions to the private sector. To start, the HDB
tendered out four commercial sites in Yishun and Tampines Town Centres
through the Sale of Sites programme in 1989, which led to the opening
of the first suburban shopping mall, Yishun Northpoint Shopping Centre
(present-day Northpoint City), and the first multiplex, Yishun 10, in 1992.



34 NEIGHBOURHOOD CENTRES: MEETING EVOLVING NEEDS THROUGH HEARTLAND RETAIL

With private developers building and managing the entertainment
and retail in town centres, the HDB was thereafter better positioned to
provide basic facilities such as retail shops, markets and hawker centres in
neighbourhoods and precincts, along with housing. From the 1990s, the
HDB took charge to build next generation NCs which adopted the shopping
complex typology, albeit at a smaller scale. This was done in response to
evolving lifestyles and preferences of residents in favour of shelter and
air-conditioned comfort. They also consolidated retail provisions, providing
residents with a one-stop shopping experience and helping to contain
trade dis-amenities.*®

Notably, some of these next generation NCs also incorporated wet
markets within their compounds, such as the wet market in Elias Mall,
which became the first air-conditioned wet market in Singapore. Sheng
Siong, who managed the unit, had been given approval to operate it
on the basis that the unit would function as a wet market rather than a
supermarket. A key characteristic was that the air-conditioned wet market
continued to have individual stallholders who could have autonomy on the
price they wished to set for their produce, rather than adopting singular
price points that would be applied within a supermarket.?® In line with
technological advancements, some traditional business practices were
modernised to improve efficiency for retailers and shoppers, such as the
implementation of electronic payment and weighing scales, and colour
coding of various sections.®

By 2017, a total of 21 such next generation NCs had been built, with
the first in Choa Chu Kang. Besides Elias Mall, another notable example
is Loyang Point. Some of the later next generation NCs, such as Tampines
Mart and Eastpoint Mall, were also privately developed and managed.

While suburban malls were developed to keep up with shopping malls
in popular shopping areas, it was not long before they began to pose
as worthy competitors to downtown shopping areas such as Orchard
Road. Recognised for bringing “Orchard Road-style shopping and
entertainment” to residents’ doorsteps, these suburban malls sometimes
incorporated a cineplex, bowling alley, family entertainment centre or
library into its provisions, much like its downtown counterparts, albeit with
a more affordable retail scene.®? As suburban malls grew in popularity
with residents, almost on par with downtown shopping areas, the effect
rippled downstream as the catchment of shoppers and footfall to NCs
concomitantly increased.
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Punggol 21 Model: Rethinking Retail and Rail

Before the turn of the century, the blueprint for Punggol 21 was unveiled,
with the vision of developing Punggol 21 as “A Waterfront Town of the 21st
Century”.®® The aim was to develop a pioneer town of the new millennium,
incorporating various new concepts and high-quality public housing, to
meet the rising aspirations of Singaporeans.®* One of the new planning
concepts was the creation of smaller and more intimate estates to foster
closer interaction among residents. Each estate comprises around 1,200
to 2,800 flats (as compared to past neighbourhood planning norms of
5,000 to 6,000 flats), clustering around its own “green lung”, in the form
of a common green, for recreational use among residents. These smaller
estates are approximately 350 to 400 m wide and can include a mix of
public and private housing clustered around community facilities such
as schools, places of worship and some shops. These lower-rise facilities
provide spatial relief and convenience to residents.

21. Punggol 21 Plus launched in 2007

Transport connectivity was also comprehensively planned from the
onset, with the North East Line passing through the town centre, as well
as a Light Rapid Transit (LRT) system to serve as a feeder service to
different parts of the town. Localised precinct shops were also provided at
convenient locations near LRT stations and within housing precincts. This
ensured that residents would be able to access different retail and food
and beverage options conveniently.



36 NEIGHBOURHOOD CENTRES: MEETING EVOLVING NEEDS THROUGH HEARTLAND RETAIL

In all, this meant that the retail hierarchy in Punggol had morphed into
a structure of one town centre supported by several commercial centres
built at strategic locations within the town. In addition to this provision,
single-storey precinct shops were located at convenient locations, such
as LRT stations, most of which would be within a walking distance of
400 m from residential blocks.®® This concept was adopted in Sengkang
and Sembawang, which were also being planned at that time, moving
away from the traditional organisation of retail shops in HDB towns.
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22. Punggol 21 Exhibition at Raffles City Central Atrium in 1996

Unfortunately, due to reasons such as the Asian Financial Crisis in
1997-1998 and the construction industry slump in 2003, the Punggol
21 model was not realised within the period of time that the HDB and
URA had envisioned. It was not until 2007 that the plans for Punggol 21
Plus were put in place to reignite the vision for the town. These plans
were implemented as part of the HDB’s broader Remaking Our Heartland
programme, which also aimed to build up critical mass within the town to
support the development of other amenities. Over time, Waterway Point
was developed as a town centre, and new generation neighbourhood
centres (NGNCs) such as Oasis Terraces and Northshore Plaza were added
to complement the existing commercial provision in the town.%® These
NGNCs helped to provide greater convenience to essential retail amenities
for residents in estates further away from the town centre.

CHAPTER1 87

Revival of Wet Markets and Hawker Centres

“The desire by [Singaporeans] for wet markets is a rational want.
What [they] want is not just food, but also the convenience and the
freshness of wet market produce. There may be less costly ways of
retailing food. But these may not be as attractive or as satisfactory
to [Singaporeans]. Economic efficiency consists of satisfying
rational wants in the least costly way, not of denying these wants.”

—Hong Hai, Government Parliamentary Committee Chair,%”
Transport, Communications, and Health (1998-1991)

Perhaps the grass is not always greener on the other side, and a taste of
alternative grocery and food and beverage models highlighted the beauty
of wet markets and hawker centres. Following discussions in parliament
about congestion and hygiene issues being similar problems at both wet
and dry markets, a chain of public feedback revealed residents’ sentiments
in favour of wet markets. Some residents shared that they appreciated the
bonds and trust fostered between shoppers and sellers that the informality
of wet markets enabled, while others felt that the wet market prices and
fresh produce were unrivalled.

In 1992, after an approximately decade-long hiatus from planning
for wet markets, it was announced that a new style of market would be
introduced. The new markets would be designed in a similar manner as
wet markets, with distinct sections that would allow them to function
efficiently as everyday grocery commercial spaces, but would be more
hygienic and easily maintained through better drainage, wider aisles and
larger markets stalls. These new markets would be mostly constructed by
the HDB and co-located with retail and eating facilities in one building and
situated at NCs. Early examples include Rivervale Plaza in Sengkang and
Yew Tee Shopping Centre in Choa Chu Kang.®® Although there have been
no policy shifts for or against wet markets since then, the demand for and
development of wet markets has waxed and waned.

Similar to wet markets, hawker centres have long been an integral part
of Singapore’s social fabric, serving as communal dining spaces where
Singaporeans from all walks of life gather for affordable and delicious
meals. The significance of these cultural institutions was further elevated
when the government began building new hawker centres in 2011, after
a hiatus of nearly 30 years. Many hawker stalls have received prestigious
culinary accolades over the decades, and in 2020, Singapore’s hawker
culture achieved global recognition with its inscription onto UNESCO’s
Representative List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity.®® A
recent example of a contemporary hawker centre is the Bukit Panjang
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Hawker Centre and Market located within walking distance of the Bukit
Panjang NC at Blocks 256-260 Bangkit Road. Opened at the end of 2015,
this hawker centre and market currently features 29 cooked food stalls, 8
market stalls and 14 lock-up stalls, and is the first of 20 new hawker centre
and market amenities to be built by 2027.7°

Tapping on Private Sector Expertise

Since its establishment, the HDB had to exercise its mandate to provide for
the retail, recreational and public transportation needs of those resettled
into its new towns. This meant availability and quality of these services
were often prioritised over economic viability for the HDB. In 1988,
recognising that Singapore had moved beyond the critical period of urban
redevelopment and resettlement, then Minister for National Development
S. Dhanabalan announced that the HDB would optimise town development
by focusing on the provision of public housing and relinquishing its non-
housing roles.

The intention was for the HDB to encourage private developers to
participate more in developing commercial projects in HDB new towns.
At the same time, the HDB transferred ownership and/or management
of non-housing functions to other statutory boards and agencies. This
included industrial buildings and estates to the JTC, parks to the Parks
and Recreation Department (predecessor of the National Parks Board),
swimming and sports complexes to the Singapore Sports Council (now
known as Sport Singapore), and bus interchanges to SBS and Trans Island
Bus Services (present-day SMRT).”

The first call for tender for a shopping complex was made later that
year in 1989.72 About three years later in November 1992, Singapore’s first
suburban mall, Yishun Northpoint Shopping Centre, was completed in
Yishun Town Centre. Other HDB towns that were being developed in the
same period, such as Tampines, quickly followed suit. With the private
sector taking the lead in retail developments in town centres, the HDB
continued to develop and provide for retail in NCs. Unlike the shophouse
typology that had been prevalent in NCs at that time, the HDB adopted a
new design that took a leaf from its private sector counterparts, building
smaller consolidated shopping malls, albeit with naturally ventilated
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atriums, such as Loyang Point and Elias Mall in Pasir Ris in the 1990s. As
the private sector demonstrated their strength in shopping mall design
and development as well as management of trade mixes, the HDB also
began to release parcels of land in some NCs for the private sector to
develop and manage.

By the 2000s, these efforts paid off. Armed with their experience in
developing and managing commercial properties, these private developers
successfully negotiated with more upmarket department stores and retail
brands, which were otherwise only available in major shopping belts, to
rent shop spaces in their suburban malls. Stores such as The Body Shop
were some of the first well-known foreign brands to join the trade mix at
Yishun Northpoint Shopping Centre, which eventually began to draw a
sizeable number of shoppers.’*7

Furthermore, the private sector demonstrated practical expertise at
various scales in the design of buildings and shop frontages, as well as the
layout of shops, to maximise visibility and attract roaming shoppers. Their
familiarity with curating the experience for shoppers, also to the benefit
of shopkeepers, demonstrated the effectiveness of tapping on the private
sector’s expertise in commercial developments.”

That said, as profit-driven entities, private developers often
demonstrated reluctance to develop parcels in new towns that had yet
to accumulate a critical mass of residents. Realising that this would leave
the first residents of new towns with only precinct shops to rely on for
their everyday retail needs, the HDB again took on the role of first mover
by developing select NCs of new neighbourhoods. With its core intention
to be a social provider, the HDB therefore bore the risk of developing NCs
before their success could be achieved by a strong resident community
and potential customer base.”® This has been the predominant strategy
since 2013 when then Minister Khaw Boon Wan announced this new
direction for the development of NCs by the HDB.””
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Neighbourhood Centres
in Private Estates

While NCs have been formally adopted for HDB estates, and thus
systematically planned for, retail shops located in private estates have
also developed over time. These were either a legacy of Singapore’s urban
development or enabled through provisions in planning guidelines. For
example, Holland Village has its roots in the colonial era when it was a
military village with shops catering to the needs of British soldiers and
their families, who were then based in Pasir Panjang and Alexandra. The
area had been surrounded by agricultural land and cemeteries then, but
eventually developed into a cluster of two-storey shophouses and wooden
shacks with amenities such as pubs, curio shops and tailors to cater to the
western expatriate community.”®

Over time, the construction of the Holland Road Market and Holland
Road Shopping Centre cemented its position as a centre for retail shops,
and food and beverage outlets. They also complement the Blocks 40-47
Holland Drive NC that was developed nearby and more specifically to
cater to the HDB residents in that estate.

23. Holland Road Market

To the general public, these clusters of shops in private estates
are often also seen as communal centres as they are able to meet the
fundamental objectives aligned with NCs—as places to eat, buy groceries
and provisions, and meet others.

CHAPTER 2

CATERING TO
RETAIL NEEDS

14

The HDB frequently received requests from
residents for provision of more shops closer to
their homes so that they need not walk too far
away. However, there is a need to balance this

against business viability to prevent oversupply.

bl

YAP CHIN BENG
Deputy Chief Executive Officer
(Estates & Corporate) (2009-2017) and
Senior Advisor, Housing & Development Board (2017-2019)
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Resettlement of Shopkeepers

As the Housing & Development Board’s (HDB’s) main interest in the early
years was to resolve resettlement, the provision of shops was deemed a
multi-pronged approach to house resettled shop owners and residents,
while preserving community ties and providing employment. In this light,

SIS Male Female Total Male Female Total Male Female Total Male Female Total
(E;(aalﬁfgfgg Java) 227 606 833 187 94 281 138 74 212 552 774 1.326
Bukit Ho Swee = = - b54 300 854 489 316 805 1,043 606 1,659
Bukit Merah 1439 3976 5415 488 280 768 95 86 181 2,022 4,342 6,364
Chin Swee - - - 43895 2734 6529 271 248 519 4,666 2,382 7,048
Henderson 3754 629 4383 436 226 662 429 305 734 4619 1160 5779
Kallang 160 M9 279 805 557 1362 276 235 511 1241 91 2,152

Kallang Basin 1746 5595 7341 1385 668 2053 348 247 595 3479 6510 9,989

Macpherson - - - 807 606 1413 708 511 1219 1515 1177 2632
Queensway 225 997 1222 448 360 808 209 119 328 882 1476 2358
Stirling - - - 921 556 1477 349 261 610 1270 817 2,087
Tiong Bahru 516 4439 4955 658 362 1020 329 211 540 1503 5012 6,515

Toa Payoh Central 203 949 1,152 836 427 1263 91 82 173 1130 1458 2588
Tao Payoh East 243 2454 2,697 755 440 1,095 469 273 742 1,467 37167 4,634
Toa Payoh West 390 3496 3886 503 305 808 383 272 655 1276 4,073 5349

8,903 23,260 32,163 13,178 7,315 20,493 4,584 3,240 7,824 26,665 33,815 60,480

24. Employment survey conducted by the HDB Statistics and Research
Department in 1972
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the provision of commercial premises for affected shops in the cleared
areas of the city centre was akin to the provision of dwelling units for
resettled squatters. In addition to light industrial establishments within
a town, shops and hawker stalls were regarded as a way to create and
formalise employment in HDB estates. Censuses were even conducted
in the early 1970s to ascertain the percentage of workers living in HDB
estates and the breakdown of employment created in these estates.”

As most of the shops built served as replacements for the resettled
shopkeepers during the resettlement period, the shopkeepers were not
required to make formal offers for their shop units and were supported
by generous rental concessions to help in the re-establishment of their
businesses.®° It was only after the resettled shopkeepers were well
accounted for that any excess shop units within the town centres and NCs
were let out through an open tender system.®' The resettled shopkeepers
were allocated shop units in batches based on the region of their former
shop locations, with their new shop units in the vicinity of other resettled
residents from their previous area. This helped them to tap on their pre-
existing customer base and community ties to ensure continued financial
viability and patronage in the new HDB towns.??

The policy that instituted the benefits, conditions and compensation
rates for the resettled communities was revised over the years, and at
one point regarded shop and workshop units as a form of compensation
in place of land for farmers. Priority was given to resettled farmers who
requested shops and workshops, demonstrating that resettlement was
as much a tool for ensuring a more sustainable source of income for the
resettled community.8®

By the late 1980s, after most of the resettled cases had been addressed,
the resettlement policy was revised such that the shopkeepers resettled in
the last few batches were not entitled to direct allocation of HDB shops.
The revisions came amid observations at the time that the resettlement
cases had inadvertently contributed to a poor shop mix and limited variety
of services in HDB neighbourhoods.?* Instead, shopkeepers were required
to participate in the open tender system for HDB shops. To assist them
in obtaining an allocation, these shopkeepers were given a concession in
tenders that enabled them to still be awarded the HDB shops even if their
bids were 5% to 10% lower than the highest bidder. Otherwise, they could
consider obtaining cash grants if they chose to operate from temporary or
permanent rent-controlled premises.®®
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Injecting Flexibility and Competition
into the Retail Landscape

Reviewing Shop Rentals

In the 1970s and early 1980s, when the HDB shops had been constructed
mainly to accommodate resettled shopkeepers, the HDB shops were
rented out on monthly tenancies with no provision for rental adjustment in
tenancy agreements. The shop rentals for resettled shopkeepers were fixed
at 90% of the lowest successful bid in the public tender. In fact, resettled
shopkeepers were only required to pay 50% of this reduced shop rental
in the first year (i.e., 45% of the lowest successful bid), with an increase of
10% in each subsequent year until the sixth year, from which point the rent
would be capped at no more than 90% of the public rental rate as a form
of rebate. Additionally, in areas that experienced high public demand and
hence inflated rents of more than twice the minimum approved HDB shop
rental rate, the HDB'’s internal shop committee would set an appropriate
rent limit for resettled shopkeepers as an additional safeguard against the
occasionally erratic public tender system.®®

“For about 20 to 30 years, shop rentals had been up to S$1,000. If
we did not introduce market discipline, it might have continued as a
legacy and could be akin to rent control.”

—Tan Poh Hong, Deputy Chief Executive Officer
(Estates & Corporate), Housing & Development Board (2004-2009)

In the event that the HDB decided to call for a rental adjustment, it had
to first announce it through a national policy, making it rather difficult to
implement rental adjustments to meet the increasing land value in the
wake of resettlement and rapid urban development.?’” Rental adjustments
were often met with much resistance from shopkeepers, who at one point
in time responded by forming trade associations in the hope of delaying
and reducing a rent increase. In 1983, 11 trade associations organised joint
petitions, meetings and appeals to the HDB and MND with the support
of Members of Parliament to explore suggestions for a more moderate
increase or longer timeline for the enactment of the rental adjustment.8®

By the mid-1980s, this had proven to be untenable as HDB shop
rents remained a mere fraction of the actual market rates. This low
rental cost made it financially viable for heartland shops to operate with
reduced shop hours or benefit from unofficial subletting arrangements.
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The lack of competition created by the low shop rents also disincentivised
shopkeepers from improving their business operations, such as through
the provision of better quality and selection for consumers. In all, this had
an impact on the availability of goods and services, price of goods, as well
as the retail and product mix for residents, which necessitated a concerted
effort to introduce market discipline into the retail space of HDB towns.®°

The fixed-term lease, introduced in 1987 for all existing HDB shops,
offered leases of 1 to 3 years depending on the type of shop. Unlike the
monthly tenancies which required only a one-month notice from either
party to break the tenancy agreement, the longer fixed period provided
assurance to both the HDB and tenants. Mirroring the tenancy practices
of the private sector at the time, the regulated timelines lent the HDB and
shop tenants a longer and more predictable horizon for making informed
business planning and investment decisions. When a tenancy was due for
renewal, the rent was reviewed and negotiated to reflect the prevailing
market rate, which may have been higher or lower than the rent for the
concluding term.?°

Encouraging Shop Competition Through Ownership

Around the same time, in 1988 the HDB launched the Sale of Shops
Scheme to encourage HDB retailers to take a greater stake in their shops
and to help them hedge against rental hikes. Not only did this aim to
promote healthy competition in the provision and quality of goods and
services by prospective shop owners in the estates, but it was also akin
to an extension of the home ownership concept at the core of the HDB’s
model. This scheme adopted similar regulations for the purchase of
private commercial property.® Most significantly, selected shops were sold
by public tender on 99-year leases with the flexibility to sublet, assign,
mortgage and change trades for the shop premises.??

While there was no limit to the total number of shop units each person
was allowed to buy for their own business use, tenderers who bought
shops as a form of real estate investment were only allowed to purchase up
to two shops per HDB estate. Proprietors acting solely or in partnerships
could even use their Central Provident Fund savings to pay for the shop
units. Shops under the scheme were selected based on factors such as
geographical spread, a good mix of locality, and the age of the shops.?3%4
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The first sale of shops comprised 45 new shops at Blocks 150-152A
Bishan Street and was quickly followed by additional shops sold in the
Bukit Timah HDB estate and Serangoon Town Centre. The scheme
generally received positive responses with the tender pricing for the shops
dependent on their location. Subsequent batches of shops included units
in new NC typologies such as the new generation NC (NGNC) in Choa Chu
Kang (Keat Hong Shopping Centre) in 1994.°%

In 1992, the sale of shops was extended to existing HDB tenants through
the introduction of the Sale of Tenanted Shops Scheme, with the objective
of restructuring the tenanted shops in HDB estates and enhancing their
operational efficiency. The scheme was subsequently expanded in 1994
to encompass hawker centres and market stalls.®® Across the 6 years that
the scheme was implemented, 7,711 tenanted shops were offered for sale,
which were released in 18 batches that on average had a 90% to 97% take
up for each batch.?”?® |In 1998, the HDB discontinued the direct sale of
HDB shops. In total, the HDB had sold approximately 8,500 shops under
the two schemes. Today, the HDB rents all its shops to businesses directly,
so that the HDB as a landlord can better manage the trade mix of its
shops while ensuring the affordability of essential goods and services for
residents.®®

CHAPTER2 47

Instituting Retail Provision
and Retail Mix

The provision of town centres, NCs and precinct shops went beyond
ensuring the construction of physical infrastructure such as retail blocks,
wet markets, hawker centres and suburban malls. It was also important to
ensure that the supply of shops, as well as the goods and services they
offered, were well-curated to meet the demands of residents.

Based on the HDB’s experience in managing shops, there was a need
to ensure that retail provision and retail mix were maintained in a fine
balance, and that services and products were curated to remain relevant
over time. Shop-to-dwelling ratios was one planning parameter used to
gauge the provision of commercial shop units in relation to the number of
households in a town.

Fine-Tuning Shop-to-Dwelling Ratios as a Planning Parameter

In the early days, a shop-to-dwelling ratio of one shop for every 50 flats
was adopted for pioneer townships such as Queenstown and Toa Payoh.
In the 1980s, this ratio was adjusted to one shop for every 75 flats, which
influenced ongoing developments during that time such as in Bishan. In
the 1990s, this ratio was further altered to one shop for every 120 flats,
which came up to less than half of the initial ratio used by the HDB.'°® The
gradual reduction in shop-to-dwelling ratio may be mostly attributed to
a combination of factors including the economic downturn of 1985, the
increasingly well connected Mass Rapid Transit network in the 1990s, the
government’s push for productivity, and the HDB’s growing experience in
public housing and town development.

One of the key events that coincided with the marked drop in
shop-to-dwelling ratio from the late 1980s was the Small and Medium
Enterprises (SMEs) Development Plan Workshop in 1988 that had been
initiated to review how SMEs could be assisted while ensuring adequate
convenience for residents. Participants of the workshop concluded that
the then national average of one shop for every 40 households, including
private residences and HDB flats across downtown and heartland
commercial areas, indicated an oversupply of shops in Singapore. They
expressed concern that this could create excessive competition between
shopkeepers. Proponents of reducing the shop-to-household or shop-
to-dwelling ratio highlighted the larger customer bases and increase in
profits that SMEs could potentially enjoy, as well as the desire to achieve
higher productivity in Singapore. While the workshop participants noted
that there might be some implications from the shift to a lower ratio, such
as higher tender prices for HDB shops and consequently higher costs of
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goods and services, they concluded that the benefits would outweigh
these trade-offs.® Interestingly, the discourse of heartland shops vis-a-vis
the overall supply of shops in Singapore highlighted that the reach of HDB
shops extended beyond the public housing estates—it also supported the
daily retail needs of residents living in private estates.

Since then, other parameters have been adopted into the strategic
planning of retail in Singapore. At the island-wide level, the Urban
Redevelopment Authority (URA) determines residential retail amenity
and worker retail amenity based on the number of residents and workers
in the planning area. At the town level, the URA works closely with the
HDB to determine the spread of retail quantum across town centres, NCs
and precinct areas, to ensure good catchment and coverage. Naturally,
residential areas such as neighbourhoods have a higher net floor area of
retail per dwelling unit compared to low density non-commercial land uses
such as for industries. These parameters may be adjusted over time, based
on the prevailing land use in the planning area.

Ensuring a Suitable Retail Mix Within the Towns

Ever since the HDB took over the development of Queenstown, they
have produced guides for the provision of community amenities and key
retail shops. Since then, the retail mix has evolved to meet the needs of
each generation. Earlier considerations for more traditional trades such as
incense shops and traditional Chinese medicine shops have given way to
include newer trades like mobile phone repair and wellness services that
address contemporary demands.'©?

The 1980s, in particular, saw “trade wars” between HDB shops in the
same town centres and NCs. These were largely attributed to a more
permissive policy in 1984, which gave HDB shops and factories the
flexibility to change or add trades without having to pay additional fees
or rents.’®® This resulted in shops offering unrelated products that might
have been available in other existing shops specialising in that trade. For
example, florists began selling vegetables at the Block 409 Ang Mo Kio
Avenue 10 NC, and a furniture shop in Tampines town centre sold nasi
lemak on the side.’®* Not only did this practice result in trade friction
between neighbouring shopkeepers, it undercut prices between shops
and market stalls as rents for the latter were significantly lower.’o®
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Harnessing Shop Allocation Mechanisms for Balancing Retail Mix
and Cost of Living

In the early years of resettlement, resettled shopkeepers were prioritised
for the allocation of shop units, before remaining units were opened to
interested new entrants for tender. The winning tenders were decided
mainly on the bid price, with only some consideration to ensuring a
representative variety of trades and services were covered for the
convenience of residents.’o®

By the late 1970s, this had changed with trade groups taking precedence
over rent. While shop units were not zoned according to any particular
trade prior to the call for tenders, the winning tenderers were awarded in a
way that ensured at least one shop of every trade was available within the
intended commercial area. For example, if three tenders of (A) S$1,000,
(B) S$900 and (C) S$850 were received for two shop units, with tenderers
A and B in the same trade, the shop units were offered to tenderer A as
the higher bid between those of the same trade, and tenderer C to ensure
sufficient variety in the retail mix."o”

However, this tender system for the allocation of shop units had a
tendency to cause competitors to outbid each other, which resulted in
unrealistic and overvalued winning bids. Thus, in 1986 the HDB adopted a
two-bid tender system instead. Under this scheme, tenderers were allowed
to submit two bids, with the potential for the successful tenderer to rent
the shop unit at the lower of their two bids, if both their bids exceeded
those of other bidders. To illustrate, if a tenderer put up two tenders of
S$$2,000 and S$1,500 per month for a shop unit, the tenderer would be
offered the unit at a monthly rent of S$1,500 if both bids were higher
than the bids of other tenderers. However, if the next highest bid from a
prospective tenderer was in between the two bids at perhaps $%$1,800,
the tenderer would have to rent the unit at the higher bid of S$2,000
a month.'%®

While the two-bid tender system provided a threshold for lower bids
to be accepted, it was still difficult for tenderers to be fully aware of the
perceived market value of the shop unit by their competitors. Tenderers
who were determined to secure the shop unit could easily submit two high
bids during the tender process. Even if the lower of these two bids was
used as their monthly rent, understandably, this new shop tenant would
need to price their goods and services accordingly to earn sufficient profit
to cover their rent.
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With the advancements and increased pervasiveness of digital
technology in the following decades, the Place2lLease e-bidding platform
was introduced in 2002 for the HDB’s industrial premises. Place2lLease
was an online application that allowed people in the community who were
interested in tenanting a HDB industrial unit to bid for vacant units. This
real-time and transparent format allowed interested bidders to be aware
of the number of bidders competing for the same unit and the estimated
bid prices on that unit, and thus in a better position to place their bids in
relation to others. It also included information on similar units available
so that bidders who were willing to explore other units could easily find
alternatives to suit their needs.

The first two batches of 2,396 and 2,339 vacant industrial units were
tendered out with 16% and 22% successfully allocated, respectively.
Although the successful allocation rates were generally low due to the
macroeconomic slowdown in Singapore between 1999 and 2003, the
initial response to e-bidding was generally positive as the awareness of
the bidding prices resulted in lower successful tender bids compared to
the conventional tender system. The platform’s transparency reduced the
likelihood of over-valued tender bids and thus established more realistic
rental rates in HDB industrial units, especially in the wake of the Asian
Financial Crisis.'o®

In December 2003, with the push for government services to go digital,
the HDB revamped Place2lease to fully embrace the new online modality.
This entailed designing a more user-friendly interface, extending the hours
for releasing units and offering alerts via email or Short Message Service
(SMS). Additional features such as the Quick Bid mode helped bidders
secure units in under 10 minutes, and the Going-Going-Gone function
allowed for a more competitive bidding experience.™ In all, the benefits
of Place2lLease far outweighed the conventional envelope tender system,
with newly vacated units sometimes being let out to new tenants within a
week." Consequently, a handful of commercial premises were trialled on
the Place2Lease platform in March 2004, before it was fully adopted for
commercial premises a year later.™

The most recent shop allocation mechanism to be adopted, the Price-
Quality Method (PQM) tender is used for NGNCs and crucial commercial
premises such as eating houses, more commonly known as coffee shops,
and supermarkets. For eating houses and supermarkets, this was done
to ensure that tenders are not simply awarded to the highest bidder who
might otherwise have overbid through the e-bidding system. Without such
checks, the high rent might be passed on to the stall holders that they
sublet to, thus resulting in an increase in the cost of basic products and
meals for consumers and residents.
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By considering bid price as well as quality of the proposal through
the PQM tender mechanism, the HDB can ensure that eating houses and
supermarkets are only let to qualified tenders with a suitable track record,
and the ability to deliver on other quality measures; for instance, food
and grocery affordability, and community-centric initiatives that give
back to society.™

For the NGNCs, the PQM tender model has allowed the HDB to better
control the mix of trades and provisions available. It also sends the
message that beyond the tender bid, the HDB also factors in the suitability
and quality of available products, the shopping experience, and business
operations.™ This approach has helped the HDB to attract a wider pool of
prospective tenants, facilitating a more diverse mix in their NGNCs.

In November 2022, the PQM tender mechanism was enhanced by
increasing the weighting accorded to the quality of tenderers’ proposals
to 60% of the tender score, while the tender price component was reduced
to 40%. The criteria for calculating the quality score include productive
concept, operations and management, business- and community-
centredness, and the track record of the tenderer. In the future, the PQM
tender mechanism will be extended to more types of heartland shops.
Given its potential strength helping to preserve the local character and
heritage of the heartlands, this mechanism has also been proposed to be
used in areas of conservation interest, and in selected locations that have a
higher proportion of senior residents. The former will benefit from a more
tightly curated mix of goods and services, while the latter will ensure that
some supermarkets and minimarts are well-stocked with the critical and
essential items needed by elderly residents, especially those who have
limited mobility."

More recently, due to increasing concerns about the high cost of living,
the HDB further revamped the tender and rental renewal considerations for
coffee shops to ensure that the price of cooked food remains affordable.
Since May 2023, all HDB rental coffee shops" have been required to offer
“budget meal” options upon tenancy renewal—where food is priced at
S$3.50 or less, and drinks at S$1.20 or less"—and it is anticipated that
by 2026, budget meals will be offered at all HDB rental coffee shops. To
help shop owners manage the cost of operations and rent while providing
budget meals, the HDB has been monitoring the rental costs for HDB rental
coffee shops. For HDB rental coffee shops awarded under the PQM tender,
their winning rental bids are on average 27% lower than those awarded
under the previous e-bidding system.™ Other HDB rental coffee shops that
are not leased under a PQM tender will be offered a rental discount of 5%
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off the market valuation-based renewal rates for a year, starting from the
time of the tenancy being renewed (subject to verification that budget
meals and drinks have been implemented)."™ Since 2024, 126 privately-
owned HDB coffee shops have also started offering budget meals and
drinks. In 2025, the HDB announced that all privately-owned coffee shops
which rented Outdoor Refreshment Areas from the HDB would have
to offer budget meals and drinks as a condition of renewing the rental
agreements for these areas, progressively by 2028.

Benefitting from a Combination of Shop Allocation Mechanisms
Presently, the HDB uses a combination of shop allocation mechanisms
including Place2lease ebidding, units let by a marketing agent, and PQM
tender. The former is most frequently used, especially for common shops
which are abundant in supply. The transparency and speed enabled by
e-bidding allows bidders to self-moderate based on their individual levels
of interest and priorities. It is thus well-suited for such shops as bidders are
able to find similar alternative units.

In contrast, the resource-intensive PQM tender mechanism is reserved
for essential businesses, such as eating houses and supermarkets, whose
prices may have larger impacts on the cost of daily necessities and meals for
average consumers, and also for NGNCs where a good trade mix is desired.
This helps to protect the tender price and curate the selection of available
products in line with the HDB’s vision for the area or national goals.

In all, the combination of shop allocation mechanisms used helps to
moderate the amount of resources and manpower required for assessing
or processing tenders and bids for shop spaces. Beyond the physical
infrastructure of the commercial shops in HDB towns, these mechanisms
ensure a diverse and relevant retail mix in each town and at different levels
of granularity, while maintaining suitably priced rents for shop tenants and
consequently the costs of goods and services for residents.

“A combination of shop allocation mechanisms, that have been
adopted over time, helps us to build on the strengths of each of
them. Adopting special mechanisms for specific key amenities
could help us to curate the retail mix and needs of these a bit
more tightly.”

—HKee Lay Cheng, Group Director (Properties & Land),
Housing & Development Board (2014-2023)
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In line with the acceleration of digitalisation, the HDB is looking to
digitise part of their PQM tender mechanism to further improve efficiency.
By allowing interested tenderers to access calls for tender and submit their
tender proposals online, the HDB could speed up the processing of tenders
and more importantly make tendering more convenient for tenderers.’?®

Managing Oversupply of Shops

As a public housing authority, the HDB has to attend to the needs of its
residents for daily living by facilitating the provision of everyday goods and
services. This includes ensuring that sufficient retail options are available
in terms of quality, variety of shops, goods variety, quantum of shops, and
consequently prices. At the same time, the HDB plays a unique role as the
landlord of most commercial units in its towns and harnesses its residents
as the consumer base for its tenants. While the HDB’s role as a landlord
to shopkeepers is not its primary role as a public housing authority, failure
to ensure a tight retail provision could lead to an excessive number of
vacant shop units, as well as a lack of incentive to maintain the quality of
goods and services in the heartlands. It is thus important that the HDB
maintains a careful balance between meeting residents’ consumer needs
while ensuring shopkeepers’ business viability.

As of 2024, there were 13,315 shops, 1,095 eating establishments, and 365
supermarkets and minimarts under the HDB’s management.™ This figure is
a snapshot in time and the HDB will need to be dynamic to respond to
emerging trends that might affect demand and supply. Changing consumer
preferences and e-commerce have already demonstrated the need to
relook at the shop-to-dwelling ratio and retail mix; for instance, to mitigate
the oversupply of shops.

Issue of Oversupply

As the HDB’s foremost concern in its first few decades was to wholly
resettle communities from sites cleared in the city centre into newly
developed HDB towns, the provision of retail spaces—to ensure the
livelihood of the peddlers, hawkers and shopkeepers who were formerly
squatting—was of immediate priority. It only became apparent in the
mid- to late-1980s that there might be an oversupply of retail spaces in
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HDB towns.” This observation came concomitantly with the advent of
suburban malls, which were supported by the increasingly well-established
public transport network at that time.?® Without a strong collective
body to organise promotional activities in NCs and update retail space
designs, shops in NCs began to lose in popularity compared to the new
shopping typology.

Consequently, HDB shops experienced decreasing demand, which
necessitated a reduction in retail space in NCs, where about 59.9% of
all HDB shops had been located around that time.”* Immediate policy
changes included ending the priority shop allocation for resettled
shopkeepers, so that the shop-to-dwelling ratio would be delinked from
the expected number of replacement shops for resettlement cases. This
gave the HDB the opportunity to reduce shop provision to align with their
planning intentions.?®

Admittedly, the issue of oversupply of retail spaces was not unique to
HDB estates. Rapid urban development until the year 2000 had led to a
national growth rate in retail spaces between 1996 and 2000.

Managing Oversupply through the Removal of Shops

The Voluntary Retirement Scheme (VRS) was piloted in 2001 as a first
step to manage the oversupply of shops while allowing tenants in older
estates, especially the elderly first generation shopkeepers, to retire from
their businesses amid the challenges faced by the HDB’s retail sector.
Implemented in estates with weak business conditions and excess retail
space, it gave tenants who voluntarily retired an ex-gratia payment of
S$48,000 from the HDB on a goodwill basis.”?® As for the tenants who
opted to continue their business, they were given an allowance of $$5,000
to regroup within the same block or into shop units in neighbourhood
blocks. They were also encouraged to upgrade and modernise their
business operations through the Retail 21 programmes run by the Singapore
Productivity and Standards Board (present-day SPRING Singapore). Of
the 275 shops identified for this pilot in Geylang, Jurong and Queenstown,
38% of the tenants retired their businesses, most of which were located at
Old Airport Road, Margaret Drive and Commonwealth Avenue. Due to the
low take-up rate, the VRS was suspended in October 2001.

As there remained calls for the HDB to rationalise its shop supply after
the VRS was suspended, the HDB then introduced the Restructuring
Programme for Shops (RPS) in March 2005. Like the VRS, the RPS was
meant to assist shop tenants in estates where business was poor and there
was an oversupply of shops. The selected tenants could choose whether
to retire or continue operating their businesses; if they decided to retire,
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they received an ex-gratia payment of S$60,000 on a goodwill basis.
However, unlike the VRS, the RPS was offered on a block-by-block basis.
If more than 50% of the tenants in a block chose to end their tenancies,
all the shops in the block would be cleared to avoid creating pockets of
vacant shops. For tenants that wished to stay but were cleared by majority
vote, they also received a removal allowance of S$10,000 and were
subsequently relocated to vacant units in other blocks. Additionally, the
RPS placed a greater emphasis on the restructuring and upgrading of the
remaining shops. The HDB partnered with SPRING to help the remaining
shops upgrade their operations and boost their competitiveness under
the RPS. The shopkeepers could tap into SPRING’s Domestic Sector
Productivity Fund to co-fund 50% of revitalisation costs over 3 years. They
could use this funding to support activities like developing promotional
strategies, advertising plans, and buying strategies through consultant
engagement.'?7128

The pilot phase of the RPS was launched for 21 blocks containing 193
shops located at Marsiling Drive, Jalan Bukit Merah, Bukit Batok West
Avenue 2, Bendemeer Road, Toa Payoh Lorong 5, Bedok Reservoir Road
and Clementi Street 12. Notably, some of these areas that were identified
as having an oversupply of shops and poor business coincided with the
first few HDB towns that had been planned with a higher shop-to-dwelling
ratio, such as Toa Payoh, Bedok and Clementi. Eventually, 8 blocks,
comprising 93 shop tenants, chose to quit under the RPS.?° The vacated
shop spaces were then used for social amenities such as senior activity
centres and childcare centres, converted into void deck spaces, or let out
en block to a master operator.

As almost 50% of the selected shops under the pilot batch opted to retire
their businesses, the RPS was then extended to all HDB rental shops in March
2006. Shop tenants who were keen on participating in the second batch of
the RPS could nominate themselves for the scheme through their adviser.
The HDB would then account for the ground support for the RPS in
the nominated blocks, as well as the availability of nearby commercial
amenities to serve residents, before shortlisting the blocks to undergo
the RPS. The RPS was further fine-tuned in RPS Batch 3. The qualifying
criterion was revised downwards to 30% to allow more tenants to benefit
from the programme. More crucially, a block could only proceed with the
RPS if the remaining tenants agreed to a feasible regrouping plan to create
better business synergy and avoid inconveniences to the residents. As it
was assessed that there was no further need to reduce the shop supply,
the RPS was discontinued after Batch 3. In all, at least 276 shop tenants
opted to end their businesses there under the RPS scheme.™°
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One of the notable success stories of the RPS was the rejuvenation of
the shop clusters at the Sunset Way NC at Clementi Street 12. After the
conclusion of the RPS, Sunset Way was revitalised as an alfresco dining
destination with lush greenery. While the shop tenants have certainly
changed since then, Sunset Way has retained its reputation as an enclave
of diverse and slightly upmarket food options.’s''32

Managing Oversupply by Increasing Business Productivity and
Resilience Through the Built Environment

Over time, as the resettled shop owners who were keen to exit their trade
took advantage of the retirement schemes to leave, the HDB observed
that the demand for such schemes was gradually waning. This signalled
that those who had not taken up either of the schemes had a firm intention
to remain in the heartland retail business for the long haul, necessitating a
shift in the strategy for dealing with oversupply from reducing the physical
provision of retail space to increasing the productivity of businesses and
business resilience.

Expanding on the need for revitalisation as a business strategy for local
shops, the HDB introduced the Revitalisation of Shops (ROS) scheme in
November 2007, just as it announced the final batch of shops under the RPS
scheme.”®® The objective of this scheme was to support heartland retailers
in improving the commercial vibrancy and business competitiveness of
their shops by providing them with the financial resources to upgrade
their shop spaces. Before the introduction of the ROS scheme, several
merchant associations had worked with their local town councils to carry
out physical upgrading works in the common areas of their town centres
and NCs so as to improve the overall shopping ambience for shoppers.
However, shop owners had to bear the full cost for items such as block
awnings that directly benefitted their shops.’**
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Under the ROS scheme, the HDB provided co-funding for upgrading
of common areas and promotional activities. The HDB and respective
town councils bore 50% of the upgrading costs up to $S$10,000 per sold
shop, and 100% of the upgrading costs up to $$20,000 per rental shop.
Upgrading works often included the construction of new walkways. At the
same time, shop tenants were responsible for improving the interior of
their shop spaces, with the support of SPRING Singapore in marketing,
packaging and displays. The pilot batch of shops included 14 sites
comprising town centres and a handful of NCs.'*®

Through a series of initiatives, such as co-funding the upgrading of
common areas and promotional activities, the HDB sought to create
long-term value for the owners of these shop assets by enabling them
to potentially raise their rents in the future while ensuring that NCs and
neighbourhoods were maintained as vibrant spaces and would remain
relevant to meet residents’ changing retail needs. The ROS scheme
was generally well-received by shop owners in the selected sites, short
of a handful that remained resistant to participating in the scheme.
Nevertheless, the upgrading of common areas improved the general
quality of the shopping environment for residents.’*®
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BENEFICIARIES OF THE REVITALISATION

OF SHOPS SCHEME

By 2016, more than 4,684 shops from 54 towns and NCs island-wide had
benefitted from the ROS scheme, covering more than 50% of such centres.
Of these, 16 HDB towns and NCs have since completed upgrading and
another 8 centres are at various stages of upgrading. In addition, more
than 300 promotional events have been organised by the merchants’
associations under the scheme.™”

Despite its success, there were also reports that small to medium-sized
retailers experienced mixed effects from the scheme, and to differing
extents. Following the renovations in Jurong West under the ROS scheme,
some shops reported higher footfall along their common corridors and
in-store, and an increase in business. Shop owners also found that the
market value of each shop increased as a result of the renovations. On the
other hand, some retailers’ business did not improve, which they attributed
to a lower footfall to their shops as shoppers may have “found other places
to go to”; the shopkeepers also attributed the lack of increase in business
to market conditions at that point in time.s®

Through the scheme’s pairing of commercial sites, corresponding
merchant associations and SPRING Singapore, the selected sites were
guided towards a more considered and collective approach aimed at
improving and activating their shops. One example is the Serangoon
North NC which had informally been recognised as a hub of pet shops and
related goods and services since 1986. The support and advice rendered
by SPRING Singapore guided the overall business strategy of the area
to leverage and formalise this strength to brand the NC as a one-stop
shop for pets. While the overarching marketing of Serangoon North
NC differed from some of the trades present, these other shopkeepers
recognised that they too would benefit from the increased inflow of new
customers to the area.’®
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The lineage of schemes exemplified the need to actively address the
oversupply of shops in existing towns while boosting the overall business
productivity. This had to be done in a calibrated manner, in order to strike a
balance between the convenience of shops and the quality and relevance
of products and services for residents. Today, the ROS scheme continues
to be utilised to upgrade the businesses and common commercial areas in
HDB heartlands. In January 2023, the threshold for precincts to proceed
with upgrading works under the ROS scheme was reduced to at least 75%
support from shopkeepers, from the previous 100% support requirement.'°
The lowered threshold meant that the common areas around precinct
shops could be upgraded if 75% of the shop owners agreed to the works.'*
To increase the attractiveness of the scheme, the HDB also increased its
funding for upgrading works so that shop owners would only bear 5%
of the costs.”*? This was done in recognition that heartland shops are
quintessential to Singaporeans’ daily living, and upgrading works would
be significant in helping them remain competitive.

Managing Oversupply Through Redevelopment
Parallel to these retail schemes to remove, retire and upgrade shops, the
HDB also looked to its other programmes for opportunities to address the
oversupply. First introduced in 1995, the Selective En bloc Redevelopment
Scheme (SERS) is part of the Government’s overall efforts to rejuvenate old
HDB estates and modernise living environment for residents. It optimises
land use and helps to refresh older HDB estates with more contemporary
unit, block and precinct designs, and ensures that the public housing stock
evolves with changing demographic needs and trends.

Each SERS project is typically at the precinct level. The redevelopment
of these blocks, if it involves commercial developments, presents a
possible opportunity to remove excess precinct shops, make adjustments
according to the neighbourhood’s retail needs, and fine-tune the retail
provisions in redeveloped estates and their surrounding areas. The use
of redevelopment projects to address retail concerns also demonstrates
lateral and integrated thinking which is critical both in considering the
multisectoral implications of decisions related to the built environment
and also in identifying ways to deliver multipronged solutions to
urban issues.
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Upgrading and rejuvenation is tricky as
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At the same time, we always want to encourage
reciprocation by the shops through a percentage
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Upgrading and Redevelopment

In the 1990s, 30 years after its first blocks were built, the HDB started to
observe that the physical infrastructure of its residential and commercial
blocks had aged or become outdated. There was thus a need for these
older blocks to undergo infrastructural improvements to remain relevant
to the needs and expectations of their residents.

This initiated a demonstration phase for what would soon become a
suite of upgrading programmes for the HDB. In July 1990, the older blocks
in six precincts—Ang Mo Kio, Lorong Lew Lian, Toa Payoh, Clementi, Marine
Parade and Telok Blangah—were selected for upgrading to match the
quality of newer ones. At the same time, it offered an opportunity to amplify
the sense of identity of these precincts through intentionally designed
architectural additions. As the first upgrading initiative, consultations
and dialogues with grassroots leaders and residents were organised in
the lead-up to their implementation so that the precinct communities’
acceptance could be sought, and their feedback recognised.™?

While this upgrading pilot was initially intended mostly for
residential blocks, subsequent estate renewal programmes were more
all-encompassing, at times including upgrades for the HDB shops and
retail scene in the neighbouring NCs.

Shops Affected by Estate Upgrading

The two pioneering upgrading programmes by the HDB were the Main
Upgrading Programme (MUP), introduced in 1990 to upgrade precincts
that were older than 17 years, and the Interim Upgrading Programme
(IUP), introduced in 1993 for precincts between 10 and 17 years old. The
MUP covered improvements to flats, apartment blocks and precinct
surroundings, and the IUP focused on improving residential blocks and
precinct surroundings.** As commercial premises were built on the ground
floors of the flats in mature estates, they were upgraded in tandem when
the MUP was carried out to ensure consistency in the building facade and
uniformity in the building services.

HDB shops also stood to benefit from the MUP through the precinct-
and block-level works, which improved the shops’ overall shopping
environment. The precinct works involved upgrading to the areas outside
the shops while the block works involved enhancements to the void
deck lighting and other improvements to the common corridors. In
addition to the above works, the shops could also opt for space adding
items to be provided under the MUP if the flats above them had also opted
fOr them.l45,146,'\47

For shop tenants, the cost of the upgrading works, including the space-
adding items, were fully borne by the HDB as the landlord. As for shop
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lessees, they initially had to bear the full cost of block- and precinct-works,
while space-adding items were partially subsidised at 30%. From 2001,
the HDB provided a 50% subsidy for the standard package of block- and
precinct-works for shop lessees. Additionally, the discount for space-
adding items was increased from 30% to 50%. These subsidies were
meant to make the MUP more affordable for shop lessees and improve
the overall support for the MUP. In all, the cost savings enjoyed by shop
tenants typically ranged from about S$10,000 to S$15,000."8

The HDB eventually absorbed the IUP into the Neighbourhood Renewal
Programme in August 2007, which emphasised closer engagement with
the residents in their processes. The MUP was replaced by the Home
Improvement Programme in August 2007 to address common maintenance
issues in ageing flats, such as spalling concrete, in a systematic and
comprehensive manner, and to provide residents with the flexibility to opt
and pay for only the flat improvement works that they want.

Shops Affected by Estate Redevelopment

Another estate rejuvenation programme was the Selective En bloc
Redevelopment Scheme (SERS) which was rolled out in August 1995. With
the intent of freeing up space in older estates for new and more intensive
developments, some of the SERS projects entailed not only relocating
residents, but also the clearance of existing shops and hawker stalls so
that the earmarked estates could be demolished and comprehensively
redeveloped to meet the updated and current needs of residents.
When HDB-owned shops were cleared, the number of new shops to
be offered as replacement shops in the redeveloped area depended on
the existing supply of commercial premises in the vicinity. Hence, SERS
offered an opportunity for the HDB to rationalise the number of shops
to reduce oversupply.

Yet, as SERS would result in the displacement of the existing
shopkeepers, some of whom may have operated in the estate for a long
time, it also called for a suite of dedicated policies to ensure that the
affected stakeholders were comprehensively supported after SERS was
implemented. For the affected shop tenants, they received a 10% discount
for the first term of their tenancy at their relocated shop premises after
they had successfully bid for a new shop space. Small and medium-
sized enterprises (SMEs) owned by Singaporean tenants that moved to
alternative premises (which could be a HDB or non-HDB property) to
continue their business would also qualify for an additional $$30,000
relocation assistance benefit. Additionally, if the business was fully owned
by Singapore citizens, and the tenant had tendered for the unit before 4
March 1999 or been assigned the unit before 1 June 1999, they were also
offered an ex-gratia payment of S$60,000 on a goodwill basis.™®
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As for sold shop owners, they were compensated for their shops based
on market valuation and were assured of a replacement shop with a
30-year lease built at the replacement site for flats.”®® That said, as the
HDB had already observed an oversupply of retail shops then and was
at the cusp of introducing policies to address this, they also took the
chance to encourage shop owners to retire by offering an additional 10%
in compensation on a goodwill basis.™

Rejuvenation

The HDB'’s strategies for improving its estates have not been limited
to upgrading and updating infrastructure but also programming and
encouraging business improvement.

Remaking Our Heartland

Unveiled at the National Day Rally 2007, the Remaking Our Heartland
(ROH) programme was launched as a comprehensive rejuvenation
blueprint to renew and further develop existing HDB towns and estates
into vibrant and endearing homes. The first batch of ROH towns/estates
were Punggol, Yishun and Dawson, where the programme focused
on realising the vision for new estates, rejuvenating communities in
middle-aged estates, and regenerating old estates via various strategies
customised for each town/estate. While this batch did not have initiatives
specific to NCs, the rejuvenation efforts to inject vibrancy to these areas
foregrounded interventions that would come to be adopted in subsequent
batches, such as those targeting improvements in the public realm and
community gathering spaces.

For the second batch of ROH towns/estates announced in 2011, the HDB
set aside $S$42 million to rejuvenate 21 NCs, containing about 1,500 shops,
within the East Coast, Hougang and Jurong Lake.'*? One such NC to benefit
from the rejuvenation works is Bukit Batok West Shopping Centre which
was built in 1985. The fitness corner was upgraded with new equipment
and a playground to encourage intergenerational recreation. The NC also
boasts the first community herb garden and the first community pavilion
with a self-irrigated green roof, which together have become a backdrop
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for community gardening efforts led by residents and students in the
vicinity. The Bukit Batok Merchants’ Association noted that although
business in its approximately 40 shops was affected during the year-long
upgrading, the shops quickly recovered and even demonstrated a 10%
improvement after the rejuvenation.’™ Following this success, the HDB
announced plans to rejuvenate 14 NCs, comprising about 670 shops, in
the next batch of ROH towns—Woodlands, Toa Payoh and Pasir Ris. It was
anticipated that over 500,000 residents would benefit from this. Under
the 4th and latest batch of ROH towns/estates, a total of 17 NCs in Ang
Mo Kio, Bukit Merah, Choa Chu Kang and Queenstown will be upgraded.

While the strategies adopted for the ROH towns varied according to
their context and residents’ needs, the process had a consistent element
of community feedback through regular exhibitions and dialogues. This
not only allowed residents to share their hopes and visions for their towns
and neighbourhoods, but would also allow residents to be updated on the
rejuvenation efforts.’s*

Business Transformation Programmes and E-Commerce

Rejuvenation of the heartland retail scene has not been limited to improving
the shopping environment but has also included facilitating upgrades for
businesses. Enterprise Singapore (EnterpriseSG) encouraged heartland
retailers to adopt pre-scoped IT solutions to improve their competitiveness
in customer management, inventory tracking and e-commerce, such as
through the Productivity Solutions Grant, where SMEs currently receive up
to 50% in co-funding, capped at S$30,000.

A 2017 study conducted by the Federation of Merchants’ Associations
Singapore (FMAS) revealed that heartland businesses faced three main
challenges—changing consumer behaviour, increased competition,
and insufficient knowledge for engaging with younger consumers. As a
result, the Heartland Enterprise Centre Singapore (HECS), a subsidiary
of the FMAS, was established with the support of EnterpriseSG to guide
micro-enterprises in the heartlands in business transformation, workforce
upgrading and business-based place management. For example, HECS
engaged with the Ang Mo Kio Constituency Merchants’ Association and
Singapore Bedok Town Centre Merchants’ Association to rejuvenate their
respective town centres by providing training for employers to increase
their adoption of technology.’®
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In view of the acceleration of digitalisation during the COVID-19
pandemic, several initiatives were rolled out to provide varying levels of
support to enterprises including those in the heartlands. One of the first
was the E-Commerce Booster Package which was launched around the
start of the circuit breaker period in April 2020."*¢ This short-term package
provided a one-off 90% support to help retailers on-board e-commerce
platforms and subsequently for digital marketing advisory services for a
period of three months, to help them build long-term capabilities. This
was coupled with additional financial support for ensuring that employees
were trained to manage such digital marketing needs.””” The package was
reintroduced in preparation for the tightened safe management measures
of the Phase 2 Heightened Alert period in May and June 2021, to provide
a one-time support of 80% of qualifying costs, with a cap of $$8,000."%¢

In 2020, the Heartland Digitalisation and Revitalisation Committee
launched the Heartlands Go Digital programme with the support of the
Community Development Council, FMAS, HECS, merchants’ associations
and SME Centres. Aimed at encouraging heartland retailers and food and
beverage enterprises to keep pace with digitalisation, the programme
supports merchants in adopting solutions in e-payment and digital
commerce platforms such as GrabPay, NETS and Shopee.

The initiative was spurred on by 200 active digital ambassadors who
facilitated ground outreach to share the benefits of digitalisation with
heartland retailers, and provided advice on suitable solution providers and
detailed guidance on adoption of digital solutions.’™ These multi-pronged
approaches helped to ensure that less digitally savvy senior shopkeepers
were able to understand the impetus of adopting such technologies in
their daily operations, and enabled them to pick up the required skills. This
initiative rides on the acceleration of e-commerce due to the pandemic
and seeks to address difficulties in digitalisation for retailers, such as
differing levels of digital literacy, which were highlighted during the short
and sudden transition period towards digitalisation.

CHAPTER 4

RESPONDING TO
CRITICAL NEEDS AND
EMERGING TRENDS

14

As Singaporeans’ needs evolve, we must explore
ways to continually rejuvenate and refresh our
heartland shops, so that they remain relevant,

vibrant and endearing to our community.

bb/

DESMOND LEE
Minister for National Development (2020-2025)
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Importance of Neighbourhood Centres
during the COVID-19 Pandemic

The COVID-19 pandemic highlighted the need for local neighbourhoods
to function self-sufficiently, by ensuring that each neighbourhood was
well-provisioned with a variety of amenities that support activities of
daily living. With the implementation of circuit breaker measures, phased
restrictions and safe distancing advisories during the pandemic, many
Singaporeans needed to commute less and rely instead on remote means
for work, education and socialising. During that time, NCs were crucial in
meeting the essential needs of residents.

Retail, services and public space provisions within NCs that addressed
daily needs mitigated the challenges associated with pandemic-related
restrictions in different ways. Retail anchors such as supermarkets
provided basic goods and attracted patrons that had spill-over benefits
to other retailers. The essential services typically housed in NCs, like
pharmacies and medical and dental clinics, allowed residents to access
healthcare within their neighbourhoods. Hawker centres and food courts
within NCs provided affordable food options for residents when dining
out was restricted. With all these services in place, NCs functioned like
an essential services hub and an informal touchpoint for residents when
mobility was limited.

The presence of green spaces in the NCs, which were complementary
to precinct facilities, also provided adequately spaced areas for people to
step out of their homes to engage in exercise and outdoor activities. This
was crucial at that time, as access to fitness facilities and playgrounds was
generally restricted due to safe distancing measures. As such, going out
to the NCs to meet daily needs became a means for residents to keep up
a healthy lifestyle and alleviate mental health concerns.

Beyond supporting self-sufficiency, NCs contributed to Singapore’s
community resilience efforts during the pandemic. To support nationwide
initiatives to counter the spread of COVID-19, community clubs located
near NCs pivoted to help in mask distribution and the national vaccination
effort. The Tampines East Community Club, located beside the NC at Blocks
201-201G Tampines Street 21 (Tampines N2 NC), is one such example.
The vaccination centre was set up in a well-ventilated public space on
the ground floor of the community club. As the space is adjacent to a
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surface car park shared with the NC, the NC was able to accommodate the
increase in vehicles arriving at the area. The readiness with which public
spaces could be repurposed to support the organised and safe roll out of
a national priority in the heartlands demonstrated that NCs can function
well beyond their initial objectives to serve larger social and public
health aims.

Yet, there are concerns that post-pandemic, visits to NCs may decrease
as residents return to their usual commuting patterns. Prior to the pandemic,
it had already been observed that the proportion of HDB residents who
visited heartland shops or NCs at least once a week fell from 63.5% to
50.7% from 2013 to 2018.° The HDB, Enterprise Singapore (EnterpriseSG)
and the Prime Minister’s Office (Strategy Group) embarked on the
Heartland Shops Study in 2021, to develop a more holistic understanding
of the value of heartland shops for all stakeholders.’ The study engaged
more than 2,800 stakeholders, including business owners, residents,
workers and merchants’ associations, through a series of interviews,
surveys and focus group discussions. The findings revealed that most
residents perceived heartland shops and NCs to be significant localities in
the neighbourhood to serve the community’s needs, build inclusiveness,
foster vibrancy and create a collective memory in their experience of
HDB living.

Following the findings, the HDB and EnterpriseSG reviewed existing
programmes and initiatives to identify policies that would help retailers
remain future-ready. The HDB has, for example, proposed new strategies
such as revising the Price-Quality Method (PQM) tender criteria to provide
more emphasis on affordability of goods and contributions towards
the local character of commercial clusters, extending the PQM tender
option to more HDB shops, making improvements to the Revitalisation of
Shops scheme that helps retailers carry out improvement works (refer to
Chapter 2), and improving retailers’ digitalisation capabilities.'s?
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Yet, NCs are not immune to trends, and the challenges that come with
change. Some heartland shops are reportedly struggling to keep up with
the shift to e-commerce and the continued need to balance profit margins
while remaining affordable. Concerted efforts by planning agencies have
been necessary to ensure that NCs remain relevant and adaptive to change.
In recent years, the HDB and other government agencies have introduced
various programmes and initiatives within NCs that have been aimed at
enhancing their relevance and vitality as destinations for residents. These
include place management efforts to foster a greater sense of community
among residents and other users of the NCs, addressing the needs of
elderly residents as Singapore’s population continues to age, promoting
efforts to boost sustainability and environmental outcomes, and leveraging
technology to improve revenue for local businesses.

To support the economic viability of NCs, the government also
rolled out a series of Community Development Council (CDC) Voucher
Schemes that played a pivotal role in sustaining NCs during the pandemic.
Beginning with S$100 per household in 2020, the scheme expanded in
subsequent years, providing residents with financial support for purchases
made at participating local merchants and hawkers. Businesses in the NCs
benefited from guaranteed income through voucher redemptions, while
residents gained convenient access to essential goods and services within
their neighbourhoods. The initiative created a multiplier effect as money
circulated locally, preserving jobs and strengthening community bonds.
The introduction of digital vouchers streamlined the process, making it
particularly beneficial for elderly and less mobile residents who could
shop nearby.'s3
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UNDERSTANDING PERSPECTIVES ON
HEARTLAND RETAIL: FINDINGS FROM

THE HEARTLAND SHOPS STUDY

The Heartland Shops Study was a two-phase study that began in
December 2019. Its aim was to study the economic and social value of
heartland shops in order to guide policy making. It sought to understand
how trends, such as an ageing workforce and the rise of e-commerce, had
affected heartland shops. Set in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, it
also looked at the impact of COVID-19 on heartland shops.

The first phase ran until February 2021 and focused on a quantitative
analysis of administrative data to glean preliminary insights on retail
preferences, as well as vulnerable workers. During the second phase
which ran from May 2021 to September 2022, a qualitative analysis was
conducted to examine the economic and social value of heartland shops
through surveys, interviews, focus group discussions, large engagement
sessions and open-call surveys with about 2,800 stakeholders.

Concluding in November 2022, the study found that heartland shops
serve as key activity nodes that inject vibrancy into neighbourhoods.
About 70% of surveyed residents reported visiting heartland shops at least
once a week, and spending about one-third of their monthly expenditure
in these areas. Close to 7 out of 10 surveyed residents also agreed that
heartland shops provide goods and services at affordable prices.

Residents also acknowledged that town centres, NCs and precinct
shops do more than meet their retail needs, they also serve as social
spaces for interacting with their neighbours. About 3 out of 4 surveyed
residents felt that they interacted with people of different demographics
and backgrounds at these amenity centres. Many spoke fondly of
heartland shops and the local character that they contribute to their
neighbourhoods; in essence, they have become a part of the local culture
and heritage of Singapore.
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Overview Key Findings

Heartland shops are key activity nodes that inject vibrancy into neighbourhoods.
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Place Management and
Sense of Community

In the past decade, efforts to build a sense of community have been more
formally encouraged under the emerging concept of place management,
which is in essence a multi-stakeholder approach to creating a sense
of belonging through engagement, activities and events. The HDB has
actively encouraged this through a few broad approaches—resident-led
initiatives, co-creative processes and placemaking in commercial areas.
While these place management initiatives are not exclusive to NCs and are
typically made available to whole towns, NCs have nevertheless remained
beneficiaries of these efforts.

“l always told my team, “Do not give me a space, but a place.”

—Cheong Koon Hean, Chair, Advisory Panel for the Centre for
Liveable Cities, and Chief Executive Officer, Housing & Development
Board (2010-2020)

Resident-Led Initiatives

In directly engaging with the community for placemaking efforts, the HDB
has generally adopted two distinct approaches. The first is to create a
pool of funding that residents can use to initiate and organise their own
events or activate shared spaces. From 2016 to 2026, S$2 million has
been set aside under the Lively Places Fund to encourage residents and
shopkeepers in HDB neighbourhoods to initiate ground-up community
activities. The fund is open throughout the year and the funding limit for
each selected project was increased to S$20,000.%* One example is the
4th edition of the Love Thy Neighbour project, which brought together 81
dedicated ITE College Central students and alumni in Teck Ghee in 2023.
Their mission was twofold: to bridge generational gaps while championing
environmental sustainability within the neighbourhood. Across a period of
two months, the students went door-to-door to share tips on sustainable
living, collected recyclables, and conducted a workshop to demonstrate
how recyclables can be upcycled. Their efforts culminated in an exciting
and action-packed carnival on eco-sustainability, featuring performances,
upcycling workshops and game booths at the Ang Mo Kio Town Centre.
Attended by some 900 residents, the event fostered a stronger sense of
community and sustainability among neighbours.

\ Y

25. Engagement of residents at the Love Thy Neighbourhood project
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Processes of Co-Creation
The second approach is to give residents a say in the rejuvenation of
facilities. Under the HDB’s Remaking Our Heartland (ROH) programme,
existing HDB towns and estates will be renewed to meet the changing
needs of the community. The rejuvenation of Bukit Merah Town Centre is
an example of an urban renewal done in partnership with the community.
Faced with declining vibrancy due to facility relocations and competition
from nearby developments, the HDB engaged more than 600 stakeholders
from the local community, comprising residents, businesses, visitors,
students, persons with disabilities, advisers, and others, on their aspirations
for the town centre through various engagement channels. Their feedback
was then put together into a design brief for the town centre. Local
architects and architectural students were then mobilised to help realise
the community’s aspirations via a placemaking challenge, conducted in
partnership with the Singapore Institute of Architects. Over 60 design
submissions were received, and the winning design was chosen by the
public through a voting exercise which had more than 2,000 participants.'®®
This collaborative approach with the local community, professional
body and professionals not only demonstrated the HDB’s commitment
to community-centric development but also established a new model for
creating vibrant public spaces that truly reflect local needs and aspirations.

Placemaking in Commercial Spaces
Beyond engaging with the community through socially driven organisations
such as town councils, the People’s Association and residents’ committees,
the HDB has worked on the business front to support placemaking efforts
in its commercial centres. Since 2019, the Heartland Enterprise Centre
Singapore (HECS) has been working to rejuvenate NCs through concurrent
place management initiatives alongside heartland business and workforce
transformation. With the support of EnterpriseSG, the Federation of
Merchants’ Associations Singapore (FMAS) and HECS, some merchants’
associations (MAs) have been able to strengthen their placemaking
efforts. The first few examples of placemaking through this scheme include
the painting of wall murals and organisation of a durian festival by the
Ang Mo Kio MA66

In November 2021, HECS launched the inaugural Heartlands Festival,
an event supported by FMAS and EnterpriseSG to encourage people to
rediscover the hawkers, shops and places of interest within Singapore’s
heartlands, and to reimagine the future of these areas. The event, which
lasted until February 2022, comprised walking trails and tours, shopping
challenges, lucky draws and partner events to interest and engage the
resident and enterprise communities. In addition to attracting people
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26. Pop-up engagement with the public at Bukit
Merah Town Center
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back to the heartlands and simply celebrating the heartlands as places
in themselves, the festival helped to increase footfall for retailers by 20%
and more than $$330,000 was spent in the heartlands through the lucky
draw submissions.

Following its success, EnterpriseSG launched the Our Heartlands 2025
programme in 2022, to help heartland merchants grow their revenue,
boost their operational efficiency and attract more customers into the
heartlands. The programme aimed to help heartland merchants stay
relevant and competitive. Our Heartlands 2025 focused on three areas:
(1) Deepening digital capabilities and upskilling the heartland workforce
by increasing revenue streams and improving operational efficiency
through the Heartlands Go Digital Programme, strengthening customer
engagement and digital marketing skills, as well as improving product
display through initiatives such as the Visual Merchandising Programme to
enable heartland merchants to attract more customers and improve offline
capabilities, (II) upgrading capabilities of heartland trade associations and
chambers to amplify and multiply government initiatives in heartland
precincts through manpower support and internal digital capability
development, and (llII) enhancing the liveliness of the heartlands through
upgrading of precincts and stores, as well as supporting events such as
the Heartlands Festival, which will raise the profile of heartland merchants,
and attract new customers to the heartlands.

Social Enterprises

Social enterprises in Singapore have grown in number and public
perception in the past decade. Studies found that there was a fivefold
increase in public awareness of social enterprises from 2010 to 2016, and
a fourfold increase in the number of news articles published related to
this topic during the same period.'®”” Commercial spaces in the heartlands
have been leveraged by social enterprises to further their causes for their
beneficiaries. Recent HDB initiatives have also supported social enterprises
by directly allocating shops to eligible social enterprises at subsidised
rental rates.'®®

One example is The Social Space located at Block 333 Kreta Ayer Road,
a multi-concept store centred around eco-living and social awareness.
The store features fair trade products such as accessories designed
by women from marginalised communities in Asia, and a “refillery” for
environmentally friendly household products, some of which are outcomes
of a collaboration with the Movement for the Intellectually Disabled of
Singapore. The store also has an in-house café that offers healthy food
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options that are aligned with its overall concept. As a social enterprise,
The Social Space trains and employs staff of varied backgrounds including
ex-offenders, persons with disabilities, disadvantaged women and at-risk
youth, and consciously maintains full-time employment positions for
beneficiaries.’®®

Aside from formalised initiatives for social enterprises, some SMEs
in the heartlands have recognised their proximity to the community to
encourage change and build public awareness. For example, Creamier, a
popular local ice cream café, partnered with The Food Bank Singapore
(FBSG) to co-create a space for The Food Pantry 2.0. Its café space at
Block 131 Toa Payoh Lorong 1, which is adjacent to the Toa Payoh View NC,
has been designed into two areas—a dedicated café for Creamier, and a
pick-and-go section called PIKO.

PIKO is routinely stocked with food such as frozen meals, beverages
and snacks by The Food Pantry at subsidised prices. It features fully
automated smart vending machines that distribute food to those in need,
which are available around the clock. The café also functions as a food
collection point for residents to donate unopened non-perishable food
to the FBSG. As Mr Khoh Wan Chin, the founder of Creamier, rightly put
it, Creamier’s partnership with the FBSG could be “the start of a new
ecosystem of how businesses [work] with social enterprises to contribute
back to the community.”7°

Ageing Population

Perhaps tied to the overall upgrading in 2005 of the built environment in
HDB estates, town centres and NCs in the earlier towns such as Ang Mo Kio,
Bedok and Clementi underwent improvements to cater to the needs of the
elderly. Upgrading works spanned scales to include ensuring barrier-free
access throughout the towns and building integrated playgrounds for both
the young and the old to enjoy. Such considerations served to combat
loneliness among the elderly by enabling them to take outings more easily
and offering places for social interaction. Broadly, these efforts addressed
immediate concerns on mobility, accessibility and healthy living for
senior citizens.”

While these disparate improvement works may have been modest
in addressing the simultaneous ageing of the population and the built
environment, the HDB has since explored this further by test-bedding
a curated, elderly-friendly integrated development. Completed in May
2017, Kampung Admiralty was designed to offer a wide range of social,
healthcare, communal and commercial facilities integrated with studio
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housing for the elderly. The siting of Kampung Admiralty next to the
existing Admiralty Place NC was not a coincidence. With the renovation
of Admiralty Place, the two buildings have been carefully designed to be
well-connected, and Kampung Admiralty may be seen as an extension of
the Admiralty Place NC. The location of this integrated and co-located
community hub was led by town planning considerations to build on
potential synergies with commercial nodes in Woodlands. With shops
and services already well established at Admiralty Place, they could pivot
towards addressing the more specific needs of incoming elderly residents.

Admiralty Place™

In considering the retail provisions of both Admiralty Place and Kampung
Admiralty as a whole, the development is perhaps indicative of how
future NCs may be designed to respond to the needs and demands of the
ageing population. Design ideas and planning policies tested at Kampung
Admiralty may be further refined and adapted for other NCs, to ensure that
they can adapt to meet the needs of the growing older demographic. For
instance, creating elderly friendly environments for future NCs may include
conditions for shop tenants to have wider aisles for wheelchair users, retail
items in smaller portion sizes, and pre-packaged produce.””®

Aside from being loved by the local community for its well-considered
provisions and convivial spaces, Kampung Admiralty has also obtained
global recognition including the World Architecture Festival World
Building of the Year in 2018, the Urban Land Institute (ULI) Global Award
for Excellence in 2021, and the President’s Design Award (PDA) Design
of the Year 2020. It has been admired by housing authorities in other
cities for its approach in addressing the community’s needs amid evolving
demographics like an ageing population.
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Sustainability, Biophilia
and Smart Nation

With increasing awareness of the impending impacts of climate change,
the benefits of biodiversity and being around nature, as well as digital
acceleration, sustainability, biophilia and smart technologies have been
gradually woven into HDB towns. Guided by the HDB’s Designing for Life
Roadmap, broad frameworks such as the HDB Sustainable Development
Framework, Smart HDB Town Framework, HDB Biophilic Town Framework
and Smart HDB Town Framework have steered the development of new
HDB towns and rejuvenation of old ones.

Far from being just declarations of allegiance to these trending
concepts, these frameworks were supported by a set of key performance
indices for sustainability that were developed internally by the HDB. This
was done to ensure that present carbon use could be tracked, and future
sustainability targets could be met in the overall scheme of construction
and operation of HDB properties. Recognising that sustainability is not just
a matter of using advanced technologies for reducing operational carbon
footprints, but also an opportunity to incorporate greenery generously
into the landscape, the HDB saw the value of green spaces to encourage a
more biophilic and active way of living.

Concurrently, the HDB developed the LinkFM app, which tracks the
operations of all public facilities under the HDB’s purview, including those
in NCs. The app aids HDB staff with case management and contractors’
deployment, and tracks maintenance and repair works. Sensors were also
deployed to detect abnormalities and trigger inspection jobs via LinkFM
to the service providers. At the same time, the data collected are also
used to embark on preventive maintenance to reduce the probability of
assets failing and causing disruptions to daily operations within the HDB’s
housing and commercial blocks. The data gathered from the app feeds
into decision-making processes for the HDB to improve their energy
efficiency and achieve carbon emission goals across their properties.

Although these efforts have not been unique to NCs, their timeliness,
and perhaps their modest scale and pliable programming, have led to
these three concepts—sustainability, biophilia and smart nation—being
woven into the new generation NCs (NGNCs).
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A NEW GENERATION NEIGHBOURHOOD

CENTRE: OASIS TERRACES

The HDB launched a Roadmap to Better Living in HDB Towns in 2011
to guide the upcoming development of well-designed, sustainable and
community-centric towns. Notably, the roadmap advocated inclusion of
community spaces across town, neighbourhood and precinct scales. This
was translated into the development of NGNCs which set aside generous
space for the public to use and the community to activate.

In terms of design, NGNCs exemplify 4 “Cs”—Connectivity, Convenience,
Community and Consultation:

¢ They are well-connected to residential areas, with direct links to public
transport nodes.

e They offer the convenience of a vast array of commercial facilities
and services.

¢ They are community-centric with ample spaces such as sprawling
plazas, which are vital in fostering community bonds and facilitating
interaction among residents.

¢ They reflect consultative engagement with residents to seek their
vision of these new centres.””*

28. Oasis Terracés in Pungg;JI

Oasis Terraces is the first of the HDB’s NGNCs that brings together
a curated combination of facilities and communal spaces tailored to the
needs of the residents in the neighbourhood. Officially opened in 2019,
Oasis Terraces features amenities such as a polyclinic, 24-hour fitness
centre, education and enrichment centres, paediatric and obstetrician-
gynaecology clinics, and a community plaza, in addition to the usual
retail tenants. The intent of this use-mix was to meet the needs of young
families, which were projected to be the dominant resident profile moving
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into Punggol.””> To accommodate the needs of tenants, the building was
designed with two wings that could be operated independently. This
way, the polyclinic could start its operations a few months before the
rest of the NC was completed, to quickly address the healthcare needs
of the residents.

In relation to the HDB’s sustainability goals, the architectural design
of Oasis Terraces features a porous structure that is optimised for natural
ventilation and daylighting. The resultant high-volume space is also
effective in providing a convivial environment for outdoor communal
activities. In addition, smart features such as motion-sensor lighting,
sensor-activated fans and a sensor-triggered irrigation system to tune
the distribution of water to the various planting zones were introduced
into the design. These features aim to reduce the operational energy
use of the building while testing sensors and tracking technology. A
rainwater harvesting system for the treatment of surface runoff was also
incorporated into the design by means of a zig-zag ramp from the street
level to the roof of the building. In so doing, the HDB intended for this
novel walkable design to nudge residents into strolling between storeys
for a more active lifestyle while ensuring that the rooftop garden was well
used by visitors and nourished by the harvesting systems."7®

Together with the five other NGNCs in towns and estates such as
Punggol, Canberra, Hougang, Sengkang and Tengah, Oasis Terraces
exemplifies the benefits of integrating sustainability, biophilic design and
smart technology into everyday spaces.”” For its unique design, Oasis
Terraces has been recognised by the International Federation of Landscape
Architects Asia Pacific for Excellence in Landscape Architecture, and won
the Silver Award at the MIPIM Asia Awards 2019."78

To enhance the user experience of the space, the HDB recently launched
two complementary mobile applications, ShopperLink and RetailerLink, to
extend the NC’s retail into the virtual space. The former gives shoppers
access to the shop directory and a suite of loyalty benefits to elevate their
shopping experience, while the latter is a mobile app which allows shop
tenants and owners to access a range of services for commercial premises.
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Since Tengah is a new town, the HDB had to balance the need to cater
to new residents that are gradually moving in with ensuring that the new
NCs would be operationally viable. As such, the HDB planned for the NCs
in the town to open progressively, alongside the projected timelines of
Build-To-Order (BTO) projects in that area. For instance, Plantation Plaza,
Tengah'’s first neighbourhood centre which opened in June 2024, was
timed to be completed at about the same time as 4 BTO precincts within
its immediate vicinity."®

30. Schematic of Community Farmway at Tengah Town

Neighbourhood Centres for Future Car-Lite Towns

In line with the idea of sustainability and the push for greener commutes,
new or wider pedestrian footpaths as well as a network of covered linkways
and cycling paths have progressively been implemented to provide a more
conducive walk-cycle-ride experience. These footpaths and cycling paths
also serve to connect residents from their residential blocks to the precinct
shops, NCs and town centres, or to transport nodes such as bus stops to
bring them to these amenities.

One example of how car-lite ideas may be implemented is the upcoming
Tengah new town where planning guidelines support various modes of
mobility for the area. Tengah Town will have cycling paths on both sides
of the road which will offer residents convenient cycling commutes.
There will also be “community farmways”, to provide residents a park-like
environment flanked by lush greenery, and connect them to key amenities
within the town such as the NCs in Plantation District and Park District.
Additionally, the Jurong Region Line will connect the various residential
areas within the town and the town centre. The HDB is also studying the
development of a “car-free” town centre, where pedestrians and cyclists
would be separated from vehicular traffic.””®

31. Plantation District at Tengah Town'®
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32. Plantation Plaza NC is located along the Plantation Farmway, a linear social-communal
spine linking residents to key facilities and amenities in Tengah Town'?

The newly opened NC is integrated with the Plantation Village BTO
project and also connected to a linear retail street that provides residents
sheltered pedestrian access from their homes to the future Tengah
Plantation MRT station on the Jurong Region Line, slated to be complete
in 2028.'83184 By integrating the NC with nearby residential areas and
pedestrian thoroughfares, the Plantation Plaza NC will be in an optimal
position to provide residents convenient access to their daily needs.

Beyond Tengah, public housing estates in areas such as Bayshore, Ulu
Pandan, Mount Pleasant and the former Keppel Club site (in the Greater
Southern Waterfront) have also been gazetted as car-lite areas. These
areas have been planned upfront with good public transport, walking and
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cycling connectivity, and fewer vehicle parking lots to free up more space
for amenities and greenery.'®> For example, the future Bayshore estate will
be well-served by two MRT stations, a bus-only Transit Priority Corridor
and a network of cycling and walking paths that connect residents to
amenities within and beyond the estate.

33. View of the street along the future Bayshore estate

Circling back to the idea of decentralisation and polycentricity, the
Land Transport Master Plan 2040 advocates for the 20-minute town and
45-minute city idea through various initiatives and programmes, one
of which is the Walk-Cycle-Ride vision which prioritises active mobility
and public transport for daily commutes. To achieve these time targets,
the Land Transport Authority (LTA) and National Parks Board have
been accelerating their provision of dedicated cycling paths and park
connectors, respectively, and LTA has also been constructing new MRT
lines to further support the anticipated increase in commuter demand.

It is important to remember the role of NCs, undergirded by the
planning principles of self-sufficiency, hierarchical concept, neighbourhood
concept and planning for connectivity, in enabling Singapore to dream
of these visions and continue to achieve these goals. The foundations of
a well-distributed town centre and NCs within HDB towns make these
20-minute green commutes possible. It is also important to recognise the
quiet yet significant concurrent efforts to maintain, upgrade, revitalise
and redevelop NCs to ensure their continued relevance in meeting
residents’ needs.
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34, Artist’s Impression of Bayshore estate as a car-lite area's

Summary

The concepts of “neighbourhood” and “neighbourhood centres” existed
in some form prior to the establishment of the HDB. While these concepts
were still in their nascent stages then, they were rightly recognised for their
potential to promote self-sufficiency in towns and support the convenience
and accessibility of daily retail needs within the neighbourhood (as seen
in Queenstown during the earlier days—refer to Chapter 1). In a period of
rapid population growth and desperate need to address basic provisions
required for living, development of neighbourhoods and NCs proved to be
a quick and organised strategy for resettling people from the overcrowded
city centre to the various emerging residential towns.
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Since the adoption of this planning concept following the establishment
of the HDB in 1960, these core objectives have been extrapolated to
influence the urban design and architecture of NCs. With respect to
the surrounding context, guidelines and standards developed and
implemented by the HDB have helped to create walkable, legible and
recognisable NCs. In relation to the town centre and the rest of the
town, NCs have also gradually been factored into transport planning to
ensure that residents can easily walk, cycle or ride to these amenities.
Concurrently with resettlement and employment priorities at the fore, NCs
proved to be a multi-pronged approach to facilitate the quick relocation
of shopkeepers from heavily congested squatter areas in the city centre
to organised and intentionally distributed HDB shop units.

With the basics laid, the 1980s and 1990s gave room for the HDB
to explore other characteristics of the NCs. It was perceived then that
ownership of shop and stall units could ensure better long-term business
planning. While this proved successful in achieving the primary goal of
improving business certainty for heartland retailers, it also resulted in
downstream challenges for the HDB in controlling the retail mix and price
of goods. This led to the review of the planning and management model
for NCs.

Although some of the earlier initiatives for NCs have since been
discontinued or adapted, these decisions were all crucial to the eventual
development and transformation of the HDB and NC model. As the HDB
reviewed their role in the development of NCs, it was also an opportunity
to crystallise their core mandate to be a social provider for the people.

From the 1990s, as the population matured, the physical infrastructure
was also showing signs of wear and a need for upgrading or redevelopment.
While this was most evident for the residential blocks in mature HDB
towns, shop units in those towns also underwent changes to improve the
retail experience for residents.

Today, NCs are critical sites for implementing rejuvenation programmes,
placemaking initiatives and responding to concepts of our era—
community-centricity, integration of services, sustainability, biophilia and
smart technologies. With the first of the NGNCs, Oasis Terraces, unveiled,
this new type of NC embodies the HDB’s visions for future development
while also demonstrating how it has undeniably weathered advancements
in technology, as well as addressed the evolving needs and expectations
of the population.



20 NEIGHBOURHOOD CENTRES: MEETING EVOLVING NEEDS THROUGH HEARTLAND RETAIL

POST-SCRIPT

Since its formation in 1960, the HDB has been steadfast in its mission
to create vibrant, liveable and sustainable homes and estates for
Singaporeans. Key to this is the timely and adequate provision of good
retail amenities, with the right mix of trades and convenient access to
better serve residents. The HDB strives to plan and build comprehensive
retail infrastructure within every HDB town, with HDB neighbourhood
centres (NCs) forming the backbone, to meet the residents’ needs.

In the past 50 years, the NC has evolved significantly in response to the
changing needs of the population, from the low-rise shophouse clusters
found in the older HDB towns to the modern shopping complexes in
younger towns. The HDB will continue to refine and explore new ideas in
the design of our NCs to meet contemporary challenges and residents’
changing needs. This includes the adoption of sustainable design features
and age-friendly facilities in the new generation NCs—the former to help
mitigate the effect of climate change, and the latter to support the needs
of an ageing population.

Even as the look and feel of the NCs have changed over time, the core
functions of the NC in providing residents with convenient access to
affordable goods and services, and a familiar community space, remains
unchanged. The NCs played a critical role during the COVID-19 pandemic,
allowing residents to easily buy groceries and access essential services
amid extended periods of safe distancing restrictions.

Yet, our NCs and heartland shops have faced significant challenges in
recent years due to the advent of e-commerce. To better understand these
challenges, and also the opportunities presented, the HDB embarked on
the Heartland Shops Study in 2021, engaging over 2,800 stakeholders,
including residents, business owners, workers and merchant associations
(MAs), on the social and economic value of our heartland shops. The study
affirmed our conviction that HDB heartland shops are still relevant today.
More than just retail spaces serving a functional need, HDB heartland
shops are viewed by many Singaporeans as vibrant activity nodes and
inclusive community spaces which are integral to HDB estates and deeply
woven into their collective memory of HDB living.

POST-SCRIPT 91

To rejuvenate and future proof our NCs and heartland shops, we
have introduced various programmes since 2023 such as the expansion
of funding support under the Revitalisation of Shops scheme and the
extension of our Price-Quality Method tenders to more types of shops,
including sites with high heritage values. Alongside Enterprise Singapore,
we have also been working closely with local MAs to upgrade their
capabilities and support their placemaking initiatives in order to enhance
the vibrancy of our heartland shops landscape.

Looking ahead, the HDB will continue to partner our retailers to support
the rejuvenation of our older NCs while preserving their unique character.
Our new generation NCs will also continue to serve as integrated
community spaces where retail, recreation, green spaces and communal
facilities converge to enrich everyday living. Inspired by the attachment
and fondness that Singaporeans have for heartland shops, | hope that you
too share my excitement for the next chapter of the development of our
NCs and heartland shops in Singapore.

Tan Meng Dui
Chief Executive Officer,
Housing & Development Board (2021-present)
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TIMELINE:
1941

M EETI NG QO Tiong Bahru, first public

housi ith

EVOLVING chops completed

NEEDS 109!-“C3\)ueenstown first

TH ROUG H satellite towr,w initiated
1958

H EART LAN D O SIT 1958 Master Plan

RETAIL

1960

QO Establishment of the Housing &
Development Board (HDB)

1963
O Ring City Plan

1964

O Toa Payoh, HDB's first comprehensively
planned town

1970s
O New Town Structural Model

1971
O 1971 Concept Plan

1973

QO Establishment of the Singapore Bus
Services (SBS)

@® Planning
® Retail Scheme 1979
Upgrading & Redevelopment O Feeder bus services introduced
Architecture
Rejuvenation
Placemaking
Event
Policy Direction

| ————— | e |
I Through 1950s I | 1960s & 1970s '
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1980s
QO Precinct concept introduced

1985
O Singapore’s first post-independence
economic downturn

1986
O Shift from a public tender to a two-bid
tender system

1987
O Fixed-term lease introduced for all
existing HDB shops

QO First stretch of MRT opened
1988

O HDB’s new direction to focus on housing
provision

O Sale of Shops Scheme launched

!
1980s & 1990s

TIMELINE

1990
@ Pilot phase of Main Upgrading
Programme (MUP)

1992
O Sale of Tenanted Shops
Scheme launched

@ First suburban mall opened

1993

@ Interim Upgrading Programme
(IUP) introduced

1995

@ Selective En bloc Redevelopment
Scheme (SERS) rolled out

1996
O Punggol 21 blueprint unveiled

1997-1998
O Asian Financial Crisis
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2001
O Voluntary Retirement Scheme (VRS) piloted

pLolo )]
O Introduction of Place2lease for HDB industrial
premises

O Interim Upgrading Programme Plus (IUP Plus)
launched, replacing IUP

2004

O Tendering of HDB commercial premises via
e-bidding on Place2lLease

2005

O Restructuring Programme for Shops
(RPS) introduced

2007
@ Home Improvement Programme launched,
replacing MUP

@ Neighbourhood Renewal Programme (NRP)
launched, replacing IUP+

@ Revitalisation of Shops (ROS) scheme introduced
@ Remaking Our Heartland (ROH) scheme launched

7\ QR \S

2012

@ HDB resumed its own
development of new NCs

pLod [
O Friendly Faces, Lively
Places Fund started

2017
@ Kampung Admiralty
completed

2018

O First playground under
Build-A-Playground
initiative

2019

© Establishment of
Heartland Enterprise
Centre Singapore (HECS)

@ Oasis Terraces completed
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2020

O COVID-19 pandemic
& resultant economic
slowdown

O E-Commerce Booster
Package launched

O Heartlands Go Digital
programme initiated

2021
O Inaugural Heartlands
Festival

2022

O Four upcoming public
housing estates gazetted
as car-lite areas

O Launch of Our Heartlands
2025 Programme

2023

O Enhanced ROS scheme
launched

O Love Thy Neighbourhood
project initiated

2024

@ Opening of Plantation
Plaza NC at Tengah
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