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There are numerous indicators that Singapore is a unique place; it has blossomed from a ravaged 

colony of Britain into a highly developed country, it is a paragon of the benefits of a dictatorship, 

but, most interestingly, because of its size and location it is currently struggling with an acute lack of 

space and insufficient resources, problems whose effects will not be keenly felt in other developed 

countries until around 2050. As a result, Singapore was well placed to host the inaugural Design 

School Programme. The ‘Design Summer Programme, Designing Solutions for 2030: An Asian 

Perspective’ was run by the National University of Singapore as part of its Design-Centric Curriculum, 

which aims to ‘produce engineering graduates with a global perspective who are sensitive to local 

cultural subtleties’. It served two main purposes, firstly, by bringing together a disparate group of 

engineers from around the world, it recreated a truly diverse working environment, a characteristic 

of many large corporations and, in so doing, enabled the participants to observe the differences in 

thought processes when tackling problems brought about by being educated in a different part of 

the world. Secondly, it provided a platform for serious thought about how best to the tackle 

problems that Asian cities will face in the future. As part of the course, we visited government 

agencies and Singapore’s Housing Development Board, which gave an insight into Singapore’s 

problems and how they are currently being tackled and provided us with a source of inspiration 

during subsequent ideation.   

 

In the first week of the course eminent keynote speakers addressed the group. The Vice-Provost of 

NUS, Professor Thiam Soon, was the first to address our contingent. He spoke about the challenges 

of sustainability, focusing on the multi-faceted problems: increasing populations, increasing 

urbanisation, environmental degradation and challenged resources. He stressed the importance of 

what he termed a system-approach to problems, meaning that problems should be seen as part of a 

web of interrelated problems and should, as a consequence, have holistic solution. According to 

Prof. Soon, the key to success was precipitating change in people’s behaviour to boost the impact of 

any implemented solutions. The second keynote speaker was Dr Johnny Wong, group director of the 

Housing Development Board Research Institute. He focused more on eco-housing schemes in 

Singapore which will help the country realise its goal of making all its citizens homeowners and at 

the same time reduce its carbon footprint without compromising HDB’s goal to provide housing 

environments in which people can work, live and play. This is an especially difficult task as Singapore 

has a population of over 5 million, an area of 710km
2 

and restrictions on the height of buildings. The 

third, a historian, focused more on Singapore’s history and ‘vital’ relationship with India. Thierry Do, 

the most captivating and inspirational speaker, taught us two important lessons, that ‘you need to 

know how to live before you can design for life’ and that observing customers from afar to ascertain 

their needs is better than interviewing them customers don’t know what they want. 

 

To complement the thought-provoking keynote speeches, we also visited the Land Transport 

Authority (LTA) gallery, the Urban Redevelopment Authority, the HDB gallery and the HDB Centre of 

Building Research. We saw how modes of transport in Singapore have developed with time as well 

and the Singaporean government’s planned efforts to improve the transport system. URA was the 

most informative trip. We were shown how housing in Singapore has evolved and how Singapore 

has flourished in recent years and will continue to thanks to shrewd town planning, which has 

enabled Singapore to best make use of its scarce land. 

 

The second week of the course was spent, in our chosen teams of five, devising a solution to our 

identified problem. Our vision was, ‘An interconnected city where individual efforts to be green are 

backed by the community, in which we are made aware of our impact on the environment by 

information that is constantly relayed to us’.  Our problem statement was, ‘Although people are 

aware of the effect of their actions on the environment, they do not do enough to change their ways 

due to the absence of a community push and support and as the consequences of their actions are 

far-removed from their daily lives’. Our solution focused on the human factor and aimed to bring 



 

about a change in people’s behaviour by making them aware of the financial implications of not 

being green. We planned to do this through a network of remotely accessible smart meters which 

would display a household’s energy and water usage levels in terms of currency as opposed to 

obscure kilowatt hours. The homeowner’s front door would be fitted with sensors which would keep 

track of the number of people in the house and would warn the homeowner if any lights were 

accidentally left on when no-one is in the home and then give them the option of turning them off 

remotely. As well as this, the smart meter would alert the homeowner when the price of energy 

passes a particular price threshold, allowing homeowners to avoid consuming energy at peak times. 

In addition, we would have a pay as you go receptacles, which would charge a fee based on how 

many kilograms of waste one disposes of. The second part of our two-tiered solution was to create a 

community push to be green. This would be achieved by allowing people to compare their energy 

usage with their friends’, fostering healthy competition to consume less energy and to be greener. 

 

I really enjoyed the two weeks. The idea to spend the first week learning about Singapore and her 

problems by going to government agencies and learning from those who have to deal with the 

problems was fantastic. I learnt a lot during the first week, in particular from the trip to URA. The 

course also gave me numerous opportunities to develop my group-working skills. I learnt how to 

communicate ideas convincingly and how to be diplomatic when talking to people about their ideas. 

At the end of the course I felt more confident in my ability to think creatively, to communicate my 

ideas and to scrutinise ideas. However, I don't think that the aim or objective of the course was 

particularly well-defined. This was evident in the range of team ideas, some of which focused on 

general well-being, others on social integration in society. I personally thought the aim of the course 

was to devise an integrated solution to tackle Singapore's problems, taking into account Singaporean 

culture, the human factor, Singapore's limited resources and space. I was also confused by the fact 

the organisers spoke at length about the human factor and about coming up with integrated 

solutions, but awarded the prize to a team whose idea suggested that they did not really consider 

these two things. To conclude, I think the course was stimulating, informative, promoted creativity, 

rigorous debate and team-work, but that it lacked a clear enough objective.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


