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Housing policies have been at the very core of the national ideology of Singapore since 

the time of independence in 1965. The task of providing a flat to citizens and permanent 

residents thanks to the efforts of a public institution has not only been one of pragmatic 

realism, or an aspect of the application of economic theories pertaining to the sphere of 

developmentalism, it also constituted a central feature in the collective project of a City-

State in which social engineering was conceived as a global duty of the ruling party and 

comprised various aspects of the organization of everyday life, from urban planning to 

housing or from education to leisure and civic engagement (Balasingamchow-Ravinder 

Frost, 2009). With about 80% of the population (5.5 million inhabitants in 2015) housed 

in flats built by the Housing and Development Board (HDB), an institution part of the 

Ministry of National Development, Singapore remains in 2015, in spite of the recent 

diversification of the housing market, one of the cities in the world in which the share of 

population housed in publicly built estates is the highest. 95% of the inhabitants of 

Singapore that are housed in such HDB flats, though, own them on a 99-year lease 

agreement. In the stronghold of capitalism in South-East Asia, social housing was 

conceived, since the time of independence, as a way to reinforce private property and 

the familial values that are attached to it (Tremevan, 1994). The object of the present 

paper is to analyse the evolution of this ideology of social housing in Singapore from the 

moment of the invention of the HDB as an instrument of national development and 

social balance to the period of the necessary adaptation of this heritage to the new needs 

that emerged twenty years after independence and up to more recent challenges posed 

by the concurrence of alternative models and social imaginaries of housing, such as 

those embodied by condominiums. 

Housing policies as a pillar of nation-building processes 

During the colonial era, planning in Singapore mostly consisted in the more or less 

efficient control of private development (Eng-Savage, 2006). The colonial administration 

refrained from enacting an active process of town planning1. Its action was more one of 
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distant supervision. One principle however was clearly planned by colonial authorities: 

that of the development of ethnic based districtsalong the Singapore River. Inside each 

district, the urban organization was left to the private market, outside a few public 

competences like roads, technical networks and fire prevention. In central Singapore, 

the most common architectural form of housing was the shophouse. Most of them were 

over-crowed: multiple familiesended up living in very limited spaces and in highly 

fragile conditions of hygiene. On the rest of the island, a few Malay villages, the 

Kampongs, formed the armature of urban growth in colonial times. But with the 

intensification of immigration to colonial Singapore, from China, India and from the rest 

of the Malaysian peninsula, housing conditions considerably worsened.Following the 

results of a 1918 commission of enquiry about housing conditions, the Singapore 

Improvement Trust (SIT) was created in 1927. It built about 20.000 housing units 

between this date and 1959, when Singapore was granted self-government. Most flats 

were proposed under the form of rentals and most SIT estates were situated not far 

away from the existing city-centre of the time2.But the growth of shantytowns was much 

faster than the deliveries of public flats or than the capacities of the private market to 

propose affordable housing solutions3. Between the consequences of the considerable 

influx of new populations since the 1930s, damage from World War II resulting from the 

siege and then occupation of the British colonial city by Japanese troops and the 

consequences of the uncontrolled growth of shantytowns, the situation, which was 

already critical before World War II, had turned catastrophic. A 1947 report by the 

Singapore Housing Committee denounced suchdisastrous housing conditions, obliging 

colonial authorities to implement more ambitious housing policies4. The decision by the 

SIT, in the early 1950s, in the context of the influence of the British New Towns Act of 

1946, to adopt (and accommodate to the specific local conditions) the model of the 

British New Towns is to be interpreted as a response to this urgent need.The first 

example of new town was that of Queenstown in 1952. But during the 1950s the 

situation of housing in Singapore did not really change, urban growth largely 

compensating the construction of the first estates in the new towns. This is why the 

improvement of housing conditions became one of the key issues in the 1959 electoral 

campaign that marked the passage to self-government. The PAP (People’s Action Party) 

managed to convince voters about its capacity to tackle the problem better than the 

widely criticized colonial SIT. In 1960, the SIT was replaced by the Housing and 

Development Board (HDB)5, an institution that was to become almost immediately one 

of the key actors of social policies in the city (Fernandez, 2011).One of the most 

important decisions of the HDB in its early years was to retain the model of the new 

town inherited from colonial times (Eng, 1992).Toa Payoh is one of the first examples of 

this line of decisions, followed byJurong East, Tampines, Clementi and Woodlands. 

Directed by Lim Kim San (1916-2006), the HDB managed quite quickly to act more 
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energetically than the old SIT (Iqbal Latif, 2009). But in the first couple of years it was 

not more popular than its predecessor, due to an approach towards the inhabitants of 

the squatter’s settlements that was perceived as aggressive. For many, the HDB was an 

instrument of displacement of the poor. It is only after the 1961 fire of the Bukit HoSwee 

precarious neighbourhood, in which more than 2000 houses were destroyed and more 

than 16000 people lost their home that the legitimacy of the HDB became almost 

unanimously accepted (LohKah Seng, 2013). Theepisode (and the way the ruling party 

used it in its propaganda) convinced reluctant inhabitants to leave their barracks and 

accept the proposed new flats6. The resorption of the problem took time however, and in 

1966, an estimated 300.000 inhabitants still lived in shantytowns, and an estimated 

another 250.000 in over-crowded and degraded shophouses.But the heritage of 

shantytowns left by the British colonial period was erased in about a decade, with the 

construction of tens of thousands of flats in dozens of housing estates at the cost of a 

huge investment of public money into the social housing sector (Yuen, 2007). The 

proportion of Singaporeans housed in the public sector grew rapidly, from 9% in 1960 

to about 80% a couple of decades later. The creation of the HDB was instrumental in the 

radical change the built volume of housing units experienced during the first years of 

self-rule and then independence(Wong, Yeh, 1985; Chua, 1997 ; Castells et al., 1990 ;Tan, 

Sock-Yong, 1991).Between 1960 and 1965 only, more than 50.000 flats were built. The 

rhythm even accelerated after independence. The Land Acquisition Act of 1966 

represented an important step in the constitution of vast land reserves: the Ministry of 

National development pre-empted large portions of the territory of the city. Capitalism 

and private property were submitted, in the framework of a quite authoritarian regime 

at the time (Mauzy and Milne, 2002), to a specific interpretation that allowed public 

authorities to emancipate largely from the functioning of the private market for the next 

few decades. Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew (1923-2015) had already enounced the basic 

principles of this move in 1964: 

“No private land-owner should benefit from development at public expense and the price paid on 

acquisition for public purposes should not be higher than what the land would have been worth had the 

Government not contemplated development generally in the area.I said I would introduce legislation 

which would help to ensure that increases in land values because of public development should benefit 

the community and not for the land-owner. Land is becoming a scarce commodity and with the mounting 

pressure on land at present, we must try to control land values for public purposes”7. 

What made the action of the HDB one the main pillars of the new national ideology was 

also the choice, made as early as in1964, when the Home Ownership Scheme was 

introduced, to propose most new flats under the form of ownership (Vaso, Lee, 2001 ; 

Field, 1987). From this moment on, the task of providing a home for all citizens, through 

the work of the HDB became a clear reflection of the new national ideology (Chua, 1991; 

Sim, 1993). In 1971, those still living in rented flats were offered the possibility to buy 
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them8. It was confirmed however that singles were not allowed to buy (it was only in 

1991 that single citizens were allowed to buy, and only on the resale market). 

The HDB also represented a crucial instrument in the governance of ethnic diversity in 

the City-State, in the context of recurrent race riots, among which the1950, 1961, 1964 

and 1969 events are only the most spectacular examples (Conceicao, 2014). The 

Singapore of the first years of self-government and independence was a city in which the 

situation could degenerate any moment both in echo to the political convulsions of 

neighbouring Malaysia, in which animosity between the Chinese and the Malays was 

high, and in reaction to the domination of the Chinese elite over the rest of the 

population in the city itself. Through a careful (and authoritarian) distribution of 

populations of different ethnic backgrounds in the HDB estates, Singapore’s ruling party 

aimed at avoiding the constitution of ethnic enclaves, and managed to avoid the 

worsening of the ethnic tensions (Sim, Yu, Han, 2003). All was made in order to avoid 

the resurgence of inter-communal riots (MuhKhaidudinAljunied, 2009). From this 

moment on, fashioning new patterns of ethnic coexistence has been one of the central 

objectives of the mechanisms of social engineering in Singapore, of which the HDB was 

one of the expressions of instrumental nature (Hsiao Pi, 1995). In 1980 ethnic quotas 

were formalized as such. 

In order to accelerate the access to private property, in 1968, Singapore citizens were 

allowed to use their Central Provident Fund savings for the acquisition of a HDB flat 

(Goldblum, 1986). This contributed in integrating even more public housing as one of 

the key features of the local Singaporean declension of the ideology of the welfare 

state.The typical Singaporean pattern of housing is thus conditioned by a series of 

convergent factors, resulting from both strong ideological choices and a very pragmatic 

approach to housing. From the very beginning, priority was given to Singapore citizens, 

even if permanent residents were progressively granted access to the HDB programmes 

(Sin, 2002).But after a first phase dedicated to intense construction, as soon as in the 

early 1970s came the first reflections on the quality of the estates that were built during 

the previous decade, and on quality of life in the city-state in general (It Koon, 1976 ; 

Ching Ling, Chen, 1977 ; Chong Yah, 1978).  

Introducing liveability, upgrading the first generation of HDB estates 

HDB flats and estates began to show signs of degradation very early. The first generation 

of them had been built according to rudimentary industrial principles, in order to 

answer social needs and political agendas urgently. Just like in many countries, the 

public housing estates of that time in Singapore proved fragile in their construction, 

difficult to maintain and showed planning deficiencies that were not easily corrected. 

This is why various programmes of upgrading of HDB flats and estates were launched 

between the end of the 1970s and the 1990s. They all aimed not only at correcting the 

defects of the first generation, but also at introducing patterns of liveability at the scale 

of the neighbourhood that proved central in enhancing the values of urbanity of the 

whole city-state.Liveability in the new towns was indeed an issue. The intent of the 

upgrading programmes was to reinforce the integration of these new towns, derived 
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from the post-war British model, into the Singaporean landscape (Eng, 1986 ;Eng, 1996). 

The HDB wished to correct the tendency of new towns becoming enclaves. A specific 

effort was made as for the articulation with the network of public transportation. In 

order to increase liveability, the HDB also decided to implement its planning principles 

at a smaller scale. In 1978 the institution decided to introduce the concept of precinct. 

The idea was to facilitate social interaction and to correct the impression given by the 

first generation of HDB estates in the new towns9. Each housing block was from that 

time on considered as a vertical community. This aspect suggests that liveability was 

also connected to a new phase in the social engineering methods the HDB was the 

instrument of which10. A new kind of urbanity was promoted, relying on the 

multiplication of situations of interaction.Open sheltered spaces were multiplied. 

Commensality was favoured by the generalization of collective food courts in the estates. 

Urbanity, as a value of social and spatial cohesion, was reinforced by the creation not 

only of schools, social services or sport and leisure areas in the new towns, but also by 

the generalization at the scale of each estate of public areas of collective eating. When 

street kiosks were closed during the 1960s for reasons of public hygiene, it was decided 

that the tradition of street eating had to be maintained11. There are more than 100 such 

spaces throughout the City-State, with more than 1.500 privately run food stands. There 

are also hundreds of private replicas of this feature of urbanity in shopping malls and 

various forms of food courts. 

During the 1970s, the Ministry of National Development introduced new instruments 

aiming at a better governance of public land and a better articulation between the 

planning of the HDB estates, the private housing market and transportation planning 

(Tang, 2000). After the design of a new concept plan in 1971, following the results of the 

cooperation programme with the UN development programme (Eng, 1992), in 1972, 

private developers were granted the right to operate on the private market on a larger 

scale.In 1974, the Urban Redevelopment Authority was given the responsibility of land 

use planning and introduced the concept of Urban Design Development Control12.A 

greater care was also provided to the fashioning of pathways and public spaces inside of 

the HDB estates and in between them (Yuen, Chor, 1998 ;Tanoboriboon, 1986).But the 

critics against the first HDB flats were not only provoked by their difficult evolution in 

time. It was also the evolution of the Singaporean society that fostered it. Candidates for 

a HDB flat were no longer squatters living in a slum, but rather represented the new 

local middle-class the formidable economic growth the country experienced gave birth 

to.In order to adapt to this new social need (and political necessity), as early as in 1974, 

the HDB began to propose flats for the middle-income category of the population.More 

categories of flats were also created, in order to answer more adequately to the need for 

variety the population was expressing (Field, 1987; Goh, 2003). This turn was not just a 

practical one. It meant that social housing in Singapore was not just for the lower 

classes, but was part of the life experience of almost all Singaporeans (and permanent 

                                                           
9NAS : Oral History Centre. 001732. Interview with Thai Ker Liu. 
10For an illustration of this ideology, see: NAS :csc19830603s. Speech by Mr. Chua Sian Chin, Minister of 
Home Affairs. 03/06/1982. 
11NAS : Ministry of Environment, Hawkers Dpt, H032/11 VOL 1 (1968-1977). See also:HUAT, 2001 and on 
the heritage of the colonial urban culture: SAVAGE, 1992. 
12NAS : Oral History Centre. 001951. Interview with Eng Liang Tan. 



residents). Public housing was confirmed as a pillar of the national ideology even when 

the nature of the social needs evolved. The development of the resale market of HDB 

flats (allowed after a minimum period of occupancy) served as a variable of adjustment 

(Tu and Wong, 2002).In 1992, the Main Upgrading Programme (MUP) was alsolaunched 

by the HDB, in order to correct what was increasingly perceived as the embarrassing 

inertia of the problems of the first generation of HDB estates13. Within this programme, 

more than 130.000 apartments were renovated, in 128 different precincts, thanks to the 

injection of massive amounts of public money. This represented another important 

decision in the ideology of public housing: it was confirmed that public money could go 

not only in the construction of the HDB estates, or in the maintenance of the public areas 

around them, but also in the renovation of the flats themselves, in spite of the fact that 

they were private properties. In 2007, the Home Improvement Programme replaced the 

MUP, introducing a more participatory method of renovation14. Inhabitants were given 

the choice of the works they wanted to be implemented in their flats, in contrast with 

the first stages of the renovation, during which centralized expertise sometimes clashed 

with local feelings. The intimacy of housing began to be more respected. All flats built 

before 1986 and not renovated under the MUP were eligible. In 2015, 100.000 more 

flats have been included into this scheme.In 2007, Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong 

announced the launch of a programme aiming at giving a distinct personality to each 

estate. Landscape tropicalization, in the framework of the idea of Singapore as a ‘city in a 

garden’ is part of this effort15.In 2007 too, the Neighbourhood Renewal Programme was 

launched by the HDB, targeting flats built before 1989 that had not been previously 

upgraded as part of the MUP. As far as HDB flats and estates are concerned, the priority 

of the authorities has been throughout the 1990s and 2000s to develop programmes 

aimed at enhancing the quality of life (Tuan Seik et al., 2000 ;Eng, 1997, Eng and Savage, 

2006). In contrast with the initial ideology of the HDB, which was of rather egalitarian 

nature, with few morphological differences between the housing types for the different 

categories of the population, patterns of stronger differentiation were introduced (Tuan 

Seik, 2001 ; Yuen et al., 2006). The range of proposed housing types has been 

considerably enlarged. During the 1990s, some of the oldest HDB estates were also 

destroyed, in the framework of the Selective En Bloc Redevelopment Scheme (SERS). But 

in order to retain neighbourhood cohesion, residents displaced by the redevelopment 

programmes were offered a new 99-year lease in new buildings nearby. This policy of 

care for the sensibility of local communities became even more central in the 2000s and 

2010s, as more and more grassroots contestation movements emerged from the civil 

society. The response of the HDB to such claims is part of the response of the whole state 

and party apparatus to what could appear as a political challenge16.The rhetoric of a 

more careful consultation process of inhabitants is thus part of all the new programmes, 

with numerous public forums, as well as with the launch of various sociological and 

anthropological surveys about the use of HDB flats and neighbourhoods by inhabitants 

in the changing context of a society that has considerably evolved during the last few 

decades, with more affluent people, more singles and more elderly people. 
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Present challenges to the national ideology of housing in Singapore 

Public housing in Singapore is today facing a series of challenges that put its very nature 

into questioning. As more and more Singaporeans wish to live in flats that no longer 

correspond to the model of the early, and even middle HDB flats, even upgraded (Ong, 

2000),public housing is more and more facing the concurrence of the private market. In 

2006, the Design, Build and Sale Scheme allowed private developers to market more 

condominiums, amplifying a trend that had begun about a decade earlier. As a result, 

during the last decade, the urban landscape of Singapore was significantly transformed 

by the emergence of new housing forms, under the influence of the private market. 

Condominiums were built in various part of the city state, and local newspapers began to 

publish every week new advertising campaigns for the next programme. This had an 

influence not only on the distribution of housing, but also on the dimension of social 

representation of what housing is. It introduced new social values and images. The new 

generation of condos features new urban forms: gated communities, architecture 

expressing values of social distinction. Signature architecture by architects of 

international fame became a matter of urban image. Reflections at Keppel Bay, by 

architect Daniel Libeskind is the most famous illustration of this trend. 

But condos are not only a challenge to the value of urbanity as inherited from the very 

beginning of national history. They also induce the use of more private cars, in contrast 

to the ideology of egalitarian public transportation that was the pendant of that of public 

housing. As the URA sold land to private developers taken from public land reserves 

(Pow, 2009), choices regarding spatial planning almost became a matter of national 

identity. The fact that international investors increasingly bought apartments in these 

new Singapore condos is also a challenge to the values of urbanity the city-State is so 

proud of (Tu et al., 2009). Many Chinese, Malaysian, Indonesian and Indian millionaires 

bought condos in Singapore as a secure investment. These urban enclaves are not very 

lively, as owners only come a few times a year.Some private programmes have been 

bought at more than 60% by non-residents.These private developments also consume a 

lot of land in a country that has few. They are depending on the evolution of the global 

economy and of the buying capacities of foreign clients, the highs and lows of which are 

followed on a daily basis by local journalists (Teo, 2013).Of course, some condos end up 

rented to local residents, and of course the recourse to the private market is a way for 

Singaporeans to make their dreams of luxury living come true. But the fact remains that 

Singapore has been experiencing such a turn in housing recently that the very identity of 

the city-state is at stake. Even if public authorities always demanded from private 

developers a minimal respect of the principle of continuity of public pathways, even in 

the case of gated communities, condos tend to constitute spatial and social enclaves. 

Keppel Group, for example, was asked to leave the seafront of its Reflections at Keppel 

Bay luxury residence under the form of a public promenade along the marina17. But the 

impression of an enclave is part of the marketing strategy of the developer anyway. 
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In front of this sociological evolution, the HDB adapted its offer to the horizon of 

expectation of more affluent inhabitants in search for more upmarket flats. Since the 

2000s, middle and upper-middle income families are proposed new typologies of HDB 

flats, mirroring the esthetical values promoted by the private sector. In front of the 

growing influence among Singaporeans of the imaginary of condo living, the HDB began 

in the mid-2000s to market apartments that imitate the visual and social codes of this 

typology(Wang, 2012). The symbol of this new urban form is the Pinnacle@Duxton, a 50 

storey building with hanging gardens. It was inaugurated in 200918. It comprises 1848 

flats. In a country where condominiums had mostly been reserved until then for expats 

and a small minority of local millionaires acting on a niche market, this constructive and 

social model tended to expand during the last years.In 1995, Prime Minister Goh Chok 

Tong proposed that the HDB envisage to market high-end executive condominiums, in 

order to offer a regulated perspective to the category of the population that increasingly 

refused to live according to the standards inherited from the period of national 

construction. Tan Guong Ching was instrumental in translating this political agenda into 

reality19. The first realizations were sold in 1999. The development of condominiums 

was also part of Singapore’s quest for the status of world-city (Perry et al., 1997) and of 

there-engineeringprocess of the city-State (Mahizhnan, Tsa Yuan, 1998). It was a matter 

of urban image, and even of urban marketing (Giok Ling, Shaw, 2004), and part of the 

will of the authorities to reinvent the basis of prosperity in a post-industrial age. But it 

also constituted a challenge to the organization of social life at the scale of the various 

neighbourhoods. Was spatial and social segregation going to put social cohesion at risk? 

This evolution of the until-then rather egalitarian ideology of the HDB has indeed 

prompted strong debates in the country. Some today still protest against the fact that 

some HDB flats have been sold for more than a million Singapore dollars. In the same 

time, flats for the lower classes of the population tended to be always smaller. “Is this the 

Singapore that we want? (….) We want our affordable and used-to-be-bigger HDB flats of 

yesterday back” (Cheng, 2012). Many in Singapore now express a form of nostalgia for 

the golden age of HDB flats. Forgetting the imperfections of the early constructive 

models, they focus on the remembrance of communities in which ties were strong 

between neighbours and in which housing was part of the invention of a new country. 

Even if between authoritarianism and mediation the People's Action Party managed to 

pragmatically readjust the paradigm of public housing in the city, major questions are 

still to be addressed (Austin, 2000 ; Quah, 2010).  

Conclusion 

In a time of profound challenge, the future of public housing in Singapore is surely going 

to be the result of the capacity, or not, of local society to retain the values of urbanity 

that made the success of the work of the HDB, in spite of the often highly directive 

method it applied. In the framework of the reflections on how to make Singapore more 

inclusive (Hock K-S Chan Hoon L, 2013), public housing is identified again by all as a key 

issue. There is not only the question of the growing spatial and social segregation 

induced by the diffusion of new habitat models. The reflection on ethnic coexistence is 
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again on the agenda. In 2010, the HDB decided to officially oppose the constitution of de 

facto enclaves dedicated to permanent residents in its estates with the introduction of a 

Singapore Permanent Resident Quota of 5% per block (the figure does not comprise 

citizens of Malaysia, as for their “close cultural and historical similarities with 

Singaporeans”) (Wong 2013). But this move does not solve the question of the unequal 

treatment of inhabitants according to their nationality. Non-Permanent residents are 

particularly fragile. Workers commuting from Johor Bahru in Malaysia on a daily basis 

are even more so. No reflection is currently being developed at the scale of the 

metropolitan area, that is much bigger than just Singapore as a city-State. The actual city, 

indeed, is bigger than the country, and the question of housing, just like that of 

transportation or of the ecological footprint, needs to be addressed at the right scale, in 

spite of the administrative boundaries. 

Another question is that of the impact of the Singaporean model in Asia. In 2003, the 

Building and Development branch of the HDB was privatized (HDB Corporation Pte Ltd) 

and then took the name of Surbana. While continuing to act as a partner of the HDB in 

Singapore, it also began operating on the private market in Singapore and abroad. 

Surbana is co-owned by Temasek Holdings and CapitaLand. In 2010, Surbana built for 

the HDB the first eco-friendly housing project in the City-State: Treelodge@Punggol20. It 

was awarded the PlatiniumGreenmark by the Building and Construction Authority21. But 

Surbana is also active in 90 cities in 26 different countries.In January 2015, it was 

appointed (with Jurong International) to build Andhra Pradesh’s new capital city in 

India22. In a global age, every evolution of the conception of housing in Singapore is 

likely to have an impact at a much larger scale. 
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