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A
S S E P T E M B E R
creeps up quietly on
us, a little-known an-
niversary will come
to pass with no par-
ticular fireworks –
next month is the
25th anniversary of

the cleaned-up Singapore River.
In an age where more people are

living in cities, and more rivers flow-
ing through these cities are used as
open sewers and convenient rubbish
dumps, the story of the Singapore Ri-
ver deserves to be told, and told loud-
ly, especially as only two other rivers
in the world had a similar clean-up:
the Thames in the UK, and the
Cuyahoga in the US.

In Singapore, the idea of a
clean-up came in the mid-1970s,
when the island had already left its
fishing village image far behind. It
was shaping up to be a bustling me-
tropolis, with several tall buildings in
the financial district and the buds of
an industrialisation programme in Ju-
rong.

But the Singapore River, running
through the heart of financial and
commercial area, was a noxious, pol-
luted and highly visible reminder of
how backward the country really was
in terms of key infrastructure and en-
vironmental management.

Today, 25 years after a decade-
long clean-up, the Singapore River is
flanked on both sides by retail shops,
eating outlets and posh residences.
Riverside property prices have sky-
rocketed.

Economic sense

The gains are not merely social and
recreational. As countries with pollu-
ted rivers will attest, it is good,
hard-headed economic sense to clean
up rivers because waste water impo-
ses a tremendous cost in terms of hu-
man and environmental health.

For example, the World Bank has
estimated that in 2007, the cost of pol-
lution for China was a staggering
US$100 billion a year. This figure,
from the combined health and
non-health costs of outdoor air and
water pollution, represents 5.8 per
cent of the country’s GDP.

Water pollution, meanwhile, is tak-
ing the overall cost of water scarcity
to about one per cent of GDP.

Cleaning up a river therefore has
direct economic benefits in terms of
public health and quality of life. At
the same time, there are positive ex-
ternalities such as an increase in
property values, improved ecological
infrastructure and a greater public
awareness and appreciation of a com-
munity resource.

The Singapore River serves a pow-
erful demonstration effect, especially
for the world where the main water
problem at present relates to quality
and not quantity.

Accordingly, if a fledgling, develo-
ping country such as Singapore, circa
1977, with a per capita GDP of
$7,022, was able to clean up Singa-
pore River, so too can other coun-

tries. At the time, it spent $300 mil-
lion and 10 years in the clean-up.

In June, India signed an agree-
ment with the World Bank for a
US$1 billion loan to clean up the riv-
er Ganges. One third of the country’s
people live along its banks.

This is not the first time India has
attempted to do so. Water specialists
have already said that cleaning up
the Ganges is an effort that will take
decades.

It will need far more than US$1 bil-
lion. It will also need strong and sus-
tained political will and improved wa-
ter governance all over the Ganges Ba-
sin.

But India is making a start, which
is important since all water bodies in
and around urban centres of the de-
veloping world are now already seri-
ously contaminated. The water quali-
ty situation is steadily deteriorating.

Singapore itself should remember

the river clean-up, if only to refocus

the water industry here on its exper-

tise and competitive edge in the niche

areas of river quality improvement,

better water governance and function-

ing and efficient institutions.

During the Singapore Internatio-

nal Water Week last month, Finance

Minister Tharman Shanmugaratnam

noted that the National Research
Foundation (NRF) has a total of $470
million committed to research and de-
velopment in the water sector.

This money is meant to help
achieve Singapore’s goal of growing
the value-added contribution from
the water-related sector from $0.5 bil-
lion in 2003 to $1.7 billion by 2015,
and doubling jobs in the sector to
11,000 by then.

Contrary to the widespread belief
that urban water management in Sin-
gapore has become one of the best in
the world primarily because of the
use of advanced technology, in our
view, this development has been pos-
sible because of good governance,
functioning institutions and
long-term planning.

Within this framework, technolo-
gy has played a useful role.

Regrettably, in most countries of
the world, both developed and deve-

loping, water governance and plan-
ning continue to be poor.

These are areas where Singapore
can make tremendous contributions
to the world and simultaneously help
the economy of Singapore and signifi-
cantly increase further its employ-
ment potential.

This will truly be a win-win situa-
tion for Singapore as well as the rest
of the world.

Missing out
By mostly focusing on the “hard” side
(technology) of urban water manage-
ment and not giving enough attention
to the soft side (governance, planning
and institutions), we believe that Sin-
gapore is missing out in maximising
its potential in important areas.

Emphasis on the “soft” side will al-
so ensure that Singapore has a
chance in becoming the knowledge

hub of the urban water world.

Singapore’s expertise in govern-

ance, planning, policy implementa-

tion, and functioning institutions are

not the stuff of high technology.

Many cities of developed and de-

veloping world badly need such ex-

pertise.

These are the factors that enabled

the country to clean up the Singapore

and Kallang rivers successfully and

cost-effectively.
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By PHILLIP BLOND
in London

T
HE riots that swept England
in early August shocked the
country, mainly because there
seemed to be no guiding mo-
tive or burning injustice. In

fact, these riots represent a new socio-
logical phenomenon – one that re-
flects the profound social, cultural
and economic shifts in Britain over
the past 30 years.

The August riots were new in that
gangs of predominantly young unem-
ployed men were able, using new me-
dia, to launch a series of semi-organ-
ised disturbances for the purpose not
of protest, but of criminal gain.

But why? Because in a savage
manner, they were acting out the val-
ues that increasingly seem to govern
and embody Britain: ruthless self-in-
terest coupled to a rootless consumer
nihilism.

That’s hardly a surprise; the gov-
erning orthodoxy for the last 30 years
has been that the few on top rule the
many at the bottom by persuading
them that the values of the wealthy
are the best for the entire country.

In modern Britain, the bigger the
business, the more effective it is at
avoiding tax. If that’s the rule for the
rich, logic dictates it will set the val-
ues for the poor.

British politicians are ill-placed to
condemn such actions since they
themselves were hugely compro-
mised in the scandal over the expens-
es claimed by Members of Parliament

– often for items very much like those
prized by the looters.

Moreover, the British political
class looks highly susceptible to vest-
ed and monopoly interests. News In-
ternational, for example, has been
shown to have manipulated both of
the main political parties for insider
advantage.

Thus the top and bottom of British
society seem to exhibit quite similar
values – both play the system, and
both see no reason why they should
not. They represent the final triumph
of a value system that does not recog-
nise any objective values at all.

On the left, libertarianism used
state welfare to give autonomy to peo-
ple it considered too dependent on
each other and too defined by out-
moded codes and values.

In so doing, it rendered superflu-
ous all the bottom-up organisation
and structures of British working-
class life, making people and commu-
nities dependent on state welfare
rather than on each other.

This has been most invidious in
the case of the family. Cultural liber-
tarians on the left have followed En-
gels in deeming marriage to be noth-
ing more than the bourgeois subjuga-
tion of women.

Since 1997, for example, a single
mother of two has seen her benefits
increase 85 per cent.

At the same time, the tax burden
placed on a one-earner family (two
parents plus two children) on an aver-
age wage is 39 per cent higher in Brit-
ain than that in other OECD coun-

tries. The result is that children in
Britain are now more than three
times as likely to live in one-parent
households than they were in 1972; a
third to a half of all British children
will at some point live in a one-parent
family; and a third of all British chil-
dren at any one time are living with
just one parent.

In 1971, less than 10 per cent of
all births in England and Wales were
outside marriage; in 2008, 45 per
cent of all births were.

This matters because unmarried
parents have great trouble staying to-
gether. By the time a child is five, 43
per cent of unmarried parents have
broken up, versus 8 per cent for mar-
ried couples.

Over 7 million Britons now live
alone, compared to 3 million in 1971,
creating widespread social anonymi-
ty and fragmentation. Since 70 per
cent of young offenders come from
one-parent families and a third of all
prisoners come from families so dys-
functional that they were taken into
care by the state, family structure is
not something the state can afford to
ignore.

The erosion of family structures
has been accompanied by a similar
libertarian assault from the economic
right.

Under the rhetoric of free markets
delivering mass prosperity, a rentier
state has developed that has concen-
trated wealth and stripped millions of
ordinary Britons of their capital, deny-
ing them a path to assets, ownership
and trade.

The bottom 50 per cent of the Brit-
ish population had 12 per cent of liq-
uid wealth, excluding property, in
1976; by 2003, that share had fallen
to one per cent, shutting the path to
prosperity for those at the bottom. An
OECD survey in 2010 found that Brit-
ain has the highest correlation be-
tween parental income and outcomes
for children, and therefore the lowest
rate of social mobility in the devel-
oped world.

From the perspective of those who
rioted, perhaps the most evident indi-
cation of how the game has moved
against them is migration. Thirty
years ago, unskilled working-class
kids could at least get jobs in shops or
factories. Today, these youths have
lost out to new migrants – an astound-
ing 99.9 per cent of the rise of employ-
ment (not jobs) in Labour years is ac-
counted for by foreign-born workers.

In conclusion, the rioters are
shamefully emblematic of modern
Britain. Their values have striking
parallels with Britain’s current elite –
not least because the creation of a
morally denuded and economically
marooned class at the bottom of socie-
ty is the outcome of an elite that has
embraced self-serving economics
and the value system that endorses it:
libertarianism under the guise of lib-
eralism. – IHT
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Water governance and planning are areas where Singapore can make tremendous contributions to the world

London riots reflect the real
values of the British elite
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Violence just a symptom: An OECD survey in 2010 found that Britain
has the lowest rate of social mobility in the developed world

Singapore is among the
best in the world in
urban water
management because of
good governance,
functioning institutions
and long-term planning.
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River cruise: Today, 25 years after a decade-long clean-up, the Singapore River is flanked on both sides by retail shops, eating outlets and posh residences.. Back then, however, it was a
noxious, polluted and highly visible reminder of how backward the country really was in terms of key infrastructure and environmental management

Exporting river-cleaning expertise
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