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As we mark World Environment 
Day today, a question persists in 
Singapore and across the 
Indo-Pacific region: “What more 
can, and must, we do to build a 
more sustainable world?”

How we answer remains critical 
as attention turns also to the 
rescheduled United Nations 
climate change conference, set to 
take place in Glasgow, Scotland, 
this year from Nov 1 to 12. It had 
been postponed from November 
last year due to the pandemic.

More than 50 years ago, on April 
22, 1970, the first “Earth Day” was 
held in the United States to 
champion environmental issues, 
sparking a movement now 
embraced internationally. 

However, Earth Day in April this 

year has been overshadowed in 
Asia and elsewhere by the war 
against Covid-19. 

Now is a time, however, for 
bigger climate ambitions and 
matching, practical, measurable 
actions by individuals, businesses 
and policymakers across Asean 
and the Indo-Pacific. 

As nations recover from the 
pandemic, so, too, has an 
inconvenient truth returned – Asia 
must do more to ensure 
development resumes more 
sustainably. 

While international leadership is 
key to reaching net-zero emissions 
by 2050, global collaboration 
continues to be hampered. 

After a steep drop last year, 
global energy-related carbon 
dioxide emissions have rebounded. 
According to the International 
Energy Agency – a Paris-based 
intergovernmental organisation on 
energy – global emissions were 
2 per cent, or 60 million tonnes, 
higher in December 2020 than the 
same month a year earlier. 

An overall decline of about 6 per 
cent, the world’s largest annual 
drop in global energy-related CO2 
emissions since World War II, 
masked wide variations depending 
on region and time of year. 

A significant contributor 
remains China, the world’s biggest 
coal consumer. According to 
Reuters calculations based on 
official data, China saw overall 
consumption of fossil fuel increase 
by 0.6 per cent in 2020 from a year 

earlier, to around 4.04 billion 
tonnes. 

The China National Coal 
Association said China’s coal 
consumption is expected to 
continue rising this year despite 
Beijing’s pledges to boost the use 
of clean energy and curb 
greenhouse gas emissions. 

China also continues to build 
coal-fired power plants at a rate 
that outpaces the rest of the world 
combined. Last year, China 
brought 38.4 gigawatts of new 
coal-fired power into operation, 
more than three times what was 
brought on line everywhere else. 
This is according to the Global Coal 
Plant Tracker update by Global 
Energy Monitor and the Centre for 
Research on Energy and Clean Air, 
a survey of global coal-fired units. 

The urgency of addressing 
unsustainable development 
clearly remains. Individuals, 
businesses and governments must 
re-commit to support education 
and science, personal and civic 
action, and conservation and 
restoration programmes as part of 
a comprehensive approach to a 
post-Covid-19 world. 

Here are two specific steps 
forward:

THE POWER OF INDIVIDUAL ACTION

First, even as climate action 
demands organisational and 
governmental support, the power 
of individual action cannot be 
overlooked. 

The increasingly urbanised 
Indo-Pacific region knows 
first-hand the effects of air 
pollution. For Singaporeans, haze 
in 2015 led to Pollutant Standards 
Index readings rising hazardously 
above 300, forcing schools to 
close. 

While some understandably 
called out the need for changes by 
other nations and by industry – 
including an end to unsustainable 
slash-and-burn agricultural 
practices – they underestimate the 
impact of their own individual 
behaviour. How we purchase, 
consume and commute, as well as 
what we invest in, all have 
environmental impacts. 

With Asia being the world’s 
largest carbon dioxide emitter, the 
role of individual actions in the 
region is critical. 

The Good Life Goals, created by 
The World Business Council for 
Sustainable Development
to help make the UN Sustainable 
Development Goals more 
actionable, lays out 85 ways that 
personal changes in behaviour can 
be taken every day. 

Saying no to unnecessary plastic 
and choosing to walk and cycle are 
just two among many simple, 
straightforward actions. 

BUSINESS AND GOVERNMENT 
PARTNERSHIPS

Second, businesses and 
governments must do more to 
partner to meet the growing 

demand for sustainability-driven 
solutions.

In 2017, CDP – a not-for-profit 
organisation formerly known 
as the Carbon Disclosure Project – 
found just 100 companies 
responsible for 71 per cent of 
global greenhouse gas emissions 
since 1988. 

One key area of partnership is 
adoption of sustainable finance. 
With the International Monetary 
Fund projecting a global return to 
growth within two years, all 
stakeholders must also plan for 
and embrace growing 
environmental, social and 
corporate governance (ESG) 
demands from investors. 

Morningstar Asia – which 
provides independent investment 
research – reported that Asia, 
excluding Japan, saw a record 
US$5 billion (S$6.6 billion) in 
inflows to sustainable funds in the 
fourth quarter of 2020. This 
helped ESG funds reach US$25.4 
billion by the year end, a 131 per 
cent increase on the previous year. 

Greater collaboration on 
sustainable urban infrastructure, 
from transport to waste 
management, offers another 
opportunity for partnership.

Singapore’s then-Minister for 
Transport Ong Ye Kung, for 
example, highlighted the 
city-state as “an ideal test bed” for 
the rapid adoption of electric 
vehicles (EVs) in March this year. 
The Singapore Green Plan 2030 
envisions 28,000 EV charging 
points at public carparks 
nationwide by 2030, with all 
petrol and diesel cars phased out 
by 2040. Partnerships and public 
education will be key to its 
execution.

EVERY CLIMATE ACTION COUNTS

Though individuals, businesses 
and even policymakers might not 
be able to make a global impact 
alone, every effort counts in the 
collective fight to shape a more 
sustainable world.

US Senator Gaylord Nelson, who 
sparked Earth Day with the goal of 
raising public awareness about 
pollution, is one example of the 
power and legacy of individual 
change-makers. His ideas around 
Earth Day, which began as a 
teach-in on environmental issues, 
launched a wave of environmental 
activism that continues to have a 
measurable impact to this day, 
including in Asia.

As world leaders convene in 
Glasgow at the climate conference, 
scepticism could well endure. The 
near-term focus of much of the 
world could well still be on 
Covid-19 vaccines and treatments, 
and on getting people, factories 
and businesses back to work. 

Yet, as the world recovers from 
this global pandemic, Asia should 
also recognise, with resolution 
rather than doubt, that individual, 
measurable actions and robust 
public-private partnerships are 
also essential to help the region 
build back better.

It is time to be ambitious.
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Too much, too little, and never 
quite enough – that sums up 
Singapore’s water challenge now 
compounded by climate change.

As we mark World Environment 
Day today, it is timely to take stock 
of the existential challenge posed 
by climate change through the lens 
of water and what Singapore is 
doing to overcome that.

Singapore is as flat as a pancake 
and stands no more than 5m above 
mean sea level. It means the land 
and water-scarce island must 
tackle head-on the impact of 
climate change such as rising sea 
levels, and has no time to waste. 
Changing weather patterns also 
mean that Singapore must ensure 
there is enough water during 
prolonged droughts, as well as 
ensuring good drainage during 
intense rain.

There is yet another climate 
change-induced twist to the 
island’s efforts to produce potable 
water – how to curb the carbon 
emissions that arise from 
energy-intensive desalination.

First, consider how extreme 
meteorological events are 
affecting Singapore. Floods are 
becoming more common and 
intense. Equally, dry spells are 
becoming worryingly regular and 
severe.

DROUGHTS AND DELUGE

On New Year’s Day, Singaporeans 
woke up to a cool and wet morning 
with temperatures falling below 
22 deg C in parts of the island due 
to prolonged heavy rain, which 
continued into the following day. 
The downpour on Jan 1 dumped 
318.6mm of rain, causing flash 

floods in several areas. The 
amount of rain that fell was 
significantly more than the 
238mm historical average for the 
entire month of January, and 
within the first percentile of 
maximum daily rainfall recorded 
for the past 39 years. 

Barely four months later, on 
April 17, another heavy storm 
dumped 177mm of rain across 
Singapore, which is again more 
than a month’s regular rainfall for 
April and among the heaviest on 
record.

Two days afterwards, Minister 
for Sustainability and the 
Environment Grace Fu warned 
Singaporeans to expect such 
intense rainfall “more frequently”, 
attributing it to climate change 
and reiterating the importance of 
planning ahead. 

These are, of course, the 
ominous signs of climate change 
impact. When the rain comes, it is 
increasingly intense, giving rise to 
the problem of floods. When there 
is no rain, the problem of acute 
drought and water shortage rears 
its ugly head. 

For Singapore, 2019 was the 

warmest year on record, as it was 
for many parts of the world. The 
1,367mm of rain that fell in 2019 
was 37 per cent below the annual 
average, making it the third-driest 
year since records started in 1869. 

A significant percentage of 
climate change impact can be 
viewed through the lens of water. 
And as alluded to by Ms Fu, 
adaptation and mitigation 
measures often lie with good water 
and land use management.

The second aspect of the climate 
change-induced water challenge 
has to do with the relentless effort 
to meet the demand for this vital 
resource.

Singapore has to be prepared for 
the eventual cessation of drawing 
rights in 2061, of nearly 50 per cent 
of its current water supply from 
neighbouring Malaysia. 

CLEAN WATER’S CARBON COSTS

The PUB, its national water 
agency, has long added 
wastewater collection, treatment 
and reuse, and seawater 
desalination to its portfolio of 
water sources to meet Singapore’s 

water demand. Now it has to find 
ways to do the same but with 
reduced carbon emission targets 
in mind.

The PUB has become a leading 
exponent of using recycled 
wastewater, called Newater, as a 
diversified source of domestic and 
industrial water supply. For over 
two decades, Singapore has been 
collecting all its sewage, treating it 
properly and transforming it into 
ultra-high-quality water. The 
ready availability of recycled and 
desalinated water has made 
Singapore’s water supply more 
resilient to vagaries of the weather.

These sources, however, require 
more energy to produce, and 
therefore increase its carbon 
footprint. Singapore has 
committed to peak carbon 
emissions by 2030. 

To support this target, PUB will 
also reduce its carbon footprint. 
Desalinating seawater is the most 
energy-intensive way to produce 
drinking water, requiring 3.5kWh 
of energy for every cubic metre 
and emitting the equivalent of 
1.4kg of CO2 along the way.

Much of PUB’s current R&D 

effort is aimed at halving energy 
requirements for desalination. 
Reducing the carbon footprint of 
water treatment is essential for a 
place like Singapore which has no 
land to collect and store enough 
runoff despite tropical rains and 
can only become increasingly 
dependent on manufactured 
sources to quench the thirst of its 
people and industry.

PUB’s R&D includes not only 
improving the energy efficiency of 
desalination processes, but also 
exploring the possibilities of 
carbon capture and utilisation. 
These are in addition to its ongoing 
effort to harvest renewable solar 
energy and upping operating 
efficiency through process 
innovation.

GLOBAL EFFORTS

The same approach of long-range 
planning and steady 
implementation is also being 
applied to the looming threat of 
sea-level rise. 

Singapore’s Prime Minister Lee 
Hsien Loong noted in his 2019 
state-of-the-nation address that 
“we should treat climate change 
defences… with utmost 
seriousness. These are life and 
death matters. Everything must 
bend at the knee to safeguard the 
existence of our island nation”.

In true Singapore style, he 
promptly put money where his 
mouth is, pledging $100 billion, 
around 20 per cent of the country’s 
GDP, towards its coastal 
protection. As the coastal 
protection agency, PUB is working 
to make sure Singapore does not 
become a modern-day Atlantis. 

Singapore was one of 40 
countries invited by US President 
Joe Biden to the virtual Leaders 
Summit on Climate which he 
hosted in April this year because of 
its innovative approaches to 
adapting to climate change. 

The summit was convened to 
underscore the urgency – and the 
economic benefits – of stronger 
climate action. It was a key 
milestone on the road to the 
United Nations Climate Change 
Conference (COP26) to be held in 
November in Glasgow. As leaders 
around the world ramp up efforts 
to cut carbon emissions and put 
the brakes on devastating climate 
change, Singapore, a small 
city-state of six million, is in the 
forefront of countries that have 
formulated long-term plans for 
managing its impact and is 
steadfastly putting them into 
effect.

Tiny Singapore’s efforts may not 
amount to much in terms of the 
entire world’s exertions at 
mitigating the adverse impact of 
climate change. For sure, whatever 
it does will never move the global 
needle. But it does what it can, and 
should its enlightened policies be 
duplicated in other countries, the 
combined effect would most 
certainly cause the meter to jump. 
Like water, every drop counts. 
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‘Boom and bust’ 
rainfall is one 
challenge as weather 
patterns change. The 
other is how to 
produce more potable 
water through 
processes such as 
desalination without 
raising carbon 
emissions.

The downpour on Jan 1 (above) dumped 318.6mm of rain, causing flash floods in several areas. The amount of rain that fell was significantly more than the 238mm 
historical average for the entire month of January, and within the first percentile of maximum daily rainfall recorded for the past 39 years. ST FILE PHOTO

Over a year into the 
Covid-19 pandemic, 
individuals, 
businesses and 
policymakers need to 
harbour greater 
climate ambitions in 
the region.

World Environment Day

Singapore’s two-front battle with 
water security and climate change

Asia, be ambitious on climate action

When the rain comes, it is 
increasingly intense, 
giving rise to the problem 
of floods. When there is no 
rain, the problem of acute 
drought and water 
shortage rears its ugly 
head... A significant 
percentage of climate 
change impact can be 
viewed through the lens of 
water. And as alluded to by 
Minister for Sustainability 
and the Environment Grace 
Fu, adaptation and 
mitigation measures often 
lie with good water and 
land use management.
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