
Dr Joseph
Ooi, profes-
sor of real es--
tate at thhe
National UUnni-
versity off Sin-

gapore (NUS),

served as the headquarters for lo-
cal telecommunications giant
Singtel for 45 years. In the year of
its construction, it was described
in a Straits Times report as a “bea-
con to the future”.
The former CPF Building, which

once housed the headquarters of
the Central Provident Fund Board,
was demolished in 2017 to make
way for the current CapitaSky
building in Robinson Road.
A spokesman for developer Cap-

itaLand says an extensive review
concluded that while the building
was originally designed to meet
specific national requirements of
the 1970s, it no longer met Grade A
office standards in aspects such as
floor-to-ceiling height or sustaina-
blemechanical and electrical prac-
tices.
The new structure saw a nearly

25 per cent increase in total gross
area to over 600,500 sq ft.
Likewise, the UIC Building in

Shenton Way – which once held
the title of Singapore’s tallest
building for a year in1973 –was de-
molished in 2013 to make way for a
new building with 60 per cent
more floor space, incorporating a
new office block and new condo-
minium V on Shenton.
Mr Heng Chin Hong, head of

strategy and planning of developer
Singapore Land Group, says the
new mixed-use development,
completed in 2017, allowed the
company to “play our part to reju-
venate the traditional business dis-
trict of Shenton Way and promote
the concept of city-living, an
emerging idea at that time”.
There is a regulatory dimension

to these developments, notes Dr
Lee Kwan Ok, associate professor
and deputy head of the NUS de-
partment of real estate.
Shepoints out thatmanyof these

sky-high demolitions took place in
Singapore’s CBD and were spurred
on by the Urban Redevelopment
Authority’s (URA) CBD incentive
scheme.
The scheme was introduced in

2019 to support the rejuvenation
and transformation of the CBD in-
to a more mixed-use and vibrant
precinct – with more housing op-
tions and a wider range of amen-
ities and recreational offerings –
by offering developers increased
plot ratios as an incentive.
“Singapore, with its dynamic

changes in the CBD landscape, is
efficient because of redevelop-
ment that provides more space to
meet increased demand,” she says.
“But it means that a lot of quite
iconic buildings – like the CPF and
UIC buildings – they’re just gone.”
Dr Lee applauds the initiative’s

promotion of more mixed-use de-
velopments within the CBD, but
takes issue with part of the
scheme’s eligibility criteria, which
states that the building need only
be over 20 years old.
“When you think of high-rises

made with good materials, they
can last 100 years,” she says.
Beyond raising theminimumage

of buildings to be redeveloped un-
der the scheme, Dr Lee also recom-
mends further incentivising the
adaptive reuse of older buildings
and adoptingmore formal heritage
impact assessments – a practice
common in places like Hong Kong

but neither mandatory nor widely
conducted in Singapore.
She cites Golden Mile Complex,

which was the first building of its
kind to be gazetted for conserva-
tion by the URA in 2021, as most
other conserved buildings are from
the island’s colonial era, from be-
fore the 1960s.
In 2023, GoldenMile’s new own-

ers – Far East Organization, Peren-
nial Holdings and Sino Land –
hired a consultancy firm and
reached out to experts to under-
stand how best to preserve and re-
store iconic elements like the
building’s terraced facade.
“On the one hand, you have

places like South Korea and Tai-
wan, where it’s all freehold and it’s
very hard to redevelop. They have
the opposite problem, with a lot of
rundown buildings because it’s too
hard to get consensus from hun-
dreds of landlords.With Singapore,
it’s the opposite. How to strike the
right balance is a very interesting
question,” says Dr Lee.
She cautions that allowing build-

ings to be redeveloped at such a
pace canmeana loss of urban iden-
tity, as well as greater environmen-
tal cost from construction, even if
the new buildings employ more
sustainable technologies.
“History conservation is one of

our big agendas for our long-term
planning, and it has been stated
many times when we talk about
our sense of community and iden-
tity – but we just keep demolishing
and replacing it with new stuff.”
But increased square footage and

incentives alone do not explain
Singapore’s demolition spree, says
Mr Mok.
He points to Pearl Bank Apart-

ments, built in 1976 and demol-
ished in 2019 tomakeway for a new
luxury development with an equi-

Though not aall
buildings mayy
merit conser--
vation, experts
say the pace off
redevelop-
ment in Singaa-
pore posess a

challleenge to ongoing effortts to
build a sseense of urban ideenntity.
“One of thhee nneeggaattiivve impacts of

us freely pulling down buildings
before their lifespan is up is the in-
ability for us as a people to have the
time to stand back and look at
them,” Mr Mok says. “You need
time to assess themerits of a build-
ing.”
This is because the architectural

value of some buildings is apparent
only in hindsight.
In contrast, Dr Ooi takes a differ-

ent point of view. “If you go build-
ing by building, if it’s just another
skyscraper – in an era when there
were so many of them built – even
if 10 were torn down, there’s still a
lot from that era.”
He notes that the URA performs

a delicate balancing act between
the need for development and pre-
serving Singapore’s urbanheritage.
Trade-offs inevitably have to be

Heritage is nott
the only con-
cern. In 2022,,
Singapore
pledged tto
achieve nneet-
zero grreeen-

house ggaas emissions by 20550.
In that lliigghhtt,, MMrr MMok asks:

“When carbon emission becomes
an issue, should we be pulling
down buildings before their car-
bon lifespan is over?”
Associate Professor Yeo Kang

Shua of the SingaporeUniversity of
Technology andDesign says: “For a
more holistic view, embodied car-
bon must be included in the equa-
tion together with operational car-
bon when discussing environmen-
tal sustainability.”
Embodied carbon refers to the

carbon footprint of a building
throughout its life cycle, such as
building materials, transportation
of materials to the construction
site, assembly processes, and dem-

The inexorable march of progress in
Singapore has seen relatively new buildings
torn down for redevelopment, a trend that
has sparked a debate on conservation

Teo Kai Xiang

FINANCIAL
LOGIC BEHIND
DEMOLITION

Many of thesee
demolished
skyscrapers,
however, havee
played a sigg-
nificant role iin
Singapore’ss
urban hhiisstory.

The frenneettic pace of ovveerhauling
them tells the sttory of how urban
development has marched on here
without looking back.
Comcentre in Orchard Road,

built in 1979 and currently being
demolished, was designed by ar-
chitectural great Alfred Wong and

While many wonders of the an-
cient world have stood the test of
time, modern skyscrapers often
face a different, shorter-lived fate.
Singapore stands at the forefront

of this phenomenon, being home
to 10 of the world’s tallest skyscra-
pers that have ever been demol-
ished as at 2024, according to the
US-based non-profit Council on
Tall Buildings and Urban Habitat.
These buildings that were torn

down, then rebuilt, were no older
than 45 years of age. This places
Singapore second only toNewYork
City, which leads with 25 such sky-
scrapers consigned to the scrap
heap.
In third place is Tokyo with eight

tall buildings demolished. The
2024 ranking lists the 100 tallest
buildings demolished in the world.
Experts speaking to The Sunday

Times say the trend of sky-high
demolitions is linked to Singa-
pore’s limited land availability and
the shifting needs of the Republic’s
citizens – but caution that there is
a cost to the environment and im-
pact on the island’s urban identity.
Mr Mok Wei Wei, managing di-

rector at W Architects, says: “In a
fast-growing economy, youwant to
have new building stock to cater to
new users, so you don’t think
twice; you just redevelop.
“This has always been the kind of

attitude to buildings that are not
classified as historic or of heritage
value.”
The veteran architect adds that

debates around conservation and
thebrisk pace of developmenthave
dogged decision-makers for de-
cades.
Such discussions intensified in

the 1980s, when the fate of the
city’s shophouses and historic set-
tlements was called into question.
Eventually, a consensus was

reached regarding the historical
value of certain structures like
shophouses, says Mr Mok.
This meant the unveiling of the

Conservation Master Plan in 1986,
and the creation of conservation
areas in historic places such as
Kampong Glam and Emerald Hill
in 1989.
“But when it comes to the more

modern and nondescript build-
ings, we don’t think twice about
tearing them down,” he adds.
“In the 1990s and 2000s, there

was a great revision of the plot ra-
tio of the city in Singapore. Condo-
miniums that were less than 20
years oldd wwere taken ddoowwn. It was
very ccommon in Singaporree be-
cauusse there was great money too be
mmaade in pulling down these builldd-
inngs and rebuilding them.”

says a continuous cycle of demoli-
tion and redevelopment is part of
the life cycle of any city that seeks
to meet the shifting needs of its
residents.
In the context of Singapore, the

pace of these demolitions comes
down to these buildings’ obsole-
scence in the face of rapidly chang-
ing needs.
“Singapore is unique because we

developed very quickly over the
past 50 years,” he says. “To accom-
modate economic progress, we
need more space. The options are
either that you take from existing
green areas or you tear down and
intensify existing buildings.
“In that context, as Singapore de-

velops over time, the plot ratio of
certain areas have increased,” he
adds. “We can now go higher and
higher because technology allows
us to do so.”
Plot ratio is the total floor area of

a building compared with the size
of the land it is on, and in the con-
text of construction, intensifica-
tionmeans raising this ratio. Doing
so creates the opportunity for in-
creased profits for developers.
Developers of the demolished

skyscrapers cite their redeveloped
buildings’ increased square foot-
age, improved sustainability fea-
tures and the market’s desire for
more mixed-use developments as
key reasons buildings have been
demolished instead of being adapt-
ed.
Take Fuji Xerox Towers in Anson

Road, for example. Its demolition
by City Developments Limited
(CDL) in 2023 made way for the
currently under-construction
Newport Plaza – and meant a 25
per cent increase in floor area to
about 655,000 sq ft.
“With this redevelopment, we

are converting an office building
which is over 30 years old, and in a
prime Central Business District
(CBD) location, into a modern
mixed-use development. Fuji
Xerox Towers had a relatively less
efficient floor plate configuration
as well as lower floor-to-ceiling
height,” says a CDL spokesman.
Meanwhile, AXATower –built in

1986 for the Ministry of Finance as
the former Treasury Building – has
longbeena feature of theCBDwith
its cylindrical stack-of-coins struc-
ture, up till its demolition in 2023.
The new 305m edifice replacing

it is set to become the tallest build-
ing in Singapore, following its com-
pletion in 2028, and represents an
over 50 per cent increase in total
floor space. TThhee nneeww mixed-use
developpmment includes offffiices and
luxurryy condominium Skywy aaters
Ressiidences.

valent floor space and plot ratio.
“Without any plot ratio enhance-

ments, people are still pulling
down buildings,” he says, adding
that smaller units were built to
maximise profits.
Pearl Bank Apartments, known

for its horseshoe-shape structure,
was Singapore’s tallest residential
building in the year itwas complet-
ed. The building set the standard
for later condominium develop-
ments, and architects and the heri-
tage communityy called for its con-
servationn bbased on its hheerriitage val-
ue, buutt to no avail.

made between the two priorities.
“Heritage, culture, history –

these things give people a sense of
identity, place and association
with certain memories. These are
very positive things.” he says. “The
challenge is quantifying them.”
AURA spokesman says the agen-

cy adopts a selective approach
when it comes to conserving Sin-
gapore’s built heritage.
Buildings of significance are pro-

posed for conservation, and the
agency works with stakeholders to
ensure conserved buildings are
sensitively restored and integrated
with future developments.
Together with the Singapore

Land Authority, the URA seeks
views from industry partners and
the community on the rejuvena-
tion of state properties, such as
Aibi Maxwell inMaxwell Road and
Vivistop in Kampong Eunos, the
spokesman adds.
“Nonetheless, it is not possible to

conserve every building with our
land constraints,” he says. “There-
fore, beyond conservation, agen-
cies work with stakeholders on
other creative ways to recall and
commemorate the heritage and
identity of our built environment.”
Some developers say that pre-

serving thememory of older build-
ings was a key design considera-
tion when redeveloping them.
CapitaLand says that in its rede-

velopment of Pearl Bank Apart-
ments, the new design pays hom-
age to the original iconic horse-
shoe-shaped structure with new
twin C-shaped blocks and roof
bridges.
Meanwhile, Mr Alfred Yeung,

general manager of Shaw Towers
Realty, says his company’s redeve-
lopment of Shaw Tower, built in
1975,meant commissioning a study
on how the historic building –
whichoncehoused Singapore’s lar-
gest cinema– could be represented
in themoderniseddesign, to beun-
veiled in 2026.
“This includes facade panels

from the original wall system,
Shaw Brothers logo, Shine audito-
rium seats, ticket stubs from local
theatres aanndd film meemmorabilia,”
says MMr Yeung, who adds thhaat the
buiillding’s redevelopment willll in-
crrease its floor area by 10 per cennt.
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olition and disposal.
In contrast, operational carbon is

the ongoing carbon footprint from
day-to-day operations and energy
use over its lifespan.
The climate stakes are not insig-

nificant, considering how the built
environment is currently responsi-
ble for 39per cent of global energy-
related carbon emissions, accord-
ing to Ms Ruchi Bhatia, executive
director of energy and sustain-
ability at engineering firm Mein-
hardt Group.
While operational carbon ac-

counts for nearly 70 per cent of a
building’s carbon emissions, em-
bodied carbon accounts for 30 per
cent.
“However, research has shown

that if the buildings have a shorter
lifespan due to constant urban re-
developments and renewal, the
embodied carbon emissions could
account for up to 40 per cent of a
building’s total emissions,” she
adds.
In response to queries about the

sustainability of Singapore’s rede-
velopment, a Building and Con-
struction Authority (BCA) spokes-
person says that as part of efforts
to implement a more holistic as-
sessment of a building’s environ-
mental cost, the statutory board
jointly developed the Singapore
Building Carbon Calculator with
the Singapore Green Building
Council and other groups.
This tool facilitates the quantifi-

cation and planning of carbon re-
duction strategies from the early
design stages.
Alongside this new tool, the BCA

also administers awards like the
GreenMark Platinum for buildings
which meet sustainability goals.
On this, BCA points to CapitaSky –

redeveloped from the former CPF
building – as a promising example
of sustainable redevelopment.
“It was the first redevelopment

commercial project in Singapore’s
CBD to achieve 100 per cent reuse
of existing bored piles,” says the
spokesperson. Bored piles are a
commonly used form of building
foundation.
“This engineering feat saved

8,400 tonnes of concrete and con-
tributed to a 37 per cent reduction
in carbon emissions, marking a
milestone in sustainable construc-
tion.”
Experts say one alternative to

demolition is retrofitting or adapt-
ing older buildings for new pur-
poses, which is alternatively
known as adaptive reuse.
Mr Mok believes that adaptive

reusehas potential, even if it seems
counterintuitive to a society con-
stantly hungry for newness and
modernity. “A building – if it has
goodbones– its ability to be adapt-
ed and reused is there,” he says.
“We cannot brush that off.”
And there are charms that can be

found only in the old rather than

the new.
He points to the unique charac-

ter of buildings from previous eras
of Singapore’s architectural histo-
ry, from shophouses to high-rise
commercial buildings that cameup
before the 2000s, as well as old
educational buildings.
“Look at New Bahru in Kim Yan

Road. They chose a building that
was built in the 1940s, and the
whole architectural language now
exudes trendiness.
“Buildings of a different era have

their own character, even simple
buildings like HDB flats or un-
assuming buildings built in the
1980s. And it’s a character that peo-
ple find attractive,” he adds.
Adaptive reuse and the preserva-

tion of older buildings can also be
more cost-effective for smaller en-
terprises.
“It’s easier for new businesses

and small fellows to set up, espe-
cially compared with shopping
centres and new builds which are
more expensive.”
The case for renovation has also

made financial and environmental
sense for developers in certain
contexts.
A CDL spokesperson says that

alongside its redevelopment of Fuji
Xerox Towers, the company spent
$70 million on retrofitting and im-
proving Republic Plaza in Raffles
Place in 2018 instead of tearing it
down. At 280m tall, this skyscra-
per is the second-tallest building in
Singapore.
Singapore LandGroup’sMrHeng

also points to the Singapore Land
Tower inRaffles Place as a success-
ful example of an asset enhance-
ment initiative approach. Its $160
million renovation, which took
three years and is expected to be
completed by the end of 2024, re-
sulted in a savings of more than 50
per cent of embodied carbon emis-
sions.
Ultimately, Meinhardt Group’s

Ms Bhatia concludes that a bal-
anced approach is necessary.
Preserving older structures is

not always the greener choice if re-
furbished buildings have poorer
operational emissions, and newly
redeveloped buildings’ sustaina-
bility features may not offset the
environmental impact of demol-
ishing them.
With land-scarce Singapore con-

stantly revising its development
models, most of the country’s re-
development projects are now go-
ing for high-density, compact,
mixed-use developments that fol-
low a “live-work-play-grow-com-
mute-less” model, compared with
the single-use developments of the
past, according to Ms Bhatia.
“The carbon footprint of these

redevelopments and construction
projects should therefore not be
seen in isolation, but should also
consider the socio-economic ben-
efits of these renewed develop-
ment models,” she adds.

kaixiang@sph.com.sg

SPARED THE
WRECKING
BALL: Republic
Plaza, currently
tied for
second-tallest
building in
Singapore,
underwent a
$70 million
renovation in
2018. PHOTO:
LIANHE ZAOBAO
FILE

BEFORE: UIC
Building in
Shenton Way was
demolished to
make way for a
new structure
with 60 per cent
more floor space.
PHOTOS:
SINGAPORE LAND
GROUP
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demolitions and
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Demolished: 2007Built: 1974

Ocean Building Ocean
Financial Centre

Height (m)
Gross area (sq ft)

119
466,000

245
873,000

Demolished: 2019Built: 1976

Pearl Bank
Apartments One Pearl Bank

Height (m)
Gross area (sq ft)

113
613,530

155
613,530

Demolished: 2017Built: 1976

CPF Building CapitaSky

Height (m)
Gross area (sq ft)

171
487,401

185
613,595

Demolished: 2020Built: 1975

Shaw Tower Shaw Tower

Height (m)
Gross area (sq ft)

138
508,057

198
559,723

Demolished: 2024Built: 1979

Comcentre Comcentre

Height (m)
Gross area (sq ft)

165
1,134,204

115
1,218,668

Demolished: 2023Built: 1987

Fuji Xerox Towers Newport Plaza

Height (m)
Gross area (sq ft)

165
524,000

215
655,000

Demolished: 2023Built: 1986

AXA Tower 8 Shenton Way /
The Skywaters

Height (m)
Gross area (sq ft)

235
1,029,306

305
1,597,919

UIC Building

UIC Building
(Commercial) and
V on Shenton
(Residential)

Height (m)
Gross area (sq ft)

152
580,218

237
934,103

Demolished: 2013Built: 1973
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