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S ince Ng Lang became CEO of Singapore’s Urban Redevelopment 
Authority (URA), the agency has introduced many initiatives to 

activate public spaces. He tells Dinesh Naidu why the city can’t live on  
the steroids of spectacular events, and describes how URA uses 
experiments and community collaborations to cultivate special places 
where people bond.     

Since you became CEO in 2010, URA  
has focused more on quality public 
spaces. Why are public spaces so 
important to you?

When you look at great cities around  
the world, you often find that they are  
not only defined by good urban plans  
and architecture, but also by the 
vibrancy of their public spaces. Attaching 
importance to this area is just a logical 
extension of the mission of the URA, 
which is to make Singapore a great city to 
live, work and play. 

Here in Singapore, the importance of 
public spaces is even more pertinent 
because of the cosmopolitan and 
multiracial nature of our society. At  
our playgrounds, you will see young 
children coming to play together, 
regardless of race, language and religion. 
Public places are where people come 
together to interact, to build trust and  
to build comfort level, and this is,  
I think, something that is very key  
in our effort to build a harmonious  
society and in achieving the objective  
of our nation building. 

Creating Special 
Bonds with 

Public Spaces
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Which are your proudest or favourite 
projects so far, and what more do you  
plan to do?

The Kranji Marshes that we completed 
early last year is a very special project 
because of the collaborative approach  
that we took in engaging the Nature 
Society of Singapore and the National 
Parks Board (NParks) from the start. 
Because of the success of the partnership, 
we ended up with one of the best wetland 
nature parks we have built in recent years,  
in terms of aesthetics and quality of  
the biodiversity.

Something else we have enjoyed a lot 
is Car-Free Sunday. When we started, 
we were uncertain how Singaporeans 
would react to such a project. It has 
really succeeded beyond our expectation, 
not only in terms of attracting a huge 
number of people to enjoy the place, but 
as a platform to attract people to come 
together to do things. So at every edition 
of Car-Free Sunday, we see community 
and interest groups coming together to 

organise activities with us. They are there 
to enjoy the place, but also because they 
like the message behind Car-Free Sunday 
and are there to show their support.

Personally, what’s most enjoyable about 
Car-Free Sunday is just the fact that it is a 
happy event—there is a certain ambience 
of community bonding, of cheerfulness, 
of camaraderie that I think makes that 
event very special. 

And if that’s the kind of emotions that 
people experience in a car-free precinct, 
then there’s hope that, over time, it can 
persuade people to change their lifestyle 
to support our long-term goal of a “car-
lite” society in Singapore. 

This is what makes collaborative public 
space projects interesting. But because it 
involves people, and often a large number 
of people, you are never always certain 
about the outcome. So every project for 
us is an experimentation. There’s always 
something to learn to make the next 
project better.

01 Nature Society volunteers cleared overgrown vegetation in 2008, allowing birdlife to thrive. URA and NParks then  
co-developed the area as Kranji Marshes Nature Park in 2014.

02 Ng Lang (second from left) with National Development Minister Lawrence Wong (middle) at a Car-Free Sunday,  
when the city centre becomes a pedestrian- and cyclist-friendly precinct.

“
Because it involves people ... you are never 

always certain about the outcome. So every 
project for us is an experimentation.

”
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01 The well-loved Singapore Botanic Gardens is also a UNESCO World Heritage Site.

02 Streets for People helped stakeholders close Maju Avenue to cars for a music and arts festival.

03 NParks’ Community in Bloom programme helps residents start gardens in underutilised spaces.
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What to you is a successful  
public space?

I think a kind of universal quality 
that defines public spaces is how they 
connect with people. In Singapore, I 
think a very good example of a very 
iconic and enduring public space is 
the Botanic Gardens. This is a place 
where all of us have fond memories of. 
I know of many who celebrate special 
life occasions there including the taking 
of their wedding pictures. And when we 
look at a place like that, I suppose then 
you start asking, if you want to create 
or rejuvenate spaces elsewhere in the 
city, how do we replicate that special 
emotional bond and connection between 
the places and the people?

And if you look at some of the initiatives 
that we’ve started like Streets for 
People, you will see that they are about 
encouraging community partners to  
join us in collaboration to create that 
bond between them and the spaces that 
we are trying to create.

So the approach is to ask, “Is there a 
space around your neighbourhood 
that you think can be made special? 
Tell us how you’d like to make it special, 
and we’ll facilitate that.” With people 
involved in helping us create the space, 
we can hopefully create the special 

emotional attachment. This is the kind of 
effort that we are embarking on now.

Something that’s quite special in 
Singapore are the community gardens. 
Right now, we have about a thousand 
of them, and if you visit each one, 
you realise that they’re more than just 
community gardens. There is actually a 
special community of people. Besides 
gardening, there’s often a good story of 
friendship, of people coming together 
to enjoy good times, and to help one 
another through hard times. This builds 
the bond between people and space, and 
this is what we want to encourage in our 
current placemaking effort.
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The city cannot be living  
on steroids—you can’t be having 

an event like that every few 
weeks. At best, maybe once  

or twice a year.“
”



01 Huge crowds gather to enjoy the fireworks at the Marina Bay Singapore Countdown.

02 A typical void deck below a Singapore public housing apartment block.

Why has URA’s place management 
strategy evolved from organising large-
scale events to encouraging smaller, 
ground-up initiatives?

There’s always a place for big events. 
The URA organises the annual 
countdown at Marina Bay every 
New Year’s Eve. I always feel there’s 
something special about an event that 
brings a community of three to four 
hundred thousand people together to 
collectively express hopes for the New 
Year. An event like that is great for 
community-building, but we know the 
city cannot be living on steroids—you 
can’t be having an event like that every 
few weeks. At best, maybe once or twice 
a year.

For the rest of the time, the experience 
of a city is defined by your daily 
encounters at the more human level, 
and this is what we are trying to do in 
our placemaking efforts. It’s really to 
try to improve the quality of the daily 
encounter that you have. As I explained 
earlier, we thought the best approach 
in doing this is not about us doing this 
ourselves, but getting the community, as 
a partner, to do it together.

Something that we often hear is: “Your 
rules are too restrictive, it’s very hard to 
do this and that in your public spaces 
because there are too many rules.” But 
when you sit down and look at the 
rules together, we know that the rules 
are there for a purpose. An example 
would be the use of the void deck in 
the public housing estate. Kicking a ball 
in the void deck is not often welcome. 
Why? Because it ends up creating noise 

for the guys living above. When you start 
to understand why the rules are there, 
the next question you can ask is whether 
there are ways to work together—either to 
mitigate the noise or to conduct activities 
at times when people are at work and 
would not be disturbed. 

When you examine questions like that, 
then things that were not possible could 
become possible. Work like that requires 
us to create a platform for parties to come 
together to have dialogues, to understand 
one another’s concern, and in the process 
make something possible. I think this is 
really what placemaking is all about. 

I think it has been very gratifying, that 
we are seeing an increasing number of 
people coming forward to collaborate 
with us in creating and celebrating public 
spaces. We would like to encourage more 
to be involved in this area of community 
work. And my promise is that there’s a 
great reward waiting for you, and the 
reward is seeing people enjoying the 
spaces that you’ve helped to create.
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Some say privately-owned public spaces 
are less open to the public, and restrict 
spontaneity. Is this an issue in Singapore?

I think the trick is in finding the alignment 
of interest to make things work. In our 
experience, it does work in commercial 
buildings because there’s every interest for 
commercial buildings to have spaces around 
them to be vibrant. It’s good for business. 
A very good example would be the Cube at 
Asia Square. This is a sheltered plaza that is 
built below two very successful commercial 
buildings. With our climate, a chain of 
closely knit smaller spaces found in between 
buildings can provide the shade to help us 
escape from the tropical sun. If you are there 
today, you will see office workers coming down 
to the space to chill, to enjoy other people’s 
company, to network, to gossip, maybe even 
do a bit of business transaction in the process. 
And there you see a very strong alignment of 
interest and that’s why a space like that works.

It’ll probably not work too well if you impose 
that on a private residential development 
where people want privacy. In situations  
like that, public spaces should be best left  
in public hands.  

“ ”
The experience of a  

city is defined by your daily 
encounters at the more 

human level.



01 URA’s new Design Guidelines and Good Practice Guide for Privately Owned Public Spaces safeguard spaces  
like Asia Square for public use.

01

23
in

terview
ISSU

E
 1

1
 •

 M
A

Y
 2

0
1

7


