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What is a high trust city?

A high trust city is one where citizens can 
go about their daily lives knowing that if 
they are considerate to others, others will 
be considerate to them. A high trust city 
is also one where citizens trust the city’s 
institutions to look out for them and care 
for them. A high trust city is one where 
social capital is strong, and where it’s 
being built on day after day. In order to 
reach that stage, a city needs to look into 
three aspects of resilience. Because trust 
and resilience are interrelated. 

First, you need to have social resilience. 
Society in and of itself, supported by the 
policies and programmes, is resilient in 
that there are opportunities for citizens 
to interact, to build trust with neighbours, 
with the community and with institutions. 

You also need to have a sense of 
infrastructure resilience, in that the 
infrastructure meets the needs and 

aspirations of people in their daily lives. 
Not just today, but tomorrow and in  
the future. 

And lastly of course, a sense of climate 
resilience—that the city takes care of the 
future challenges that climate change  
can bring.

How can the government build up  
social resilience? 

A city’s resilience is put to the test when 
it is faced with unexpected challenges, for 
example, a natural disaster or terrorist 
attack. For instance, after the Christchurch 
terrorist attack, the way in which the city 
and the people of New Zealand responded 
showed remarkable resilience. 

In Singapore, we never take for granted 
that trust exists or that people are 
prepared. We need to make sure we 
protect our people but also empower and 
enable them to be resilient. 

nown for driving collaborations between the government and the 
community, Minister for Social and Family Development and Second 

Minister for National Development Desmond Lee shares how city leaders 
can involve people and private institutions in efforts to strengthen social 
capital and trust. 
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02  Rooftop on Oasis Terrace is a new generation neighbourhood centre that was developed after numerous engagement sessions with 
Punggol residents.

01  An SG Cares Community Network Session at Ang Mo Kio where participants from over 80 community partners and agencies 
gathered to discuss social service delivery.

01 02

The SG Secure movement actively 
empowers citizens to look out for risks and 
for each other, and equips them with the 
skillsets to respond during unexpected 
incidents. So putting in people’s minds 
that they should “run, hide and tell”. And 
when they encounter someone who’s 
wounded, they should “press, tie and tell”. 
These enable them to instinctively respond 
so that collectively, we are more resilient. 

The SG Cares movement encourages 
communities to work together with social 
services and government agencies to care 
for the vulnerable in society, whether 
they are low-income citizens or those who 
had seen better times but are now facing 
tremendous difficulties because of crisis. 

We also launched a ComLink (community 
link) initiative to support families in rental 
housing areas. It provides the platform for 
Social Service Agencies, civic and religious 
organisations and ordinary citizens to support 
families facing crises, in the hope that when 
they see light at the end of the tunnel, they 
can then become leaders of the community, 
and in turn help others as well. This is part of 
the whole drive to create social resilience in 
the community.

”“
Ensure that the city remains 

human scale, because ultimately 
cities are for the people.

The population today are more vocal and 
educated, and demand that governments see 
them as equals. What can governments do to 
involve and empower them?

City planning must be inclusive in various 
ways. It needs to ensure that the city remains 
human scale, because ultimately cities are for 
the people. Social needs should take front and 
centre when planning a city’s infrastructure 
and future. The process also needs to bring 
people on board, to give them opportunities 
to access and draft plans, and share their 
dreams and ideas—how they want their 
neighbourhoods, transport nodes, workplaces 
and parks to look like. These opportunities 
are absolutely critical, so people know they can 
actually make things happen. This brings trust 
to a different level altogether. 

One way is to have conversation spaces, not 
just pertaining to people who are cut from 
the same cloth. Conversations like Our 
Singapore Conversation and SG Future 
brought Singaporeans from a cross section of 
society together in smaller settings to discuss 
their hopes for the future and how these can 
be achieved. We all look and speak the same 
but we have different interests and concerns, 
and are passionate about different causes. The 
constructive engagement of citizens through 
close-up platforms—whether it’s focus group 
discussions or working groups—allows the 
vocal population to get involved in the future 
of the city.
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01  Volunteers assemble dry provisions to distribute to needy seniors as part of the  A Packet of Rice movement, 
an SG Cares initiative. 

02  Minister Desmond Lee with members of the public at the launch of a turtle hatchery at Small Sister’s Island. 

You have worked closely with civil 
society and citizen groups. How do 
these collaborations build trust between 
citizens and the government?

In the past, the government would have 
to engage different groups of people 
separately, in different rooms, so to 
speak, to explain our approach. That 
often involved speaking on behalf of 
causes, interests and concerns. I think 
it is important to bring trust to the next 
level by not just governing, but governing 
together with society—getting people 
more involved upfront so they understand 
the issues and can share their concerns. 
They can imbibe and understand the 
concerns of other Singaporeans, and 
internalise the challenges that the next 
generation will likely face. They too have 
a part to play in making some of the 
difficult decisions to keep this city resilient 
and future ready. 

We find that the non-governmental 
organisations, voluntary welfare 
organisations and cause-based groups  

all care about their causes and Singapore. 
It’s a matter of working more closely with 
them. As we do things together, trust will 
grow. It has to be cultivated, nurtured and 
watched over, because trust is a fragile 
thing. When you work with people up 
close, they see the concerns you have and 
challenges you have to deal with, and they 
have an opportunity to grapple with these 
issues, even as they pursue the causes they 
feel passionately about. 

For example, the idea for the Friends of 
the Park community came about one day 
as I was walking through the forest with 
National Parks Board CEO Kenneth Er. 
We were looking at the damage caused 
by some users of the forest, and started 
questioning, “How do we remedy this? 
How do we prevent it from happening 
again? How do we preserve the trust 
that the users of this space have in the 
government? How do we protect and 
enhance trust between different groups 
of users?” Because otherwise, there will be 
friction, suspicion and a lack of trust. 

 Trust has to be cultivated,  
nurtured and watched over, 
because it is a fragile thing.“ ” 02
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01  Minister Desmond Lee with the Friends of Sungei Buloh Wetland Reserve Community.

Instead of the typical model where we 
call in contractors to repair the damage 
and just move on, we decided to form 
the Friends of the Park community. The 
community brings together different 
groups that may sometimes conflict 
with each other, and groups that have a 
different value proposition to the green 
spaces. We get them to work together with 
us to protect our nature reserves & areas 
and Park Connector Networks. They meet 
and understand each other, press palm-to-
palm, and identify themselves collectively 
as Singaporeans instead of people with 
different interests. 

How do you think we can maintain trust 
between citizens and non-government 
entities such as private corporations?

First, to ensure that the trust is not 
broken, you need appropriate regulations, 
particularly where it involves public 
health and safety. The government cannot 
obfuscate and abdicate its responsibility  
in that regard. 

But regulation has to be sensible. It needs 
to enable institutions and organisations to 
act responsibly, and not stifle innovation 
that would ultimately benefit citizens. 

Second, companies can and should come 
together, in the form of trade associations 
or professional bodies, to self-regulate. 
People can sometimes be very sceptical 
and cynical of self-regulation. But if done 
well, it creates a platform for people in the 
industry who care about high standards, 
trust, reputation and the impact that their 
products and services have on citizens to 
come together and uphold good standards. 

This is particularly salient in industries 
and sectors where there isn’t a direct 
impact on health and safety, and thus not 
as highly regulated by the government. 
Trade and industry associations can come 
together to set aspirational standards 
and goals, find ways to accredit and 
benchmark each other, and continually 
uphold trust with the users of their 
services and products. 

Trust happens in two directions—
vertically between institutions and 
citizenry, and laterally between citizens 
in day-to-day activities. How has the 
government helped to develop trust 
across Singapore’s diverse communities?

In 1960, the People’s Association (PA) was 
formed to bring people of different races, 
religions and interests together, and create 
opportunities for them to mix, interact 
and understand each other. All these 
build trust. This is important as fault 
lines in our society based on race, religion 
and other identifiers continue to exist. 
Unless we actively provide opportunities 
for people with different identities and 
interests to come together and forge a 
common identity, society will naturally 
stratify along the different indicators. 

But beyond PA, there are many other 
ways to build trust horizontally amongst 
neighbours. You would see anecdotally, 
from time to time, neighbours getting 
into squabbles with each other. A home 
is meant to be a place you go to at the 
end of the day and spend quality time. 
Not a place you feel stressed going back 
to because you have a squabble with a 
neighbour. What we really want to avoid 
is neighbours having low trust with each 
other and using levers of institutions—the 
police or other government agencies—
against each other. 

So the spaces we provide in the housing 
estates create, passively, opportunities for 
people to mingle. But people ultimately 
have to seize these opportunities. You 
can have a common space but not do 
things together there. You can meet each 
other in the common spaces and yet not 
look up from the ground. You can meet 
a neighbour who has been living next 
to you for decades and yet not extend 
a hand of friendship. So whilst we can 
have the programming, infrastructure 
and spaces to enable people to interact, 
ultimately, each of us must want to build 
trust with the people around us—our 
neighbours, friends, community  
and institutions. 
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01 Residents come together for a Brickart session held at a void deck along Tah Ching Road.

01

”“
Each of us must want to 

build trust with the people 
around us.

Which developments in social trust from 
other cities have caught your attention? 

The city of Medellín in Colombia has 
transformed in a few decades from a 
city notorious for crime into a shining 
example for many cities struggling with 
infrastructure, unemployment and 
crime. Medellín has taken ownership 
of its challenges and given its people 
opportunities to participate in city life in a 
constructive way. 

For housing and infrastructure, it 
ensured opportunities for its people to 
engage in the design and construction of 
neighbourhood spaces, not on a grand 
scale but at the local, micro level. The 
city also gave the people opportunities 
to exhaust energies in a positive way, 
through sports, art and music. 

This validates Singapore’s approach to 
building homes and communities as 
spaces that not only enable quality living 
in terms of infrastructure, but also has 
institutions and programmes in place to 
ensure people have the opportunity to 
mix, understand each other and work 
together to build trust. 
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