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Abstract 
 
For years, Singapore has spent time and effort building up its reputation as a sustainably managed 
city state. In addition to its numerous other accolades, the country’s sophisticated water policy is one 
that has played a key role in advancing its green reputation worldwide. The country’s water sources, 
aptly labeled as its “Four National Taps”, have played a key role in not only augmenting its water 
supplies, but also in diversifying them. The Four Taps include local catchment water, imported 
water, NEWater and desalinated water. Together, they have allowed for a country with limited 
geographic capabilities to urbanize and develop at an accelerating rate. However, this strategic water 
scheme begs the obvious question: How did Singapore do it? And more importantly, what were the 
implications of such a strategy?  
 
To begin to answer these questions, it is of crucial importance to consider the historical background 
of Singapore. Geographically characterized as a water scarce country, Singapore, in reality, has water 
that would satisfy only 5 percent of all its needs, if left to its own devices. In addition to increasing 
its water supply, Singapore has innovated to the extent of maintaining activities which require less 
water as well as supporting industries which aid in financing water imports.  
 
Singapore’s “Water For All” approach can, in large part, be explained by its historical existence as 
Temasik, when the island’s primary water sources were derived from streams and wells. Given its 
natural resource of the Singapore River, Singapore was able to have stable access to water for 
passerby ships as well as for everyday purposes like drinking and bathing. As growth in the country 
accelerated with the onset of British colonization and Chinese immigration, Singapore’s 
transformation demanded increased water to for agriculture and industry.  1857 proved to be a 
turning point with the installation of the first piped water supply project being constructed in the 
country.  
 
Singapore’s four National Taps are each significant for unique reasons. The first tap, local catchment 
water, consists of rainwater and previously used water and is the reason for the approximately two-
thirds the island being catchment area. The existence of local catchment areas stands as a testament 
to the efficient utilization of Singapore’s limited land area. The second tap, imported water, is a 
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symbol of sophisticated diplomacy. Singapore’s two water agreements with Malaysia, specifically 
Johor, were signed in 1961 and 1962 respectively. The agreements essentially guarantee Singapore a 
supply of imported water from Malaysia, with the first having expired in 2011 and the second 
expiring in 2060. Imported water from Malaysia for Singapore in 1965 made up 80% of the 
country’s water supply. However, in 1991, Singapore initiated a new relationship with Riau, 
Indonesia, which would guarantee an additional source of imported water. Through its imported 
water, Singapore has transformed a source of insecurity into a model of diplomacy. The third tap, 
NEWater proves to be an interesting case study in utilizing existing water endowments to create 
more water. Through the treatment of reclaimed water and the use of advanced technologies and 
disinfection methods, Singapore has created its most robust basis of water needed for industrial and 
consumer purposes.  The fourth National Tap of Singapore is desalinated water, which began to 
serve as a water source in 2005 with the opening of the SingSpring Desalination Plant in Tuas. 
Desalinated water in Singapore currently comprises of 25% of the country’s water demand and the 
aim is for desalinated water to meet up to 25% of Singapore’s total water need.  
 
Singapore’s sustainability story has been largely successful due to the existence of strong political will 
and the effective molding of public perceptions. Firstly, the presence of an assertively decisive 
government with keen political direction and overarching centrality. Secondly, the public has played 
a prominent role in ensuring that government policies can be effectively instilled. The acceptance of 
NEWater by the public has survived any significant community backlash due to the averse “ick 
factor” present when one thinks about previously used water.  
 
Overall, the Singapore water story paints the portrait of a city-state that has demonstrated complex 
forward planning of its limited water resources, efficient governance, and the maintenance of a 
population whose accepting perceptions have allowed for the propagation of its success.  
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Section 1. Introduction 
 
Singapore, a booming and modern Southeast Asian city-state, has re-defined the terms of sustainable 
development by efficiently managing its limited water endowments through strong national policies 
and economic survival through trade. Given its dearth of natural lakes or aquifers, Singapore ranks 
170 out of 190 countries in terms of freshwater availability (Biswas, Joshi & Tortajada (2013). It is 
characterized as a “water scarce country” but has stayed committed to diversifying and increasing its 
water resources with strong direction from the government (Tan, Lee & Tan 2009).  
 
To put things in perspective, Singapore has enough water to meet “only 5 percent of its water 
needs” (Allan & Allan, 2011). With a daily water demand of about 380 million gallons, Singapore’s 
water demand is expected to double in the next half a century (Public Utilities Board 6, 2014).  It is 
estimated that 70% of the water demand comes from the non-domestic sector and the remainder is 
made up of domestic consumption (Public Utilities Board 6, 2014). Importing about 40% of its 
water, the country has had to actively promote the integration and management of its water supply 
through recycling, reducing and reusing (Allan & Allan, 2011). It has done so through strategies such 
as focusing its economy on industries that not only require less water but also those that generate 
enough revenue to finance water and food imports (Allan & Allan, 2011). Singapore’s pursuit of 
water-based self-sufficiency has strained its already low land resources, especially with regards to 
urban development. As a small country, Singapore’s development path has propelled urbanization. 
Thus, the country has had to factor water into all development-related decisions. By keeping in mind 
short- and long- term implications, Singapore has utilized its necessity of water to formulate a clear 
national vision where Water for All exists.  
 
Singapore’s water story stands as a unique testament to the island’s innovation in the face of its small 
size and low resource endowment as well as its skill at forward planning. The strategic issue of water 
security in Singapore motivated the city-state in placing resource planning at the top of its agenda. 
Its successful water strategy has shown significant improvement since the island’s inception and has 
been influenced by key factors including immense political innovation with efficient evaluation of 
water needs and the strong support of the Singaporean public.  
  
Singapore’s water story has its humble beginning rooted in the port settlement known as Temasik. 
While the “general consensus is that there was no prior settlement” in Singapore before the British, 
Singapore’s history before modern colonization can be linked to the existence of a port settlement 
called Temasik (Heng & Aljunied, 2011). At the time of Temasik’s existence, the primary sources of 
water in Singapore can be traced to inland streams and wells (Heng & Aljunied, 2011). It is said to 
have housed thousands of people and was strategically established in close proximity to the 
Singapore River and the Fort Canning hill (World of Temasek, 2014). The Singapore River and Fort 
Canning Hill provided water for bathing, drinking and also provided a robust source of water for 
ships passing by (World of Temasek, 2014).  However, in 1819, the island was made into a key 
trading port for the British due to its convenient location at the mouth of the Straits of Malacca. The 
increased clearing of land for agricultural purposes, the removal of forest cover for fuel, clearance of 
mangroves and refilling of swamplands by the Chinese and British signified a key change in the 
geography of Singapore (Chia & Rahman, 1991). Singapore continued to survive on the limited 
supply of water provided by the small Fort Canning reservoir, built in 1822. But when the 
population hit 50,000 in 1850, the country realized it needed to shift its water strategy (Public 
Utilities Board 7, 2010).  The country’s restricted land area posed several difficulties due its limited 
capacity to collect and store rainwater, up to 2400 millimeters per year (Morice, 2008). It was only in 
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1857 with a generous donation from philanthropist Tan Kim Seng that the first waterworks and 
piped water supply project in Singapore was initiated (Public Utilities Board 7, 2010). Tan Kim Seng 
offered $13,000 for the installation of a stable water supply in Singapore, an action which eventually 
led to the creation of canals, reclamation of foreshores, and eventual construction of reservoirs like 
the Thomson Road reservoir in 1868 (Chia & Rahman, 1991).  
 
In 1867 municipal water supplies in Singapore began with the construction of the MacRitchie 
reservoir, (Lee, 2005). MacRitchie was eventually enlarged in latter part of the 19th century to provide 
more water (Lee, 2005). However, after the publication of several studies in the 1950s, the 
government realized it needed to formulate a better water strategy in order to remain a successful 
and competitive city-state (Lee, 2005).  
 



SINGAPORE POLICY JOURNAL  
2015-00-01	  

	  
	  

PAGE 5 

Section 2. Setting the Sustainability Trend 
 
Singapore’s pursuit of sustainable water standards began prior to the “sustainable development” 
agenda entering into full swing. The country’s environmental soundness has existed as an integral 
part of its industrialization strategy. By recognizing that its natural resources are in limited quantity, 
Singapore has developed a cohesive and well-rounded water provision strategy, aptly termed as its 
Four National Taps.  
 
The Four National Taps  
Singapore’s water needs are fulfilled by the Four National Taps: “local catchment water, imported 
water, NEWater and desalinated water (Ministry of Environment and Water Resources, 2014).” The 
Four National Taps ensure that Singapore will be able to provide current and future generations 
with a stable water supply. In order to comprehend the diversity and scope of Singapore’s various 
water sources, it is crucial to understand the features of each Tap and that three of the four taps 
come from primary sources of water (Ministry of Environment and Water Resources, 2014). These 
include local catchment water, imported water and desalinated water.  
 
Tap 1: Local Catchment  
Firstly, local catchment water includes rainwater and used water (a breakdown of the treatment of 
used water by treatment plant is listed below). Used water can be defined as wastewater or water that 
has already been in contact with human beings in some way or another and consists of sewage and 
sullage water.  
 
It is collected through the intricate sewage system in Singapore through drains, canals, rivers, storm-
water collection ponds and reservoirs (Ministry of Environment and Water Resources, 2014).  The 
catchment area of Singapore has been increased to almost two-thirds of the country’s entire land 
surface since 2011 and all major rivers have been dammed to create reservoirs (Ministry of 
Environment and Water Resources, 2014). Examples of reservoirs in Singapore include MacRitchie 
Reservoir, Kranji Reservoir and Bedok Stormwater Pond. In all, there are 14 reservoirs and 32 rivers 
in Singapore (Public Utilities Board 3, 2012). In order to take the catchment capacity of Singapore’s 
land to the next level, the Public Utilities Board of Singapore intends on utilizing special 
technologies which have the ability to “treat water of varying salinity” which will “boost Singapore’s 
water catchment area to 90% in the long term (Ministry of Environment and Water Resources, 
2014).”  

The process of converting rivers into catchment areas started in the 1960s and has resulted in two-
thirds of Singapore being catchment area. Along with the increase in reservoirs for water capture, 
new regulations were introduced such as the prohibition of practices such as duck and pig farming 
near catchment areas (Chia, L.S. 1992). This was to reduce and prevent pollution of the waters, a 
result of pig farming in particular due to the need of farmers to dispose of large quantities of pig 
waste(Chia, L.S. 1992). This waste not only polluted local rivers but also eventually made its way to 
the Johor Strait (Chia, L.S. 1992). A consequence of banning pig farming on the main island was the 
government’s relocation of all pig farming activities to P. Terumbu, an island which was then used as 
“a holding station for imported pigs (Chia, L.S. 1992).” Overall, local catchment areas have 
demonstrated Singapore’s potential at maximizing its scarce resources like land through meticulous 
planning and efficient application of existing infrastructure.  
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Tap 2: Imported Water 
By importing water, Singapore has transformed a source of insecurity into a model of diplomacy. In 
the early period of Singapore’s independence from Malaysia beginning in 1965, Singapore forged 
two agreements with Johor, Malaysia. The first agreement, signed in 1961, expired in 2011 and 
allowed for the purchase of “up to 86 million gallons per day (mgd) at 3 sen for every 1,000 gallons 
up till 2011 (Anthony & Hangzo, 2012).”  The second agreement, signed in 1962, permitted 
Singapore “to draw up to 250mgd at the same price through two key facilities in Johor up till 2060 
(Anthony & Hangzo, 2012).” In return for the water provided by Johor, Singapore had to 
reciprocate by providing Johor with treated water every day which was worth up to 12% of the raw 
water it received (Anthony & Hangzo, 2012). The importance of imported water for Singapore can 
only be further emphasized by the fact that in 1965, 80% of Singapore’s water supply was from 
Malaysia (Anthony & Hangzo, 2012). Despite Singapore’s independence from Malaysia in 1965, 
both water agreements continued to be accepted (Anthony & Hangzo, 2012). In fact, the Separation 
Agreement signed in 1965 codified this acceptance and went on to say that ‘the Government of 
Malaysia shall guarantee that the Government of the State of Johor will on and after Singapore Day 
also abide by the terms and conditions of the said two Water Agreements (Anthony & Hangzo, 
2012).” While the agreements represented a peaceful union between two countries with a shared and 
tense history, the agreements also proved to be a cause of stress diplomatically. Malaysia felt that the 
terms of the agreements were unfairly skewed towards benefitting Singapore more than Malaysia. 
Malaysia believed that the price of water that was being charged in both agreements was “too low 
and unrealistic” and requested a price increase in 2002 (Anthony & Hangzo, 2012). Singapore 
objected to the proposal by Malaysia, as it did not want to set a precedent of giving in due to it being 
the smaller country. Singapore stood by the principle of adhering to the law, what it considered the 
only source of protection for a small country. It went, as far as to say that ‘international law and the 
sanctity of treaties voluntarily entered into by governments are the foundation of inter-state 
relations’ and must be adhered to (Anthony & Hangzo, 2012). Water negotiations took place 
between the late 1980s and early 2000s and Malaysia posed threats such as cutting off the water 
supply or backing out of the water agreements. In 2002, Malaysia considered creating laws that 
would take precedence over the existing water agreements by allowing Johor to decide its own water 
needs and then supplying whatever surplus water remained to Singapore. While these threats posed 
serious risks to Singapore’s survival, none of them ever materialized and Malaysia continued to 
honor the water agreements. A key reason could be the interconnected dependence of the 
Singapore-Malaysia relationship that was built from a common history as well as economic, social 
and cultural ties. Despite this, Singapore’s water diplomacy tactics have only encouraged it further to 
develop and strengthen its alternative water sources instead of solely relying on Malaysia. In 1991, 
Singapore developed a new water relationship with Riau, Indonesia. However, there was a decrease 
in the amount of water demanded from Malaysia by Singapore between 2004 and 2011, from 557.5 
million m3 to 195.2 million m3. The new Singapore-Riau relationship not only provides Singapore 
with a cushion in the case that Malaysia ceases provision of water but also provides Singapore with 
“up to 4.5 million m3 of water daily for a century” via undersea pipelines (Segal, 2004).  
 
Tap 3: NEWater  
A third and additional source of water for Singapore is homegrown, NEWater. NEWater is a 
testament to Singapore’s water sustainability. In essence, it is reclaimed water that has been created 
from the treatment of used water through “advanced membrane technologies and ultra-violet 
disinfection (Public Utilities Board 4, 2013).” An idea that was originally conceived in the 1970s, 
NEWater was deemed impractical due to the high cost of filtration technologies at the time (Public 
Utilities Board 4, 2013). The idea of NEWater was reconsidered in the 1990s and in 2000, a 
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demonstration model was conceived in order to test the quality of the reclaimed water. The US 
Environmental Protection Agency approved NEWater as high quality, leading to its full-fledged 
production beginning in 2003 (Lazarova, Asano, Bahri, & Anderson, 2013). The quality of NEWater 
greatly surpasses that of other water including water judged by World Health Organization standards 
and unfiltered water from local reservoirs (Lazarova, Asano, Bahri, & Anderson, 2013).  
 
Singapore currently has four NEWater plants that are supply around 30% of the country’s overall 
water needs, with the largest of the plants having been finished in 2011 (Public Utilities Board 4, 
2013). In fact, in 2008, 516 million m3 were reclaimed (Public Utilities 8, 2010).  
 
Spread across 6 different water reclamation plants, the Changi Water Reclamation Plant treated 32% 
of used water, the most out of all the plants (Public Utilities Board 1, 2010). In 2001, the Public 
Utilities Board decided to create new initiatives to increase water supply for non-potable use (Public 
Utilities Board 4, 2010).  
 
In addition, by segmenting the use of NEWater for functions including “wafer fabrication processes, 
non-potable applications in manufacturing processes as well as air-con cooling towers in commercial 
buildings”, the government has been able to greatly augment the water supply designated for 
drinking purposes as well (Public Utilities Board 4, 2013). The evolution of NEWater has aided in 
decreasing Singapore’s dependence on Malaysia and has proven that regardless of tight resources, a 
country as small as Singapore can create its own success.  
 
Tap 4: Desalinated Water  
The fourth National Tap of Singapore is desalinated water, which began to serve as a water source in 
2005 with the opening of the SingSpring Desalination Plant in Tuas (Public Utilities Board 2, 2013). 
The plant provides Singapore with approximately 30 million gallons of water per day, serving “as 
one of the region’s largest seawater reverse-osmosis plants (Public Utilities Board 2, 2013).” A 
second desalination plant, the Tuaspring plant, opened in 2013 and is the “largest municipal 
desalination plant” in Singapore due to its production of 318,500 m3 of water daily (Hurn & 
Hagedorn, 2012). Desalinated water meets 25% of Singapore’s current water demand and the goal is 
that by 2060, it will satisfy 25% of overall future water demand (Public Utilities Board 2, 2013). 
 
Usages of Water  
Understanding Singapore’s water strategy entails differentiating the applications of its diversified 
water sources. For the purposes of my paper, I will focus on two key uses: domestic and industrial. 
The domestic use of water can be defined as water used by consumers in the country, for daily 
sustenance such as cooking, washing or cleaning. On the other hand, industrial uses for water 
include for purposes of urban development, such as construction, cooling purposes or power 
generation. Figure 1 indicates a significant increase in the sale of NEWater between 2007 and 2013 
from 49.2 million cubic meters to 114.1 million cubic meters (Public Utilities Board 6, 2013). 
Simultaneously, there has also been a decrease in the sale of industrial water form 29.3 million cubic 
meters to 27.6 million cubic meters Public Utilities Board 6, 2013).  Traditionally, NEWater has 
been utilized for non-potable industrial uses including it being supplied to “wafer fabrication, 
electronics and power generation industries for process use” and to “commercial and institutional 
buildings for air conditioning cooling purposes.” Furthermore, this segmentation ensures that 
potable NEWater for community consumption is more available, with it “ being delivered via a 
separate distribution network to industrial and commercial customers (Public Utilities Board 4, 
2013).”	  	  
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Figure 1:  

 
Water usage (as indicated by Figure 2), on the domestic consumption level, seems to be most highly 
concentrated for purposes of showering, followed by kitchen application, and then laundry (Public 
Utilities Board 9, 2014). In addition, between 2007 and 2013, domestic consumption of water 
increased from 264.2 million cubic meters to 286.7 million cubic meters (Public Utilities Board 6, 
2013). When considered with the increase in the sale of NEWater, it can be deduced that the use of 
NEWater has largely been driven by household consumption, more so than industrial.   
 
Figure 2:  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
In addition to regulating the supply side of water in Singapore, the government has made an active 
effort to control the demand side as well. With a goal of lowering the per capita water consumption 
per day to 147 liters by 2020 and 140 liters by 2030, the government seeks to maintain a wise water-
consuming population (Public Utilities Board 9, 2014). As can be seen from Figure 3, per capita 
domestic waster consumption per day has decreased from 166 liters per day in 1998 to 151 liters per 
day in 2013 (Public Utilities Board 9, 2014).  
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Figure 3:  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The “Garden City Country” 
When analyzing the depth of Singapore’s maximization of its water capacity, it is key to realize the 
forces driving such thinking in the country. Firstly, the Singapore Green Plan, as formulated in 2012, 
states that the water policy of the country should be focused on ensuring “the sustainability of clean 
water supply”. In addition to this goal, Singapore’s Ministry of Water and Environment Resources 
defines its Strategies for Sustainability in the following ways: to “enhance robustness and resilience 
of water supply sources, develop effective water demand management strategies, build up a vibrant 
water industry, encourage greater private sector participation and study/explore alternative policies, 
technologies and strategies to ensure long-term sustainability of Singapore’s water supply (World 
Bank Analytical and Advisory Assistance (AAA) Program, 2006).” Singapore’s “Garden City 
Country” status has been earned through its adherence to a strict plan of institutional management 
through regulation and legislation.  
 
Political Will Power  
The determination of political actors in Singapore can largely be attributed to those who demanded 
a detailed structure to the country’s water planning mechanism. Dr. Asit Biswas, author of The 
Singapore Water Story: Sustainable Development in a City-State has said that a major key to success in 
Singapore was the leadership of Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew, who apparently “received a report 
on his desk each month showing what the water plan was, what had been done, the reasons for any 
failures and how failures were being resolved (OOSKAnews Correspondent, 2013).”  
 
During the infancy of its independence, Singapore faced the pressures of rapid growth. A 
diminishing water supply and simultaneous increased water demands, eventually leading to the 
drought in 1960 and extraordinarily low rainfall in 1960, were a cry for help.   The incident resulted 
in the imposition of a water rationing system, indicative of the government’s ability to react with 
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strength. The actions of Lee Kuan Yew were integral to the pursuit of a water-conscious country, 
with him being “the only Prime Minister in the world taking special and continued interest in water 
(Tortajada & Joshi, 2013).” However, the drought was preceded by a mindset that believed that 
increased water demand translated to successful national growth.  
 
Singapore’s governance style has served to bolster the country in its endeavors, especially when it 
comes to its resource planning efforts. The centrality of Singaporean government, as directed under 
the People’s Action Party, has been driven by the “belief that leaders are the best judges of the 
country’s destiny (Tortajada & Joshi, 2013).”	  While characterized as somewhat of an “elitist policy 
approach”, the strength of Singapore’s government can be seen by its willingness to adapt and 
innovate (Tortajada & Joshi, 2013). While it has spearheaded the main water planning of the 
country, it has also mobilized from the grassroots level and allowed for local organizations to voice 
their opinions. Examples of such government-grassroots engagement can be seen through the 
existence of “Feedback Units, Service Improvement Units, and Citizen’s Consultative Committees 
(CCC) (Tortajada & Joshi, 2013).  The government’s assertive direction of water planning in 
Singapore has transformed public attitudes with regards to general openness to the cultivation of 
diverse sources of water as well as their conservation.  The construction of inter-sector partnerships 
between the government, private and public arenas has resulted in a more concerted acceptance to 
water conservation. In return, the focus on water sustenance has cultivated a culture of resource 
preoccupation, driven by a government who wakes up daily and addresses the potential needs of the 
island.  
 
Molding Public Perceptions  
Singapore’s water success, while directed by a strong government, must also be attributed to the 
perceptions of its population. Public acceptance has played a crucial role in determining the efficient 
implementation of Singapore’s national taps and most significantly, in the case of NEWater.  
 
As a recycled water project, NEWater holds the potential to meet significant community backlash. 
As a result, the government initially launched the program by easing the recycled water into the 
regular reservoir water (Po, Kaercher, & Nancarrow, 2003). In order to fully maximize the potential 
of NEWater, the Singaporean government paired the introduction of the source with extensive 
public education campaigns. In essence, the government’s strategy is one that takes the “ick factor”, 
out of it. The power of public repulsion is one that could make or break the water game in 
Singapore. In fact, from a study conducted in 1986 by University of Pennsylvania psychologist Paul 
Rozin, study participants refused to drink a glass of water which had a sterile cockroach in it. Even 
when the cockroach was removed, the participants refused to consume the water. In order to 
overcome these barriers, Rozin suggests controlling people’s perceptions of risk in order to 
overcome mental barriers which may prevent them from embracing the toilet-to-tap concept. 
 
In this scenario, Singapore’s leaders did just that and employed Rozin’s feedback. The public 
awareness campaign for NEWater was launched right before the release of the “tap”. The campaign 
worked to highlight the benefits of NEWater in order to reduce the tendency of people to dwell on 
the negatives, including the fact that NEWater would reduce Singaporean dependence on Malaysian 
water. In addition, the Singaporean government’s skill at making NEWater more socially accepted 
was helped by its injection of the recycled water into natural reservoirs. To further reduce aversion 
to NEWater, the government injected the recycled water into natural reservoirs to make it more 
palatable and subsequently, avoided terming it as “wastewater”. To take things even further, the 
government even established a NEWater visitor’s center as well as employed documentaries, feature 
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films, general media exposure and information sessions at schools and community center to make 
public education a cornerstone of smooth water provision (Po, Kaercher, & Nancarrow, 2003). In 
addition, the government conducted a 2-year study to assess the quality of NEWater against World 
Health Organization and US Environmental Protection Agency standards. The study concluded that 
NEWater was “purer than tap water” and to persuade the public, government officials and other 
experts were photographed drinking the water including Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong (Tan, Lee 
& Tan 2009).  
 
In terms of general public respect for water in Singapore, the government has increased public 
educational awareness through extension into formal education (Po, Kaercher, & Nancarrow, 2003). 
This environmental awareness was achieved through the distribution of leaflets and brochures 
detailing what NEWater was and in combination with other efforts, resulted in a whopping 82% of 
Singaporeans voicing support for NEWater (Tan, Lee & Tan 2009).  In addition, campaigns such as 
the 1968 inter-agency campaign, “Keep Singapore Clean” campaign and 1981 “Let’s Not Waste 
Precious Water” campaign have worked towards instilling attitudes supporting water conservation 
through information sharing and awareness raising methods (Tan, Lee & Tan 2009). In addition, the 
government also launched a formal education initiative in 1987 by way of a water conservation class 
at secondary schools in Singapore to ensure that those students were conscientious of the country’s 
water deficiencies.    
 
Despite these successes, there have been certain indicators pointing towards mild opposition to the 
concept of drinking  “toilet water” as some were quick to label (Po, Kaercher, & Nancarrow, 2003).  
According to surveys conducted by Singaporean newspapers, several people in Singapore felt more 
comfortable with increasing the amount of imported water than drinking NEWater (Po, Kaercher, 
& Nancarrow, 2003). However, an independent poll conducted by Forbes reported findings that 
were on the contrary, with most individuals accepting NEWater (Po, Kaercher, & Nancarrow, 
2003). In just three decades, NEWater has revolutionized the mentality surrounding recycled water 
by making Singapore an aspirational model of water management. In fact, it is said that by 2060, 
50% of Singapore’s water needs could be met by NEWater (Public Utilities Board 4, 2013).  
Conclusion  
 
Singapore has developed a sustainable model of water management. Through the gradual evolution 
of its water provision from a colonized seaport to a self-sufficient island-city, Singapore’s model of 
water management is exemplary given its low environmental endowments. Policies such as that of 
the Four National Taps and the Singapore Government’s extensive integration of water 
conservation campaigns and educational programs have cultivated a society conscious of its water 
footprint. As Kishore Mahbubani, dean of the NUS Lee Kuan Yew School of Public Policy, said, “If 
Singapore could go from third world to first world in water management in one generation, it 
provides hope to millions, if not billions, of urban residents in Asia and beyond (Biswas, Joshi & 
Tortajada (2013).”  
 
 
 


