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• Central Provident Fund Act 1953: 
establishes a national fund and board 
where an employee and employer 
contribute a fixed monthly deposit 
from income and profit. This fund is 
managed by the Central Provident Fund 
Board (Board) which invests the funds 
into a variety of financial streams and 
securities. The Board can utilise monies 
to fund public housing and other public 
works while Singaporean residents can 
access the fund for housing lease loans 
and retirement funds. 

Public housing in Singapore 

Singapore’s public housing has not 
always been stable. Prior to the HDB, the 
government agency was formally known 
as the Singapore Improvement Trust (SIT) 
a colonial administration. However, due to 
inefficient operational and statutory capacity, 
the SIT failed to grasp the pressures of 
providing housing for a growing population.3

The rise of the PAP and Singapore’s 
independence enabled a rebirth of statutory 
housing policy and on 1 February 1960 
during the peak of Singapore’s housing 
crisis, HDB was created under the Housing 
and Development Act 1959 and tasked with 
providing sanitary living conditions to replace 
the prevalent unhygienic slums and crowded 
squatter settlements3. The HDB delivered on 
this objective, and built 21,000 flats in less 
than three years. By 1965, HDB had built 
54,000 flats3. Today, the HDB has constructed 
over 1 million flats and have created three 
new integrated townships, with several more 
in planning achievable through the savings of 
the Central Provident Fund.4 

Moreover, in 2017 the HDB achieved 
another policy aim of enabling over 90% 
of Singaporeans to own their own home 
through 99-year housing leases3. Again, 
this is achieved through the HDB being 
both a public housing developer and real 
estate provider, where the HDB is able to 

issue subsidised loans to Singaporeans at 
varying credit levels dependent on median 
income, marital status, number of children 
and/or ability to live with intergenerational 
family members. Singaporeans are then 
provided a variety of HDB unit options 
and locations which meet their financial 
positions and needs (see Figure 1). 

Similarly to Australia, Singapore and the 
HDB are faced with maintaining aging 
public housing stock. However, unlike 
Australia’s method of selling off public 
housing assets, creating a ‘relocate and 
displace effect’, Singapore provides various 
equitable options to residents. When 
a HDB public housing estate requires 
redevelopment, a scheme known as the 
Selective En bloc Redevelopment Scheme 
(SERS) is initiated. If a HDB estate is 
selected for redevelopment residents are 
given opportunity to relocate to a new unit 
with a new 99-year lease, and continue 
living with or in close proximity to previous 
neighbours5. Additionally, residents can be 
provided compensation to the market value 
of the unit lease to purchase property in a 
more preferred location. 

Importantly, all redevelopments aim to 
provide a built environment of inclusion, with 
focus on communal open space, accessible 
design for elderly populations, incorporation 
of green infrastructure within estate design, 
integration of various transportation modes 
and five-minute walking distances from 
services and facilities.6 

Ultimately, Singapore’s public housing 
has become entwined with its national 
identity resembling both power and pride6. 
Singapore’s public housing has established 
a capacity for individuals and families to 
act independently to make their own free 
choices (also referred to as agency)7 through 
the acquirement of tradable leases instead 
of rent. Agency is further improved through 
continued improvements to public housing 

estates to foster community connection and 
accessibility. Critically, public housing enjoys 
ultimate political and fiscal support from the 
Singaporean Government an element often 
lost within the market-driven western world.   

Conclusion 

It is evident that prioritising public housing 
as a national asset, with effective statutory 
and fiscal policy that allows citizens to 
secure a home through tradable leases, 
is an advantageous formula. Although 
Singapore has contrasting history, politics 
and culture to Australia, there nevertheless 
is opportunity for Australian Governments to 
explore this formula, alternative approaches 
and policy that deviates from purely market 
driven approaches, discourses and the 
continuation of worsening outcomes. (Re)
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Figure 2: Image of HDB public housing estate located in Bukit Panjang. (Source: Wikimedia Commons).

My introduction to Singapore 
In 2017, I was fortunate to be awarded 
the Department of Foreign Affairs and 
Trade’s New Colombo Plan (“NCP”). 
The NCP, a signature initiative of the 
Australian Government aims to lift 
knowledge of the Indo Pacific in Australia 

by supporting Australian undergraduates 
to study and undertake internships in the 
region.1 The NCP involved undertaking a 
scholarship program for study of up to 
one year with an internship, mentorship, 
practicum or research within a student’s 
major of study. 

Naturally for me, the choice destination 
for study and work was Singapore, the 
island city nation that exemplifies rapid 
modernisation within a few mere decades.  
During my time in Singapore, I undertook 
a semester at the National University of 
Singapore, which introduced me to the 
fundamentals of Singapore society, politics 
and urban planning. This was followed by 
an internship at the Housing Development 
Board (HDB), which involved analysing and 
presenting findings on newly constructed 
public housing estates.

The Singapore context

To understand Singapore society and 
mindset, reflection must be placed on 
its constrained land mass of 721.5
limited natural resources, opportunistic 
geopolitical position, colonial history and 
growing multicultural population. These 
characteristics have created a society 
and politic which is pragmatic, stable and 
utilitarian, a key advantage in approaching 
strategic urban planning. 

Relatedly Singapore’s long running 
Governing party, the People Action Party 
(“PAP”), realised these challenging 
characteristics, which in turn created 
an equivalent legislative and policy 
response. It is this legislation and policy 
which has fostered Singapore’s economic 
development and efficient public housing 
system. The key legislation is as follows: 

• Land Acquisition Act 1967: mandates 
power to the Government to acquire 
land for public works and infrastructure 
and set the standards for private 
land owner compensation and rights 
to appeal. Today the Singaporean 
Government owns the majority of the 
nation’s land and issues 99-year leasing 
agreements with private applicants;

• Housing and Development Act 1959: 
mandates the establishment of the 
Housing Development Board and 
its powers to prepare and execute 
concept proposals, plans and projects 
for the erection of public housing and 
public housing maintenance. The Act 
allows the HDB to acquire land, be the 
developer and provider of housing loan 
leases; and

As we reflect on 2018, a year characterised by challenges 
of infrastructure delivery, housing affordability and housing 
diversity it is appropriate to take a step back and revisit how 
cities across the world have been dealing (and at times 
succeeding) with similar issues, and whether any of these 
solutions can be applied to the Australian context.
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Figure 1: HDB purchasing property framework and types of units available. (Source: Housing 
Development Board)
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