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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Chinatown, like other historical districts in Singapore such as Kampong Glam, Little India 

and Boat Quay, has a rich history and cultural identity. These districts have been the 

subject of conservation efforts by the Government, but they primarily  extend to the 

physical conservation of buildings and structures. In recent times, there has been 

commentary from certain segments of the public that Chinatown has lost much of its 

social fabric and is increasingly catering to the tastes of touri sts. Also, it has been reported 

that property investors have been buying up conservation shophouses such as those in 

Kreta Ayer due to their perceived potential to appreciate in value, resulting in tenancy 

changes. All of this has led to a sense that Chinatown is gradually losing the character and 

vibrancy that it once had. This raises the question of whether conservation policy should 

ÇÏ ÆÕÒÔÈÅÒ ÔÏ ÁÌÓÏ ÐÒÏÔÅÃÔ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÉÎÔÁÎÇÉÂÌÅ ÁÓÐÅÃÔÓ ÏÆ #ÈÉÎÁÔÏ×ÎȭÓ ÈÅÒÉÔÁÇÅ ÁÎÄ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÅȟ 

such as practices, trades, knowledge and cultural spaces. 

 

In the course of our research, a refrain that often emerged was that the intangible cultural 

heritage of Chinatown was under threat due to 1) a perceived loss of community spirit, 

2) a perceived loss of authenticity, and 3) a highly competitive real estate market in 

Chinatown which has resulted in the displacement of some traditional trades and 

businesses. With respect to the last factor, we were unable to obtain sufficiently 

representative quantitative data to make specific conclusions about the property market 

and the displacement of traditional trades in particular. Nevertheless, our qualitative 

research shows that this has been experienced at least by some business owners in Kreta 

Ayer. In addition, it has also been pointed out that interactions between government 

agencies and other stakeholders such as business owners need to be improved. To 

address these issues, there needs to be, in the long term, a revival of interest from the 

general Singaporean community in Chinatown not just as a space, but as a place. Without 

an interest in the heritage of Chinatown, there is no demand generated for the goods, 

services and experiences in Chinatown, which not only affects the level of community 

participation in Chinatown, but also the survivability and renewal of businesses there. In 

the shorter term, there is a need to help traditional businesses remain relevant so that 

they can enhance their competitiveness and continue to thrive in Chinatown. 
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To this end, we propose three broad policy measures to be taken by the relevant agencies:  

1) Setting up a dedicated statutory heritage trust (by the Government, spearheaded 

ÂÙ #ÈÉÎÁÔÏ×ÎȭÓ ÌÅÁÄ Ágency, the Singapore Tourism Board); 

2) Improving the commercial viability of traditional trades and businesses (by the 

Singapore Tourism Board and the National Heritage Board, with the involvement 

of business owners and the Chinatown Business Association); 

3) Revitalising Chinatown to attract the interest of youths (by the Kreta Ayer-Kim 

3ÅÎÇ #ÉÔÉÚÅÎÓȭ #ÏÎÓÕÌÔÁÔÉÖÅ #ÏÍÍÉÔÔÅÅ, or the statutory heritage trust proposed 

above, with the involvement of the Ministry of Education, private organisations 

and others). 

 

While we consider that the setting up of a heritage trust would be the most 

comprehensive proposal, we recognise that its successful implementation would lik ely 

require extensive consultations and feasibility studies, making it the least likely option to 

be implemented withi n the short-term. Thus, our other proposals for improving the 

commercial viability of traditional businesses and making Chinatown more attractive to 

youths, are measures that the relevant agencies could embark on simultaneously or 

alternatively. 
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INTRODUCTION 

I.  Chinatown ɀ The Stage of Our Story  

#ÈÉÎÁÔÏ×Î ÉÓ Á ÈÉÓÔÏÒÉÃ ÄÉÓÔÒÉÃÔ ÌÏÃÁÔÅÄ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ 3ÉÎÇÁÐÏÒÅȭÓ #ÅÎÔÒÁÌ !ÒÅÁȟ1  and was 

originally conceived by Sir Stamford Raffles to be a settlement for Chinese immigrants. 

Each dialect group of the same provincial origin occupied a different sector.2 Thus, the 

Cantonese settled in Temple Street and Mosque Street; the Hokkiens settled in Telok Ayer 

Street; and the Teochews settled in South Canal Road and Carpenter Street.3  The 

enduring sense of community and cultural vibrancy that subsequently emerged can still 

ÂÅ ÄÅÔÅÃÔÅÄ ÔÏÄÁÙȟ ÆÒÏÍ ÒÏÕÔÉÎÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÁÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÔ #ÈÉÎÁÔÏ×Î #ÏÍÐÌÅØȭÓ ×ÅÔ market to the 

hustle and bustle of annual Chinese festivities. 

 

Contrary to its name, however, Chinatown represents a shared, plural and multi -layered 

space within which various ethnicities, religions, communities and cultures co-exist. It is 

home to the Sri Mariamman Temple, the oldest Hindu temple in Singapore; the Jamae 

-ÏÓÑÕÅ ɉÁÌÓÏ ËÎÏ×Î ÁÓ -ÁÓÊÉÄ #ÈÕÌÉÁɊȟ ÏÎÅ ÏÆ 3ÉÎÇÁÐÏÒÅȭÓ ÏÌÄÅÓÔ ÍÏÓÑÕÅÓȠ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ 4ÈÉÁÎ 

Hock Keng Temple, dedicated to the Chinese deity Mazu. These places of worship, which 

date back to the 19th century, remain prominent landmarks of Chinatown to this day. 

 

The historical identity and cultural vibrancy of Chinatown shapes and informs its 

intangible cultural heritage ɀ Á ÆÏÒÍ ÏÆ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÃÁÐÉÔÁÌ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ 3ÉÎÇÁÐÏÒÅȭÓ ×ÅÁÌÔÈ ÔÏ 

be inherited by future generations.4 While the concept of cultural heritage does not lend 

itself easily to crisp definitions, it is inextricably tied to the relationships, social memory 

and ways of life of a community that can often span generations. Hence, cultural heritage 

is a dynamic asset that evolves over time, as relationships are constantly forged and 

collective experiences are gradually accumulated. 

 

                                                        
1 See Appendix A. 
2 Turnbull, C. M. (1989). A History of Singapore, 1819-1988. 2nd ed. Singapore: Oxford University Press. 
3 Karthigesu, T. and Soo H. W. (2006). Discover Singapore: Heritage Trails. Singapore: National Heritage 
Board. 
4 Kwok, K. W., C. J. Wee W. L., and Chia, K. (2000). Rethinking Chinatown and Heritage Conservation in 
Singapore. Singapore: Singapore Heritage Society, p. 17. 
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#ÏÎÓÅÒÖÁÔÉÏÎ ÅÆÆÏÒÔÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÈÁÄ Á ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÁÂÌÅ ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÃÅ ÏÎ #ÈÉÎÁÔÏ×ÎȭÓ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÏÖÅÒ 

the years. In 1989, a pilot conservation project in Chinatown was undertaken by the 

Government to demonstrate its commitment to conservation, which included the 

restoration and reconstruction of shophouses. In addition, between 1989 and 2005, 

various sub-districts within Chinatown progressively received conservation status.5 

 

Today, Chinatown is a complex, and perhaps therefore contested, urban landscape that 

straddles both the old and the new. Its eclectic mix of traditional and contemporary 

offerings,6 ranging from medicinal halls and teahouses to novelty cafes and bars, caters 

to a diverse local and tourist population. The time-honoured Teo Chew Book Store in 

Upper Cross Street, for example, was founded in 1937 and is now operated by its third-

generation owner.7 Meanwhile, Lepark, a newcomer to Chinatown in 2015, operated until 

recently8 ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÒÏÏÆÔÏÐ ÃÁÒÐÁÒË ÏÆ 0ÅÏÐÌÅȭÓ 0ÁÒË #ÏÍÐÌÅØ ÁÎÄ ÂÒÁÎÄed itself partly as a 

ȰÍÏÄ-3ÉÎȱ ÔÁÐÁÓ ÂÁÒ ÁÎÄ ÐÁÒÔÌÙ ÁÓ Á ÍÕÌÔÉ-purpose event space.9 #ÈÉÎÁÔÏ×ÎȭÓ ÉÎÈÁÂÉÔÁÎÔÓ 

(both past and present) and visitors may very well have different understandings of and 

expectations for Chinatown as a social, cultural and commercial space, and may thus react 

ÉÎ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ×ÁÙÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÃÕÒÒÅÎÔ ÔÒÁÊÅÃÔÏÒÙ ÏÆ #ÈÉÎÁÔÏ×ÎȭÓ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔȢ 

 

II.  Our Client & Partner ɀ The Singapore Heritage Society  

This Policy Analysis Exercise (PAE) was carried out in partnership with the Singapore 

Heritage Society (SHS), a non-profit and non-governmental organisation heavily involved 

in heritage conservation in Singapore. Their work is guided by the definition of heritage 

ÁÓ ȬÔÈÅ ÌÉÖÉÎÇ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÓÔȭȟ10  and includes rediscovering forgotten histories; 

                                                        
5 Urban Redevelopment Authority, Singapore. Conservation, Chinatown. (Available at: 
https://www.ura.gov.sg/uol/conservation/conservation -xml.aspx?id=CNTWN). 
6Singapore Tourism Board. Placemaking. (Available at: https://www.stb. gov.sg/about-stb/what -we-
do/Pages/Placemaking.aspx?AspxAutoDetectCookieSupport=1). 
7 (Ïȟ /Ȣ ɉςπρχɊȢ ȰOld Bookstores in Singapore Which Have Stood the Test of TimeȱȢ 4ÈÅ 3ÔÒÁÉÔÓ 4ÉÍÅÓȟ 
Singapore. 5 February. (Available at: http://www.straitstimes.com/lifestyle/arts/bookstores -that-have-
stood-the-test-of-time). 
8 It ceased operations on 30 September 2017. Leow, D. (2017). ȰGastropub Lepark to close end-SepteÍÂÅÒȱ. 
Channel NewsAsia. 18 September. (Available at: 
http://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/lifestyle/gastropub -lepark-to-close-end-september-9227884). 
9 &ÅÒÎÁÎÄÅÚȟ !Ȣ ɉςπρφɊȢ ȰFounder of Hip Rooftop Space Lepark Carmen Low Wants to Bring Back the 
Kampung SpiritȱȢ &ÅÍÁÌÅ ɉÍÁÇÁÚÉÎÅɊȟ 3ÉÎÇÁÐÏÒÅȢ ρφ -ÁÒÃÈȢ ɉ!ÖÁÉÌÁble at: 
http://www.femalemag.com.sg/design/founder -of-hip-rooftop-space-lepark-carmen-low-wants-to-
bring-back-the-kampung-spirit/ ). 
10 Supra, at note 4. 

https://www.ura.gov.sg/uol/conservation/conservation-xml.aspx?id=CNTWN
https://www.stb.gov.sg/about-stb/what-we-do/Pages/Placemaking.aspx?AspxAutoDetectCookieSupport=1
https://www.stb.gov.sg/about-stb/what-we-do/Pages/Placemaking.aspx?AspxAutoDetectCookieSupport=1
http://www.straitstimes.com/lifestyle/arts/bookstores-that-have-stood-the-test-of-time
http://www.straitstimes.com/lifestyle/arts/bookstores-that-have-stood-the-test-of-time
http://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/lifestyle/gastropub-lepark-to-close-end-september-9227884
http://www.femalemag.com.sg/design/founder-of-hip-rooftop-space-lepark-carmen-low-wants-to-bring-back-the-kampung-spirit/
http://www.femalemag.com.sg/design/founder-of-hip-rooftop-space-lepark-carmen-low-wants-to-bring-back-the-kampung-spirit/
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sustaining living heritage; and promoting cultural authenticity and vibrancy. As a 

moderate and independent voice for conserving both tangible and intangible heritage, 

3(3ȭÓ ËÅÙ ÅÆÆÏÒÔÓ ÉÎ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈȟ ÐÕÂÌÉÃ ÅÄÕÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÁÄÖÏÃÁÃÙ ÁÌÓÏ ÆÅÁÔÕÒÅ ÃÏÌÌÁÂÏÒÁÔÉÏÎÓ 

wit h various government agencies. 

 

We believe that SHS is in a unique position to advocate for the preservation, promotion 

ÁÎÄ ÒÅÖÉÔÁÌÉÓÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ #ÈÉÎÁÔÏ×ÎȭÓ ÉÎÔÁÎÇÉÂÌÅ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÈÅÒÉÔÁÇÅȟ ÁÓ ÉÔ ÉÓ ×ÅÌÌ ÁÃÑÕÁÉÎÔÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ 

the lay of the land and has long championed cultural authenticity in this historic district. 

Moreover, the Government has generally been receptive to moderate civil society groups, 

and SHS has built strong working relationships with agencies like the Urban 

Redevelopment Authority (URA) and the Singapore Tourism Board (STB). 

 

We began our PAE by consulting SHS, in order to gain a better understanding of their 

perspective on the issues and challenges in Chinatown. As part of these consultations we 

met with tenants in Chinatown, such as the performing arts group Drama Box. 

Additionally, we participated in guided field trips and tours hosted by SHS and URA, so as 

to experience and appreciate first-hand the environment and demographics extant in 

Chinatown. These activities also presented us with the opportunity to have informal 

conversations with the owners of long-standing businesses and organisations such as the 

Shun Tak Clan Association, which complemented our client consultations. 

 

III.  Problem Definition ɀ Threats  &  Challen ges to 

#ÈÉÎÁÔÏ×ÎȭÓ Cultural H eritage  

Our PAE is focused ÏÎ ÓÁÆÅÇÕÁÒÄÉÎÇ #ÈÉÎÁÔÏ×ÎȭÓ ÉÎÔÁÎÇÉÂÌÅ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÈÅÒÉÔÁÇÅ ÂÙ 

addressing its potential threats. The definition of intangible cultural heritage can be 

adapted from the 2003 Convention for the Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Heritage 

ɉȰÔÈÅ #ÏÎÖÅÎÔÉÏÎȱɊȟ11  adopted by the UNESCO General Conference. It refers to the 

practices, knowledge, objects and cultural spaces associated with communities and 

groups, which individuals recognise as part of their cultural heritage.12 Transmitted from 

                                                        
11 UNESCO, (2003). The Convention for the Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Heritage. Article 2. 
(Available at: https://ich.unesco.org/en/convention ). 
12 Ibid. 

https://ich.unesco.org/en/convention
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generation to generation, cultural heritage is constantly recreated by communities in 

response to their environment as well as their interaction with nature and history, and it 

provides them with a sense of identity and continuity. In this context, the notion of 

ȬÓÁÆÅÇÕÁÒÄÉÎÇȭ ÅÎÔÁÉÌÓ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÅÓÅÒÖÁÔÉÏÎȟ ÐÒÏÍÏÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÖÉÔÁÌÉÓÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÖÁÒÉÏÕÓ ÁÓÐÅÃÔÓ 

of cultural heritage.13 Hence, it is both forward- and backward-looking. 

 

Although Singapore is not a signatory to the Convention,14 efforts have been made to 

safeguard our intangible cultural heritage. For example, the National Heritage Board 

ɉ.("Ɋ ÌÁÕÎÃÈÅÄ Á ÓÕÒÖÅÙ ÉÎ ςπρφ ÔÏ ÅÓÔÁÂÌÉÓÈ Á ÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÉÎÖÅÎÔÏÒÙ ÏÆ 3ÉÎÇÁÐÏÒÅȭÓ 

intangible cultural heritage. This survey is expected to be completed by early 2018.15 

 

)Ô ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÁÌÓÏ ÂÅ ÎÏÔÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ #ÈÉÎÁÔÏ×ÎȭÓ ÉÎÔÁÎÇÉÂÌÅ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÈÅÒÉÔÁÇÅ ÃÁÎÎÏÔ ÂÅ ÄÉÖÏÒÃÅÄ 

from the physical spaces within the built environment. !ÆÔÅÒ ÁÌÌȟ Á ÃÉÔÙȭÓ ÂÕÉÌÔ ÅÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔ 

plays a key role in shaping its character and identity. 16 This relationship between 

intangible and tangible heritage was recognised by NHB. Thus, in its 2015 survey on 

3ÉÎÇÁÐÏÒÅȭÓ ÔÁÎÇÉÂÌÅ ÈÅÒÉÔÁÇÅȟ .(" ÊÕÄÉÃÉÏÕÓÌÙ ÃÏÌÌÅÃÔÅÄ ÉÎÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÔÁÎÇÉÂÌÅ 

heritage located within the buildings, structures and sites surveyed.17 

 

According to URA, Chinatown comprises four distinct sub-districts  as shown in Figure 1: 

Kreta Ayer, Telok Ayer, Bukit Pasoh and Tanjong Pagar,18 each with its own distinct 

character and history. 

                                                        
13 Ibid, Article 3. 
14 The States Parties to the Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage (2003). 
(Available at: https://ich.unesco.org/en/states -parties-00024). 
15 .ÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ (ÅÒÉÔÁÇÅ "ÏÁÒÄȟ 3ÉÎÇÁÐÏÒÅȢ ɉςπρφɊȢ ȰNHB launches survey on intangible cultural heritageȱȢ 
(Available at: 
http://www.nhb.gov.sg/~/media/nhb/files/media/releases/new%20releases/media%20release%20 -
%20nhb%20launched%20survey%20on%20intangible%20cultural%20heritage.pdf). 
16 Koh, M. & Melic, K. (2017). A Historic Heart: How Heritage Districts Can Make Cities More Liveable. 
Centre for Liveable Cities, Singapore. (Available at: https://www.clc.gov.sg/documents/books/research -
workshop/2017/a -historic-heart.pdf). 
17 .ÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ (ÅÒÉÔÁÇÅ "ÏÁÒÄȟ 3ÉÎÇÁÐÏÒÅȢ ɉςπρυɊȢ ȰNHB embarks on nation-wide survey on tangible heritageȱȢ 
(Available at: http://www.nhb.gov.sg/~/media/nhb/files/media/releases/new%20releases/2015 -
9.pdf). 
18 Urban Redevelopment Authority, Singapore. Chinatown Historic District. (Available at: 
https://www.ura.gov.sg/uol/publications/lifestyle -reads/walking -maps-trails/central/chinatown ). 
 

https://ich.unesco.org/en/states-parties-00024
http://www.nhb.gov.sg/~/media/nhb/files/media/releases/new%20releases/media%20release%20-%20nhb%20launched%20survey%20on%20intangible%20cultural%20heritage.pdf
http://www.nhb.gov.sg/~/media/nhb/files/media/releases/new%20releases/media%20release%20-%20nhb%20launched%20survey%20on%20intangible%20cultural%20heritage.pdf
https://www.clc.gov.sg/documents/books/research-workshop/2017/a-historic-heart.pdf
https://www.clc.gov.sg/documents/books/research-workshop/2017/a-historic-heart.pdf
http://www.nhb.gov.sg/~/media/nhb/files/media/releases/new%20releases/2015-9.pdf
http://www.nhb.gov.sg/~/media/nhb/files/media/releases/new%20releases/2015-9.pdf
https://www.ura.gov.sg/uol/publications/lifestyle-reads/walking-maps-trails/central/chinatown
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&ÉÇÕÒÅ υȡ -ÁÐ ÏÆ #ÈÉÎÁÔÏ×Îȟ ÁÄÁÐÔÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ Ȱ#ÈÉÎÁÔÏ×Î (ÉÓÔÏÒÉÃ $ÉÓÔÒÉÃÔȱ ɉ52!Ɋ. 

 

 
Figure 2: Map featuring Kreta Ayer, adapted from OneMap.19 

                                                        
19 OneMap. (Available at: https://www.onemap.sg/ ). 

https://www.onemap.sg/
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For the purposes of this PAE, and in consultation with SHS, we delineated Kreta Ayer as 

the geographical boundary within which our research would be focused, as shown in 

Figure 2. Indeed, the term Niu Che Shui ( , translated literally as Ȭbullock cart 

waterȭ), which is often associated synonymously with Chinatown, actually refers to the 

sub-district of Kreta Ayer.20 4ÏÄÁÙȟ +ÒÅÔÁ !ÙÅÒ ÉÓ ÁÌÓÏ ÔÈÅ ÓÉÔÅ ÏÆ #ÈÉÎÁÔÏ×ÎȭÓ Lunar New 

Year and Mid-Autumn festive celebrations.21 

 

Furthermore, the issue of safeguarding intangible cultural heritage is also particularly 

pertinent in this sub-district, since some observers have suggested that there has been a 

Ȱ$ÉÓÎÅÙÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎȱ ÏÆ +ÒÅÔÁ !Ùer.22  In other words, this sub-ÄÉÓÔÒÉÃÔȭÓ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÆÁÂÒÉÃ was 

alleged to have been largely emptied out, with whatever that remains being akin to a 

theme park that is make-believe rather than an authentic cultural heritage site. Although 

Kreta Ayer is identifi ed by URA as one of ÔÈÅ ȰÃÏÒÅ ÁÒÅÁsȱ ÏÆ #ÈÉÎÁÔÏ×Î23 where stricter 

Conservation Guidelines apply,24 these guidelines are primarily  related to the physical 

ÉÎÆÒÁÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅ ÏÆ +ÒÅÔÁ !ÙÅÒȢ 4ÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ ÌÉÔÔÌÅ ÇÕÉÄÁÎÃÅ ÁÓ ÔÏ ÈÏ× +ÒÅÔÁ !ÙÅÒȭÓ ÉÎÔÁÎÇÉÂÌÅ 

cultural heritage might be safeguarded, and the Conservation Guidelines generally 

appear to focus on tangible forms of heritage. 

 

4Ï ÓÁÆÅÇÕÁÒÄ +ÒÅÔÁ !ÙÅÒȭÓ ÉÎÔÁÎÇÉÂÌÅ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÈÅÒÉÔÁÇÅȟ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÁÒÅ ÖÁÒÉÏÕÓ ÐÏÔÅÎÔÉÁÌ ÔÈÒÅÁÔÓ 

that must be addressed. Gentrification may be one such threat, since Kreta Ayer had 

previously been singled out as an example of gentrification in Singapore.25  Another 

potential threat may be the diminishing platforms for social interaction and community 

building. For instance, some have suggested tÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ȰÁÍÂÉÅÎÃÅȱ ÏÆ #ÈÉÎÁÔÏ×Î ×ÁÓ ÌÏÓÔ 

                                                        
20 Ibid, p. 3. 
21 Ibid. 
22 3ÁÍÄÉÎȢ .Ȣ ɉςπρχɊȢ Ȱ,ÉÔÔÌÅ )ÎÄÉÁȭÓ ÃÈÁÏÓȡ #ÏÎÓÅÒÖÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÁÔ ȬËÅÅÐÓ ÉÔ ÒÅÁÌȭȱȢ #ÈÁÎÎÅÌ .Å×Ó!ÓÉÁȢ ρυ *ÁÎÕÁÒÙȢ 
(Available at: http://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/singapore/little -india-s-chaos-conservation-that-
keeps-it -real-7579474). 
23 Supra at note 5. 
24 Urban Redevelopment Authority, Singapore. (2011). Conservation Guidelines. (Available at: 
https://www.ura.gov.sg/uol/ -
/media/User%20Defined/URA%20Online/Guidelines/Conservation/Cons-
GuidelinesMar2017.pdf?la=en). 
25 3ÁÍÄÉÎȟ .Ȣ Ǫ #ÕÎÉÃÏȟ +Ȣ ɉςπρχɊȢ ȰHeritage and gentrification: Is there a win-win for neighbourhoodsȩȱ 
Channel NewsAsia. 19 January. (Available at: 
http://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/singapore/heritage -and-gentrification-is-there-a-win-win-for-
neighbourhood-7573348). 

http://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/singapore/little-india-s-chaos-conservation-that-keeps-it-real-7579474
http://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/singapore/little-india-s-chaos-conservation-that-keeps-it-real-7579474
https://www.ura.gov.sg/uol/-/media/User%20Defined/URA%20Online/Guidelines/Conservation/Cons-GuidelinesMar2017.pdf?la=en
https://www.ura.gov.sg/uol/-/media/User%20Defined/URA%20Online/Guidelines/Conservation/Cons-GuidelinesMar2017.pdf?la=en
https://www.ura.gov.sg/uol/-/media/User%20Defined/URA%20Online/Guidelines/Conservation/Cons-GuidelinesMar2017.pdf?la=en
http://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/singapore/heritage-and-gentrification-is-there-a-win-win-for-neighbourhood-7573348
http://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/singapore/heritage-and-gentrification-is-there-a-win-win-for-neighbourhood-7573348
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after its original residents were resettled to make way for its redevelopment,26 and that 

tÈÅ ȰÓÅÎÓÅ ÏÆ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÙ ÓÐÉÒÉÔȱ ÔÈÁÔ ÐÒÅÖÁÉÌÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÓÔ have not been adequately 

protected. 27  Equally, the lack of interaction or effective engagement between 

stakeholders in Chinatown could threaten its cultural heritage. For example, STB 

proposed a multi-million -dollar revitalisation plan for Chinatown in 1998 to integrate 

Chinatown into a single themed development.28 However, this plan was heavily criticised 

by various stakeholders, and members of the public, through letters to the press, 

supported the need for greater consultation with stakeholders in drawing up plans for 

Chinatown.29  Thus, it is worth considering whether existing interactions between 

#ÈÉÎÁÔÏ×ÎȭÓ ÓÔÁËÅÈÏÌÄÅÒÓ ÁÒÅ ÓÕÆÆÉÃÉÅÎÔ ÔÏ ÓÁÆÅÇÕÁÒÄ +ÒÅÔÁ !ÙÅÒȭÓ ÉÎÔÁÎÇÉÂÌÅ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ 

heritage. These potential threats will be explored further  in the course of our research. 

 

In conducting our research, we were mindful of the complexities that underlie Kreta 

!ÙÅÒȭÓ ÉÎÔÁÎÇÉÂÌÅ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÈÅÒÉÔÁÇÅȢ &ÉÒÓÔÌÙȟ ÁÓ ÃÈÁÎÇÅÓ ÔÏ ÉÎÔÁÎÇÉÂÌÅ ÈÅÒÉÔÁÇÅ ÁÒÅ ÌÅÓÓ 

immediately apparent or noticeable than changes to tangible heritage, there is an ever-

present danger that threats to intangible cultural heritage are not recognised until it is 

too late. Additionally, culture and heritage are inherently dynamic and evolutionary in 

nature. Hence, the prospect of change is inevitable and the difficulty lies in differentiating 

between the organic evolution of cultural heritage and artificial barriers to that evolution. 

Yet another layer of complexity lies in how change may be received by different 

stakeholders. Some are likely to embrace change more readily than others. Safeguarding 

+ÒÅÔÁ !ÙÅÒȭÓ ÉÎÔÁÎÇÉÂÌÅ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÈÅÒÉÔÁÇÅ ×ÉÌÌ ÔÈÅÒÅÆÏÒÅ ÒÅÑÕÉÒÅ Á ËÅÅÎ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇ ÏÆ 

the expectations that various communities may have for Chinatown, as well as constant 

negotiations between contested narratives of how intangible cultural heritage should be 

preserved and promoted. 

  

                                                        
26 ,Ï×ȟ 3Ȣ 0Ȣ Ǫ 7ÏÎÇȟ 3Ȣ ɉρωωχɊȢ Ȱ0ÏÓÔ-construction analysis of the Chinatown pilot conservation project in 
3ÉÎÇÁÐÏÒÅȱȢ Facilities, 15 (1/2), pp. 12-17. 
27 Ibid. 
28 Kong, L. (2011). Conserving the past, creating the future: Urban heritage in Singapore. Singapore: Urban 
Redevelopment Authority, p. 92. 
29 Ibid, p. 95. 
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RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

I.  Outline of the R esearch Process 

Our research methodology for this PAE involved the following stages: 

t &ÉÒÓÔȟ ×Å ÓÏÕÇÈÔ ÔÏ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÆÙȟ ÄÅÆÉÎÅ ÁÎÄ ÆÒÁÍÅ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÔÅÎÔÉÁÌ ÔÈÒÅÁÔÓ ÔÏ #ÈÉÎÁÔÏ×ÎȭÓ 

intangible cultural heritage; 

t Second, we developed an analytical framework to guide our analysis and policy 

recommendations; 

t Third, we conducted an in-depth literature review to obtain a deeper 

understanding of gentrification as a threat to #ÈÉÎÁÔÏ×ÎȭÓ ÉÎÔÁÎÇÉÂÌÅ ÃÕÌÔural 

heritage as well as the policy options available; 

t Fourth, we conducted semi-structured interviews with key stakeholders in 

Chinatown to obtain a qualitative understanding of their roles in and views on this 

historic district;  

t Fifth, we collected data on Kreta Ayer to measure the changes associated with 

gentrification in quantitative terms; 

t Sixth, we developed a set of criteria to evaluate various policy options; 

t Seventh, we proposed recommendations to preserve, promote and revitalise the 

intangible cultural heritage of Chinatown. 

 

II.  Literature R eview  

An in-depth literature review was conducted to acquire a deeper understanding of the 

following questions: 

t What is gentrification? 

t What are the intersections between gentrification and heritage conservation that 

apply to Chinatown? 

t What options might be available to mitigate the negative effects of gentrification, 

while safeguarding intangible cultural heritage? 
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III.  Interviews  

To gain a qualitative understanding of the roles and views of key stakeholders in 

Chinatown, we conducted semi-structured interviews and selected our interviewees 

based on their relevant authority, experience or expertise. We had initially contemplated 

focus group discussions as an alternative qualitative research method. However, due to 

the complex interplay of relationships and dynamics between various stakeholders in 

Chinatown, participants might be reluctant to express their views candidly in such a 

setting. Hence, we did not pursue focus group discussions and instead hoped to obtain a 

greater diversity of viewpoints directly from individual interview ees. The full list of 

interviewees and our findings are set out in ÔÈÅ ÓÅÃÔÉÏÎ Ȱ3ÔÁËÅÈÏÌÄÅÒ %ÎÇÁÇÅÍÅÎÔ ɀ 

)ÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ× &ÉÎÄÉÎÇÓȱ ÂÅÌÏ×. 

 

IV. Data Collection  

Originally, we had planned to survey tenants in Kreta Ayer on rental prices, so as to collect 

primary data that would shed light on the existence, scale or pace of gentrification in 

Chinatown. However, this proved to be an extremely difficult task, as tenants were 

unwilling to disclose such sensitive commercial information. As a result, we adopted a 

different approach and instead focused on displacement as an indicator of gentrification. 

 

Leveraging on data previously collected by SHS, which recorded the tenants operating or 

occupying units in Kreta Ayer, we proceeded to map this sub-district once more. By 

comparing past data to the current state of affairs, we sought to sharpen our 

understanding of how businesses ɀ especially traditional trades ɀ might be displaced over 

time as a result of gentrification. 

 

We also conducted secondary research on property prices in Kreta Ayer using research 

tools and information available on EdgeProp.sg, which collates historical data on resale 

and rental transactions in Chinatown. Our findings are summarised in Appendix B. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

This literature review aims to discern the definition(s) of gentrification, the interactions 

between gentrification and heritage conservation, and possible policy options to mitigate 

the negative effects of gentrification. It begins by examining traditional definitions, which 

tend to focus on residential displacement, before turning to  commercial gentrification ɀ 

in particular, the relationship between commercial gentrification, heritage conservation 

and tourism. Lastly, it analyses heritage trusts as a policy option for heritage 

ÃÏÎÓÅÒÖÁÔÉÏÎȟ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÓ ÔÈÅ ÃÁÓÅ ÓÔÕÄÙ ÏÆ (ÏÎÇ +ÏÎÇȭÓ ,ÏÒÄ 7ÉÌÓÏÎ (ÅÒÉÔÁÇÅ 4ÒÕÓÔȢ 

 

I.  Definitions  of Gentrification  

Gentrification studies have typically been contextualised in Anglo-American analyses, 

ÂÅÇÉÎÎÉÎÇ ×ÉÔÈ 2ÕÔÈ 'ÌÁÓÓȭ ÄÅÆÉÎÉÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÁÔ ÒÅÆÅÒÓ ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÅÎÔÒÙ ÏÆ ÍÉÄÄÌÅ class 

residents into neighbourhoods traditionally occupied by the working class in London ɀ a 

process which would eventually culminate in the social spaces of the lower class 

transforming into spaces for the upper class.30  In this context, gentrification is 

spearheaded by emerging middle class households purchasing and rehabilitating run-

down houses, causing property values and rentals to rise as even more affluent residents 

move in and do the same. Thus, they directly displace the original working-class residents 

ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÅÖÉÃÔÉÏÎÓȟ ÏÒ ÃÏÎÔÒÉÂÕÔÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÌÁÔÔÅÒȭÓ ÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÃÏÐÅ ×ÉÔÈ ÒÉÓÉÎÇ ÈÏÕÓÉÎÇ ÐÒÉÃÅÓ 

and rentals brought about by the growing affluence of the neighbourhood.31  This is 

considered to be the most traditional and easily recognisable form of gentrification.32 

 

Subsequently, academics and commentators have argued for a broader and more flexible 

definition to explain new forms of gentrification. For instance, Smith and Williams 

identified that the so-ÃÁÌÌÅÄ ȰÓÅÃÏÎÄ ×ÁÖÅȱ ÏÆ ÇÅÎÔÒÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÎÖÏÌÖÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÐÁrticular 

characteristic of economic decline and a loss of population in older inner-cities, 

                                                        
30 Glass, R. (1964). London: aspects of change. London: MacGibbon & Kee. 
31 Ibid, cited in -ÏÏÒÅȟ 2Ȣ ɉςπρσɊȢ 5ÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇ Ȭ'ÅÎÔÒÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎȭ ÉÎ 3ÏÕÔÈÅÁÓÔ ÁÎÄ %ÁÓÔ !ÓÉÁȢ 
Interdisciplinary Studies Journal 13 (Special Issue), Mahidol University. 
32 Lees, L. (2003). Super-gentrification: The case of Brooklyn Heights, New York City. Urban Studies, 
40(12), pp. 2487-2509 cited in Liang, Z.-X. & Bao J.-G. (2015). Tourism gentrification in Shenzhen, China: 
causes and socio-spatial consequences, Tourism Geographies: An International Journal of Tourism Space, 
Place and Environment. 
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predominantly in North-Eastern America and Western Europe.33  Planners were thus 

motivated to seek out public and private partnerships in order to bring the middle class 

back to inner-ÃÉÔÉÅÓȭ ÈÏÕÓÉÎÇȟ ÓÏ ÁÓ ÔÏ ÁÃÈÉÅÖÅ ÓÏÃÉÁÌȟ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃȟ ÁÎÄ ÕÒÂÁÎ ÒÅÖÉÔÁÌÉÚÁÔÉÏÎȢ34 

 

! ȰÔÈÉÒÄ ×ÁÖÅȱ ÏÆ ÇÅÎÔÒÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎȟ ÏÒ ȰÃÏÎÔÅÍÐÏÒÁÒÙȱ ÇÅÎÔÒÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎȟ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÆÉÅÄ 

since the mid-1990s.35 It integrates theories regarding global systems of finance and real 

estate to explain the occurrence of gentrification in many cities and countries around the 

world. Also, it is not limited to inner -cities, with evidence demonstrating gentrification in 

suburban and rural areas as well.36 State authorities, private developers and many other 

actors are involved in this phenomenon. For instance, gentrifiers are typically rich and 

belong to the class of professionals, whose activities are aided by the state and/or private 

developers.37 7ÈÉÌÅ ÇÅÎÔÒÉǢÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÍÁÙ ÂÅ ÍÁÒËÅÔ-led, state agencies can play a crucial 

role in facilitating the phenomenon through direct funding, subsidies or re-zoning.38 

 

Following decades of gentrification research that focused on residential changes, the 

ÃÏÎÃÅÐÔ ÏÆ ȰÃÏÍÍÅÒÃÉÁÌȱ ÇÅÎÔÒÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÈÁÓ ÒÅÃÅÎÔÌÙ ÅÍÅÒÇÅÄȢ 4ÈÉÓ ×ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÕÌÔ ÏÆ 

growing research into the commercial dynamics of gentrification, such as those that 

ÅÎÁÂÌÅ ȰÒÅÃÒÅÁÔÉÏÎȟ ÃÏÎÓÕÍÐÔÉÏÎȟ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÐÌÅÁÓÕÒÅȱȢ39 For instance, gentrifiers 

may be independent entrepreneurs with distinctive cultural sensibilities, operating small 

ÌÏÃÁÌ ÃÈÁÉÎÓ ÏÒ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌÌÙ Ï×ÎÅÄ ÓÔÏÒÅÓ Ȱ×ÉÔÈ Á ÒÅÃÏÇÎÉÚÁÂÌÙ ÈÉÐȟ ÃÈÉÃȟ ÏÒ ÔÒÅÎÄÙ 

atmosphere, offering innovative or value-added products such as designer items or 

ÃÌÏÔÈÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÇÏÕÒÍÅÔ ÆÏÏÄȱȢ40 They may have been drawn to a neighbourhood due to its 

                                                        
33 Smith, N. & Williams, P. (1986). 'ÅÎÔÒÉǢÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÉÔÙ. Boston, MA: Allen & Unwin. 
34 Ibid. 
35 Hackworth, J., & Smith, N. (2001). The ÃÈÁÎÇÉÎÇ ÓÔÁÔÅ ÏÆ ÇÅÎÔÒÉǢÃÁÔÉÏÎȢ Tijdschrift voor economische en 
ÓÏÃÉÁÌÅ ÇÅÏÇÒÁǢÅ, 92(4), pp. 464-477. 
36 Supra, at note 31, citing Smith, N., & Defilippis, J. (1999). The Reassertion of Economics: 1990s 
Gentrification in the Lower East Side. International Journal of Urban & Regional Research, 23(4), p. 638 
and Phillips, M. (2002). The production, symbolization and socialization of gentrification: impressions 
from two Berkshire villages. Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers, 27(3), pp. 282-308. 
37 Ibid. 
38 Wang, S. (2011). Commercial Gentrification and Entrepreneurial Governance in Shanghai: A Case Study of 
Taikang Road Creative Cluster. Taylor & Francis. (Available at: 
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/08111146.2011.598226 ), citing Hackworth, J., & Smith, 
N. (2001) supra at note 35. 
39 Ibidȟ ÃÉÔÉÎÇ 3ÍÉÔÈȟ .Ȣ ɉςππςɊȢ .Å× ÇÌÏÂÁÌÉÓÍȟ ÎÅ× ÕÒÂÁÎÉÓÍȡ ÇÅÎÔÒÉǢÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÓ ÇÌÏÂÁÌ ÕÒÂÁÎ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÙȟ 
Antipode, 34(3), p. 443. 
40 Zukin, S., Trujillo, V., Frase, P., Jackson, D., Recuber, T. & Walker, A. (2009). New retail capital and 
ÎÅÉÇÈÂÏÒÈÏÏÄ ÃÈÁÎÇÅȡ ÂÏÕÔÉÑÕÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÇÅÎÔÒÉǢÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ .Å× 9ÏÒË #ÉÔÙȟ City and Community, 8, pp. 47ɀ64. 

http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/08111146.2011.598226
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affordability or other perceived cultural or economic opportunities. They may operate 

stylish commercial areas which serve as public spaces ÆÏÒ ÁÆǨÕÅÎÔ ÒÅÓÉÄÅÎÔÉÁÌ ÇÅÎÔÒÉǢÅÒÓȟ 

ÔÈÅÒÅÂÙ ÆÕÌǢÌÌÉÎÇ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÍÁÔÅÒÉÁÌ ÎÅÅÄÓ ÁÎÄ ÓÁÔÉÓÆÙÉÎÇ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÁÐÐÒÅÃÉÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÓÏÃial and 

cultural capital.41 In the specific context of neighbourhoods with a cultural or heritage 

character, commercial gentrification may also be facilitated by the adaptive reuse of 

historic dwellings for upscale shopping, dining and culture.42 Given that the Government 

in Singapore has promoted the adaptive reuse of conserved buildings in a heritage and 

tourism district like Chinatown,43  it is apposite to examine, in the following section, 

studies which have analysed the intersections between tourism, heritage conservation 

and commercial gentrification. 

 

II.  Commercial  Gentrification, Heritage Conservation &  

Tourism  

There are several notable resemblances between heritage conservation and urban 

ÒÅÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÉÎ 3ÈÁÎÇÈÁÉȟ #ÈÉÎÁȟ ÁÎÄ 3ÉÎÇÁÐÏÒÅȭÓ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ #ÈÉÎÁÔÏ×Î ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ 

1980s to 2000s. Heritage was considered by 3ÈÁÎÇÈÁÉȭÓ ÏÆÆÉÃÉÁÌÓ to be an important 

cultural and economic resource, and in their view conservation could be aligned with 

ȰÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔȱȢ44 Market-oriented mechanisms and property developers were expected 

to (and did) play a prominent role in the restoration of protected buildings.45 Shanghai 

was an international hub and an attractive destination for wealthy business-people, 

professionals and investors (both foreign and local) ɀ many of whom bore an 

appreciation for historic dwellings.46 Against this backdrop, the authorities were less 

interested in social preservation, as evidenced in their willingness to allow the 

ÄÉÓÐÌÁÃÅÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÏÒÉÇÉÎÁÌ ÒÅÓÉÄÅÎÔÓ ÆÏÒ ȰÔÈÅ ÒÅÖÁÌÏÒÉÓÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÈÅÒÉÔÁÇÅȱȢ47 This resulted in 

a market for the acquisition, rehabilitation and occupation of high-quality histor ic 

                                                        
41 Ibid. 
42 Supra at note 38. 
43 Centre for Liveable Cities, Singapore. (2015). Planning for Tourism: Creating a Vibrant Singapore, Urban 
System Studies (1st ed.), Ministry of National Development, Singapore. 
44 Supra at note 38. 
45 Ibid. 
46 Ibid. 
47 Ibid. 
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dwellings by high-income tenants, along with a strong rental market as well.48  The 

Shanghai authorities, seeking to reconcile heritage with development, had allowed 

ÈÉÓÔÏÒÉÃÁÌ ÎÅÉÇÈÂÏÕÒÈÏÏÄÓ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÒÅÐÁÃËÁÇÅÄ ÁÓ ȰÁÅÓÔÈÅÔÉÃÉÓÅÄ ÓÅÔÔÉÎÇÓ ÆÏÒ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ 

producÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÎÓÕÍÐÔÉÏÎȱȟ ÔÈÅÒÅÂÙ ÒÅÓÕÌÔÉÎÇ ÉÎ ÃÏÍÍÅÒÃÉÁÌ ÇÅÎÔÒÉǢÃÁÔÉÏÎȢ49 Given 

ÒÉÓÉÎÇ ÓÏÃÉÅÔÁÌ ÁÆǨÕÅÎÃÅȟ ÁÒÔÉÓÔÓȟ ÃÒÅÁÔÉÖÅ ǢÒÍÓ ÁÎÄ ÓÍÁÌÌȟ ÉÎÄÅÐÅÎÄÅÎÔ ÂÕÓÉÎÅÓÓÅÓ ×ÅÒÅ 

increasingly attracted to the historical and aesthetic character of older neighbourhoods. 

These actors upgraded and infused the built environment with greater aesthetic appeal 

and cultural distinction, and reshaped public perceptions. As other opportunists, 

investors and visitors were attracted to these areas, the process of commercialisation was 

accelerated and property prices as well as rents rose.50 In sum, these useful observations 

regarding commercial gentrification could be adopted to ascertain if gentrification is 

ÉÎÄÅÅÄ Á ÔÈÒÅÁÔ ÔÏ #ÈÉÎÁÔÏ×ÎȭÓ ÉÎÔÁÎÇÉÂÌÅ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÈÅÒÉÔÁÇÅ. 

 

A different study on Shenzhen, China, discussed gentrification in the context of tourism. 

ȰTÏÕÒÉÓÍ ÇÅÎÔÒÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎȱ ÉÓ considered to be the result of historical preservation and real-

estate investment, where the latter coincides with the rise of the tourism industry.51 

According to the study, tourism gentrification in historical areas of China ÉÓ ȰÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ Á 

mode of landscape renovation and historic recovery that includes the construction of 

consumption spaces and real-estate development[s] around [such] historical areasȱȢ52 

Given the foregoing, the study considered that gentrification in the context of tourism can 

be understood as incorporating the specific elements of (1) tourism development or 

investment; (2) demographic changes; (3) development of physical infrastructure, 

landscapes or facilities; and (4) culture or lifestyle shifts.53 

 

Admittedly, the renovations of physical spaces, shifts in culture or lifestyle, and increases 

in the number of consumption spaces (such as clubs, bars, shopping centres, hotels, 

                                                        
48 Supra at note 38, citing that in 2008, a refurnished two-bedroom lane house could cost upwards of 
US$1,700/ month, while a 300m2 villa in a popular neighbourhood could yield rentals of 
US$14,000/month. 
49 Ibid. 
50 Ibid. 
51 Liang, Z.-X. & Bao J.-G. (2015): Tourism gentrification in Shenzhen, China: causes and socio-spatial 
consequences, Tourism Geographies: An International Journal of Tourism Space, Place and Environment. 
52 Ibid. 
53 Ibid. 
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theme parks, and restaurants),54  could be seen as features not only of tourism 

development but also of commercial gentrification. Thus, it appears that there are 

significant similarities between commercial gentrification and tourism gentrification in 

academic lit erature,55 but for the fact that tourism is regarded in the Shenzhen study as 

the main driving force behind gentrification and its associated economic, social, cultural 

and lifestyle transformations. Therefore, when examining commercial gentrification in 

the local context of Chinatown, we would focus on aspects such as (1) tourism 

development or investment; (2) demographic changes; (3) development of physical 

infrastructure, landscapes or facilities; and (4) culture or lifestyle shifts.56 

 

III.  Analysis of Heritage  Trusts  

In our meetings with SHS, it was suggested that we explore community land trusts (CLTs) 

or other models of property ownership as a means to enhance local conservation efforts 

and address the perceived threat of gentrification in Chinatown. Our research has shown 

that this suggestion was not made in vacuo. My Community, a registered local charity 

which champions community heritage,57 had similarly advocated for the creation of a 

place-based ȰÓÔÒÏÎÇ ÉÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÆÒÁÍÅ×ÏÒË ÔÏ ÃÏÏÒÄÉÎÁÔÅȟ control and resolve issues and 

ÃÈÁÌÌÅÎÇÅÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÈÅÒÉÔÁÇÅ ÃÏÎÓÅÒÖÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÉÎ 1ÕÅÅÎÓÔÏ×Îȱ.58 The rationale 

for this was that Ȱheritage issues are often intrinsic to the context of the local 

community ȱ, and establishing ÁÎ Ȱall-encompassing agency without public participation 

ÍÁÙ ÎÏÔ ÂÅ ×ÅÌÌ ÁÄÖÉÓÅÄȱȢ59 Hence, My Community proposed that:60 

ȰAn independent and properly financed institution  modelled after UK 

National Trust can be enacted to conserve, manage and operate 

3ÉÎÇÁÐÏÒÅȭÓ ÂÕÉÌÔ ÈÅÒÉÔÁÇÅȢ 4ÈÅ ÉÎstitution should be empowered to gazette 

                                                        
54 Ibidȟ ÃÉÔÉÎÇ 0ÈÉÌÌÉÐÓȟ -Ȣ ɉςππυɊȢ $ÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔÉÁÌ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÒÕÒÁÌ ÇÅÎÔÒÉǢÃÁÔÉÏÎȡ )ÌÌÕÓÔÒÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÆÒÏÍ .ÏÒÔÈ 
and South Norfolk. Geoforum, 36(4), pp. 477-494; Zukin, S. (1990). Socio-spatial prototypes of a new 
organization of consumption: The role of real cultural capital. Sociology, 24(1), pp. 37-56. 
55 For example, the characteristics of commercial revitalization, historical preservation, the protection of 
neighborhood integrity, living environment improvement, street and square theming, architectural 
restoration, and the transformation of buildings. 
56 Supra at note 51. 
57 My Community, Queenstown Conservation Area. (Available at: 
http://www.mycommunity.org.sg/championing -community-heritage/conservation-area-1.html). 
58 My Community, Queenstown Conservation Paper 2014. (Available at: 
http://www.mycommunity.org.sg/images/stories/publications/brochures/QueenstownConservationPa
per.pdf). 
59 Ibid. 
60 Ibid. 

http://www.mycommunity.org.sg/championing-community-heritage/conservation-area-1.html
http://www.mycommunity.org.sg/images/stories/publications/brochures/QueenstownConservationPaper.pdf
http://www.mycommunity.org.sg/images/stories/publications/brochures/QueenstownConservationPaper.pdf
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heritage buildings for conservation, properly financed to carry out 

restoration works and possess the necessary professional expertise to 

conduct impact assessment studies. 

 

A local unit of the institution, My Queenstown Heritage Council, made up of 

representatives from existing government agencies and civic groups, 

conservation professionals, citizens and other stakeholders, can be 

pioneered in Queenstown to oversee matters relating to heritage 

conservation ... The Council will also manage a Trust Fund, which is 

established to fund education, research and other activities relating to 

history and heritage . A successful heritage council made up of 

government officials and the civic society can bridge the gaps in the system 

and allow for greater cohesion and connection in resolving heritage issues. 

A successful heritage council in Queenstown can also serve as a prototype 

ÆÏÒ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÅÓÔÁÔÅÓȢȱ 

Although My CommunityȭÓ ÐÒÏÐÏÓÁÌ ×ÁÓ ÎÏÔ ÔÁËÅÎ ÕÐ ÂÙ 52!ȟ ÉÔ ÒÅÃÅÉÖÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÓÕÐÐÏÒÔ of 

over 2,500 residents.61  Prima facie, this indicates a degree of public acceptance of a 

community heritage institution (albeit in the context of Queenstown), which may be 

worth re -examining in light of recent developments. As announced by Ms. Grace Fu, 

Minister for Culture, Community and Youth, NHB will be rolling out a Heritage Plan for 

Singapore in 2018 following the conclusion of the national intangible cultural heritage 

survey. The Heritage Plan is expected to be a comprehensive and holistic national 

blueprint for 3ÉÎÇÁÐÏÒÅȭÓ ÈÅÒÉÔÁÇÅ, purportedly borne out of a ȰÓÔÒÏÎÇ ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔ ȣ by 

3ÉÎÇÁÐÏÒÅÁÎÓ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÉÅÓȱȢ62  If the authorities are willing to consider novel 

strategies and initiatives that have garnered community support, introducing a heritage 

trust may be plausible within the framework of the Heritage Plan for the next five years 

from 2018 to 2022, if not in the long-term for 2030 and beyond. 

 

Given the foregoing, our subsequent analysis focuses on trusts as institutions broadly 

responsible for heritage management, including ÓÔÁÔÕÔÏÒÙ ÂÏÄÉÅÓ ÓÕÃÈ ÁÓ (ÏÎÇ +ÏÎÇȭÓ 

Lord Wilson Heritage Trust.63 CLTs, on the other hand, were not examined further since 

they are primarily used to address the problem of affordable housing ɀ an issue less 

                                                        
61 Supra, at note 57.  
62 National Heritage Board, Singapore. ȰHeritage Plan for SingaporeȱȢ ɉ!ÖÁÉÌÁÂÌÅ ÁÔȡ 
https://www.nhb.gov.sg/about -us/heritage-plan-for-singapore). 
63 Lord Wilson Heritage Trust. (Available at: https://www.lordwilson -
heritagetrust.org.hk/en/introduction/intro.html ). 

https://www.nhb.gov.sg/about-us/heritage-plan-for-singapore
https://www.lordwilson-heritagetrust.org.hk/en/introduction/intro.html
https://www.lordwilson-heritagetrust.org.hk/en/introduction/intro.html
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relevant to heritage conservation specifically. This conclusion followed our review of the 

Australian Community Land Trust Manual produced by the University of Western Sydney 

ɉȰÔÈÅ -ÁÎÕÁÌȱɊ,64 the UK House of Commons Briefing Paper on Community Land Trusts65 

and other materials. The Manual was conceived to provide comprehensive tools for CLTs 

in Australia, drawing upon the experiences of the US and the UK, and defines a CLT as:66 

Ȱ[A]n organisation that provides ongoing affordable housing and other 

community benefits, usually set up as a private non-profit community 

ÏÒÇÁÎÉÓÁÔÉÏÎȢȱ 

In the UK, the Housing and Regeneration Act 2008 provides ÔÈÁÔ Á ȰÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÙ ÌÁÎÄ ÔÒÕÓÔȱ 

refers to a corporate body which satisfies the following conditions:67 

(1)  Condition 1 is that the body is established for the express purpose of 

furthering the social, economic and environmental interests of a local 

community68 by acquiring and managing land and other assets in 

orderɂ 

(a) to provide a benefit to the local community, and 

(b)  to ensure that the assets are not sold or developed except in a 

manner which the trust's members think benefits the local 

community. 

 

(2)  Condition 2 is that the body is established under arrangements which 

are expressly designed to ensure thatɂ 

(a) any profits from its activities will be used to benefit the local 

community (otherwise than by being paid directly to members), 

(b)  individuals who live or work in the specified area have the 

opportunity to become members of the trust (whether or not others 

can also become members), and 

(c) the members of a trust control it. 

                                                        
64 Crabtree, L., Blunden, H., Phibbs, P., Sappideen, C., Mortimer, D., Shahib-3ÍÉÔÈȟ !Ȣȟ #ÈÕÎÇȟ ,Ȣ ɉςπρσɊȢ ȰThe 
Australian Community Land Trust Manualȱȟ ÔÈÅ 5ÎÉÖÅÒÓÉÔÙ ÏÆ 7ÅÓÔÅÒÎ 3ÙÄÎÅÙȟ .Å× 3ÏÕÔÈ 7ÁÌÅÓȢ 
(Available at: 
https://www.westernsydney.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0006/600567/Australian_CLT_Manual.pdf). 
65 Wilson, W. (2017). Briefing Paper Number 4903, Community Land Trusts. House of Commons Library. 
(Available at: http://researchbriefings.parliament.uk/ResearchBriefing/Summary/SN04903 ). 
66 Supra at note 64, para 2.1. 
67 Housing and Regeneration Act 2008, UK, Part 2, Chapter 1, Section 79 (English bodies). 
68 Ibid, Sub-ÓÅÃÔÉÏÎ σȡ ȰÌÏÃÁÌ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÙȱ ÒÅÆÅÒÓ ÔÏ Ȱthe individuals who live or work, or want to live or 
work, in a specified areaȱȢ 

https://www.westernsydney.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0006/600567/Australian_CLT_Manual.pdf
http://researchbriefings.parliament.uk/ResearchBriefing/Summary/SN04903
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This definition places CLTs within  the category of community housing providers, often as 

non-profit organisations.69 The most notable features of CLTs include: 

t The acquisition of land through donations or purchases, long-term stewardship of 

the land, and provision of affordable housing through long-term leases to resident 

homeowners or at restricted resale prices;70 and 

t Membership in CLTs typically follow an open, place-based system, with the Board 

of Directors comprising residents, community leaders and public representatives 

in a self-governing community.71 

 

CLTs, therefore, mainly address the issue of classical gentrification as discussed above. 

By enhancing community involvement, producing and preserving affordable housing, 

and stabilizing neighbourhoods, CLTs could counteract the negative effects of 

gentrification, such as the displacement of low-income households amidst rising property 

values in a neighbourhood. (Ï×ÅÖÅÒȟ ÇÉÖÅÎ ÏÕÒ ÆÏÃÕÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÒÅÁÔÓ ÔÏ #ÈÉÎÁÔÏ×ÎȭÓ ÉÎÔÁÎÇÉÂÌÅ 

cultural heritage and hence the relevance of commercial gentrification, we proceeded to 

examine heritage trusts instead. Potentially, these institutions would be able to carry out 

a greater number of heritage-related functions using trust assets while possessing 

features similar to CLTs, including community involvement as well as property 

acquisition and ownership. 

 

1. Framework for Analysing Heritage Trusts  

Given that heritage trusts may come in diverse forms with a multitude of functions and 

responsibilities, having a framework to analyse key characteristics of heritage trusts 

would be useful. Such a framework can be found in the final report of a study on setting 

up a statutory heritage trust in Hong Kong, commissioned by the Hong Kong 

                                                        
69 Supra, at note 64. 
70 Choi, M., Zandt, S. V., & Matarrita-Cascante, D. (2017): Can community land trusts slow gentrification?, 
Journal of Urban Affairs; Curtin, J. F., & Bocarsly, L. (2008). CLTs: A growing trend in affordable home 
ownership. Journal of Affordable Housing & Community Development Law, 17, pp. 367ɀ394; Gray, K. A. 
(2008). Community land trusts in the United States. Journal of Community Practice, 16, pp. 65ɀ78; 
Paterson, E., & Dunn, M. (2009). Perspectives on utilising community land trusts as a vehicle for 
affordable housing provision. Local Environment, 14, pp. 749ɀ764. 
71 Choi, M., Zandt, S. V., & Matarrita-Cascante, D. (2017): Can community land trusts slow gentrification?, 
Journal of Urban Affairs. 
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Development Bureau ɉȰÔÈÅ 4ÒÕÓÔ 3ÔÕÄÙȱɊȢ72  This study was commissioned to review 

heritage management and conservation challenges in Hong Kong, and to assess the 

feasibility of implementing an additional statutory heritage trust alongside the existing 

Lord Wilson Heritage Trust (LWHT).73 Although the Hong Kong Government has not 

implemented the Trust 3ÔÕÄÙȭÓ recommendations to establish such a trust, the guiding 

ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎÓ ÃÏÍÐÒÉÓÉÎÇ Ȱσ2Óȱ ÁÒÅ ÈÅÌÐÆÕÌ to our assessment of trust structures. They are:74 

t Remit  ɀ 7ÈÁÔ ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÔÈÅ ÅØÔÅÎÔ ÏÆ Á ÈÅÒÉÔÁÇÅ ÔÒÕÓÔȭÓ ÒÅÍÉÔȩ 

t Responsibilities ɀ Which key responsibilities should be handled by a heritage 

trust within its allotted remit?  

t Resources ɀ What resources should a heritage trust have at its disposal so that it 

may discharge its responsibilities effectively and efficiently? 

 

Using these guiding questions, the Trust Study populated the framework with the key 

components to be considered in a heritage trust,75 which we adapted in Table 1 below: 

 

The Ȱ3Rsȱ Key Components Explanation  

R
e

m
it

 Functional Remit 
To what extent should the trust have powers to define its 
own scope of operation? 

Geographical Remit 
3ÈÏÕÌÄ ÔÈÅ ÔÒÕÓÔȭÓ ÒÅÍÉÔ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅ ÔÈÅ ÅÎÔÉÒÅ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÙ ÏÒ 
merely some areas within it?  

R
e

sp
o

n
si

b
ili

ty
 

Policy-Making Should the trust be responsible for formulating policy? 

Identification of 
Heritage Assets 

Should the trust have a role in identifying heritage sites 
or assets? 

Heritage 
Safeguarding 

What should the trust be allowed to do in relation to 
safeguarding heritage? 

Conservation of 
Public Properties 

How much responsibility should the trust have to 
conserve public properties? 

Conservation of 
Private Properties 

How much responsibility should the trust have to 
conserve private properties? 

                                                        
72 GHK (Hong Kong) Ltd & Boyden Management Consulting. (2013). ȰStudy on the Feasibility, Framework 
ÁÎÄ )ÍÐÌÅÍÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎ 0ÌÁÎ ÆÏÒ 3ÅÔÔÉÎÇ ÕÐ Á 3ÔÁÔÕÔÏÒÙ (ÅÒÉÔÁÇÅ 4ÒÕÓÔ ÉÎ (ÏÎÇ +ÏÎÇ &ÉÎÁÌ 2ÅÐÏÒÔȱ. (Available 
at: https://www.devb.gov.hk/filema nager/en/content_31/EngFullRep.pdf). 
73 Ibid, p. 3. 
74 Ibid, p. 32. 
75 Ibid, p. 33. 

https://www.devb.gov.hk/filemanager/en/content_31/EngFullRep.pdf
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Public Awareness 
and Education 

How much responsibility should the trust have to 
promote public awareness and education? 

Research and 
Technical 

How much responsibility should the trust have to carry 
out research and technical studies in the field of heritage 
conservation? 

International 
Networking 

How much responsibility should the trust have to engage 
in international networking? E.g. liaising with foreign 
national trusts and heritage organisations. 

R
e

s
o
u

rc
e

s 

Land and Property 
Holding 

Should the trust hold land and property, and if so, what 
powers should it have relating to land and property? 

Financial 
Independence 

Should the trust be self-financing? 

Staffing Should the trust have its own staff? 

Constituency and 
Public Support 

Should the trust be reliant on membership or 
sponsorship? 

4ÁÂÌÅ υȡ Ȱχ2Óȱ ÆÒÁÍÅ×ÏÒË ÆÏÒ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÎÇ ÈÅÒÉÔÁÇÅ ÔÒÕÓÔÓȢ 

 

With this framework in mind, we proceeded to analyse the LWHT in Hong Kong. 

However, it should be noted that not all of the components in Table 1 are applicable to 

the LWHT. Hence, reference to these components will only be made where relevant. 

 

We had selected the LWHT as our case study because of the similarities between Hong 

Kong and Singapore. Both were former British colonies which experienced rapid 

economic growth, possess strong free market principles, and face competing demands 

between conservation and development. Moreover, the Trust Study comprehensively 

analysed four heritage organisations in Australia, Canada and the UK, in addition to 

drawing insights from other heritage organisations in Asia.76  Thus, we took the 

opportunity to focus on the LWHT as a prime example of an existing statutory heritage 

trust with nearl y 25 years of experience in heritage conservation in Hong Kong. 

 

                                                        
76 The four main case studies were: The National Trust of Australia (New South Wales), Heritage Canada 
Foundation, UK National Trust, and English Heritage. In addition, the GHK Team drew insights from the 
following Asian heritage organisations: Kyomachiya Revitalisation Study Group in Japan, Taipei Heritage 
Conservation and Development Trust Fund, National Trust of Korea, Singapore Conservation Advisory 
Panel and Indian National Trust for Art and Cultural Heritage. Supra, at note 72, p. 11. 
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2. #ÁÓÅ 3ÔÕÄÙȡ (ÏÎÇ +ÏÎÇȭÓ ,ÏÒÄ 7ÉÌÓÏÎ (ÅÒÉÔÁÇÅ 4ÒÕÓÔ 

(a)  Remit  

The LWHT is a statutory body established in 1992 following the enactment of an 

ordinance bearing the same name ɉȰÔÈÅ /ÒÄÉÎÁÎÃÅȱɊ.77 Its functional and geographical 

remit s are provided in the Ordinance, which states that the objectives of the Trust are the 

preservation and conservation of the human heritage of Hong Kong.78 This suggests that 

the LWHT has a wide functional remit that goes beyond merely taking directions from 

the Government.79 Although ÔÈÅ ,7(4ȭÓ ×ÏÒË comprises mainly of organising activities 

and providing  funding to community organisations and individuals,80  it has greater 

powers to define its own aims and activities in relation to the management of heritage 

while promoting the objectives of the Trust.81 This arrangement provides flexibility to a 

trust as an independent organisation, while ensuring that the trust assets, as endowed by 

the government and donors, would go towards promoting the objectives of the trust. 

 

(b)  Responsibilities  

Expanding upon the functional remit outlined earlier, the LWHT may promote its 

objectives through any or all of the following means as provided in the Ordinance:82 

t Identification, restoration and refurbishment of relics, antiquities and monuments 

and of other historical, archaeological and palaeontological objects, sites or 

structures in Hong Kong; 

t The provision of facilities at antiquities and monuments and at historical and 

archaeological sites or structures in order to assist public access to and 

appreciation of such sites or structures; 

t The aural, visual and written recording of sites of historic interest, traditional 

ceremonies and other aspects of the human heritage of Hong Kong; 

                                                        
77 Lord Wilson Heritage Trust. (2005). Board Paper: Memorandum for Members of the Antiquities Advisory 
Board. (Available at: http://www.aab.gov.hk/form/lord_wilson_en.pdf ). 
78 Lord Wilson Heritage Trust Ordinance (Cap. 425), Hong Kong, Section 3 (Establishment of the Trust). 
(Available at: 
http://www.blis.gov.hk/blis_pdf.nsf/CurAllEngDoc/3B429199766F8662482575EF0006AC07/$FILE/CA
P_425_e_b5.pdf). 
79 Ibid, Section 8 (Functions and powers of the Council). 
80 From its inception and up till 31 March 2017, the Trust has funded and supported 222 approved 
community projects to the tune of about HKD55.15 million. The Lord Wilson Heritage Trust, Projects. 
(Available at: https://www.lordwilson -heritagetrust.org.hk/en/projects/index.html ) 
81 Supra, at note 78. Section 8(1)(vii) (Functions and powers of the Council). 
82 Ibid. 

http://www.aab.gov.hk/form/lord_wilson_en.pdf
http://www.blis.gov.hk/blis_pdf.nsf/CurAllEngDoc/3B429199766F8662482575EF0006AC07/$FILE/CAP_425_e_b5.pdf
http://www.blis.gov.hk/blis_pdf.nsf/CurAllEngDoc/3B429199766F8662482575EF0006AC07/$FILE/CAP_425_e_b5.pdf
https://www.lordwilson-heritagetrust.org.hk/en/projects/index.html
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t The publication of books, papers and periodicals, and the production of tapes, 

discs and other articles relating to the objectives of the LWHT; 

t The holding of exhibitions and conferences relating to the objectives of the LWHT; 

t Educational activities which will increase public awareness of and interest in the 

human heritage of Hong Kong; and 

t Any other activities which will promote the objectives of the LWHT. 

 

In general, the LWHT does not formulate official government policy. Instead, it supports 

activities concerning the identification of heritage sites and assets, and its role in relation 

to safeguarding heritage involves mainly the provision of funding and research grants for 

a wide range of activities including restoration,83 mapping,84 research,85 publication86 

and exhibitions.87  In providing funding, the LWHT takes on a more supportive role 

whereby the community serves as the focal point for various projects ɀ an option worth 

considering in the local context. 

 

However, the Ordinance does not expressly limit the Trust to the provision of financial 

support, which suggests that a more active role in organising activities may also be 

plausible through a committed volunteer base. There are, after all, restrictions 

concerning the employment and retention of full-time paid staff that will be discussed in 

the following section. 

  

                                                        
83 E.g. a grant was awarded to the World Wide Fund for Nature Hong Kong for their project, Ȱ2ÅÓÔÏÒÁÔÉÏÎ 
of a traditionally managed gei wai at the Mai Po .ÁÔÕÒÅ 2ÅÓÅÒÖÅȱȢ (Available at: https://www.lordwilson -
heritagetrust.org.hk/en/projects/project_listing/project_details/27 -9-35-1.html). 
84 E.g. a grant was awarded to DOCOMOMO Hong Kong and the Hong Kong Institute of Architectural 
Conservationists for their project, Ȱ-ÁÐÐÉÎÇ !ÒÃÈÉÔÅÃÔÕÒÁÌ -ÏÄÅÒÎÉÓÍ ÉÎ (ÏÎÇ +ÏÎÇȱ. (Available at: 
https://www.lordwilson -heritagetrust.org.hk/en/projects/project_listing/project_details/10 -224.html). 
85 E.g. a grant was awarded to the Working Group on Heritage, The University of Hong Kong for their 
project, Ȱ3ÔÕÄÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÔÈÒÅÅ ×ÁÔÅÒ ÓÕÐÐÌÉÅÓ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÉÃ ÂÕÉÌÄÉÎÇÓ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ (ÏÎÇ +ÏÎÇ 5ÎÉÖÅÒÓÉÔÙ Centennial Campus 
3ÉÔÅȱȢ (Available at:  
https://www.lordwilson -heritagetrust.org.hk/en/projects/project_listing/project_details/10 -159.html). 
86 E.g. a grant was awarded to the Centre for Advancement of Chinese Language Education and Research, 
Faculty of Education, The University of Hong Kong for their project, ȰBamboo Shed Cantonese Opera 
%ÄÕÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ 0ÕÂÌÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ 0ÒÏÊÅÃÔȱ. (Available at: 
https://www.lordwilson -heritagetrust.org.hk/en/projects/project_listing/project_details/10 -182.html). 
87 E.g. a grant was awarded to 3Ô 3ÔÅÐÈÅÎȭÓ #ÏÌÌÅÇÅ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅÉÒ 0ÒÏÊÅÃÔȟ ȰSt Stephen's College Heritage Gallery - 
Exhibition and Heritage #ÏÎÓÅÒÖÁÔÉÏÎȱȢ (Available at: 
https://www.lordwilson -heritagetrust.org.hk/en/projects/project_listing/project_details/10 -180.html). 

https://www.lordwilson-heritagetrust.org.hk/en/projects/project_listing/project_details/27-9-35-1.html
https://www.lordwilson-heritagetrust.org.hk/en/projects/project_listing/project_details/27-9-35-1.html
https://www.lordwilson-heritagetrust.org.hk/en/projects/project_listing/project_details/10-224.html
https://www.lordwilson-heritagetrust.org.hk/en/projects/project_listing/project_details/10-159.html
https://www.lordwilson-heritagetrust.org.hk/en/projects/project_listing/project_details/10-182.html
https://www.lordwilson-heritagetrust.org.hk/en/projects/project_listing/project_details/10-180.html
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(c)  Resources 

Staffing 

The LWHT is only empowered to employ staff in an advisory capacity or to manage the 

investment of the Trust assets or property.88  4ÈÅÒÅÆÏÒÅȟ ÔÈÅ 4ÒÕÓÔȭÓ ÏÒÇÁÎÉÓÁÔÉÏÎ 

structure is essentially comprised of the Board of Trustees and the Council.89 

 

The main functions of the Board of Trustees are to manage the investment of the Trust 

assets and to take responsibility for related financial matters, thereby ensuring that 

steady income streams will be generated to finance the LWHT's activities. The Board also 

decides on broad policy matters and gives direction on how the objectives of the LWHT 

should be met.90  The Council, on the other hand, is concerned with executing the 

decisions of the Board and implementing activities for promoting heritage preservation 

and conservation within the financial and policy parameters set by the Board.91 

 

Members of the Board of Trustees and the Council of the LWHT are appointed by the Chief 

Executive for 2-year terms.92 The current chairman of the Board is Mr. David Fong Man-

Hung, who is the managing director of Hip Shing Hong Group ɀ one of the largest unlisted 

property developers in Hong Kong. In addition to his considerable private sector 

experience, he holds several public appointments in the areas of socio-economic 

development, education, and social services.93 The Council is headed by Professor Ho Pui-

yin, an academic and historian who serves as director of the Lee Woo Sing Hong Kong 

History Resource Centre, amongst other public roles in culture and history.94 

                                                        
88 Supra at note 78, Section 9 (Employment of advisors and other staff). 
89 Ibid, Section 4 (Establishment of the Board of Trustees); Section 7 (Establishment of the Council). 
90 Ibid, Section 5 (Application of the Trust assets); Section 6 (Additional powers of the Board of Trustees). 
91 Ibid, Section 8 (Functions and powers of the Council). 
92 Ibid, Section 4 (Establishment of the Board of Trustees); Section 7 (Establishment of the Council); the 
Government of the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region. (2017). Press Releases. (Available at: 
http://www.info.gov.hk/gia/general/201706/ 09/P2017060800783.htm). 
93 -ÒȢ &ÏÎÇ ÉÓ Á ÍÅÍÂÅÒ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ .ÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ #ÏÍÍÉÔÔÅÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ #ÈÉÎÅÓÅ 0ÅÏÐÌÅȭÓ 0ÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ #ÏÎÓÕÌÔÁÔÉÖÅ 
Conference, and the Standing Committee of the All-China Federation of Industry and Commerce. He is 
Vice-Chairman of the Hong Kong Chinese General Chamber of Commerce, Chairman of Hong Kong 
Strategy, a director of the Friends of Hong Kong Association, a council member of Hong Kong Committee 
for UNICEF, and a member of the Advisory Committee on the Revitalisation of Historic Buildings, and the 
Social Welfare Advisory Committee. He was appointed Justice of the Peace in 2008 and was awarded the 
Bronze Bauhinia Star in 2011 by the HKSAR government. Yau, K. KW. (2013). Citation: Honorary Fellow 
Mr. David Fong Man-hung. (Available at: http://www.cityu.edu.hk/cityu/about/honorary/2013 -
honfellow/citation_e_David.pdf). 
94 Prof. Ho Pui Yin is also Non-Executive Director at the Hong Kong Urban Renewal Authority; Honorary 
Advisor of the Hong Kong War Memorial Pensions Advisory Committee, and Museum Expert Advisor at 

http://www.info.gov.hk/gia/general/201706/09/P2017060800783.htm
http://www.cityu.edu.hk/cityu/about/honorary/2013-honfellow/citation_e_David.pdf
http://www.cityu.edu.hk/cityu/about/honorary/2013-honfellow/citation_e_David.pdf
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The leadership of the Board of Trustees and Council suggests that representatives with 

experÉÅÎÃÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÉÖÁÔÅ ÓÅÃÔÏÒ ÈÅÌÐ ÔÏ ÆÏÓÔÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÎÅÃÅÓÓÁÒÙ ȬÐÒÉÖÁÔÅ ÓÅÃÔÏÒ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈȭ ÔÏ 

managing a trust that holds substantial amounts of public money and property, 

generating income and reducing costs, while academics with expertise in history and 

other fields provide the necessary understanding of heritage issues. Pertinently, the 

substantial experience that both Mr. Fong and Professor Ho have with public involvement 

enhance their ability to advance the objectives of the Trust for the public good. This 

ÐÅÒÃÅÐÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 4ÒÕÓÔȭÓ ÌÅÁÄÅÒÓ ÁÓ ÉÎÄÅÐÅÎÄÅÎÔ ÓÔÅ×ÁÒÄÓ ÉÓ ÁÌso reinforced by the fact 

that the Board and Council members do not receive any income from the LWHT,95 save 

for reasonable travelling and accommodation expenses of members who are not resident 

in Hong Kong and who are required to travel to Hong Kong for the purpose of attending 

any Board or Council meetings.96 4ÈÉÓ ÉÓ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÅÄ ÔÏ ÂÅ Á ȰÔÙÐÉÃÁÌȱ ÁÒÒÁÎÇÅÍÅÎÔȟ ÁÓ 

noted in the Trust Study.97 

 

Another notable aspect is the inclusion of government representatives on the Board and 

Council, with the Secretary for Home Affairs having a position on the Board,98 and the 

Director of Architectural Services, Secretary for Education and Manpower, and the 

Deputy Secretary for Home Affairs having positions on the Council.99  This helps to 

ÍÁÉÎÔÁÉÎ ÌÉÎËÓ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÔÈÅ 4ÒÕÓÔȭÓ ÁÃÔÉvities and public policies and programs, ensure 

ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ (ÏÎÇ +ÏÎÇ 'ÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ÉÓ ÆÕÌÌÙ ÉÎÆÏÒÍÅÄ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 4ÒÕÓÔȭÓ ×ÏÒËȟ ÁÎÄ ÆÁÃÉÌÉÔÁÔÅ ÔÈÅ 

provision of administrative support if necessary.100 

 

Financial Independence 

With respect to funding, the LWHT is, at present, entirely self-sufficient on donations and 

income streams from investing its trust assets. In 1993, the Board decided that a 

ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÉÏÎÁÌ ÆÕÎÄ ÍÁÎÁÇÅÒ ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÁÐÐÏÉÎÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÉÎÖÅÓÔ ÔÈÅ ,7(4ȭÓ assets. A Fund 

                                                        
the Leisure and Cultural Services Department of Hong Kong. Shaw College, the Chinese University of Hong 
Kong. (Available at: 
http://www.shaw.cuhk.edu.hk/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=86%3Aprof-ho-pui-
yin-director -of-lee-woo-sing-hong-kong-history-resource-centre&catid=61&Itemid=145&lang=en). 
95 Supra at note 78, Section 15 (No distribution of profits). 
96 Ibid, Section 10 (Payment of fees and expenses). 
97 Supra at note 72. 
98 Supra note 78, Section 4 (Establishment of the Board of Trustees). 
99 Supra at note 78, Section 7 (Establishment of the Council). 
100 Supra at note 72. 

http://www.shaw.cuhk.edu.hk/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=86%3Aprof-ho-pui-yin-director-of-lee-woo-sing-hong-kong-history-resource-centre&catid=61&Itemid=145&lang=en
http://www.shaw.cuhk.edu.hk/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=86%3Aprof-ho-pui-yin-director-of-lee-woo-sing-hong-kong-history-resource-centre&catid=61&Itemid=145&lang=en
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Management Committee was formed to consider investment proposals from prospective 

fund management companies, and the founding sum of HKD43 million was used to 

establish an investment portfolio for the LWHT. The current fund manager is Coutts & Co 

Ltd, and its responsibilities are ÔÏ ÉÎÖÅÓÔ ÔÈÅ ,7(4ȭÓ assets prudently, with the objectives 

of preserving those assets, producing a steady source of income and achieving the long-

term appreciation of those assets.101 

 

Apart from investing the initial government endowment, the LWHT gained a significant 

source of donations through its partnership with Shanghai Commercial Bank Ltd (SCB). 

SCB launched a Heritage Credit Card scheme in 1998 with an initial donation of 

HKD200,000 to the LWHT, with an additional contribution of HKD20 for each credit card 

issued.102 It also pledged to donate 0.25% of every dollar cardholders spent using the 

Heritage Credit Cards. This brought in a substantial sum of HKD1,727,134 from 1998 to 

2016,103 which is significant considering the total donations received by the LWHT since 

its inception (approximately HKD47 million as of 2016).104 Their experience suggests 

that long-term collaborations with private organisations on a visible heritage funding 

scheme may be a viable option, in addition to building up a list of donors and patrons who 

make significant one-off or cumulative donations.105 

  

                                                        
101 The Lord Wilson Heritage Trust. 2015-2016 Annual Report. (Available at: https://www .lordwilson-
heritagetrust.org.hk/filemanager/archive/annual_reports/15 -16.pdf). 
102 Hong Kong Special Administrative Region Government Information Services. (1998). Ȱ$ÁÉÌÙ 
)ÎÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÏÎ "ÕÌÌÅÔÉÎȱ. 11 January. (Available at: http://www.info.gov.hk/isd/news/dib/0111.htm ). 
103 Respectively, the sums are: HKD368,611 in 1998-1999; HKD132,733 in 2000-2001; HKD94,458 in 
2001-2002; HKD103,654 in 2002-2003; HKD102,450 in 2003-2004; HKD83,793 in 2004-2005; 
HKD88,662 in 2005-2006; HKD136,460 in 2006-2007; HKD82,494 in 2007-2008; HKD75,223 in 2008-
2009; HKD76,071 in 2009-2010; HKD57,241 in 2010-2011; HKD98,998 in 2011-2012; HKD74,293 in 
2012-2013; HKD57,940 in 2013-2014; HKD49,726 in 2014-2015; and HKD44,327 in 2015-2016. The 
Lord Wilson Heritage Trust Annual Reports. (Available at: https://www.lordwilson -
heritagetrust.org.hk/en/publication/publication.html ); Archives. (Available at: https://www.lordwilson -
heritagetrust.org.hk/en/archives/archives.html ). 
104 Supra at note 101.  
105 NHB has built a long list of Donors and Patrons comprising the following: 

(a) 1 Patron (who cumulatively contributed between $1 million to $1,999,999 per year); 
(b)  10 Partners (who cumulatively contributed between $150,000 to $999,999 per year),  
(c) 16 friends (who cumulatively contributed between $50,000 to $149,999 per year),  
(d)  40 supporters (who cumulatively contributed between $10,000 to $49,999 per year), 
(e) An unknown number of donors who requested to remain anonymous. 

Strategic Communications & Digital Division, National Heritage Board, Singapore. Ȱ! "ÉÇÇÅÒ 0ÉÃÔÕÒÅ - 
!ÎÎÕÁÌ 2ÅÐÏÒÔ φτυϊȾφτυϋȱ. (Available at: 
https://www.nhb.gov.sg/~/media/nhb/files/media/annual%20reports/ar_2017_s_pdf_a.pdf ). 

https://www.lordwilson-heritagetrust.org.hk/filemanager/archive/annual_reports/15-16.pdf
https://www.lordwilson-heritagetrust.org.hk/filemanager/archive/annual_reports/15-16.pdf
http://www.info.gov.hk/isd/news/dib/0111.htm
https://www.lordwilson-heritagetrust.org.hk/en/publication/publication.html
https://www.lordwilson-heritagetrust.org.hk/en/publication/publication.html
https://www.lordwilson-heritagetrust.org.hk/en/archives/archives.html
https://www.lordwilson-heritagetrust.org.hk/en/archives/archives.html
https://www.nhb.gov.sg/~/media/nhb/files/media/annual%20reports/ar_2017_s_pdf_a.pdf
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Property Ownership 

The Ordinance grants the LWHT a broad range of powers in relation to the acquisition of 

and autonomy over property, which permits the Trust to take on more ambitious roles 

and responsibilities regarding the conservation and appropriate use of any such 

properties. Section 6 of the Ordinance expressly provides that:106 

Ȱ4ÈÅ "ÏÁÒÄ ÏÆ 4ÒÕÓÔÅÅÓ ÍÁÙ ɀ 

 

ȣ acquire, by gift, purchase or other means, prop erty  whether or not 

subject to any mortgage, easement or other charge, and hold and sell, let 

or otherwise dispose of such property either for promoting the objects of 

the Trust or for the purpose of investment.ȱ 

While the LWHT is presently focused on funding research and education, and does not 

hold any properties, it is not precluded by the broad provisions of the Ordinance from 

acquiring property or accepting gifts of property. 

 

3. Conclusion on Heritage Trusts  

)Î ÃÏÎÃÌÕÓÉÏÎȟ ÔÈÅ 4ÒÕÓÔ 3ÔÕÄÙȭÓ Ȱσ2Óȱ framework (remit, responsibilities and resources) 

provided valuable insights with which the LWHT was analysed. While this framework will 

ÕÎÄÏÕÂÔÅÄÌÙ ÂÅ ÁÐÐÌÉÃÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÆÏÒÍÕÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÐÏÌÉÃÙ ÏÐÔÉÏÎÓ ÔÏ ÓÁÆÅÇÕÁÒÄ #ÈÉÎÁÔÏ×ÎȭÓ 

intangible cultural heritage, it could also have a broader application to policymaking 

regarding local heritage conservation in general. 

  

                                                        
106 Supra at note 78, Section 6 (Additional powers of the Board of Trustees). 
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ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK 

The framework ÄÅÖÉÓÅÄ ÔÏ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÅ ÔÈÅ ÔÈÒÅÁÔÓ ÔÏ #ÈÉÎÁÔÏ×ÎȭÓ ÉÎÔÁÎÇÉÂÌÅ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÈÅÒÉÔÁÇÅ 

as well as evaluate policy options should fulfil the following:  

y Articulate what is meant by intangible cultural heritage in the context of 

Chinatown, such that the state of intangible heritage conservation can be 

appraised according to suitable indicia or standards; 

y Take into account that perceptions of what constitutes intangible cultural heritage 

are highly subjective and preference-based; 

y Recognise that heritage is not simply the preservation of a static historical 

condition but that it needs to resonate with the present, insofar as it shapes 

present-ÄÁÙ ÃÏÌÌÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÔÉÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÉÓ ÖÁÌÕÅÄ ÉÎ ÁÃÃÏÒÄÁÎÃÅ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ȰÄÅÍÁÎÄÓ 

ÁÎÄ ÍÅÁÎÉÎÇÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÔȱȠ107 and 

y Address the fact that there are multiple stakeholders present and involved in 

Chinatown given its simultaneously different roles: political constituency,108 

conservation area, tourist attraction, traditional hub and public transport node.109 

 

We propose a 3-stage framework as follows: 

 

                                                        
107 7ÅÓÅÎÅÒȟ !Ȣ ɉςπρχɊȢ !ÄÏÐÔÉÎÇ ȬÔÈÉÎÇÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÌÉÔÔÌÅȭȡ ÉÎÔÁÎÇÉÂÌÅ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÈÅÒÉÔÁÇÅ ÁÎÄ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÔÉÁÌ 
authenticity of place in the Jewellery Quarter, Birmingham, International Journal of Heritage Studies, 
23(2), p. 141. 
108 Chinatown straddles both Tanjong Pagar and Jalan Besar Group Representative Constituencies. 
109 Chinatown MRT Station serves as an interchange for the North East and Downtown Lines. 

1. Identify stakeholders in Chinatown  

2. Determine stakeholder perceptions 
of experiential authenticity  

3. Determine the effects of stakeholder 
behaviour on experiential authenticity  
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I.  Identifying S takeholders in Chinatown  

(ÅÒÉÔÁÇÅ ÓÐÁÃÅÓ ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÎÏÔ ÂÅ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÅÄ ÁÓ Á ȰÄÅÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ Á ÓÔÁÔÉÃ ÁÎÄ ÔÏÐÏÇÒÁÐÈÉÃÁÌ 

ÅÎÔÉÔÙȱȠ ÔÈÅÙ ÁÒÅ ÓÏÃÉÁÌÌÙ ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÅÄ ÓÐÁÃÅÓ that hold different meanings to different 

individuals and social groups.110 Chinatown, as a social, cultural and commercial space, 

represents a variety of things to different people. Therefore, any meaningful analysis of 

the state of Chinatown as a heritage space must take into account the perceptions of its 

users, and be cognisant of the fact that no user has a monopoly over what Chinatown 

represents or should represent. The first step of our analysis is thus to identify whose 

perspectives we must canvass, i.e. identifying the different individuals and organisations 

visiting, inhabiting, changing and managing Chinatown, and understanding their roles. 

 

To this end, we selected our interviewees based on their relevant authority, experience 

or expertise. For example, direct participants or close observers of the policy-making 

process regarding Chinatown were of particular interest to us. Thus, we interviewed a 

representative from STB, the lead agency in Chinatown, as well as a representative from 

URA, whose guidelines shape land use within Chinatown. We also interviewed business 

owners in Chinatown and a community representative given their first-hand experience 

of realities on the ground. 

 

II.  Perceptions of Cultural Heritage in T erms of  

Authenticity  

Proceeding from the earlier premise that notions of heritage spaces are subjective, it 

×ÏÕÌÄ ÎÏÔ ÂÅ ×ÏÒÔÈ×ÈÉÌÅ ÔÏ ÊÕÄÇÅ ÔÈÅ ȰÌÅÖÅÌȱ ÏÆ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÈÅÒÉÔÁÇÅ ÉÎ Á ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒ ÁÒÅÁ ÉÎ 

accordance to objective standards. In response to the need for a standard that 

accommodates subjective perceptions, we adopted authenticity as the parameter 

ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ×ÈÉÃÈ ×Å ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÁËÅÈÏÌÄÅÒÓȭ ÁÓÓÅÓÓÍÅÎÔs of the state of intangible 

cultural heritage in Chinatown, i.e. ×ÈÁÔ ÅÁÃÈ ÓÔÁËÅÈÏÌÄÅÒȭÓ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇ ÏÆ authenticity 

is, and whether they consider Chinatown to be authentic. We are interested specifically 

ÉÎ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÔÉÁÌ ÁÕÔÈÅÎÔÉÃÉÔÙȢ %ØÐÅÒÉÅÎÔÉÁÌ ÁÕÔÈÅÎÔÉÃÉÔÙ ÌÏÏËÓ ÁÔ ÐÅÏÐÌÅȭÓ ÐÌÁÃÅ-based 

                                                        
110 Tully, G., Hanna, M. (2013). One Landscape, Many Tenants: Uncovering Multiple Claims, Visions and 
Meanings on the Theban Necropolis, Archaeologies: Journal of the World Archaeological Congress, p. 355. 
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experiences as part of their daily lives and routine. This is an appropriate  measure insofar 

as it goes beyond looking merely at the historical accuracy and genuineness of the 

cultural objects and practices of a space, yet takes into account that authenticity, from the 

perspective ÏÆ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌÓȟ ÏÆÔÅÎ ÒÅÆÌÅÃÔÓ ÔÈÅÉÒ ȰÐÅÒÃÅÐÔÉÏÎÓȟ ÄÅÓÉÒÅÓȟ ÉÎÔÅÒÐÒÅÔÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÎÄ 

ÉÄÅÎÔÉÔÉÅÓȱȢ111 Looking at experiential authenticity thus accords well with the fact that 

heritage is subjectively constructed and that its value lies in the meaning that it continues 

to hold for the present. 

 

Experiential authenticity may be understood according to three dimensions: the 

experience of origins, the experience of continuity, and the experience of potentiality and 

actuality.112 The experience of origins looks at how cÅÒÔÁÉÎ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÉÃÁÌ ÑÕÁÌÉÔÉÅÓ ȰÒÅÍÁÉÎ 

ÄÅÔÅÃÔÁÂÌÅ ÁÎÄ ÉÎÆÏÒÍ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÔȱȟ ×ÈÉÌÅ ÔÈÅ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÃÏÎÔÉÎÕÉÔÙ ÌÏÏËÓ ÁÔ ÈÏ× 

processes and structures which have endured the passage of time till today continue to 

ÒÅÔÁÉÎ ȰÍÅÁÎÉÎÇ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÔȱȢ &ÉÎÁÌÌÙȟ ÔÈÅ ÅØperience of potentiality and actuality 

looks at how a space provides for possibilities of change that allow for the construction 

of individual and collective identities.113 

 

III.  Effect s of Behaviour on the Authenticity of C ultural 

Heritage  

Where relevant, the behaviour and interactions of stakeholders in Chinatown will also be 

examined to determine how they contribute to or detract from the experiential 

authenticity of Chinatown. This is likely to pertain mostly to users of Chinatown who have 

managerial or executive power over Chinatown. 

  

                                                        
111 Supra note 107, p. 143. 
112 Ibid. 
113 Ibid. 
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STAKEHOLDER ENGAGEMENT ɀ INTERVIEW 

FINDINGS 

Six interviews were conducted. Each interview was recorded and the identities of our 

interviewees have been anonymised in the interest of confidentiality. Our interviewees 

were: 

t !Î ÏÆÆÉÃÉÁÌ ÆÒÏÍ 34"ȭÓ #ÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ 0ÒÅÃÉÎÃÔÓ $ÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ $ÅÐÁÒÔÍÅÎÔ ɉȰthe STB 

ÏÆÆÉÃÉÁÌȱ); 

t !Î ÏÆÆÉÃÉÁÌ ÆÒÏÍ 52!ȭÓ #ÏÎÓÅÒÖÁÔÉÏÎ -ÁÎÁÇÅÍÅÎÔ $ÅÐÁÒÔÍÅÎÔ ɉȰthe 52! ÏÆÆÉÃÉÁÌȱɊ; 

t A former food and beverage operator in Chinatown, who grew up in Chinatown 

ɉȰ-Ó. !ȱɊ; 

t A fÏÒÍÅÒ ÆÏÏÄ ÁÎÄ ÂÅÖÅÒÁÇÅ ÏÐÅÒÁÔÏÒ ÉÎ #ÈÉÎÁÔÏ×Î ɉȰ-Ò. "ȱɊ; 

t A senior representative from the Kreta Ayer-+ÉÍ 3ÅÎÇ #ÉÔÉÚÅÎÓȭ #ÏÎÓÕÌÔÁÔÉÖÅ 

#ÏÍÍÉÔÔÅÅ ɉȰthe +!+3### ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÁÔÉÖÅȱɊ; and 

t 2ÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÁÔÉÖÅÓ ÆÒÏÍ Á ÔÒÁÄÉÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÁÒÔÓ ÇÒÏÕÐ ÏÐÅÒÁÔÉÎÇ ÉÎ #ÈÉÎÁÔÏ×Î ɉȰthe 

trÁÄÉÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÁÒÔÓ ÇÒÏÕÐ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÁÔÉÖÅÓȱɊ. 

 

I.  Safeguarding Intangible Cultur al Heritage  

/ÕÒ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅÓ ÁÌÌ ÁÇÒÅÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÁÆÅÇÕÁÒÄÉÎÇ +ÒÅÔÁ !ÙÅÒȭÓ ÉÎÔÁÎÇÉÂÌÅ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÈÅÒÉÔÁÇÅ 

involves both a backward-looking and forward-looking aspect. For example, the STB 

official said: 

Ȱ) ÔÈÉÎË ÉÔȭÓ ÁÌÌ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÁÕÔÈÅÎÔÉÃÉÔÙȟ ÉÔȭÓ ÁÌÌ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÒÅÌÅÖÁÎÃÅ ɂ relevance 

of the place to the changing needs, the changing tastes of local 

3ÉÎÇÁÐÏÒÅÁÎÓȢȱ 

These two concepts of authenticity and relevance are unpacked further in the following 

sections. 

 

1. The Concept of Authenticity  

The concept of authenticity speaks to the history of Kreta Ayer, as the STB official 

mentioned that interventions introduced by STB have ÔÏ Ȱdraw a link back to the history 
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of the place, to the heritage, to the story behind that placeȱȢ 4Ï ÈÉÓ ÍÉÎÄȟ ÔÈÉÓ ÉÓ Á Ȱvery 

importantȱ ÃÒÉÔÅÒÉÏÎ ×ÈÅÎ thinking about the activities that should occur in Kreta Ayer. 

 

This understanding of authenticity resonated with the other interviewees as well. For 

example, the KAKSCCC representative stated that the grassroots organisation plans 

Lunar New Year and Mid-!ÕÔÕÍÎ ÃÅÌÅÂÒÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ Ȱin the early days, [Chinatown] 

was a place where the Chinese gatheredȱȢ 4ÈÅÉÒ ÁÃÔÉÖÉÔÉÅÓ ÁÒÅ ÔÈÅÒÅÆÏÒÅ ÌÉÎËÅÄ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ 

historical identity of Kreta Ayer. These celebrations are organised not only to Ȱpreserve 

our own traditions, but also to promote themȱȢ 4ÈÅ +!+3#CC representative also described 

ÔÈÅ ÏÒÇÁÎÉÓÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÉÔÓ ÍÅÍÂÅÒÓ ÁÓ ÈÁÖÉÎÇ Á Ȱmission to protectȱ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÔÒÁÄÉÔÉÏÎÓȟ ÆÏÒ fear 

that they would otherwise Ȱloseȱ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÔÒÁÄÉÔÉÏÎÓȢ 

 

The STB official similarly gave the example of the Mid-Autumn Lantern Walk as a type of 

activity that should be continued in Kreta Ayer. He described ÉÔ ÁÓ ÁÎ Ȱannual heritage 

lantern walkȱȟ and said that ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎ ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÃÏÎÔÉÎÕÅ ÔÏ Ȱhave the opportunity to walk 

around with lanternsȱȢ (Å ÁÌÓÏ ÓÁÉÄ ÔÈÁÔ 34" would ÎÏÔ Ȱtell the organisers ȣ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÕÓÅ 

lanterns anymoreȱ ÁÓ ÔÈÉÓ would ÃÁÕÓÅ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅ ÔÏ Ȱlose that kind of authenticityȱȢ 4Ï 

his mind, the crucial link between the past and the present must be maintained. However, 

it is noteworthy that he did not consider this criterion of authenticity to be applicable to 

all activities, but instead only to Ȱcertain rituals, certain practicesȱȢ 

 

These responses also imply that there are shared traditions and practices that the Kreta 

Ayer community treasures; that Kreta Ayer is home to a community that, to some degree, 

has a common understanding of the traditions  and practices that bind them together. 

Others echoed these sentiments ÂÙ ÉÎÖÏËÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÎÏÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ Á Ȱcommunity spiritȱȢ 

 

4ÈÅ ÂÒÏÁÄ ÉÄÅÁ ÏÆ Á Ȱcommunityȱ ÁÐÐÅÁÒÓ ÔÏ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅ ÁÌÌ 3ÉÎÇÁÐÏÒÅans, but especially the 

Singaporean Chinese community. The KAKSCCC representative said that their activities 

are not organised solely for the constituency, but also with the broader Singaporean 

Chinese community in mind: 

ȰÁ ÌÏÔ ÏÆ ÏÕÒ ÁÃÔÉÖÉÔÉÅÓ ÁÒÅ ÁÌÌ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÐÒÅÓÅÒÖÉÎÇ ÏÕÒ Ï×Î ÈÅÒÉÔÁÇÅ ɂ to make 

people remember that ÉÎ 3ÉÎÇÁÐÏÒÅȟ ×Å ÄÏÎȭÔ care whether you live in 
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3ÅÎÇËÁÎÇ ÏÒ *ÕÒÏÎÇ 7ÅÓÔȟ ÔÈÅÒÅȭÓ ÓÔÉÌÌ Á ÐÌÁÃÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÙÏÕ ÃÁÎ ÃÁÌÌ 

ChineseȢȱ 

The meaning of authenticity thus has two essential components. Firstly, that the activities 

taking place in Kreta Ayer are linked to its past and heritage. Secondly, that these are 

practices and traditions deemed authentic by the Singaporean Chinese community. 

 

2. The Concept of Relevance 

An additional consideration is relevance. The government is very cognisant that 

intangible cultural heritage is not static and that it must evolve. The URA official noted 

ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÙ Ȱdo not see conservation areas as preserved in aspect and therefore frozen in timeȱ 

while the STB official stated that Kreta Ayer must stay relevant by adapting to the 

Ȱchanging needs, the changing tastes of local SingaporeansȱȢ 

 

Other stakeholders shared similar sentiments that the area must adapt in order to stay 

relevant to locals. However, they also agreed that staying relevant is a continuous 

ÃÈÁÌÌÅÎÇÅ ÁÓ +ÒÅÔÁ !ÙÅÒȭÓ ÖÁÌÕÅ ÐÒÏÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÔÏÄÁÙ is likely  to be different from the past. 

 

)Î ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒȟ Á ÃÏÍÍÏÎ ÃÏÎÃÅÒÎ ÉÓ +ÒÅÔÁ !ÙÅÒȭÓ ÒÅÌÅÖÁÎÃÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÙÏÕÎÇÅÒ ÇÅÎÅÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ 

Singaporeans. In the past, as Ms. A mentioned, it was common for Ȱgrandma [to] bring 

[her] grandsonȱ ÔÏ #ÈÉÎÁÔÏ×Î ÔÏ purchase traditional Chinese medicine supplies, for 

example. However, Ms. A noted that this is no longer the case today. Due to the prevalence 

of heartland malls, families are able to purchase commodities from more convenient 

places. There are thus fewer reasons for youths to frequent or be brought to Kreta Ayer. 

 

As a result, our respondents said that it is difficult to attract younger Singaporeans to visit 

Kreta Ayer and to learn more about its intangible cultural heritage. For example, the 

KAKSCCC representative noted ÔÈÁÔ ȰÙÏÕÎÇ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÄÏÎȭÔ ×ÁÎÔ ÔÏ ÃÏÍÅȱ ÔÏ #ÈÉÎÁÔÏ×Î ÁÎÄ 

ÔÈÁÔ Ȱmost youths ȣ think that coming down to Chinatown is something not trendy, very old 

fashionedȱȢ 

 

The traditional arts group representatives also mentioned that they have experienced 

difficulties in trying to attract youths to learn about their art form, Nanyin music. Nanyin 

refers to a musical performing art that is central to the culture of people who originated 
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from Fujian Province in China.114 It is one example of the intangible cultural heritage 

assets that exist in Chinatown. In the past, these traditional arts group representatives 

ÈÁÖÅ ÔÒÉÅÄ ÔÏ Ȱleverage on Chinese orchestras to attract youthsȱ ÂÕÔ ÔÈÉÓ ×ÁÓ Ȱnot successful, 

because their primary interest was in Chinese music and not Nanyin specificallyȱȢ 

 

Ms. A also shared her experience of organising an activity in Chinatown that was targeted 

at youths. She said: 

Ȱ) ÒÅÍÅÍÂÅÒ I had a Channel NewsAsia journalist-reporter with me, and he 

just said it aloud  that this was the most  (sic)  number of young people 

he had ever seen in Chinatown ever in his lifeȢȱ 

Similarly, the STB official noted that he ×ÏÕÌÄ ÌÉËÅ ÔÏ Ȱreach out to the younger generationȱ 

but waÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÒÎÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÆ +ÒÅÔÁ !ÙÅÒȭs intangible cultural heritage were Ȱshowcased and 

celebrated in a very traditional manner ȣ it could be a turn-off to manyȱ ÙÏÕÔÈÓȢ Thus, for 

Kreta Ayer to stay relevant to youths, there may be a need to modernise past practices. 

 

This issue of Kreta Ayer needing to adapt to changing tastes and preferences to attract 

Singaporean youths will be discussed further in subsequent sections, as it is also a 

potential challenge to safeguarding intangible cultural heritage. 

 

3. A Balance between Authenticity and Relevance  

In safeguarding intangible cultural heritage, a balance needs to be struck between 

authenticity and relevance as the two values may pull in opposing directions. For 

example, to ensure relevance, one may have to consider contemporising traditional art 

forms, rituals or activities to attract youths. However, this may also raise questions about 

how authentic the art form, ritual or activity remains. A delicate balance must therefore 

be struck between these two concepts. 

 

Policy-makers recognised the need for this balance. Indeed, the URA official noted that in 

ÄÅÔÅÒÍÉÎÉÎÇ ÈÏ× ÍÕÃÈ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ Ȱsoftwareȱ ÏÆ #ÈÉÎÁÔÏ×Î ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÒÅÍÁÉÎȟ it is a: 

                                                        
114 UNESCO, Nanyin (Inscribed in 2009 (4.COM) on the Representative List of the Intangible Cultural 
Heritage of Humanity). (Available at: https://ich.unesco.org/en/RL/nanyin -00199). 

https://ich.unesco.org/en/RL/nanyin-00199
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Ȱconstant negotiation and understanding  what are the community 

expectations in terms of the role of the area. From a day-to-day basis, what 

should stay and what should not change . From a larger cultural 

ÐÅÒÓÐÅÃÔÉÖÅȟ ÍÁÙÂÅ ÉÔȭÓ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÆÅÓÔÉÖÁÌÓ ÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÐÓÙÃÈÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÒÏÌÅ ÏÆ ÁÎ ÁÒÅÁ 

as an anchor ȣ these things I think are constantly being negotiated Ȣȱ 

Various other stakeholders have had to negotiate this balance for themselves. For 

example, the traditional arts group has introduced fusion music to their repertoire to find 

Ȱalternative mediums and platforms to promote NanyinȱȢ They are aware that they Ȱmust 

be very precise with this balanceȱ ÏÒ ÔÈÅÙ ÃÏÕÌÄ ÏÔÈÅÒ×ÉÓÅ Ȱlose the essence of NanyinȱȢ 

TÈÅÙ ÁÒÅ ÔÈÅÒÅÆÏÒÅ ÓÔÉÌÌ ÃÏÎÃÅÒÎÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ Ȱpreserving the traditional elementsȱ ÏÆ Nanyin. 

The balance that they have struck is to introduce fusion music, but strive to maintain a 

strong foundation in traditional Nanyin as well. 

 

With regard to Ms. A, who was a former food and beverage operator in Chinatown, one of 

her main interests was to attract youths back to Chinatown. She envisioned the location 

ÏÆ ÈÅÒ ÂÕÓÉÎÅÓÓ ÁÓ Á Ȱcommunity hubȱ ÁÎÄ ÁÓ Á Ȱplace for young peopleȱȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÉÓ due to her 

belief that when youths ÁÒÅ Ȱengaged in the space and [you] share with them the history 

[of the place], they will be like ȣ ȬÌÅÔ ÍÅ ÆÉÎÄ ÏÕÔ ÍÏÒÅ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÍÏÒÅȭȱȢ 4ÈÅ ÂÁÌÁÎÃÅ ÔÈÁÔ 

she has struck appears to be firmly in favour of attracting youths through youth-centric 

ÁÃÔÉÖÉÔÉÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÎ ÕÓÉÎÇ ÔÈÉÓ ÏÐÐÏÒÔÕÎÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÓÈÁÒÅ #ÈÉÎÁÔÏ×ÎȭÓ heritage with them. 

 

II.  Differing  Perspectives Regarding  Kreta Ayer  

An additional layer of complexity in determining the appropriate balance between 

authenticity and relevance is that there can be different perspectives by which people 

view Kreta Ayer. These different ȬÌensesȭ could imply different notions of what the 

appropriate balance between authenticity and relevance should be. 

 

4ÈÅ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÓÅÔ ÏÆ ȬÌÅÎÓȭ waÓ ÓÔÁÔÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ 34" ÏÆÆÉÃÉÁÌȟ ×ÈÏ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÓ +ÒÅÔÁ !ÙÅÒȭÓ ÈÅÒÉÔÁÇÅ 

ÕÓÉÎÇ Ȱtwo lens[es]ȱ ÏÆ ÔÏÕÒÉÓÔÓ ÁÎÄ ÌÏÃÁÌÓȢ 7ÉÔÈ regard to tourists, he considers heritage 

in terms ÏÆ Ȱhow can we sell [our] multi-cultural story to the visitorsȱȢ &ÒÏÍ ÔÈÉÓ 

perspective, the emphasis appears to be ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÍÍÏÄÉÔÉÓÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ +ÒÅÔÁ !ÙÅÒȭÓ ÈÅÒÉÔÁÇÅȟ 

and about marketing this heritage to tourists. There is nothing inherently wrong with this 

objective or with taking this objective into account in making the calculus between 
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authenticity and relevance. However, the view of locals on how this balance ought to be 

struck may not necessarily align with those of foreign visitors. For example, the KAKSCCC 

representative, who has interacted with STB in the past and is familiar with local 

sentiments about Kreta Ayer, argued that: 

ȰÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÓÔ #ÈÉÎÁÔÏ×Î ×ÁÓ Á ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÙ ÉÎ ÉÔÓÅÌÆ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÔÈÅ Chinese lived 

and do business between themselves, and now you have all these 

commercial things coming in. STB has always been trying to make 

ɍ#ÈÉÎÁÔÏ×ÎɎ ÉÎÔÏ Á ÔÏÕÒÉÓÔ ÄÅÓÔÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÂÕÔ ÉÔȭÓ ÖÅÒÙ ÆÁËÅȟ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ 

everything is not natural Ȣȱ 

This statement recaÌÌÓ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÏÂÓÅÒÖÅÒÓȭ ÃÒÉÔÉÃÉÓÍ ÏÆ +ÒÅÔÁ !ÙÅÒ as ÂÅÉÎÇ Ȭ$ÉÓÎÅÙÆÉÅÄȭ115 ɂ 

which suggests that whatever remains of Chinatown today is artificial. The STB officiaÌȭÓ 

response to this criticism waÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÔ ÉÓ Ȱa bit harshȱ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ Ȱreally a case where 

[Chinatown] is almost like a theme parkȱȢ 

 

4ÈÅ ÓÅÃÏÎÄ ÓÅÔ ÏÆ ȬÌÅÎÓȭ ÔÈÁÔ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÕÓÅÄ ÔÏ ÖÉÅ× +ÒÅÔÁ !ÙÅÒ ÉÓ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÔÈÅ ÙÏÕÎÇÅÒ 

generation and the older generation, as the two generations may have different 

expectations of Kreta Ayer. The STB official noted ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ Ȱinterpretation of authenticity 

and heritage, is up for discussionȱ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ it  ÃÏÕÌÄ ÄÅÐÅÎÄ ÏÎ Ȱwhich period, which era, 

which lens ȣ [one] timeframe[s] around itȱȢ 

 

An example of this tension would be Ms. !ȭÓ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅ ÉÎ adopting a more youth-centric 

approach to her business. She noted that ȰÔÈÅ ÏÌÄÅÒ ÇÅÎÅÒÁÔÉÏÎȟ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÈÏÎÅÓÔȟ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ 

understandȱ ÈÅÒ ÂÕÓÉÎÅÓÓȢ (Ï×ÅÖÅÒȟ ÓÈÅ ×ÁÓ ÐÒÅÐÁÒÅÄ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÉÓ ÁÓ ÓÈÅ ÓÔÁÔÅd that she did 

ÎÏÔ Ȱreally need the parents or grandparents to come to feel that they like this placeȱȢ 3ÈÅ 

instead hoped that her business would ÂÅ Á ÍÅÁÎÓ ÔÏ Ȱopen [a] conversationȱ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÔÈÅ 

older and younger generation about Chinatown. Her motivation, therefore, was to initiate 

Á ÃÏÎÖÅÒÓÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÂÏÕÔ +ÒÅÔÁ !ÙÅÒȭÓ ÐÁÓÔ ÁÎd present across the different generations. 

 

                                                        
115 Supra at note 22. 
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III.  Potential Threats to Safeguarding Intangible  Cultural 

Heritage  

1. Commercial Gentrification  

Our respondents highlighted the issue of commercial gentrification as a threat to 

#ÈÉÎÁÔÏ×ÎȭÓ intangible cultural heritage. The KAKSCCC representative described the 

process of commercial gentrification in this manner: 

Ȱ4ÈÅ ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍ ×ÉÔÈ #ÈÉÎÁÔÏ×Î ÉÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ Á ÌÏÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÓÈÏÐÈÏÕÓÅÓ 

[have] been purchased privately at an expensive rate  ȣ So after 

conservation the property values went up ɂ because people 

purchased it for commercial value Ȣȱ 

Mr. B, who had previously operated a food and beverage stall in Chinatown for many 

years, concurred. He noted that rental prices increased with the introduction of Ȱbig 

players com[ing] inȱ ÁÎÄ ÐÕÒÃÈÁÓÉÎÇ ÐÒÏÐÅÒÔÙ. Furthermore, the manner in which this 

threat manifested was rather subtle as Mr. B noted that these commercial property 

developers were: 

Ȱgoing very slowly, step by step ɀ one guy buys this, another this 

another this ɀ together  it was shifting. But what was visible already is 

that  some of the very traditional real estate owners retracted  ɍÓÉÃɎȢȱ 

As Mr. B had suggested, the traditional real estate owners could have been displaced due 

to the influx of bigger commercial players, who might have bought out these traditional 

owners. Alternatively, the rise in property values may have implied a concomitant 

increase in rental prices. This could have displaced traditional businesses, which were 

unable to afford the high overheads. For example, Ms. A stated ÔÈÁÔȟ Ȱa couple of [her] 

family membersȱ ×ÈÏ ÈÁÖÅ ÂÕÓÉÎÅÓÓÅÓ ÉÎ #ÈÉÎÁÔÏ×Î ÈÁÖÅ ÉÎÓÔÅÁÄ Ȱbranched into selling 

ȣ ÔÏÕÒÉÓÔÙ ÉÔÅÍÓ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÔÈÅ ÍÁÒÇÉÎ ÉÓ ÈÉÇÈÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÎÅÙ ÉÓȱȢ The 

traditional arts group representatives also noted that: 

Ȱ)Æ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÁÒÅ ÍÏÒÅ ÔÒÁÄÉÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÂÕÓÉÎÅÓÓÅÓ stationed in Chinatown, the 

atmosphere in Chinatown would be different. But generally, they seem to 

be moving away from ChinatownȢȱ 
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Aside from these ground sentiments, policy-makers that we interviewed recognised that 

commercial gentrification is a ÃÈÁÌÌÅÎÇÅ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌȢ 4ÈÅ 34" ÏÆÆÉÃÉÁÌ ÁÃËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ Ȱthe 

gentrification question is difficult to answerȱȢ 

 

However, it is interesting to note that public officials may have a slightly different 

understanding of commercial gentrification as compared to the other stakeholders. From 

ÔÈÅ 34" ÏÆÆÉÃÉÁÌȭÓ ÐÅÒÓÐÅÃÔÉÖÅȟ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ 3ÉÎÇÁÐÏÒÅȭÓ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃ ÅÖÏÌÕÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÒÅ 

×ÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ Ȱevolving lifestyle changes and evolving tastesȱ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÒÁÄÉÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÂÕÓÉÎÅÓÓÅÓ 

ÃÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÄÉÓÐÌÁÃÅÄ ÁÓ Á ÒÅÓÕÌÔȢ !Ó ÃÏÍÐÁÒÅÄ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÅÁÒÌÉÅÒ ÏÐÉÎÉÏÎÓȭ ÅÍÐÈÁÓÉÓ ÏÎ ÒÉÓÉÎÇ 

rentals, the traditional businessesȭ ÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÁÐÐÅÁÌ ÔÏ ÌÏÃÁÌÓȭ ÃÈÁÎÇÉÎÇ ÔÁÓÔÅÓ ÓÅÅÍÓ ÔÏ 

be given greater explanatory weight for why they have been displaced. 

 

2. Changing Character of the Community  

The changing character of the community was described in various ways and can also 

ÐÒÅÓÅÎÔ Á ÃÈÁÌÌÅÎÇÅ ÔÏ ÓÁÆÅÇÕÁÒÄÉÎÇ +ÒÅÔÁ !ÙÅÒȭÓ ÉÎÔÁÎÇÉÂÌÅ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ heritage. 

 

This changing character was first described in terms of a loss of Ȱcommunity spiritȱȟ ÄÕÅ 

to changes in the demographics of commercial property-owners in Kreta Ayer and the 

loss of traditional business owners. Ms. A, whose family used to operate a business in 

Chinatown and who had spent most of her childhood in the area, suggested that the 

#ÈÉÎÁÔÏ×Î ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÓÔ ×ÁÓ Ȱway more community-drivenȱȢ )Î ÃÏÍÐÁÒÉÓÏÎȟ ÓÈÅ ÓÁÙÓ ÔÈÁÔ 

ÔÏÄÁÙ Ȱmost of the shops in Chinatown ȣ [are] really in it for business for a buckȱȢ -Ò. B 

agreedȟ ÓÔÁÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ Ȱprevious generation ȣ [were] very community mindedȱȢ He also 

noted that Ȱwhen real estate becomes the focus, it is getting more business mindedȱ ÁÎÄ that 

ÔÈÅ Ȱcommunity [has] changed to shareholder valueȱȟ ×ÉÔÈ ÐÒÏÐÅÒÔÙ Ï×ÎÅÒÓ ÅÙÅÉÎÇ ÒÅÔÕÒÎÓ 

on their real estate purchases. 

 

The KAKSCCC representative gave ÁÎ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÌÏÓÓ ÏÆ Ȱcommunity spiritȱ among 

business operators in Chinatownȟ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÃÅ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÔÈÅ Ȱcommunity 

spiritȱ ÔÈÁÔ ÕÓÅÄ ÔÏ ÅØÉÓÔ ÖÅÒÓÕÓ the situation today: 

Ȱ&ÏÒ ÕÓȟ ×Å ÁÌÓÏ ÃÁÒÅ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÏÕÒ ÌÏ×-income families, but to them, if they 

have no money e.g. this costs 10 dollars but they only have 2 dollars, then 

ÙÏÕ ÃÁÎÎÏÔ ÂÕÙ ȣ ÉÔȭÓ ÖÅÒÙ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ɍÔÏÄÁÙɎȢ When we went to approach 
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people and ask them if they want to offer 2 -dollar meals for our low -

income families  ȣ 4ÈÅ ÍÏÒÅ ÌÏÃÁÌȟ ÍÁÔÕÒÅ ÈÁ×ËÅÒÓ ×ÉÌÌ ÓÁÙ ȬÙÅÓ ×ÅȭÌÌ 

ÓÕÐÐÏÒÔȭȢ "ÕÔ ɍÏÔÈÅÒɎ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ȣ ×ÉÌÌ ÓÁÙ Ȭ×ÈÙ ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ) ÄÏ ÔÈÁÔȟ ÉÔ ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ 

benefit me. 2 dollars I will make less profit, I sell at 3 dollars means 3 

ÄÏÌÌÁÒÓȭȢ So, the dynamics are very different Ȣȱ 

Given the foregoing, the decline in Ȱcommunity spiritȱ corresponds with changing 

demographics in Kreta Ayer and a greater emphasis on commercial profit s. The changing 

character of the community was also expressed in terms of the difficulties stakeholders 

face in trying to make Kreta Ayer relevant to the younger generation of Singaporeans. 

According to the KAKSCCC representative, his fellow members ȰɍÓɎÏÍÅÔÉÍÅÓ ȣ ÇÅÔ ÖÅÒÙ 

ÄÉÓÈÅÁÒÔÅÎÅÄȱ with  the process of trying to attract youths to Kreta Ayer. It has not been 

ÅÁÓÙ ÁÓ Ȱmost youths ȣ think that coming to Chinatown is something not trendy, very old 

fashionedȱȢ Left unresolved, this difficulty could be a potential threat to intangible cultural 

heritage, as the KAKSCCC representative noted that: 

ȰÈÏ× ÙÏÕ ÓÅÅ society forming its own culture is that it must be a norm 

amongst the majority  ɂ but if it is not, then the place or maybe certain 

things will be occÕÐÉÅÄ ÂÙ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÏÕÔÓÉÄÅȢȱ 

If it continues to be the case that the Ȱnorm amongst the majorityȱ ÆÏÒ ÙÏÕÎÇÅÒ 

Singaporeans is to avoid visiting Kreta Ayer, it will be extremely difficult to safeguard 

+ÒÅÔÁ !ÙÅÒȭÓ ÉÎÔÁÎÇÉÂÌÅ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÈÅÒÉÔÁÇÅȢ Youths would lose the opportunity to learn 

about existing cultural assets and why they are important to our heritage. 

 

3. Ȱ#ÈÉÎÁÔÏ×Îȱ VÅÒÓÕÓ Ȱ#ÈÉÎÁ 4Ï×Îȱ 

Another potential challenge to safeguarding intangible cultural heritage is the influx of 

businesses owned by Chinese nationals in Kreta Ayer. Ms. A described her concerns in 

this manner: 

Ȱɍ)n] the last 5 years, [Chinatown] became ÌÉËÅ Ȭ#ÈÉÎÁ 4Ï×Îȭ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÓ ÌÉËÅ 

a lot of Chinese-owned businesses and it is kind of ironic because of 

the name Chinatown . But the core identity of Chinatown in my opinion, 

ÈÁÓ ÎÅÖÅÒ ÂÅÅÎ Ȭ#ÈÉÎÁ-business-ÔÏ×ÎȭȢ )Ô ×ÁÓ ÍÏÒÅ ÏÆ Á ÐÌÁÃÅ where 

Chinese immigrants, our forefathers came here and started out and 

it became a very Singaporean-identity kind of place Ȣȱ 
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Other respondents shared this concern as well. The traditional arts group representatives 

said that: 

ȰIt no longer seems to be a Chinatown that belongs to Singaporeans 

ȣȢ )Ô ÆÅÅÌÓ ÌÉËÅ Á Ȭ,ÉÔÔÌÅ #ÈÉÎÁȭ, from the items that are put for sale to the 

ÆÏÏÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÏÆÆÅÒÅÄȢȱ 

At first glaÎÃÅȟ ÔÈÉÓ ÄÉÓÔÉÎÃÔÉÏÎ ÍÁÙ ÁÐÐÅÁÒ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÒÁÔÈÅÒ ÓÔÒÁÎÇÅ ÏÒ Ȱironicȱ, according to 

Ms A. However, the distinction is an important one ɀ a Chinatown that reflects the 

Singaporean identity and the experiences of our forefathers in shaping this identity as 

ÃÏÍÐÁÒÅÄ ÔÏ ȰChina TownȱȢ 4ÈÅ ÌÁÔÔÅÒ ÍÏÒÅ ÁÃÃÕÒÁÔÅÌÙ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÓ ÂÕÓÉÎÅÓÓÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÃÁÔÅÒ ÔÏ 

Chinese nationals and their tastes and preferences. Based on the responses of our 

interviewees, the types of businesses that now exist in Kreta Ayer may have shifted away 

from local tastes. 

 

However, our interviewees were also aware that it may be difficult for the government to 

introduce measures to directly deal with the influx of businesses owned or operated by 

Chinese nationals. As the KAKSCCC representative put it, ȰÎÕÍÂÅÒ ÏÎÅȟ they are legally 

doing a registered business, [and] ÎÕÍÂÅÒ Ô×Ïȟ ÔÈÅÙ ÁÒÅ ÎÏÔ ÄÏÉÎÇ ÁÎÙÔÈÉÎÇ ÉÌÌÅÇÁÌȱ. He 

theorised that a holistic approach involving the government and the community will 

probably be required to manage this issue, suggesting that Ȱwhen we talk about preserving 

Á ÃÕÌÔÕÒÅ ÉÔȭÓ ÎÏÔ ÏÎÌÙ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÏÎÅ ÁÇÅÎÃÙ ÏÒ ÏÎÅ ### ÔÈÁÔ ÃÁÎ ÄÏ ÉÔȢ )Ô ÍÕÓÔ ÂÅ Á ȬÍÁÎÙ ÈÅÌÐÉÎÇ 

ÈÁÎÄÓȭ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈȢȱ 

 

IV. Interaction between  Stakeholders  

1. Government  !ÇÅÎÃÉÅÓȭ Interactions  

In our interviews, both STB and URA expressed that they play complementary roles 

×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅ Ȱwhole-of-government approachȱ with respect to the management of 

Chinatown as a conservation and tourism district. As the STB official further added, 34"ȭÓ 

focus as the Ȱlead agencyȱ ÉÎ #ÈÉÎÁÔÏ×Î ÉÓ ÏÎ Ȱthe software aspect of thingsȱ ÓÕÃÈ ÁÓ 

ȰɍÅɎÖÅÎÔÓ ɍÁÎÄɎ marketingȱȢ )Î ÃÏÍparison, the URA official stated ÔÈÁÔ 52!ȭÓ ÒÏÌÅ ÉÓ ÔÏ 

ȰÓÕÐÐÏÒÔ ɍ34"Ɏ ȣ in terms of facilitating the hardware improvements and the commercial 

positioning that they ȣ ÌÉËÅ ÔÏ ÈÁÖÅȱ. There is thus a clear division of responsibilities 

between STB and URA for #ÈÉÎÁÔÏ×ÎȭÓ Ȱsoftwareȱ ÁÎÄ Ȱhardwareȱ ÒÅÓÐÅÃÔÉÖÅÌÙȢ 
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4ÈÏÕÇÈ 52! ÏÆÆÉÃÉÁÌÌÙ ÄÅÆÉÎÅÓ #ÈÉÎÁÔÏ×Î ÁÓ Á Ȭ(ÉÓÔÏÒÉÃ $ÉÓÔÒÉÃÔȭ116 while STB instead 

ÒÅÆÅÒÓ ÔÏ ÉÔ ÁÓ Á Ȭ#ÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ 0ÒÅÃÉÎÃÔȭȟ117 the STB official did not think that this led to any 

difference in the way the agencies view Chinatown. He said that their understanding of 

+ÒÅÔÁ !ÙÅÒ ÉÓ Ȱsimilarȱ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÃÅÓ ÉÎ ÄÅÆÉÎÉÔÉÏÎ ÄÏÅÓ ÎÏÔ Ȱresult in ȣ tension or 

disagreement on what or why certain things should be done or should not be doneȱȢ 

 

More generally, when describing their interactions with other government agencies that 

operate in Chinatown, the STB official stated that: 

Ȱ×Å ÈÁÖÅ Á ÌÏÔ ÏÆ ÐÌÁÔÆÏÒÍÓ ɍÆÏÒ ÉÎÔÅÒÁÃÔÉÏÎÓɎ ÁÌÒÅÁÄÙȢ 7Å have current 

platforms in place that ȣ is actually attended by CEOs ȣ At the working 

level, we also have our own direct interactions ȣ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ÔÈÉÎË ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÒÅȭÓ 

a need for additional platforms or formal settings for this kind of 

dialogue sessions to take ÐÌÁÃÅȢ )ÔȭÓ ÁÌÒÅÁÄÙ ÈÁÐÐÅÎÉÎÇȢȱ 

&ÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÌÅÁÄ ÁÇÅÎÃÙȭÓ ÐÅÒÓÐÅÃÔÉÖÅȟ ÉÔ ÓÅÅÍÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ government agencies have a good 

working relationship and there is no further need to streamline their interactions or 

introduce new platforms for the management of Kreta Ayer. 

 

2. Interactions between  Government  Agencies and Other Stakeholders  

From the government ÁÇÅÎÃÉÅÓȭ ÐÅÒÓÐÅÃÔÉÖÅȟ ÔÈÅÙ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÁËÅÎ ÍÅÁÓÕÒÅÓ ÔÏ ÃÏÎÓÕÌÔ ÔÈÅ 

other stakeholders. The STB official said that: 

ȰÉÎ ÔÈÅ 0ÒÅÃÉÎÃÔ $ÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ×ÏÒË ×Å ÃÁÎȭÔ ÄÏ ÉÔ ÁÌÏÎÅȟ ×Å ÃÁÎȭÔ ÂÅ ÊÕÓÔ 

all top -down, STB-driven or say government -driven  ȣ we want to 

listen to all their views and take all these onboard Ȣȱ 

&ÒÏÍ ÈÉÓ ÐÅÒÓÐÅÃÔÉÖÅȟ ÉÔ ÓÅÅÍÓ ÔÈÁÔ 34" ÈÁÓ ÔÁËÅÎ ÍÅÁÓÕÒÅÓ ÔÏ ÁÖÏÉÄ Á Ȱtop-downȱ 

approach and ensure that the otÈÅÒ ÓÔÁËÅÈÏÌÄÅÒÓȭ ÏÐÉÎÉÏÎÓ ÁÒÅ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÅÄȢ With 

reference to the specific example of the Chinatown Heritage Centre rejuvenation project, 

The STB official pointed out that STB had consulted various stakeholders in deciding 

what stories should be included in the CÅÎÔÒÅȢ 4ÈÅÙ ÔÒÉÅÄ ÔÏ ÍÁËÅ ÓÕÒÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ Ȱstories 

                                                        
116 Urban Redevelopment Authority. About Chinatown (includes Maxwell No. 38 and 89 New Bridge Road. 
(Available at: https://www.ura.gov.sg/uol/conservation/conservation -xml?id=CNTWN). 
117 Singapore Tourism Board. (2015). Placemaking: What We Do. (Available at: 
https://www.stb.gov.sg/ab out-stb/what -we-do/Pages/Placemaking.aspx). 

https://www.ura.gov.sg/uol/conservation/conservation-xml?id=CNTWN
https://www.stb.gov.sg/about-stb/what-we-do/Pages/Placemaking.aspx
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were as authentic as possibleȱ, and they had ÅÎÇÁÇÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ Ȱa lot of Singaporeans, MOE 

teachers, to get a sense of whatȱ #ÈÉÎÁÔÏ×Î ×ÁÓ ÌÉËÅ ÁÎÄ ÔÏ Ȱlet them tell their storiesȱ 

about the Chinatown of the past. 

 

However, the perspectives of other stakeholders did not paint as rosy a picture. For 

example, the KAKSCCC representative said that when interacting with government 

ÁÇÅÎÃÉÅÓȟ ȰÉÔȭÓ ÁÌÍÏÓÔ ÌÉËÅ ÔÈÅÙȭÖÅ ÄÅÃÉÄÅÄ ×ÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÙ ×ÁÎÔ ÔÏ ÄÏ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÎ ÔÈÅÙȭÌÌ Ãonsult usȱ. 

Furthermore, he asserts that ÉÎÔÅÒÁÃÔÉÏÎÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÁÇÅÎÃÙȭÓ ÓÔÁÆÆ, especially if they were 

new or inexperienced, posed some difficulties : 

Ȱ34" ÉÓ ɍÓÉÃɎ ÌÉËÅ Á job rotation  ȣ you have to start all over again, build 

up relationships. You have to explain to them  ȣ which is frustrating . 

"ÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅÍȟ ÔÈÅÙ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÂÅÌÉÅÖÅ ÉÎ ÁÎÙ ÓÔÁÆÆ ÓÉÔÔÉÎÇ ÉÎ Á ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÆÏÒ 

ÌÏÎÇȟ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÏÆ ÐÒÏÍÏÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÎÄ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÉÎÇÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÉÔȭÓ ÖÅÒÙ ÆÒÕÓÔÒÁÔÉÎÇ ȣ 

4Ï ÔÈÅÍ ÔÈÅÙ ÃÁÎÎÏÔ ÃÏÍÐÒÅÈÅÎÄȟ ÉÔȭÓ ÊÕÓÔ ÓÔÁÔÉÓÔÉÃÓȟ ÎÕÍÂÅÒÓȟ ÔÈÅy 

ÄÏÎȭÔ ÓÅÅ ÔÈÅ ÆÕÌÌ ÐÉÃÔÕÒÅȢȱ 

With regard to the traditional arts group representatives, they suggested more financial 

support would be welcome. The representatives mentioned that although their 

ÔÒÁÄÉÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÁÒÔÓ ÇÒÏÕÐ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅÄ Ȱsevere financial difficultiesȱ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÅÁÒÌÙ ςπππÓ, they 

saw Ȱvery little support from the government for traditional artsȱ ÄÕÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÉÍÅȢ 4ÈÅ 

traditional arts representatives said that while the government has become Ȱmore 

supportiveȱ, more should be done ÉÆ 3ÉÎÇÁÐÏÒÅ Ȱwant[s] to preserve traditional artsȱȢ They 

suggested that Ȱthe government ȣ ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÓÔÅÐ ÉÎ ÔÏ ÏÆÆÅÒ ÔÈÉÓ ÓÕÐÐÏÒÔȱ and that Ȱthe primary 

means of support [from government agencies] should be fundingȱȢ 

 

"ÁÓÅÄ ÏÎ ÏÕÒ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅÓȭ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÅÓȟ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÍÁÙ ÂÅ ÒÏÏÍ ÆÏÒ Émprovement in the way 

that government agencies have interacted with other stakeholders. Officers may need to 

ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐ ÂÅÔÔÅÒ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÇÒÏÕÎÄ ÓÅÎÔÉÍÅÎÔÓ ÔÏ ÁÖÏÉÄ ÊÕÓÔ ÓÅÅÉÎÇ Ȱstatistics, 

numbersȱȢ &ÕÒÔÈÅÒÍÏÒÅȟ ÔÈÅ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ÍÁÙ ÎÅÅÄ ÔÏ ÐÒÏÖÉÄÅ ÍÏÒÅ financial support for 

traditional arts and businesses. 
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V. Framing Policies Moving Forward  

1. Preference for Indirect Interventions  

Moving forward, both the STB and URA officials stated that the government prefers to 

avoid direct interventions that interfere wit h market forces. For example, the URA official 

said ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÉÓÓÕÅ ÏÆ ÃÏÍÍÅÒÃÉÁÌ ÇÅÎÔÒÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ Ȱbeyond really our control ȣ because we 

ÄÏÎȭÔ ÉÎÔÅÒÆÅÒÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÍÁÒËÅÔȱȢ 3ÉÍÉÌÁÒÌÙȟ ÔÈÅ 34" ÏÆÆÉÃÉÁÌ ÓÔÁÔÅÄ that he: 

ȰɍÄÏÅÓÎȭÔɎ ÔÈÉÎË ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ Á ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃ solution to [commercial 

ÇÅÎÔÒÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎɎȟ ÕÎÌÅÓÓ ÔÈÅÒÅȭÓ Á ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÅÎÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÁÔ 'ÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ 

wants to make and take ȣ But it means getting  ȣ really involved and 

not letting market forces take its course. ȱ 

He also added that: 

Ȱ) ÔÈÉÎË ÔÈÅ ÍÏÍÅÎÔ ÉÆ 34" gets, or if any government agency starts getting 

involved and telling the landlord, to say that you cannot rent out to this 

kind of tenant, rent out to some other tenant, I think we are interfering 

with market forces and the question is, do we want to do t hat? And I 

ÄÏÎȭÔ ÔÈÉÎË ÔÈÁÔȭÓ ÈÏ× ÔÈÅ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ÖÉÅ×Ó ÓÏÍÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÔÈÉÎÇÓȢȱ 

As evinced by both respondeÎÔÓȭ ÒÅÐÌÉÅÓȟ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÕÎÌÉËÅÌÙ ÔÏ ÅØÐÅÃÔ direct government 

intervention where market forces are concerned, as a general principle. However, there 

may be circumstances where exceptions could be made, as the URA official noted that: 

ȰÉÎ ÔÅÒÍÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ×ÉÄÅÒ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÙ ÁÓ Á ×ÈÏÌÅȟ [the government does] give 

ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÉÃ ÓÕÂÓÉÄÉÅÓ ÉÎ ÍÁÎÙ ÁÒÅÁÓ ×ÈÅÒÅ ×Å ÔÈÉÎË ÉÔȭÓ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÔÏ 

catalyse or kick -start or to sustain cert ain activities. So how is it that 

ÈÅÒÉÔÁÇÅ ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÈÅ ÓÕÐÐÏÒÔȩ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÈÅ ÁÎÓ×ÅÒȟ ÂÕÔ ) ÔÈÉÎË 

ÉÔȭÓ ÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇ ×ÏÒÔÈ ÔÈÉÎËÉÎÇ ÁÂÏÕÔȢȱ 

It seems that intervention may be possible when the government has made the calculus 

that a policy objective was important enough to warrant  Ȱstrategic subsidiesȱȢ 4ÈÅ 

question then ÉÓ ×ÈÅÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒ ÓÁÆÅÇÕÁÒÄÉÎÇ +ÒÅÔÁ !ÙÅÒȭÓ 

intangible cultural heritage as being important enough to justify market intervention. 

 

Regardless, the government generally prefers to take indirect measures. While the STB 

official characterised ÃÏÍÍÅÒÃÉÁÌ ÇÅÎÔÒÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÓ ÁÎ Ȱorganic changeȱ or businesses 

being unable to adapt to changing preferences, he was also careful to mention that more 
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indirect measures have already been taken to address this issue. For example, the STB 

official said that they have ×ÏÒËÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ ÓÏÍÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÈÅÒÉÔÁÇÅ ÂÒÁÎÄÓ ÔÏ Ȱreach out to the 

other generation, the younger generation of visitors, local visitors as well as newȱ ÂÙ 

Ȱactually help[ing] them create new lines of souvenirs, new ways to package their productsȱȢ 

Essentially, STB ÔÒÉÅÄ ÔÏ ÓÔÒÅÎÇÔÈÅÎ ÔÈÅ Ȱbusiness viabilityȱ ÏÆ ÈÅÒÉÔÁÇÅ ÂÕÓÉÎÅÓÓÅÓ ÂÙȡ  

Ȱfind [ing]  additional reven ue streams for [heritage businesses] , 

through some of these product developments that they do that still 

maintains the whole heritage and the products that they are selling, 

ÉÔȭÓ ÊÕÓÔ ÒÅÐÁÃËÁÇÅÄ ÉÎ Á ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ×ÁÙ. I think if they are able to sell that 

and ÉÔȭÓ Á ÎÅ× ÒÅÖÅÎÕÅ ÓÔÒÅÁÍ ÃÒÅÁÔÅÄȟ ÔÈÅÎ ÉÔ ×ÏÕÌÄ result in greater 

business viability la h over long termȢȱ 

In addition to the foregoing, the STB official noted that Ȱone of our KPIsȱȟ ÒÅÆÅÒÒÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÔÈÅÉÒ 

+ÅÙ 0ÅÒÆÏÒÍÁÎÃÅ )ÎÄÉÃÁÔÏÒÓȟ Ȱis how we can ensure that the Precinct can remain vibrant 

and for our stakeholders to be financially sustainableȱȢ This suggests that while STB does 

have an interest in ensuring the long-term viability and vibrancy of the precinct, the 

question is ultimately one of means, with respect to the measures taken towards this 

objective. 

 

2. Self-Evaluation  of Policies  

When it comes to evaluating their own policies, the government agencies were keen on 

noting the successes of policies within their own remit. For example, 52! ÉÓ Ȱassigned the 

duty and the mandate to protect built heritage under the Planning Actȱ, which provides for 

the planning and improvement of Singapore.118 )Î ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÔÅØÔ ÏÆ +ÒÅÔÁ !ÙÅÒȟ 52!ȭÓ ÒÏÌÅ ÉÓ 

to protect the physical heritage assets. With regard to this mandate, the URA official 

expressed ÔÈÁÔ ȰÉÎ ÔÅÒÍÓ ÏÆ ÓÕÃÃÅÓÓÆÕÌ ÃÏÎÓÅÒÖÁÔÉÏÎ ɍÏÆ ÂÕÉÌÄÉÎÇÓɎȟ ×ÅȭÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ÖÅÒÙ ÓÕÃÃÅÓÓÆÕÌ 

in conserving the physical fabric of Kreta AyerȱȢ  

 

Beyond the confines of its mandate, however, the URA official conceded that they may 

have to work with other agencies to develop a more holistic approach in the future. For 

example, he noted that Ȱsome aspects ȣ ÁÒÅ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÏÕÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 52!ȭÓ ÈÁÎÄÓȱȟ with regard to 

                                                        
118 Planning Act 1998, Singapore, (Cap. 232). (Available at: 
http://statutes.agc.gov.sg/aol/search/display/view.w3p;page=0;query=DocId%3A2343ea5f-5a9f-4a36-
ac03-2ce1bc74558b%20Depth%3A0%20Status%3Ainforce;rec=0#pr5-he-.) 

http://statutes.agc.gov.sg/aol/search/display/view.w3p;page=0;query=DocId%3A2343ea5f-5a9f-4a36-ac03-2ce1bc74558b%20Depth%3A0%20Status%3Ainforce;rec=0#pr5-he-
http://statutes.agc.gov.sg/aol/search/display/view.w3p;page=0;query=DocId%3A2343ea5f-5a9f-4a36-ac03-2ce1bc74558b%20Depth%3A0%20Status%3Ainforce;rec=0#pr5-he-
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attracting younger Singaporeans back to Kreta Ayer. The broader ramifications of this 

ÁÃËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅÍÅÎÔ ÉÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÍÏÒÅ ×ÏÒË ÍÁÙ ÂÅ ÎÅÅÄÅÄ ×ÈÅÎ ÉÔ ÃÏÍÅÓ ÔÏ Ȱclos[ing]  the gapȱ 

between policy areas undertaken by different agencies. 

 

As for STB, they disagreed with the media ÃÒÉÔÉÑÕÅ ÔÈÁÔ #ÈÉÎÁÔÏ×Î ÉÓ Ȱ$ÉÓÎÅÙÆÉÅÄȱ,119 

finding it  Ȱa bit harshȱ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ȰÉÔȭÓ ɍÎÏÔɎ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ Á ÃÁÓÅ ×ÈÅÒÅ ÉÔȭÓ ÁÌÍÏÓÔ ÌÉËÅ Á ÔÈÅÍÅ ÐÁÒËȱȢ 

Nonetheless, they expressed their willingness to take into account public perceptions 

when evaluating the success and shortcomings of their policies: 

Ȱ&ÉÒÓÔȟ ÉÓ Á quantitative survey  that we do ȣ for visitors, where do they 

come from. For locals what do they come to do, what do they do ȣ ×ÅȭÖÅ 

incorporated a qualitative aspect  ȣ which ȣ actually results in ȣ a 

detailed focus group  ÔÈÁÔ ×ÅȭÖÅ ÄÏÎÅ ×ÉÔÈ 3ÉÎÇÁÐÏÒÅÁÎÓ ȣ As well as ȣ 

in -depth discussions ȣ with selected tourists from some of our key source 

ÍÁÒËÅÔÓȢȱ 

Both quantitative and qualitative research methodologies have thus been developed to 

help STB evaluate their policies. These methods will likely give STB a more complete 

picture of how successful their policies are, especially as they intend to continue helping 

heritage brands ÔÏ Ȱreach out to the changing tastes of [both] visitors as well as localsȱȢ 

Although the findings from the quantitative and qualitative methods were not shared 

with us, the STB official said that what they intend to do is to: 

Ȱreach out to all the key stakeholders , including our government 

agencies like URA ȣ or whoever has an interest in the Precinct, to share 

with them some of the findings about what the locals and visitors 

sayȢȱ 

  

                                                        
119 Supra, at note 22. 
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DATA COLLECTION ɀ FINDINGS & ANALYSIS 

I.  Mapping  of Businesses in Kreta Ayer  

Our fieldwork entailed a physical survey of the tenants of each shop space operating in 

Kreta Ayer and the type of business conducted. In total, this consisted of 559 shop spaces 

surveyed, with 67 found to be vacant or under renovation. In our case, fieldwork was 

necessary as we believed that gentrification may be the cause of changes in the local retail 

mix. 120 More importantly, as we had access to a similar survey carried out in 2015 by 

SHS, we were able to compare the actual changes in tenancy in order to quantify 

demographic changes, which have been noted in our literature review as being an aspect 

of the commercial gentrification process.121 

 

In terms of our results, we coded the businesses operating in the neighbourhood by 

reference to the function they serve: for instance, in the food and beverage industry, retail 

businesses, provision of hotel and hostel services and professional services. Examples of 

businesses in the respective categories are as follows: in art, art and antique galleries; in 

beauty, facial parlours and spas; in food and beverage, restaurants and cafes; in hostels 

and hotels, youth hostels, boutique hotels and inns; in nightlife, pubs and bars; in other, 

businesses such as yoga studios and dance studios; in professional services, law firms, 

accountancy firms and consultancies; in retail, departmental stores, jewellery and snack 

retailers; in tourism retail, souvenir vendors; and in traditional industries, traditional 

Chinese medicine practitioners. Our findings are summarized in the following sections. 

 

1. Loss of Continuity  

The rate of turnover in tenants stood out in our comparison of tenancy figures from 

Table 2 below: 122  approximately a third of all stalls (175 stalls of 599 total stalls) 

operating in 2015 had been replaced by new businesses by 2017. This may have 

reinforced ÏÕÒ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅÓȭ observations that the sense of continuity and community in 

                                                        
120 Martin, R. A Quantitative Approach to Gentrification: Determinants of Gentrification in U.S. Cities, 1970-
2010. (Working Paper). (Available at: 
https://media.terry.uga.edu/socrates/contact/documents/2017/04/05/Determinants_of_Gentrification.
pdf). 
121 Supra at note 51. 
122 See also Appendix C for a full list. 

https://media.terry.uga.edu/socrates/contact/documents/2017/04/05/Determinants_of_Gentrification.pdf
https://media.terry.uga.edu/socrates/contact/documents/2017/04/05/Determinants_of_Gentrification.pdf
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Chinatown has been disrupted. It is also problematic as neighbourhood businesses may 

act as pillars of the community and provide communal spaces for social gathering, 

building social networks which bind the community.123  This sense of connectedness 

dissipates as displacement occurs and institutions within the neighbourhood are lost. 

 

2. Tourism and Tourist -Targeting Businesses  

Another notable observation of note is the proportion of retail businesses catering to the 

tourist industry . This may be regarded as evidence of the gentrifying role played by 

tourism development in the renovations of physical spaces, shifts in culture or lifestyle 

and changes in consumption spaces. 124 We found that shops vending souvenirs and other 

tourist knick -knacks alone formed 12.59% of all occupied tenancy spaces in Chinatown, 

with a 9.4% increase in their numbers as compared to 2015. This appears to be consistent 

wÉÔÈ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÏÂÓÅÒÖÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÎ 3ÉÎÇÁÐÏÒÅȭÓ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÉÃ ÄÉÓÔÒÉÃÔÓȟ Ȱthe traditional mix of uses 

no longer exists: at present, they are geared mainly towards retail and commerceȱȢ125 

Types of Business Number of 

Shops in 2015 

Number of 

Shops in 2017 

% Change 

(From 2015)  

Art  32 23 -28.13 

Beauty/Services  30 30 - 

F&B 95 105 10.53 

Hostel/Hotel  20 23 15 

Nightlife  8 8 - 

Other  27 26 -3.70 

Professional Services  104 115 10.58 

Retail  101 87 -13.86 

Tourism Retail  61 67 9.4 

Traditional Industry  47 48 2.13 

Vacant/Unknown  47 67 42.55 

Total Number of Stalls Changed  175 33.33 

Table 2: Comparison of tenancy figures between 2015 and 2017. 

                                                        
123 3ÍÉÔÈȟ *Ȣ ɉςπρχɊȢ Ȱ3ÍÁÌÌ "ÕÓÉÎÅÓÓ 0ÒÏÆÉÔÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ 3ÔÒÁÔÅÇÉÅÓ $ÕÒÉÎÇ 2ÅÔÁÉÌ 'ÅÎÔÒÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎȱȢ Walden 
Dissertations and Doctoral Studies Collection. 
124 Supra at note 51. 
125 Supra at note 16, p. 9. 
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Figure 3: Map of Kreta Ayer with changes in tenancy indicated in red. 

 

II.  Secondary Research on Property Prices  

We gathered secondary data on resale and rental transactions of shophouses in Kreta 

Ayer through EdgeProp.sgȭÓ ÏÎÌÉÎÅ ÐÏÒÔÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÔÏÏÌÓȢ "ÁÓÅÄ ÏÎ ÐÕÂÌÉÃÌÙ ÁÖÁÉÌÁÂÌÅ 

information, we collated a total of 60 recorded resale transactions with information such 

as the month and year of transaction, anonymised address of the shophouse, tenure 

(where available), area in square feet, price per square feet, and the absolute selling price 

of the property. We also collected data on 295 rental transactions that had already been 

aggregated by month since March 2015, which was the earliest month tracked on 

EdgeProp. These rental transactions contained information such as the lowest rental 

rates (in S$ per square feet per month (psf pm)), the rental rates of the 25th percentile, 

median rental, rental rates of the 75th percentile, and the highest rental rate recorded for 

that particular month. Using this information, we created two graphs mapping the trends 

in the price per square feet of resale shophouses and median rental rates. 
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For resale transactions, price per square feet was used as it is a more accurate indicator 

ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÐÅÒÔÙȭÓ ÖÁÌÕÅ ÔÈÁÎ ÔÈÅ ÁÂÓÏÌÕÔÅ ÓÅÌÌÉÎÇ ÐÒÉÃÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÐÅÒÔÙȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÃÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ 

inflated by the area of the property. Figure 4 shows that from 2004 to 2017, there is a 

visible upward trend with respect to the resale price per square feet of shophouses in 

Kreta Ayer. This is consistent with observations cited from both media reports and our 

interview ee. As noted in our literature review, rising property prices is also a marker of 

gentrification, which lends credence to the perception that gentrification is a 

phenomenon at work in Chinatown, when considered in tandem with the aforementioned 

aspects of business displacement. 
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Figure 4: Resale price of shophouse units in Kreta Ayer
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Figure 5: Median rentals of shophouse units in Kreta Ayer (S$ psf pm)
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On the other hand, Figure 5 does not show an upward trend with respect to the median 

ÒÅÎÔÁÌ ÒÁÔÅÓ ÏÖÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÓÔ Ô×Ï ÙÅÁÒÓȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÁÐÐÅÁÒÓ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÃÏÎÔÒÁÒÙ ÔÏ ÏÕÒ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅÓȭ 

perceptions. One possible reason is that there was a number of median rentals at 

relatively high monthly rates of between S$10 to S$35 per square feet, compared to the 

approximate monthly rate of S$5 per square feet where most of the data points converge 

around. This could have reinforced the perception that property rentals have been 

increasing as a whole. Nonetheless, the presence of the outliers with relatively high 

monthly rentals should be noted because they are not isolated cases, but rather, a 

relatively common occurrence. This could mean that further research is required to 

ascertain the extent of the phenomenon, as we are unable to graph the median rental 

trend over a longer time period due to the lack of publicly available data on rental 

transactions in Kreta Ayer prior to March 2015 on the EdgeProp portal . Lastly, we note 

that although rising rental rates are a marker of gentrification, it is not the sole marker. 

We believe that our findings in respect of rising property prices, high rate of change in 

ÂÕÓÉÎÅÓÓ ÃÏÍÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎȟ ÁÎÄ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅÓȭ ÏÂÓÅÒÖÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÒÅgarding culture and lifestyle 

changes in Chinatown over the years, are consistent with the literature on finding 

commercial gentrification. As such, we would examine potential policy options to address 

the problem of commercial gentrification, while keeping in mind the demands of heritage 

conservation. 
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POLICY OPTIONS 

In this section, we have provided a list of policy options comprising the establishment of 

a dedicated heritage trust, improving the commercial viability of traditional trades and 

businesses, and revitalising Chinatown as a place of interest for Singaporeans, in 

particular, the younger generation. While we advocate for all of the suggested policy 

options to be considered and if found suitable, implemented, we understand that limited 

resources ÁÎÄ ÅØÔÁÎÔ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÁÔÉÏÎÓ ɉÆÏÒ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅȟ ÔÈÅ ÍÁÔÕÒÉÔÙ ÏÆ 3ÉÎÇÁÐÏÒÅȭÓ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ 

climate) may mean that some options are less likely to be implemented in the short- to 

medium-term. Nonetheless, we believe that our policy options possess individual merit 

and do not need to be implemented together or all at once, which allows the respective 

authorities to carry out the requisite assessments in their own time or according to the 

fulfilment of specific needs. 

 

I.  A Statutory Heritage Trust for Chinatown  

In light of the foregoing discussion, we propose that an independent Chinatown heritage 

trust be created by statute to support the place-based conservation activities of existing 

government agencies. Our research shows that such a Trust could potentially bring a 

range of advantages, including but not limited to the following: 

t It sends a clear signal to the public and concerned stakeholders that the 

Government is committed to heritage conservation in Chinatown, and willing to 

explore different approaches in a more community-oriented manner; 

t It provides an opportunity to enhance the efficiency of certain functions of 

'ÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ÒÅÌÁÔÅÄ ÔÏ #ÈÉÎÁÔÏ×ÎȭÓ ÃÏÎÓÅÒÖÁÔÉÏÎ ÂÙ ÄÅÖÏÌÖÉÎÇ ÓÕÃÈ ÓÅÌÅÃÔÅÄ 

functions from existing agencies. It could also supplement current Government 

efforts by playing a differentiated and positive role in conserving heritage assets 

×ÉÔÈÏÕÔ ÄÕÐÌÉÃÁÔÉÎÇ ÏÒ ÒÅÐÌÁÃÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ 'ÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔȭÓ ÒÏÌÅ ÅÎÔÉÒÅÌÙȠ ÁÎÄ 

t It encourages increased participation across civil society through public 

discussions about conservation issues in Chinatown, ideally while demonstrating 

the benefits of new or creative uses for heritage properties. 
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However, we understand that the establishment of a Heritage Trust may not be a 

comprehensive solution to the various complexities associated with heritage 

conservation in Singapore, and especially in Chinatown. For example, conservation 

shophouses are treated as a class of investment asset that tends to show great capital 

appreciation because of their historical value and limited supply.126 This sentiment will 

likely continue to exert strong market pressure on property values and transaction 

volumes,127 rendering commercial gentrification a difficult solution to resolve even if the 

heritage trust proposed has powers to transact in property (albeit  limited by the extent 

of its resources to begin with). Given the foregoing, extensive consultations should be 

conducted on the establishment of the trust in the first instance, and determine whether 

there would be good and achievable results in other areas, such as the strengthening of 

#ÈÉÎÁÔÏ×ÎȭÓ ÈÅÒÉÔÁÇÅ ÐÒÏÔÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ 3ÉÎÇÁÐÏÒÅȭÓ ÃÏÎÓÅÒÖÁÔÉÏÎ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÅȢ The following 

sections will analyse the rationale for such a trust, and the specific characteristics that it 

ought to have. 

 

1. A Governing Institution for Heritage Conservation in Chinatown  

Effective, affordable and sustainable heritage conservation requires public involvement 

and cross-sector collaboration. Governments are generally not in a position to finance all 

heritage activities, but need to bring in the private sector and civil society as investors, 

leaders and supporters.128 Establishing a governing institution for heritage conservation 

in Chinatown would facilitate not only cross-sector collaboration, but also extensive 

stakeholder engagement giveÎ ÏÕÒ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅÓȭ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ Á ȰÍÁÎÙ ÈÅÌÐÉÎÇ ÈÁÎÄÓȱ 

approach. It could also provide an independent vantage point from which to negotiate a 

ÂÁÌÁÎÃÅ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÔÈÅ ÁÇÅÎÃÉÅÓȭ ÐÏÌÉÃÙ imperatives and what stakeholders view as 

#ÈÉÎÁÔÏ×ÎȭÓ experiential authenticity. There are also further incentives from the 

'ÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔȭÓ ÐÏÉÎÔ ÏÆ ÖÉÅ× ÔÏ ÅÓÔÁÂÌÉÓÈ ÓÕÃÈ Á ÇÏÖÅÒÎÉÎÇ ÉÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎȢ &ÉÒÓÔÌÙȟ ÉÔ ÓÅÎÄÓ Á 

clear signal to the public that the Government is committed to heritage conservation. 

                                                        
126 Wong, S. Y. (2017). Ȱ3ÈÏÐÈÏÕÓÅÓ ÉÎ ÄÅÍÁÎÄ ÁÍÏÎÇ ÉÎÖÅÓÔÏÒÓ ÁÇÁÉÎȱ, The Straits Times, Singapore. 16 
March. (Available at: http://www.straitstimes.com/business/shophouses -in-demand-among-investors-
again). 
127 4ÁÎȟ (Ȣ 9Ȣ ɉςπρφɊȢ Ȱ#ÏÎÓÅÒÖÁÔÉÏÎ ÓÈÏÐÈÏÕÓÅ ÍÁÒËÅÔ ÁÂÕÚÚ ÁÇÁÉÎȱȟ The Edge Property Pullout, Issue 752. 
31 October. (Available at: https://sg.finance.yahoo.com/news/conservation-shophouse-market-abuzz-
again-083002741.html). 
128 Supra at note 72. 

http://www.straitstimes.com/business/shophouses-in-demand-among-investors-again
http://www.straitstimes.com/business/shophouses-in-demand-among-investors-again
https://sg.finance.yahoo.com/news/conservation-shophouse-market-abuzz-again-083002741.html
https://sg.finance.yahoo.com/news/conservation-shophouse-market-abuzz-again-083002741.html
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Secondly, it offers an opportunity to enhance efficiency by devolving and streamlining 

selected functions from government agencies. 

 

Figure 6: Elements of Effective Heritage Conservation. 

 

2. Adopting the Structure of  a Charitable Trust  

At its core, a trust is a form of dual ownership of property, where trustees who possess 

legal title have mandatory obligations to apply and manage the property for the benefit 

of beneficiaries who possess equitable title. This notion of stewardship, which precludes 

trustees from obtaining private benefit is particularly apt for heritage conservation. After 

all, the cultural heritage of Chinatown belongs to the residents and businesses within 

Chinatown, the wider Singaporean population and its future generations. 

 

Moreover, charitable trusts enjoy several privileges. Firstly, charitable trusts are exempt 

from perpetuity rules that would otherwise limit the duration for which a trust can 

operate. This would allow heritage conservation in Chinatown to be sustained well into 

the future, for the benefit of successive generations, and theoretically even in perpetuity. 

Secondly, charitable trusts and donors of properties and other financial benefits enjoy 

financial privileges through certain tax exemptions to incentivise charitable giving,129 

which translate into more affordable operating costs ÁÎÄ ÓÔÒÅÎÇÔÈÅÎ ÔÈÅ ÔÒÕÓÔȭÓ ÃÁÕÓÅȢ 

                                                        
129 Charity Portal, About Charities And IPCs. (Available at: https://www.charities.gov.sg/setting -up-a-
charity/Pages/About-Charities-And-IPCs.aspx).  
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https://www.charities.gov.sg/setting-up-a-charity/Pages/About-Charities-And-IPCs.aspx
https://www.charities.gov.sg/setting-up-a-charity/Pages/About-Charities-And-IPCs.aspx
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For a trust to be regarded as charitable at law, three elements must be satisfied. First, the 

trust must be of a charitable character with purposes that are beneficial to the 

community. Second, the application of the trust fund must be for the public benefit. Third, 

the purpose of the trust must be exclusively charitable. Prima facie, a Statutory Heritage 

Trust would face little difficulty in meeting these criteria. 

 

3. Establishing the Trust as a  Statutory Body  

We propose that the governing institution for heritage conservation in Chinatown should 

take the form of a trust as established by statute. There are several reasons for this. First 

and foremost, we envision that such a Statutory Heritage Trust will be vested with the 

ownership of key revenue-generating properties within Chinatown, so as to manage 

ÔÈÅÓÅ ÓÐÁÃÅÓ ×ÉÔÈ Á ÖÉÅ× ÔÏ ÂÅÎÅÆÉÔ ÔÈÅ ÐÕÂÌÉÃ ÁÎÄ ÐÒÅÓÅÒÖÅ #ÈÉÎÁÔÏ×ÎȭÓ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÈÅÒÉÔÁÇÅȢ 

This particular function of the Trust will be explained in greater detail below. For the 

Government to legitimately bequeath and donate existing state-owned properties within 

Chinatown that to such a heritage trust, it therefore ought to be a statutory creation. 

 

Secondly, such a Trust would require seed capital to fund its establishment and initial 

operations before it becomes financially self-sustaining in the medium- to long-term. 

Again, to obtain a significant amount of public resources from the Government in this 

manner would perhaps only be politically feasible if the trust were a statutory body. 

 

Thirdly, a heritage trust that seeks to mobilise public support for heritage conservation 

and develop greater cross-sector collaboration can only succeed in its mission if it 

possesses credibility in the public consciousness. Here, the conferment of authority from 

the Government by statute is likely to increase the credibility and influence of this Trust.  

 

%ÑÕÁÌÌÙȟ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÁÒÅ ÉÎÃÅÎÔÉÖÅÓ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ 'ÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔȭÓ ÐÏÉÎÔ ÏÆ ÖÉÅ× ÔÏ ÔÁËÅ Á ÌÅÁÄÉng role 

in establishing such a trust as a statutory body, as opposed to merely lending its support 

to a non-governmental organisation. Chief among these is accountability. A statutory 

heritage trust, like any other statutory body, would normally be expected to submit 



 
57 

   

audited accounts and/or annual reports to the Government.130  In this way, the 

Government is well positioned to monitor the activities, performance and effectiveness 

of the Trust. 

 

4. Composition of the Board of Trustees  

As discussed earlier, there are considerable benefits to establishing a heritage trust as a 

statutory body. However, such a Trust should also possess a degree of independence from 

the Government for a variety of reasons. One of the ways in which this autonomy can be 

derived is through the composition of the TruÓÔȭÓ "ÏÁÒÄ ÏÆ 4ÒÕÓÔÅÅÓȢ 

 

Boards vary in size, but typically have between 10 to 15 members. The Lord Wilson 

Heritage Trust (LWHT), for example, has 12 members sitting on its Board of Trustees. 

Notably, of these 12 members, only one member is ostensibly a government 

representative.131 Thus, the LWHT is not a government agency that takes direction from 

the state, but is instead an independent body that is proactively involved in the 

ÍÁÎÁÇÅÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ (ÏÎÇ +ÏÎÇȭÓ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ ÈÅÒÉÔÁÇÅ ÁÓÓÅÔÓȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÏÒÇÁÎÉÓÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒe is 

propelled by a few key considerations. 

 

Firstly, the trustees of a heritage trust ought to be representative of the diverse 

constituencies and interests that relate to heritage. Replicating the silos of government 

ÁÇÅÎÃÉÅÓ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅ "ÏÁÒÄȭÓ ÃÏÍÐÏÓÉÔÉon would be a self-defeating move, especially if 

such a trust was meant to streamline the disparate functions of various government 

agencies. 

 

Secondly, a dominance of government members is likely to inhibit the adoption of an 

entrepreneurial and financially self-sustaining approach towards heritage 

conservation132  ɀ an element which is key, if long-term planning and the continued 

relevance of heritage are to be achieved under such a trust. 

 

                                                        
130 See, for example, Section 9 (Annual report) of the National Heritage Board Act. National Heritage Board 
Act (Cap. 193A), Singapore (Available at: 
http://statutes.agc.gov.sg/aol/download/0/0/pdf/binaryFile/pdfFile.pdf?CompId:43b0a39d -1cab-46da-
8019-149f78d66790). 
131 The Secretary for Home Affairs or his representative. 
132 Supra, at note 72, p. 44. 

http://statutes.agc.gov.sg/aol/download/0/0/pdf/binaryFile/pdfFile.pdf?CompId:43b0a39d-1cab-46da-8019-149f78d66790
http://statutes.agc.gov.sg/aol/download/0/0/pdf/binaryFile/pdfFile.pdf?CompId:43b0a39d-1cab-46da-8019-149f78d66790
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Thirdly, a diverse Board of Trustees would offer a unique opportunity to establish 

common objectives and key performance indicators acceptable to multiple stakeholders. 

Various priorities, such as attracting visitors and tourist revenue, conserving the built 

heritage of Chinatown, conserving the cultural heritage and experiential authenticity of 

Chinatown, and ensuring the relevance of Chinatown to the wider Singaporean 

population, could at least be balanced if not harmonised. Put simply, a diverse and 

representative Board of Trustees, composed not merely of public sector bureaucrats, is 

much more likely to succeed in mobilising public support for conservation. 

 

Yet, as alluded to earlier, accountability is equally important. Hence, we would propose 

that the Board comprises members from different fields and professions, including the 

public sector, academia, social enterprise, business and prominent advocates of heritage 

conservation. This approach is certainly not novel, as we can see that the composition of 

.("ȭÓ board members are similarly diverse.133 In particular, we would recommend that 

the Chairperson of the Board of Trustees be a well-respected, experienced individual 

from the private sector who is also passionate about heritage where practicable. 

Primarily, this would be to ensure that the Chairperson will bring his or her considerable 

private sector experience and ensure that financial sustainability remains a core tenet of 

the Trust in the medium- to long-terms. 

 

Various board committees, established to focus on specific aspects and functions of the 

Trust, could be comprised of external members. These committees would likely report to 

a Chief Executive Officer who also sits on the Board of Trustees. The equivalent under the 

,7(4 ÉÓ ÔÈÅ #ÏÕÎÃÉÌȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÅØÅÃÕÔÅÓ ÔÈÅ "ÏÁÒÄȭÓ ÄÅÃÉÓÉÏÎÓ ÁÎÄ ÉÍÐÌÅÍÅÎÔÓ ÔÈÅ 4ÒÕÓÔȭÓ 

activities.  

 

5. Functions of a Statutory Heritage Trust  

As alluded to earlier in this report, efforts to conserve intangible cultural heritage must 

not neglect to examine the nexus between physical, public spaces on the one hand and 

social interactions, community life and cultural vibrancy on the other. Phrase differently, 

                                                        
133 National Heritage Board, Singapore. Annual Report 2016/2017. (Available at: 
https://www.nhb.gov.sg/~/media/nhb/files/media/annual%20reports/ar_2017_s_pdf_a.pdf ). 

https://www.nhb.gov.sg/~/media/nhb/files/media/annual%20reports/ar_2017_s_pdf_a.pdf
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intangible cultural heritage is inextricably tied to the physical environment in which they 

either flourish or decline. 

 

As such, one of the core functions of the Statutory Heritage Trust we propose relates to 

historic buildings and public spaces. Specifically, the Trust will be empowered to acquire, 

receive and hold property. Although such a Trust could very well expand in the future to 

cover the entire geographical remit of Singapore, we would suggest that the Trust begin, 

at least in its formative years, with a mandate that focuses on Chinatown. 

 

Apart from donating state-owned properties in Chinatown to the Trust for the purposes 

of heritage conservation, private properties in Chinatown can also be identified for future 

acquisition if they are subsequently put up for sale. Admittedly, the costs involved in 

acquiring prime property in Chinatown would be significant. However, we would suggest 

that allowing market forces and commercial gentrification to continue unabated will only 

erode the window of opportunity that Singapore has to conserve the cultural heritage of 

this historic district.  In response to the threat of market forces in heritage districts, some 

cities have already taken action by locating government offices in heritage buildings, 

ensuring that the uses of these buildings are not left entirely to market forces.134  

 

We propose that this process of identifying privately owned properties that possess 

significant cultural value can perhaps proceed on the basis of the following criteria: 

historical interest, architectural merit, social value and local interest.135 

 

Secondly, the Trust can also take on an advisory role in relation to conservation matters. 

This is not to suggest that the Trust assumes the role of policymaking, which remains the 

prerogative of government agencies, but that the experience and expertise of its Board 

could be a useful resource of the Government if consulted. 

 

Thirdly, we envision that the Trust becomes a source of financial support for conservation 

efforts. This could include: 

 

                                                        
134 Supra at note 16, p. 9. 
135 Supra at note 72, p. 71. 








































































