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1.3 GOVERNANCE

1.2 INDIVIDUAL 

SUCCESS STORIES

The Singapore government has 
taken a major role in housing 
production. From the outset, 
the government committed to 
making housing, education, 
and healthcare affordable – ‘No 
Singaporean should be denied 
these basic needs, no matter 
how poor he is’. 

In the area of housing, there 
were several key interventions. 

The first was the development 
of an enabling institutional 
framework to facilitate housing 
delivery. The Housing and 
Development Board (HDB) was 
equipped with the financial, 
legal, and administrative powers 
to build housing and resettle 
squatters. By centralizing its 
public housing functions in 
a single agency, Singapore 
circumvented the problems of 
duplication/fragmentation of 
duties and bureaucratic rivalries 
often associated with multi-
agency implementation. 

Second, Singapore promoted 
inter-agency cooperation and 
coordination to better balance 
housing demand and supply 
and to improve functional 
relationships with other sectors 
(e.g. employment, transport, 
and education). The underlying 

The program has been 
delivered through a holistic 
and integrated approach 
that includes a whole-
of-government strategy, 
continual resident 
engagement, and post-
construction activities 
of evaluation and estate 
management. There are 
constant efforts to identify 
problems and learn what 
residents want for their housing 
and living environment. 
From the outset, clear 
and transparent rules and 
procedures were established 
to make housing affordable for 
lower income families, who 
until then had suffered from 
discriminatory action. Measures 
were taken in the housing 
sector to rationalize housing 
operations, cut waste, improve 
productivity, and address 
corruption.

Since 1960, the proportion 
of resident population living 
in public housing has risen 
to over 80 percent, with the 
majority – 95 percent or nearly 
3 million people - owning the 
flat they occupy. Residents’ 

In the 1950s, Singapore was 
home to one of the world’s 
worst slums. By 2011, it was 
the greenest city in Asia and 
one of its best places to live. 
Using public housing as a 
catalyst, Singapore engineered 
a massive transformation, 
providing shelter (and 
homeownership) to squatters 
and offering improved quality 
of life and work opportunities. 
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premise: public housing is not 
only about shelter, but good 
quality living. 

The third was support for 
low-income housing, through 
housing finance and various 
rental and purchase options, in 
line with the needs of different 
population groups. Support was 
grounded in market demand 
analysis with due attention to 
issues of land availability, town 
planning, and construction. This 
involved a variety of innovative 
policies and tools, e.g. allowing 
purchasers to apply a portion 
of their Central Provident Fund 
(social security) contributions 
towards homeownership, 
thereby reducing the burden 
on cash outlay.   The guiding 
principle was that no one should 
be discriminated or excluded 
from housing on grounds of 
affordability. 
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CREDITS AND LINKS

As is often the case, 
Singapore’s residents did 
not readily take to the 
resettlement. To help 
overcome resistance, the 
government addressed 
residents’ needs, offering 
practical inducements (like 
the provision of alternative 
accommodation) and a 
realistic opportunity to own 
new apartments equipped 
with piped water and 
electricity.

1.1 KEY INTERVENTIONS

Despite its achievements, public housing is an 
ongoing program in Singapore and challenges 
remain. While Singapore might be unique in terms 
of place and population, its experience testifies to 
the possibility of a sustainable public housing sector 
that delivers housing and improves the quality of life 
of its lower income population through increased 
access to housing. Its experience underscores the 
importance of commitment, a comprehensive 
approach, and continual review of housing policies 
to meet changing needs. 

CONCLUSION

90% of 
residents 
expressing 
satisfaction 
with their living 
environments

million 
housing units 
completed by 
HDB as of 2012

1. An “Eco 
Deck” 
in modern 
Singapore
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million people 
owning the flat 
they occupy
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83% of 
Singapore’s 
resident 
population 
currently living 
in HDB housing

satisfaction with their living 
environments has been 
consistently high – above 90 
percent. Aside from shelter, 
public housing investment 
has generated significant 
employment opportunities. 
Over a million housing units 
have been constructed along 
with a substantial volume of 
commercial and industrial 
premises, markets, parks, 
schools, and community 
facilities. Fifty years on, 
homeless people are no longer 
a common sight in Singapore 
and the city is slum-free. 
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COORDINATES 

1°17’N 103°50’E
AREA

274 sq mi
POPULATION

5,312,400
DENSITY

18,943/sq mi
GDP total

$327.557 billion
GDP per capita

$61,046
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Catalyzing 
transformation 
through long-term 
housing policies
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2. A traditional 
Singaporean 
village.
3 & 4. Public 
housing 
expanded 
rapidly 
throughout 
the 1970s and 
1980s

Fifty years on, homeless 
people are no longer 
a common sight in 
Singapore and the city 
is slum-free
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