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Drastic action needed

to cut water use here

Singapore uses more water than
many other developed cities. Its
target to cut water use from 151
litres per person to 140 litres by
2030 is not ambitious enough.
A mix of pricing, incentives and
behavioural change is needed
before reservoirs dry up.
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On World Water Day today, itis
appropriate toreflect on the future
of Singapore’s water.

The Singapore Government
announced recently that the price
of water will be increased in two
stages. Mainstream and social
media have been full of comments
onitsneed, relevance and
appropriateness.

Singapore lastincreasedits water
pricein 2000, and thus, for 17 years,
this price hasremained constant.
Almostageneration has grownup
withno adjustment in water price.
Electricity ratesare significantly
higher than those for water; they
are adjustedregularly. Thus,
whenever electricityrates are
modified, there is seldom aripple
anditisnot big news. However,
when the water priceisincreased
after17 years and heftily so, it
becameabignewsitem.

The water price increase will be
ameliorated greatly with increases
inthe value of the goods and
services tax (GST) voucher.
Families in one- and two-room
HDB flats will receive $380 of
U-Saverebateseach year compared
with $260, and families in three-
and four-room HDB flats will
receive $340 and $300 per year
respectively, compared with $240
and $220. Consequently, on
average, therewillbenoincreasein :
the water bills for people in one- : Atpresent,about 50 per cent of
and two-room HDB households. ¢ waterusedin Singapore comes

Consider some facts. i fromJohor. Due to therecent

First,unquestionably, national ~ : prolonged drought, storage at
wateragency PUB hasbeen an : Johor’s Linggiu Reservoir late last
incredibly efficient institution. It ¢ yearwasat ahistoriclow.
hasmanaged toincreaseits :  OnJan9, Foreign Minister Vivian
operational efficiency steadilyso ~ : Balakrishnan said in Parliament
thatit could balance itsbooksuntil : thatthereisa “significant risk” that
2010, whenitlastmadean : thereservoir maynot haveany
operational profit of $48 million. : waterifthisyear turns out to be dry.
From 2011, it has been making : Fortunately, the storage is now
operating losses, whichhadtobe  : more than 30 per cent, but nothing
made up by government grants. ¢ assuresus that thismay not
PUB losses have increased from : change again in the coming
$36 millionin2013 to $57.2million  : monthsor years.
in2015. ¢ IfLinggiudries out, Singapore

Our studies indicate that : willlose not only half of its water
between 2000 and 2014, because of : supply, but there mayalsobea
inflation, water price decreased by : significantreductioninits
25.48 per centinreal terms. In : Newater production. Newater is
contrast, electricityand gasprices  : high-quality recycled wastewater.
haveincreased atarate slightly ¢ Ifthe supply from Linggiu s cut by

: higher thaninflation.

: Inaddition, the median income

: of employed resident households

: was $4,398in 2000. This increased

¢ household used 20 cubic m of water

¢ water bill represented 0.69 per

: centofincome. By 2014, ithad

¢ declined toabout 0.36 per cent.

i Notsurprisingly,arecent poll by
¢ The Straits Times showed that

: 75 per cent of Singaporeans had no
¢ ideawhat their water bill was.

FEAR DROUGHTS, NOT FLOODS

: Singapore nowneeds to change the
¢ narrative from an argument of cost
: recovery for domestic and

¢ industrial water supply to one of

: managing ascarce, strategic and

: essential resource. For this, a

: profound societal mindset change

¢ isnecessary as to how water should
: bemanaged in the future.

i t0$8,292 by 2014. Thus, assuminga :

: permonthin 2000, the household’s :

Prolonged dry weather has reduced the water capacity in Johor’s Linggiu Reservoir to a histor
Singapore will lose half its water supply and Newater production will be affected as well. ST PHOTO: LIM YAOHUI
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¢ Government pays for all

! stormwater management services
¢ aspublic goods, which households
¢ innumerous cities pay directly

¢ through their water bills.

Letusassess the current situation. :

© half, how would thisaffect

¢ wastewater generated and, thus,

¢ Newater production?

¢ Addtothis the potential

i uncertainty imposed by climate

i change, whichislikely to

¢ contribute to prolonged droughts,

: aswitnessedin many parts of

: theworld.

i Accordingly, the prudent

: strategy for Singapore will be to

¢ prepare for the time, not if but

: when, the supply from Linggiu will
: reduce toa trickle due to prolonged
¢ drought. In the last six years, we

: haveregularlyargued that it is not

: floods but droughts that Singapore
: needstofear.

MAKEDRASTICCUTS IN WATER USE

i Current estimates suggest that by
¢ 2050, Singapore will need

. significantly higher amounts of

. water than what it currently

i consumes. Accordingly, efficient
! water management mustreceive
. priority national attention.

Even at current rates,domestic

: and industrial water usage is far too
: high for comfort. Bothneed tobe
i reduced very significantlyby

¢ judicioususe of pricing, economic
¢ incentives, public education,

i awarenessand, above all,

i behavioural changes.

Take domestic water use. In

: Singapore, domestic water

: consumption is over 50 per cent

¢ more than thatin many other

: efficient cites. Per capita daily

: consumption in Singapore is about
: 150 litres. In contrast, developed

¢ citieslike Malaga, Tallinn, Leipzig
: and Zaragozahave managed to

reduce their per capita water
: consumption to less than100 litres
: (seegraphbelow).

In the developing world, Sao

¢ Pauloreduced the average per

¢ capitadaily consumption by an

¢ innovative pricing structure and

¢ good public awareness campaigns.

: IfPaulistahouseholdsreduced

¢ their water consumption compared
: with theiruse between February

¢ 2013 and January 2014, they

: receivedagenerousrebate. Ifthe

: reduction wasbetween 10 per cent

i and15per cent, the rebate was10

: percent.Ifit was over 20 per cent,

: thesavingswere 30 per cent.

: Concurrently, ifhouseholds used

i 20 per centmore than the average,

: theyhadtopayasurcharge of 40

: per cent. These actions reduced Sao
: Paulo’s per capitawater

i consumption from143 litresin

¢ 2014to120litresby 2015.

True, these citiesare in different

i climatesand lifestyles do differ.
i However,water conservation

i practices are what counts, and

: acombination of economic

: instruments,and attitudinal

i changesby developinga

1 conservation ethics, ensured a

i more efficientuse of water.

Singapore’s current target is

¢ toreduce per capita water

¢ consumption to147 litresby 2020
: andto140litres by 2030. This, in

: ourview,istoolittle, too late. The
i city-state should be much more

. ambitious.

Between1960 and 1970,

i Singapore carried outaunique

i studyas tohowmuch water an

¢ individualneeded tolead a healthy
: life. It showed that atlevels above

: 75litres per day, there were no

: healthbenefits. Anaverage

i Singaporeannow uses twice this

S - : amount. Given that many European
ic low. If the reservoir dries up, :
¢ their daily water consumption to

i lessthan100 litres, Singapore

: needs to consider amuchlower

: target ofaround 110 litres per day
: by2035,whichisachievable. By

i 2035, people in the most

i water-efficient cities will be using
i around 85 litres per day.

cities have progressively reduced

Finally,a mindset change is

i neededin terms of benchmarking

. good practices. Major technological
¢ breakthroughs often come from

: thedeveloped world. However,

: many of the most significant policy
: breakthroughsare coming from the
: developingworld. For example,

¢ Namibia’s Windhoek has had direct
: potableuse of treated wastewater

: fornearly 50 years. In the city of

¢ Jaipur, India, people know from

: theirregular water bills how much

¢ public subsidies theyare receiving.

Most Singaporeans in contrast do

: notknow how much they pay for

: water, let alone that they do not pay
ago ¢ foralloftheir water-related

: services themselves, as some are

borne by the state. For example, the

Giventhe strategic importance of

i water in Singapore, it is essential to
: engage the populationin the

formulation of future policies

: through arobust communication

. strategy with all the facts, figures

¢ andimplications of possible

: decisions. Thiswill ensure its water
i security for decades to come.
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