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Etymology

The name Pulau Ubin literally means "Granite Island" in Malay, which explains the many 
abandoned granite quarries there. Pulau means "island", and Ubin is said to be a Javanese 
term for "squared stone". Ubin was first discovered to contain granite by British, who then 
started to build quarries to get the granite for construction industry in Singapore. 

URA Concept Plans

In the 1958 Master Plan, Pulau Ubin was designated for "Mineral Workings" and "Fisheries 
Reserves" uses. The status was changed to "Rural" and "Unplanned" in the 1977 and 1980 
Master Plan respectively.

In URA's Revised Concept Plan 1991, the island was earmarked to have one housing estate, 
two industrial parks, and connected to the main island via MRT. 
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1873 map of Pulau Ubin (Source: Source: https://libmaps.nus.edu.sg/)

Pulau Ubin in the 1991 Concept Plan. Green being ‘open space’; 
purple being ‘industry’; red being ‘high density housing’; beige being 
‘low/medium density housing’; blue lines indicate MRT line (Source: 
https://www.ura.gov.sg/Corporate/Planning/Long-Term-Plan-Review/Past-Lon
g-Term-Plans)



In the News

On 5 February 1991, The Straits TImes reported that just a month before the release of the 
Concept Plan, the Malayan Nature Society Singapore Branch (MNSSB) released the Master 
Plan for Conservation of Nature in Singapore and highlighted that Pulau Ubin had been 
highlighted as one of the eleven high-priority areas to be conserved. With regards to setting 
up an Outward Bound School (OBS) in Pulau Ubin, Dr Ho Hua Chew mentioned that 
“conservation is more effective if the wilderness is managed rather than neglected by man… 
Management ensures that activities do not upset the eco-balance on the island.”

On 12 January 1992, the Ministry of National Development (MND) also announced that 
reclamation work would happen in the next five years to link Pulau Ubin to Pulau Tekong via 
a bridge. It was also announced that housing, light industry and MRT would be built when 
Singapore’s population exceeds four million people. 
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The Straits Times, 12 January 1992  (Source: NewspaperSG)

The Straits Times, 5 February 1991  (Source: NewspaperSG)
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Conservation Proposal published in 1992, written by Lim Kim Keang, in consultation with Clive Briffett, RIchard 
Hale, Goh Si Guim, Ho Hua CHew, Evelyn Lim-Eng, Lim Kim Seng, Ng Bee Choo, Peter Ng, R. Subharaj, Sutari 
bin Supari, Wee Yeow Chin, Sunny Yeo, illustrated by Sutari bin Supari, photos from Morten Strange & Ho Hua 
Chew  (Source: Nature Society Singapore)

The Conservation Proposal

Following the release of concept plan in 1992, the Conservation Proposal was put up to 
highlight the biodiversity found in Pulau Ubin. It highlighted one of the few most extensive and 
viable populations of mangroves were found in the survey. 

There were also some 141 species of birds found in Pulau Ubin. Of which, it holds the only 
viable population of Red-jungle fowls and Straw-headed bulbul (Vulnerable in IUCN Red List 
1988) in Singapore. Bukit Tajam was believed to hold the largest population to the 
then-endangered Red Jungle Fowls in Singapore. SHB is critically endangered and Singapore 
being one of main stronghold for this species. At the point of writing, there was also no known 
breeding pairs outside of Pulau Ubin. Other species highlighted include Common Goldenback, 
Laced Woodpecker and Civet cats. Birds like Mangrove Pitta, which was then-extinct in main 
island was also sighted in the mangroves of Ubin. 
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It was also proposed to have a wildlife sanctuary at Bukit Tajam and Bukit Tinggi (west of the 
island), a nature-cum-cultural park in the central zone, and a special interest area in the 
east. The proposal also pushed for an ‘ecologically-oriented development’ in the Masterplan. 
It highlighted threats to wildlife in Ubin such as open fires, poaching, unsuitable outdoor 
activities, introduction of invasive species and motor vehicles. It also called for Pulau Ubin to 
be managed by Nparks or a nature conservation board. 

On 15 March 1992, The Straits TImes featured the Conservation Proposal to highlight key 
messages in the proposal.
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The Straits Times, 15 March 1992 
(Source: NewspaperSG)

Snippet from the Conservation Proposal for Pulau Ubin  (Source: Nature Society 
Singapore)



Recycling Project

In 1993, Nature Society (Singapore) initiated a recycling project which was, unfortunately, 
aborted due to contractor issues. 

The project was later picked up by National Youth Achievement Award Council (NYAAC) and 
National Council on the Environment (NCE) to work on long-term public education effort to 
return Ubin to its clean and green state. At the same time, NSS also undertook a survey to 
collect data of the wildlife and vegetation of Ubin. 
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The Straits Times, 17 March 1993 (Source: NewspaperSG)

The Straits Times, 8 October 1993 (Source: NewspaperSG)



Other Engagements 

In 1994, NSS organised a treasure hunt in Ubin to raise funds to convert the former Bin 
Kiang school to a centre for environment education and showcasing cultural history of the 
island. 

In 1995, Parks and Recreation Board (PRD) announced plans to develop Pulau Ubin and 
that it “has to be handled sensitively to preserve the combination of man-made and natural 
habitats”. This include infrastructure facilities, campsites, and public parks.

NSS responded with an agreement to PRD’s plans but cautioned about the future plans for 
development and expressed concerned if there was a plan for all phases of development. 
NSS also expressed concerns that Ubin had not been earmarked for conservation. 
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The Straits Times, 15 March 1992 (Source: NewspaperSG)

The Straits Times, 17 September 1995  (Source: 
NewspaperSG)

The Straits Times, 17 September 1995  (Source: 
NewspaperSG)



FIrst Nature Guide for Pulau Ubin

In 1992, NSS also became the first to publish a nature guide for Pulau Ubin, to highlight  
species found in Pulau Ubin.
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A Guide to Pulau Ubin (Source: Nature Society Singapore)



Chek Jawa in 2001

In 2001, URA released the draft concept plan, suggesting that a bridge would be built from 
mainland to Pulau Ubin and to Pulau Tekong. It also suggested a reclamation area on the 
east coast of Pulau Ubin where the Tanjong Chek Jawa mudflats lie. 

A letter was written by then NSS President, Dr Geh Min to The Straits Times Forum on 16 
Jul 2001. She mentioned about the rich biodiversity on natural beaches, which the 
man-made beaches lacked. She described Tanjong Chek Jawa was “like a gift from 
heaven”. She urged the Government to consider the incorporating Tanjong Chek Jawa as 
part of the plans for education, life sciences research and ecotourism. 

She was subsequently advised to join closed-door discussions as part of her negotiation 
for Chek Jawa and not challenge the authorities publicly. She heeded the advice but NSS 
continued with the work on public education and engagement and published on Nature 
Watch regarding Chek Jawa.
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Part of the 2001 Concept Plan draft (Source: URA)

The Straits Times, 16 July 2001 (Source: NewspaperSG)

Snippets of Nature News from 2021 to 2022 to publicise walks on Tanjong Chek Jawa (Source: Nature Society 
Singapore)



Sea Grass Translocation

After the announcement of the Concept Plan in April 2001, NSS’ Marine Conservation 
Group (MCG) did a survey on the sea grass species in Tanjong Chek Jawa in May 2001. 
With the results, and after obtaining sponsorship, MCG initiated to translocate sea grass 
from Tanjong Chek Jawa to a reclaimed stretch of beach adjacent to Tanah Merah Ferry 
Terminal across June to July 2001. 

After a few months, a survey at Tanah Merah site showed that at least 50 percent of the 
sea grass remained intact and were growing. 
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Snippet from Nature News on the translocation of sea grass (Source: Nature Society Singapore)



Nature Watch 2001

The July to September 2001 focused on Chek Jawa to help members learn about the 
biodiversity of Tanjong Chek Jawa. 
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Nature Watch on July to September 2001 (Source: Nature Society Singapore)



Deferment of Reclamation

On 14 January 2002, MND released a press statement titled ‘Deferment of Reclamation 
Works at Pulau Ubin’. In it, MND also mentioned “The Nature Society, in a report 
coordinated by its conservation committee, came to the same conclusion.”

However, in the URA Master Plan released in 2003, Tanjong Chek Jawa was still earmarked 
as Reserve land, potentially for reclamation. It remained the same for 2008 and 2014.
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Conclusion of MND’s press release ‘Deferment of Reclamation Works at Pulau Ubin’ (Source: Nature Archives)

Pulau Ubin in the 2003 URA Master Plan (Source: National Archives)



In 2023, in the book ‘Peace with Nature’, then-CEO of URA, Dr Tan Yong Soon shared that 
a review of the intertidal marine life was carried out to carefully study the evidence from 
experts, public and NSS, before deciding on the next course of action. While the URA was 
working on meetings with MND, civil societies including NSS organised a minister’s visit to 
Tanjong Chek Jawa in 18 Oct 2001 and at the end of the trip, Tanjong Chek Jawa was 
deemed as worthwhile of conserving. After that, URA officers worked hard and considered 
views from various institutions like NUS, Temasek Marine Science Institute, Raffles Museum 
of Biodiversity, and NSS. 
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An excerpt from Dr Tan’s article in Peace with Nature (Source: 
Peace with Nature)



Friends of Ubin Network (FUN) 

In 2014, Friends of Ubin (FUN) was formed, under the leadership of then-Minister of State, 
Mr Desmond Lee, to continue to conduct biodiversity and cultural projects on Pulau Ubin. 
The membership of FUN is diverse: nature groups, heritage groups, villagers, academics 
and passionate stakeholders. NSS was represented by Dr Shawn Lum and Marcus Chua. 

2014 Position Paper on Ubin

With the establishment of FUN, MND called for ideas on protecting Pulau Ubin. Responding 
to this, NSS submitted a position paper on 27 October 2014, highlighting the ecological and 
biodiversity importance of Pulau Ubin, and provided recommendations for enhancement of 
wildlife habitats, and cultural and recreational outdoor recreational aspects. Most 
importantly, it once again called for a protected status for Pulau Ubin. 
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NSS Position on Pulau Ubin, published 
in 2014 (Source: Nature Society 
Singapore)

Today, 19 November 2014 (Source: NewspaperSG)
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Pulau Ubin Today

Since its formation in 2014, FUN continues to lead and contribute to grounds up initiatives, 
under five key thrusts. NSS remains active and represented at FUN today. 

Pesta Ubin, an extended festival to celebrate and showcase Ubin’s unique history, culture 
and biodiversity, is held annually. Pesta Ubin culminates in Ubin Day. In the past few years, 
Minister for National Development, Mr Desmond Lee would announce updates on recent 
developments in Ubin or initiatives for the future, usually contributed by FUN members. NSS 
continues to contribute to Ubin’s natural heritage such as conducting coastal clean-ups, 
forest clean-ups and will hold a booth during Ubin Day to raise awareness of our 
biodiversity. 

Since 2016, Pulau Ubin is also centrally managed by NParks. 

Pulau Ubin is also part of the Khatib-Ubin Important Biodiversity Area (IBA) which is one of 
the three Important Biodiversity Areas by Birdlife International for its significance for the 
international conservation of bird populations and to secure the long-term conservation of 
these areas that are significant to birds and biodiversity. 

Kerry Pereira sharing about NSS during the Ubin 
Day in 2015 (Source: Pesta Ubin Facebook)

Announcement for NParks to centrally manage Pulau Ubin (Source: 
https://www.nparks.gov.sg/news/2016/6/nparks-to-be-central-managing-agency-for-pulau-ubin#:~:text=
As%20the%20central%20managing%20agency,maintaining%20the%20greenery%20on%20Ubin.)



Straw-headed Bulbul Conservation in Pulau Ubin

SHB was first listed as Vulnerable in 1988 in the IUCN Red List. In 1994,  the species was 
uplisted to become Vulnerable and subsequently Endangered in 2016. By 2018, 
Straw-headed Bulbul is Critically Endangered. 

According to the Straw-headed Bulbul National Species Action Plan, from 2000 to 2016, the 
Straw-headed Bulbul subpopulation on the main island of Singapore was shown to be 
stable, while that of the northeastern offshore island, Pulau Ubin, was shown to be 
increasing at a rate of 3.69% (± 1.21%) annually (Yong et al., 2017).” 1

The population of Straw-headed Bulbuls in Singapore island and Pulau Ubin is of global 
significance. It appears that our population is the only increasing one globally, making us a 
global stronghold for Straw-headed Bulbul. 

On 4 May 2019, together with Birdlife International and Oriental Bird Club, NSS organised a 
first ever workshop to discuss how the Straw-headed Bulbuls can be conserved, focusing 
on monitoring and ecology, genetics and captive breeding, advocacy and protection trade 
and enforcement, and community and engagement. It was attended by They included the 
Asian Species Action Partnership, Conservation International, Malaysian Nature Society, 
National Parks Board, National University of Singapore, Nanyang Technological University, 
Nature Society (Singapore), Traffic Southeast Asia, and Wildlife Reserves Singapore.

In the same period, NSS also published an article in Nature Watch to raise awareness for 
Straw-headed Bulbuls amongst our members. 

1 https://www.nparks.gov.sg/-/media/shb-sap-final.ash
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Straw-headed Bulbul (Source:Lee Tiah Khee)
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The discussion eventually evolved to form the Straw-headed Bulbul Working Group in 2021, 
co-chaired by NParks and NSS. It included members from the National University of 
Singapore, Birdlife International, and both Mandai Nature and Mandai Wildlife Group.

In 2023, the National Species Action Plan 2024-20281 was released, with a 
multi-stakeholder approach. NSS focuses on the census and community engagement. 

1 
https://www.nparks.gov.sg/-/media/shb-sap-final.ash#:~:text=This%20species%20action%20plan%2
0serves,self%2Dsustaining%20Straw%2Dheaded%20Bulbul
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Announcement of the National Species Action Plan for Straw-headed 
Bulbul, published on The Straits Times on 18 December 2023  (Source: 
https://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/national-action-plan-to-keep-endanger
ed-straw-headed-bulbuls-singing-in-the-wild)


