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Pre-development

In Franklin and Jackson's Plan of Singapore (1830), Senoko was referred to as the "River 
Simko" or Sungei Senoko in Malay. What is known as Sungei Sembawang today is a result of 
the merging of Sungei Sembawang and Sungei Senoko. In the 1920s, a long canal, called the 
“New Cut” brought the two rivers together. Later in 1970s, the swamps around Sungei Senoko 
was reclaimed to create an industrial area. Sungei Senoko was also canalized and 
straightened and was then known as Sungei Sembawang, although mouth of the river is that 
of Sungei Senoko. In 1985-1986, canalisation of Sungei Sembawang further destroyed the 
remaining mangroves.1

On 10 January 1990, it was reported that Jurong Town Corporation (JTC) would be building 
factories at Senoko South.

1 https://habitatnews.nus.edu.sg/heritage/sembawang/sgsemb_senoko.html

Sungei Senoko in the 1945 map of Singapore 
(Source: https://libmaps.nus.edu.sg/)

Sungei Senoko in the 1987 map of Singapore (Source: 
https://libmaps.nus.edu.sg/)
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The Business Times, 20 January 1990 (Source: NewspaperSG)
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The Conservation Proposal

Conservation Proposal for Senoko (Sungei Sembawang) was written and published in 1990. 
It was published by Mr Lim Kim Seng (Bird Group), illustrated by Mr Sutari bin Supari, in 
consultation with Prof P.N Avadhani (Singapore Branch Chairman), Mr Clive Briffett (Bird 
Group Chairman), Mr Richard Hale, Dr Ho Hua Chew, Mr Lim Kim Keang (Bird Group 
Secretary), Dr Rexon Ngim, Mr R. Subharaj, and Mr Sutari bin Supari.

The habitats in Senoko included mangrove, brackish and freshwater ponds, grassland, 
reedbeds, scrub, secondary forest, orchard, riverine vegetation and rubber plantation. 
Various habitats provided different types of food source to support different life forms. 

Conservation Proposal for Senoko (Sungei Sembawang), published in 1990 (Source: Nature Society Singapore)



Key Conservation Factors

Senoko is well known as Singapore’s richest single locality for birds. 181 species, which was 
57% of the entire Singapore’s avifauna then, were recorded. Of these, 2 nationally threatened 
birds, 18 locally endangered species and 55 species of waterfowls were amongst the list. It is 
important for resident herons and migratory shorebirds. 

Lying in between Sungei Buloh/Kranji and Pasir Ris, Grey Herons, Purple Herons, 
Black-crowned Night-herons were sighted to be using Senoko as a stop-over between these 
sites. Senoko also served to reduce the load of each site for feeding and roosting. 
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Flyway of the Herons (Source: Nature Society Singapore)
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Proposed nature reserve (Source: Nature Society Singapore)

Proposed Nature Reserve

Area A has the largest pond and concentration of birds. It has been proposed to have hides 
to allow visitors to view the birds. Area B consists of mangrove and secondary forest. While 
part of the mangrove was already destroyed by reclamation, the remaining mangrove was 
still substantial and viable for birds as a roosting and breeding ground. Other parts of the 
proposal includes a buffer zone and amenities such as visitor centre and car park.
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Stakeholder Engagements

On 3 October 1990, the Conservation Proposal was sent to then-Minister BG Lee Hsien 
Loong of Ministry of Trade and Industry (MTI) and then-Minister Mr S. Dhanabalan of 
Ministry of National Development (MND), to appeal to stop the reclamation along the 
mangrove and forest wedge.

Cover letters from MNSSB, enclosing the conservation proposal to MTI and MND (Source: Nature Society 
Singapore)
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On 12 December 1990, MTI responded and indicated that Area A was still largely 
undeveloped and that “the Government is supportive of your proposal to preserve this as a 
bird sanctuary”. It was also believed that birds in Area B had migrated to Area A. 

Letter from MTI to MNSSB (Source: Nature Society Singapore)
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On 6 March 1991, MNSSB thanked MTI for considering the proposal and provided an 
updated survey of Area B. MNSSB also proposed to convene a meeting to discuss further. 

Letter from MNSSB to MTI (Source: Nature Society Singapore)
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Stakeholder Engagements

Jurong Town Corporation (JTC) engagement: In a meeting on June 1991 with JTC, Nature 
Society (Singapore) (NSS) expressed concerns regarding JTC’s plan for a pipeline running 
running through the area along Sungei Sembawang. It was stressed that the pipeline should 
run along the western edge of the mangrove (what we have labelled as Core Area B in the 
Conservation Proposal) to the west of the Sungei Sembawang and it was agreed. 

Urban Redevelopment Agency (URA) engagement: In a meeting on 9 July 1991, regarding the 
tentative housing plan for the area, it was highlighted that the developments should avoid the 
core areas to the east (Area A) and west (Area B) of Sg Sembawang. 

MNSSB Conservation Committee progress report on 17 July 1991 (Source: Nature Society 
Singapore)
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Stakeholder Engagements

SMRT Corporation engagement: In June 1991, the SMRT also announced in The Straits 
Times that the new MRT line would be diverted to to avoid intrusion into the core nature areas 
proposed. 

URA’s Masterplan: Living the Next Lap: In September 1991, Senoko was also designated as a 
nature park/bird sanctuary

The Straits Times, 20 June 1991 (Source: NewspaperSG)



Request to Manage Senoko

A request to manage Senoko was sent to Mr S. Dhanabalan, then-Minister of National 
Development, on 13 July 1992.
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Letter to request for NSS to manage Senoko was sent to Mr S. Dhanabalan, then-Minister of National 
Development  (Source: Nature Society Singapore)



On 6 Oct 1992, then-Minister of National Development, Richard Hu, replied and offered 23 
hectares to be managed by NSS. 

Subsequently, a separate discussion was held to re-look at the boundaries to cover the more 
important habitats to make sure the right boundaries are included. Dr Ho Hua Chew led a 
guided walk with Park Recreation Department (PRD) staff to identify the important 
boundaries in Senoko in January 1993. However, the discussion went cold for one year. 
During this year, there was also a change of minister for MND.
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Letter to request for NSS to manage Senoko was sent to Mr S. Dhanabalan, then-Minister of National 
Development  (Source: Nature Society Singapore)



The Singapore Green Plan - Action Programmes 1993

However, in the release of this SGP in November 1993, it was noted that Senoko was left 
out as a nature site.  
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Nature sites marked in the Singapore Green Plan 1992  (Source: The Singapore Green Plan - Action Programmes)



News Came

On 18 Mar 1994, during the Budget debate, then-Acting Minister of National Development, 
Lim Hng Hiang shared:

‘If we were to keep 168 hectares of land for a bird habitat, it would mean taking away 
housing for 17,000 housing units. So if the Nature Society of Singapore can give me 
a petition to take out 17,000 applications of upgraders from my waiting list, then we 
will keep the Senoko land and keep it for the birds. But with the pressing needs of 
Singaporeans, I think Singaporean’s needs come before birds.’2

On 19 Mar 1994, Straits Times reported that Senoko will be cleared for industrial 
development and public housing. 
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The Straits Times, 19 March 1994 (Source: NewspaperSG)



After the announcement on parliament, a series of letters  were published in The Straits 
Times between NSS and the Ministry of National Development (MND). In this 
correspondence, Dr Ho urged that preserving some part of the Senoko marshes would avoid 
having to ‘recreate’ nature later and to keep at one pond as a transitional refuge until the 
nearby parks are made more suitable for birds. MND corresponded and emphasised that it 
was a deliberate decision made after balancing the overall national land-use needs. It was 
also commented that Senoko was largely not natural based on its history. Dr Ho then called 
for a compromise to have ‘one large, integrated green area at the proposed nature park, 
instead of small and scattered, non-ecological green areas. 
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Letter by Dr Ho Hua Chew of Nature Society (Singapore) on The Straits Times, 28 March 
1994 (Source: NewspaperSG)

Letter by Ms Rubinah Karyeo for Permanent Secretary, Ministry of National Development  on 
The Straits Times, 13 April 1994 (Source: NewspaperSG)

Letter by Dr Ho Hua Chew of Nature Society (Singapore) on The Straits Times, 19 April 1994 
(Source: NewspaperSG)



Forming the Friends of Senoko

On 24 May 1994, Friends of Senoko was formed. While most were members of NSS, this 
group was formed out of personal capacity. 

Many high profile public figures and professional, such as law professor Lye Lin Heng, 
architect Robert Powell, playwright Kuo Pao Kun, urban specialist Malone-Lee Lai Choo, 
NUS lecturer Lily Kong, artist Susie Lingham, NMP Kanwaljit Soin, lecturer and author Ivan 
Polunin, biology professor Peter Ng, law professor Koh Kheng Lian, architect Tay Kheng 
Soon, winner of 1994 Woman of the Year award and chairman of the National Book 
Development Council Mrs Hedwig Anuar etc, were recruited as representatives/supporters of 
the ‘The Friends of Senoko’. 
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Declaration of commitment as the Friends of Senoko (Source: Nature 
Society Singapore)



Our Conservation Story
Senoko 

Nature Watch on Senoko, dated April - June 1994 (Source: Nature Society Singapore)
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Nature Watch on Senoko, dated April - June 1994 (Source: Nature Society Singapore)



The Petition
The Friends of Senoko conducted and coordinated a petition on a national level. The petition 
called for 70 hectares, or 40% of the 168 hectares of Senoko to be kept as a nature park.

The petition obtained more than 25,000 signatures to retain Senoko as a bird sanctuary. 
Volunteers went to public park, shopping area, libraries, months were spent to get the 
physical signatures. A copy was also sent to the Prime Minister Office. A collection of 25,000 
signatures was regarded as a tremendous collection. It was indicative of a very significantly 
strong support for nature conservation at that time, given that the campaign was conducted 
on the ground without the aid of the social/digital media.

It is also unfortunate that the NSS’ copy of the petition cannot be found. 
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The Straits Times, 22 October 1994  (Source: NewspaperSG)

Plea and letters to save Senoko were sent to NSS members, dated May - June 1994 (Source: Nature Society 
Singapore)



Outcome of Petition

On 24 October 1994, it was announced in The Straits Times that while the petition was being 
under studied, chances of conserving senoko were low. Nominated Member of Parliament 
Kanwaljit Soin urged policymakers to consider both the needs of the environment and the 
economic development. She also argued that the 70 hectares site requested would only 
support 5,000 flats, and not the 17,000 flats given by MND.

On the same day, NSS also received a letter from the Prime Minister Office, stating that it 
was not possible to accede to the request to conserve Senoko. 
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The Straits Times, 24 October 1994  (Source: NewspaperSG)

Letter from the Prime Minister Office, dated 24 October 1994  (Source: Nature Society Singapore)
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The Straits Times, 12 November 1994  
(Source: NewspaperSG)

On 12 November 1994, it was officially announced that the petition was being rejected by the 
ministry, citing that conserving the 70 hectares would mean the loss of 6,000 flats and 20 
hectares of industrial land. The MND spokesperson also explained that the decision was 
made after consulting a work group made up of representatives from both public and private 
sectors. 

NSS launched an appeal to keep Senoko over the next few months, but to not much avail. 

Dr Ho’s letter to The Straits Times as a Friend of 
Senoko, 16 November 1994  (Source: 
NewspaperSG)



Last Bid of Appeal

A letter was also written to the Istana on 21 November 1994, enclosing the petition 
containing 25,000 signatures, after “the invitation of the acting MND Minister”. It also 
mentioned that preserving Senoko would be an important contribution to the 1992 UN 
Biodiversity Convention of Nature and Natural Resources. It appealed for landfill work to be 
stopped and offered to conduct a site visit to showcase the value of the place.
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Pages 1 and 2 of the letter from Friends of Senoko to Istana on 21 November 1994 (Source: Nature Society 
Singapore)
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Page 3 of the letter from Friends of Senoko to Istana on 21 
November 1994 (Source: Nature Society Singapore)



On 12 December 1994, the Istana replied, stating that they were unable to accede to the 
request made.  
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Reply from the Istana on 12 December 1994 (Source: Nature Society Singapore)



A letter was also written by the Friends of Senoko to the Prime Minister Office on 14 
December 1994.
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Letter from Friends of Senoko to Prime Minister Office on 14 December 1994 (Source: Nature Society Singapore)



A reply was received from MTI on 12 January 1995, stating the land area being required for 
employment needs.
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Reply, from MTI, to the 14 December 1994 letter to PMO (Source: Nature Society Singapore)



Senoko Today

Today, Senoko is now Woodlands East Industrial on the west of Sungei Sembawang, and 
Sembawang housing estate to the east of the river. The only natural space left is the 
Sembawang Park connector along Sungei Sembawang. 

A physical petition, held over the course of a few months, that resulted in a compilation of 
25,000 signatures highlighted an increasing concern for nature conservation amongst 
Singaporeans. While Senoko may have been lost, this campaign had been successful in 
waking up the need for nature amongst Singaporeans.  
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The Straits Times, 11 December  1994  (Source: 
NewspaperSG)

Outcome 

On 11 December 1994, it was announced that 
Senoko will be filled and leveled. While each 
neighbourhood would be provided a park, no parts 
of Senoko would be retained. Additionally, MND 
maintained that “Senoko was never a green lung  

Senoko in the 1993 map of Singapore before 
clearance (Source: https://libmaps.nus.edu.sg/)

Senoko in the 1998 map of Singapore after 
clearance (Source: https://libmaps.nus.edu.sg/)

to begin with and that most of the bird species there are also found in Sungei Buloh and 
Khatib Bongsu, two areas which the Government has conserved. Mr Lim Kim Seng, one of 
the authors of the Conservation Proposal, expected up to 13% of Singapore’s birdlife could 
be lost with the clearance of Senoko.


