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Pre-modernisation

In Malay, Sungei means ‘river’ while Buloh means ‘bamboo’. In the 19th century, Sungei Buloh 
was largely a mangrove swamp, estimated to be about 457 hectares in area.

It was not until the 1930s that the land was developed for farming uses. By the mid-1980s, 
many of the mangroves had been cleared for prawn ponds.
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Sungei Buloh in the 1873 map of Singapore (Source: 
https://libmaps.nus.edu.sg/)

Sungei Buloh in the 1943 map of Singapore (Source: 
https://libmaps.nus.edu.sg/)

Sungei Buloh in the 1983 map of Singapore (Source: 
https://libmaps.nus.edu.sg/)
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Discovery of Sungei Buloh

In September 1986, Richard Hale studied the map, looking for possible birding areas and 
located Sungei Buloh. Figuring out how to reach the other side of the sluice gate in the 
opposite river bank, he navigated through unmarked lanes off Neo Tiew Road and finally 
reached the prawn and fish ponds, alive with flocks of wading birds, interspersed amongst the 
mangroves. 

Months later, to compare notes he met Christopher Hails, an ornithologist who was working 
with Parks and Recreation Board, only to find that most birdwatchers did not know the 
presence of this place. Soon after, it was announced that Sungei Buloh was gazetted for 
reclamation for high-tech agriculture. 

10th Anniversary of Sungei Buloh on Nature Watch January - March 2004 (Source: Nature Society Singapore)



Stakeholder Engagements

Conversations between Malayan Nature Society (Singapore Branch) and various 
stakeholders started in March 1987. 

Whilst drafting of the conservation proposal was underway, part of this proposal was 
informally shared with stakeholders like  Primary Production Department, MP for Chua 
Chu Kang, reporters, and Acting Minister of National Development.
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Meeting minutes of the Sungei Buloh Action Committee by Malayan Nature Society, Singapore Branch, 13 
March and 6 April 1987 (Source: Nature Society Singapore)



The Conservation Proposal

Despite failed attempts to conserve the Serangoon Estuary1, surgeon Dr Rexon Ngim, the 
late conservationist and veteran wildlife consultant R Subharaj (1963-2019), conservationist 
Dr Ho Hua Chew, past Vice-President of Nature Society Singapore and the CEO of HSBC 
Singapore Richard Hale, put together a proposal to conserve the 318 hectares of wetland. 
They were assisted by the founding member of NSS’s Bird Group and Director for the 
Oxfordshire Trust for the Environment Clive Briffett (1943-2011) and Christopher Hails and 
additionally supported by the bird-sighting lists of the Lim brothers, Lim Kim Keang, Lim 
Kim Seng and Lim Kim Chuah as well as of Sunny Yeo.   
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Conservation Proposal published in 1987 by R.E Hale, R. Subaraj, Dr. R. Ngim, Dr. Ho Hua Chew, in 
collaboration with C. Briffett, Dr. C. J. Hails, illustrated by Sutari bin Supari (Source: Nature Society Singapore)

1 Serangoon estuary was a globally well-known as the most important haven for migratory wading birds in Singapore 
at that time; and as this haven was in the process of being wiped out for development, there was as sense of urgency 
among the Society’s bird lovers to save Sungei Buloh when it was discovered.
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Appendix of birds observed in Sungei Buloh in the Conservation Proposal (Source: Nature Society Singapore)

In this proposal submitted in November 1987 and ably illustrated by Sutari bin Supari, the 
team highlighted the bird species recorded - 126 bird species, or ~42% of all bird species 
recorded by then in Singapore and making it likely to be the single richest site in Singapore. 



They surveyed and recorded the habitats present (as seen in the map below) and highlighted 
the intrinsic benefits of each habitat to in the proposed reserve.

The proposed reserve would provide

1. Broad-based educational facilities for students in biology, geography and other 
environmentally related disciplines’;

2. Areas of habitat especially managed to increase their attractiveness to the wide variety 
of flora and fauna already found there and to increase this variety with special emphasis 
placed on the birdlife;

3. Promotion of the concept of environmental conservation among the general public of 
Singapore;

4. Ecotourism.

A Kranji Dam Ecological Park between the Kranji dam and the mouth of Sungei Buloh covering 
an area of 1,350m by 300m was also proposed as a later extension. Today, it is designated as 
Kranji Coastal Nature Park. 
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Physical description of the various habitats in Sungei Buloh in the Conservation Proposal (Source: Nature Society 
Singapore)



Stakeholder Engagements

The group sent a copy of the conservation proposal to ministers, permanent secretaries, 
members of parliament and anyone who might be interested in the same cause. 
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Letter to Nature Reserves Board (Source: Nature Society Singapore)
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Walks led by Dr Rexon Ngim, Dr Ho Hua Chew, Mr Richard Hale and Mr Subaraj (Source: Nature Society 
Singapore)

A summary of the conservation proposal was also published by the Straits Times, expressing 
the concerns of the loss of habitats, thereby losing our biodiversity. 

They brought many members of the public out to the area to experience for themselves the 
value of Sungei Buloh. Interested parties included the then-president, Dr Wee Kim Wee, 
then-minister for Foreign Affairs and National Development S. Dhanabalan and then-Deputy 
Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong. 

The Straits Times, 14 December 1987 (Source: NewspaperSG)

The Straits Times, 19 February 1989 (Source: NewspaperSG)



Outcome

On 19 February 1988, it was 
announced that 85 hectares would 
be set aside as a bird sanctuary. 

In 1989, this 85 hectares were 
designated as the new Sungei 
Buloh Nature Park. Whilst all other 
then-existing nature parks had 
been gazetted by the British 
colonial government, it is historic to 
have Sungei Buloh to be put for 
nature conservation. 

Essential efforts were made to help 
stakeholders understand that a 
bird sanctuary is not the same as a 
public park, nor Jurong Bird Park 
where birds are in captivity for 
viewing. This bird sanctuary is 
primarily meant for the study of 
birds in situ, their habits and other 
botanical and ecological studies. It 
was officially opened on 6 
December 1993 as the Sungei Buloh Nature Park. It was also gazetted as a Nature 
Reserve on 1 January 2002.

By 2003, Sungei Buloh Wetland Reserve was the remaining bygone agricultural era and of 
the places lost to development such as Senoko estuary, Jurong, Punggol and Serangoon 
estuary. More nationally threatened species have also been sighted, making Sungei Buloh 
an important national refuge for these birds that are not found in the other 3 nature 
reserves. What is most interesting currently is that the conserved area which was at the 
time of discovery a very open habitat, consisting mainly of ponds and bunds and mudflats 
with a scarcity of vegetation, has also become to  a substantial extent a lush mangrove 
habitat, enhancing its biodiversity. It is now also  a haven or refuge for  many mangrove 
and some forest species that are nationally threatened, such the Estuarine Crocodile, 
Black-and- Red Broadbill,  Lesser Adjutant Stork, Shore Pit-Viper, Buffy Fish Owl, King 
Cobra, etc.Together with Bukit Timah Nature Reserve, Central Catchment Nature Reserve 
and Labrador Park, Sungei Buloh Wetland Reserve is a refuge for 45 of the 55 species (or 
82%) of our nationally threatened bird species.

Sungei Buloh in the 1993 map of Singapore (Source: 
https://libmaps.nus.edu.sg/)
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The Straits Times, 19 February 1988 (Source: NewspaperSG)



Sungei Buloh Today

Today, the Sungei Buloh Wetland Reserve presently spans 202 ha of mangrove swamp, 
mudflats, ponds and rainforest along the northwestern shore of Singapore. Sungei Buloh 
Wetland Reserve has also been recognized as one of the three Important Biodiversity Areas 
by Birdlife International as part of the Kranji-Mandai IBA, 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. 

In 2020, the 400-hectares Sungei Buloh Park Network to include Sungei Buloh Wetlands 
Reserve to expand Singapore’s nature capital.
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Sungei Buloh in the 2010 map of Singapore (Source: https://libmaps.nus.edu.sg/)


