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As soon as I took over the editorial role, my first impulse was to get my hands on a 
copy of  the maiden issue (Volume 1, number 1), as I felt the necessity to relook the 
roots of  this magazine. It was published in the fourth quarter (Oct-Dec) of  1993, 
and gracing the front cover of  this inaugural print run was a graceful Great Egret 
(above right), feeding at Sungei Buloh. As the Egret captured a fish in its beak, that 
very moment was captured by a veteran bird photographer (above left). 

“Click!” 

Did you hear that? That was the distinctive shutter sound coming from a Nikon 
F3, attached to a Nikkor 400 mm F5.6 lens. Inside the camera body, a roll of  
Kodachrome 64 film had been loaded.
 
In case you don’t already recognise the dashing gentleman poised patiently behind 
his camera gear, he is none other than Morten Strange, who is an authority on the 
bird diversity and distribution in this region, having published numerous books on 
the avifauna from around Southeast Asia. He is the current Honorary Secretary of  
the Society, and had previously served as Editor-in-Chief  for this magazine. 

When I asked him to furnish me with more details about his cover shot, he 
explained: 
“It was taken in December 1987. The location was Sungei Buloh, but not as we 
know it today. I would drive in from the west (Lim Chu Kang Road), there was no 
bridge across the Buloh river then of  course. I set up a hide near some old ponds, 
the birds were more shy then as I recall, but there were also no other people around 
to disturb you. It got awfully hot in the hide after 11+ am, so 8-11 am was the 
longest I could stay!” 

Just in case you were wondering, this photo of  Morten in his youth also dates back 
to 1987. 
 
So, after looking back at the very first issue and linking up with a pioneering 
photographer, I was able to travel back in time to better understand what Sungei 
Buloh may have been like in the early days before it was officially protected. We 
are most grateful to Morten, as well as his contemporaries, for their dedication in 
documenting the diversity there, which ultimately led to its designation as a Nature 
Park in 1993.

PATRON
Professor Tommy Koh

PRESIDENT 
Dr Shawn Lum

 
VICE-PRESIDENT

Mr Leong Kwok Peng
 

IMMEDIATE PAST PRESIDENT
Dr Geh Min

 
HONORARY SECRETARY

Mr Morten Strange
 

HONORARY TREASURER
Mr Veerendra Patwa

 
HONORARY ASSISTANT SECRETARY

Ms Evelyn Ng
 

HONORARY ASSISTANT TREASURER
Mr Andrew Lin

 
EXECUTIVE COMMITTEE MEMBERS

Mr Albert Liu, Mr Goh Ter Yang,  
Mr Lester Tan

 
F INANCE ADVISORY GROUP MEMBERS

Mr Peter Connell, Mr Douglas Elliott, 
Mr Bhagyesh Chaubey

 
CO-OPTED COUNCIL MEMBERS

Assoc Prof P. N. Avadhani, Mr Ben Szeto, 
Dr Liew Kai Khiun, Mr Goh Si Guim

 
ADVISORY COUNCIL MEMBERS

Mr Warren Khoo, Prof Koh Kheng Lian, 
Mr Lim Jim Koon, Mr Liu Thai Ker, 

Prof Ng Soon Chye, Mr Sim Wong Hoo, 
Mr Mason Tan

 
IUCN COORDINATOR

Ms Ng Bee Choo
 

GREEN CORRIDOR COORDINATOR
Dr Liew Kai Khiun

 
COMMITTEE CHAIRPERSONS 
CONSERVATION COMMITTEE

Mr Leong Kwok Peng
 

EDUCATION COMMITTEE
Mr Goh Ter Yang

 
MEMBERSHIP & FUNDRAISING 

COMMITTEE
Mr Albert Liu

 
SPECIAL INTEREST GROUP 

CHAIRPERSONS 
BIRD GROUP

Mr Tan Gim Cheong
 

BUTTERFLY & INSECT GROUP
Dr Ngo Kang Min

 
JALAN HI JAU GROUP

Mr Tan Hang Chong
 

MARINE CONSERVATION GROUP
Mr Kuay Kay Yaw

 
PLANT GROUP

Mr Bian Tan
 

NATURE RAMBLERS GROUP
Mr Pandian Parthasarathy

 
VERTEBRATE STUDY GROUP

Mr Yeo Suay Hwee
 

NSS SECRETARIAT  
ACCOUNTS & MEMBERSHIP OFFICER

Mr Joseph Lim
 

MEMBER PROGRAMME & OUTREACH 
OFFICER

Mr Kerry Pereira
 

PROJECT OFFICER FOR 
‘EVERY SINGAPOREAN A NATURALIST ’ 

(ESN)  PROGRAMME 
Ms Sung Mei Yee

 
2ND PROJECT OFFICER FOR ESN 

PROGRAMME
Ms Eunice Tan 

 
IT  OFFICER

Mr Chia Keng Chun

NATURE SOCIETY
(SINGAPORE)

KEEN TO CONTRIBUTE?

Do you have any interesting stories, 
pictures, or artworks to share?

We warmly welcome your articles on 
biodiversity, natural history, conservation, 

environmental sustainability, etc. 
Please tell us more about your story idea, 
accompanied with some sample images 

(E-mail: contact@nss.org.sg)
and we shall be in touch with you.

Looking 
    & Linking

Leong Tzi Ming 
Editor-in-Chief

July 2021

EDITOR-IN-CHIEF 

Leong Tzi Ming

ASSISTANT EDITOR 

Peter Connell

DESIGN & LAYOUT

Serene Soh
Leong Tzi Ming

CONTRIBUTORS

Andie Ang 
Chua Chin Tat 
Sabrina Jabbar 
Leong Tzi Ming

ADVERTISEMENTS 
To advertise in Nature Watch,  

contact: 
Nature Society (Singapore) 

510 Geylang Road
The Sunflower #02-05

Singapore 389466
Tel: (65) 6741 2036
Fax: (65) 6741 0871

E-mail: contact@nss.org.sg
Website: www.nss.org.sg

Advertising rates (full colour):
Full page: S$2,000
1/2 Page: S$1,000 
2/3 page: S$800
1/3 page: S$500

15% discount for four insertions. 

Nature Watch is printed on LumiArt 
paper from Stora Enso Europe with 

ISO 14001 Environmental Management 
Certification. Mainly recycled paper is 
used, the rest is pulp from sustainable 

and controlled sources in Finland, Brazil 
and other European countries.

Volume 29 (3) July - September 2021

MCI (P) 053/06/2021 
ISSN: 0218-6853 

Printing by Mainland Press Pte Ltd

Copyright belongs to the authors. All rights 
reserved. No part of this publication may 
be reproduced in any form or any means 
without prior permission in writing from 

Nature Society (Singapore). The views 
and opinions expressed or implied in this 
publication are those of the authors and 
contributors only and do not necessarily 
reflect the official views of Nature Society 

(Singapore) or its members.

ON THE COVERS

Front: Great Egret (Ardea alba) & Back: Estuarine Crocodile (Crocodylus porosus)
Both from Sungei Buloh Wetland Reserve & photographed by Leong Tzi Ming
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Today, this Wetland Reserve is still 
home to an impressive diversity of  
plants and animals, all inextricably 
linked to each other. By now, you may 
already have realised that Sungei Buloh 
and Nature Watch share the same birth 
year. Let’s wish them both many more 
years of  healthy growth!
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Clues
from the

Canopy
Text and Photos by

Andie Ang and Sabrina Jabbar

Climbing our way up the trees was not a deliberate plan 
in our pursuit of wild monkeys although, in hindsight, 

we should have prepared earlier, given that many of these 
tail-wielding primates are of an arboreal nature. The Raffles’ 
Banded Langur (Presbytis femoralis femoralis) is a critically 
endangered monkey which is only found in Singapore and 
southern Peninsular Malaysia. In 2016, a Raffles’ Banded 
Langur Working Group was formed with representatives from 
Wildlife Reserves Singapore, National Parks Board, National 
University of Singapore, Jane Goodall Institute (Singapore), 
Nature Society (Singapore), Strix Wildlife Consultancy, and 
partners in Malaysia. A Species Action Plan was created to 
guide the research and conservation of this primate. One of 
the key objectives is to gather population and behavioural 
data of the Raffles’ Banded Langurs in order to better 
understand their threats and conservation needs. 

Within the Central Catchment Nature Reserve, where the 
langurs are found, fieldwork typically involves trudging 
through waterlogged swamp forests in the equatorial heat 
and humidity. Direct observations of these shy monkeys 
were naturally limited, hence we complemented our research 
with non-invasively collected faecal samples. The faecal 
material contains a vast amount of information including the 
DNA of the langurs, as well as the DNA of the plant species 
consumed by the langurs, which can provide insights into 
their genetic health and dietary preferences respectively. 
Field observations and molecular tools have their limits 
nonetheless, and we are constantly thinking of new ways to 
supplement our data collection.

It was sometime in mid-2019 when we came across an 
advert on a tree-climbing course from the Centre for Urban 
Greenery and Ecology (CUGE), which popped a question in 
our heads: “Why have we not thought of climbing a tree and 
putting a motion camera to keep track of the monkeys?”

Aaah, we are afraid of heights! 

But between the fear of falling off trees and the trauma of 
having little data to be of use for conservation, the latter 
terrified us more and we signed up for the four day tree-
access course. Along with the permission from the National 
Parks Board, we began our plan to ascend to the canopies. 

Getting started is always the hardest. Just propelling the 
throw weight easily took us 45 minutes (getting it caught 
in the branches, not being able to isolate it on a single 
branch, throwing it too low etc.). After this initial workout, we 
commenced our ascent and into a battle with endless streams 
of ants and anonymous insects, forcing us to pause every 
couple of minutes to flick them safely off our bodies and to 
regroup our tired souls. Climbing aside, the positioning of the 
cameras, whether it was the angle or deciding on the height 
where they should be placed, was another test. 

Being in tropical secondary forests also meant that there 
was plenty of vegetation in front of the cameras. In addition, 
we had to experiment with the camera settings: sensitivity, 

trigger intervals, etc. Not confident that we would get it right 
the first time, we climbed again two weeks after the first 
installation to see what we got in the SD cards. Sure enough, 
the angles were off, and most of the images and videos were 
triggered by energetic leaves. It was only three months later 
that we optimised the abiotic factors and another three 
months more before we managed to capture a pretty decent 
image of our target species. 

After a fourth deployment in March 2020, the next time we 
could carry out fieldwork and reach for the cameras was 
in February 2021 due to the COVID-19 pandemic which 
interrupted life. Counting our blessings nonetheless, the 
arboreal cameras were out there 24/7 during that time, and 
data was continuously being collected. Camera trap images 
and videos are still being processed but we were already 
documenting some interesting findings, which included 
nocturnal activity of the langurs and habitat use of different 
mammal species. On one particular tree, the camera trap 
captured all three of our local non-human primates at 
different times, illustrating the temporal partitioning of 
habitat use.  

Moving forward, additional units of cameras could be 
systematically installed to study habitat preferences of 
the animals to identify the factors influencing species 
occurrences and key areas for conservation. But before that, 
more students here need to be trained to climb trees so that 
we can share the joys of battling bugs while dangling 15 
metres above the ground with the next generation!
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Reflections from Sungei Buloh

A collection of hand-crafted poems, uncommon encounters and a list of the 7 Bs.

Text and Photos by Leong Tzi Ming

Water Monitor 
(Varanus salvator)

Black-crowned Night heron 
(Nycticorax nycticorax) 

Traffic in the Treetops 
Cameras deployed up in the canopy are already beginning to reveal 

movement patterns of arboreal wildlife, by day and also by night. 
These include the Raffles’ Banded Langur (A & B) and Long-tailed Macaque 
(C), which are diurnal. Nocturnal mammals include the Sunda Slow Loris (D) 

and Horsfield’s Flying Squirrel (E). 

Dr Andie Ang is a research scientist at Mandai Nature, working on the cross-border conservation project 
for Raffles’ Banded Langurs. She is also the founder of the Primate-Watching online resource (www.
primatewatching.com) to promote appreciation for primates in the world.
Sabrina Jabbar is an assistant researcher at Mandai Nature, working on the project on Raffles’ Banded 
Langurs. She also provides Monkey Guards training and advocates for harmonious coexistence between 
people and macaques.
This project is funded by Wildlife Reserves Singapore Conservation Fund (now Mandai Nature Fund). We 
would like to thank our tree-climbing buddies: Primeman Tan, Natalie Tan, Choo Ruisheng, Glendon Kee, 
Amos Chua and Elliott Ong.

A B

C D E
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Better flies
There can be no better flies
Than the brilliant butterflies

Delicate wings that fall and rise
Detailed dots that look like eyes

Light as a feather
Likes sunny weather

Come lightning and thunder
Find leaves to hide under!

Once upon a caterpillar
Nibbling every hour

Soon, it becomes a chrysalis
Awaiting metamorphosis

Grey Pansy
(Junonia atlites)

Palm King
(Amathusia phidippus)

Centaur Oakblue 
(Arhopala centaurus)

Skin Deep
My scales are mostly green

And so I’m seldom seen

But when I start to peel
It’s harder to conceal

Imagine how I’d feel?
I’m losing my appeal!

Green Crested Lizard
(Bronchocela cristatella)

Set to Get Wet
Waterhen is pleased to begin its bath

Silence please, let’s remain on the path

Weather may be warm, but the water is cool
This pond welcomes birds to its private pool

Soon, we shall see some vigorous splashing
Witnessing this dance is always refreshing

Even before the sun has set
Night heron is already wet

Soaking up the soothing tide
Mangrove roots all by its side

Such relief from stifling heat
After dark, it’s time to eat!

Owl needs a Towel
It’s pouring cats and dogs, they say
Looks like this rain won’t go away

My umbrella keeps my camera dry
I’ll take some photos, it’s worth a try

My feathered subject is dripping wet
The wettest owl I’ve ever met!

Thunder is rumbling overhead
But I am focused straight ahead

Raindrops keep falling on its head
But mine is staying dry instead

Standing together, weathering the storm
Wish I had a towel to keep the owl warm

White-breasted Waterhen 
(Amaurornis phoenicurus)

Buffy Fish Owl 
(Ketupa ketupu) 
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Emperor (Anax guttatus)

Emperor moults

Earth Star (Geastrum sp.)

A Star is Born
Only brown leaves upon the ground?

Just kneel down and look around

If you find an oval bud
Painted with a shade of mud

Keep an eye on how it grows
It may bloom just like a rose

However, it is not a flower
But a fungus filled with powder

Puffing out spores far and away
Shooting new stars for another day

Dragonfly Diary
As the pond warmed up with rising sun

Another new day has just begun

My mother began laying eggs on the water
In case you’re wondering, I am her daughter

As a nymph, I fed on tadpoles and fish
Whatever I catch, I always finish

Towards the end of my final instar
That crucial moment was not very far

Emerging from water, I shed my old skin
With wings shimmering, new life shall begin

Freshly laid eggs of Blue Dasher
(Brachydiplax chalybea)

Yellow-barred Flutterer
(Rhyothemis phyllis)

Flangetail (Ictinogomphus decoratus)
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Snails & Scales
I’d rather be a serpent than a snail
Because it owns such a curly tail

Coiled around a branch, it’s so prehensile
Not moving an inch for quite a while

Whenever it feels that it’s almost time
It slithers away, without any slime

Some others are aquatic and swim very well
Their skin is always wet, as you can tell

So algae may grow all over its scales
Perhaps this can help to feed the snails?

At last, I’ve decided – neither snail nor snake
I’ll just be myself – a red-legged crake!

Mangrove Pit-Viper
(Trimeresurus purpureomaculatus) 

Dog-faced Water Snake
(Cerberus schneiderii) 

Muddled by the
Mudskipper
What am I – a fish or frog?

Quietly resting on a log

I can skip, I can hop
I can flip, I can flop

Mud or sand, stick or stone
With some friends, or all alone

Underwater, or above
In between is where I love

I use my gills to help me breathe
My mouth gulps water from beneath

So, what am I – amphibian or fish?
You’ll know for sure before I finish!

Yellow-spotted Mudskipper
(Periophthalmus walailakae) 

Giant Mudskipper
(Periophthalmodon schlosseri) 
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Bon Voyage,
Subaraj

Nature could never thank you enough
Standing up for us is sometimes tough

Yet you showed us to the next generation
Infused with passion and without hesitation

From rainforests to mangroves and coral reefs
You have shared about your firm beliefs

That we deserve a little more affection
Even better still, the fullest protection

Your lessons with children of yesterday
Remain with us and will light the way

In the shelter of the old bridge, Subaraj Rajathurai addresses students 
from the Singapore American School during a field trip to Sungei Buloh 
on 4th May 2016.

View of the old bridge from the new. Public access to this bridge was discontinued in November 2020.

Ode to the Old Bridge
Whenever we crossed the River

You never seemed to quiver

Scorched by sun and soaked by rain
Currents below add to the strain

Silent witness to changing tides
Glancing up when osprey glides

Listening to our thrills and fears
Every time the Croc appears

You have heard our joy and delight
While watching wader flocks in flight

Flying further, fading like a mirage
Then we shall bid them ‘Bon Voyage’
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View from the Main Hide

Hide & Seek
Across the bridge and into the hide
I’m cool, calm and collected inside

Scanning for birds, I search and seek
No need to talk, I do not speak

Through the lens, I take a peek
Admiring that curvaceous beak

Watching whimbrels again is simply sweet
It’s that time of year when we shall meet

You’ll always be welcomed at Sungei Buloh
We’ll greet you with a huge Hello!

Floral Recital
Orchids above and gingers below
Flowers which we already know

But how about their scientific names?
Have you played these memory games?

A challenge to remember and pronounce
Say it out loud and your lips will bounce

Names aside, they’re a joy to behold
Day by day, their petals unfold

Exquisite beauty for all to admire
Silently setting my heart on fire

Gingers below and orchids above
Which other flowers do you love?

Cymbidium 
      finlaysonianum 

Pigeon Orchid
(Dendrobium crumenatum) 

Torch Ginger
(Etlingera elatior) 
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Apparent ‘friendly’ interaction between a Blue-spotted 
Mudskipper and a Signaller Crab at low tide.
11th December 2020 (3:18 pm)

UNCOMMON 
      ENCOUNTERS
After many visits to Sungei Buloh, there have been 
some moments which are truly unforgettable, as the 
chances of such encounters are few and far between. 

Here are some of them. 

Female Red Tent Spider 
guarding her egg sac.
11th December 2020 
(11:55 am)

Mangrove Anemone in Morning Light.
3rd January 2020 (9:28 am)

A Spider Wasp (family Pompilidae) dragging its prey, a Huntsman 
Spider, back to its home.17th December 2020 (1:53 pm)
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5. Bats 
Fruit bats play a crucial role in helping the seeds of many plants to be 
dispersed far and wide. Insect-eating bats gobble up numerous insects 
(including mosquitoes) and keep these populations in check.
 
6. Bugs 
A wonderful world of bugs awaits you at Sungei Buloh, but it can be a 
challenging game of ‘hide & seek’. Many species are well camouflaged, or 
may be seeking shelter under leaves. So, take the time to look around and 
you might just find some local gems.
 
7. Butterflies 
Sunny days are most ideal for watching them, as they also enjoy basking, just 
like the Buaya! Sungei Buloh is a good place to look for less common species, 
which are usually confined to coastal habitats. Despite their small sizes, 
immaculate details may be admired on their wings. 

This article by Dr Leong Tzi Ming is a culmination of multiple visits to Sungei Buloh Wetland 
Reserve over the years. Dr Leong wishes to dedicate this article to the memory of Subaraj 

Rajathurai (16 April 1963 – 22 October 2019). 
“Dear Subaraj, you have always been a constant encouragement ever since my early 

days of chasing after tadpoles and documenting them. During our explorations in 
the wilds of Singapore, Malaysia and Indonesia, we’ve had many memorable thrills 

and spills. It has been a joy and inspiration to witness how you shared your love 
and knowledge of Nature with all those around you. The invaluable lessons 

I’ve learnt from you will always remain. Bon Voyage, Subaraj!”  

The 7 BS 
Whenever you visit Sungei Buloh*, 
do look out for the following: 
(* Sungei Buloh means ‘Bamboo River’ in Malay)
 
1. Burong 
Malay for Bird. Sungei Buloh is a safe haven for resident, 
as well as migratory, birds. The residents live and breed 
in the wetland reserve, whereas the migrants only visit 
during the winter months.
 
2. Biawak 
Malay for Monitor Lizard. Some of the monitor lizards 
here have attained truly impressive sizes. As efficient 
scavengers, they are essential to the ecosystem, by 
clearing up dead and decomposing animals.
 
3. Buaya 
Malay for Crocodile. The largest individuals are always 
a sight to behold, and their babies are actually quite 
adorable. At low tide, they may bask along the river 
banks, with jaws wide open, revealing a formidable set 
of teeth!
 
4. Bakau 
Malay for Mangrove Trees in the genus Rhizophora. 
They are easily recognised by stilt roots that arch 
gracefully from their trunks towards the muddy substrate 
below. To reproduce, spear-like propagules are launched 
from the parent tree. Did you know that 
our Society’s logo was inspired by this 
tree? 
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A bird’s eye-view of Dover Forest, a lush oasis amidst urban jungle.

Waringin 
(Ficus benjamina) 

Figs
Dover Forest

Text and Photos by Chua Chin Tat 
Additional images by Leong Tzi Ming 

Ancient, strange, and ecologically important. All apt 
descriptions of the figs – a diverse group of about 750 

distinct species, of which around 50 are native to Singapore. 
Figs prop up tropical ecosystems like those in Singapore with 
the sheer volume of fruit they put out, attracting all manner 
of birds, mammals and insects to the feast. Figs are flowering 
plants, but are never observed to flower conventionally 
on the outside. Instead, their tiny flowers are borne by the 
thousands within a syconium, and are accessed through a 
specialised opening by equally tiny fig wasps, whose live 
cycles are so inextricably bound to the figs’ that fig and 
wasp cannot survive one without the other. The figs’ internal 
flowers can only be pollinated by the wasps, and the wasps 
can only reproduce within a fig’s syconium. 

Humans have also been fig eaters for millennia, although 
nowadays mainly on a species of Mediterranean fig that is 
available in supermarkets. Due to their ancient lineage and 
widespread distribution across different ecosystems, the figs 
have had ample time and space to evolve diverse growth 
forms, from creepers and climbers to shrubs, small and large 
trees, and probably the most impressive strangler or ‘banyan’ 
form. This entire spectrum of growth forms is displayed by 
more than a dozen distinct species that can be found in a 
mere 30 hectares of secondary forest in the middle of urban 
Singapore, known as Dover Forest. 

Dover Forest is a sliver of land between Commonwealth 
Avenue West and Ulu Pandan canal that had received media 
attention earlier this year, with calls for it to be conserved, 
instead of being leveled and developed into housing estates 
as planned. The advocators (author included) point out 
that the forest is a mature one by Singapore standards, and 
in the half-century that it has been left to grow wild, has 
transformed beyond mere scrubland. It has become an oasis 
for local biodiversity and a safe haven for forest-dependent 
species in the middle of our urban landscape. Behind the 
charismatic poster species such as the Straw-headed Bulbul 
and the Common Palm Civet, lie the hidden world of Dover 
Forest’s figs – about twelve native species, including some 
that are endangered or critically endangered. This article 
aims to highlight a few species and share their wonder and 
diversity. 

Stranglers, or banyans, are probably the most distinctive 
group within the figs, easily recognisable in their mature form 
from their prop roots that can look like a curtain or snaking 
tendrils. These plants are not true epiphytes which spend 
their whole lives atop other plants without ever contacting 
the ground. They are hemi-epiphytes, typically starting their 
lives as an epiphyte, growing from seeds deposited on a host 
tree by frugivorous animals. They send thread-like aerial 
roots to the forest floor. When these manage to take root in 
the soil, the young banyan’s growth would accelerate from 
the uptake of additional nutrients. The aerial roots thicken 
and harden into wooden pillars, and the banyan keeps 
sending down more of them while also growing upwards and 
outwards, putting out ever more branches and leaves. 

Eventually, the host tree is ‘suffocated’ to death both by 
having its trunk constricted by the banyan’s roots and by 
having its crown smothered by the banyan’s foliage. While 
this process of tree ‘strangulation’ may sound sinister, it 
might turn out to be ecologically beneficial in the case of 
Dover Forest, since its three stranglers are all native species, 
and are often found to be displacing and supplanting exotic 
trees though this process. The banyans of Dover Forest are 
often of an impressive size and the larger examples may very 
well be older than the 50 year old forest, given that these 
trees were sometimes venerated, and hence rarely cut down 
in the past. 

Jejawi (Ficus microcarpa) 

Fallen fruit of Ficus benjamina

from



22 Nature Watch | Jul-Sep 2021  23   Jul-Sep 2021 | Nature Watch

Ficus variegata can grow to tall trees with straight trunks and prominent buttress 
roots (below). Also called the Red Stem Fig, its syconia ripen from green to red and 
are borne directly on the trunk in great abundance (below right).

This banyan (left), the critically 
endangered Grey Fig (Ficus virens) 
reported in the environmental baseline 
study of Dover Forest (published in 
November 2020), is only the 20th to 
be documented in Singapore. It is also 
a very large tree with an extensive 
network of pillar roots. Interestingly, 
it hosts two other species of figs, F. 
apiocarpa and F. heteropleura. Ficus 
virens is a success story of how nature 
has regenerated itself even in an 
urban landscape such as Singapore. 
The author has discovered significant 
recruitment of this species as epiphytic 
saplings on a number of streetscape 
rain trees along the periphery of the 
forest (above).

Ficus fistulosa is also called the Yellow Stem Fig for its syconia which ripen from 
green to yellow, which it may bear directly on its stem or trunk, a condition known 
as cauliflory (above). 

(Right) Close up of unripe syconia of F. fistulosa, showing its fig wasps. Each fig 
species is pollinated by only a handful of fig wasps, which are tiny and harmless 
and can only reproduce inside a syconium. Generally, a female fig wasp carrying 
pollen from one syconium would force her way into another though an opening 
called the ostiole (centre of picture). Once inside she would make her way to one 
of three types of fig flowers – the gall flowers – within which she would deposit 
her offspring, while the pollen she carries brushes off onto the female flowers, 
pollinating them in the process. She dies inside the syconium after her eggs are 
laid. Her blind and wingless male offspring hatch first and then impregnate her 
female offspring while they are still developing within the gall flowers.

After fulfilling their reproductive role, the male wasps chew tunnels through the syconium walls for the yet-to-hatch females to 
escape, after which they die without ever leaving the syconium. The female wasps then hatch, already pregnant, move through 
the syconium looking to escape and get dusted with the pollen from the fig’s male flowers. They eventually leave, carrying 
pollen and young, to look for another syconium to continue the cycle.

Ficus grossularioides is a small tree 
usually found along the fringes of 
Dover Forest. Some of the leaves on 
an individual plant may exhibit three 
lobes. It is also called the White-leaf Fig 
due to the pale undersides of its leaves 
(below). The syconia of F. grosslarioides 
ripen from green to yellow, and finally 
red (left).
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A Brief History
1954 - The Singapore Branch of the Malayan Nature 
Society (MNS) was formed.
1991 - Renamed the Nature Society (Singapore) upon 
independence from MNS.
1992 - The Society’s logo, representing a Rhizophora 
tree from mangrove habitats, was adopted.
1993 - The first issue of Nature Watch was published.
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exploring our shores and reefs. 

• You’ll learn how to recognise some of our native plants  

and animals, while understanding their habitats.

•  You’ll lend your voice and efforts to our cause of  

watching the wild, and watching over the wild.

Nature Society (Singapore) Membership
 
Annual Subscription
Ordinary Member 
(18 years old and above) 
Family Member  
(You, your spouse & children below 18 years 
old) 
Junior & Student Members 
(12-18 years & full-time students 18-35 years)
Life Member  
(Only applicable to those who have been 
Ordinary Members for 10 or more years)
Affiliate Member  
(Non-profit organisations & schools) 
Corporate Member  
(Nominal fee $200, plus annual donation of 
$3,800. Donation is tax-exempted) 

You will receive Nature Watch (four issues per 
year) along with your membership. 

Nature Watch Subscription Only
 
Annual Subscription

Singapore  S$24, Malaysia & Brunei S$28, 
Countries in Asia S$38, Rest of the world S$45
(including  Australia, New Zealand, Japan, America, Europe 
& Middle East) 

Annual subscription to Nature Watch (four issues) is 
inclusive of postage. 

How to Join or Subscribe 

Please make your payment for the appropriate Membership 
or Subscription fee and email the following details to the 
Membership Officer (membership@nss.org.sg): 
Name, gender, mailing address, email address, date of birth 
(date/month/year) and contact number. As soon as your 
application has been approved by the Executive Committee 
of the Society and processed, you will receive Nature Watch 
(four issues per year) and the bi-monthly e-newsletter. 

Payment for Subscriptions & Personal Donations

E-payment (such as PayNow, PayLah! and Fund transfers) 
for subscription to either membership or Nature Watch 
magazine may be made by scanning the QR code below. 
You may also key in the UEN (Unique Entity Number). Fund 
transfers can be made to our DBS Current Account Number 
0339023574. Our Corporate Account name is Nature 
Society (Singapore). For other modes of payment, please 
get in touch with us (contact@nss.org.sg).

In addition, we also welcome individual donations to 
the Society. Please inform us of the quantity you wish 
to donate, along with your name/title (contact@nss.org.
sg). Payment/fund transfer may be made by the methods 
mentioned above. Your generosity is much appreciated, 
and all donors will be acknowledged. A list of donors will 
be published each year in the second quarter issue of 
Nature Watch. Donations are tax exempt. 

All photographs on this page by Leong Tzi Ming.

A longitudinal section of a Ficus punctata syconium reveals the internal flowers 
characteristic of all figs, coloured a pleasant purple in this species. At the bottom 
of the tear drop shaped syconium is an opening called the ostiole , and the 
tunnel leading from the ostiole to the central cavity containing the flowers is 
lined with bracts folds that act like valves to deter anything other than a fig wasp 
from entering. Female fig wasps force their way through these bracts, sometimes 
sacrificing wing and limb to lay their eggs within the gall flowers of the fig while 
depositing pollen onto the female flowers. Having achieved her reproductive goal, 
the female wasp dies within the syconium . Eventually, a new cycle will begin with 
the emergence of her offspring, the females amongst which will depart, in search 
of new syconia for their own young, bringing with them the pollen of their mother 
syconium .

The Mandarin Orange Fig (Ficus 
punctata) is a climber that is fairly 
common in the eastern patch of Dover 
Forest.

Chua Chin Tat is a full-time mathematics teacher in an international school. 
He only plunged into the wonderful world of figs since January 2021, while 
advocating for the conservation of Dover Forest. He and his wife are posing  
with a venerable Waringin (Ficus benjamina) in the heart of Dover Forest.

Coming up in the next Issue . . .
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