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Abstract

Singapore’s Old Kallang Airport was once Southeast Asia’s finest commercial airport in the late 
1930s, when international travel was at its height before the Second World War. The British 
identified this to be their first purpose-built civil airport and a testament of the prospects of 
air travel, with Singapore as a gateway between England and Australia. Within a kilometre 
radius from the main terminal, most adjacent buildings and sites like the open- air theme 
park Happy World, have been demolished and redeveloped to cope with pressures of the ur-
ban centre alongside key infrastructural works. The conservation of the buildings within Old 
Kallang Airport, against a slate of tabula rasa in context, questions the prospect of urban rede-
velopment and intensification where the site is read through the built and barren landscape, 
a tussle of land rights over time and space. Today, Old Kallang Airport is hoarded up and re-
habilitated for posterity, while the Singapore Land Authority attempts to seek complementing 
interim uses to sustainably rejuvenate this urban vacuum. This paper investigates the archi-
tectural permutations in urban density, programmatic use through urban morphology and 
historical synapses to inform possible urban planning and design outcomes.
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INTRODUCTION

Kallang Airport was once Southeast Asia’s finest commercial airport in the late 1930s, when 
international travel was at its height before the Second World War, given its close proximity 
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to the city centre, as opposed to the Seletar Military Airbase north of the island. The British 
colonial government had identified this to be their first purpose-built civil airport and a 
testament of the prospects of air travel, with Singapore as a gateway between England and 
Australia, even before Singapore became a crown colony. Famed aviator Amelia Earhart 
even remarked how this airport was “an aviation miracle of the East” where “the barren 
margins of our isolated Western airports could scarcely assimilate such urban frivolities”1. 
When Kallang Airport was decommissioned in 1955, the main terminal, and some ancil-
lary buildings were adapted for various civic and government uses such as Singapore Youth 
Sports Council (1955 – 1960), People’s Association (1960 – 2009), Public Works Department 
(1960 – 1972), and the Central Manpower Base (1967 – 1972). The compound of 5 buildings 
and heritage structures, driveway and green lawn were conserved in 2008 by the Urban Re-
development Authority. Notably, the circular aerodrome, which was built over reclaimed 
land, once inhabited by the sea-faring Orang Asli, also left an indelible mark in the city 
centre, genesis for the former National Stadium (1973 – 2010) and current Singapore Sports 
Hub and upcoming Kallang Alive Master Plan.

Since the beginning, Kallang was largely used as an industry district, with a progression of 
industries ranging from brick kilns, sugar plantations, saw mills and gas works for more than 
a century between the 1830s till 1970s. Most industries have moved out of Kallang to lower cost 
sites such as Sungei Kadut Industrial Estate, with the exception of those within the Kallang 
– Kolam Ayer Industrial Estate, hence there is a unique of a mix residential, commercial, 
industrial and recreation being so close to the city centre. Within a kilometre radius from 
the terminal building, most adjacent buildings and sites like the open-air theme park New 
World in 1923 and Happy World (also known as Gay World) in 1936, have been demolished and 
redeveloped to cope with pressures of the urban centre alongside key infrastructural works. 
These worlds formed the early strands of Singapore’s popular culture, housing dancing halls, 
amusement rides and iconic cabaret girls who danced to both Malay tunes and Western fox-
trot.2 The conservation of the buildings within Old Kallang Airport, against a slate of tabula 
rasa in context, questions the prospect of urban redevelopment and intensification where the 
site is read through the built and barren landscape, a tussle of land rights over time and space. 
Today, Old Kallang Airport is hoarded up and rehabilitated for posterity, while the Singapore 
Land Authority attempts to seek complementary interim uses to sustainably rejuvenate this 
urban vacuum. This paper investigates the architectural permutations in urban density, pro-
grammatic use through urban morphology and historical synapses to inform possible urban 
planning and design outcomes.
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Fig. 1.  Comparison between 1914 map (Above) and 1930 map (Below) for the extent of land reclama-
tion (339 acres) in the construction of the civil aerodrome (DPA).
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Fig. 2. View of Kallang Airport Terminal Building from ceremonial tear shaped drop off, 1940s7

Fig. 3. View of crowds at Kallang Airport Terminal Building from civil aerodrome during Singapore 
Air Day, 19508
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE (SOS)

Singapore’s endearing obsession of land reclamation took place since 1822 at the south bank 
of Singapore River. Since then, Singapore’s land area has expanded by more than 25 percent 
- from 57,800 to 71,910 hectares (or 578 to 719 sq km)3. Reclamation of Kallang Basin and 
Beach Road for the construction of Kallang Airport culminated to 137 hectares, or approxi-
mately 0.9% of the land reclaimed today, but close to 40% of all reclaimed land by the colonial 
government. Nation-states claim air, water, and land rights as well as the right to exploit geo-
genic resources. In the case of Singapore, a small city-state, this repetitive cycle has become 
an addiction, a pledge to eternal growth symbolising the country’s dominance over nature’s 
elements as well as the principles of the global economy and its political and diplomatic influ-
ence in the region.4 The 339 acres of reclamation of Kallang Basin and Beach Road would be 
the last major land reclamation projects in colonial Singapore, costing 9 million Straits dollars 
over “the worst mosquito-infested land on the island”5 which was undoubtedly an “audacious 
engineering achievement” by Public Works Deparment (PWD) Director Major R.L. Nunn. The 
filling operation started in May 1932 using a workforce of over 400 coolies, and shortly after 
the reclamation was complete in October 1936, construction of Kallang Airport commenced.6

On 12 June 1937, Sir Thomas Shenton Whitelegge Thomas, Governor of The Straits Settlements 
opened the Singapore Civil Airport; later known as Kallang Airport. The British government 
purported that Kallang Airport possessed three outstanding advantages: proximity to the centre 
of the city, free aerial approaches (albeit through an aerodrome design), and common facilities 
for both land and marine aircraft. What was once a tidal basin populated by the sea-faring peo-
ples of the Malay Archipelago, commonly known as Orang Asli, had been reclaimed with seven 
and a half million cubic yards of earth from a hill five miles away. Another two million cubic 
yards of mud and debris were dredged from the sea bed to create the seaplane anchorage and 
channel. Such an intensive civil infrastructure was notably advocated by Sir Shenton Thomas’ 
predecessor, Sir Cecil Clement in 1931, when the travel aficionado saw the prospects for Sin-
gapore to be a key site of international travel. Construction began in 1931 and cost the Straits 
Settlement Government approximately $9 million dollars. Main building works were executed 
by the Public Works Department over six years, with Mr. Frank Dorrington Ward as the Govern-
ment Architect and Mr. R. St. George Caulfeild as the Resident Engineer

.As an urban construct, the imposing landing ground was designed with a diameter of 1000 
yards, with a taxi strip that is 100 feet wide skirtig the perimeter of the landing ground in the arc 
adjacent to the apron head. The Terminal Building consists of offices for air transport compa-
nies, a post office, telephone booths, and the usual amenities for last minute purchases. At one 
end of the building there is a fully equipped restaurant and a wide roof verandah which gives 
unrestricted view over the landing ground. While the other end consists of passport, medical 
and customs offices for passengers. The first floor (second level) also contains office accom-
modation for the airport staff and the meteorological service. Parallel to the ceremonial tear 
shaped drop off are two storey annexe buildings for office, stores and workshops. Adjacent to 
the hangars which are 300 feet by 150 feet on plan with 35 feet clear height to fit the largest air 
liners yet built then. Surrounding the Terminal Building and hangars extends a concrete pave-



Ar. Teo Eng Kiong Shawn, Jiang Wen Huan
Urban Density 

648

ment of 15 acres for the handling of mail and freight. Extending to the western perimeter of 
the landing ground was the seaplane slipway and wharf, connected to the main hangar. This is 
currently used by the Kallang NCC (Sea) Training Centre of the National Youth Sports Institute 
for the deployment of boats, and is regarded as a Protected Place (No. 5) Order 2014.

Kallang Airport handled all commercial air services in Singapore from 1937 till 1955. Despite 
improvements made by the Japanese during its Occupation and subsequent upgrading by the 
British after they returned, the advancement of aviation technology during the war had re-
sulted in the production of larger and heavier aircraft that Kallang Airport was inadequate to 
handle.10 At its peak, Kallang Airport was even ranked the second busiest airport in the Far 
East11 handling a movement of 20 aircraft a day, which was comparable to Kai Tak Airport in 
Hong Kong. As the world recuperated and gained consciousness of a free world premised 
upon ever extensive global trade and commerce, air transport grew exponentially, prompting 
the government of the day to relocate the civil airport to Paya Lebar by Aug 1955. Yet in less 
than two decades, the airport had to be expanded several times. No less than two airport con-
sultants were employed to draw up and revise the master plan for Paya Lebar. In 1975, it was decided 
that, rather than developing Paya Lebar further, a new airport at Changi would be built to cater for 
air transportation needs of our Republic into the next century. (Cheong, pV) Following the closure 
of Kallang Airport, the area in Kallang Basin was redeveloped to create new public spaces, in-
cluding playing fields, gardens and parks.12 The site was taken over by the People’s Association 
(PA) in the early 1960s, and the former Terminal Building became the PA HQ building until PA 
moved to its current site at Tyrwhitt Road in 2009.13 Former Kallang Airport was gazetted on 5 
December 2008 for conservation by the Urban Redevelopment Authority (URA).

Fig. 4. Aerial view of old Kallang Airport after it has been decommissioned, with Nicoll Highway 
constructed in front of the circular control tower, 1958.9



649

Ar. Teo Eng Kiong Shawn, Jiang Wen Huan
Urban Density 

Fig. 5. Digital Newspaper clipping of MND, SLA and URA’s RSVP programme.17

Without a doubt, Old Kallang Airport needs to be conserved properly and meaningfully, given 
the substantial layers of history for such a prominent urban space and construct within less 
than a century. Yet, the periodic change of use also presents itself with its own set of challeng-
es, especially when adaptive reuse is frequently presented as a compromise; whereby heritage 
properties are converted for contemporary usage, often into profit yielding enterprises in a 
manner which theoretically respects the history of the premises and guarantees its survival14. 
In an island city-state like Singapore where land is a scarce commodity, it is almost inevitable 
that the relevant authorities have to decide on strategies for the demolition and safeguarding 
of built heritage, some of which is associated with subjugation15, as part of physical planning. 
Heritage buildings and sites such as Old Kallang Airport which have been gazetted but not 
prescribed National Monument status, are often placed under the stewardship of the Singa-
pore Land Authority (SLA), which largely undertakes the maintenance, lease and tenancy of 
prospective private developers or public agencies who take on short term lease agreements 
for approved uses. It remains SLA’s mission to ensure effective use of land resources and data 
for the economic and social development of Singapore by: optimising land and space utilisa-
tion, safeguarding property ownership, promoting the use of land and space data16.

Most would concur that heritage can create income directly and indirectly by increasing “city 
liveability” and contributing to a “unique sense of place and singular urban landscapes” em-
ployed in branding and marketing to attract investors and tourists18 (Ebbe, 2009, p1). Hence 
it is laudable that since 2019, SLA and URA have jointly called for innovative proposals to trans-
form State properties and land into places that will inject vibrancy and enhance the character of 
precincts under a new programme called Reinventing Spaces into Vibrant Places (RSVP)19. Of the 
six state properties and parcels identified, Old Kallang Airport is due to be launched, and the 
site has garnered good attention from medium to large private developers given its rich his-
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tory, prime location and urban connectivity. Aside from the timely discussion of Old Kallang 
Airport, where the Request for Proposals (RFP) is due to take place in the following months, 
it should be noted that Old Kallang Airport is the only property within the RSVP programme 
that consists of a conserved building within a site with a high capacity for intensification of up 
to Gross Plot Ratio (GPR) 3.5. Therein lies the conundrum where heritage structures are faced 
with land intensification and commercial pressures for redevelopment.

Singapore’s first statutory master plan was completed in 1955 and approved in 8 August 1958, 
after the State of Singapore Act was passed which made Singapore a self-governing state. At 
that moment, the 1958 master plan was regarded as a highly restrictive “instrument of con-
trol”21 with modest population growth assumptions catering for a population of two million 
by 1972 and the idyllic concept of town versus rural areas. Having adopted resettlement and 
land acquisition strategies, the People’s Action Party (PAP) government also saw the need for 
an effective planning framework to guide development, given the inadequacies of the plan-
ning system it had inherited from the colonial administration.22 The sanctity of property was 
breached through the Land Acquisition Act (1966) which “allowed the government to amass 
highly fragmented, prime urban land into more efficient parcels, redistributing them towards 
more economic uses and larger, more comprehensive development”23 Such a high handed 
policy move was instrumental in the development of residential precincts and city infra-
structure within the confines of the land inherited, while the post independent government 
planned for further territorial expansion through land reclamation.

Fig. 6. Clockwise (L-R): URA Master Plan 201920 illustrating land use for selected RSVP sites: 45 
Sultan Gate (Tender Closed), 30 Maxwell Road (Tender Closed), 15 – 31 Hindoo Road (Upcoming), Old 
Kallang Airport (Upcoming) Instruments for Development
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Fig. 7. Evolution of Master Plans between 2003, 2008 and 2014/2019 which shows the change in GPR 
and land use within and around the site. (Source: URA)

Over time, the 1958 master plan would gradually evolve to the 1980 and 2003 master plans 
which are milestone planning instruments that reflect key changes in social, economic and 
infrastructure, based on thorough planning across respective statutory agencies. In partic-
ular, these three master plans chronicle the change in measurement, from Persons per Acre 
(PPA) to Persons per Hectare (PPHA) and ultimately the prevailing Gross Plot Ratio (GPR). The 
variance in these measurement scale not only translate in to minor arithmetic adjustments 
but effectively the urban massing of our built environment, albeit within the definition of 
urban density. URA continues to review the Master Plan every five years and translated the 
broad long-term strategies of the Concept Plan into detailed plans to guide development of 
land at the local and regional levels. Prior to the formalisation of URA’s role in 1974, with the 
“responsibility and power on all matters relating to urban redevelopment, including the clear-
ance of land, development of land and management of buildings therein”24, Architects, plan-
ners and civil society were rallying behind independent think tanks such as SPUR (Singapore 
Planning and Urban Research Group) between the 1960s and 1970s. In their hallmark 1968 – 
1971 publication, SPUR had rightly advocated to Locate Airport at Changi, despite nascent calls 
by government officials to expand Paya Lebar Airport due to

budgetary concerns25. Critical discourse by the private sector proved to be beneficial, but 
also suggested a shared investment in our built environment and city planning, which then 
Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew once described SPUR as “critical but nonetheless dedicated”26. 
Nonetheless, it seems that global shifts in public sentiment from the “guilt and failure (that) 
took the place of utopian positivism” at the end of the twentieth century, “the bodies that un-
dertook planning became those of deregulated government” while “private and quangoized 
public/private institutions became mechanisms of planning and development”27.

From the 1970s onwards, planning in Singapore took on a more sophisticated and comprehen-
sive model that allowed URA to consider a wider suite of plans beyond renewal or conserva-
tion, traversing other state authorities and agencies such as the Housing Development Board 
(HDB) for public residential development plans, JTC Corporation (JTC) for industrial devel-
opment, Land Transport Authority for the planning of rails and roads, Public Utilities Board 
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and National Environment Agency for the utilities and infrastructure. Supply and demand 
projections were made for various types of developments to determine the types and intensity 
of developments for the sale sites.28 This is also guided by the 1964 Planning Bill amendment, 
with the introduction of the development charge system where “developers benefiting from 
the granting of development permission would have to pay a development charge to the state, 
to ensure that “the increases in value of land brought about by community development and 
not through the efforts of the landowner” would accrue to public coffers”29.

In the case of Old Kallang Airport, it is observed that this prime land is slated for high rise and 
high-density developments comprising of Commercial and Hotel uses at a considerable high 
GPR of 3.5 since 2008. The intended quantum in the 2003 master plan might have been similar 
to the 2008 master plan, where in the case that a site is subject to detailed planning, URA or 
SLA could have called for a RFP tender based on a specified land lease, or receive an Expres-
sion of Interest (EOI) from private developers with a quality fee proposal that can rejuvenate 
or activate the precinct and city positively. For the latter option, URA would nominally advise 
on the basic planning parameters, palatable land tenure model based on preliminary advice 
from the Chief Valuer via SLA, to guide private developers on their feasibility studies which is 
ultimately evaluated by URA in terms of its overall merit to urban development, place making 
and development charge.

Fig. 8. Estimated Development Charge based on historical master plans from 1958, 1980, and 2008 
(Source: DPA)
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Fig. 9. Estimated Land Betterment Charge (formerly known as Development Charge) based on 
2014/2019 master plan (Source: DPA)

Development charge is a tax that is levied when planning permission is granted to carry out 
development projects that increase the value of the land, i.e. Rezoning to a higher value use 
or increasing the plot ratio. These rates are reviewed every 6 months (on 1 March or 1 Sep-
tember), in consultation with the Chief valuer at the Inland Revenue Authority of Singapore 
(IRAS). While this has been superseded by the Land Betterment Charge Act with effect from 1 
August 2022, the mechanism of pre-chargeable and post-chargeable valuation and difference 
in the previous DC system remains similar. It should be noted that preliminary calls for Old 
Kallang Airport’s RFP is speculated to be based on a 30-year lease arrangement, where any 
Land Betterment Charge will be tied to a percentage of freehold value. In other words, a term 
of 30 years will incur 60% of the freehold value, as illustrated in the Table Showing Leasehold 
Values as Percentages of Freehold Value (Figure 6).

Yet even at a 30-year lease with 60% of the freehold value, estimated at S$1.1 billion, would 
entail a land tax of

$660 million, excluding all construction cost, Capital Expenditures and Operational Expendi-
tures for any viable development venture. Clearly, considerable financial pressure will inevi-
tably cast a deep shadow on any meaningful adaptive reuse to the conserved buildings within 
Old Kallang Airport.

INSTRUMENTS FOR CONSERVATION

On this note, Uta Hassler makes a poignant proposal where “urban transformation could be 
guided by using time as a tool of measurement, rather than basing on land use rights, vol-
umetric requirements and the price of land, as in the past” given that “the morphology of 
Singapore’s building stock generally depends on when the land was reclaimed or prepared” 
and “a healthy maturation of existing building stock could be tied to the age of the land” which 
“might further result in differentiated land-lease regimes that set different speeds for future 
development cycles”. 30 Time, against the age of the land, posits a contrarian perspective 
which fundamentally requires a paradigm shift in the way we value any form of redevelop-
ment around conserved buildings. Where land as one of the most prized commodity, we must 
therefore maximize the value creation from our land31. Some lament that while Singaporeans 
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might benefit from the constant urban redevelopment of neighbourhoods and planning pre-
cincts, it is recognized that the general population is not necessarily “invited nor expected to 
contribute to the decision-making process, since their individual and collective territoriality 
does not seem to weigh much in the balance”32 of urban master planning and land use.

Fig. 10. Table Showing Leasehold Values as Percentages of Freehold Value. (Source: SLA/URA)
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Fig. 11. New Possibilities for Paya Lebar Air Base (Source: URA)

We should acknowledge that there are selective cases where the general public and private 
sector gets involved in the planning process, such as the 800ha Paya Lebar Air Base where 
URA launched an open competition in partnership with the Singapore Institute of Architects 
and Singapore Institute of Planners in April 2021.33 Through three themes of Concept Master 
Plan, Transforming the Runway and Rejuvenating Paya Lebar Airport, the call for ideas is in 
anticipation for the Royal Singapore Air Force (RSAF) relocation from 2030 onwards, which 
was unveiled by then PM Lee Hsien Loong in 2013. The relocation of Paya Lebar Air Base is 
noted to have a considerable impact on the real estate value of multiple estates across 8 sur-
rounding precincts as building height restrictions are lifted for better land optimisation and 
rejuvenation. It is estimated that 150,000 new public and private homes can be accommodated 
in Paya Lebar from the move, an immense uplift in real estate for the north eastern side of 
Singapore. Understandably, it might be due to the sheer scale of Paya Lebar Air Base, at more 
than 100 times the size of Old Kallang Airport, that such a collaborative stance between URA 
and the masses was adopted. Quantifiably, while there is an element of heritage conservation 
for both sites, the discrepancy in economic yield and significance is evidently incommensu-
rate. Where the value creation of land is almost overrepresented by commercial gains. While 
it is also understandable that such large swathes of land of Paya Lebat Air Base needs to be 
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carefully planned across agencies and sectors, the seemingly lack of planning for smaller 
plots such as Old Kallang Airport presupposes a certain biases in the quantifiable yield, which 
would logically be coutnerintuitive for a nation perpetually starved of land. In the case of Old 
Kallang Airport, which has categorically not seen any meaningful adaptive reuse or program-
matic intervention for the last 15 years, the site runs into the risk of urban abeyance.

Old Kallang Airport might seem to be rather fortunate in its adaptability for various govern-
ment uses since it was decommissioned in 1955. This is possibly due to the potentials of “how 
modernist buildings are evolving entities, constantly being used and reused, designed and 
modified through occupation.”34 Occupation, as defined by Hannah le Roux is premised upon 
the minimal and abstract forms of modern buildings with the potential to take on different 
social lives.35 These were evident when it was Singapore Youth Sports Council (1955 – 1960), 
People’s Association (1960 – 2009), Public Works Department (1960 – 1972), and the Central 
Manpower Base (1967 – 1972). Yet it is also noted that these programmatic uses are primarily 
administrative and recreation within the purview of statutory boards.

Further to this, Old Kallang Airport is also confounded by the lack of meaningful rehabilitation, 
where SLA is noted to have adopted the ‘little and often approach’36 or minimal interventionist 
in the restoration techniques, while waiting for its prospective tenant to take on a larger scope 
of further consolidation and fitting out works. Such means of preventive conservation “avoid 
the need for major interventions using conservation materials with high embodied energy, 
often from non-renewable resources such as petrochemicals, and to replace it with a holistic 
approach to the care of collections that manages the environment surrounding the collection, 
creating conditions that reduce the rate at which damaging change occurs”37. As of April 2023, 
the conserved structures were still undergoing their last phase of consolidation, to preserve the 
structural integrity while maintaining any additive but non-historic architectural finishes.

Fig. 12. Conserved buildings of Old Kallang Airport and their estimated Gross Floor Area (Source: 
DPA)
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Fig. 13. Clockwise (L to R) - Level 2 of Terminal Building with exposed columns, Workers in the midst 
of repainting steel trusses of Hangar A, External wall of Terminal Building stripped of plaster exposing 
brickwork, External wall of Terminal Building stripped of plaster exposing block masonry, reinforced 
concrete structure and embedded piping. (Source: DPA)

Fig. 14. Guidelines for Former Kallang Airport, pg 14 (Source: URA)
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Fig. 15. Guidelines for Former Kallang Airport, pg 5 (Source: URA)

As with most conserved buildings in Singapore, URA and Preservation of Sites and Monuments 
(PSM) will provide Planning Parameters and Restoration Guidelines (extract in Figure 9) to key 
defining design characteristics based on archival photographs and any historic documents or 
drawings available at that moment in time. Further to the conservation of Old Kallang Airport, 
prominent sites within the city are also controlled by Urban Design (UD) Requirements which 
aim “to preserve and enhance the urban character of the different planning areas” and “ensure 
that developments integrate well with their surrounding urban environment”38. Engagement 
with URA has unveiled preliminary UD Guidelines which focus on the following:

Provision of Continuous Elevated Link from Sports Hub
 − Allow seamless, direct connection to Stadium & Kallang MRT Station
 − Provide sufficient elevated pedestrian link width & vertical circulations including lifts and 

stairs
 − Connect to Terminal & East Building at localized areas, could be integrated with new de-

velopments

Sensitive Building Heights / Form to the conserved buildings and surrounding landmarks
 − Overall building heights within OKA not to be higher than the National Stadium Dome
 − Stepping down of heights towards the conserved lawn / open space & Kallang River
 − Development behind conserved East block should mirror the scale of the Hangar

Pedestrian Network & Public Space
 − Provide comprehensive pedestrian network
 − Provide public spaces

Open Space as vista corridor
 − Keep the conserved lawn (open space) for public use
 − Preserve view corridor between MRT to Stadium Dome
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Fig. 16. Mapping of urban morphology within 1km from Old Kallang Airport (Source: DPA)

While these UD guidelines are only indicative and subject to further study, its respectful and 
sensitive approach to the interventions around the conserved buildings is highly commend-
able. Nonetheless, it can also be said that such open-ended guidelines might either enable cre-
ative interpretations or inhibit authentic conservation processes, both subject to the rigour of 
the public and private sector influences. In considering urban design and conservation within 
the ambit of urban planning, it would be apt to quote Lichfield on this note; “land planning 
aims at a reduction in cost both private and social and apportionment between private and 
social cost which is in social conscience”39.

CONCLUSION
Land, like the water we drink, like the air we breathe, is a commodity that is the right of all 
men. In cities where it is apparent that there is a crisis in population growth and therefore a 
desperate need to apportion the use of land in a planned fashion, can laissez faire ownership 
of land continue?40

Site, and by extension, space, is encountered as intrinsic to the fluid formation of group, as 
well as individual identities.41 This paper has approached the site from two distinct prongs 
and scales, through the instruments of development and conservation, to discuss the role 
of the group which has thus far encompassed public agencies and private developers, with 
the clear absence of civil society and the general public. In the case of Old Kallang Airport, 
the interregnum of social memories is evident, where the site’s urban morphology has dis-
tinctly changed within recent decades. While Chee astutely notes that “history is conveyed 
as an overarching concept of the space concerned, and disseminated as a narrative that is 
as easily appropriated as it is slippery and intangible. For example, architectural studies of 
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ethnic enclaves, state monuments and landmark sites frequently espouse the use of the ae-
rial perspective as a means for getting into unfamiliar terrain.”42 Yet the urban scale for Old 
Kallang Airport necessitates a more macro perspective, observed through the social, political 
and economic lens, to formulate the future of this site/space.

As SLA/URA’s RSVP closes its call within this year, the future of Old Kallang Airport remains 
uncertain, despite the fact that most of the conserved buildings covers close to 40% of the site. 
Henderson critically observes, “analysis of the Singapore case confirms that the significance 
allotted to heritage is not uniform or fixed, but diverse and fluid. It varies with individuals 
and the groups to which they belong, organisations and official stakeholders”43. Socio-cultural 
and economic meanings attributed to built heritage conservation differ from place to place 
(Rypkema, 2012), yet gentrification, a phenomenon that has in recent years been viewed as 
negative and problematic (Arkaraprasertkul, 2018) remains prevalent in most conserved sites 
and buildings which have undergone some level of rehabilitation or adaptive reuse. Yet it is 
almost certain that for Old Kallang Airport, gentrification is the only means to ameliorate the 
pressures of development and conservation. Perhaps what is also questionable is the rela-
tionship between urban density and gentrification, which is not always quantifiable or quali-
fiable within confines of the instruments of development and conservation. Our preliminary 
studies suggest that the land value and developmental right for intensification predicated in 
the master plan might be met with considerable inertia from private sector developers who 
are unable to balance their developmental cost and yield based on the current instruments 
of development and conservation. Therein, further entrenching the predicament and urban 
vacuum that Old Kallang Airport has been in for the past decades. Old Kallang Airport calls for 
a critical re-evaluation to the way we approach urban density around heritage sites, through a 
keen understanding of history, land and value.
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