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Gardening for Food
Butterfly Movements in Singapore

Remembering KC Tsang

T h e  I n - B e T w e e n :

Clementi Forest

A l l - S i n g A p o r e   i S S u e



The SocieTy’S twin goals of nature appreciation and conservation are usually 
expressed in relatively sober tone by our contributors, despite their hearts and souls 
almost certainly being sustained and uplifted by their topics. Sometimes those 
feelings do creep in. occasionally they take over a little bit. 

But in his article in this issue, new contributor Leonard yip’s celebration of 
clementi Forest is full-on heart and soul. Based on a walk with a group of like-minded 
friends, his compulsive lyrical writing connects us to the experiences of their early 
morning venture and conveys their responses through a variety of old and new 
literary and oral modes of expression.

In one part of Clementi Forest, Yip’s band of adventurers find vegetational 
signs of former kampung food production – the direct connection of humans via their 
everyday needs to the planet. This was totally familiar to previous generations, but 
although now taking a somewhat different form, food production for the self, family 
and community as a hands-on personal experience is thankfully not completely lost 
in Singapore. 

Another new contributor, Vivian Lee, and her fellow members of Foodscape 
Collective have over the last five years explored the world of food in Singapore, 
especially the pockets of everyday food gardeners that still exist in our urban landscape. 
combining the experience of those gardeners with their own enthusiasm, their 
initiatives have led into kitchens, schools, parks and the wider community to fulfil a 
mission of expanding such activity. As they recount, interest abounds, and particularly 
so in these times when covid has brought a recognition of the real basics of life.

community food gardens in our urban landscapes, together with ornamental 
plantings, often fortuitously provide sustenance for butterflies. But these life-giving 
pockets are not connected. one response is to provide corridors of suitable planting 
between them. But do such corridors work? A first need to answer such a question 
is to know more about butterfly movements in general. Anuj Jain and Simon Chan 
outline for us a survey conducted in 2014 which provides some new basic knowledge.

Sadly, we have lost in 2020 a much-loved contributor on butterflies and birds, 
Tsang Kwok Choong, usually just known as KC, a very long-standing member of the 
Society. if you happen to still have a copy of the NSS 60th Anniversary issue of Nature 
Watch (22:3-4) and turn to page 19, on the 1970s, you’ll find illustrated a letter and 
article Kc wrote for The Straits Times at that time. In this issue, KC’s wife, and equally 
long-standing member, Amy Tsang provides a testimony to a man whose loss so many 
of us mourn.  

In the first Nature Watch issue of each year, we should conventionally mark it 
with suitable words. But in the longer spans of life on this planet, the change from 
one year to another is insignificant, and even in the shorter spans of human life we 
are surely so used to the regularity of one day after another that we can see that 
the change from the last day of one year to the first day of another is really nothing 
extraordinary. in particular, gripped by a pandemic, it could seem wise to make as 
little as possible of such things. 

Let’s rather just celebrate the continuity of all that is good and worthwhile that 
this planet gives us – life, biodiversity and people – whether still amongst us or living 
on richly in our memories.
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ON THE COVEr
the clementi Forest curls around a grassy gully, under whose topsoil courses the stormwater  

channelled by the bukit timah First diversion canal. it is an in-between place in more senses than one: 
hemmed in by roads and neighbourhoods, and also poised uneasily between continued existence and 

eventual destruction. Photo: louisa may Fung
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I’ve come to the forest today, together with my friends, 
Jonathan, Louisa, Sara and Samuel. We’d all seen a video of 
Clementi Forest that had gone viral on social media the last 
few weeks: a slow-panning view of a sea above a river, an 
ocean of mist making a ghost of the jungle as it snaked along 

the waterway. We wanted to see it for ourselves.
I’d grown up near the forest my entire life, but it had always 

sat uncomplicatedly at the edge of my vision and awareness. It was 
largely ornamental to me, viewed in flickering glimpses from the 
road as my bus trundled past. Walking into the woods this morning, 
however, I’m discovering it to be a paradise both habitable and usa-
ble. Parakeets flock above us, chittering darts of green in a far sea 
reflected as sky. Below, the footfall of previous walkers has worn 
the soil and undergrowth into a trail, offering an invitation into the 
woodland’s depths.

We brush by threads of cattails and tapioca flowers; scram-
bling over their roots coiled across the mud, slipping down the mud 
turned into marsh by heavy rains. At a thin stream trickling into 
the river, we cross to the other bank with varying levels of grace.

Sam is the only one of us who has been into this forest 
before. More than a decade ago, wracked by personal trauma, he 
began seeking out what was left of Singapore’s wild spaces in a 
search for landscapes that could offer escape and healing. He came 
to call these landscapes the In-between Places, assembling the 
photographs he had made of them into a visionary album of the 
same title. These lands were felt as in-between, he wrote, because 
the sanctuary they offered cannot be experienced solely by corporeal 
senses. They have to be perceived in other ways. Here, yet not here, to 
the uninitiated.

Other, darker expressions of the phrase began to resolve as 
the album came together. By the time of its completion, almost all of 
those landscapes had changed irrevocably — lost entirely to redevel-
opment, or altered beyond recognition. A freshwater stream in the 
Clementi Forest that he’d photographed, wider and less sedimented 
than the mud-course of today, was bulldozed into a concrete drain. 
These were also in-between places, in that they sat uneasily between 
present beauty and future desolation, perennially threatened.

The Clementi Forest is an in-between place, and this 
informs the other purpose for our visit today. Under the Urban 
Redevelopment Authority’s Master Plan, the forest has been 
marked out for eventual residential development into housing 
estates and MRT stations. If the plan is followed — as so many 
plans have been — then all of this will be gone one day, the mist 
and the flowers and the birds, fouled into up-ended earth and 
churned mud. 

Solastalgia
More birds begin to stir as the dawn lengthens. Swifts dart through 
the open space above a clearing, cutting the air with their sickle-
blade wings. Pink-breasted Pigeons churr from Albizia branches 
rising into a blueness of sky. As I listen to them coo and call, I am 
reminded, suddenly, of how Malay pantuns have traditionally fig-
ured birds like the pigeon as symbols of longing and nostalgia. 

Dari mana punai melayang, dari paya turun ka-padi; Dari mana 
kaseh sayang, dari mata turun ka-hati, reads one love poem. Whence 
doth the pigeon turn his glancing flight? Down to the ricefields from 
the heaven’s height. Whence cometh love and whence may longing 
start? From the eyes glancing it will reach the heart.

When this forest is gone, it will be the birds themselves which 
lose habitat and home. What will exist here is a homesickness that 
persists whilst still within a home, an early grief anticipating the 

The Clementi Forest is a patch 
of woodland that lies to the 

west of Singapore. Path, road 
and railway surround it on all 

four sides — King Albert Park 
to the north, Holland Road to 

the south, Clementi Road by its 
western fringe, and the Green 

Corridor to its east, paved over 
the tracks and sleepers of the 

old Keretapi Tanah Melayu 
line. The Clementi Woodlands 

to some, Holland Woods to 
others, this forest goes by many 

names. It is a treasure trove of 
more-than-human life. Surveys 

of the woods have recorded 
an ecological diversity defying 
the smallness of its landmass, 

estimated to be just 80ha. 
Its birdlife alone composes 

a mesmerising taxonomy of 
78 bird species, resident and 
migratory (21% of total bird 
species recorded across the 

country). Oriental Pied Hornbill, 
Violet Cuckoo, Buffy Fish Owl, 
Asian Drongo-cuckoo, Spotted 
Wood Owl, Changeable Hawk-

eagle, names on the tongue 
outpacing the images that the 

mind can conjure. 
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These were also in-between places, in that they sat uneasily between
present beauty and future desolation, perennially threatened.
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devastation of a landscape one has never 
left. The name for such a grief is solastalgia, 
and it arises when environmental change 
impacts those who are directly connected 
to their home environment. Whereas the 
longing of nostalgia can be resolved by 
returning home, solastalgia is the helpless 
witnessing of your home destroyed before 
your very eyes.

The death of a place can also feel like 
the death of a person. The poet Leong Liew 
Geok memorialises this in her record of a 
beloved Albizia’s felling, as she figures the 

violence done to it with the shock of abduc-
tion, then murder. Vanished without smoke, 
the tree outside her window is shot from 
one spot… a triple execution. In her poem, 
she grieves for it as if it were human, and 
grieves the fact that we so often do not. If 
trees could yell in decibels / drown the drone 
of saws / in final screeching falls / we might 
be less careless / to cut and carry so efficient-
ly. Fallen Albizia branches mark the path 
down the Green Corridor, amputated from 
their trunks, and Leong’s poem shades the 
way with a foreboding potency.

Water junction
As we follow the bitumen track down 
towards Holland Road, the landscape on 
either side falls away under a fierce flush of 
sunlight. The pathway we stand on ridge-
lines between each end, and the view to 
which it opens up is maybe one of the most 
beautiful things I have seen in this country.

To our left, a river courses down its 
channel, a deep gouge of concrete built to 
guard the grounds from the storm surge of 
other canals flowing from the city. It takes 
its water from Sumatran squalls bursting 
those banks, such that the source of this 
river is not soil, but sky. Once, the channel 
was a long line of unbroken water, cutting 
through Old Holland Road and the southern 
edge of the Clementi Forest, emptying itself 
out into mangrove swamps at the mouth of 
the Pandan Reservoir. Known as the Bukit 
Timah First Diversion Canal, it was widened 
three years ago, and the other side of the 
channel was covered over and finished with 
topsoil and transformed into a grassy gully. 
Past spilling creepers and granite weirs, the 
water flows now from open air into a cav-
ernous hollow going under the earth, over 
which the Clementi Forest roots itself again 
in clay and stormwater.

This is one of my favourite places to 
run to, and I think the same can be said of 
the many people that I often pass by here 
— families, walking groups, photographers 
and cyclists. I’ve seen runners stop mid-
stride along the track, needing more than 
a few moments to take in the lushness of 
everything around them. Egrets and whim-
brels overwinter in the mini-deltas growing 
around the river, and in the gully, people 
descending to explore it tramp desire paths 
into the soil.

So much of this, however, remains 
a complicated space. It was to feed this 
channel that Sam’s stream and other forest 
habitats were concretised and torn apart, 
razed to make way for roads, rivers and 
houses. Yet at the same time, I am cogni-
zant of how these are the same paths and 
dwellings which have brought others and 
myself into closer contact with the storm 
of life still seething at the forest’s heart. 
By the banks and at the edge of the woods, 
natural and human worlds are colliding into 
each other, and all of this becomes a kind of 
common ground — people of all colours and 
creeds, returning to the land, falling slowly 
in love with it.

For some long moments, the five of 
us stand in the bright morning’s gilding 
and look out. In spite of the wider forest’s 
imminent loss, and in defiance of the year’s 

As we ascend 
the gully and slip 
again into the 
undergrowth 
of the Clementi 
Forest, however, 
I find it also 
demanding of 
us: Are we being 
good parents? 
How much of 
this forest will 
remain for our 
children to 
explore as we 
have; to keep 
and be kept by? 

Sam’s photograph of the stream in Clementi Forest, made just months before its obliteration in 2009. His album can be 
viewed at the National Library. Photo: Samuel Chia (@samueljohnchia on Instagram).
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compounded griefs, a poem from Rainer 
Maria Rilke’s The Book of Pilgrimage blazes 
itself in my mind: All will come again into 
its strength: / the fields undivided, and the 
waters undammed / the trees towering and 
the walls built low. / And in the valleys, people 
as strong / and varied as the land. 

As we ascend the gully and slip again 
into the undergrowth of the Clementi 
Forest, however, I find the land also 
demanding of us the question: Are we being 
good parents? How much of this forest will 
remain for our children to explore as we 
have; to keep and be kept by? 

The need to conserve the Clementi 
Forest escalates in urgency as we fumble 
to answer such a question. We currently 
stand to rob our children of perhaps the 
single richest biodiversity enclave outside 
of protected nature reserves, which forms 
a crucial ecological corridor between Bukit 
Timah Nature Reserve and other pockets of 
green areas: Maju Forest to the West, and 
Greenleaf Forest to the East. 

Now, more than ever, we have to work 
with policymakers and engage them in crit-
ical conversations about the future of the 
forest. The relentless quest for growth and 
population management must be informed 
with an awareness of how important this 
place is. It underpins the survival of wildlife 
and flora in all their rhythms of foraging, 
pollinating, and growing strong again in a 
land they share, however uneasily, with us.

Recent history, however, displays how 
conservation often takes a back seat in the 
considerations for this island’s ongoing 
development. In 2017, 30ha of forest and 
two of the last freshwater streams left in 
Singapore were razed by the Urban Renewal 
Authority to make way for private housing 
projects, leaving behind just two tiny plots 
of woodland. 

And in 2019, not even protected areas 
were spared — the Ministry of Transport 
decided that, for cost savings, the planned 
Cross Island Line would tunnel directly 
beneath the Central Catchment Nature 
Reserve, with potentially huge disruptions 
to surrounding forest habitat.

The language with which decision-
makers speak of these developments 
— these destructions — often pits the 
interests of the human against the more-
than-human, implying that one interest 
necessarily outweighs the other. Skirting 
around the reserve would have caused 
“major residual impact for residents due 
to visual elements, such as activities at 
aboveground worksites”, whereas direct 
tunnelling with “mitigation measures could 

reduce the impact magnitude on the forest 
to small, bringing down the overall impact 
significance to moderate”.

The arbitrary nature of this assess-
ment is curious, with temporary urban mess 
considered “major” and the lasting ruination 
of forested habitat deemed “small”. But what 
is more harmful is the reinforced idea that 
human and natural interests are separate.

The reality is that these interests often 
intermix, and are in many ways reliant on one 
another. Just as our threatened landscapes 
need our protection to persist and survive, 
so too does our own living depend on their 
presence and persistence. Because they help 
purify the smog-choked air, forested areas 
near neighbourhoods are often termed “green 
lungs” in ecological parlance, an organ for 
our most basic function of survival.

We depend on these places psycho-
logically and spiritually too, sometimes 
for the simplest act of keeping us sane. In 
The Wilderness Letter, the novelist Wallace 

Stegner wrote that we simply need that wild 
country available to us, even if we never do 
more than drive to its edge and look in. For it 
can be a means of reassuring ourselves of our 
sanity as creatures, a part of the geography 
of hope.

I thought about this often as I ran the 
Green Corridor during the Circuit Breaker, 
when the outdoors was the last place of 
sanity available to us. 

People thronged the ridgeline back 
then; all, like me, stilled into quiet won-
der beneath great saga trees and sunsets 
un-hazed by exhaust — a local vision of 
Stegner’s words, realised in their full. 

These are benefits, reliances and 
potentials of places like the Clementi 
Forest which do not fit easily into the hard 
data demanded of our present conservation 
calculus. They often refuse easy notice or 
quantifiable record, but their effects shape 
and change our lives in ways that  
are undeniable.
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human activity. The woodland was once a 
rubber plantation, one of many others that 
coated Singapore in vast tracts of monocul-
ture farms, following on from earlier plan-
tations for which its primary forests were 
razed. The plantation fell into disuse during 
the Second World War, and as the KTM 
Railway expanded, tracks came to intersect 
the land en route to industrial facilities in 
Jurong. Small, scattered kampung settle-
ments began to grow around the tracks, 
and their peoples brought with them their 
gods and their seeds. In the earth, they 
built stone shrines, and cultivated plots of 
durian, jambu and langsat around them. To 
walk into the forest today is not to encoun-
ter a pristine, untouched wilderness, but to 
pass through the ghostways and memory-
paths of a land layered with human use.

Much of the flora recorded in mod-
ern-day land surveys is a composition of 
the old rubber trees and the kampungs’ 
food plants, persisting where their farmers 
had long abandoned the settlements for 
denser neighbourhoods elsewhere. But such 
surveys also bear witness to a history of 
resurrection. Alongside these species, other 
native and threatened plants have begun 
to thrive, rewilding the once-barren rows 
of rubber trees. A 2012 survey noted the 
discovery of five critically endangered, two 
nationally endangered, and twelve nation-
ally vulnerable species, sinking roots into 
the soil alongside two species previously 

Imagination and hope
“Our technology and policy”, argues 
Matthew Schneider-Mayerson, is a 
planetary hammer, “breaking… part of our 
only home. But what directs the planetary 
hammers that we hold in our hands today 
are our desires, values and priorities”. 
What the Clementi Forest needs now then, 
are people whose acts of imagination can 
collectively shift the planetary hammer’s 
direction. This is a call for photographers, 
artists, ecologists, hikers, naturalists – more 
archivists of what we hold precious – and 
other harbingers pushing back a tune of 
loss. Policy-makers are ultimately held 
accountable to the desires and priorities 
of a population, and we must believe that 
our multi-disciplinary expressions of love 
and care for this forest can reflect a shift 
in priority towards being good stewards of 
these threatened landscapes.

The hope for this becomes a critical 
art of living on a damaged planet: If grief 
pushes us to action, then hope must 
sustain it, and lend us a fervency to match 
our urgency.

Interestingly, the Clementi Forest’s 
own past gives us an already-existing 
glimpse at how to hold together the tension 
of conservation and modernisation.

As much as the forest has become an 
ark housing an incredible range of plant 
and animal species, the variety of this bio-
diversity also bears the phantom traces of 

presumed to be nationally extinct — the 
pulasan, and the terrestrial orchid.

What this all means is that, in the 
time and space afforded by the years, the 
forest has found its way into a slow kind of 
renewal and uplift. Life rises again in this 
land; Albizias soaring skywards above water 
lilies blanketing the streams, orchids curl-
ing up durian and rambutan trunks. It is a 
record of anthropogenic use and natural 
regrowth, twining together into a fierce 
resurgence.

Regeneration
All will come again into its strength; as the 
Clementi Forest has. It seems to me that 
the poem which came to my mind atop the 
ridgeway was not just a vision of a distant 
and unrealised future, but also a record of a 
history that has already taken place. From 
what was once a barrenness, the woodland 
has resolved again into a kind of strength 
— far from a virgin, primary forest, but a 
strength nonetheless, composed from the 
work of our hands and the richness of the 
soil. Given the right conditions to grow 
again, the proud flowering canopies of the 
forest seem to lend a new, brighter shape 
to the evolving expressions of Sam’s in-
between places. This is a land whose beauty 
has gathered from the space in between the 
urban and the wild, dressed by our human 
hands and kept in the shelter we have thus 
far afforded it.

As much as the forest has become an ark housing an incredible 
range of plant and animal species, the variety of this biodiversity also 
bears the phantom traces of human activity.
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In THe weeks since this article was written, Clementi Forest has increased in both public 
visibility and popularity, and the issue of potentially conserving the forest was raised 
in Parliament in early January 2021. Minister for national Development Desmond Lee 
clarified that although the forest remains zoned for residential use, future generations 
will have the “option of deciding whether to use it for housing”. 
 Although the Clementi Forest is, and should be, a common ground open to all, 
please be mindful of its fragile ecosystems when visiting. As of December 2020, parts 
of the trail have been steadily eroding under increasing amounts of human traffic and 
monsoon rains. 
 In an interview with Today newspaper, nss’ vice-president, Dr Ho Hua Chew,  
and wildlife activist, Vilma D’Rozario, warned that indiscriminate trampling through the 
forest could result in the accidental destruction of seedlings, which are important for  
the forest.
 Dr Ho added that human presence in large numbers can alarm wildlife. “The stress 
from human disturbances will be relentless until the night and darkness, but those that 
need to search for food or prey in the daytime will be severely stressed.”
 Give the land time to recover if needed, and follow the general principles of
trailwalking: kill nothing but time, take nothing but pictures, and leave nothing but 
footprints.

Leonard Yip is a writer of landscape, people, nature 
and faith, and the places where these intersect. 
He recently graduated with an MPhil in Modern 
and Contemporary Literature from the University 
of Cambridge, where he wrote his dissertation on 
Singapore’s “edgelands” – the terrain between city 
and wilderness, with unique features and ecolo-
gies of its own. He lives and works in Singapore, 
where he is currently furthering his work on the 
edgelands and other terrains of the Anthropocene.  
See https://leonardywy.wordpress.com

Louisa May Fung is a final year Environmental 
Earth Systems Science undergraduate at 
Nanyang Technological University. Besides study-
ing the ecology and ecosystems of Singapore, 
she enjoys bouldering, going on nature hikes and 
taking photographs of her daily life; see https://
louisamayfung.wixsite.com/photography

This article was adapted with permission. The full article with references and links to a petition can be
found at https://leonardyipwenyao.medium.com/all-will-come-again-into-its-strength-952264141c98

The Clementi Forest, understood in 
the fullness of its history, offers a powerful 
vision for how we might re-imagine our 
relationship to Singapore’s landscapes, and 
how we might balance the double-edges of 
the Anthropocene (a proposed geological 
epoch to describe the unprecedented age 
in which we live,  when the impact of 
mankind’s activity has become a major 
geological force). Being good stewards of 
its threatened lands might mean little more 
than what we have already done, however 
inadvertently, for this particular plot of 
land: carefully cultivating, repopulating, and 
crucially, allowing it time and space to come 
again into its own.

Its unique ecologies and features 
teach us valuable lessons. A forest does 
not have to be pristine and untouched to 
harbour life, and our human hands are 
capable of nurturing as much as neutering. 
These woodlands speak back, in birdsong 
and the trickle of streams, against the 
dangerous idea that nature is at its best 
without our presence. They also scream, 
in the felling of trees and the gutter of 
bulldozers, that there is urgent work to be 
done. The forest’s resurrection, and the 
tutelary potential accompanying it, has 
meaning only if it is allowed to last.

If the URA’s Master Plan follows 

through, then all that the forest has shown 
and taught us will have been for nothing 
— becoming, again, just another name in a 
litany of lost lands.

Time moves on
Up the gully, back down the gully, through 
groves of bamboo and past the red shells 
of beetles showing as fire in the late morn-
ing. We emerge onto Holland Road covered 
in mud and sweat, and above us, clear sky 
foams off into the slightest greys of dark 
clouds forming. We catch a bus to Bukit 
Timah Hawker Centre, talk and laugh over 
bowls of congee, and head home along a 
road that glitters in the sun.

The next few days blur back into the 
humdrum of everyday life, but the memory 
of our morning in the forest roots itself 
firmly in my mind. In between sleep and 
daydreams, I keep thinking of the path run-
ning through the woods, twisting by streams 
laden with mist, overhung with curtains of 
leaves and flowers. In the evenings, I run the 
Green Corridor again and again, drawn back 
to the forest and its ghostways.

On one of these evenings, I pause 
along the ridgeway. Around me, acts of 
loving and living are shaping the land by the 
Clementi Forest. Migrant brothers take rest 
beneath the shade of rain gardens, enjoying 

time and space on their day off. Two lovers 
on the ridge wrap their arms around each 
other, watching the sun start to dip; walking 
past them, domestic workers take photos of 
the ravine to send home to loved ones. And 
down in the gully, beneath towering trees, 
a mother and her children make their way 
across the once-wounded earth.

Something seems to come over all 
of them then, some mix of wonder and 
stillness, as the sunset sliver burns the flats 
of the thunderheads mauve. The day ebbs 
and hands remain clutched tight. Rilke’s 
words settle in my mind, all at once, as a 
history, an observation, and a hope: the 
fields undivided, the waters undammed, the 
trees towering and the walls built low.

And in the valleys, people as strong and 
varied as the land.  

The debate over the fate of this forest continues

Sources
https://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/politics/parliament-clementi-forest-still-zoned-for-residential-use-but-no-immediate-need
https://www.todayonline.com/singapore/clementi-forest-grows-popularity-conservationists-caution-impact-environment
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G A R D E N I N G  F O R  F O O D

TexT Vivian Lee,  wiTh Cuifen Pui, Ng Huiying and Tan Hang Chong 
PhOTOs cOurTesy Of Foodscape Collective

The Seed of Curiosity
Increasing concern with food security was palpable as supermarket shelves were emptied out in the early 
Covid-19 days almost a year ago. It motivated many to bridge the consumer and food producer divide. 
The global disruption in the food system encouraged people to reclaim their green thumbs and grow 
their own food as they awakened to the gifts offered by our geographical location – a tropical lowland 
rainforest bioregion that affords year-long access to the basic resources of sunlight and rain for plant 
growth. Foodscape Collective, a group founded in 2015 to meet the curiosity of a few individuals about 
where our local food comes from, found itself well placed to respond to the rising demand for workshops 
on composting and gardening, as well as to propagate the wider connections to biodiversity and human 
well-being. This is their story.

(Clockwise, from top left): Butterfly blue pea flower (Clitoria ternatea); an early Foodscape Collective booth at a farmers’ market, with map inviting visitors to indicate where they 
travelled from and where they might have their own gardens; tofu soup topped with homegrown microgreens at a community potluck, at Marine Terrace, using garden produce; making 
food during Thinking Edibly, a series of facilitated discussions centered on food. All events from 2016.
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I
t all started with the creation of a map. 
Using crowdsourced information on 
where people were growing food in 
Singapore, four friends – Cuifen Pui, Ng 
Huiying, Tan Hang Chong and Suzanna 

Kusuma – mapped local community gardens 
in 2015 and set off on a series of visits to see 
the edible plants growing there. From one 
gardener to the next, they were introduced 
to many more. Besides facilitating visits, 
smaller groups started to go out to have 
deeper conversations with edible gardeners. 

Within a few months, the four friends 
formalised the Foodscape Collective as a 
community group. They were soon joined 
by more than 20 similarly curious Singapore 
residents, including the author and Ong 
Chun Yeow, who have both remained as 
active members and contributors.

An early highlight was a visit to 
a Marine Parade community garden in 
January 2016, in which participants from 
across Singapore brought dishes created 
from their garden produce, or that of the 
bioregion, to share with others. 

Many who came were meeting for 
the first time. But there was a sense of 
community. As we gathered around the 
table, each person shared stories of what 
brought us there and the dish we were 
offering for the potluck. There were chefs, 
home cooks, hobby gardeners, with a 
few already actively gardening to supply 
a portion of their food needs. While the 

When efforts to launch a print journazine were 
paused because of the Circuit Breaker in March 
2020, the Foodscape Collective team created online 
publication, Foodscape Pages (foodscapepages.org)  
to share content and aggregate stories from the 
community as a way to stay engaged. 

An open call for content saw a flood of 
personal stories on how people responded with 
their relationship with family, friends and food, 
in different ways. It revealed the importance of 
food and the role it plays in our cultural and social 
identity. Stories have included individual attempts 
at guerrilla gardening, and making nasi ulam with 
locally-grown herbs and vegetables when imported 
ingredients were not so readily available.

Foodscape Pages continues to harness and 
share the knowledge and evolving journey of the 
community, with the intention of deepening and 
expanding our collective food stories.

In november 2020, we finally launched the 
print journazine The Sauce – On Food, Community 

and Inspirations, with the help of crowdfunding. The 
inaugural issue shines the spotlight on soil, tracing 
the groundwork of the Collective’s work on compost-
ing and soil regeneration, and other insights and 
inspiration. The Sauce is available on Foodscape 
Pages and selected bookstores in Singapore.

Also born from the Circuit Breaker was a 
weekly online sharing session called Collective 
Wednesday. It was initiated by Cuifen Pui.

Kicking off the series was the author who 
shared her experience of Good Karma Garden.  
It is a pay-it-forward model of a community 
coming together to help one another transform 
green lawns into edible gardens in the Transition 
Town movement in Los Angeles. She invited  
those present to reimagine how our local 
Singapore landscape can be turned into small 
scale agrihoods. 

In another session, Toh han Jing, another 
active member of the Collective, shared about her 
search for jiao huey, a wild edible amaranth, that 

Born from Covid: Stories from the Community
her father used to forage to add to his mee hoon 
kuey (hand-torn noodles in anchovies-based soup).
On finding this now-rare wild edible plant, she 
was able to make the dish with her father, based 
on his recollection of it, and in the process, recon-
nect with her lost heritage. 

Other topics shared by friends of the 
Collective’s network included fermentation, seed 
saving, the role of native plants in food sover-
eignty, and coffee and culture. It also included a 
journey into learning more about sources of food. 
Others shared their experiences about venturing 
businesses of growing food or serving in F&B. 

Collective Wednesday ran for more than 10 
sessions, supported by attendees and friends 
who stepped forward to host and help with the 
technical set-up. It came to a natural end in July 
as Singapore entered into Phase One’s easing of 
the Circuit Breaker. Some of the sessions are avail-
able on Foodscape Collective’s YouTube channel, 
#CollectiveWednesday.

F o o d S C a P e  
C o L L e C T i V e 

M i S S i o N

A fair and circular food system for all.

V i S i o N

An agrihood (Agriculture + neighbourhood)  
where a regenerative food growing space  

is at the heart of every neighbourhood.

stories were as eclectic as the dishes on the 
table, it was no surprise that curiosity and 
the love of food were a common thread.

Wider connections
In the months and years that followed, 
Foodscape Collective connected with and 
learnt from stakeholders from other parts 
of the Singapore food system. They includ-
ed commercial farmers, wholesalers, chefs, 
community workers, and those involved 
in soup kitchens, farmers’ markets, food 
banks, food rescue and re-distribution. 

Members collaborated with other 
organisations to share food and other 
insights at events that bring attention to the 
food cultures of migrant workers and tackle 
local social issues such as food justice and 
the climate crisis. An example was Majulah 
Belanja in 2016 with Geylang Adventures. 
It brought rescued food to selected 

dormitories for a cookoff between teams 
of Singaporeans, Bangladeshi and Chinese 
migrant brothers and sisters. 

The rescued food – ingredients in 
edible condition that would have otherwise 
been thrown away – came from retail stores 
in Little India and wholesalers at Pasir 
Panjang. Members informally participated 
in such rescues with SG Food Rescue. 

Foodscape Collective also organised 
events like movie screenings, workshops 
and talks. We co-organised discussions 
that explored the interconnection between 
security, waste and justice together with 
Green Drinks (an environment-focused 
society that connects the community, 
including businesses, activists, academia 
and government, to share knowledge and 
collaboration opportunities), 

We also fostered ties with government 
organisations – especially National Parks 
Board (NParks), who facilitated community 
gardens since the 1990s, and with the 
Ministry of Environment and Water 
Resources (MEWR). We also contributed 
towards the Singapore exhibit at the 2017 
Venice Biennale, a prestigious international 
art exhibition held every two years in 
Venice, Italy, featuring architecture, visual 
arts, cinema, dance and theatre. 

Maturing into a mission
In 2018 we went on a two-week retreat 
in Chiang Mai, Thailand, to consider how 
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we could work better as a group and to 
envision how we would take Foodscape 
Collective forward. 

From this springboard, 2019 marked  
a significant year for Foodscape Collective –  
a core team with a clearer sense of our 
social mission, and a physical base for a year 
at Geoworks in Alexandra Road, courtesy of 
the SLA (Singapore Land Authority).

By building on our connections with 
various organisations, corporates and 
public agencies, we started to expand our 
conversations from the food system in 
Singapore to include the bioregion where 
a lot of our food comes from. Our mission 
focused on a fair and circular food system 
for all. And by all, we mean all living things 
in our biosphere. We presented this model 
in a localised, citizen-oriented version at an 
event held by MEWR.

Mission defined, we worked through 
four key areas: education, well-being, 
research and community. To work more 
effectively in the educational field, we 
registered Food Citizen – our first business 
entity. At the request of some teachers, we 
developed a 5-week programme on Food 
Waste and Empathy to Primary 4 students.

As of the end of 2020, a second 
business entity is on the way. Starting 
with the Soil Regeneration Project, this 
entity will focus on research consultancy, 
education and well-being programmes in 
relation to our broader food system. The 
Soil Regeneration Project draws on current 
research in partnership with NParks. It 
includes consulting for a regenerative farm 
in Johore, and a 10-lesson curriculum to 
bring to secondary schools.

a win-win approach
Learning about the intricacies of natural 
growth and growth patterns in this region 
and focusing on local and regional prac-
tices that promote regeneration of soil 
and diversity of production, Foodscape 
Collective offers broader perspectives to 
how we can reimagine our food system. 

Complementing the government’s 
singular focus on productivity, we are diving 
deeper into food growing experiences for 
inspiration and practical answers. 

As we tease apart the fault lines 
of a linear food system, we find the need 
for a holistic approach that considers our 
interconnections and interdependence –  
a circular one that includes dignity, humility 
and humanity as part of the equation. By 
embracing the natural cycle of life and death 
and harnessing this natural law, we can evolve 
from a mindset of scarcity to abundance. 

A simple, fresh breakfast with local and seasonal ingredients during a two-week retreat to Garden of LEAH, a simple 
living practice space in Chiang Mai, Thailand in 2018. Foodscape Collective members bonded and envisioned how they 
would like to take the Collective forward. What emerged was a mission statement and a long term vision, and how we 
are to organise for the community to grow.

A 2018 visit to a rooftop garden in Khatib.

Pilot of a 5-week programme by members of Foodscape Collective’s community network. They had been invited by teach-
ers to teach Primary 4 students about food waste and empathy. The programme is currently on hold because of Covid.  
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Energy-intensive and large scale 
extractive methods of agriculture are 
some of the largest contributions to our 
current climate crisis. On the other hand, 
regenerative agriculture using principles of 
natural farming, permaculture, syntropic 
farming and biodynamic practices can yield 
nutrient dense food once it is established. 

At the same time, regenerative 
practices such as hugelkultur1 – composting 
and encouraging humus formation in the soil 
– mitigate climate change by enabling carbon 
to be returned to the soil, and enabling the 
natural process of carbon sequestration from 
the atmosphere into the soil. Carbon-rich soil 
is supportive of plant growth. We see such 
regenerative practices as a win-win approach 
to sustaining good health for ourselves, our 
communities and our planet.

Diversity of method and output 
offers more potential for resilience to 
unpredictable disruptions. By not putting 
all our eggs into one basket, we are better 
posed to tolerate diseases that may arise in 
the nature of change.

These edible growing spaces serve 
as living classrooms as well as community 
spaces where people learn, rest and spend 
time together. From a holistic point of view, 
these spaces provide nourishment for mental, 
emotional, social and spiritual health. 

We hope to see the many under-
utilised green spaces in the heartland of 
Singapore transformed into small-scale 
edible gardens. Just as every neighbourhood 
has a mall, a MRT station and other basic 
amenities, a farm-to-local eateries concept 
can also be viable in each neighbourhood.

an ongoing mission
Foodscape Collective welcomes people 
interested in learning about our food 
system and keen to join in hands-on 
activities. Other than offering participation 
and internship opportunities, the 
Collective’s venture network also offers 
programmes on gardening, composting, 
mindful eating, as well as food-related 
research and consultancy. 

Visit https://foodscapecollective.com to find 
out more, or follow https://facebook.com/
FoodscapeCollective for information and 
upcoming events.

Vivian Lee loves bringing people together over 
garden harvest potlucks, building communities 
for regeneration and resilience. Her quest for 
peace and well-being led her to found the 
Garden of LEAH, a conscious living practice 
space in Chiang Mai, Thailand. She is a core team 
member of Foodscape Collective.

1 Hügelkultur is a horticultural technique where a mound constructed from decaying wood debris and other compostable biomass plant materials 
is later (or immediately) planted as a raised bed. Adopted by permaculture advocates, the technique is thought to improve soil fertility, water 
retention, and soil warming, thus benefiting plants grown on or near such mounds. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hugelkultur

On Christmas eve 2019, a group of excited 
gardeners, led by natural farmer Tang hung Bun, 
broke ground in a section of Jurong Central Park 
to create grow beds and kick-start a community 
compost patch. They were inivited by nParks 
to transform this under-utilised park corner into 
a community area with food plants, enhanced 
habitats for biodiversity and a space to pilot 
ideas (such as a food forest) that are relatively 
new to Singapore. 

A group of gardeners from Foodscape 
Collective’s community network came from 
different parts of Singapore to start this garden. 
Within a few months, local residents who 
frequent the park began to notice and take 
interest in this growing garden. And with that, 
the local community of gardeners was born. 

The soil of what was formerly a grass 
lawn, was surprisingly good, with a fair amount 
of humus. Tang, who had started similar 
edible gardens in other under-utilised green 
spaces, kept pointing out how each spade of 
earth revealed as many as 10 earthworms, 
demonstrating the richness of the soil. 

however, to create raised beds, some 
external supplies of soil and compost were 
still needed. To reduce reliance on external 
materials, we started a compost pit from a mix 
of dried leaves from the park and food scraps. 
The gardeners would bring these scraps from 
home, and also make informal arrangements to 
regularly collect larger amounts of fruit peel, 
unsold cut fruit, sugarcane residue, veggie 

an organic approach to Life
How an under-used park corner in Jurong was turned into something  
more fruitful.

scraps and used coffee grind from nearby 
businesses. Arrangements were also made for 
dried leaves swept up by the park contractors 
to be regularly placed near the compost pit.

With available fresh and dried ingredients, 
the compost pile was soon baking like delicious 
dark chocolate. Compost is ready in about three 
months, and can be mixed with soil to create 
more grow beds.

We started seeing the fruits of our labour 
by March 2020, when the Circuit Breaker 
kicked in. Sweet potato leaves, roselle, 
purslane, chili, pigeon pea, ginger, peanuts 
were growing steadily.

The still-modest harvests are shared 
among the gardeners and other park users and 
have brought a deep sense of satisfaction that 
cannot be bought. Gardeners will proudly share 
that the flavour of the vegetables and edible 
herbs are richer and more complex than the 
produce they buy from shops.

Participants of a walking workshop in 2017 sketched their reimagining the urban landscape, and their wishes or hopes 
for these gardens.

Tang Hung Bun (in blue), sharing his natural farming 
methods during the pilot phase of the Soil Regenera-
tion Project in 2019.  
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W e  R e m e m b e R

All AniMAl photos by KC Tsang,  courtesy of Amy Tsang

Tsang Kwok Choong 
17 July 1947 - 26 August 2020

KC introducing two
young nature lovers to an

Oriental Whip Snake 
(Ahaetulla prasina).

KC Tsang’s photo capture of the Asian Emerald Cuckoo 
(Chrysococcyx maculatus) at Upper Seletar Reservoir in 
May 2006 was the first record of the bird in Singapore.  
It was accepted by the Records Committee of the NSS 
Bird Group (refer to Singapore Avifauna, Vol 22, Number 8). 

KC’s father, Tsang Nai Pock, was escap-
ing communist China through Burma to 
India while his mother, Lam Wai Cheng. 
left Malaya because she was escaping from 
the Japanese. Both ended up in Bombay 
(Mumbai today), where they were married 
and KC was born.

After the war, the family moved to 
Ipoh and subsequently Singapore where 
KC went to St Andrews School. His many 
hobbies included aeromodelling and build-
ing his own bicycle.

When he started work in the 
advertising industry, my sister Betty 

Nature Watch and NSS mourns the loss of KC Tsang, whose gorgeous photos of birds and 
subsequently butterflies have graced our pages over the decades. Amy Tsang reflects on 
life with her husband and “best nature buddy”. Their passion for nature has touched many, 
and from their 1970s advocacy work with the mainstream press onwards, they have brought 
nature-related issues to the attention of the public and fellow NSS members.

Khoo (who was later editor of Her World 
magazine) introduced us. We realised  
later that our mothers had met in the 
1930s at a Malaya/Singapore swimming 
meet in Ipoh when they were teenage 
champion swimmers representing their 
respective countries.

KC and I found lots of deep  
common interests in nature and enjoyed 
many adventures together: camping, 
kayaking, sailing, snorkelling and 
travelling. He bonded with my brother 
over deep sea fishing and diving. KC also 
took underwater photos.
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When the children came, we 
modified our frequent trips to Malaysia 
to local nature spots like Pulau Ubin and 
MacRitchie Reservoir with our daughter on 
a bicycle and our son pillioned on KC’s bike. 

 What made our common love for 
nature and photography more meaningful 
over the years was introducing our love 
for nature and birding (and in the last 10 
years, butterflies) to many young people 
who have gone on to become avid and 
active contributors through Nature Society 
(Singapore).

After KC retired from commodity 
trading, he picked up birding, which was 
already my interest. He honed his skills 
in bird photography to the extent that he 
was able to contribute many articles and 
photos to the Bird Ecology Study Group 
and to NSS.

KC was always interested in rare, threatened butterflies.  
He would always support my search for rarer butterflies such 
as the banded line blue (Prosotas lutea sivoka; bukit brown), 
banded royal (Rachana jalindra burbona; upper peirce 
reservoir) and the plane (Bindahara phocides phocides;  
Upper Seletar Reservoir).
 His last but very significant contribution was 
documenting the spotted Guava blue (Virachola subguttata 
malaya), that got butterfly enthusiasts into a flurry, seeking it 
out at Upper Seletar Reservoir.
 Kc’s sighting was published in Singapore Biodiversity 
Records* in August 2020: “the featured subject is likely to be 
the first Singapore record of Virachola subguttata malaya in 
over 60 years. It is regarded as rare in Malaysia and Thailand.

KC’s last rediscovery

KC’s pursuit of the rare Bhutan Glory (Bhutanitis lidderdalii) – planted in our minds while in Thailand – led us all the 
way to Bhutan when he heard it had been sighted there. 

KC’s cover for Nature Watch in 2017.

*https://lkcnhm.nus.edu.sg/wp-content/uploads/sites/10/app/uploads/2020/01/sbr2020_128.pdf

In the last 10 years, we both discov-
ered the wonderful world of butterflies 
and dragonflies. That led to many enjoy-
able trips to Sri Lanka, Myanmar, Thailand, 
Vietnam, Indonesia, Malaysia, India and 
Costa Rica.

Whilst KC and I disagreed strongly  
on certain things, we were in harmony in 
our love for Mother Nature.  

 I am particularly proud of KC’s 
defence of a snake (probably a keelback), 
while we were walking up Bukit Timah Hill 

in the early 1980s. The snake was crossing 
the tarmac road to the greenery on the 
opposite side. Some walkers surrounded 
it and wondered aloud if it should be put 
down as it may harm walkers. KC stood 
stoutly between the snake and the walkers 
who were contemplating on ending the 
snake’s life and said very loudly: “Don’t 
touch the snake. Leave it alone. It is 
just crossing the road.  It will not harm 
anybody.” He stood there fiercely until the 
snake had crossed safely. 

The Spotted Guava Blue (Virachola subguttata malaya).
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L E P I D O P T E R A

TexT Anuj Jain and Simon Chan   PHOTOs Anuj Jain 

Butterfly Movements 
in Singapore
Are butterfly movements in forests, parks and grasslands impacted by 
fragmentation in Singapore? Nearly 450 hours of butterfly-netting in six 
Singapore sites suggests that we may need more butterfly corridors. 

Marked Common Grass Yellow (Eurema hecabe; top). The Mottled Emigrant (Catopsilia pyranthe) is seen against a marked sheet of paper which was used to measure the length of the 
butterfly’s proboscis. 
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To some people, it may seem obvious that in Singapore – where there 
is a mosaic of different types of fragmented green areas around and 
between roads, pavements, shopping centres, factories and housing – 
butterflies might need some help moving from one suitable patch to 
another. Others might assume that with wings, butterflies should surely 

be able to fly over hard surfaces to find whatever they need. After all, in some parts 
of the world, butterflies migrate long distances. Whatever the point of view, we 
wanted to find out if urbanisation has an impact on butterfly movements. 

To our knowledge, in Southeast Asia, 
no studies of butterfly movements around 
varied habitats have been carried out. So 
the 2014 Singapore study by the National 
University of Singapore and NSS Butterfly & 
Insect Group team reported here is a first. 

The survey of forest and urban 
habitats used the well-established method 
of capture-mark-recapture. This may seem 
worrying to some readers. However, the 
method of capture, and of marking on 
butterfly wings with an indelible pen before 
a quick release, is not known to have any 
adverse effects if done carefully according 
to detailed protocols. Also, the good use 
of binoculars during later surveys where 
markings on butterfly wings can be seen, 
means few butterflies need to be recaptured 
in order to record how far they have moved 
since the initial capture.

Study locations  
Six plots were established in or around 
the Bukit Timah and Central Catchment 
Nature Reserves – three in forest and three 
in urban habitats. Forest plots were located 
in Bukit Timah forest, whereas urban plots 
were located in low-rise housing estates 
near forested areas that were interspersed 
with parks, dotted with ornamental plants 
and managed grassland patches. 

The plots were at least 350m apart 
and did not intersect any major four-lane 
roads and highways. Exact plot size varied 
slightly depending on topography and 
accessibility. Five of the six plots were 30 to 
38ha in size, whereas one of the forest plots 
was only12ha. The goal was to balance area 
and logistics with sufficiently large plots to 
be effective in estimating actual dispersal 
distances, yet logistically manageable in 
size for mark-recapture work. 

Butterflies in urban plots frequently moved within 
suitable habitat patches, ie park/grassland patches 
but rarely crossed non-habitat patches (eg buildings 
or roads) suggesting potential isolation and a need 
for urban corridors. 
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F o r e S t U r b A N

Survey methodology  
Each plot was divided in grids each 
separated by 100m. It was walked at a 
standardised pace of 10m per minute 
(excluding the time needed to capture/
mark/recapture butterflies) by two people 
starting from opposite ends of the plot. 
When butterflies were observed within 5m 
of the grid transect, they were captured 
(or recaptured) and quickly processed after 
which the surveyor continued walking.  

Each captured butterfly was marked 
with a unique three to four digit code, 
usually marked on its underside hindwing.  

The same protocol was used in forest 
and urban plots except that in urban plots, 
existing roads were used as grids whenever 

possible because getting permission to 
walk through private property was not 
always feasible. We ensured that all public 
park/grassland patches in the urban plots 
were included as part of the grids. Butterfly 
movement patterns and directions were 
recorded particularly when they crossed 
habitat boundaries (for example, vegetated 
patches to buildings or roads).    

Surveys were conducted on days 
of clear weather and averaged four 
hours spent per plot per day. Butterfly 
movements were mapped out for each plot 
based on the recapture locations.  

Dispersal distance was defined as the 
linear distance between the marked and 
recaptured location of the same individual.

F i g U r e  1

the dispersal distances of butterfly individuals in forest and urban habitats



18 Nature Watch January–March 2021

Butterflies capture and recaptured
We marked a total of 982 butterfly indi-
viduals in the six plots. Of these, a total of 
130 recapture events of 97 individuals were 
recorded. The total survey time was nearly 
450 hours over 98 days. 

Recapture rates averaged 7.3%  
(45 recaptured individuals out of 619 
marked individuals) in the forest plots and 
14.3% (52 recaptured individuals out of  
363 marked individuals) in the urban  
plots. The Chocolate Grass Yellow (Eurema 
sari) had maximum number of individuals 
(28) recaptured in forest plots. Tawny 
Coster (Acraea terpiscore) had maximum 
number of individuals (12) recaptured in 
urban habitats. 

The average dispersal distance per 
species was 53m, whereas the longest 
recorded dispersal distance was 374 m 
in Chocolate Grass Yellow in forest 
habitat. The longest period after which an 
individual was recaptured was of Chocolate 
Pansy (Junonia hedonia) and after 28 days. 

The dispersal distances of butterfly 
individuals in forest and urban habitats 
were significantly different. Twenty percent 

of recaptured butterflies in forest habitats 
moved more than 100m, whereas only  
5.8% of butterflies in urban habitats 
moved more than 100m. The frequency 
distribution of the dispersal distance of 
recaptured butterflies across forest and 
urban habitats was represented using 
histograms (see Figure 1).

Butterfly species vary in many ways 
in terms of flying capacity (wing size and 
so on), proboscis lengths and the need to 
fly (availability of host plants and so on). 
The characteristics of different species 
of butterflies were considered and taken 
account in the regression analyses that are 
not included here, but can be found in the 
full article (see Reference section). 

Butterfly movements within plots
The overall findings can be summarised as 
follows: Butterflies in urban plots frequent-
ly moved within suitable habitat patches, ie 
park/grassland patches but rarely crossed 
non-habitat patches (eg buildings or roads) 
suggesting potential isolation and a need 
for urban corridors.  

Key differences were also observed 

between butterfly movements inside 
habitat patches and patch boundaries. 

Movements within forest plots and 
within suitable park/grassland patches 
in urban plots were non-directional and 
mostly for foraging. 

Movement between suitable habitat 
patches in the urban plots was low. Only 
three recaptures were made outside of 
suitable patches. When outside suitable 
patches in urban plots (eg buildings or 
roads), butterflies flew straight towards the 
nearest suitable patch of park/grassland, 
possibly to reduce predation events. 

While both forests and urban habitats 
may have clustered resources, it is easier for 
butterflies to navigate in forests because of a 
suitable forest microclimate which presents 
relatively little resistance to movement. 

In urban areas, however, non-
suitable patches – such as hot asphalt 
or application of pesticides on roadside 
plantings – may present hostile conditions 
that prevent butterfly movement between 
suitable habitat patches. Sometimes 
parks/grasslands in urban areas may be 
supplemented with a high density of 

Clockwise from above left: Chocolate Grass Yellow (Eurema sari), Common Mormon (Papilio polytes) and Archduke (Lexias pardalis) in the Bukit Timah area. The Chocolate Grass 
Yellow flew the longest dispersal distance (374m) of all the butterflies recorded in our study.
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While both forests and urban habitats 
may have clustered resources, it is 
easier for butterflies to navigate in 
forests because of a suitable forest 
microclimate which presents relatively 
little resistance to movement. 

Clockwise from top left: Grassland patch at the Windsor urban plot; Bukit Timah forested plot; urban park at Windsor.
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Anuj Jain is a conservationist with a passion for 
birds, butterflies and biomimicry. His PhD research 
at NUS was on Singapore’s butterflies. The long-
time NSS member has been involved in many 
butterfly conservation and education projects. He 
works for BirdLife International as coordinator of 
their Preventing Extinctions and Trade Program. 

Jain A., Chan S.K.M., Vlasanek P. and Webb, E.L. 
(2020). Impacts of habitat on butterfly dispersal in 
tropical forests, parks and grassland patches embed-
ded in an urban landscape. Biotropica 52: 404–409. 
https://www.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/btp.12760
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Special thanks to Edward L. Webb and Petr 
Vlasanek for guidance and for co-authoring the 
original paper and to Margie Hall who helped 
produce this shortened version for Nature Watch. 
A detailed list of acknowledgements can be 
found in the original paper. This research was 
supported by the Wildlife Reserves Singapore 
Conservation Grant and Joan Mosenthal DeWind 
Award by Xerces Society.

ornamental nectar and host plants limiting 
the need for certain butterfly species to 
forage in surrounding patches. 

Further research that quantifies the 
amount of nectar and host plants in habitat 
patches and has a larger sample size than 
our study could identify more precisely the 
mechanisms underlying reduced movement 
in urban habitats. 

In conclusion, our results suggest 
that butterflies in urban areas of Singapore 
may be at a greater risk of having naturally 
fragmented and isolated sub-populations 

compared to their forest counterparts 
because of higher resistance to crossing 
non-suitable patches such as buildings and 
roads in urban areas. 

Urban planning for butterflies 
must include mechanisms to enhance 
connectivity. Further research is needed 
to specify the types of corridors (eg linear 
strips of rainforest vegetation and/or 
grassland corridors as stepping stones), 
their location and shape that would be 
the most beneficial for different types of 
tropical butterflies. 

Our results suggest that butterflies in urban 
areas of Singapore may be at a greater risk 
of having naturally fragmented and isolated 
sub-populations compared to their forest 
counterparts because of higher resistance to 
crossing non-suitable patches such as buildings 
and roads in urban areas. 

Simon Chan currently works as a landscape 
officer at Khoo Teck Puat Hospital. He started 
his journey into the world of lepidoptera at age 
nine years, when captivated by a butterfly book 
his brother borrowed from a friend. An NSS and 
core member of the Butterfly & Insect Group 
(BIG) since 1999, Simon has led many walks 
and conducted seminars on how to protect and 
increase the numbers of butterflies in Singapore, 
which have been declining sharply. In 2001, he 
led a collaboration which saw BIG help to create a 
successful butterfly trail at Alexandra Hospital.

A Lemon Emigrant (Catopsilia pomona) marked at the Windsor urban plot. This species is known to be a strong flyer and 
had very low recapture rates.
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Colouring in the blanks
Sung Mei Yee, Project Officer (Every Singaporean a Naturalist) reports on the latest in 
NSS’s citizen science project and nature education programme

SiNcE 2018, Nature Society (Singapore) has been engaging 
students and teachers in schools through our Every Singaporean 
A Naturalist (ESN) programme.

NSS’s flagship citizen science project and nature education 
programme provides students and teachers with hands-on conser-
vation experience to deepen their appreciation and knowledge of 
nature. The goal is to make every Singaporean a naturalist who 
cares about, loves and protects nature. 

We engage and equip students and teachers with 
knowledge and skills to assist us in long-term urban biodiversity 
monitoring. in doing so, we empower them to become inspiring 
educators and confident ambassadors of our natural heritage.

From six schools in 2018, ESN now has 27 (and counting) 
participating schools. Our naturalists range from pre-schoolers 
from My First Skool Segar 2 to undergraduates from Nanyang 
Technological University. 

NSS partners most of the primary and secondary schools 
through nature-related ccAs such as Environment club and 
Green club. We conduct workshops for students and teachers 

First Place in Category A: Zhang Kai Xin Farhana, West Grove Primary School.

First Place in Category B: Phang Yi Xuan, Yishun Town Secondary School. First Place in Category C (computer colouring): Khoo Yi Ze, Yishun Town 
Secondary School.

on nature and nature conservation in Singapore. We train them 
to identify and monitor the urban biodiversity in their school, 
and to collect and contribute data to our ongoing citizen science 
project in iNaturalist (https://www.inaturalist.org/projects/every-
singaporean-a-naturalist-umbrella-project).

To date, our student naturalists have recorded 1,971 
observations of 185 species. Among them are species we did not 
teach in our training, showing that the students are applying the 
skills they learned from ESN to identify other species on their own.

covid-19 may have paused training and monitoring 
sessions in our schools for most of 2020, but we have kept 
up with our ESN efforts by organising a series of online talks 
known as the Naturalist chatter, in which experts from NSS’s 
various special interest groups share about local biodiversity and 
conservation issues. 

We also organised a colouring contest to familiarise 
students with Kranji Marshes and its biodiversity. 

As Singapore moves towards relaxing restrictions on 
social gatherings, we hope to resume our activities, and bring 

ESN to more schools at 
the start of 2021.  

ESN would not  
be possible without  
the support of donors  – 
Hongkong and  
Shanghai Banking 
corporation (2017 to 
2019) and Wildlife 
Reserves Singapore 
conservation Fund  
(2019 to 2022,  
ongoing) – and NSS  
members and volunteers 
who have contributed 
their time to mentor, 
organise and participate 
in the activities and 
events for our schools. 

Meanwhile,  
follow us on instagram  
@nss.esn and take  
part in fun quizzes on 
biodiversity.
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a conversation with Shawn 
Lum, president of NSS, 
an expert in botany and 
ecology. Anuj Jain of NSS 
Butterfly & insect Group 
provided images and input 
on the pollinators of the 
wildflowers.

Bian Tan, chair of 
NSS Plant Group, assisted 
in the chat forum, expand-
ing on scientific names and 
botanical terms that turned 
up during the commentary. 
He also answered relevant 
questions that appeared in 
the chat forum.

The cast of experts 
brought a powerful multi-
disciplinary approach to the 
presentation. concepts that 
surfaced during the conver-

sations included plant-animal symbioses, gardening/landscaping 
for insect diversity, and plant edibility/medicinal uses. 

This first walk allowed the team to identify and iron out 
certain kinks, such as structuring the plants and topics for a 
smoother flow, and how quickly the guide could walk without a 
motion sickness inducing shaky video. 

This paved the way for the Plant Group’s second virtual 
walk on 25 Sep 2020, this time, hosted and guided by Shawn 
Lum, who brought an ecological focus to the walk, with Bian 
providing commentary and responses. This walk highlighted 

“What is a weed? A plant 
whose virtues have not yet 
been discovered.”

LAST April, when the circuit Breaker was introduced to put the 
brakes on covid and as the nation focused on essential services 
only, the mowing of our wayside grassy areas came to a halt. To 
the delight of nature enthusiasts however, many of the “weedy” 
plants in these areas, released at last from the captivity of 
constant mowing, grew lush and full – and also began to flower 
profusely. Pollinator species such as bees and butterflies, drawn 
to the abundant flowers, enjoyed a parallel and very welcome 
population explosion.

The NSS Plant Group seized the opportunity to connect 
more people with this wildflower phenomenon, and to raise 
awareness of the need for more pollinators to boost the health and 
resilience of our urban ecology. Another goal was to correct the 
misconception that our urban wildflowers are weeds, and to trans-
form that lens into one of respect and wonder at their resilience in 
being able to thrive under very difficult growing conditions. 

instead of a run-of-the-mill on-line lecture to replace physi-
cal gatherings, the Plant Group wished to simulate an actual wild-
flower walk where the audience was able to experience it virtually.

We invited Louise Neo, author of Wayside Flowers of 
Singapore, to guide our the first session, showcasing the diversity 
of plants and pollinators that can be encountered in a typical 
patch of grassy area many would term “wild and unkempt”. 

Weeks of preparation included recording of dry runs (once 
circuit Breaker restrictions were eased), with Louise holding her 
mobile phone to show the various wildflowers while narrating 
her commentary. Photos of wildflowers were sourced or shot, 
and inserted as slides in case some species were not in flower 
on the day itself, or in the event that Louise’s phone could not 
get a clear close-up of a flower or its foliage. 

The first ever Nature on the Edge: Virtual Wildflower 
Walk took place on 21 July 2020 via Zoom. Presenter Louise had 

NSS Plant Group’s chair, Bian Tan reports on a new format for wildflower walks, born from 
Singapore’s circuit Breaker.

Photos by Louise Neo and Shawn Lum

— Ralph Waldo Emerson

From left: Tridax procumbens; Vernonia cinerea.

A goal was to 
correct the
misconception 
that our urban 
wildflowers are 
weeds, and to 
transform
that lens into one 
of respect and 
wonder at their 
resilience in
being able to 
thrive under very 
difficult growing 
conditions.
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From left: Emilia sonchifolia; Andrographis paniculata; Cleome rutidosperma; Desmodium heterophyllum.

Sincere thanks and acknowledgement to Louise 
Neo, Shawn Lum, Anuj Jain, Mei Yee Sung, Kerry 
Pereira, Ethan Lew – and  Tan Beng Chiak who 
came up with this vision of a new way to engage 
audiences, and who put in hours of effort in making 
it a reality.

wildflower adaptations to grazing (from animals) or 
mowing (by humans), and the plants’ responses to 
the frequency of such disturbances. 

Shawn began with the definition of a 
weed and the connotations the term evokes. As 
he walked, he compared various areas that had 
been mowed a few days to a week before the 
walk, with areas that had remained unmowed for 
months. in one area, sapling trees and palms were 
already forming an incipient “forest” in a narrow 
space between a highway and a school. 

concepts such as ecological succession 
cropped up, as well as dispersal – how plants colo-
nise new territory after the land is disturbed. There 

was much food for thought on how schools or the 
National Parks Board could conduct research on the 
effect of various mowing heights and frequencies 
to achieve the highest biodiversity of plant and ani-
mal species in our urban green spaces. 

Like the first walk, there was effusive positive 
response at the end of the walk via the chat forum. 

it seems that these restrictive times – when 
NSS cannot hold regular in-person nature walks 
and tours – has forced us to explore alternative, 
digital means of reaching our audiences. Even 
though the process required more preparation, it 
allowed us to collaborate with more experts and 
reach a wider audience. 

Recordings of the two wildflower walks can be seen at: 
• www.youtube.com/watch?v=XIt2hsnl30c&t=435s • www.youtube.com/watch?v=6XLMIGKjRyM&feature=youtu.be

The covid pandemic has also brought home 
the fact that we need to connect with nature more 
than ever during these fearful and uncertain times. 
We realise that She can be a source of solace and 
joy, even in the small “weedy” patches of grassy 
green along our roadsides that harbour a relatively 
rich ecosystem of plants and animals.

Mission accomplished!

Photos: Morten Strange and Joe Lim

About $2,000 was raised
during the mini Christmas sale 
(16 to 19 December 2020) –  
the first event held at the newly-
renovated office. Entry was by 
appointment only, with safe 
distancing measures in place.

Following on from the progress reports of renovation works to the NSS office, Honorary Secretary Morten Strange 
announces the completion of the work.

iN the previous issue of Nature Watch,  
i reported on the ongoing renovation work at 
the NSS office at The Sunflower #02-05 in 
Geylang. it is with much satisfaction that the 
Executive committee can now announce that 
the renovation has been completed, plus a 
session of deep cleaning carried out by profes-
sional cleaners. 

The renovation cost the Society only 
$18,150. When you visit the refurbished prem-
ises, i think you will agree that this was money 
well spent.    

Equally important was 
the work done by staff and vol-
unteers. Together, they cleared 
the office of 20 years-worth of 
accumulated clutter and mess. 
All in all, more than 1,000kg of 
surplus materials – much of it 
plain old junk – was removed and sold, given 
away or recycled.

Some remaining items of value will be 
continuously sold off from our improved shop 
space in 2021. 

in the lower room (smaller image), the 
large east wall has been left blank – awaiting 

a custom-made mural that is being 
planned for the space. The upper 

room (main image) is now largely free of clutter, 
and is once again usable as a library and as an 
additional work space for staff and for meetings. 

in 2021, we plan to finish sorting the books 
and other items and storing some in the newly 
installed cabinets. Volunteers interested in helping 
out, please email morten.strange1@gmail.com.    
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everyone here, Nature Society 
(Singapore) would like to say a 

big thank you to all donors.



Nature Society (Singapore), NSS, is 
dedicated to the study, conservation 
and enjoyment of the natural heritage of 
Singapore, its neighbouring countries and 
planet Earth.

The Society is a non-profit, non-government 
organisation and its members work with 
commitment and altruism to conserve 
Singapore’s remaining nature areas, 
mangroves, rainforest and wetlands.

NSS was formerly known as the Singapore 
Branch of the Malaysian Nature Society 
(MNS). The Branch was formed in 1954 and 
became independent in 1991. Both societies 
still maintain strong links with each other.

NSS organises guided nature walks, 
bird-watching, butterfly-watching, plant 
walks, surveys, diving trips, slide talks and 
overseas eco-trips for its members. 

An NSS outing brings you in touch with not 
only nature’s wonders but also with people 
of all ages, from all ethnic backgrounds and 
nationalities, and from all walks of life with 
one common passion – to appreciate and 
conserve nature.

The Society also publishes books on nature, 
and organises conferences and workshops 
on the conservation and preservation of our 
dwindling natural habitats.

Join Nature Society (Singapore) for  
Fun, Fellowship and Fulfilment

The values that NSS upholds and promotes 
are a bulwark against the excesses of our 
ultra-materialistic society.

If you too feel that protecting our natural 
heritage is important, join NSS and support 
the Society in its work.

Members get an e-newsletter and Nature 
Watch, a quarterly magazine, free and get 
to participate in outings that are fascinating 
and which enable you to forge friendships 
with fellow nature lovers.

Join Nature Society 
(Singapore) and get 
Nature Watch free!

If you just want to subscribe to Nature Watch but not join Nature Society (Singapore), please fill in  
this form.  Annual subscription (four issues) inclusive of postage is Singapore S$24. Malaysia & Brunei 
S$28. Countries in Asia S$38. Rest of the world, including Australia, New Zealand, Japan, America, 
Europe & Middle East S$45. Please return this form to: Nature Society (Singapore), 510 Geylang Road, 
#02-05 The Sunflower, Singapore 389466.
 
Name: _________________________________________________________________  

Address: _______________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

Contact Tel. Number: ______________________________________________________

E-mail: _________________________________________________________________

PaymeNt
Payment can be made by:

•	 ‘Crossed’	cheque	made	payable	to:	Nature Society (Singapore) 

•	 PayNow	to	Nature	Society	(Singapore)’s	Corporate	Unique	Entity	Number,	UEN	S61SS0142H 
(please	include	your	name	and	contact	number	in	the	UEN/Bill	Reference	Number)

Nature Watch Subscription Only

NATURE SOCIETY
(SINGAPORE)

memberShiP iNFOrmatiON
Name: ______________________________________________  Sex: ______________

Address: _______________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

Contact Tel. Number: ______________________________________________________

E-mail: _________________________________________________________________

PaymeNt
Payment can be made by:
•	 ‘Crossed’	cheque	made	payable	to:	Nature Society (Singapore) 

•	 PayNow	to	Nature	Society	(Singapore)’s	Corporate	Unique	Entity	Number,	UEN	S61SS0142H 
(please	include	your	name	and	contact	number	in	the	UEN/Bill	Reference	Number)

Please return this form to: 
Nature Society (Singapore),  
510 Geylang Road,  
#02-05 The Sunflower, 
Singapore 389466.

Nature Society (Singapore) membership Form

aNNual SubScriPtiON
Ordinary member $40
(18 years old and above)

Family member $75
(You, your spouse and children below 18 years old)

Junior and Student members $18

(12-18 years and full-time students 18-35 years)

life member $1,000

(Only applicable to those who have been  
Ordinary Members for 10 or more years)

affiliate member $200

(Non-profit organisations and schools)

corporate member $4,000

(Nominal fee of $200 plus annual donation of $3,800.  
Donation is tax-exempted)



NSS works to protect 
creatures such as the 
Mangrove Horseshoe 
Crab (Carcinoscorpius 
rotundicauda), whose 
numbers are in decline 
due to habitat loss and 
anthropogenic activities. 
Photo: Lester Tan

Have you loved 
nature all your life? 
Then help our 
future conservation  
work with a gift to  
Nature Society 
(Singapore) in  
your will. 

How to make a gift to the Society in your will 
You can inform us if you have considered us in your will, but you do not have to. 
Just please ensure that your solicitor writes in the full name of the Society. Below 
is a suitable form of words for you to suggest:

I give to Nature Society (Singapore) (hereinafter called NSS), Unique Entity Number 
S61SS0142H,  ____ % of the residue of my estate 

OR 

a specific gift of  _____________

and I direct that (i) the proceeds may be used for the general purposes of NSS and  
(ii) a receipt signed by a person for the time being authorised by the Executive Committee 
of NSS shall be a good and sufficient discharge to my executors.
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