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Invitation

Singapore canimprove onits
approach to use of plastic bags,
recycling waste and sustainability. :

We are all
responsible
for our planet

: pointingout that the National

: without exhausting our natural
: environment,andagovernance
: transitionso thatlong-term
i objectivestake priority over
shor! term purely financial
H d

Heal: tthe

: governmentalinitiativesare of

: course the solution, but agreeingon
: theseinitiatives takes much time

: and effort, and the implementation
i s always abigchallenge.

ontheother hand, are

keyword is collaboration: between
: governments, butalso b

the

: maverydxfferem position. Their

i government, business and civic
i society.

InSeptember, we had also

: welcomed the former prime
: minister of the Neth

i supplych
£ countnes, and they oftenhavea

h over many

: leadership in,and they excelin
: thatrole.

: INDIVIDUAL CONTRIBUTIONS

: MATTER

: Canweleaveitalltothe

i Governmentand companies? lam

: convinced individuals canalso
make areal contribution as citizens

extemahnesthatourconﬂunpnon
: hereinSingapore creates.
lands,MrJan :

inour

Thep

: Balkenende, as a speaker at SMU.

: Hewas here in his role as chairman
: ofthe Dutch Sustainable Growth

¢ Coalition. Thisisagroup
compnsmgwell -known Dutch

supermarkets may look
sustainable, but how much water
had tobe used toraise the shnmp

Thereareatleast

three areas where each of us can
: makeadifference: education for
i awareness, consumption choices
: and waste handling.

Let me return to my interaction

i with SMU’s exchange students

or fishin Vi
How much carbondioxide was

These multinationals share the
conviction thatlong-term financial
d R 4

quite anumber of campaigns, such

as Keep Singapore Clean, Cleanand
Green Singapore, and Energy

; Efficient Singapore.

However, the exchange students

: feltthatalthough the government .
: agenciesare taking action, citizens
: hereare notvery engaged when it

i comes tosustainability.

Idoagree with them that we

cannot leave the responsibility for
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to gover

Theissue is so overwhelming that

: allofusneed toworktogether.

Citizens and businesses need to take

i onmore responsibilityand be more

Two rather alarming reports were
published earlier this month about
the state of our planet.

The United Nation’s
Intergovernmental Panelon
Climate Change warned that the
average temperature on earthis
rising faster than expected,and
thatthe consequencesare

=

.We cannot havea

shon -term egocentric view, but

 together, they can engagein
: e

areinextricably linked to

: suchas Ak to port the fruits
: DSM, Heineken, KLM, Philips, ‘Shell | and vegetables from South Africa or
: andUnilever. New Zealand to Singapore?

Companies have much better
insights into how much the real
cost of producing such goods has

beenshifted to others or to future
: . S e

thelead to provide governments
withadvice on how to push
the sustainability agenda.

COMPANIES CAN TAKE THE LEAD
Theyrealise that they cannot act
alone, because doing so would put
theminaveryunfavourable
competitive position; but by acting

and

undertake effective dialogue with

: havetotakeitupon H
ensure the long- termwablhtyofour

planet for the coming

Why should companies take such

i ap role? Perhaps because

Weall need to decide together
howwe want tolive together
tomorrow, and that will require

sustalnabnhty isagood business
i driver: Ithelps themto build their
reputanon and it may create new

models. But

action today. We keep
kicking the can forward whenit

ble, given the 1is
nature of the effects of warming.
Separately, a group of United States
agencies released areport saying
that global warming is realand the
consequence of human activities.

The concerned citizenand

scientist inme wondered what we
cando about it. The first reaction s,
of course, to look at the government
and wait for itsactions. But the
point I want to make today is that
weall can take action.

comes preserve our
environment!

It sounds like an impossible task,
but well-known development
economist Jeffrey Sachs, who
recently delivered alecture at SMU,

pointed out that itis still possible to :

reverse the global warming trend.
Heargued that we have to makea
fewvery challenging transitions: a

i demographictransition to limit the

: growthoftheworld population,an

: energytransmonawayfrom
h 1

Twas dofa ion
Thad a few months agowithagroup :
of European exchange studentsat  :
the Singapore Management
University (SMU). Iasked them
about their experiences at the
university and here in Singapore.

Asusual, I received quite a few
positive comments about the
country. I thus challenged them to
name one thing that Singapore
could do better in. I was surprised
when one of them blurted: “This
country still lives in the 20th
century when it comes to selective
waste collectionand
sustainability”. To prove his point,
headded: “Youknow, they still use
styrofoam here; and you get plastic
bagsin the supermarkets!” i

Itis true that in most European
countries, styrofoam packaging is
being phased out and plastic bags
are hardlyavailable in
supermarkets. If you want to get
such bags, you have to pay arather
hefty sum. Most of his friends
voiced support for his observation.

Iwas heartened to some extent
when they said that at least at SMU,
there wasa possibility for selective
waste collection and compostingof :
food waste foruse inSMU’s garden. :

Icountered theirassertion by 3

d fuels,
transition so that we grow our food

 thereis more.

Governments have alimited

geographical reach. We may work
i hard on preserving our environment

| limpact, They
i social di 11-placed to take action to reduce
: Theygobeyond thi: and : the d nalitie:
i carry out studies, report on their But will they do so? The evidence
: actionsand initiatives, and take suggeststhat it is notimpossible.

Under public pressure and scrutiny,

: theyhave for example, limited child
: labourin the textile industryand

: reducedslash-and-burn practicesto
H crealeollpalmplantatlons

suchas

: menti

d earlier. When they

: expressed their surprise about the
: continued use of styrofoam

: packaging and plastic bagsin the

: supermarkets, one should not

assume that they have a natural
inclination for sustainability. Itis
just that they are used to it. They
wereraised inan environment
where selective waste collectionis
widely practised.

Innorthern European cities,
families often have up to11
containers for different types of
waste. These students know they
have to bringbags to the
supermarket or have to pay for
them. And they have been made

aware of the impact of plasticon
th i

3 that producealotof beerin Africa
: have invested in ensuring that

: more than 60 per cent of the

: agricultural materials that gointo
i thelr beerare locally sourced.

Many of them know the mantra:
Ittakes one second to producea
plastic bag, about 20 minutes to use
it,and perhaps decades if not

3 centunes togetitoutofthe

ldalso createa

cncu]ar economy where materials
: arere-used as muchas possible.

i This stands in contrast to the

i linear productionand

: consumption model that is about

“take resources, make products

i anddispose the used product”.

We in Singapore can be rightly

satisfied that we recycle more than
: 50per cent of our waste, but we
i mamly burnit for energy producnon

Itisallabout

: education. Not the type of

: educationinuniversities or

: schools, but the one athome, in the
: familywhere they can see and

: emulate role models of

¢ sustainability inaction.

As consumers, we also havea

: veryimportant role to play.

Through our choices, we provide a

: signalto the suppliers of what we
: want. Do we really need that fruit or

countries. Multilateral

theright direction, but we could do
: somuchmore, byre-using products
: and components.

: which

This can be achieved only

: throughlong-lasting design for
: reuse, maintenance, repair,

: remanufacturing, refurbishing
: andrecycling. These are tasks

need t

: here inSingapore, but that will have he non-i getab that has travelled
K tif not jonashii mm (he h fkilometres, when
taken by our neighbouring kau Landfill. It similar food is available from our

: neighbours? Do we make careful

¢ use ofall that we buy? Sometimes
: we don’t have all the information
: butthere are certain kinds of

: certification by independent

: organisations that can help. Let’s

: be open tosuch information.

Finally, what dowe dowith

ducts when they have been

used? Dowe simply throw them

: away,or dowe ask ourselves

: whether they can be recycled or be
: used by others?

Theselective collection of waste

: inEurope hasresultedinareduction
: of the totalamount of waste per

: family per year. Many families have

: used food waste to produce

: compost, either individually per

: house, but often collectively with

: neighboursin thebuilding. Clothes

: orsmall electronic products are now
: farmore often sold through

: second-handshops.

Let’s not rely on governments

: aloneto takeaction. We should all
: take charge of our planet,and to

: paraphrase President Emmanuel
: Macron of France, let’sall work

: together to make this planet great
: again. All of us can contribute to

i thatgoal!

stopinion@sph.com.sg

* The writer is president of Singapore

: Management University.
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