Publication: The Straits Times, Pg Al, A2
Date: 13 October 2023
Headline: Homes for S'pore to be a Blue Zone 3.0 with healthier lifestyle the norm

Hopes for S’pore to be a Blue Zone
3.0 with healthier lifestyle the norm

Joyce Teo
Senior Health Correspondent

Singapore aspires to become a Blue
Zone 3.0 where a healthier lifestyle
is the new norm, even if this may
take a generation to materialise,
Health Minister Ong Ye Kung said
on Thursday.

He was speaking at the third
Centre for Research on Successful
Ageing (Rosa) Symposium at the
Singapore Management University
(SMU).

Blue Zones are places with the
healthiest, longest living popula-
tions, where it is not unusual for
people to live to 100 years old and
beyond.

Singapore is one of the six such
zones in the world in the popular
Netflix docuseries, Live To 100: Se-
crets Of The Blue Zones, as its peo-
ple have one of the longest lifes-
pans and healthspans in the world.

Yet, Singapore is different from
the other Blue Zones, such as Oki-
nawa prefecture in Japan, because
it does not have a tradition of
healthy lifestyles. The pace of life is
fast and stressful; many families
keep to themselves and rarely talk

to their immediate neighbours,
said Mr Ong.

The documentary said the au-
thorities have nudged Singapo-
reans towards healthier lifestyles
with infrastructure and pro-
grammes.

Effecting a fundamental change
in people’s ways of life would take
it beyond Blue Zone 2.0, which is
how the show’s researcher Dan
Buettner describes Singapore at
the moment.

In the other Blue Zones - Okina-
wa, Sardinia in Italy, Icaria in
Greece, Nicoya Peninsula in Costa
Rica and Loma Linda in California
— their populations have lifestyles
that are similar: They eat wisely
and moderately, with diets rich in
fruits, vegetables, grains and nuts.

They also engage in regular, low-
intensity physical activities, such
as walking and gardening, instead
of strenuous workouts, and do not
live a sedentary lifestyle. Com-
munity bonds are strong, and they
live with purpose.

Much work lies ahead for Singa-
pore if it is to become a Blue Zone
3.0. The average Singaporean still
suffers 10 years of ill health before
death, given that the average lifes-
pan here is about 84 years, while

the average health span is 74, said
Mr Ong.

Narrowing the gap between li-
fespan and healthspan is the mo-
tivation behind national pro-
grammes such as Healthier SG,
which aims to bring about beha-
vioural changes by encouraging
people to commit to one family
physician, not to doctor-hop, and
develop a personal health plan
with the doctor.

Second, healthier behaviours
that are brought about by policies
and programmes need to evolve in-
to new lifestyles and habits over
time, said Mr Ong.

“It may take a generation to
achieve this, but we are deter-
mined in our purpose as we be-
come a super-aged society.”

Extended lifespans and health-
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Culture of
work needs
to change,
says expert

FROM A1

spans are a gift, but the Govern-
ment needs to look into other ar-
eas to help seniors age well, par-
ticularly young seniors from their
50s to early 60s, said Professor
Paulin Straughan, director of
SMU Rosa.

At the symposium, Rosa re-
vealed findings of a new study
that showed that while retire-
ment is a major worry for most
Singaporeans, only 34 per cent of
Singaporeans rate their retire-
ment preparedness as good,
while another 27 per cent do not
have a retirement plan.

Prof Straughan, who moderat-
ed a session on work transforma-
tion on Thursday, told reporters
ahead of the session that the cul-
ture of work needs to change, be-
cause Singapore is super-aged
and the people here are living so
much longer and, hopefully,
healthier.

There is a group of Singapo-
reans who are well educated, ex-
perienced and have lived through
the different global events, and
they may be rendered invisible
once they retire, she said.

“So, we really need to rethink
what work means - it doesn’t
necessarily have to be nine to
five, doesn’t necessarily have to
be full time versus part time. You
can contribute in a manner that
you can,” said Prof Straughan.

Thus far, work has always been
classified as paid work, but there
is also volunteerism, which would
suit those who may not need to
work for a living but wish to con-
tinue contributing to society.

“We don’t expect people to use
their life savings to do commun-
ity service. So, why not... give
them honorariums, so that they
can retire but, at the same time,
(play) a very important, socially
significant role in the communi-
ties that they live in?” said Prof
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Straughan.

There should also be financial
policies to help seniors live well
as they age. “We need some help
extending our savings because
we don’t know when we will ex-
pire,” said Prof Straughan.

Researchers at Rosa polled
6,430 Singaporeans between the
ages of 53 and 78 in January,
drawing data from the Singapore
Life Panel, a monthly survey of
Singaporeans that is representa-
tive of the population.

For the study titled Singapore’s
Three Generational Packages,
Rosa had three policy recommen-
dations for the Pioneer and Mer-
deka generations and young se-
niors.

As the pioneers may experi-
ence a greater sense of isolation,
given a smaller social circle as
their peers die, and be more likely
to live alone, or be widowed or
separated, policies must be able
to support social initiatives to
combat isolation, the study said.

The built environment can be
transformed to support their so-
cial inclusivity, a theme that was
explored at a workshop at the
symposium.

For the Merdeka cohort, poli-
cies should promote part-time
work, retraining and financial in-
centives to promote gainful em-
ployment, as approximately half
of this group is employed.

For young seniors who are ac-
tively preparing for retirement,
the meaning of work will likely
evolve, and is something that pol-
icymakers should consider, the
study said.

With longer life expectancy, in-
creasing costs and inflation, fi-
nancial retirement security for
this group demands a fresh per-
spective, as traditional retire-
ment savings may no longer suf-
fice, it added.
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Health Minister Ong Ye Kung at the Centre for Research on Successful Ageing
Symposium on Thursday at the Singapore Management University. He said
healthier behaviours that are brought about by policies and programmes need
to evolve into new lifestyles and habits over time. PHOTO: LIANHE ZAOBAO
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