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Bustling, cosmopolitan Singapore is a true ‘Garden City’.  
Darryl Moore looks at an ambitious project that is offering city 
dwellers an urban jungle in which to relax and be educated

Words and photos: darryl Moore
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Cities have always been magnets for 
the multitudes, but never more so than 
in the 21st century, now that urban 

populations have hit historic highs. The growth 
of cities, as efficient economic engines driven 
by the benefits of population proximity, may 
have delivered beneficial increases in prosperity 
for their citizens, but a plethora of problems 
have also emerged. For while increased urban 
density has generated a blueprint for a less 
resource intense and more sustainable model 
for contemporary living, the demands on space 
and access to green areas have raised serious 
issues of wellbeing for city dwellers.

The mitigation of such matters has become a  
high priority for local governance, with forward- 
thinking municipal bodies introducing polices  
that act upon studies that have proven the  
corresponding relationship between wellbeing  
and the accessibility of green spaces. Authorities  
such as the GLA in London are being pro-active 
in not only protecting, but also in increasing 
and enhancing urban spaces and developing 
sustainable green infrastructure through policy 
and funding. It is a practice that is becoming 
increasingly visible internationally, with the 
growing recognition that the future success of  
a city is dependent upon such provision.

Yet if any city can truly lay claim to a 
pioneering role in such developments it must 

surely be Singapore, as is evident in its progress 
over the decades since gaining independence 
from Malaysia in 1965. As a newly-formed city 
state, the country’s first Prime Minister Lee Kuan  
Yew sought to devise a radical economic master 
plan for a nation with little natural resources. His  
vision was to counter the usual chaotic image 
of a developing nation, with that of one in 
harmony with its surroundings, in order to 
attract much needed foreign investment. Thus  
in 1968 he dubbed Singapore the ‘Garden City’, 
a strategy to integrate the environment as an  
essential part of the ongoing urban development,  
softening the concrete jungle to make it a more 
appealing place for both residents and visitors, 
and to create a global brand for the country. 

Creating a garden city
Driven by a belief that a garden should be valued  
as one of the highest forms of cultural attainment  
of a nation, an intense roadside tree planting 
campaign was instigated alongside the zoning 
of areas for the establishment of parks and 
open green spaces. The moniker quickly 
gained international recognition, alongside the 
rapid growth of the economy. In recent years, 
something of a paradigm shift has occurred, 
with an inversion of the original concept into 
that of a ‘City in a Garden’, a new vision that 
aims to up the ante on its previous success. 

Gardens  
by the bay
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Singapore

CloCkwise from above 
some 22m up in the 
supertree Grove a 
walkway offers stunning 
views to the brave; plants 
from all over the world are 
grouped in garden rooms 
to educate visitors; 
towering supertrees 
punctuate the landscape 
– sophisticated garden art 
that is also integral to the 
garden’s infrastructure
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Rising to the challenge of further greening 
the small city state with a land area of only 
700 square kilometres and a population of 
4.6 million, in a manner to accommodate 
the expectations of its increasingly 
affluent and sophisticated citizens, 
Singapore’s latest 15-year master plan 
recognises the need to develop a wider 
range of parks and recreational amenities. 

An ambitious programme is under 
way to ensure that parks are natural 
gravitational points for play and leisure, 
as well as providing ample green space 
to cater to those seeking a green hideout 
from the pressures of the city. Key points 
include establishing world-class gardens, 
rejuvenating urban parks and enlivening 
the streetscape, optimising urban spaces 
and infrastructure for greenery and 
recreation, enriching biodiversity, and 
engaging and inspiring communities to 
co-create a greener country. The flagship 
project of the programme is the ambitious 
Gardens by the Bay, a 101-hectare park 
spread across three sites on reclaimed 
land at the mouth of the Singapore river. 
The first phase, the 54-hectare Bay South 
Garden, on the site of the former Marina 

City Park, opened in June 2012, with Bay 
East Garden anticipated to be completed 
by 2015, and Bay Central currently 
scheduled for future development.

A vision of the future
While seven years in the making, the 
project has deeper roots stretching back to  
a vision of Project Director Dr Kiat W Tan 
in 1989, to invert the traditional notion of  
a conservatory, in order to realise the dream  
of tropical botanists to keep plants cool 
rather than warm, in order to grow them 
in the equatorial climate. The Singapore 
Tourist Promotion Board commissioned 
Sri Lankan architect Geoffrey Bawa to 
come up with a coolhouse concept, 
but his pyramid-shaped proposal met 
with detractors who were unconvinced 
about its energy efficiency, and it was 
consequently shelved. Then in 2004 Dr 
Tan successfully created a smaller-scale 
montane forest climate coolhouse at 
Singapore Botanic Gardens, realising the 
feasibility of a future larger version.

The confluence of this technology  
with the green drive to reinvent Singapore 
led to the launch of an international 

above a bird’s-eye 
view of the two glass 
conservatories – the 
Flower dome and the 
Cloud Forest – homes 
to a treasure trove of 
plantlife in very 
different climates
lefT Carnivorous 
pitcher plants at the 
water’s edge of the 
tropical Cloud Forest 
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CloCkwise from 
Top lefT ancient, 
bulbous baobab trees 
thrive in the 
‘Mediterranean 
climate’ of the Flower 
dome; walkways  
take you through  
the lush vegetation  
of the ‘mountain’  
of flowers in the 
Cloud Forest dome;  
planting in certain 
areas of the park are 
‘themed’ to educate 
and inspire 

competition to develop the riverside sites, 
drawing an impressive array of influential 
contenders from the world of landscape 
design. Unable to select a single winner, 
the jury panel awarded Bay South to 
Bath-based landscape architects Grant 
Associates, and Bay East to London-based 
Gustafson Porter, with Bay Central kept 
for local designers at a later date.

The main feature of Grant Associates’ 
design is two large-scale steel and glass 
conservatories located alongside the 
river, strategically sited to avoid shadows 
cast by buildings and trees. The twin 
shell-like biomes are impressive simply 

though their sense of scale, but as veritable 
horticultural arks, they also provide 
narrative-driven journeys of exploration 
through two distinct climatic realms, 
housing over 1,000 species of plant from 
every continent except Antarctica.

The two-hectare Cloud Forest 
showcases horticulture from tropical 
highlands within a cool moist atmosphere.  
A 35-metre tall, densely planted ‘mountain’  
sits centrally in the space, housing the 
breathtaking spectacle of the world’s 
tallest indoor waterfall on one side, and 
a serene lake at the top. Visitors ascend 
the structure by lift and navigate down 

by pathways that arc around and pass 
through the structure, via interior floors 
presenting horticultural and geological 
information. The journey affords not only  
intimate views of the lush green foliage of  
the vertical planting inside, but also of the 
city outside spreading into the distance.

The 1.2-hectare Flower Dome replicates  
a cool dry Mediterranean climate, with 
plants from South Africa, Australia, 
Madagascar, South America, California 
and the Mediterranean. Olives, succulents,  
cacti and bottle brushes abound in a blaze  
of form, texture and colour, laid out in a  
manner that plays effectively with scale 

“the JoUrney afforDS intimate 
viewS of the lUSh Green foliaGe  
of the vertical plantinG inSiDe”
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and density. The spreading style of the 
structure creates an impression of a 
landscape stretching into the distance, while  
level changes allow for extended vistas 
across the biome, revealing the vastness 
of the architectural scale and horticultural 
endeavour. A floral field with seasonal 
displays of flowers and shrubs occupies the  
lower region, while an array of baobabs 
tower from the highest point, their ancient 
glory presented to maximum effect.

Super-sized trees 
While the principal features are the 
conservatories, the Supertrees are the 
iconic features of the park. Striking and 
omnipresent, they also signal from afar, as  
botanic beacons beaming out the gardens 
location across the city, a feature revealed 
in particular splendour when they are 
illuminated at night. As a fusion of nature, 
art and technology, the 18 structures range  
from 25-50m tall, with a dozen of them  
taking pride of place within the central 
Supertree Grove, where they are woven 
together with a tree-top walk, a suspended 
wooden walkway meandering for a distance  
of 128m at a vertiginous 22-metre height. 
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Supported with inner cores of structural 
concrete and clad with steel ‘branches’ and 
‘bark’, the towering arboreal forms are 
host to an overdose of vertical epiphytic 
planting, featuring 163,000 plants with 
more than 200 species from 30 countries, 
including bromeliads and orchids, 
interspersed with ferns and climbers, 
arrayed with an eye to form and colour, 
giving rise to bold patterned effects.

The anticlastic design of the structures, 
mimicking the way palm fronds diverge  
from their stems, is truly an achievement 
of engineering prowess in balancing the 
load-bearing capacities with an illusion 
of structural minimalism. Aesthetically, 
they bear more than a little resemblance 
to Robert Irwin’s sculptures at the Getty 
in Los Angeles, but, unlike these, they 
pack a practical punch within their 
aesthetic frameworks. Their genius lies 
in their hidden functional capacities as 
environmental engines providing vital 
infrastructural support for the site. The 
crowns of eleven of them are planted with 
photovoltaic cells providing power to 
operate irrigation pumps, and lighting at 
night, while another four act as an exhaust 

above the supertree 
Grove impresses even 
at night as it lights  
up the skyline
lefT the arboreal 
sculptures are 
festooned with 
epiphytes masking a 
functioning core that 
among other things 
can power lighting  
for the park at night 
opposiTe, Top  
the 35-metre high 
‘mountain’ is densely 
populated with 
luxuriant vertical 
plantings, which  
can be admired  
from up close on  
the walkways
opposiTe, boTTom 
the tallest indoor 
waterfall in the world
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system for biomes. The Supertrees most 
succinctly and successfully embody 
the overall project’s ambition of fusing 
ecosystems, aesthetics and technology, 
in ways to practically confront 
contemporary issues of sustainability. 

The park landscape in which the 
feature attractions are set is also suitably 
impressive, albeit in a quieter way, with the 
Dragonfly and Kingfisher lakes animating 
the site with their naturalistic aquatic 
settings. Around these, a series of themed 
gardens explore notions of place and 
people by presenting plants from specific 
countries in their own garden rooms, 
relating social, cultural and horticultural 
factors with an aim to educate. Using plants  
as a means of communication and 
educational tool has precedents in 
traditional botanical gardens, but the 
emphasis on environmental issues here 
takes obvious inspiration from the Eden 
Project focusing on climate issues and 
sustainability. Without being too didactic, 

the gardens offer visitors the opportunity 
to invest or enjoy as much as they wish as 
they wander through the lush landscape.

The success of Gardens by the Bay could 
undoubtedly be measured by the fact 
that they have created an unmissable tick 
box not only for tourists on the garden 
trail, but for all visitors to the city. The 
magnitude and ambition of the project 
cannot fail to impress, and is a testament 
to the power of gardens to captivate 
people’s minds. But the balance struck 
between the free access of the gardens 
and the lakes, and the paid entry into the 
conservatories and Supertree walkway, 
neatly reflects the government’s attempt to 
develop the economy on an international 
level, while improving the quality of life  
for residents through the provision of green  
spaces. Gardens by the Bay is certainly 
a shining light for Singapore’s green 
master plan, a developmental agenda that 
fuses people with place, and sets a new 
benchmark for cities of the future.   


