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Hong Kong is often referred to as the twin city of Singapore. When facing similar political 
challenges, how do we establish a legitimate platform for policy discourse and civil action? 
Back in 2010, the Singapore government decided to exhume a chunk of Bukit Brown Cemetery 
and to build a major highway through it. Kevin Tan, who has spent over 20 years advocating 
for political awareness and heritage conservation, helped to convince the authorities to fund a 
thorough documentation of the graves. He was joined by a group of conservationists and the 
campaign on Bukit Brown has grown into a movement ever since. This dialogue is to explore 
ways to communicate legitimate concerns of public policies; also touch on heritage conservation, 
enjoyment of music and Singaporean life-style.

Kevin Tan (K); Benny Chia (B); 

B: It’s such a wonderful experience to meet Kevin because it’s an encounter that you make only 
through friends, a like-minded friend. And Kevin is a professor of law. He’s also keen on heritage 
conservation and he’s also a keen music writer and critic. Now, I don’t think we can indulge him in 
his hobby today because we want him to talk about heritage conservation and also his views about 
Hong Kong from a legal point of view. Now, I also like to introduce Ming, who’s been with Kevin 
and comes specially to support him, and some of your friends here. You talk about who has taken 
this photo later.

I was born in Singapore and raised up in Hong Kong. You can call me a Singaporean Hongkie. And 
when I come to think of Singapore, it’s a place that is made of memories, my own memories, my 
mother’s stories, and my imagination. 

Now, if I may, you know, I also like to talk a little bit about my impression of Singapore. I think of 
Singapore, if I have to distill down to three things, first, what my mother used to tell me that that 
is a place that during the day is very hot and in the evening that comes to evening drizzle. And 
she used to talk about after dinner that she would take us “sikfeng”. So, it’s a term that I use in 
Singapore only. The other memory I have of Singapore is a little bit of the supernatural. Let Kevin 
talk about the cemetery and Bukit Brown.

K: My day job is as a law professor, I teach at the Faculty of Law at the National University of 
Singapore. And my specialty is in constitutional and administrative law, and human rights, all the 
stuff that does not make any money in Singapore, at least from the legal perspective. But outside 
of my day job, I also am quite active in a number of organizations. I used to be very active a long 
time ago in the Boy Scout Movement. I then was quite active, as sort of a political activist in the 
sense that we set up a NGO in Singapore talking only about politics which was unheard of in the 
1990s. It was called the Roundtable. And I was president of that for a couple of years. We shut 



down the Roundtable after ten years because we got really tired of talking to each other, so go 
talk to other people.

And then, and although I’d always been a very keen student of history, I never was really part 
of that sort of heritage crowd, until I had stepped down from as president of the Roundtable. 
And two of my good friends, one architect, William Lim, and the other one sociologist call 
Kin Woon, each twisted one of my arms and made me agree to become the president of the 
Heritage Society. And it is the irony because they tell you there is no such thing as a free lunch, 
but it was worse than that because I ended up paying for lunch. And I was there for ten years as 
the president of Heritage Society. Currently, I stepped down as president in 2011 and the last 
few years I’ve been president of the Singapore chapter of ICOMOS, International Council on 
Monuments and Sites, which is the, sort of the technical arm for UNESCO. If you are looking at 
the inscription of World Heritage Sites and so on, UNESCO relies on the professionals who are in 
ICOMOS. It is not that open organization in the sense that you have to sort of in a related heritage 
industry to be able to be a member of ICOMOS. So that’s basically sort of a background where I 
come from. 

I will say a little bit about some of the interesting things I’m doing. And I know, by Hong Kong 
standards, that the kind of activism that we take part in and we do in Singapore look like child’s 
play because we don’t chain ourselves to pillars and we do not have to occupying Fullism Square 
or something like that. And I tell you why. 

Largely because it does not work. And in Singapore, we are all kind of very practical people so we 
try and find ways to get the government to change its mind in ways that would work rather than 
things that do not work. And petitions do not work. I can assure you I have collected thousands 
of petitions, they do not work so no more petitions, no more point collecting petitions. My main 
advocacy work in the last 15 years, is largely in the field of heritage. The picture you see here, is 
an aerial photograph of the largest tomb in the cemetery in Singapore called Bukit Brown. Bukit 
means hill. Brown of course is the name of the Englishman who used to own and stayed there, and 
of course it’s just named after him, right. It’s called Bukit Brown Cemetery, actually it comprises a 
couple of cemeteries, so one belongs to the Ong Clan, one is called the Old Cemetery and one is 
called the Coffee Hill Cemetery, but basically there are four cemeteries built into one. 

We think, of course in advocacy terms, we think it is always good to have something superlative. 
We think it is the largest Chinese cemetery outside of China. When we go up and we tell the 
government that they should not destroy it, so on and so forth, at least there is something 
superlative. Because Singapore, Singaporeans and Singapore government like to be No. 1 
in everything, so you want to be the biggest, the best. When you tell them this is the biggest 
cemetery so you better not destroy it, otherwise we will not have that title anymore.

I must say my role in advocacy relating to Bukit Brown heritage is actually quite a small one. This 
was in the dying days of my last-term as president of the Heritage Society, and I got a call one 
morning from the chief executive of the Land Transport Authority and chief executive of the 
National Parks Board. These are the two agencies that were most pertinent in this particular case. 
Why the Land Transport Authority? Because they wanted to exhume some 4,000 graves to build 
the highway right across the cemetery, one part of it. So, Land Transport Authority comes in. And 
the National Parks Board, believe it or not, is supposed to be a parks board, but they are also in 
charge of the cemeteries. 

I got a call one morning to have breakfast with the two of them. Quite obviously, you know, it 
was not a very appetizing breakfast because all they wanted to do was to tell me “we thought we 
should let you know that tomorrow we will announce that we are going to build a highway through 
Bukit Brown Cemetery.” This is typical style of civil society encounters in Singapore. I must say it is 



changing in some ways, but in some ways, this is typical old style, alright. 

I’ll tell you the day before. Don’t say I didn’t tell you. I told you before. But it’s like yesterday, what 
can I do, I mean, 24 hours, there’s nothing you can do in. But it was a little bit different because 
they kind of expected me to react violently. No, I mean not punch them in the face. I mean I kind 
of know these guys, right. Not violently in the sense that they expected me to be very vehement in 
my protest about this and I was, I was very firm. ‘Look here, how can you make an announcement 
about what is going to happen tomorrow, what do you expect me to do?’, I said. And they just sort 
of looked out and said ‘Well, we thought you should know.’

Okay, I had to do some serious quick thinking that the next day, it’s a done deal, right. I thought 
I would extract something from them. And I said ‘Well, before you do any exhumation, you 
must comply with the highest standards of heritage documentation and conservation’, meaning 
you can’t keep things, you are going to exhume. But before you exhume, we want proper 
documentation. These two guys suddenly lit up at me so relieved ‘You mean that’s all you wanted’. 
And I said ‘Yes, and you will pay for it.’ ‘No problem, we’ll play for everything.’ And that was when 
I said ‘and you need somebody who knows about anthropology, somebody who knows about 
sociology, and about exhumation of cemeteries to give the job’. It was two years almost. Quite a 
tough job, I must say. In Singapore, it’s hot. It is like Hong Kong now. And in the cemetery, I assure 
you, it is much hotter. So, you know, it’s quite backbreaking work.

My job was very small, but I did tell these two gentlemen, these senior civil servants, I said ‘Look, 
why are you only just talking to me, the Singapore Heritage Society? There are many other people 
out there who were going to be much angrier than I am.’ And they didn’t believe me, they said 
‘Oh, come on, no one’s interested in cemeteries’, which in a way is quite true because a little 
time before this, I had done a book called “Spaces of the Dead”. The book took ten years to 
materialize. It started with the exhumation of another cemetery called Bidadari in 2001. And at 
that time, we could not do much about it, we thought what we could do is to get people who are 
interested in cemeteries. 

This book that took ten years to come out called “Spaces of the Dead”, and I wrote the 
introductory chapter called The Death of Cemeteries in Singapore. The, we held a little 
conference, we pulled together people interested in cemeteries, and quite honestly, at that 
time, the person who actually wrote the chapter on Bukit Brown Cemetery was South African, a 
lady called Elizabeth McKenzie. And she was, she did not read Chinese, she always walked, went 
around with the help of a translator, she was documenting things when nobody was interested. 

Singaporeans generally were not interested in cemeteries. So the two civil servants weren’t 
completely wrong. They thought, ‘Well, sure, who’s going to be interested, only you crazy 
heritage guys.’ And I said ‘No, you don’t forget, right, something about heritage, everybody has 
a grandfather’. My only point being not that everybody has a grandfather in Bukit Brown, it’s just 
that everybody has a past, everybody has family, and there are connections. And the thing blew up 
in their faces. It did blow up in their faces, they did not expect people to be so angry. 

This is in a way a post-materialist kind of attitude which infuses many of our young people. We 
have young people now who are not just out there to try and chase the dollar, of course, they 
still do, but there are many who are actually interested in things like that. And, so the most active 
people, they were actually the young ones who were very interested, and they were very good at 
using social media and so on, and putting things together.

Anyway, the book is out, and suddenly you have a group of people who suddenly felt the idea of 
being part of Singapore, the idea of belonging to a country, a nation like Singapore, had to do 
with some of these memories, some of these intangible things that link them to the space.



I’m sure all of you know you always talk about this, you go to every city around the world, every 
shopping center looks the same, everyone has the same shops. So, what is it that links us back 
to our roots, to where we are. That is why I had the title “No Past, No Future”. If you don’t know 
where you come from, what is it that links you to a space. Then I think, you know, there’s really a 
future for that nation. Now, so let me stop there. 

B: You said when you deal with the government like the Singaporean government, you know civil 
action does not work, but you still persisted in doing what you feel is right. And even though you 
know you cannot win, you try and make it as painful as possible for the government. Now, can you 
elaborate on that?

K: I think when you live in a place like Singapore, and for those of you who don’t know much about 
Singapore other than the fact that we’ve banned the import of chewing gum.

There is only been one political party in power since 1959, that’s People’s Action Party. They 
have been there for so long that, you have to recognize the reality that it is highly unlikely that 
they are going to be worrying about some kind of political opposition. Why is that? They have 
habitually won the elections by very large margins, even after 2011. 2011 was what we considered 
to be a major watershed election, and in that election, out of 86 seats, they lost seven. So, they 
lost less than 10% of the seats. And that was considered a great cause for celebration all-round 
in Singapore. Of course, they thought it was a disaster. The People’s Action Party thought it was 
a disaster, so they went away licking their wounds, actually worked really hard, and came back, 
and won back a couple of seats. They are not afraid of political opposition because the political 
opposition is very weak. And besides, there’s no ideology of politics in Singapore. They are all 
things to all people, you know. The government, if you use, you want to ask, the government is 
capitalist? Yes, they are capitalist. Are they socialist? Also, they are socialist. They are not fixated 
on any ideology. They are happy to steal anybody’s idea. If you are on opposition, you have a 
good idea, they say ‘Yea, that’s a good idea’, they take it, and then they put them in, then you 
knock out the opposition. There is no shame about this. And actually that works to our advantage 
because one of the things we try to do is that we make them think it is their idea, in some of these 
things we tried to do at the civil society level. If you give them the idea that they think is theirs, 
after a little while they start to own it, and then it gets changed, doesn’t matter who gets credit. 

B: Kevin, we talk a little bit about Singapore government has made it not viable for civil action 
because PAP, may as well be, you know, Lee Kwan Yew’s idea to make Singapore a place that 
its citizen interests are well taken care of. So according to a Chinese society, jisikzyuhang (衣食
住行), so the clothes that you wear, the food you eat and so on and so forth, especially living 
quarters. They know how important it is for the city to feel contented. Singapore government has 
done something which is so vital, or giving the sense of wellbeing and security. We cannot say 
the same for Hong Kong unfortunately because I think many of us living here feel that there is a 
sense of insecurity here which may have stemmed from housing, for instance, because it’s getting 
so expensive and a lot of young people feel that. It is quite hopeless to make Hong Kong home 
because they cannot afford to buy a flat here. Now, may or may not be a problem in Singapore, 
but for many year the PAP has made sure that people are well taken care of in the material or 
materialistic ways. 

K: To be a little bit more serious about this, we discuss this quite a lot actually about the problem 
of housing, and actually Singapore, we kind of take some of these things for granted and that 
is why I mentioned just now that the government if you want to call them socialist, they are also 
socialist. They are socialist in some ways, and the reason they are socialist was because they 
started out as a socialist party, they were what they call socialist democrats. And the major plank of 
their program which gave them the legitimacy in the earliest years was in public housing.



Now Singapore was very much like Hong Kong in the 1950s, you know, we pretty much on parallel, 
in the sense that the colonial authorities did not provide much public housing, they did some, 
but it was miserable. In something like 40 years ago, 20,000 units, which was way too few for the 
burgeoning population. The PAP came in and this was the first thing they did, I mean, there was 
a slogan ‘We’ve gotta break the back of the housing problem’ and so on. And to do this, actually, 
they could not use, they knew it would not work to use the old civil servants who were part of the 
British regime. And what they did was they brought in a businessman. The businessman was a man 
called Lim Kim San. He worked as chairman, executive chairman of the Housing Development 
Board for free. He later on of course joined the party and became a member, but not before, his 
job was really to fix the housing problem. So he went out and he did what businessmen did, which 
is very efficient, think of ways to cut costs and so on and so forth. 

There was another aspect which was the legal aspect, which was holding things back. The legal 
aspect was that under the British, and then of course, Singapore was part of Malaysia for two 
years, we actually had the constitutional right to property. The constitutional right to property, by 
the way, does not mean that if you have a piece of property, no one can take it away from you. It 
simply means that if the state acquires your property, they must pay you market rate. And they 
cannot acquire the property for any reason under the sun, they must acquire the property for a 
public purpose. So it is not to acquire a property and then make a profit by selling it to somebody 
else, must be for a public park, or a school, or factories, public housing. They were held back by 
the law because the law couldn’t be changed because of the constitution, and they could only 
do this after 1965 after left Malaysia. But in the meantime, they were pushing contractors, they 
were pushing everybody to build the flats as quickly as they could. And within the first year of 
the housing board’s existence, they had no more flats than the British did in the 40 years before. 
Alright, they were just doing it, not very high quality, but very fast. And of course, you had the 
other problems of displacement, getting people to move into the flats and so on. But I think, by 
and large, you know, people were quite happy to move into these flats because you have modern 
sanitation, for a start.

B: Now, shall we go back to this heritage thing?  Because we also are going through a phase that 
we now feel that in Hong Kong we need to call something our own, and we now go and look at 
the few heritage buildings that we have. 

According to census, the Antiquities and Monuments Office has sort of gazetted, listed something 
like 1,100 old buildings in Hong Kong that they set out to preserve. The Fringe Club, when we first 
moved in 33 years ago, the building was in this repair because for ten years, the building was not 
looked after. So when we moved in, the place was leaking all over, and then there were planks, 
coming down from the roof. And it was just an old building, and nobody had a clear idea of what 
to do with the building then. 

But, then in the course of 33 years, we, first we became a listed building, Grade III, and then in 
2009, we jumped to (Grade I.) Grade I, which is during our renovation project. Can you imagine 
that the project was suddenly from a Grade III building that we can do some changes to the 
building without going through ten government departments? And in the middle of that, 
the project we first thought, could be completed in 18 months, took us nearly seven years to 
complete. 

And we completed the first phase, two months ago, we started the Phase 2 renovation. And now 
you see the scaffolding outside, what we are planning to do now is to restore the façade of the 
building, and fix the windows and replace the new ones with old ones. And, hopefully when we 
complete Phase 3, we will have a façade that look pretty much like it was in the 1930s, and we also 
going to illuminate the façade of the building. That was a bit of telling the audience, what we are 
doing. Now, going back to what you talked about yesterday about authenticity, that in order to 



preserve an old building, what is authentic and what is creating something which was there when 
you have the other perspectives on restoring historical monuments?

In our last Naked Dialogue, we talked about situation like that. And you know, just to give a 
different point of view, in fact, many of the European cities, you know, that we now, you go and 
visit, many of them have been rebuilt. Case in point, St. Petersburg was virtually destroyed during 
the siege, Second World War. And then after the war, they painstakingly rebuilt the Summer Palace 
and nearly every house as it was before. When we go and visit these cities in Europe, many of us 
will unthinkingly think that we are actually seeing the real McCoy, the original buildings. But in fact, 
they are not, they were rebuilt. But the spirit of that is, some are different, you can’t call them fake 
because they built not just in the spirit of the old thing, but also materially, they would try and be 
as truthful to the original as possible. Now, that is another topic, you know.

K: No, that is completely another objective because the idea of rebuilding the many of the 
European cities was that you wanted to give people a semblance of normalcy, life before the war. 
So, it’s a completely different idea altogether. It is not about heritage really. It is really about giving 
you back the city that you remember. You do not remember this mess, you do not remember 
these bomb holes. You remember a civilized place that looks like this before the war. So, there is a 
different purpose altogether. 

B: And bringing back to the Fringe Club, the first phase of our renovation started a few years back. 
On afternoon, one of the workers came and said ‘Well, you better come and take a look.’ We 
were trying to put another performance space in what we now call the Underground Theater. The 
reason why we called it underground is because we actually lower the floor by 1.4 meter and as 
we dug down, the worker found out that, there is something usual about it. And we immediately 
went and checked. From Day 1, 33 years ago, when we move in the building, we always suspected 
that there was an ice vault where they kept the ice blocks shipped in from outside of Hong 
Kong. Where was that? And during that dig-down, we discovered there is the arch doorway, and 
immediately we notified the Antiquities and Monuments people. They came and they said, ‘Well, 
this don’t seem to be worth looking into’, not old enough or some reasons that they gave us. 

But instead of, you know, ignoring that, what we have done is we have now put a steel cover on 
top of that archway, and because now we don’t have enough money to do any more excavation, 
and, so we cover it up, and then we will save it for another day. I think the more we know about 
conservation, the more we feel we have something we need to keep. It’s not just the brick and 
mortar aspect of it because we know that it’s important to conserve the brick and mortar side of 
the building, but more importantly, we know that without memories, without stories, this place is 
just walls and floors and ceiling. So this is something that we have learnt. 

And in what, this is part of the Learn • Play • Lead Program sponsored by Hong Kong Jockey Club 
Charities Trust. This program last for two years, and we want to learn more about the building. 
So the Learn • Play • Lead actually is something that we have to learn, and then we play with the 
ideas, and then we try and lead in the sense that we want to raise the awareness of conserving 
what we have in Hong Kong. I think Hong Kong started a little bit late, even though on the 
legislation side, we are actually more advanced than Singapore as you have pointed out, but Hong 
Kong did not have the chance to preserve some of the buildings that we hope that we still have, 
you know. For instance, we always talk about the General Post Office that was torn down in 1976 
when they make way for MTR, and that happens almost overnight. But fortunately, in Singapore, 
able to preserve many of those. Am I right?

K: Well, I think, to a large extent, you are right, but let me just give you some timelines here. 
I think Hong Kong was earlier than us in the enactment of your Antiquities and Monuments 
Ordinance. We came a bit later. Our Preservation of Monuments Act came a little bit later. In 



a way, just like your AMO, we did not have very much that were for enforcement, so there was 
not very much going on insofar as. I mean, you could have a monuments board, you can make 
recommendations and so on, but I think Hong Kong really took off in the beginning of the 2000s 
when you started trying to take a census of your key buildings. So, in 2000 to 2014, you did 8,800 
buildings, out of which you then narrowed down to 1,444 for further study, for grading. We didn’t 
have that kind of exercise. I did actually sit on the Preservation of Monuments Board in Singapore 
for about seven years. This is a government organization, or rather, the government statutory 
board. We were just volunteers. The difference here is that our planning department is really a 
lot more powerful than your planning authorities here. We can tell the developers what they can 
or cannot do. And that made all the difference. So, we have a lot of debates internally, in other 
words, we have all, provide, in fact, eventually I left the board because I think the chief planner 
got tired of me because I am always fighting her in the committee. But nobody sees these fights. 
These are all inside. And you end up fighting to get the regulators to do a better job.


