
By GRACE CHUA

FROM saving water to reducing stress,
technology enthusiasts will come to-
gether for a weekend to brainstorm on
how to solve some of the country’s
problems.

Organisers of the three-day “hacka-
thon” hope it will lead to new pro-
grams or applications to deal with Sin-
gapore’s urban woes. The best ideas
will be pitched to a subsidiary of tech-
nology consultancy Newton Circus,
which may provide up to $250,000 in
funding to start a business.

“Cities are the future, but they are
being pushed to their limits,” said the
tech company’s founding partner, Mr
Jason Aspes. They therefore need new
ways to cope with problems.

About 250 people will take part in
next month’s Urban Prototyping Singa-

pore festival, including software devel-
opers, designers, social entrepreneurs
and other interested citizens. They
will be given data on Singaporeans’
transport use, habits and behaviour,
which they can use to tackle challeng-
es arising from issues such as conges-
tion and sustainable living.

Newton Circus has put about half a
million dollars into the project and
plans to take it to San Francisco next.

The event is backed by the Econom-
ic Development Board, which is look-
ing to unlock the value in data collect-
ed by the Government and companies.

Mr Gian Yi-Hsen, a director in the
board’s new businesses division, said:
“Businesses today capture a lot of data
that describes the city, especially from
real-time systems that support vari-
ous aspects of urban living. This data
can be economically valuable but it is

challenging to realise its value because
it is kept in silos.”

To prepare for the festival, which
will be held at Fusionopolis from June
22 to 24, a “mini-hackathon” was held
last week. Around 20 people gathered
in the central business district to dis-
cuss ideas over beer and pizza.

Mr Amandeep Singh, a senior ana-
lytics consultant who attended the
event, said he worries that the festival
would be just a fad. “It’s unsustaina-
ble long term if people lose interest.”

But Mr Aspes, 39, was not con-
cerned about this, saying his focus
was on making sure the festival is a
success. “If we can get it right, and
get something really innovative out of
it, it will help gain momentum and
take on a life of its own.” Simply ex-
plaining what it is about has been the
biggest challenge, he said.

Systems engineer Marlou Madrio at-
tended the “mini-hackathon” and said
he was eager to share his ideas. Asked
if he would be going for future events,
the 45-year-old replied: “I’ve already
taken leave for them and my supervi-
sor was kind enough to approve.”

Mr Aspes said non-profit groups
have been asked to take part. This will
help ensure that the tech-savvy urban
professionals at the festival under-
stand how Singapore works and which
groups they are trying to help.

Those interested in attending the
festival or other related events can
sign up at www.upsingapore.com.

A separate initiative to share gov-
ernment data, called data.gov.sg, has
already led to citizens creating applica-
tions such as a map to post stray cat
sightings as well as transport guides.
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By LIM YAN LIANG

A GIANT replica of The Float @
Marina Bay made entirely of Lego
bricks is part of efforts to engage
Singaporeans for the National Day
celebrations this year.

Sited at Orchard Road’s *Scape
youth hangout, the structure is be-
ing built by more than 500 volun-
teers. It is expected to be complet-
ed by next Friday.

For $5, visitors can place a
Lego figurine on the model grand-
stand, and take a second figurine
home.

The event hopes to raise
$300,000 for The Straits Times
School Pocket Money Fund.

Colonel Lim Siong Tiong, who
is this year’s National Day Parade
chairman of engagement, said
that the celebrations this year will
be more participatory than previ-
ous years’.

“This year’s celebration will be
very different. We will not wait
till the 9th of August for Singapo-
reans to start our celebrations.”

Besides the Lego model, anoth-
er activity is the InstagramSG pho-
to contest. More than 1,000 pho-
tos have been submitted by the
public since the contest started in
late March, Colonel Lim said.

More than 700 people have al-
so taken part in the first LovingSG
Trails since it was launched two
weeks ago to encourage Singapore-
ans to visit national
heritage sites.

Meanwhile, NDP-
OnTheGo, a mobile
app that provides in-
formation on the
trails and the parade,
has been download-
ed more than 12,500
times since it was
launched this month.

Another activity launched yes-
terday was a call for the public to
submit videos of themselves sing-
ing the National Anthem online.

The video clips will be com-
piled into a virtual “choir” by Sin-
gapore Symphony Orchestra con-
ductor Darrell Ang and film-mak-

er Royston Tan.
The public can also record their

clips at roadshows that will be vis-
iting malls across the island in
June and July.

“The important thing about
this project is that it gives
air-time to Singaporeans both
here as well as overseas,” said Mr
Tan. “The National Day Parade is

not just confined to
the performers or the
‘live’ audience.”

Madam Yow Chay
Kwai, 69, a volunteer
who was helping to
organise the Lego fig-
urines at *Scape yes-
terday, said that par-
ticipating in the

event was a good way to exercise
her hands and mind.

She is a resident of the AWWA
Community Home for Senior Citi-
zens.

“It’s not boring, it helps me get
the blood circulating,” said the re-
tiree.

yanliang@sph.com.sg

By JOSE HONG

A LEADING environmental conserva-
tion organisation has relocated its
Asian headquarters from Japan to Sin-
gapore with the aim of working more
closely with its regional partners.

BirdLife International is the world’s
largest alliance of conservation groups
with operations in six continents and
more than 2.7 million members.

Its move is expected to bring addi-
tional firepower to the conservation
cause in the region.

For one thing, the organisation
plans to launch a US$60 million (S$75
million) Forests of Hope fund by the
end of the year. The fund is dedicated
to the conservation of tropical rainfor-

ests throughout the region, and al-
ready has US$5 million in the kitty.

Ms Cristi Nozawa, regional director
of BirdLife International’s Asia divi-
sion, said that the group’s decision to
move to Singapore was based on two
reasons: First, as most of its Asian
partners are located in South and
South-east Asia, relocating to Singa-
pore would allow for closer collabora-
tion with them. Second, Singapore
presents opportunities for forging new
partnerships with corporate organisa-
tions.

“Singapore is trying to achieve a
balance between development and be-
ing a city-state that takes nature into
consideration, and we’d like to contrib-
ute to that,” Ms Nozawa said, adding

that the group would develop conser-
vation programmes in the region.

Planning the move to Singapore
took several years, and since 2008 in-
volved various players, including the
Economic Development Board (EDB),
the Nature Society (Singapore), and
law firm Drew and Napier.

Mr Kelvin Wong, executive director
of EDB’s International Organisations
Programme Office, said BirdLife Inter-
national would help make Singapore
“a hub for international non-profit or-
ganisations to advance their social,
economic and developmental efforts
in Asia and beyond”.

Nature Society president Shawn
Lum said BirdLife International’s
move will likely result in other conser-

vation groups here holding more
meetings and workshops to further
the environmental cause.
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By STACEY CHIA

SCHOOL trips to learn about Sin-
gapore’s past are about to get
more high-tech.

The Ministry of Education
(MOE) yesterday launched a new
mobile programme to teach
students about Singapore history,
geography and social studies.

Called the Interactive Heritage
Trails programme, it will be availa-
ble from next month to students
from primary school to junior col-
lege.

The new initiative was intro-
duced by Education Minister
Heng Swee Keat yesterday at the
inaugural Humanities Educators’
Conference at Raffles Institution.

Mr Heng said the programme
would help students develop a
greater appreciation for the
humanities, as their study be-
comes increasingly important in a

globalised world.
“Our students need civic litera-

cy, global awareness and
cross-cultural skills so that they
can interact with people of di-
verse backgrounds with confi-
dence and empathy,” he told
about 1,000 humanities teachers
and speakers at the two-day con-
ference organised by MOE and the
National Institute of Education.

With the help of 12 schools and
other partners, the humanities
branch at MOE identified seven
heritage trails, among them the
Fort Canning and the Kampong
Glam trails.

Schools were also roped in to
create activities for the trails.

The mobile application, de-
signed by partner vendors for
school use, recognises user loca-
tions, and will send site-specific
information and questions for stu-
dents to answer.

For instance, on the China-
town trail, images of old buildings
may be sent to the students’ de-
vice, provided by their schools, to
help them visualise how the place
looked in the past.

Using a programming tool de-
signed by the Infocomm Develop-
ment Authority, Clementi Town

Secondary School created two
trails of its own – one that ex-
plores sites in its neighbourhood,
such as the Clementi Fire Station,
and another for the Bukit Timah
Nature Reserve.

The tool is available free for a
year to the first 300 schools that
want to create their own educa-

tional trails.
Clementi Town Secondary 3

student Jadie Tang, 15, said she is
looking forward to taking her
classroom lessons outdoors.

“The questions help guide us to
think about what we see on a deep-
er level,” she said.

Speaking to reporters after the

event, the minister said the hu-
manities were as important as the
sciences.

He said: “Both the sciences and
humanities are important for our
students. I hope that parents will
also place an emphasis on this im-
portant subject.”

staceyc@sph.com.sg
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Bendemeer Secondary students Rohit Rai, 15, and Michelle Ho, 14, displaying their mobile phones with the Interactive Heritage Trails application. Teachers from their
school were part of a group that created activities for seven heritage trails. ST PHOTO: ASHLEIGH SIM

More than 500 volunteers are building a giant replica of The Float @Marina Bay with Lego bricks at Orchard Road’s *Scape
shopping mall. It is expected to be completed by next Friday. PHOTO: LIANHE ZAOBAO
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