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Switched on       
From the days of the gas lamp to the opening of the liquefied natural gas terminal 
last year, Singapore has made great strides in energy security. BT takes a look at the 
progress in  the sector that keeps our lights on and the factories running. BY ANDREA SOH

Lighting up 
Singapore
Before electricity 

came, lighting at night was 
provided for by gas lamps. 
The first investment in electricity 
generation in Singapore was 
made by private investors − the 
Tanjong Pagar Dock Company 
invested in electric lighting so 
that work in the Tanjong Pagar 
wharves could continue after 
sunset. Eventually it became a 
government agency, and built 
the first power station at 
Mackenzie Road.

The Mackenzie Road Power Station 
starts up, marking the “official 

turning-on” of electricity in Singapore. 
It was demolished after the 
Japanese Occupation.

Singapore’s second power station − 
St James Power Station − opened to 

generate power for big infrastructure 
projects. It used coal to generate 
electricity and in 1940 became 
the first power station to switch to 
fuel oil. 

The 
municipal 

government 
opened a 
showroom at 
Orchard Road 
to rent out fans 
and water heaters to domestic 
consumers. This made sense as many 
of the wealthier families were only 
temporary residents in Singapore.

Cathay Cinema was the first 
cinema to have air-conditioning 

when it opened.

During the Japanese Occupation 
(1942-45), Japanese firm Nippon 

Power Supplies Company took over 
Singapore’s electricity generation.

DO YOU KNOW
Post-war recovery efforts were 

hampered by having to compete 
with war-ravaged UK for the same 

spare parts. Singapore lived with 
brownouts, blackouts and load 
shedding (a rotational blackout 

when supply to certain areas is cut 
temporarily to avoid overloading 

the whole system).

The Public Utilities Board (PUB) was 
formed to take care of Singapore’s 

water, gas and electricity needs, and it 
started the 10-year Rural Electrification 
Programme. Singapore became part of 
the Federation of Malaysia.

Singapore separated from Malaysia 
and became independent.

Powering 
the industry
As industrialisation 

began in earnest and Singapore’s 
economy took off, ensuring  
availability of electricity was 
no longer enough; an adequate 
and reliable supply of electricity 
became the overriding priority 
in the three decades from 
independence to the mid-1990s.

The 1960s saw a rapid development 
of Singapore’s transmission and 
distribution system. As the Housing 
and Development Board (HDB) built its 
estates, underground cables replaced 
overhead lines. 

A multi-million-dollar project was 
started to lay undersea cables − said 

to be among the largest of its kind in 
the world then − from Pasir Panjang B 
Power Station to the oil refinery on 
Pulau Ayer Chawan. 

DO YOU KNOW
Then, few people had bank 

savings accounts. To avoid the 
monthly crush at 
its bill collecting 

centres, PUB 
worked with POSB 

to introduce the 
Giro system in 
1971 as a way 
for consumers 
to pay utilities 
bills. It was so 

successful that 
the Giro scheme was eventually 
extended to other banks and for 

payment of other services as well.

A short circuit at the Robinsons 
Department Store in Raffles Place 

started a fire so big, flames were 
reported to be visible from as far 

as Jurong. The blaze, which killed 
nine people, compelled PUB to 
introduce stricter regulations for 
safety and licensing. 

PUB introduced a new energy 
management system which 

enabled the remote control and 
monitoring of electricity networks, 
compared to the manual on-site 
operations before.

It became mandatory for all new 
houses and apartments to be fitted 

with high-sensitivity residual current 
circuit breakers to reduce the number 
of electrocutions. 

Singapore’s first offshore power 
station started on Pulau Seraya, 

now part of Jurong Island.

As industries such as shipbuilding, 
computer building, petrochemicals 

and pharmaceuticals moved to using 
advanced computer control systems, 
the stability of electricity transmission 
became more important, and heavier 
penalties were placed on those 
who caused cable damage through 
construction and excavation works. 

The big 
switch
As energy needs grew 

and became more sophisticated, 
the power sector was first 
corporatised and then 
liberalised, in the hope that 
competition in the market 
would spread out demand and 
inject more efficiency into 
electricity generation.

PUB’s electricity and piped gas 
undertakings were privatised, splitting 

the industry into three sectors: 
electricity generation, transmission 
and distribution and retailing.

Singapore started moving into 
natural gas when German chemicals 

firm BASF was considering a project 
requiring natural gas − necessary as 
feedstock and for the in-house 
generation of electricity. But as the 
volume of a natural gas contract was 
substantially more than what BASF 
needed, power-generation firms 
Sembcorp Cogen and Tuas Power were 
persuaded to switch to natural gas too.

The Energy Market Authority (EMA) 
was set up to oversee further 

liberalisation of the electricity and 
gas markets, and was formed from 
merging PUB’s regulatory role in 
energy matters with PowerGrid’s 
power system operation.

Vesting contracts were introduced to 
rein in the market power of the three 

large generation companies − Senoko 
Power, PowerSeraya and Tuas Power − 
which together supply about 80 per 
cent of Singapore’s electricity demand.

A severe blackout 
on June 29 
caused about 
300,000 
consumers to 
lose their 
electricity supply 

for up to 1.5 hours, following which an 
Energy System Review Committee was 
set up. Its recommendations helped to 
avert another major blackout in 2008.

Large consumers comprising 
business and industries, forming 

75 per cent of total electricity 
  demand, became contestable.
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46,403 GWh of electricity consumed in 2014 The Energy Market Authority is holding a Singapore 
Energy Story Exhibition showing the role electricity 
has played in Singapore’s growth since 1965. 

Admission : Free

Date/time : Oct 27-29, 2015, 9am – 6pm
  Oct 30, 2015, 9am – 2pm

Venue : Angsana Main, Level 3, 
  Sands Expo & Convention Centre, 
  Marina Bay Sands

A sustainable 
future
Singapore is preparing 

itself for a new energy future. 
Said Prime Minister Lee Hsien 
Loong in 2010: “The 
uncertainties are major and 
there are three questions which 
we ask ourselves: Will future 
energy prices rise significantly? 
What will be the global regime 
on climate change? And what 
new technologies will emerge?”

How can Singapore have energy 
that is competitive, secure 
and sustainable? The country is 
using a three-pronged approach: 
promote competitive markets; 
diversify energy supplies; and 
develop and test-bed energy 
technologies and grow energy 
businesses.

EMA starts Intelligent Energy 
System pilot project, representing a 

first move towards an integrated 
smarter grid in Singapore.

An electricity micro-grid was 
launched in Pulau Ubin, to test the 

impact of intermittent energy sources 
such as solar power on grid operations.

The Singapore government 
launches SolarNova, a programme 

spearheaded by the Economic 
Development Board to aggregate solar 
demand across government buildings 
and spaces, in order to yield cost 
savings from economies of scale.
    Singapore’s first LNG terminal − 
significant for the country’s 
diversification of energy supply 
beyond Indonesia and Malaysia − 
opened. The city-state is now 
studying the feasibility of a second 
LNG Terminal in the east to further 
enhance energy security. 

DO YOU KNOW
Singapore’s solar capacity has 

increased about 20 times since 
2009. If laid out side by side, 
the solar panels will occupy 
around 55 football pitches.

The Singapore Exchange 
launches an electricity futures 

market, aimed at providing 
a more competitive 
wholesale and 
retail market for 
consumers.

The Energy Market Authority is holding a Singapore 
Energy Story Exhibition showing the role electricity 

2009. If laid out side by side, 
the solar panels will occupy 
around 55 football pitches.

The Singapore Exchange 
launches an electricity futures 

market, aimed at providing 
a more competitive 
wholesale and 
retail market for 
consumers.
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