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Date:  17 May 2013 
 
From:  Teresa Teo Guttensohn (Eco-artist, Singapore) 
 
To:   Minister, Ministry of Transport, Mr Lui Tuck Yew 
via email:  lui_tuck_yew@mot.gov.sg 
 
cc: Deputy Prime Minister and Coordinating Minister for National Security 

& Minister for Home Affairs, Mr Teo Chee Hean  
   

Chairman, Land Transport Authority, Mr Michael Lim Choo San, PJG 
 
Subject: PAYING EXTREME PRICE FOR CROSS ISLAND MRT; A FASTER 

RIDE TO SPECIES EXTINCTION 
 
 
 
Dear Minister for Transport, Mr Lui 
 
 
PAYING EXTREME PRICE FOR CROSS ISLAND MRT; 
A FASTER RIDE TO SPECIES EXTINCTION 
 
Introduction 
 
My name is Teresa Teo Guttensohn. I am a native Singaporean (Chinese 
Peranakan), an eco-artist and environmentalist. I have a lot of appreciation for what 
the government has achieved for Singapore and Singaporeans.  
 
I have served my nation in two government agencies in the past, first as Staff Officer 
(aide-de-camp) to former Chief of Singapore Armed Forces (SAF), LTG Winston 
Choo, and later as PA to Chairman SSC and CEO SSC. I have marched at NDP, 
danced at Chingay, volunteered at AYG and YOG, acted at Mediacorp, gained a 
national bodybuilding title, cheered our Singapore football team when they were 
trashed by visiting Liverpool team, and so on. My loyalty to our island, its government 
and people is firm.   
 
I love our island for its Southeast Asian flavour, its warm mixed people, its sunny 
clime and especially its steamy jungles. The rainforest to me is what makes our 
urban island and crowded city very special and livable. It defines us as a tropical isle. 
Our environment shapes us. The rainforest creates an alluring environment that sets 
us apart from many other cities. 
  
Cross Island MRT and our Forest Reserves 
 
I am deeply shocked and saddened by news of the proposed Cross Island MRT 
running under our forest reserves.  
 
I trust that Minister is aware of the value of the rainforest as a very precious natural 
heritage for Singaporeans. You must know that it is a critical refuge for our very last 
wildlife. I wish to emphasize what other conservationists and scores of concerned 



Singaporeans have highlighted: the potential irreversible damage to fragile rainforest 
habitats, its freshwater streams and its many endangered and threatened species.  
  
I seriously beg you to reconsider the potentially destructive MRT plan. Please 
shift the MRT line, it is not too late. 
 
 

Record of Devastation Must Stop 

Our nation´s early wealth was built with massive sacrifice of rainforest plant and 
animal species. A wealth profited from crops (gambier, rubber and pineapple) which 
were gifts of the rainforest we devastated. 

Our man-made parks and gardens are green and great; yet they cannot replace lost 
ancient forest eco-systems and native species that have become extinct. 
 
Our forest cover is less than 4 percent.  Our original primal forest is a mere 0.2 
percent. 96% of our rainforest is destroyed. 96% of our mangroves are gone. 70% of 
our reefs have vanished due to reclamation and related sedimentation and pollution. 
Species upon species have become extinct. When will it be enough? When will we 
stop?  
 
Taking a Risk with Our Reserves  
 
Should we not save what little precious forest we have left? Is it not, pardon me, 
drastically callous to damage our precious reserves? Does the very term RESERVE 
not mean that it will be a safe sanctuary? Can we afford to take a risk with our 
already threatened species?  
 
Did Nparks not proudly declare its position of BTNR as ASEAN Heritage Park and 
aim to be centre of excellence in forest conservation?  
 
“Step into Singapore's second ASEAN Heritage Park and explore one of the largest stands of primary lowland 
dipterocarp forest in our island. The Bukit Timah Nature Reserve was officially declared as an Asean Heritage Park 
on 18 October 2011. Together with Sungei Buloh Wetland Reserve, it is now part of the prestigious regional network 
of 30 protected areas, forming the complete spectrum of representative ecosystems in ASEAN. This is a significant 
milestone for Bukit Timah Nature Reserve which aspires to be a centre of excellence in tropical forest conservation 
management.” 

 
Regional Heritage and Identity 
 
Did we not just happily establish a few years ago our National Biodiversity Centre 
(NBC)? NBC represents Singapore in the ASEAN Centre for Biodiversity and is part 
of the action plan to curb rapid regional biodiversity loss and degradation. Are we 
excluded from that action plan because our forest reserve is smaller in comparison to 
the others in the region?  
 
Remember, our tropical rainforest is our Southeast Asian identity and common 
heritage, for we were once part of ancient continent Sundaland (Southern Thailand, 
Peninsula Malaysia, Singapore, Sumatra, Java and Bali). Should we tamper with our 
regional heritage? Will it not affect NBC´s professional reputation if they somehow 
fail to advise against planned primary and secondary rainforest habitat damage and 
species loss on their own turf? 
 
UN Decade To Reduce Biodiversity Loss 



 
Is Nparks not preparing to launch Festival of Biodiversity 2013 in July? Will the 
machines ironically start to make holes and tear up the soil in our forest before, 
during or after we celebrate our country´s relatively rich species biodiversity?  
 
United Nations World Biodiversity Day falls on 22 May, a few days away. The UN 
General Assembly declared 2011-2020 the UN Decade on Biodiversity to reduce 
biodiversity loss. Is this going to be the infamous decade Singapore will lose more of 
our remaining biodiversity? What do we tell our thousands of students and youths 
when they visit the festival where we are promoting our unique species in our 
rainforest canopy and streams?  
 
“Sorry kids, forget the Singapore Chilli Crab for one minute and take a good look at 
our endemic Singapore Freshwater Crab (Johora singaporensis) because they 
won´t be around for much longer.” Why not embrace and protect our natural legacy, 
our very own native crab named after our country, and living in our rainforest steams?  
 
Will our kids and Raffles Museum of Biodiversity Research (RMBR) researchers 
get to study our special crab and many other crustacea and freshwater fish species 
only after they are gone?  
 
Contradictions – Are We Truly a Green City? 
 
Some years ago, as we were calling ourselves an example of a green city, working 
on pragmatic sustainable development and the need to cut down on escalating 
energy use, and creating our first retrofitted zero energy building (ZEB) in SEA, and 
hosting the B4E (Business for the Environment) Global Summit 2008, another one of 
our governmental agencies was offering incentives to buildings to light up and 
beautify our city as a tourist draw.  
 
I wrote in on the impact of global light pollution on human and animal health, the 
heavy carbon footprint involved in unnecessary lighting (increased energy use 
without plans for clean energy), and the contradictory stances from our governmental 
agencies.  
 
Do we need bright lights to bring in tourists? Is that a good strategy? The Hong Kong 
Victoria Harbour permanent light show goes on every evening for tourists, which 
contributes to the fact that their local urban night sky is 1,000 times brighter than 
international norms, making it the most light polluted city in the world (according to 
recent research study by physicists at Faculty of Science, University of Hong Kong).  
 
Let us not contradict ourselves and appear insensible, are we an excellent green city 
or not? We are in the age of wanton destruction of our global rainforests and their 
endemic species in the name of development. We are in full awareness of the need 
for sustainability and importance of biodiversity. Please, please, be gentle to our 
heritage, for we are stewards rooted to our earth. Please feel our deep pain. Do we 
need the shortest train ride at any cost? 
 
Leave a Little Legacy for the Children of Singapore 
 
The rainforest is our children´s last wild frontier to discover nature´s mysteries. 
Please leave a little legacy of awe and wonder for the children of Singapore. Please 
leave a little biodiversity for Southeast Asians and humanity. These legacies did not 
come easily. These are the riches we have inherited from millions of years of 
evolution.   



 
Do not take a risk and destroy our last green gem. For if we deliberately damage our 
roots, like killing off the last Malayan Tiger, and getting rid of the last Singapore 
Kampong, I fear it will break our hearts and crack our communal spirits.  
 
Our Country Needs Roots 
 
Why do countries gladly flaunt their oldest this and that? Why do people throng to 
visit the oldest pyramids, the oldest temple, oldest tree etc? That is because we need 
strong roots to stand upon. The older the roots, the higher we stand, the bigger the 
awe and national pride.  
 
That is why Taman Negara and Borneo rainforests are advertised as oldest 
rainforests in the world at 130 million years.  That is why our National Heritage Board 
is promoting the flea market at Sungei Road as Singapore's largest and oldest flea 
market. 
 
A country is nothing without people, and people are lost without roots. Roots tied to 
our nature and culture, roots chained to our cultural and natural heritage. Recognise 
it or not, our island´s oldest roots, before the colonial era, before the Malay Kingdoms, 
before Majapahit and Srivijaya maritime empires, is still our natural heritage - our 
primeval jungles, our coral reefs, mangrove buffers and their amazing wildlife. Our 
wildlife.  
 
Ancient Legacy for A Young Nation 
 
It is an authentic, ancient legacy that belongs to all the shopping and makan and 
Facebooking citizens of Singapore, regardless of which ethnic culture they came 
from, and what knowledge they have of the forest. Empty out that common legacy, 
and you are cutting off old roots at a peril.  
 
As a young nation, our unique wildlife is something truly ancient that naturally 
belongs to us. We do not have to conjure this heritage in a tourism campaign (due 
respect to our mythical Merlion). We just have to protect it. The rainforest is not just a 
bunch of trees, it is sacred home, a heritage that enriches our stressed lives, and a 
root to foster our fledging identity.  
 
Enough said. 
 
Paying Extreme Price for Cross Island MRT 
 
I am all for a great public transport system. I acknowledge that ours is one of the very 
best. My friends and I use the MRT and public transport a lot as it is eco-friendly and 
very affordable (despite the public grouses, I find our MRT very efficient and 
comfortable compared to the aging London Underground, the Paris Métro, and the 
Chicago EL; and I would rank it higher than the comparable MTR in HK). 
 
However, we do not want to take a shorter ride only to pay the extremely high 
and toxic price of damaging our heritage. Certainly not if it is a faster ride to 
species extinction. 
 
It is still not too late, I desperately hope you can courageously halt the runaway train 
in its tracks and help save the day. 
 
Thank you, Minister, for your kind attention. 



 
 
Yours humbly, 
 
Teresa Teo Guttensohn  
Eco-artist, Singapore 
Email: teresaguttensohn@gmail.com	  
	  

	  
	  


