
Abstract 

Religious situations and environmentalisms differ from country to country. This essay considers how religious 
environmentalism would be like in Singapore, a multi-religious, politically secular state, as well as the role religion could 

play in the environmental movement in Singapore. This essay also includes case studies of religious environmentalism in a 
few of the major religions in Singapore: Islam, Buddhism, Christianity, and the small but actively environmental Baha’i. An 
analysis of the religious environmental landscape indicates that the religious engagement with environmentalism tends to 

range from general indifference to small pockets of nascent activity, which could be due to the level of organisation and 
cohesion within each religious bloc. The essay concludes with suggestions to how religious environmentalism in Singapore 

can move forward. 
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Religious Environmentalism in Singapore: An Overview 

Introduction 

In the last few decades since the publishing of Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring in 1962, the protection of 

the environment has become increasingly relevant. Human activities such as pollution and the 

burning of fossil fuels have been shown to have a significant and often negative impact on the 

systems of the ecology and climate. Human populations are also not exempt from experiencing these 

negative impacts through increased temperatures, rising sea levels, collapse of fisheries –

environmental problems have begun to affect man as much as it has nature. 

Contemporary environmentalism has its origins in the study and application of science for the better 

of humanity. However, there has been an emerging trend of religious people who also engage in 

modern environmental issues using their religious beliefs as the basis for an environmental ethic, 

which Arne Naess called deep ecology.1 Religious environmentalism could also be viewed as yet 

another way religion continues to engage present issues to remain relevant to modern society. 

Just as the religious situation in every country differs, religious environmentalism in different 

countries has appeared in different ways as well. Singapore’s religious situation is also unique; we are 

multi-religious with no clear dominant religion, but at the same time politically secular. The nature of 
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environmentalism all over the world has also varied based on geographical, political, and economic 

factors. In an affluent, religiously diverse, secular state such as Singapore, how does the landscape of 

religious environmentalism look like? There has been research done on both religion and 

environmentalism separately in Singapore, but few have attempted a holistic picture of the state of 

religious environmentalism in Singapore. My investigation into environmental activities carried out 

by the various religious groups seems to indicate that there are strong pockets of environmental 

action and belief in various religions and sects, but as a whole mainstream thought about 

environmentalism in various religions range from indifference to nascent enthusiasm. 

This essay will first discuss how Singapore’s religious landscape and political approach to religion, as 

well as the prevalent kind of environmentalism in Singapore, affects the approach of religious 

environmentalism here. This will be followed by a study of the situation of religious 

environmentalism among the various religions in Singapore, and conclude with some suggestions of 

how religious environmentalism in Singapore could move forward. 

Religion in Singapore and Implications for Religious Environmentalism 

Singapore is an intriguing location to consider the viability and appeal of a religious brand of 

environmentalism. In most countries where there is a religious form of environmentalism, often the 

organizations in question have only needed to adapt environmental ideals to the dominant religion, 

e.g. Christianity in America, Islam in the Middle East, Hinduism in India, etc. While I am not 

discounting that many of these places may have a plethora of other religions, often the prevailing 

religious ethic comes from the religion that dominates the public sphere in that particular country. 

Singapore is peculiar in this aspect because of two things: one, we are host to many religions; there 

are significant proportions of Muslims, Christians, Buddhists, Taoists, and Hindus (see Fig. 1). Two, 

Singapore is supposed to be a secular state, and it is wary of religious organisations whose activities 



encroach into politics.2 This strict separation may not often be so clear in matters such as the recent 

furore over Section 377A where conservative Christian groups voiced their opposition for its repeal, 

but in general religious doctrine should not be able to directly influence state statutes. 

 

Figure 1: Proportion of religious representations in the population. Data collected from Census of population 2010 Statistical 

Release 1: Demographic Characteristic, Education, Language, Religion. 

These two aspects of religion in Singapore - multi-religiosity and a strict separation of faith and state 

- mean two things. Firstly, broad religious environmentalism would require an interfaith or multi-faith 

approach if it wants to communicate to most Singaporeans. Because of the differences in the 

environmental aspects of different faiths, the approach cannot be one-size-fits-all and will have to be 

tailored to each religion. Secondly, the religious environmental approach may not readily translate 

into clear political action for environmentalism since religion and politics are kept separate here. 

Effective religious environmentalism in Singapore would thus avoid seeking change in national 

environmental policies, but be more focused on enacting social change; to convey environmental 

ethics to the religious populace. 

                                                           
2 Khun Eng Kuah-Pearce, State, Society, and Religious Engineering: Towards a Reformist Buddhism in Singapore 
(Singapore: ISEAS Publishing, 2009). 
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Environmentalism in Singapore: How Religion would fit in 

Three different approaches of environmentalism manifest in a country depending on various factors. 

First, there is the managerial approach, which is considerably anthropocentric and focused on 

sustainable development, i.e. the environment is a resource that needs to be conserved and the 

challenge is to conserve the environment without hindering economic development.3 Second, there 

is the Romantic approach, which is a largely ecocentric view of the environment where it should be 

preserved for its own sake, or the benefit of humans to enjoy as a natural space, and not as an 

economic resource.4 There is a third approach Tomalin calls the local pragmatic response, ‘that is 

concerned with the destruction of the environment from a perspective of basic survival, rights over 

access to resources and concerns about health and disease’.5 This form of environmentalism is often 

present in developing countries badly affected by climate change or pollution, and can be called 

‘empty belly’ environmentalism. This would be in contrast to ‘full belly’ environmentalism in 

developed countries, which may have emerged from the pursuit of post-materialist goals once 

material needs have been satisfied.6 

For the most part, it appears that Singapore often takes the managerial approach, as the 

environmental discourse that the government takes part in is usually focused on sustainable 

development. Singapore is also a developed country where most of our material needs have been 

fulfilled, but have Singaporeans truly begun to pursue post-materialist goals? Despite the 

government’s push for energy efficient buildings and the lead it has taken in global environmental 

matters such as urban biodiversity, Singaporeans are not active practitioners of environmental 

behaviour, even though they understand the need to protect the environment.7 A study found that 
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John Fien, David Yencken, Helen Sykes (The Netherlands: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 2002), 90. 



Singaporean youth only reduce their plastic usage ‘if external stimuli was present, such as monetary 

incentives or disincentives.’8  It seems that the impetus for environmental behaviour and action is not 

driven by a belief that it is ethical, but the opportunity cost of such behaviour. 

In other words, Singapore may not truly be a post-materialist society, but one which values the 

pragmatic importance of sustainability for its development and economy. A problem with the 

managerial approach in Singapore is that because Singapore’s total carbon footprint is dwarfed by 

larger countries such as China and the USA, some Singaporeans feel that no matter what we do, our 

actions - eco-friendly or not - do not affect the environment at large. They also feel that the 

government should be spearheading environmental action since individual action is 

inconsequential.9 But because a majority believe that what they do has no impact, reducing our 

environmental impact becomes a collective action problem.  

What religious environmentalism can do is overcome the collective action problem by convincing 

people of the importance of environmental behaviour on the basis of religious principles, instead of 

the calculable benefit. In other words, because Singapore is still a considerably religious society, 

religious ethics can provide the ‘heart’ for environmentalism in Singapore, since environmentalism 

from the standpoint of opportunity cost is not compelling enough for many Singaporeans. 

Methodology 

To find out more about pre-existing religious environmentalism in Singapore, I gathered information 

through the library and the Internet. I also emailed the governing bodies or representative 

organisations of Singapore’s major and minor religions: the Islamic Religious Council of Singapore 

(MUIS), the National Council of Churches in Singapore (NCCS), the Roman Catholic Archdiocese of 

Singapore, the Singapore Buddhist Federation, the Taoist Mission Singapore, the Hindu Endowment 
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Board, and the Baha'i Community of Singapore, the Inter-Religious Organisation (Singapore), as well 

as a few other organisations at the denominational level. Not all of them replied, and of those that 

did, there were some that admitted that they were not involved in environmentalism or did not 

know if their constituent member churches were involved in environmentalism. In general, I noticed 

a lack of overarching coordination of environmental efforts under one religion’s umbrella. With the 

exception of Muslims and Baha’i, most projects were at the small community level (church, temple, 

etc.). 

Religious Environmentalism in Action 

Muslims 

On 29 March 2013, MUIS released a sermon titled ‘Graciousness in Environmental Preservation’. In 

the message, which was disseminated to all the mosques in Singapore, Muslims were reminded that 

the earth and its resources were a gift from Allah, and it was their responsibility to use it wisely 

without wastefulness, pollution, and in a sustainable manner.10 While Singapore is not a Muslim 

country, Islam in Singapore is well-coordinated and under the central authority of MUIS. A sermon 

like this that encourages all Singaporean Muslims to lead sustainable lives creates a large consensus 

of environmental behaviour within the Muslim community that can be communally enforced 

through peer influence. It appears that at the authoritative level, Islamic leaders in Singapore have 

begun to recognise the relevance of environmentalism to the Islamic ethic. Their newest mosque, Al-

Mawaddah, built in 2009 under Phase 4 of the Mosque Building Fund programme, was specifically 

built with energy-conserving and eco-friendly features such as sun tubes, green walls, and a planned 

rooftop garden which will be cultivated with the assistance of NParks.11 

This top-down instruction to incorporate environmentalism into Islamic behaviour may successfully 

influence Singaporean Muslims to begin their own grassroots religious environmental initiatives or 
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increase their participation in environmental activities. On 24 Oct 2009, Young AMP, the youth wing 

of the Association of Muslim Professionals, organised an event called ‘Going 350: Muslims and the 

Environment’ in conjunction with the International Climate Day of Action.12 In the same year, Young 

AMP also published a book, ‘Igniting Thought, Unleashing Youth’, which was about youth activism in 

the Muslim/Malay community. Within it was a chapter written by Sofiah Jamil about how the Quran’s 

teachings encourage Muslims to be environmental. These two events helped in the formation of 

Project ME (ME alluding to the involvement of individual participation and also as an abbreviation for 

‘Muslim Environmentalism’) which hopes to create environmental awareness among Muslims.13 

Currently in its infancy, Project ME consists of a Facebook page where followers can share 

information about environmentalism, but they hope that they can expand to other environmentally-

related activities such as nature walks.  

It should be noted that Project ME and the events that transpired it occurred just about the time Al-

Mawaddah was built and a few years before an official sermon on sustainability was preached. It 

appears that environmental-mindedness has been brewing for years in the minds of some of these 

Singaporean Muslims and has finally emerged in the Islamic public sphere. 

Buddhists 

The Buddhist ethic of abhorring selfishness, wastefulness, and wealth accumulation seems to be in 

opposition to consumerism and economic development that neglects the environment.14 Of course, 

whether a Buddhist makes the connection between what he believes and what he does is another 

matter. Not all Buddhists become monks, and some continue to live non-ascetic lives in a capitalist 

society. However, one could be hopeful that Buddhists who do adhere closely to their religious 
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teachings will still consider how anti-consumerism, waste reduction, or ethical vegetarianism is a 

practice of their Buddhist faith. 

For his final-year project, Quek Ri-An, a sociology undergraduate from the Nanyang Technological 

University (NTU), did an extensive study on the nature of Buddhist environmentalism in Singapore. 

He surveyed Buddhists from the NTU Buddhist Society (NTUBS), Singapore Buddhist Mission (Youth) 

(SBMY), Tzu Chi Foundation (TCF), Kong Meng San Phor Kark See Monastery (KMSPKS) and the 

Singapore Buddhist Library (SBL). He discovered that these young Buddhists apply their beliefs in 

different ways, focusing on different religious activities. Buddhists from NTUBS and SBMY were more 

focused on improving the spiritual self through meditation, dharma lessons, and Buddhist rituals, 

while Buddhists from Tzu Chi and KMPSPKS focused on activities that could generate karma that 

benefits self and others, through volunteering for community service and environmental activities.15 

Even though the former two groups had little to no emphasis on environmentalism as part of 

Buddhist practice, they were able to understand how environmental behaviour is in line with 

Buddhist ideology.16 It appears that a Buddhist environmental ethic, while easily understood by 

Buddhists, does not necessarily translate to environmental behaviour, but their application of such 

an ethic is dependent on their personal choice. Buddhists from NTUBS and SBMY were found to 

perceive responsibility for environmental action to be the government’s,17 a similar sentiment of 

materialistic, economically-minded Singaporeans who feel that there is less impetus to make an 

environmental effort when we do not experience the negative environmental consequences here.18 

Quek inferred that ‘ideas of salvation related to strong social ethics – as the preferred method for 

accumulating positive Karma on the pathway to cessation of suffering – is(sic) more likely to lead to 

actual environmental practices and changes in lifestyle.’19  He thus concluded that only the more 
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activist Buddhist groups such as Tzu Chi and KMSPKS who emphasise Buddhist living on social 

activism than spiritualisation through self-improvement are ‘more likely to be motivated towards 

lifestyle changes and involvement in environmental causes.’20  

Tzu Chi Foundation is certainly a Buddhist group that is very active in environmental initiatives. The 

Tzu Chi Foundation first originated in Taiwan and had strong emphasis on social activism for much of 

its history. In Taiwan, they set up Tzu Chi General Hospital in 1986 for poor people, and colleges for 

nursing and medicine in 1989 and 1994.21 The Tzu Chi Foundation set up a Singapore branch in 1987 

and has also set up free clinics here.22 A lecture by Master Cheng Yen in Taiwan on 1990 jumpstarted 

their foray into environmental activities. They have set up 26 community recycling points across 19 

neighbourhoods, and they collect, recycle and sort the refuse on the second Sunday of every month. 

They also bring businessmen to Taiwan to visit the Tzu Chi recycling stations and inspire them to 

make their businesses sustainable. Tzu Chi also promotes the vegetarian diet among its followers and 

organises awareness seminars with local grassroots organizations to highlight the benefits of the 

vegetarian diet for the environment, personal health and public health.23  

So, while environmental Buddhism may not be a mainstream Buddhist preoccupation, there is at 

least one Buddhist organisation that is very active in environmentalism and through this 

organisation’s activities, Buddhists have an outlet to practise Buddhism in an environmental context. 

Christians 

Christian environmental groups such as the Evangelical Environmental Network and A Rocha have 

been emerging. Environmentalism has also not gone entirely unnoticed in mainstream Christianity. In 

2006, 86 American evangelical leaders came together to sign the Evangelical Climate Initiative, an 
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agreement to implement actions to reduce carbon dioxide emissions. Some of these signatories were 

well-known Christian leaders such as Rick Warren, James C. Dobson, and Charles W. Colson.24  

Christianity in Singapore often takes its cues from charismatic movements overseas – many popular 

worship songs sung in local churches are imported from Hillsongs in Australia, and theological 

frameworks from American Christian leaders such as Rick Warren and Bill Johnson are popular 

among churches and their followers. However, evangelical environmentalism – often called ‘creation 

care’ - has not yet taken off in Singapore. It could be that despite the growing strength of Christian 

environmentalism, it is still not a mainstream focus of Christian churches, and this is reflected in 

Singapore’s Christian landscape as well. 

I first learnt of environmental missions from Ed Brown, founder of Care of Creation, Inc. at the 2011 

GoForth missions conference held in Singapore. Even then, the turnout for his seminar numbered 

less than twenty, much less than more popular seminars. Two years later, when I emailed NCCS and a 

few Christian denominations, I was told that they did not know if any churches were involved in 

environmental work. The Catholic archdiocese did redirect me to the Church of St. Mary of the 

Angels. Their parish priest, Friar John-Paul, told me via email that they have attempted to cut down 

their use of Styrofoam and reduce wastage or consumption in small ways. They did have a thrift shop 

to sell and recycle old clothes and newspapers which has since been discontinued. This parish clearly 

advocates environmentalism in its daily activities, but from the responses of the Christian 

interdenominational or denominational bodies, there is no overarching focus or collective effort to 

incorporate environmentalism as part of the Christian response to society. 

However, there is at least one Christian organisation which has made the foray into promoting 

creation care. Beginning this year, the Singapore Centre for Global Missions made creation care and 

environmental missions one of their key strategic initiatives.25 Leading the initiative is SCGM’s 

                                                           
24 Laurie Goldstein, “Evangelical Leaders Join Global Warming Initiative” 
http://www.nytimes.com/2006/02/08/national/08warm.html?pagewanted=1&_r=0. 
25 SCGM, “Environmental Missions” http://www.scgm.org.sg/?p=2471. 



national director Lawrence Ko. This year, SCGM organised – jointly with Lawrence Ko’s Singapore-

based social enterprise, Asian Journeys Pte Ltd - the Youth Environmental Stewardship Forum (YES) 

(SCGM 2013). It is the third YES in a row, but previous iterations did not have a Christian focus. I 

attended the forum to ask Lawrence Ko if he was aware of the landscape of Christian 

environmentalism. As far as he knows, there is no other Christian group in Singapore with an 

environmental agenda. He observed that the Green Desert Project - a tree-planting project to 

combat desertification in China by Asian Journeys - had attracted much interest from other 

environmentally-minded religious youths such as those from the Sokka Foundation, but less from 

Christians. He has invited Christian youths from other churches to take part in the Green Desert 

Project and hopes that through their exposure to environmental issues, they can understand the 

importance of environmentalism to Christian living. 

The lack of response to contemporary environmental problems may be indicate that most Christians 

here have not learnt to see the link between their Christian faith and environmental problems. This 

trend is similar to what Quek uncovered about Buddhists. Perhaps the relationship of Christianity to 

ecology will remain obscure to most Christians who do not hear a message about it preached from 

the pulpit as long as environmentalism is not perceived by most Singaporean Christian leaders as an 

important focus of the church. 

Baha'i  

The Baha'i faith has a strong environmental focus; they believe in ‘ensuring a sustainable balance 

between development and the environment’ (IRO). They are one of the smallest represented 

religions in Singapore (they fall under ‘Other Religions’), but among all the different religions they are 

arguably one of the most heavily involved in environmentalism here. They organised a series of 

events in the 1990s to create awareness about environmental issues. In 1990, they held ‘The Arts for 

Nature’ exhibition from which the proceeds went to the ‘Save the Turtles’ campaign of the Malayan 

Nature Society. In 1991, they organised the Grow with Nature Banner project, wherein they got 



students to paint over 80 banners to be displayed during that year’s Clean and Green Week. The 

Baha'i take part in coastal and nature reserve cleanups regularly, and have also initiated interfaith 

environmental events, such as an interfaith commemoration of Earth Day.26 

Do the Baha'i play a significant role in encouraging religious environmentalism in Singapore? 

Considering how few Baha'i there are in Singapore, one might think that the impact of a small, albeit 

active religion in the sphere of environmentalism may often go unnoticed or disregarded. However, 

the strength of Baha'i environmentalism is their insistence in including greater society in their efforts, 

as well as other religious groups. The Baha'i in Singapore provide a pre-existing model of operations 

and projects that other larger and more widely influential religions can emulate. 

Analysis 

It can be observed that environmental ethic is commonly not an integral part of the practice of 

religious faith, and this is true in Singapore as well, with the exception of the Baha'i and the Tzu Chi 

Foundation. Both the Baha'i and the Tzu Chi Foundation also appeared to begin their environmental 

initiatives circa 1990. In Singapore, Muslims are beginning to see the relevance of environmentalism 

to their faith, while a small fraction of Christians have decided to consider the importance of creation 

care. My research was unable to uncover any instances of any concerted Hindu or Taoist 

environmental efforts. 

One could observe that the strength – or potential strength - of the religious environmental 

movement could be attributed to the level of organisation and coordination within the various 

religious blocs. The Baha'i are small and undifferentiated, while Muslims in Singapore come under 

the authority of MUIS. Christians, while divided by denominations and churches with varying 

agendas, do support each other’s Christian ministries. YES 2013 was organised by a para-church 

organisation, hosted in St. Andrew’s Cathedral and supported by the Methodist Church’s TRAC Board 
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of Mission.27 Tzu Chi Foundation in itself is a socially active Buddhist sect that originated from 

Taiwan, but Buddhists in general do not necessarily engage in environmental activities. 

Another obstacle to religious environmentalism which has been observed is the tendency for some 

religions to ignore physical matters for spiritual transcendence.28 This was observed in the study 

carried out by Quek Ri-An on Buddhist environmentalism. Religious practice is often a combination of 

learning and activism. The former looks inward to teachings and study, while the latter engages with 

the external world. Depending on the focus of a religious group, some might be more predisposed to 

religious environmentalism than others. 

The way forward for religious environmentalism in Singapore 

There are a few ways religious environmentalism can move forward in Singapore. One way would be 

to foster more interfaith cooperation in environmental activities. This cooperation does not 

necessarily require different religious groups to participate together, but involve learning the 

strategies of engaging members of the religion in environmentalism. In Singapore’s case, churches 

and mosques could learn from the Baha'i and the Tzu Chi Foundation on how to start their own 

environmental initiatives. The interfaith cooperation would also prevent the overlap of redundant 

projects, which instead could complement each other and what other NGOs and the government is 

already doing. 

For religions whose members do not see the connection between their religious beliefs and the 

environmental ethic, they could continue to emphasise this through sermons and seminars. Kong 

and Yee recognised the limitations of confining environmental education to schools which have 

limited resources.29 Not only do religious institutions provide another avenue for environmental 

education, religious environmental education will be able to emphasise the importance of 
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environmentalism with the tenets of the respective beliefs, providing a more compelling intrinsic 

motivation for Singaporeans to participate in environmental activity. 

Of course, religious leaders themselves will have to see the importance of environmentalism in their 

various religions. Within the various religions, my case studies have shown that there are religious 

leaders who do consider environmentalism and important part of their faith, even if they are in the 

minority. But in their dialogues with their colleagues, they can communicate these ideas based on 

their common understanding of faith, something scientists will find harder to do. 

Churches, mosques, and temples are avenues for environmental organisations involved in creating 

awareness and persuading Singaporeans to change their habits and behaviours. If they are able to 

help religious believers see the link to their faith to environmentalism and work with religious 

institutions to provide environmental projects and initiatives that they can get involved in, it is 

possible that an environmental consciousness could permeate further into Singaporean society. 
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