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A lab to study cities of the future

Joint project between
Swiss institute, NUS and
NTU to be based here

i By MELODY ZACCHEUS

IN ANOTHER 20 years, five billion peo-
ple will be living in cities. That would be
60 per cent of the world’s population.

According to the United Nations agen-
cy for human settlements, UN-Habitat,
the complexity of urbanisation will be-
come even more pronounced for urban
planners worldwide.

A joint project in Singapore is doing its
bit to ease the process.

Undertaken by the Swiss Federal Insti-
tute of Technology Zurich (ETHZ) and its
academic partners, the National Universi-
ty of Singapore (NUS) and Nanyang Tech-
nological University (NTU), the project
seeks to develop ways and means to sup-
port the global population shift.

Towards this end, the team is setting
up the Future Cities Laboratory (FCL),
which will open in Singapore on Sept 1. It
will be at temporary premises at the local
universities before the NUS University
Town - where it will be located - opens
next year.

Dr Remo Burkhard, managing director
of the joint effort, explamed why there
was clearly a need for the lab.

“Think of it as the meeting room of the
future, a think-tank,” he told The Straits
Times.

“The laboratory will take discussions
to a new level. It will allow for a more ho-
listic exchange of ideas between policy-
makers, planners and the public about is-
sues from the layout of residential estates
to the reduction of traffic congestion,” he
said.

It will leverage on the views and know-
ledge of international experts and practi-
tioners with diverse cultural experiences.

In line with its name, the FCL will fea-
ture futuristic interactive multi-touch dis-
plays and sleek video conferencing tools.
The state-of-the-art technology was in-
vented by Dr Burkhard and his research
team, whose work at ETHZ focuses on de-

veloping and extending innovative visuali-
sation tools to public and private entities.

The FCL is first and foremost a land-
mark effort to revolutionise the tradition-
al approach to urban planning, he said,
adding that he was impressed with “the
Singaporean model of sustainable living”.

Singapore demonstrates a “systematic
and multi-faceted perspective”, he said,
pointing to government agencies such as
the Housing Board, Urban Redevelop-
ment Authority and Public Utilities
Board, and also to the excellent waste
management strategy and conservation ef-
forts at Pulau Semakau.

One of the project’s coordinators, As-

socifite Professor Ian McLoughhn fom

said the collaboration will be useful.

“It pays for us to think about how the
form and function of future cities will
shape up before they are built. It is no
longer sufficient for future cities to be
just great places to live and work; we also
need to ensure that they are sustainable.”

Professor Heng Chye Kiang, dean of
the School of Design and Environment at
NUS, agreed: “The FCL programme will
see teams from top architectural institu-
tions located in vastly different geograph-
ic regions, working together side by side
for an enriching experience.”

ETH Zurich’s other projects

Construction for the hut, which has an unusual polygon
structure, was completed in October last year.

The New Monte Rosa Hut (Swiss Alps)

AT 2,883m above sea level, the New Monte Rosa Hut, a
five-storey timber shelter for climbers in the Alps, is a
breathtaking high-altitude construction which generates
about 90 per cent of its own energy.

Nestled between the Gorner border and Monte Rosa
glacier, the structure was built at a cost of 6.5 million Swiss
francs (S$8.5 million) and can accommodate about 120
people. A computer in Zurich controls the solar-powered
building, which ETH Zurich’s department of architecture
designed for the Swiss Alpine Club.

The sun powers its ventilation and heating systems and
supplies warm water. During hotter periods, water collected
from melting ice in the hut’s surroundings is filtered and
used for hot showers, doing the laundry and flushing toilets.

B NESTown (Ethlopla)

ETH Zurich is in the midst of developmg a low-cost
residential housing project in Ethiopia, whlch has one of the
world’s fastest-growing populations.

The New Energy Self-Sustained Town (NESTown)
concept was developed by Professor Emeritus Franz Oswald
of the Block Research Group from the department of
architecture, and will serve as a model for the rest of the
poverty-stricken nation.

Locals will be trained technically and enlisted to build
200 houses over the next few years. The project will make
use of natural materials and resources to construct farming
facilities and a waste management system. The
solar-powered town will accommodate 1,000 people.
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The FCL will specifically put forth
guidelines and solutions towards sustaina-
ble living on three levels: building technol-
ogy, urban development and territorial
planning.

For instance, smart building technolo-
gies, which tap innovative cooling sys-
tems already available in Switzerland,
will be adapted for Singapore’s tropical
climate.

Another area researchers will work on
is traffic. One topic could be how Singa-
pore can reduce congestion without hav-
ing to invest in the construction of new
roads. Both short-term and long-term so-
lutions like better route planning, for in-
stance, will be devised, said Dr Burkhard.

Thereafter, the ideas and insights gen-
erated by FCL’s researchers, using their
state-of-the-art simulation platform,
will be commercialised and spin-offs will
be developed for markets in China and In-
dia.

Dr Burkhard added that officials will
transfer the insights to officials in bur-
geoning cities such as Jakarta, Manila and
Mexico City, as much of the growth in ur-
ban settlements will take place in Asia, Af-
rica and Latin America.

Commenting on the long-term benefit
of the FCL, he said: “We’'re investing in
the cultivation of a vibrant and passion-
ate new way of thinking — of openness, of
creating and sharing ideas and knowledge
- so as to tackle challenges we face now
and will face in our future as city dwell-
ers.”
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