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| still remember the walk to school in the early 80s, the humid morning air thick with the scent
of damp pavement, frying garlic, and the faint, metallic smell of the city waking up. My journey
to St. Anthony's Boys' School meant weaving through the vibrant, chaotic tapestry of the old
Bugis shophouses. The five-foot-ways were a world unto themselves, a symphony of clattering
mahjong tiles from upstairs living quarters, the sizzle of woks from open-fronted eateries, and
the quiet, determined murmurs of Samsui women in their iconic red headscarves, heading to a
construction site.

That world was dense, often unsanitary, and undoubtedly crowded, a spillover from the
intense living conditions in areas like Bugis or Chinatown. But it was also vibrantly,
authentically alive. It was a place where life, work, and community weren't segregated by
zoning; they were intertwined in a beautiful, messy, and human ballet. Today, that specific
scene has vanished. The Samsui women, their numbers diminished by age and mechanisation,
have largely retired. The old shophouses of my childhood have given way to a modern, orderly
grid.

And while we gained efficiency and sanitation, | can't help but feel we lost something
intangible, a piece of Singapore's soul.
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Having said this, it is crucial to acknowledge a pivotal and forward looking decision. The
Singapore government, through the Urban Redevelopment Authority, made a conscious and
deliberate choice not to let all our shophouses vanish into history. By strategically zoning and
gazetting entire precincts for conservation, from the colourful rows of Katong to the bustling
corridors of Tanjong Pagar, they acted as custodians of our built heritage.

A Deliberate Act of Preservation

This was not a given. It was a conscious policy choice, a recognition that while the nation had
to modernise, its soul needed anchors. These conserved zones are not accidents. They are a
masterplan for memory, ensuring that the texture and scale of old Singapore remain woven
into the fabric of our city state. They stand as a testament to a vision of progress that
includes, rather than erases, our architectural roots. The real success story of Singapore's
urban development is not just the new skyline we built, but the cherished old streets we
deliberately chose to save.

The High Cost of a Flawless City

Yet, for every conserved precinct that maintains its historical
character, many other parts of Singapore have undergone a very
different transformation. The prevailing model for new
development, while creating remarkable efficiency and order, has
come with an unintended -cultural cost. We mastered the
economics of land use and the science of urban planning, but we
inadvertently zoned out the spontaneity that creates truly
vibrant urban life.

The shophouses of old Bugis represented organic urban ecology. They were places where the
"mama shop" could appear, where a cobbler might set up in a corner, and where a small café
could open simply because a passionate owner lived upstairs. These ground up enterprises
were the authentic heartbeat of a neighbourhood, yet they are often the first casualties of
commercial zoning designed for predictability and scale rather than for charm and
community.

The result is a creeping sense of what urban geographers term 'Placelessness.' Our new
precincts, for all their efficiency, often feel untethered from the specific history and culture of
Singapore. You can walk from a new mall in Punggol to one in Bishan and find the same chain
stores, the same clean aesthetic, the same functional layout. We have gained pristine, weather
proof walkways and predictable retail offerings, but we are losing the essential reason to walk

somewhere, the promise of discovery, the thrill of a unique experience, the warmth of a
human connection that can only flourish in a place with a soul. This is the paradox of the
Placeless City, it is perfectly designed for convenience, but it fails to inspire a sense of
belonging.
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The contrast between the conserved districts and these new developments highlights a
crucial truth. While we have successfully protected specific pieces of our history, the overall
urban fabric has become increasingly standardized. The very success of our conservation
efforts in places like Club Street and Emerald Hill makes the character of our newer
developments feel even more generic by comparison.

This is not to diminish our conservation achievements, but rather to highlight the challenge
that remains. How do we extend the soul and character of our conserved areas into the new
parts of our city? How do we ensure that future generations will have more than just isolated
pockets of heritage to enjoy, but a citywide environment that feels distinctly and
authentically Singaporean? The answer to this question may well determine whether
Singapore remains a city with a soul, or becomes merely a perfect machine for living.

The Shophouse Solution

If "Placelessness" is the ailment of modern urban development,
QY then the conserved shophouse is its proven antidote. These
- buildings offer a masterclass in how to build a city that is both
progressive and deeply rooted, providing a ready-made answer to
the challenge of maintaining our unique identity.

Must we accept that the price of a clean and efficient city is the slow erosion of its soul? The
answer is a resounding no. This is a false dichotomy, and the proof stands proudly on streets
like Club Street and Emerald Hill. The conserved shophouse is not merely an alternative. It is
the definitive rebuttal to the idea that progress must be culturally sterile.

These buildings are the direct descendants of the vibrant
urban fabric as | remember from my childhood, but they
represent its most successful evolution. They accomplish
what modern zoning often fails to do, which is to create
authentic placemaking. A new mall is designed for
consumption, but a conserved shophouse district
organically cultivates community and character. Its value
is not manufactured by a marketing team. It is inherent in
its very structure, history, and aesthetic.

This is the principle of adaptive reuse at its most powerful. The shophouse's original DNA was
always one of integrated living, commerce, and community. This is the very model that urban
planners now strive to recreate with mixed use developments. Yet, while new projects can
feel planned and artificial, the shophouse achieves this organically. It has been retrofitted
with modern comforts, shedding the unsanitary conditions of the past while retaining its
irreplaceable character. A single shophouse can now be a world class restaurant, a boutique
design firm, and a stunning family home, all while maintaining a visual and spiritual link to a
richer, more textured Singapore.
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Critics might argue that these are now just luxury assets,
playgrounds for the wealthy that are disconnected from their
~ humble origins. But this misses a crucial point. Preservation is
not about freezing a building in poverty. It is about recognizing
its value and investing in its future.

The shophouses of old Bugis were economic engines for their
& time. Their conserved successors are economic engines for
ours, attracting high value tourism, fostering creative industries,
™ and supporting a premium F&B scene. They prove that the most
<= sustainable building, both economically and environmentally, is
: often one that is already built. They are not nostalgic artifacts.
They are active participants in a sophisticated, culturally
st grounded economy, offering the soul we remember with the
%S utility the future demands.

The Modern Investment

“More Than Bricks and Mortar”

The intrinsic value of these properties has evolved into a
powerful financial proposition that extends far beyond their
physical structure. This evolution is what makes them so
compelling in the modern era and explains why they have
captured the attention of sophisticated investors.

These buildings represent absolute scarcity in its purest form.
While new developments can always be constructed, no one
can fabricate new history or recreate the heritage value
embedded in these conservation shophouses. They stand as
finite assets in a world where genuine historical artifacts
become increasingly rare with each passing year.

What truly sets them apart is what we might call the heritage premium. The value of these
properties is not merely in their square footage or location, but in their unique story and
architectural character. This creates a distinctive prestige that insulates them from
commoditisation and positions them as something truly irreplaceable in the market. In our
current digital age where so much of wealth exists as intangible assets, shophouses provide a
crucial tangible foundation for any serious investment portfolio. They offer a safe, physical
store of value that has demonstrated remarkable resilience through various economic cycles
and global uncertainties.

These properties have proven themselves to be exceptional long term investments. Their
value appreciation has consistently outperformed many conventional asset classes, while
their ability to generate stable rental income from premium tenants adds another compelling
dimension to their investment case. The combination of capital preservation, steady income,
and strong appreciation potential creates a powerful triad of financial benefits that few other
asset classes can match.
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Perhaps most importantly, shophouses represent sustainable
value in every sense of the word. Environmentally, they
exemplify the principle of adaptive reuse, making them
inherently green investments. Culturally, they preserve
Singapore's architectural heritage. And economically, they
continue to serve as vibrant commercial and community spaces,
ensuring their relevance for generations to come.

The Yield Conundrum

“Understanding the Low Return”

Any discussion of shophouses as an investment must address
the elephant in the room. At current premium prices, a gross
rental yield of 1.3% or even lower is not uncommon. On a
spreadsheet, this figure compares poorly against REITs or even
residential property. To view this number in isolation, however,
is to misunderstand the fundamental nature of this asset.

This low yield is not a sign of a poor investment. It is the direct
mathematical result of a price that is factoring in two powerful,
non-income components.

First, it reflects massive future capital appreciation. The
market is not just paying for today's rent. It is pricing in the
expectation of significant value growth tomorrow, driven by
the absolute scarcity and the enduring "heritage premium."
Investors are effectively accepting a low current income in
anticipation of selling the asset for a much higher price in the
future. The yield is low because the growth expectation is high.

Second, the price represents a “store of value premium?”. For family offices and Ulta-High-Net -
worth-Individuals, a shophouse is a tangible, inflation-proof vault. A portion of what you are
paying for is the security of parking capital in a finite, prestigious asset that is disconnected
from the volatility of public markets. This safety and prestige have a cost, which depresses the
yield.

Therefore, the investment case for a shophouse cannot be evaluated like a bond or a dividend
stock. It is a capital growth and preservation story first, and an income story second. The right
buyer for this asset is one who does not need the immediate cash flow but is building multi-
generational wealth and seeks a legendary, irreplaceable anchor for their portfolio. The low
yield is the entry fee for owning a piece of Singapore's soul and its most exclusive real estate.
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The New Custodians

“Why Family Offices Are Betting on Shophouses”

The powerful investment thesis for shophouses has not gone unnoticed. In recent years, the
market has been fundamentally reshaped by a surge of capital from Family Offices and Ultra High
Net Worth Individuals. Their entry is not a coincidence but a validation of the unique value these
assets represent.

So what exactly are these sophisticated investors seeing, and what specific assets are they
targeting?

They are acquiring a definitive hedge against inflation and
volatility. In an uncertain global economy, shophouses offer
absolute scarcity. You can build a new condominium, but you
can never create new history or heritage. This finite supply,
locked in by conservation laws, makes them a powerful store of §
value.

They are securing crucial portfolio diversification. For a family
office, a shophouse is the ultimate non correlated asset. Its
value is dictated by Singapore's unique urban narrative and
heritage policies, not by global interest rates or tech stock
performance.

Most importantly, they are capitalizing on the heritage premium. These investors understand that
value is no longer just in square footage but in story and prestige. A shophouse is a piece of the
Singapore brand, an asset that generates cultural interest as reliably as it generates financial
return.

The Investor's Blueprint Zoning and Tenure

This sophisticated analysis extends to the specific attributes they prize most. Astute investors
demonstrate a clear preference for commercially-zoned shophouses, and for a key financial
reason; the avoidance of Additional Buyer's Stamp Duty (ABSD). For an entity like a family
office, acquiring a residential-zoned property incurs a significant ABSD burden, which
commercially-zoned assets bypass entirely. This makes the commercial shophouse a purer,
more efficient investment vehicle.
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Furthermore, the hierarchy of value is clearly defined by
land tenure. Freehold (FH) titles sit at the pinnacle, offering
perpetual ownership that aligns perfectly with a multi-

generational wealth preservation strategy. 999-year
leasehold titles are viewed as virtually equivalent to
freehold for all practical purposes. The more common 99-
year leasehold assets, while still valuable, are priced at a

noticeable discount, as the market factors in the long-term f‘
depreciation of the lease.

Implications and a Look Ahead

This targeted demand for commercial, freehold shophouses has profound implications. It
validates this specific segment of the market and funds its preservation, but it also concentrates
capital in a way that raises a critical question. Could this demand risk creating beautifully
preserved but hollowed-out streets, where buildings are financial instruments first and
community spaces second?

The landscape for any potential buyer has changed. The entry point for these prime assets is
higher and the competition is stiffer. This makes comprehensive due diligence on conservation
guidelines, structural integrity, and zoning more critical than ever.

Yet, the potential remains immense. For the right owner one who acts as both a savvy investor
and a genuine custodian a prime shophouse offers a rare triple return. It is a stable financial
asset, a tangible piece of history, and an irreplaceable piece of Singapore's soul.
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THE PATH FORWARD

“Stewardship as the Ultimate Investment Strategy”

The URAs rigorous conservation framework is perhaps
unexpectedly one of the strongest arguments for a
shophouse as a sound investment. Their meticulous case
by case approval process for any redevelopment is not a
bureaucratic hurdle. It is a powerful value protection
mechanism. By ensuring that every alteration enhances
the districts character the URA actively prevents the kind
of poor development that can erode the value of adjacent
properties. This government backed stewardship creates
a stable predictable and high quality environment,
precisely what a long term investor seeks.

This brings us to the core investment thesis. A conservation shophouse is a unique triad of
value. It is a tangible store of wealth in an increasingly digital and volatile world, a non-
correlated asset that moves to the beat of Singapore’s own growth story and a piece of

appreciating history whose scarcity is legally enforced. While the current low yield may give
pause it is merely the arithmetic result of a price that accurately reflects massive anticipated
capital growth and an irreplaceable heritage premium.

“THE FINAL WORD”

The future of these assets hinges on balancing this financial
appeal with their soul. The conversation is evolving from
pure preservation to active revitalization. The existing
framework could be complemented by guidelines that
further incentivize vibrant ground floor uses ensuring these
streets remain living communities not just static portfolios.
The most sophisticated investors already recognize this.
Maintaining the character and vibrancy is not just a
regulatory duty, it is the key to preserving the very premium
that makes the investment work.

For the right investor, one who looks beyond spreadsheets
to legacy, a shophouse offers the ultimate convergence of
profit and purpose. It is a rare opportunity to build multi-
generational wealth while simultaneously acting as a
custodian for a piece of Singapore’s soul. The URA has
provided the stage and ensures the set remains
impeccable. The opportunity is now to play a leading role in
the next act of Singapore’s story.
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Disclaimer:

The views and analysis above are for
informational purposes only. They do not
constitute financial advice. For advice tailored to
your personal situation, please consult a
qualified financial advisor or a licensed property
consultant.
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