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SUSTAINABILITY

Refurbishing Hong Leong Building not just about

saving money, says architect

BY KWAN WEI KEVIN TAN

n land-scarce Singapore, chang
&4 b0 our architectural landacape
are the only constani.
Former shkyscrapers like AXA
Tower and Fuji Xerox Towers may
have ruled the skies in the 1980°s
bast the sites they stood on are being
cleared for even taller successons —
namely The Skywaters and Newpon
Plaza, respectively. In some cases,
new buildings such as Marina Ray
Financial Centre have emerged on
reclaimed Land
But one building in Singapone’s
Central Business District has stond the
test of time and continues 1o stand to-
day — Hong Leong Building. Designed
by Singaporean architectural and de-
sign firm Swan & Maclaren and com
pheted in 1976, the tower al |6 Ralfles
Quay was once home (o the Siock Ex
change of Sangapone before it moved
to the Overseas Union Bank Centre
(now One Rafiles Place) in July 1988
In 2025 5|||ﬁ.:|ln|r-|l.‘mﬂ| archi
tecture | TALLE completed its ne
furbishment works for JII,'!I'IH Ix-t:nt:
Building. The works, which com
prised a year of pla

ning and wo
]hl‘hh'd extend
espan by 20 o

YEArs of COnSIructior

® while
ng 5% of 18 structune

relal

TALE co-lounder and principal as
chitect Lioned Leow tells Ciry & Courn
try that the project was one of the
largest and most complex refurhish-
ment works the firm has done 1o dae.

Hong Leong
Building was
constructed

during Singapore'’s

formative
nation-building
years, and it
carries cultural
and collective
significance

beyond its physical

structure
~ Lionel Leow, TA.LE

Siragairt-birsed architeture i TRLE s 1 look & yeir of plaiing i Twss peisrs of comstuction werk borehurbish the Hong Leong Bulkdng and add 20 years

i s Whwspan

Previcusly, TA LE completed re

furbishment and asset enhancement

u.urln.'nr|, werties like City Squs
Alall on Farrer Road and the Nordic
European Centre in the Internation-
al Business Park, Refurhizhing Hong
Leong Building, however, was
& -.‘|||:|||_1|-='l:-=':l'r different chal-
lenge for TALLE

“Hong Leong Building was
constructed during Singapore’s
lormative natiod-budlding vears,

and it carrles cultural and cold
lective significance beyvond its
physical structure, ™ Leow says
“Working on a building from
this era required a heightensd
sensilivity 1o its architectural
identity and its place in Singa-
pore’s urban memory.”

In a way, Leow ig unigue
Iy suited for the challenge. He
e his bachelor's degree in
architectune from the Natkonal
Universiiy ol Singapore belone
pursuing a master's degree in
the aame fedd an the Dedi Lni-
versity of Technology, located
i the Netherlands

“Studying in the Mether-

wrad by S & W
T Hong Leang
Sinck Eschange of

lands exposed me to a strong cul-
ture of adaptive reuse and sustaina-
Bility -drivien ing.” Leow

LEWT
with existing s
Agalnst them
mn |'.I.II|||lr.'|I| practice and continues
1o inform our design ethos today. ™
When it came 1o refurbishing Hongt
Leong Building, Leow drew on his
experience resonng shophoudes, M-
ten, restorative works are less about

"This philosophy of working
urws — rather than

s deeply embedded

finding things to change than about
practising restraint and precision, he
adds, "F 1 shophouses, we leamed

in consltrainie, such as
vd, malerials, services
. while s1ill achieving
meaningiul transtormatlon,”

Mixing old with new

Retaining Hong Leong Building's
granie iacade was a non-negotia Il
for the building"s owner Hong Leong

Holdings. Thal was not a limitation
r Leow, who says preserving i nod
only helped 10 avold unnecessary
material waste but also retained the
building's original characier

That said, Leow was still able wo
leave his own mark on Hong Leong
Building in the form of the decora-
tive metal screen surmounding the
building's multi-storey carpark. "It
allowed us to modernise the baild
ing's expression while retaining its
passive ventilation stralegy

The screen helps improve shad
img and suppor! the ballding's visual
identity withouwt COHNPIOMIsing us
airflow or increasing ils energy de
mand, adds Leow. "It is rather com-
mion (o enclose the carpark, but we
embraced its openness instead ”

Intuitively, demolishing and re-
building the (ower see j
forward and could be cheaper than
undertaking delicate refurbishment
work. But that is not the case; nefur
bishing the building actually out ren
ovation costs by 20% to 30%. Leow
says Hong Leong Holdings saved a

ot more than just construction cosls
v |'|p||:'.b"' for |r|’||:|||.~.'||11r|1'.
“Refurbizhed buildings can main
1ain e ||I| ncome II!.IIII'IF_ works
shorten time-to-market and increas

gy appeal o ESG-oonschomss iemuanis
aimdd investors,” he sava. “In valuation

termes, 4 well-execiiied refurbeshiment

PpOsition an assel competitivvely
I the risks and capital outlyy
of a full redevelopment.

In the case of Hong Leong Basilud-
ing. construction works were camied
Ol in |_‘lh.'|:i:'\ OET A TWIO-VEar peThid
This meant the building remained op-
erational and tenants could contin
we 1o run their businesses while
renovation work was ongolng. This

he

s “economically positive for both
the owner and 1enanis®, savs Leow

That said, financial costs should
not be the only consideration on
bailding owners’ minds when de-
ciding whether o rebuild or pefur-
bish their properties. According to
Leow, other factors, such as carbon
SCCTAERLInG, Jl,lﬁui,lln:\. LiFmetees, pen

ant retention, and urban sestainabil
ity goads, are jusi as important in the
decision-making process

“"Beyond economics, e JEN]
menl preserves collective memory
and enhances the quality of place
These values are difficull 10 quan
tify but deeply important
cities like Singapore,” Leow says. @
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