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When he is not busy guiding young 
environmentalists as a Biological Sciences 
senior lecturer with the National University 
of Singapore (NUS), N. Sivasothi’s 
many passions include cycling around 
Singapore, taking action to safeguard 
our natural environment and keeping 
tabs on our population of otters and other 
mammals. Siva regularly blogs about his 
various interests at otterman.wordpress.
com. A founding member of the Festival of 
Biodiversity, organised with the National 
Parks Board (NParks) and other members 
of the Biodiversity Roundtable, Siva 
also coordinates the ‘NUS Toddycats!’ 
volunteer group of the Lee Kong Chian 
Natural History Museum (LKCNHM). 
Last year, he was appointed chairperson 
of the Friends of Chestnut Nature Park 
Community as part of a new initiative that 
aims to engender community stewardship 
of our green spaces.

How did you first get interested in 
nature and how did you start out being 
a nature advocate?
I was interested in nature even as 
a child. There weren’t many local 
guidebooks available then, so I read about 
international wildlife from the books on 
hand and by observing the environment 
around me including, during my Army 
days, the jungle terrain!

Advocating for nature came naturally 
as I worked on mangrove and otter 
research as a student at NUS. In 1996, 
some former postgraduate students from 
the Department of Zoology and I got 
together to set up The Habitat Group. 
We led groups of students and members 
of the public to learn about our rich 
nature areas. When I joined the Raffles 
Museum of Biodiversity Research (RMBR, 
now LKCNHM) in 1999, I evolved The 
Habitat Group into the NUS Toddycats! 
and mobilised undergraduate volunteers 
to drive year-round activities to raise 
awareness and take action on biodiversity 
conservation. I also started a website 
(habitatnews.nus.edu.sg) to share nature 
news and upcoming nature activities.

Tell us about your experience leading 
research efforts and raising awareness 
about the ecological significance of 
Chek Jawa in 2001.
In early 2001, as reclamation plans for 
Chek Jawa were announced, NParks 
approached the RMBR about conducting 
salvage collections for the area. As such 
operations are usually conducted as a 
last resort to leave at least a scientific 
memory of a threatened ecosystem, it was 
with an air of resignation at the impending 
loss that we spent the next few months 
documenting what we could and sharing 

the findings with NParks. Meanwhile, 
we launched RMBR’s Public Gallery in 
June. Deciding to share more than just 
specimens from Chek Jawa, we began 
conducting guided walks for members 
of the public there. We saw people’s 
interest and fascination grow through 
the walks and amplified through media 
coverage and online photo galleries, 
and we shared this information with the 
Ministry of National Development. Finally 
at the end of 2001, during a meeting with 
then-Minister for National Development 
Mah Bow Tan, we discovered that Chek 
Jawa had been granted a reprieve! The 
Chek Jawa Working Group was then set 
up and worked for five years with NParks 
culminating in the launch of the public 
boardwalk there. 

Since then, has the way that citizens 
and agencies engage on nature issues 
evolved?
In the past, people were used to the 
government rolling out policies and 
programmes without broad consultation. 
Chek Jawa proved to be a turning 
point in shifting mindsets about citizen 
participation and our ability to weigh in 
on issues. Over the years I think the 
government realised the need to consult 
the public a lot more and collaborate 
with more stakeholders than in the past. 

Environmentalist and long-time NParks volunteer N. Sivasothi mobilises communities 
to safeguard our natural heritage.
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As our society matures, there should be more mechanisms 
for citizens to engage on issues that we care about.“ “
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Citizens are also increasingly interested in 
being actively involved in decision-making 
processes. As our society matures, there 
should be more mechanisms for citizens 
to engage on issues that we care about.

You are one of the founders of the 
Festival of Biodiversity, co-organised 
by NParks and the Biodiversity 
Roundtable. How did this come about?
I set up the Biodiversity Roundtable in 
2011 with Linda Goh of NParks’ National 
Biodiversity Centre after suggesting the 
idea at the Biodiversity of Singapore 
Symposium, as a platform was needed 
for regular private dialogues between 
members of the biodiversity community 
and NParks. We also co-organise a 
major annual public event, the Festival of 
Biodiversity, to showcase Singapore’s rich 
natural heritage and conservation efforts.

As chairperson of the Friends of 
Chestnut Nature Park Community, what 
is your vision for the park?
Friends of the Parks started as a way to 
build camaraderie and understanding 
among members of the park community 
with different, perhaps competing, 
interests. By coming together to find a 
balance among various interests, we 
are better able to understand other 
members’ concerns. The northern portion 
of Chestnut Nature Park was opened on 
25 Feb 2017, bringing it to its full size 
of 81 hectares. I hope the park will fulfil 
its primary purpose as a green buffer to 
protect the Central Catchment Nature 

Siva (rightmost) with Senior Minister of State Desmond 
Lee (leftmost) and Mayor Dr Teo Ho Pin (centre) on the 
hiking trail at Chestnut Nature Park (South) during the 
opening of the park on 2 April 2016.

Siva (leftmost) leads volunteers in clearing up litter at 
mangroves and coasts as national coordinator of the 
International Coastal Cleanup Singapore since 2001.

Reserve, and at the same time serve as 
a recreational space enjoyed by nature 
lovers, hikers and mountain bikers alike.

Tell us more about some of your other 
partnerships with NParks. 
I have been involved in various working 
groups with NParks. The working groups 
are great for bringing together interested 
parties with different perspectives and 
expertise to develop and implement 
strategies for specific conservation 
issues. For example, the Singapore 
Freshwater Crab Working Group was set 
up after research by Daniel Ng, an NUS 
student at that time, highlighted declining 
populations of the endemic species. 
Last year, supported by research by 
primatologist Andie Ang, a working 
group was convened for the critically 
endangered native Raffles’ Banded 
Langur. The Otter Working Group, which 
started as an informal group of otter 
watchers, was also formalised last year 
for members to better coordinate efforts 
in responding to otter-related issues. 

Our smooth-coated otters have 
captured the public imagination in 
recent years. How should we co-exist 
with otters and other wildlife in our 
urban environment?
When then-Minister for National 
Development Khaw Boon Wan 
announced the sighting of a pair of otters 
that had made their way from Johor to 
Gardens by the Bay, he asked vistors 
to appreciate and watch them from a 

distance. This remains the principle that 
should be adopted for encounters with 
otters and any other wildlife — if the animal 
needs to adjust itself in response to your 
presence, it means that you are too close.

Would you consider yourself a 
pragmatist or an idealist?
Being an idealist is an important source of 
motivation to keep working. And although I 
have had to be pragmatic in accepting the 
fact that much of our nature areas are lost 
and will not return, we are fortunate at least 
that green and blue areas are an integral 
part of our urban planning, where core 
nature areas are identified and conferred 
protection. So while we work together to 
protect our core biodiversity areas, we also 
try to recover areas that have experienced 
degradation, through habitat restoration and 
rehabilitation initiatives.

How can Singaporeans get actively 
involved in caring for nature?
The first step is to experience nature 
yourself. Explore your neighbourhood 
and its parks. Learn from communities 
online by following Facebook pages run by 
nature groups such as the Nature Society 
(Singapore), where members regularly 
share news and information on ethics and 
techniques for interacting with nature. And 
come visit us to learn more at the Festival 
of Biodiversity!

This year’s Festival of Biodiversity will be 
held on 27 and 28 May 2017. For more 
information, visit www.nparks.gov.sg/
festivalofbiodiversity
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