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The profile

Seeing the big picture

MCC Land’s Li Yanmei brings Singapore’s urban planning concepts to the world stage

Translation: Hong Xinyi

Born in China’s Heilongjiang, Li Yanmei
moved to Singapore in 1995 after earning
her architecture degree to take up a job at
the Housing and Development Board. During
those years, her work focused on drafting,
and she paid keen attention to the variety of
architectural designs in Singapore, from Clarke
Quay'’s conserved shophouses to the Central
Business District’s skyscrapers.

Subsequently, her focus expanded beyond
the aesthetics of individual buildings. In 2003,
she joined Surbana Jurong and took part in
many urban planning projects in Southeast
Asia and China. By 2006, she had earned a
master’s degree in urban design from the
National University of Singapore. Working
in urban planning, she adopted a broader
perspective that included considerations such
as traffic flow, the pedestrian environment and
the presence of greenery.

Starting from 2011, Li led teams to work
on urban planning projects in China. These
required an understanding of local cultures
and history, and learning how to strike a
balance between economic development
and ecological sustainability.

In 2018, she joined MCC Land (Singapore).
“The company wanted to move from property
development into urban development, and |
had the right experience for this,” she says.

Now the Executive Vice-President of Urban
Planning for the company and a citizen of
Singapore, Li often elaborates on Singapore’s
urban planning concepts for different events

and projects. As a compact city-state with an

average of 7,500 people per square kilometre, Singapore is six times
denser than Beijing. But its far-sighted urban planning policies have
allowed it to develop in an orderly way, without creating the congestion
that is found in many growing cities.

The key strategies that made this possible include the creation of
satellite towns, each with its own neighbourhoods and precincts, and
complete with facilities like schools, shops and parks. This eliminates
the high traffic volumes that would occur in an urban design with a
single central hub.

Li’s current projects include
Dara Sakor in Cambodia. At 360 sq
km (half the size of Singapore), this
future smart city is her largest project
yet,and is set to be a great showcase
for Singapore’s urban planning
methodologies in areas such as
water and waste management. She
is also working on Danga Heights in
Malaysia, a development that will
draw inspiration from Southeast
Asian shophouses, and features
cutting-edge co-working and co-
living capabilities.

Liis also exploring new frontiers in line with MCC's new directions,
and will soon unveil the company’s first flagship store that showcases
interior designs for rapidly changing contemporary lifestyles. Since the
onset of the Covid-19 pandemic, home-based working and learning
have increased. As such, the store will focus on flexible multi-use
spaces with smart functions.

“A planner needs to see the big picture and find a balance when
problem-solving,” she says. “When it comes to commercial and
economic development, we have to stay attuned to new trends in

innovation and technology.”
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Special report

Exploring new front

New immigrants share their journeys of self-discovery

lers

Translation: Hong Xinyi

Life can be limitless when it comes to self-actualisation, as these
women have realised. In this feature, they share more about their passions

and pursuits.

FELINKA ZHOU (new citizen, from Chengdu, China)

Armed with a master’s degree in Business Administration, Zhou joined
her husband’s company in 2013 and took charge of its brand strategy,
successfully establishing its standing as a social enterprise. While helping
foreign companies establish their operations in Singapore, she also helped
their personnel to integrate into local society by inviting executives to
charity events.

Zhou also carved out time to give back to society,
serving as a benevolent ambassador and media editor
for Sian Chay Medical Institution, and District Councillor

for North East Community Development Council’s

employability and lifelong learning committee.
During the Covid-19 pandemic, the mother of

two decided to encourage her children to join her in volunteer work. “By

raising their awareness of communities facing challenges, | feel this will

also help to build their characters,” she says.

SANDY YE (new citizen, from Sichuan, China)
After graduating from a Singapore university,

Ye went into sales in the property sector and rose

rapidly to become the deputy general manager

of her company. Subsequently, she followed her

boss to another company and is presently a head of
regional sales.

In the past, women were expected to devote themselves to their
husbands and children, she reflects. But these conventions have started
to change. Ye points to female friends who either turn to options such
as adoption or surrogacy when it comes to motherhood, or simply live
the lives they prefer, which may not involve marriage and children at all.

When it comes to her career, she attributes her professional success

to her discipline and hard work, as well as meeting the right mentors

and being ready when opportunities arise. “I
want to grasp every second so that | have no

regrets,” she says.

YU LAN (new citizen, from Nanjing, China)
Yu is a graduate of Peking University Law
School and Columbia Law School. In 2012, she
moved to Singapore, and is now a partnerina
law firm. Her job involves advising companies
and high-net-worth individuals on legal issues.
While the number of male and female
lawyers are roughly equal at her law firm, male
lawyers outnumber their female counterparts
at the partner level. This
could be because female
lawyers sometimes choose
to focus on raising their

families at a certain phase

in their careers.

“I have always wanted to be an outstanding
lawyer and partner,” she says. “When you have
a dream, you are better able to overcome
challenges and stress, especially when you have

the support of your family.”

JULIA HAN
(new citizen, from Shandong, China)

Han moved to Singapore in 1998 for her
studies and used to work in engineering before she
became a physical trainer.
“I changed tracks because
| wanted to challenge
myself,” she explains.

She also wants to

challenge prevailing



stereotypes about women. “l want to tell women
that beauty and health is not about staying slim,
and that physical training can give them a lot
of positive energy.”

As an entrepreneur who is also a mother
of two, she acknowledges the support of her
husband as she pursues her dreams. “Men are
expected to focus on their careers, while women
are raised to prioritise their families,” she notes.
Through her work, she hopes her children can

see that women can also realise other dreams.

SHU RAN
(permanent resident, from Jiangxi, China)
Poetry isn't her full-time job, but it is the
way Shuis processing her new life in Singapore.
“Settling into life here expanded my
powers of observation and thought,” she
says. Using her phone, Shu jots down notes
about everything from
streetscapes to people she
meets. Sheis a prolific poet
who has been published

locally and abroad, and

has won awards.

She started a poetry recital club, and even
assembled a team to produce recital videos,
contacting local poets to ask if they wanted
to adapt their work into videos. With one such
video initiative gaining over 3.6 million viewers,
she feels encouraged by the outlook for the

local literary scene.

VINCERE ZENG
(new citizen, from Sichuan, China)

When Zeng moved to Singapore to attend
university, she made it a point to seek out new
experiences. That's how she decided to do
volunteer work in Tanzania, where she ended
up climbing the 5,895m-high Mount Kilimanjaro.

That was the beginning of her love affair

with mountain-climbing. Since then, she has ascended
numerous peaks, and is the first Singaporean woman to
reach the summit of the 8,163m-high Mount Manaslu
(the world’s eighth highest mountain).

Mountain-climbing is complex and high-risk, and

the physical and mental skills it requires has enabled
Zeng to also excel at problem-solving in her job as a project manager for a
software company. But what drives her is something deeper. “| like feeling

at one with nature,” she says.

MA LI (new citizen, from Jilin, China)

A member of Singapore’s pioneer batch of Chinese-language teachers
recruited from other countries, Ma established her own education centre in
1993. Here, she puts the emphasis on culture as well as language, and has
tried to introduce some innovative learning experiences for her students.

While her creative ideas do not always find favour with parents, Ma
continues to persevere in her education experiments and is appreciative
of positive feedback.

Even though the number of students attending
her centre has decreased during the pandemic, she is
keeping her spirits up. “Being an educator is not about

making money.” she believes. Even if | only have one

student, | will keep on going.”

DR KAN SEE MUN (permanent resident, from Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia)

As a child, Dr Kan once wrote that her ambition was to become a nun.
“I| often accompanied my mother to the temple, and saw that the nuns
there were very kind and helpful,” she explains. “I wanted to give back to
society and help the less fortunate, just like them. At
the time, | didn't know about people like volunteers
and counsellors.”

After moving to Singapore with her husband in

1990, she started to get involved in social services, first

as a volunteer. Eventually, she became a department
head of a social services centre.

After her husband passed away, she decided to become a freelance
teacher. “When | was still working at the centre, | used my free time to
complete my doctoral degree, and subsequently the university offered me
a teaching position. | never thought | would one day have these academic
qualifications, much less be able to teach others,” she says. “But life can be

quite amazing sometimes.”
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Across cultures

A coming-of-age ritual
for Teochew children

Wearing wooden clogs, jumping over baskets, biting chicken heads -
these are traditional ways to announce one’s entry into adulthood.

Translation: Tina Sim

The “leaving the garden” ritual has been
practised in China’s Chaoshan region since the Qing
Dynasty. Parents believe that before children reach
15 years of age, they live in a garden watched over
by a caretaker couple. When they turn 15, a ceremony
is held to signify their emergence from the “garden” and
entry into adulthood.

The Singapore Kityang Huay Kwan's “leaving the garden” activities
has re-generated interest in this ritual. Their activities do not focus on
its religious aspects but on promoting it as a coming-of-age ceremony,
akin to young people celebrating their 21st birthday.

Many elements of the traditional ritual have been preserved,
such as wearing red clogs, offering prayers to the caretaker couple,
and a sumptuous feast. Some elements have been simplified. The
ceremony is conducted at a club instead of a temple. The newly
minted adults meet for a collective ceremony instead of one held at
home. The floral bath has been replaced by a face-washing ceremony,

and new T-shirts are provided by the association. Also added are

elements such as watching clips that promote
family values, offering tea to their parents,
and writing gratitude cards. It is hoped that
this combination of traditional and modern
elements will continue to instil values such
as filial piety and responsibility.

One traditional element that has been
retained is biting the chicken head. According
to folklore, when he was a child, Lin Dagin was

so poor that he went to school wearing

a pair of red clogs. One day, he met

an old man who offered arooster

to anyone who could come up

with a matching couplet. The

first half of the couplet was

“The rooster’'s comb above its

head”. Lin Dagin matched it with

“A goat’s beard below its chin”. His

father, upon cooking the rooster, gave him

the animal’s head, to signal that he would

reach a high position. Lin became the top

scholar in the imperial exams. Gnawingon a

chicken head was thus seen as a good omen
for children.

While this ceremony is traditionally a
Chaozhou practice, it is not limited to the
dialect, race, religious belief or even age of
the participants. Since it was first organised
by the Singapore Kityang Huay Kwan in 2015,
the event has attracted participants from other

races and religions, as well as new immigrants.



Food talk

Chinese cuisine
Malay-style

Prawn noodles without pork bone broth, and mutton bak kut teh cooked with pepper
instead of herbs: Can these creations appease the taste buds?

Translation: Tina Sim

Muslims avoid Chinese food because it is not halal, but there
are halal versions of dishes that are usually created by Chinese
entrepreneurs who have converted to Islam.

One of them is Zou Peiling, who stopped eating pork when she
married Muhamad Asri Ramli, a Muslim, in 2009. Missing her favourite

dishes such as prawn noodles, she has learnt to make halal versions

of these dishes, and friends and relatives loved how they tasted. In
2017, the couple set up Deanna’s Kitchen (a reference to her adopted
Muslim name) in Toa Payoh. They currently also have stalls in three
other locations, and are launching a packaged prawn soup that
customers can make at home.

The soul of a prawn noodle is its soup base. Peiling uses some
usual ingredients such as prawn heads, but has replaced pork bones
with chicken bones. As Malays prefer stronger flavours, chilli powder,
chilli padi and soya sauce are also added. Of this, Peiling says with a
laugh: “It used to bother me that the broth became so spicy and salty,

but now | have accepted it.”

The couple recently launched a mutton
version of bak kut teh, which was inspired by
an experiment undertaken by her mother.
To cater to Malay preferences, Asri decided
thatinstead of herbs, they would use pepper
instead. Thus, pepper mutton bak kut teh
was born. Asri says with satisfaction: “Coming
from white-collar jobs, switching to this line
of work has not been easy. But it has been
gratifying to give the Malay community more

food choices.”

VIETNAMESE HALAL POPIAH

Ain Popiah Basah may be located at
a humble coffeeshop in Woodlands, but
it has its fair share of customers. It was
set up by Ain (the adopted Muslim name
of Vietnamese Pham thi Ngoc Han) in
April this year, along with her husband,
Mohamad Azwah. As making Vietnamese
rolls required more work, they decided to
sell Chinese popiah instead, but modified
the dish to suit the Malay preference
for stronger flavours. Ain says: “We use
a sweeter turnip and add more chilli.”
Their recently launched Viethamese
beef pho has also been
well received. They are
now looking to set up
a stall selling halal
Vietnamese cuisine.
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