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MINISTER for Home Affairs and
Law K Shanmugam had rented a
black-and-white bungalow at 26 Ri-
dout Road because he decided to
put his family home up for sale,
while Foreign Affairs Minister Vi-
vian Balakrishnan wanted his ex-
tended family to live together at 31
Ridout Road.

The two ministers spoke in Par-
liament on Monday (Jul 3), respon-
ding to 23 questions posed by MPs
on the rental of two state-owned
bungalows in Ridout Road. 

In his statement, Shanmugam
said that in 2016, he had had re-
viewed his finances and realised
too much of his savings were tied
up in one house. He was advised
that it would be wiser not to have
most of his savings in one asset. 

Meanwhile, Balakrishnan, who
had two grandchildren in 2018 and
was expecting more to come, want-
ed to “bring the entire extended
family together under one roof

while the grandchildren were
young.”

Since June 2018, No 26, which
has a 23,164 square metres (sq m)
land area, has been leased to Mrs
Shanmugam. She signed a tenancy
agreement for three years with the
option of renewal for another two
periods of three years each. The
rental rate paid was S$26,500
monthly, equal to the guide rent. 

BT understands that Shanmu-
gam’s family home is located in the
Queen Astrid Park area. It is not
known how much the monthly ren-
tal rate is for the minister’s proper-
ty, but rents of detached houses in
the area hovered in the S$15,000 to
S$19,000 range in 2018, before ris-
ing to hit S$48,000 for a 12,900-
13,000 sq ft house in 2019.

No 31, which has a land area of
9,157.36 sq m, was leased by Mrs
Balakrishnan in October 2019. Af-
ter the first three-year term, she
was granted a renewal of another
term of 3+ 2 years. For the second
term, the rental rate paid was
S$20,000. 

On Monday, Shanmugam reiter-
ated that he was paying market
rate for No 26, mostly from renting
out his family home which was put
on the market in November 2021.

“I am not making any money
from the difference in rentals,” the
minister added.

Taking into account property
tax because the family home is now
non-owner occupied and income
tax on the rental proceeds, there is
a “net deficit”, Shanmugam said.

“I top up the deficit. I am, in es-
sence, using my previous lawyer’s
income to pay for the rental for 26
Ridout Road.

“Based on my current income, I
would not have offered to rent 26
Ridout Road,” Shanmugam said. 

Stressing that he did not consid-
er selling his own home because of
financial need, the former lawyer
said that after becoming a minister,
his income changed and he had for-
gone his previous earnings as a se-
nior counsel. 

Balakrishnan also noted that he
was not aware of the guide rent –

the minimum rent to be achieved –
when his wife signed the tenancy
agreement. They originally paid
S$19,000 before rents were in-
creased in the second term taking
into consideration market condi-
tions.

The minister said: “We were not
even aware there had been two pri-
or bids in July and August 2018 at
$12,000 and $5,000.

Both ministers emphasised the
importance of integrity and that
they would be happy to answer
questions on this matter. 

Balakrishnan said he and his
wife were “acutely aware” that
while they were dealing with a
property agent, the ultimate coun-
terparty to the tenancy agreement
was the Singapore government. 

He said: “At all times, we were
scrupulously careful to ensure that
everything was above board.”

Shanmugam also said that as a
member of the government, it was
important that he was held accoun-
table to Singaporeans.  

“Many will appreciate that the

choice of a person’s home is typi-
cally a personal and private mat-
ter. 

“But I am mindful that as an
elected official whose authority is
conferred on me by the trust of Sin-
gaporeans, the lines between what
is personal and public may not al-
ways be clear,” Shanmugam said. 

During Monday’s Parliament
session, Shanmugam also ad-

dressed allegations that a contract
for works relating to the properties
was awarded to Livspace, an interi-
or design firm where his son serves
as chief executive officer. 

Calling these allegations “false
and defamatory”, Shanmugam said
his son had told him that Livspace
does not have any contracts with
SLA and had not done any work on
the Ridout properties. 
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Law Minister K Shanmugam
reiterates that he was paying
market rate for No 26, mostly
from renting out his family home
which was put on the market in
November 2021. PHOTO: REUTERS

Minister for Foreign Affairs Vivian
Balakrishnan says: “At all times,
we (he and his wife) were
scrupulously careful to ensure
that everything was above board.”
PHOTO: REUTERS

THE Singapore Land Authority’s
(SLA) disclosures on rents at Ridout
Road have stirred debate on the val-
uation of the state-owned “black-
and-white” houses, with some in the
real estate trade raising questions
on how the rents were assessed and
priced. 

Some have also questioned why
the rent on Law Minister K Shanmu-
gam’s house was not increased
upon renewal of its lease as other
tenants’ were.

Data released by the government
showed that the rent that Shanmu-
gam is paying for 26 Ridout Road
was comparable to neighbouring
houses in the estate, on the basis of
rent per unit of gross floor area
(GFA). The land area included under
the lease agreement for 26 Ridout
Road, however, is many times more
than its neighbours. 

According to review findings on
the rental of the Ridout Road proper-
ties released last week, the monthly
rent for 26 Ridout Road amounted
to S$30.94 per square metre (psm)
of GFA, or the equivalent of S$2.87
per square foot of GFA, for the 9,216
sq ft house on about 250,000 sq ft of
land. The psm GFA rate paid was in
line with other leases signed in the
Ridout Road estate in 2018 when
Shanmugam inked his tenancy, and
slightly above the estate average of
S$29.78 psm of GFA at the time. 

Minister for Foreign Affairs Vi-
vian Balakrishnan’s rent for 31 Ri-
dout Road, leased in 2019, was
pegged at S$23.05 psm of GFA, for
the 8,872 sq ft house on almost
100,000 sq ft of land. This rate was
lower than the estate average of
S$29.60 psm of GFA. Senior Minister
Teo Chee Hean’s report on the re-
view into the matter said this was
due to the condition of the property,
noting that the rate was still compa-
rable to other properties of average
condition at the time. 

Tan Keng Chiam, head of valua-
tion and advisory services at Col-
liers International, explained that in
real estate, factors that determine
value include the size of the land
and building, the condition of the
building and the grounds, where the
market is at that point in time, as
well as factors such as functionality,
design, layout, amenities, terms of
use, location and orientation. 

“Beyond an optimal level, there is
diminishing marginal returns” to
more land, Tan said. “Excess land”
will have negative utility due to the
cost of maintaining it and the liabil-
ities that may come with it, he said.

Shanmugam had noted in his
ministerial statement on Monday
(Jul 3) that he did not want the addi-
tional land of 150,000 sq ft which
was added to his lease, and had of-
fered to maintain that land outside
the original house boundary at his
own cost. “But SLA took the position
that if I wanted to maintain the sur-
rounding land, the surrounding
land had to be part of the lease,” he
said.

Analysts whom BT spoke to
agreed that landed housing rents
would not increase linearly with
land area and are priced on a curve.
“Too large a land size could have a
suppressing influence on the rents,”
said one analyst. Nor would the
rents for state-owned “black-and-
whites” be equivalent to rates for
comparable privately-owned hous-
es, due to the many limitations on
the use of state-owned properties. 

But as one market watcher said:
“There’s a price for the GFA, but the
land size relative to GFA also mat-
ters. If I rent you a 100 sq km island
with a 15,000 sq ft house on it, can
you just use psf GFA to assess the
rent? Obviously not.”

One seasoned valuer said: “When
you rent a house, what would you
look for? What are the things that are
important? Is it only GFA? It is a bun-
dle of things, of which GFA is one.” 

Assessing rents of landed prop-

erties based on GFA “is not how valu-
ation is done”. “It’s a slap on the val-
uers’ face,” they said. “Valuation is
both an art and a science, you have
to make an adjustment” to take into
account factors such as location,
facing, the prestige attached to larg-
er land plots, and “to be able to look
out into the green of mature trees”. 

Another analyst pointed out that
for assessing capital values and
sales of landed properties, compari-
sons are based on land area. For as-
sessing rents, “GFA comparisons
technically are better than using
land area as a basis because GFA ac-
counts for the number of storeys”. 

“That said, I would think a valua-
tion report and the adjustments
made would help increase the trans-
parency. There are many factors not
captured by GFA value, such as
shape of land, elevation, structure,
whether there is a long driveway,”
they said. 

The rent charged for a property
also has an impact on the annual val-
ue of the property, as assessed by
the Inland Revenue Authority of Sin-
gapore (Iras) for property tax pur-
poses. One valuer said: “All things
being equal, the value of a property
depends on the net operating in-
come derived from it.”

BT has reached out to Iras on how
the tax authority assesses rents and
annual values for landed properties.

Eyebrows were also raised when
it emerged that the rent for 26 Ri-
dout Road was not increased when
the tenancy was renewed in 2021.
The rent for 31 Ridout Road was re-
newed at S$20,000, for S$1,000
more or 5 per cent higher than when
the lease was first signed in 2019.

Responding to a question raised
in Parliament on Monday, Teo said:
“When the tenancies of the two prop-
erties were up for renewal after the
initial three years, a revaluation was
done to peg the rentals to the pre-
vailing market rate, ie to mark them
to market.”

In reply to a further question, Sec-

ond Minister for Law Edwin Tong
pointed to the capital expenditure
that Shanmugam had invested in
the property. 

“One of the rules that SLA inter-
nally looks at and has in mind is, if it
is the same tenant who made the in-
vestments renewing it at the second
plus-three and the third plus-three,
then you’ll take it all in. Because if
you did not do that, and you simply,
at every renewal… charged a higher
rental because of what he has done,
then no tenant would eventually
take up this, and it would work
against SLA,” Tong said. 

Two current SLA tenants whom
BT spoke to on Monday revealed
that when they renewed the leases
on their black-and-white bungalows
recently, their rents were increased. 

De Jager Roelof Willem Otto first
leased a 6,340 sq ft house at Sher-
wood Road for two years at
S$14,500 per month in July 2021, on
land area of about 28,000 sq ft. He
recently renewed his lease for an-
other two years at S$20,700 – a 43
per cent premium over his previous
rental. 

Another tenant at Goodwood Hill
said she currently pays S$21,600 a
month after renewing her lease in
2022, about 11 per cent higher than
her previous rent of S$19,500. The
7,300 sq ft house sits on land of
close to 55,000 sq ft. The tenant,
who declined to be named, signed a
three-year tenancy agreement in

August 2016 with the option of rene-
wal for another two periods of three
years each. 

A check on the State Property In-
formation Online online platform
showed that in the last six months,
detached black-and-white houses in
prime central locations were recent-
ly leased at rates higher than what
Shanmugam and Balakrishnan are
paying for their houses today, based
on the rent psf of GFA comparison. 

The difference partly reflects
how market conditions have
changed. Good Class Bungalow
rents in the private property market
picked up speed significantly from
2020, analysts said. 

The government’s official rental
index for landed properties jumped
14.5 per cent in Q1 2023, after climb-
ing 6.3 per cent in the previous quar-
ter. In comparison, rents for non-
landed private homes rose 6.2 per
cent in Q1, slower than the 7.5 per
cent rise in the previous quarter.

A 5,376 sq ft black-and-white
house on about 27,000 sq ft of land
on Stevens Road was awarded in Ja-
nuary 2023 at its top bid of S$30,823
or the equivalent of S$5.73 psf of
GFA – double the S$2.87 psf of GFA
rate charged for 26 Ridout Road in
the Holland area. 

In February, a house on Seton
Close in the Tanglin area, with GFA of
4,629 sq ft on land of 36,706 sq ft,
was awarded for S$42,800 or S$9.24
psf of GFA. 

Ridout Road rents stir debate on valuation of
black-and-white houses in property circles 
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The bungalow at 26 Ridout Road (top left) rented by Law and Home
Affairs Minister K Shanmugam, and the bungalow at 31 Ridout Road
(bottom right) rented by Foreign Affairs Minister Vivian Balakrishnan.
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that he did not believe there was
wrongdoing.

However, the issue continued to
attract public interest and both min-
isters asked him to conduct an in-
vestigation independent of their
ministries. PM Lee then decided
that, “notwithstanding my confi-
dence in them and in the system”, it
would be best to task the CPIB to con-
duct a formal investigation and to
establish definitively if there was
any corruption or wrongdoing. “The
CPIB is independent. It has built up a
strong reputation as an anti-corrup-
tion outfit,” he said.

Apart from the legal question of
whether there was criminal con-
duct, PM Lee said he wanted a broad-
er review, including on SLA’s proc-

isters in Singapore are paid a clean
wage – “realistic, competitive, but
clean wage”. 

“We don’t get perks. There’s no of-
ficial house to live in. You get a sala-
ry, it’s for you to judge what you
need it for, for your lives. Save it,
give it away, spend it, put it in a
house, travel, whatever,” he said.
“Therefore, where ministers decide
to live, whether they want to rent,
whether they want to buy, these are
personal choices.” 

When he heard that Law and
Home Affairs Minister K Shanmu-
gam and Foreign Minister Vivian Ba-
lakrishnan had rented the black-
and-white bungalows at Ridout
Road, PM Lee said his assessment,
without going into it in depth, was

MINISTERS K Shanmugam and Vi-
vian Balakrishnan have done noth-
ing wrong and retain his full confi-
dence, said Prime Minister Lee Hsien
Loong, following probes by the Cor-
rupt Practices Investigation Bureau
(CPIB) and Senior Minister Teo Chee
Hean that uncovered no criminal
wrongdoing or improper conduct
by the two ministers.

There is nothing wrong with min-
isters renting the black-and-white
bungalows from the Singapore Land
Authority (SLA), provided it is prop-
erly done, and all procedures are fol-
lowed, he added.

Addressing the House in Parlia-
ment on Monday (Jul 3) following
four ministerial statements on the
Ridout Road issue, PM Lee said min-

esses, whether there was preferen-
tial treatment enjoyed by the minis-
ters, and whether any privileged
information was disclosed to them.

“As PM, my duty is not just to be
satisfied that legally, there was no
wrongdoing, but whether, quite
apart from the law, there was any
other kind of misconduct or impro-
priety.”

He then tasked Teo to conduct
this review to complement CPIB’s in-
vestigation. He noted that some MPs
had suggested on Monday that Teo
was not sufficiently independent to
conduct the investigation.

He said he viewed it differently.
For corruption and wrongdoing,
there is an independent process in
place, such as the CPIB investigation

and referral to the Attorney-Gener-
al’s Chambers. “But ethics and stan-
dards of propriety – those are the
prime minister’s responsibility. I
have to set the standards of what’s
ethical, what’s proper,” he said. “I
cannot outsource them. For exam-
ple, to appoint an ethics adviser to
tell me what is proper or not proper. I
have to know what is proper or not.
Otherwise, I shouldn’t be here.”

Addressing Workers’ Party chief
Pritam Singh’s remarks on the sub-
ject, PM Lee said: “The Leader of the
Opposition paid CPIB and paid the
Government a compliment just now
when he said, nobody is suggesting
corruption on the part of the minis-
ters.” 

Singh had said earlier in the sit-
ting: “I don’t believe anybody is mak-
ing an allegation that the minister is
corrupt, somebody is corrupt in the

system... Singaporeans are not mak-
ing that point. I think it’s quite clear.”

He noted that Monday’s parlia-
mentary discussion was not meant
to just resolve the issues of the ren-
tals of Ridout Road. He said: “It’s also
a demonstration of how the PAP is
determined to uphold the standards
which it has set itself from the begin-
ning in 1959. This government has
not, and will never, tolerate any
compromise or departure from the
stringent standards of honesty, in-
tegrity and incorruptibility that Sin-
gaporeans expect of us.”

This is the foundation not just for
the people’s trust in the PAP govern-
ment, but for the integrity and good
functioning of Singapore’s political
system, said PM Lee. “This is my
commitment and the PAP govern-
ment’s unwavering commitment to
Singaporeans.” THE STRAITS TIMES

PM Lee: Shanmugam, Vivian have done nothing wrong

estate, Savills’ Cheong said. Co-living
space operators may be keen instead.

The absence of leases of similar
length, the rarity of black-and-white
bungalows as well as the variation in
the rental of individual properties
may make it difficult for SLA to value
such leases, he added.

In a separate ministerial state-
ment, Senior Minister Teo Chee Hean
said that public service officers “who
have access to, or are involved in,
leasing and valuation matters” will
have to declare that they have taken
steps to prevent any conflict of inter-
est, before they can rent government
properties managed by their agen-
cies.

The Public Service Division is
working with the relevant ministries
and statutory boards to introduce
this requirement for officers who
have access to privileged informa-
tion, can influence outcomes, or both.

“The prime minister will also re-
view the declarations required for
property transactions for ministers
and PAP Members (of Parliament),”
Teo added.

This is on top of existing codes of
conduct that “adequately cover any
potential conflict of interest” that
could arise, including in the Ridout
Road case, he said.

In his speech, Teo reiterated the
CPIB’s conclusion that there was “no
evidence of corruption or criminal
wrongdoing” in the Ridout Road
transactions, and his own report’s
finding that there was no conflict of
interest.

CPIB’s investigation included in-
terviews with the ministers and their
spouses; former and current public
servants; property and managing
agents; and others who knew of the
transactions. Evidence was also taken
from phone records, as well as
WhatsApp and text messages.

S’pore exploring
master leases of up
to 60 years for
black-and-white
bungalow estates
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