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Toh Wen Li

Picnics, according to the late 
British-born journalist 
Christopher Hitchens, are some of 
the most overrated things in the 
world. A fortnight ago, I had the 
chance to put this to the test.

I’d long been sceptical about the 
idea of picnicking in a place like 
Singapore. It sounds great in 
theory – “We’re going on a picnic!” 
is something that typically evokes 
delight, conjuring 
Instagram-perfect images of a 
chequered rug, wicker basket, and 
fantasies of cheese, cold cuts and 
sandwiches.

Then you remember you live in 
South-east Asia, it is 31 deg C 
outside, and preparing the right 
food and eating it on the ground 
while keeping the wasps, 
mosquitoes and ants at bay – all in 
the name of “relaxation” – may be 
more trouble than it is worth.

“You’re going on a picnic? That’s 
wonderful, you can pack a French 
loaf and it’ll be like The Wind In 
The Willows!” said my sister, who 
has never been on a picnic.

During my picnic excursion to 
Pasir Ris Park, the weather 
couldn’t have been better. The sky 
was blue, there was a cool breeze, 
and the clouds looked like giant 
cotton wool. 

My companion and I found a 
spot below a tree, checked the 
ground for traces of dog poop and 
then spread our mat on the grass. 
Out came the food: boxes of sushi 
from FairPrice supermarket, Ya 
Kun Kaya Toast sandwiches, 
coffee, and a bag of sugared 
almonds. 

“It’s like a cop-out,” a friend told 
me later, scoffing at how we didn’t 
make the food ourselves. 

But what does it mean to go on a 
picnic, anyway? Unpacking the 
idea of a picnic is a bit like trying to 

answer the question “Is a hotdog a 
sandwich?” You think you know 
the answer, but as you give it more 
thought, you see how nebulous all 
your assumptions are. 

A picnic, according to Oxford 
Learner’s Dictionaries, is “an 
occasion when people pack a meal 
and take it to eat outdoors, 
especially in the countryside”. So 
does chomping a burger on a park 
bench count? What about eating 
restaurant food at a picnic table? 
Are barbecues considered 
picnics?

Humans have been eating 
outdoors since the dawn of 
civilisation, but the English word 
“picnic” (from the French 
“pique-nique”) is thought to have 
surfaced around the 18th century. 
Formerly the province of people 
who threw extravagant indoor 
potlucks in hired rooms, it later 
became associated with the 
outdoor excursions we are familiar 
with today.

Despite its Western 
connotations today, picnicking 
has long had its place in Asian 
culture. A famous picnic subject in 
Chinese paintings – some dating 
over 1,000 years – was The Seven 
Sages Of The Bamboo Grove, a 

legendary group of scholars and 
artists who fled court life for the 
forest, embracing a rustic life, circa 
3rd century AD. 

Centuries-old picnic boxes from 
China and Japan can be found on 
online platform Google Arts & 
Culture. One 17th century Chinese 
picnic set consists of lacquered 
bowls, dishes, cups – even a 
gourd-shaped carafe – nested and 
sheathed in bamboo weaving. 
Then there are exquisite boxes 
from the Edo period, such as a 
portable luncheon cabinet with 
drawers and space for a teapot.

In 2002, three Japanese – an 
architect, an urban designer and the 
chief planner of an art centre – 
started the Tokyo Picnic Club to 
campaign for the “right to picnic”, 
arguing that the Japanese capital 
does not have enough green spaces 
for picnics. 

For them, picnicking is a way of 
life, and not just during the cherry 
blossom season. “Every day is a 
picnic day,” is one of the club’s 15 
“picnic rules” for the public. 

Picnicking is a performative 
ritual. The idea of doing it, and the 
feeling of having done it, are more 
appealing than the experience 
itself. It’s a bit like sightseeing in a 

foreign country – you often do it to 
tick an item off a checklist, to “feel 
more alive”, but the act itself isn’t 
particularly meaningful. 

Going on a picnic has something 
else in common with travelling – 
the liberating sense of being a step 
away from the rest of society and 
its problems, and escaping, at least 
for a while, into a 
self-manufactured bubble of good 
cheer. “We’re on a picnic!” elicits, 
to a milder effect, a similar 
emotional response as “We’re on 
holiday!”

Which might be why, as the 
pandemic rages on and travelling 
for leisure remains an uneasy 
prospect for most, the picnic 
might be having its day in the sun. 

There are people who hire picnic 
planners, or pay for picnic baskets 
or “glampcation” packages offered 
by restaurants and hotels. 

Last October, The Straits Times 
reported that fancy catered 
picnics were becoming more 
popular during the pandemic. 
Some picnic providers, the article 
noted, offer everything from food 
and drink to fairy lights and 
message boards.

“Prices start from a basic $80 and 
go up to about $300. Extras can be 
added – such as professional 
photography or bartender service 
– for $200 more.”

Well, to each their own.
The picnics that make most 

sense to me are still the ones that 
spring out of necessity, or as a 
response to some kind of scarcity. 

I look back fondly on a few 
“almost-picnics” I have been on. A 
hike to the summit of Bukit Timah 
Hill once ended in a feast of 
homemade pineapple tarts. During 
the Covid-19 “heightened alert” 
period, another friend and I 
carried a takeaway meal to Pasir 
Ris Park and ate it there. We found 
a rocky embankment next to the 
sea, sat down and savoured our 
pork basil rice as the sun set. 

There are other situations where 
a picnic is justified. In countries 
where warm weather and 
sunshine are hard to come by, 
you’d want to take advantage of it 
by eating outdoors in the summer. 

In Singapore, domestic workers 
often picnic out of necessity – 
budget considerations, and a lack 
of personal space in their 
employers’ homes, make open 
fields a logical venue for social 
gatherings.

But why picnic otherwise? 
The best parts of my picnic 

excursion last fortnight were the 
bits that did not involve any food – 
lying on the mat, and feeling the 
surprising coolness of the earth as I 
watched the clouds roll by. As it 
turns out, I prefer to enjoy my food 
indoors, and venture outdoors to 
enjoy nature on other occasions.

Would I do it again? Probably 
not. My view on picnicking is the 
same as my view on skydiving 
without a parachute – you can do 
it, once.
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Sited outside Toa Payoh’s town 
centre, Lorong 8 is shaped a bit like 
an elephant trying to make a break 
into the inner circle. 

It is hemmed in by Braddell Road 
and the Central Expressway, and 
boasts a motley mix of older flats – 
mostly built in the 1970s and 1980s 
– polyclinics, funeral homes, car 
workshops and depots. 

It also has an immensely popular 
hawker centre. Growing up in Toa 
Payoh, I went there for grilled 
chops with my family when we 
were up for splashing out on 
“Western cuisine”. 

Toa Payoh is the most recent 
housing estate to be reeling from the 
emergence of a handful of Covid-19 
clusters. Aside from the bus 
interchange – the latest in a string 
affected across Singapore – Lorong 
8 boasts the most number of cases. 
At least 40 cases from the hawker 
centre alone have been reported. 

A few traffic junctions away, 
another 10 cases had been linked 
to a wholesale vegetable market 
that set up shop on the street every 
night, selling at a discounted rate 
to bargain hunters – including, no 
doubt, those from Lorong 8. 

Was it just pure bad luck, or were 
there factors that made Lorong 8 
Toa Payoh susceptible to 
becoming a Covid-19 cluster? 

A study that was released this 
month and reported in The Straits 
Times looked at why clusters form, 
and suggests that there is a way to 

assess and predict how vulnerable 
each neighbourhood is to 
Covid-19, based on its social and 
built environmental features. 

These metrics range from 
population density, to the flow of 
people using public transport, to 
how diverse the land use is. 

Another is this: the 
neighbourhood’s socio-economic 
status (SES), which the 
researchers measure using average 
resale housing prices as a proxy. 

Here, in Lorong 8 Toa Payoh, 
there is a greater proportion of 
older blue-collar residents, heavily 
dependent on public transport, 
says Associate Professor Leong 
Chan-Hoong of the Singapore 
University of Social Sciences 
(SUSS) who led a team of 
researchers on the study.

There is also a large pool of 
transient workers who move in 
and out daily. They could be 
undertakers or hawkers or car 
repairmen, who do not have the 
option to work from home. As part 
of their jobs, they also interact 
with members of the public, 
making the likelihood of 
transmission higher. 

The nature of their work – often 
in hot, cramped environments – 
also means that they may not 
adhere to social distancing 
measures or wear their masks 

properly. Habits such as gathering 
and smoking in close proximity 
put them at greater risk. 

Cheap food at the hawker centre 
draws yet more human traffic. 

There are limitations to the 
study, acknowledges Prof Leong. 

For instance, there is incomplete 
data available on where patients 
live. The study also does not 
explain why if a place like Lorong 8 
Toa Payoh was so susceptible to 
Covid-19, it did not emerge as a 
cluster earlier. Then there is the 
question of other burgeoning 
clusters which may not be mapped 
so neatly on the study’s metrics. 

But it provides some food for 
thought on the question of 
whether there are some 
neighbourhoods in Singapore that 
are more inherently prone to being 
struck by Covid-19, and if so, 
whether poorer Singaporeans are 
more vulnerable as a result. 

Another study, from the 
Singapore University of Technology 
and Design, identified a list of 
“spatial super-susceptible” 
locations, where there is a higher 
likelihood of contracting the 
disease, based on human movement 
flows. They tend to be public 
transport nodes in the northern and 
western parts of Singapore such as 
Choa Chu Kang Central, Woodlands 
East and Yishun West. 

Says Dr Benny Chin, who 
co-authored the study: “High-SES 
neighbourhoods usually have 
lower population density (a better 
quality of living environment), and 
are less connected to the city 
centre, by design. People who live 
in those high-SES neighbourhoods 
usually drive, hence there is less 
demand for public transport.”

Why does knowing any of this 
matter? One reason, simply, is that 
any ability to identify chinks in the 
landscape could potentially allow 
for more targeted strategies, 
especially at a time when public 
fatigue over broad-based Covid- 
related restrictions is at a high. On 
Friday, Singapore announced that it 
is returning to tightened measures 
for social gatherings.

As the SUSS study notes: 
“Policymakers, urban planners, 
disaster response management 
and public health officials have a 
strategic interest to find out what 
are the social or built 
environmental features that can 
shape adaptation as this knowledge 
can provide the conduit to assess 
and predict disaster, and provide 
the foundation for prevention and 
recovery.”

In the United States, there is a 
social vulnerability index 
developed by the US Centres for 
Disease Control and Prevention. It 

looks at 15 census indicators 
covering traits like 
socio-economic status, household 
composition, minority status, 
housing and transportation. 

One might argue that Singapore, 
being far smaller than the US, does 
not need to go down this route. 

Indeed, our careful urban 
planning policies and management 
of the population mix at local levels 
have ensured that by and large, 
there is a certain baseline in terms 
of amenities, transport links and 
balance of housing types in all 
sub-zones across Singapore. 

But the fact is that the profile of 
the residents of Lorong 8 Toa 
Payoh, their activities and modes 
of transport, will be quite different 
from those of Punggol Field or 
Marine Parade or One Tree Hill. 

If it is established that 
lower-income neighbourhoods do 
tend to be more at risk of being 
struck by Covid-19, it confirms the 
niggling suspicion that poorer 
Singaporeans are more vulnerable 
to contracting and spreading the 
disease – and often because they 
have fewer good options. 

So what can be done? Prof Leong 
suggests some kind of allowance 
that recognises the vocational risk 
that low-income workers in 
essential services bear, to help 
ameliorate the financial pressure 
that so often impels poor decisions 
and risky behaviour.

But beyond that, there must be a 
heightened sensitivity to the 
structural challenges that such 
Singaporeans face, especially 
during a pandemic, and to offer 
multi-faceted solutions 
accordingly. 

I was struck, for instance, by a 
Sept 14 government advisory 
titled, “What happens when you 
test positive for Covid-19?”, which 
exhorts patients to “immediately 
return home via private transport 
(car or taxi)”, and then, “isolate 
yourself in a room with an 
attached bathroom”. 

Not every flat comes with an 
en-suite, and even if there is one, a 
reconfiguring of living spaces 
could mean such disruption to the 
household that some families may 
choose – unwisely – not to adhere 
to the rules.

Those who cannot safely do 
what policymakers advocate have 
to be quickly given other options 
such as alternative stay-at-home 
facilities.

To the Government’s credit, it 
has been keenly cognisant of the 
needs of the more vulnerable. For 
instance, herculean effort had 
been put in to ensure that there is 
free and easy access to vaccines 
under the national programme, 
wherever people live. This is the 
biggest piece of the puzzle, since 
getting everyone vaccinated is key 
to tackling the pandemic.

But a better understanding of how 
Covid-19 affects neighbourhoods 
differently will be useful for this as 
well as future pandemics.

Even before Covid-19 reared its 
head, many have warned of a 
Singapore that is increasingly 
being experienced as two different 
worlds: one of the rarefied air of 
exclusive restaurants, private cars 
and spacious homes; and one of 
hawker centres, MRT trains and 
public flats. 

Covid-19 brought to the 
forefront how those differences 
can be a matter of safety and 
potentially, life and death.
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