
By FENG ZENGKUN

WATER used to wash clothes could be
recycled with the help of a special type
of clay.

National water agency PUB will
fund a $42,500 trial to test whether
bentonite clay can be used to remove
soap-based pollutants from used
water.

If the trial is successful, the eventu-
al goal is to create a system that can
be installed at industrial laundromats
to help Singapore re-use more water.

Researchers also hope to come up
with a smaller cartridge that families
can add to their washing machines.
About one-fifth of a household’s wa-
ter consumption is for doing laundry.

The nine-month trial will start in
April and is a collaboration between

PUB and Ngee Ann Polytechnic’s Envi-
ronmental and Water Technology Cen-
tre of Innovation.

It aims to build on the findings of a
previous award-winning project by An-
derson Junior College (AJC). Last year,
a team of AJC students developed a
method to use bentonite clay to clean
soapy water without creating waste
by-products. It removed 99 per cent

of non-ionic surfactants, soap-like ad-
ditives used in industrial and house-
hold detergents, from the dirty water.

The used bentonite clay could also
be flushed clean with alcohol and used
again, the students said, but other re-
searchers said this would require a lot
of alcohol and could be expensive.

Current methods to treat laundry
waste water usually produce hazard-

ous sludge.
The project won the annual Singa-

pore Junior Water Prize – organised
by Ngee Ann Polytechnic and the Lien
Foundation and supported by PUB –
last May, and clinched the internation-
al Stockholm Junior Water Prize in Au-
gust. It was the first time Singapore
won the prestigious annual competi-
tion since it began taking part in 2008.

Ms Ang Pei Ling, 31, a research and
development engineer at the polytech-
nic’s water technology centre, said her
team plans to refine the students’
tests in the new trial. For example, the
AJC students added chemicals to wa-
ter to simulate laundry waste water.
PUB will provide Ngee Ann Polytech-
nic with actual industrial waste water.

A new area the polytechnic wants
to explore is whether used bentonite
clay can be deployed to remove pollut-
ants from other industries’ waste wa-
ter. Previous studies suggest soaking
up the soap-like additives could modi-
fy the clay and make it more effective
in removing other chemicals from
used water, said Ms Ang. “For exam-
ple, we want to test the modified clay
on toluene, a toxic chemical common-
ly used as a solvent,” she added.
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By GRACE CHUA

IN A landmark study, Singapore’s overall perform-
ance in long-term scientific research strategy is to
be quantified by the National Research Foundation
(NRF).

The bibliometric study – assessing the number
of research papers and their impact – is the first to
be carried out by the NRF since it was set up in Janu-
ary 2006.

In part, it will also establish how the cost of Sin-
gapore’s research stacks up against the world’s lead-
ing research nations, including Finland, Israel, the
United States and South Korea.

The NRF is looking for short-term external con-
sultants to report on how many researchers, publi-
cations and citations Singapore has produced from
2006 to 2011.

It also aims to determine what percentage of
that comes from higher education, industry, govern-
ment or public research institutes, and compare the
findings to other countries.

The study will also establish which sectors
patents are coming from and how many patents
each sector has put in place, the NRF said in docu-
ments for a tender that closes today.

An NRF statement said: “The findings will be
relevant in helping us refine our research agenda
and strategy. Through the study, we hope to identi-
fy areas of strength and capability where we may
wish to focus our research investments, so that Sin-
gapore can remain globally competitive.

Researchers and academics here said a bibliomet-
ric study could be useful and timely.

Professor Jackie Ying, who heads A*Star’s Insti-
tute for Bioengineering and Nanotechnology, said:
“It’s important for the public to know how the
money has been spent and what the research out-
comes are.”

While it is useful to determine the number of
patent applications, she added: “Patents are ulti-
mately useless unless they’re licensed, so royalty
income should be counted too.”

Professor Artur Ekert, director of the Centre for
Quantum Technologies, noted that journal papers
are a good measure, as they are peer-reviewed. “Sci-
entists know whether each other’s work is good sci-
ence or bad science,” he said.

Nanyang Technological University president
Bertil Andersson agreed, but said qualitative indica-
tors are more important than quantitative ones.
“The study should assess if the national system has
created frontiers of new knowledge,” he said.
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Ngee Ann Poly researchers want to explore whether used bentonite clay can be deployed to
remove pollutants from other industries’ waste water. PHOTO: NGEE ANN POLYTECHNIC
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