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Wanna See the Real Singapore? 

[image: ]


Eh, hello there! So you want to see the Singapore that’s not all just Orchard Road and Marina Bay Sands, ah? Good choice, lah! I’m Jenny, and I’m going to let you in on some of my favourite spots, the ones that maybe don't make the front page of every travel brochure but are super special to us locals. These are the places where we actually go, where you can feel the real Singapore, taste the real flavours, and see how we live.

You see, Singapore is more than just our chio (pretty) skyline and fancy shops. It’s in the sizzle of the wok at a neighbourhood hawker centre, the quiet view from an unexpected rooftop, the burst of colour in a historic lane, the chill vibes of a green hideaway that used to be something else entirely, and even in a gallery that shows you how this little red dot became the amazing city it is today. These places tell our stories, our everyday culture, and our hidden histories. It’s a bit different, maybe a bit more "local," but trust me, that’s where the real adventure is! Confirm plus chop, you’ll have a good time! So, ready to explore with me?
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​Wah, So Practical! 
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This chapter is your 'everything also can' guide to not looking like a lost sotong (squid/clueless person) while you’re here. We’ll talk money, how to zoom around, and most importantly, how not to kena saman (get fined) – because trust me, Singapore is a 'fine' city in more ways than one! So, listen up, and I’ll make you a Singapore pro, can or not?



​Section 1: Aiyah, Money Where Got Best? Changing Your Cash Without Kena Conned

First things first, let's talk about the moolah – Singapore Dollars, or SGD as we call it. You'll need it for all the yummy food and cool stuff. While many places take cards, cash is still king at hawker centres and smaller shops. So, where to change your ang moh (Westerner/foreign) money for our pretty colourful notes?

​"Airport or Town, Aunty? Best Rates Where?" (Comparing Airport, City Changers, ATMs)

When you first touch down at our world-class Changi Airport, you'll find currency exchange counters ready to serve you. It's super convenient, especially if you need some cash immediately for a taxi or to buy a transport card, and this is a common choice for many travellers. For short trips where you're only looking to change a few hundred dollars, the rates and fees at the airport are generally reasonable, and doing it there saves you the hassle of hunting for a money changer in the city later. You’ll usually find a few bank exchange counters in the arrival hall, often open 24 hours, so take a moment to compare their rates as they can vary slightly.

However, if you're planning to change a larger sum of money, you might find that patience pays off. While the difference in exchange rates between the airport and city-based private money changers might not seem enormous, every dollar saved can go towards another delicious plate of Hainanese Chicken Rice or an extra souvenir. Some find that the extra fees at the airport can make them less worthwhile, even if the base exchange rates look similar to those in the city. So, the decision often comes down to a trade-off: the immediate convenience of airport exchange versus potentially better rates in town if you're willing to wait a bit. A smart approach could be to change a small amount at Changi for your immediate needs, and then seek out better rates for the bulk of your money once you're settled.

Jenny's Take: "If you just landed and blur like sotong, change a bit at Changi, can lah. Enough for your taxi or EZ-Link card. But for the big bucks, hold your horses, aunty/uncle, better deals in town!"

​"Mustafa, Lucky Plaza, The Arcade: The Real Deal Money Changers"

If getting the most competitive exchange rates is high on your priority list, then private money changers in the city centre are your best bet. Singapore has plenty of these, mostly tucked away inside shopping centres. Three locations are particularly famous for offering some of the best rates around:

●  Lucky Plaza (Orchard Road, Basement 1): This older shopping mall on the glitzy Orchard Road is a hive of activity, and its basement is packed with numerous money changers. The sheer number of operators here means you can easily walk around and compare rates on the spot. It's a popular spot for both locals and tourists.

●  Mustafa Centre (Little India, Open 24/7): This iconic 24-hour shopping emporium has its own well-regarded money exchange service, Mustafa Foreign Exchange. It's known for competitive rates, especially for Asian currencies like the Indian Rupee (INR). Do note that they generally don't accept traveller's cheques. You can often find a long queue here, a testament to its popularity. According to some listings, Mustafa's Foreign Exchange has a Google rating of 3.8 out of 5 stars.

●  People's Park Complex (Chinatown, Level 1): Located in the heart of Chinatown, this complex is another well-known hub with a high concentration of money changers. Like Lucky Plaza, the competition here helps keep rates favourable for customers. SAMLIT MONEYCHANGER PTE LTD at People's Park Complex, for instance, has a high Google rating of 4.8 out of 5 stars.

●  The Arcade (Raffles Place/Collyer Quay): Situated in the Central Business District (CBD), The Arcade at 11 Collyer Quay is another hotspot for currency exchange. It's particularly convenient if you're in the downtown area. Arcade Money Changers (AMC sg) at #01-18 is listed with a 4.3-star rating and even has a website where you might be able to check indicative rates or services. Other changers like Hassan & Sons Exchange and People's Corner Money Changer are also located here.

The reason these specific locations often offer better rates is due to the intense competition among the many money changers operating side-by-side. This "hub" effect means that businesses have to offer attractive rates to draw customers. So, when you visit these places, don't be shy about checking the rates at a few different counters before committing. It’s a common practice and can lead to small but satisfying savings.

Jenny's Take: "Want the best lobang (deal)? Head to these places. So many money changers, sure can find a good rate one. Orchard Road also got (Lucky Plaza), so can shop, then change money, then shop some more!"

​"ATM Savvy: Making the Machines Work for You"

Singapore is a very card-friendly country, and you'll find ATMs almost everywhere. Using your international debit card (look for PLUS or CIRRUS network logos) or even a credit card for a cash advance at an ATM can often provide some of the best exchange rates available, sometimes even the 'mid-market rate' which is the rate banks use to trade currencies with each other. Many travellers are a bit hesitant to use ATMs in foreign countries, but it's generally a straightforward and convenient process, with English language options widely available.

However, while the base exchange rate might be good, it's crucial to be aware of potential fees that can add up. Your own bank back home will likely charge a foreign transaction fee (often a percentage of the amount withdrawn) and possibly a separate ATM withdrawal fee. Some local Singaporean ATM operators might also impose a surcharge for foreign-issued cards, although this is less common with major local bank ATMs if your card is on a shared network. For example, OCBC mentions that an additional service fee, varying from bank to bank, may be imposed by the bank operating the ATM for foreign card withdrawals. DBS charges its own customers S$7 for overseas ATM withdrawals on Visa/Mastercard networks, plus administrative fees on the currency conversion, giving an idea of how banks structure such fees. Similarly, UOB charges its customers an S$5 fee for overseas ATM withdrawals on top of administrative fees for currency conversion. Bank of China also lists fees for its cardholders using overseas ATMs.

A particularly important thing to watch out for is Dynamic Currency Conversion (DCC). If an ATM offers to charge you in your home currency instead of Singapore Dollars (SGD), always decline and choose to be charged in SGD. Accepting DCC usually means you'll get a much less favourable exchange rate set by the ATM operator or their processor, not the better rate from Visa, Mastercard, or your bank. To minimize risks like card skimming, it's generally safer to use ATMs located inside bank branches or hotels rather than standalone machines in less secure areas.

Jenny's Take: "ATMs are super convenient, and sometimes the rates are shiok! But hor, check with your bank about fees first, if not later see statement then cry. And if the machine ask you want to pay in your home currency or SGD, ALWAYS CHOOSE SGD, okay! Don't let them makan (eat/scam) your money with bad rates."

​Jenny's Hot Tip: Why SGD is King & Easy-to-Change Currencies

It's always best to use the local currency, Singapore Dollars (SGD), for your transactions here. Doing so helps you avoid potentially unfavourable conversion rates and extra service charges that some merchants might apply if you try to pay in a foreign currency. While some tourist-oriented shops might accept U.S. Dollars, it's not the norm everywhere, and you'll definitely need SGD for hawker centres, local markets, and smaller establishments.

If you're bringing cash to exchange, the U.S. Dollar is generally one of the most easily exchangeable foreign currencies at money changers and banks in Singapore. However, most other major world currencies (like Euros, British Pounds, Australian Dollars, Japanese Yen, etc.) are also widely accepted by money changers.

Jenny's Take: "Stick to SGD, my friend. Some places might take your USD, especially the touristy ones, but the rate sure not good one. Better to have our local dollars. And if you're bringing cash to change, USD is usually the easiest, but most major currencies also okay lah."

​Money Changer Cheat Sheet: Where to Go, What to Expect (Bulleted List)

Here's a quick rundown:

●  Airport Changers


○  Pros: Convenient upon arrival, 24-hour options.

○  Cons: Rates may be slightly less competitive than city; fees can make it less worthwhile.

○  Typical Rate Competitiveness: Good to Fair.

○  Potential Fees to Watch For: Compare between counters; possible service fees.


●  Mustafa Centre


○  Pros: Competitive rates, 24/7 (usually), good for Asian currencies.

○  Cons: Can be crowded, doesn't accept traveller's cheques.

○  Typical Rate Competitiveness: Very Good.

○  Potential Fees to Watch For: Generally straightforward.


●  Lucky Plaza


○  Pros: Many changers, competitive due to volume, central Orchard location.

○  Cons: Can be crowded, especially weekends; requires trip to Orchard.

○  Typical Rate Competitiveness: Very Good.

○  Potential Fees to Watch For: Compare rates between vendors.


●  The Arcade


○  Pros: Many changers, CBD location, some offer online booking.

○  Cons: Can be busy during lunch hours; some closed on Sundays/PH.

○  Typical Rate Competitiveness: Very Good.

○  Potential Fees to Watch For: Compare rates between vendors.


●  People's Park Cplx


○  Pros: High concentration of changers in Chinatown.

○  Cons: Can be crowded.

○  Typical Rate Competitiveness: Very Good.

○  Potential Fees to Watch For: Compare rates between vendors.


●  Banks (in city)


○  Pros: Secure, reputable.

○  Cons: Rates often less competitive than private changers; may have transaction fees (e.g., S$2-S$3).

○  Typical Rate Competitiveness: Fair to Poor.

○  Potential Fees to Watch For: Flat transaction fees, less favourable rates.


●  Hotel Exchange


○  Pros: Very convenient if staying there.

○  Cons: Rates usually the least competitive.

○  Typical Rate Competitiveness: Poor.

○  Potential Fees to Watch For: Poor exchange rates.


●  ATMs


○  Pros: Widely available, can offer excellent 'mid-market' rates.

○  Cons: Your bank's foreign transaction/withdrawal fees; potential local ATM fees; DCC pitfalls.

○  Typical Rate Competitiveness: Very Good to Good (base rate).

○  Potential Fees to Watch For: Home bank fees (e.g., 2-8% total), local ATM fees (variable), Dynamic Currency Conversion (DCC) markups if SGD not chosen.





​Section 2: Zoom Zoom! Getting Around (Like a Pro)

Okay, money settled. Now, how to get from your makan (eating) place to your shopping place to that cool temple I told you about? Singapore's transport is damn good, seriously. Efficient, clean, and mostly easy... once you know the hacks!

​Subsection 2.1: "MRT & Buses: Your Best Friends for Exploring"

Our MRT (Mass Rapid Transit) train system and public buses are world-class, no bluff! They can take you almost anywhere on this little red dot, from the heartlands to the city centre, and they're very affordable too. It's the way most of us locals get around.

​"Card or No Card? EZ-Link, Tourist Pass, or Just Tap Lah!"

To ride the MRT and buses, you've got a few main options for payment, showing how things have changed from just the old top-up cards to super easy tapping!

●  EZ-Link Card: This is a stored-value card that many locals use. You can buy one for S$10, which usually includes S$5 of stored travel value and a S$5 non-refundable card cost. You tap it when you enter and exit the MRT station or when you board and alight from the bus, and the exact fare is deducted. It's great if you're staying for a while or don't plan to use public transport super intensively every single day, as you just pay for what you use. You can also use it for some taxis and even at some shops, like 7-Eleven. These cards are valid for five years, so you can even keep it for your next trip back to Singapore!

●  Singapore Tourist Pass (STP): This pass is designed specifically for tourists and offers unlimited travel on basic bus services, MRT, and LRT trains for a set number of days. You can get it for 1, 2, 3, 4, or 5 days. For example, a 1-Day Pass might be S$17, a 3-Day Pass S$29, and a 5-Day Pass S$45. Some versions might require an additional refundable deposit. This is a good option if you plan to do a LOT of sightseeing and use public transport many times each day, as you don't have to worry about fares adding up. You can buy these at selected SimplyGo Ticket Offices at MRT stations or from Singapore Tourist Pass Kiosks.

●  SimplyGo: This is the newest and, for many, the most convenient option. SimplyGo allows you to use your contactless Mastercard or Visa credit/debit card (even foreign-issued ones) or your mobile phone with Apple Pay or Google Pay to tap in and out of the MRT gates and on bus readers. There's no need to buy a separate card or worry about top-ups; the fare is charged directly to your bank card. You can even track your journey and fare history online or via the SimplyGo app. This is super handy if you prefer to travel light and cashless.

The choice really depends on your travel style and how long you're here. If you're a power tourist for just a few days, the STP might save you money. For longer, more flexible stays, the EZ-Link is a solid choice. And if you value convenience above all and have a suitable contactless card, SimplyGo is a breeze. This variety shows how our system caters to different needs, from the traditional stored-value method that many are used to, to the latest tap-and-go technology that many now prefer for its sheer ease.

Jenny's Take: "So many choices, like rojak! If you here short time and plan to be MRT kiasu (always on the go), maybe Tourist Pass good. Stay longer, EZ-Link quite steady. Me? I lazy, I just tap my bank card with SimplyGo – so easy! But check your own bank if they charge extra for overseas tap, hor."

​"MRT Manners: Don't Be That Kaypoh Tourist!"

Singaporeans take a lot of pride in our clean and efficient public transport system, and there are a few rules and unspoken etiquette points to keep things running smoothly for everyone.

●  No Eating or Drinking: This is a big one. It's strictly prohibited to eat or drink anything in MRT stations and on the trains (and buses too!). Yes, this includes plain water! The fine can be up to S$500 if you're caught on the MRT. This rule is a major reason why our trains and stations are so clean.

●  Keep Left on Escalators: When you're on an escalator, please stand on the left side to allow people who are in a hurry to walk past on the right.

●  Give Up Priority Seats: You'll see designated priority seats on trains and buses. These are meant for the elderly, people with disabilities, pregnant women, and those with young children. It's good manners to offer these seats if you see someone who needs it more.

●  Don't Block Doors: When the train arrives, let passengers alight first before you board. And please don't lean on the train doors or block them.

●  Queue Nicely: Singaporeans are generally good at queuing. Wait in line patiently when boarding buses or at busy MRT platforms.

Following these simple rules helps make the journey pleasant for everyone. It’s all part of respecting the shared public space, something we value highly here.

Jenny's Take: "This one very important, listen! Cannot eat, cannot drink in station or on train. Not even water, okay! They very strict. See the signs? Follow. And on escalator, stand on the left, walk on the right. Simple, right? Don't be the one blocking everyone, later kena stare."

​Your Go-To Transport Card: STP vs. EZ-Link vs. SimplyGo (Bulleted List)

Here's a comparison of the main transport payment options:

●  Singapore Tourist Pass (STP)


○  How it Works: Unlimited travel on basic public transport for a set number of days.

○  Cost: E.g., 1-Day: S$17, 2-Day: S$24, 3-Day: S$29 (may have refundable deposit).

○  Validity: 1, 2, 3, 4, or 5 consecutive days from first use.

○  Best For: Tourists with heavy public transport usage over a short period.

○  Pros: Cost-effective for frequent users, no need to worry about fares per trip.

○  Cons: Requires upfront payment for set days, deposit may be needed, less value if not used often.

○  Where to Get/Use: Selected MRT Ticket Offices, STP Kiosks, some online travel agencies.


●  EZ-Link Card


○  How it Works: Stored-value card; pay-as-you-go for transport, some taxis, and retail.

○  Cost: S$10 (S$5 card cost, S$5 stored value). Top up as needed.

○  Validity: 5 years.

○  Best For: Longer stays, less frequent/more flexible transport use, future visits.

○  Pros: Flexible, pay-as-you-go, usable in some retail/taxis, long validity.

○  Cons: Need to monitor balance and top up, initial card cost is non-refundable.

○  Where to Get/Use: MRT stations, 7-Eleven stores, TransitLink Ticket Offices.


●  SimplyGo


○  How it Works: Use your own contactless bank card (Visa/Mastercard) or mobile payment (Apple/Google Pay) to tap & pay.

○  Cost: No card cost; fares charged directly to your bank card/account.

○  Validity: N/A (uses your existing bank card).

○  Best For: Tech-savvy travellers, those preferring cashless/cardless convenience, business travellers.

○  Pros: Extremely convenient, no separate card/top-ups, tracks expenses digitally, works with foreign cards.

○  Cons: Relies on having a compatible contactless card; potential foreign transaction fees from your bank.

○  Where to Get/Use: Just use your existing compatible card/phone at MRT gantries and bus readers.


​Subsection 2.2: "Taxi Lingo: Understanding Those Surcharges, So You Don't Kena Shock!"

Sometimes, you just need the convenience of a taxi – maybe you've got loads of shopping bags, it's pouring with rain (which happens a lot in Singapore!), or you're heading somewhere a bit out of the way. Taxis here are generally reliable and comfortable, operated by companies like ComfortDelGro (you'll see their blue Comfort and yellow CityCab taxis everywhere), TransCab (red), and Strides Premier (lime green or silver). But ah, the fares... they can seem a bit "creative" with all the different surcharges. It's good to know what to expect so you don't get a surprise when the meter reading looks different from the final amount!

​"Flag Down & Go: The Basics"

The basic taxi fare is made up of a few components:

●  Flag-down Rate: This is the initial charge when you board the taxi, and it usually covers the first kilometre of your journey. For a standard taxi, this is typically between S$3.20 and S$3.90. Premium taxis (like larger cabs or luxury models) will have a higher flag-down rate, maybe S$3.90 to S$5.00 or even more.

●  Distance Rate: After the first kilometre, you'll be charged based on the distance travelled. For standard taxis, it's often around S$0.22 for every 400 metres for the first 10 kilometres, and then S$0.22 for every 350 metres after that.

●  Waiting Time Rate: If the taxi is stuck in traffic or waiting for you, a charge applies, usually around S$0.22 for every 45 seconds the taxi is stationary or moving very slowly.

These are just the base rates. Now for the "fun" part – the surcharges!

​"The Surcharge Scramble: Peak Hour, Midnight, Airport & More"

This is where taxi fares in Singapore can get a bit complicated for visitors. These surcharges are added on top of the metered fare and are in place for various reasons, often to encourage more taxis to be available during very busy periods or in certain locations. Understanding these is key to not feeling like you've been overcharged.

●  Peak Hour Surcharge: If you're travelling during busy times, expect to pay an extra 25% of your metered fare.


○  Weekdays: This applies during the morning rush from 6:00 AM to 9:30 AM, and in the evening from 6:00 PM to midnight.

○  Weekends (Saturday, Sunday) and Public Holidays: This applies from 6:00 PM to midnight. 


●  Late Night (Midnight) Surcharge: For those late-night adventures or early morning airport runs, there's a hefty 50% surcharge on the metered fare for rides taken between 12:00 AM (midnight) and 5:59 AM daily.

●  Airport Surcharges (from Changi Airport):


○  S$5 surcharge if you're leaving the airport between 5:00 PM and midnight on Fridays, Saturdays, and Sundays.

○  S$3 surcharge at all other times. 


●  Location-Specific Surcharges: Certain places have their own pick-up surcharges:


○  Seletar Airport: A flat S$3 surcharge applies all day.

○  Mandai Wildlife Reserve (for Singapore Zoo, Night Safari, etc.): A S$3 surcharge for trips from the reserve between 4:00 PM and midnight.

○  Marina Bay Cruise Centre: A S$5 surcharge if you're taking a taxi from here between 7:00 AM and 11:00 AM; S$3 at all other times.

○  Marina Bay Sands: A S$3 surcharge for taxis from here on Sundays and Public Holidays between 6:00 AM and 5:00 PM.


●  Central Business District (CBD) Pick-up Surcharge: There's often an additional fee for taxis picked up within the CBD during certain hours (usually evening peak hours on weekdays).

●  Electronic Road Pricing (ERP) Charges: Singapore uses an ERP system to manage traffic congestion. If your taxi passes through an active ERP gantry during its operating hours, the toll charge will be automatically added to your fare. Your driver should have the ERP unit visible, and you'll see the charge register.

●  Payment Method Surcharges:


○  Credit Card: Paying by credit card usually incurs a 10% administrative fee on top of the total fare.

○  NETS (a local debit card system): A small S$0.30 fee per transaction.

○  Cash: No extra charge for paying by cash.


While this list of surcharges might seem long, they are part of a regulated system. Many of these charges, like peak hour or late-night fees, are designed to ensure that there are enough


​Taxi Surcharge Decoder Ring, Lah! (Bulleted List)






























































​Subsection 2.3: "Grab & Gojek: Your App Ride Guide"


​"To Grab or Not to Grab? When It's Worth It"











​Jenny's Hot Tip: Comparing Grab with taxis for different situations.







​Section 3: Singapore's Rules – How Not to Kena Saman (Get Fined)



​"Singapore: The 'Fine' City – No Kidding, Lah!"


​"The Big No-Nos: Chewing Gum, Littering, and That Vape!"


​"Smoke Signals: Where You Can (and Definitely Cannot) Light Up"










​"MRT Munchies & Other Public Transport Taboos"



​"Jaywalking Jialat! Cross Roads Properly, Okay?" (Jialat = dire, terrible situation)



​Jenny's Off-Beat Wisdom: Lesser-Known Rules & Local Attitudes













​Singapore's Top 'Don't Kena Fine' List (Bulleted List)





























































​Section 4: Act Local, Feel Local: A Bit of Singlish & Hawker Centre Hacks


​"Chope What? Mastering the Art of Reserving Your Hawker Seat"




	You spot an empty table (or a share of one).

	You place your "chope" item (a tissue packet is the classic) on the seat or table to mark your territory.

	You then confidently go order your food, knowing (or hoping!) your seat will still be there when you return. Locals generally respect a "choped" seat. If you see an item on a table, it means it's taken. Of course, like any informal system, it can sometimes lead to misunderstandings, especially with tourists who aren't familiar with the custom. But by and large, it works because there's a collective understanding. It’s a grassroots solution to the common problem of finding a seat in a bustling environment.



​"Return Your Tray, Please! It's the Right Thing to Do, Hor?"






​A Small, Fun Glossary of Essential Singlish Terms Used in this Chapter:
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