
T
he ICPAS Pre-Budget 

Roundtable 2013, held on 

9 January 2013 for the fourth 

consecutive year, continued to 

be a valuable platform for industry 

leaders to share their thoughts on key 

issues that could be considered for 

Singapore Budget 2013. Th e Roundtable, 

which was co-chaired by Ms Jessica Tan, 

Chairman, Government Parliamentary 

Committee (GPC) for Finance and Trade 

& Industry, and Dr Ernest Kan, 

Pre-Budget Roundtable 2013 
Chairpersons and Panellists

+ JESSICA TAN
Chairman, Government 
Parliamentary 
Committee for Finance 
and Trade & Industry

+ DR ERNEST KAN
President, Institute 
of Certifi ed Public 
Accountants of
Singapore (ICPAS)

RECALIBRATION FOR GROWTH 

ICPAS PRE-BUDGET 
ROUNDTABLE 2013

President, Institute of Certifi ed Public 

Accountants of Singapore (ICPAS), 

featured a panel of 14 distinguished 

business leaders and industry stalwarts. 

Senior offi  cials from various government 

agencies also attended as observers. 

In his welcome address, Dr Kan 

highlighted that although the global 

economic outlook for 2013 remains 

subdued due to economic uncertainties 

especially in the west, there are still 

bright spots in the region, including 
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5 KEY       
MESSAGES 

Raised at the 
Pre-Budget 

Roundtable 2013

K

1
FOCUS ON THE 
LONGER TERM

2
HIGH BUSINESS 
COSTS HERE TO 

STAY 

3 

CONTINUED NEED 
TO INNOVATE 
AND ENHANCE 
PRODUCTIVITY

4 

SUPPORTING 
GROWTH BEYOND 

SINGAPORE

5
IMPROVING 
POLICIES TO 
PROMOTE 
INCLUSIVE 
SOCIETY

in Southeast Asia. “Given the subdued 

global outlook, it becomes even more 

important that we do not miss out on 

such opportunities provided by the 

region as Singapore re-structures its 

economy. To help ensure this, it will 

be useful to now pause, take stock, 

and recalibrate as we move forward,” 

said Dr Kan.

While acknowledging that the tight 

labour market and rising business costs 

are key concerns among the business 

community, Ms Tan cited Singapore’s 

robust infrastructure and strong 

connectivity as continued attractions for 

global businesses. She said that growth 

opportunities continue to exist and 

encouraged the panellists to suggest 

ways to bolster Singapore’s continued 

growth, especially through enhancing 

productivity and innovation.

“Growth opportunities still exist. 

Although given the constraints of labour 

and rising business costs, there is a real 

need to rethink the strategies applied 

to ensure that we can capitalise on the 

growth with innovation and to increase 

productivity and skills,” said Ms Tan.

Th e fi ve salient points raised at the 

Roundtable were:

+ FRANKIE CHIA
Managing Partner, 
BDO LLP

+ R DHINAKARAN
Managing Director, 
Jay Gee Melwani Group

+ FANG FANG
Accredited Tax Advisor, 
Singapore Institute 
of Accredited Tax 
Professionals (SIATP)

+ GOH ANN NEE 
Chief Financial Offi cer, 
City Developments 
Limited (CDL)

+ HO MENG KIT 
Chief Executive Offi cer, 
Singapore Business 
Federation (SBF)

+ JIMMY KOH
Head of Investor 
Relations and Research, 
United Overseas Bank 
(UOB)

LEFT: The Pre-Budget Roundtable 2013, 
now in its fourth consecutive year, 
continued to be a valuable platform for 
industry leaders to share their thoughts 
on key issues that could be considered 
for Singapore Budget 2013.

CPA
17

In Depth



+ CHALY MAH
Chief Executive Offi cer, 
Deloitte Asia Pacifi c   

+ PHILLIP OVERMYER
Chief Executive, 
Singapore International 
Chamber of Commerce

+ LAURENCE LIEN
Chief Executive Offi cer, 
National Volunteer & 
Philanthropy Centre 
(NVPC)

+ SELENA LING 
Head, Treasury 
Research & Strategy,
OCBC Bank

+ MAX LOH
Managing Partner, 
Singapore and Asean, 
Ernst & Young

+ LOW CHEONG KEE 
Vice President, 
International Relations, 
Association of Small 
and Medium Enterprises 
(ASME)

FOCUS ON THE 
LONGER TERM

Th e panellists highlighted that 

despite the subdued global economic 

outlook, there continues to be growth 

opportunities in the region. Against 

the brighter outlook in Asia, especially 

beyond the medium term, businesses 

need to look beyond Singapore’s 

shores and plan for the longer term. In 

particular, Singapore companies should 

source for new business opportunities, 

re-orientate their market focus from the 

developed economies in the west to the 

emerging ones in the east, and innovate 

and focus on building a high-margin 

rather than a low-cost business model.  

 THAM  Corporations are not 

managed on a quarter-to-quarter. 

Looking beyond the immediate 

term, Asia has a bright future. 

Businesses should focus on looking 

for opportunities in the longer term, 

and invest ahead, instead of just 

managing the short term.

 KOH  Despite the weak GDP 

numbers, when we walk down 

the streets of Singapore, there is 

an unexplained resilience. I think 

this is contributed by the rise of 

intra-regional trade and the sizable 

increase in middle-income group 

across the region. In all, “resilience” 

is the word.

HIGH BUSINESS 
COSTS; INNOVATION 
AND PRODUCTIVITY 
ENHANCEMENT

While there is a clear 

need to innovate 

and enhance 

productivity against 

the constraints of 

limited labour and 

rising business 

costs, embarking on 

eff orts to improve 

productivity is a 

process which takes 

time and whose 

impact will not 

be immediately 

realised. Hence, 

there may be a need 

for more help to 

cushion the impact 

felt by businesses 

in this transition. 

Against this 

backdrop, several 

panellists called 

for a more gradual and sector-specifi c 

approach to tightening the supply of 

foreign labour. A few others, on the other 

hand, raised the point that the subdued 

market outlook provided an opportune 

time for businesses to restructure and 

upgrade.

 HO  We must go for growth and 

increase the income at all sectors 

and levels. High manpower cost is 

here to stay. For 

rental, I believe 

the government 

has policy levers 

to make an impact 

on rental, be it 

commercial or 

residential, as 

more supply can 

be introduced into 

the market and 

also fi netuning 

the method of 

introducing the 

supply rather than 

just through the 

private sector.

 LOW  Increasingly, 

a lot of SMEs 

understand 

the power 

of branding. 

However, it is a 
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“GROWTH 
OPPORTUNITIES 
STILL EXIST. 
ALTHOUGH GIVEN 
THE CONSTRAINTS 
OF LABOUR AND 
RISING BUSINESS 
COSTS, THERE 
IS A REAL NEED 
TO RETHINK THE 
STRATEGIES 
APPLIED TO 
ENSURE THAT WE 
CAN CAPITALISE 
ON THE GROWTH 
WITH INNOVATION 
AND TO INCREASE 
PRODUCTIVITY 
AND SKILLS.” 
Ms Jessica Tan
CHAIRMAN, GPC FOR FINANCE 
AND TRADE & INDUSTRY



+ ALAN ROBERT ROSS
Head of Tax, Pricewaterhouse
Coopers Services LLP

+ THAM SAI CHOY
Managing Partner, 
KPMG LLP

process. Getting local companies 

to adjust to using locals also take 

time. The SMEs in Singapore are 

now concerned about the lack of 

competitiveness due to high rental 

and labour cost pressures.

 DHINAKARAN  Retail 

is a service industry 

that relies heavily on 

skilled manpower. 

Therefore, the 

government may 

consider giving the 

retail sector a relaxation of the 

foreign worker quota, as there is a 

real challenge in fi nding locals with 

the passion to work in this industry.

With the increasing role of the 

services sector in the Singapore 

economy, as refl ected by its increased 

contribution of 70% to Gross Domestic 

Product (GDP) in 20111, there is a need 

to re-look at, if not adopt a mindset 

change in, how we frame government 

assistance and tax incentive schemes 

to promote the services sector. In line 

with this, there were calls by several 

panellists for the government to consider 

making government assistance and tax 

incentives more relevant as companies 

move up the value chain, especially 

in the services sector. In particular, 

existing schemes for the services sector, 

which are largely based on those for 

the manufacturing sector, may not be 

entirely appropriate since qualifying 

criteria and performance metrics for the 

latter sector are focused primarily on the 

tangible. In contrast, the nature of the 

services sector focuses on the intangible.  

 FANG  Moving from manufacturing 

to services industries, we are 

also moving from acquiring and 

purchasing tangible assets to 

intangible assets. We need to 

recognise the intangibles and make 

it easier to get deductions on them 

and reduce the withholding tax rates 

ABOVE: Roundtable co-chairs Dr Kan and Ms 
Tan agreed that despite the slowing global 
economy, there are still opportunities for 
growth, especially in the region. RIGHT/FAR 
RIGHT: A panel of 14 distinguished
business leaders and industry stalwarts 
participated in the Roundtable organised 
by ICPAS.

1 “S’pore Economy 2030”, Pg D3, The Straits Times, 5 January 2013 
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on royalties to promote knowledge 

creation activities in Singapore.

For example, to support knowledge 

creation activities, greater incentives 

could be introduced to encourage greater 

creation and exploitation of intellectual 

property (IP) in Singapore. Another 

area which we could further promote 

is branding – of both our services and 

manufactured products. Branding can 

help diff erentiate Singapore-based 

companies from their competitors, and 

help Singapore sustain its attractiveness 

as a worldclass business hub and better 

sustain its growth.  

SUPPORTING GROWTH 
BEYOND SINGAPORE 

 ROSS  It is odd to me that internal 

efforts and expenditures on building 

brands or indeed expenditures on 

building other internal intangibles, 

which is a big issue for most 

companies particularly those who go 

overseas, would not typically qualify 

for enhanced PIC tax deductions. 

Yes, research and development 

spend qualifi es but is narrow in 

defi nition at present and somewhat 

vague requiring “novelty” and 

“technical risk”. If we really want 

to encourage entrepreneurship, 

we need to look more closely at 

the spending incurred internally 

on marketing, building brands 

and other intellectual property. 

Intellectual Property Rights can be 

qualifying costs for PIC if they are 

acquired but for a lot of intellectual 

property, the spend is internal, it is 

not by acquisitions. 

 GOH  We have to learn how to 

differentiate Singapore. Sustainable 

growth does not just mean profi ts 

only; it also means quality of life. 

Can we use Singapore as a way to 

sustain growth with quality life – 

with good healthcare, good education 

and good basic infrastructure? People 

may be willing to pay a premium to 

come to Singapore. If people are 

willing to pay for quality of life, SMEs 

can share the concept of creating a 

model that sustains Singapore with 

green technology, green products 

to differentiate ourselves, and giving 

some tax incentives to support that.

As businesses increasingly venture 

overseas to overcome local constraints 

and to seize growth opportunities abroad, 

the panellists raised the possible need to 

look beyond the existing measures so as 

FRONT ROW (from left): Mr Max Loh, Managing Partner, 
Singapore & Asean, Ernst & Young; Mr Ho Meng Kit, CEO, 
SBF; Mr Tham Sai Choy, Managing Partner, KPMG LLP; 
Dr Ernest Kan, President, ICPAS; Ms Jessica Tan, Chairman, 
GPC for Finance and Trade & Industry; Mr Chaly Mah, CEO, 
Deloitte Asia Pacifi c; Mr Laurence Lien, CEO, NVPC; 
Mr R Dhinakaran, MD, Jay Gee Melwani Group 
BACK ROW (from left): Mr Phillip Overmyer, CE, SICC; 
Mr Jimmy Koh, Head of Investor Relations and Research, 
UOB; Ms Selena Ling, Head, Treasury Research & Strategy, 
OCBC Bank; Ms Fang Fang, Accredited Tax Advisor, SIATP; 
Ms Goh Ann Nee, CFO, CDL; Mr Frankie Chia, Managing 
Partner, BDO LLP; Mr Alan Robert Ross, Head of Tax, 
PricewaterhouseCoopers Services LLP; Mr Low Cheong Kee, 
VP, International Relations, ASME 
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to better facilitate such eff orts and yet 

continue to entrench the key elements of 

these businesses in Singapore. 

Existing government measures 

presently focus on helping Singapore 

companies at the pre-investment stage, 

such as defraying participation costs 

in trade and investment missions, and 

cost of initial market studies. Possible 

measures to help companies during the 

implementation of their investment 

projects overseas, especially in the 

initial period, would be useful to help 

tide over expected losses during this 

time, and encourage more companies to 

venture overseas and yet remain rooted 

in Singapore. In similar vein, a few 

panellists also called for the government 

to consider allowing companies to 

repatriate profi ts back to Singapore 

without being taxed, on a temporary or 

even permanent basis. 

 LOH  Given that higher business 

costs are the new normal, we should 

critically consider whether the 

Singapore economy can support 

the 150,000 Singapore SMEs that 

we currently have, particularly if 

they only operate in our local and 

limited market. Without discounting 

its importance, local SMEs cannot 

afford to just focus on costs (input) 

but need to think about how they 

can utilise Singapore’s competitive 

platform to seize overseas market 

opportunities (output). The 

Singapore government has 

done its part in coming up with 

an innovative Mergers and 

Acquisitions allowance scheme 

to promote consolidation and 

growth but the take-up rate 

has been disappointingly low. 

SMEs should not miss the 

opportunity to consolidate and 

level up to be able to compete 

in the global marketplace. 

 MAH  Businesses have to fi gure 

out how to innovate and tweak their 

business models. For example, we 

have off-shored some of the lower-

level compliance audit processes 

to lower-cost overseas jurisdictions 

because we cannot fi nd enough 

people locally. 

As companies 

move some of the 

operations outside 

of Singapore, 

perhaps the 

government can 

consider allowing 

businesses to 

have the ability to 

repatriate profi ts 

back to Singapore 

without being 

taxed either on a 

temporary basis, 

or better still, 

permanently.

 CHIA  I think 

the timing is 

probably right if 

the government 

can make it easier 

for SMEs to have 

access to credit 

by increasing the government’s 

share of risk to 90%, similar to the 

Budget 2009 Special Risk-Sharing 

Initiative (SRI). This will help SMEs 

to obtain the necessary fi nancing at 

reasonable interest rates to invest 

for growth and seize opportunities in 

the high-growth region that we are 

in now.

IMPROVING POLICIES 
TO PROMOTE INCLUSIVE 
SOCIETY

With regard to social issues such as 

healthcare, housing and the non-profi t 

sector, key aspects of related policies 

could be improved to better promote 

an inclusive society. For example, the 

government could consider allowing 

fi rst-time home owners to pay a lower 

stamp duty as a way of defraying the cost 

of housing, especially for young couples. 

Measures could also 

be considered to raise 

the remuneration of 

professionals in the 

non-profi t sector so as 

to attract and retain 

the requisite talent to 

manage the non-profi t 

organisations and 

deliver the increasingly 

sophisticated services 

expected of them.  

 LIEN  The non-

profi t sector in 

Singapore needs to 

be run better. We 

need to improve 

its image and bring 

more talent into 

the sector. It is 

important that the 

social ministries 

upgrade the salaries 

of non-profi t 

professionals due to increasing needs 

within the industry.

The full Pre-Budget Roundtable 2013 report 
can be downloaded via www.icpasresearch.
org.sg.

Dr Kan presenting a token 
of appreciation to Ms Tan 
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“GIVEN THE 
SUBDUED GLOBAL 
OUTLOOK, IT 
BECOMES EVEN 
MORE IMPORTANT 
THAT WE DO NOT 
MISS OUT ON SUCH 
OPPORTUNITIES 
PROVIDED BY 
THE REGION AS 
SINGAPORE RE-
STRUCTURES ITS 
ECONOMY. TO 
HELP ENSURE THIS, 
IT WILL BE USEFUL 
TO NOW PAUSE, 
TAKE STOCK, AND 
RECALIBRATE 
AS WE MOVE 
FORWARD.” 
Dr Ernest Kan
PRESIDENT, ICPAS




