
FOCUS
ISCA PRE-BUDGET ROUNDTABLE 2016

he ISCA Pre-Budget Roundtable 
2016 on January 15 served 
as an invaluable platform to 
gather the views and insights 
of business leaders on how 
Singapore can reposition 
for future growth. Held for 
the seventh year running, 
the Roundtable brought 
together top management 
and business leaders of trade 

bodies, accounting firms and C-suite 
executives to discuss and provide 
feedback on the Singapore Budget.

Liang Eng Hwa, Chairman of the 
Government Parliamentary Committee 
for Finance, Trade & Industry shared 
that to thrive amid technological 
changes and globalisation, Singapore 
must instil a new mindset about how 
the future economy will operate. 
Increasingly, we have to think and 
act like “start-ups”, as we respond 
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swiftly to opportunities. It is not just 
the individuals and businesses that 
need this “start-ups” mentality; as 
a society, we need to be a lot more 
entrepreneurial and develop a more 
open-minded, risk-taking behaviour. 
This mindset change extends to 
educational institutions, social 
stakeholders, business associations 
and importantly, government and 
regulators as well.

“Companies will need to constantly 
re-imagine, rebuild and re-create 
value to capture opportunities. In the 
uncertain landscape of possibilities, 
the big may no longer beat the small. 
Rather, it is the fast that beats the 
slow, and the imaginative that will  
eat the lunches of the uninspired,” 
said Mr Liang. Mr Liang was the 
Roundtable co-chair with ISCA 
President Gerard Ee.

“SkillsFuture, with a commitment 
of over $1 billion per year from 2015 
till 2020, will target to retrain and 
retool capabilities to meet the new 
challenges we face. Singapore faces 
a unique challenge of being one of 
the most rapidly-ageing countries in 
the world, with low birth rates and a 
growing resistance towards foreign 
labour. What is the balance between 
sustaining an economy while trying to 
put Singaporeans first? To rely more 
on a shrinking local workforce and 
to keep foreign labour to essentials, 
productivity has once again become a 
key concern,” said Mr Ee. 
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1 http://www.reuters.com/article/us-imf-growth-
idUSKCN0UX11Y

Singapore’s hub status, even for 
Singapore-based companies. The 
Committee on the Future Economy is 
tasked to consult widely for inputs to 
formulate an economic strategy that 
leverages on Singapore’s strengths 
and competitive advantages.

In the last 20 years, Singapore has 
done well in attracting multinational 
corporations (MNCs) to locate 
their headquarters in Singapore. A 
panellist shared that to enable the 
Singapore subsidiaries of MNCs 
to take advantage of the benefits 

come in as low as 1% to 3%, weighed 
down by China’s slowdown, and the 
sluggish global demand. The rising 
interest rate and challenge in getting 
loan renewals have hit small businesses 
hard. As customers are taking longer 
to pay, businesses need to better 
manage their cash flow. A panellist 
viewed that in this weak business 
environment, it could be timely for  
the government to gear towards  
pro-growth policies for businesses.

The panellists agreed that it 
is crucial to continue reinforcing 

ECONOMIC AND BUSINESS 
OUTLOOK
The International Monetary Fund 
(IMF) cut its global growth forecasts 
for the third time in less than a year. 
IMF forecast that the world economy 
would grow at 3.4% in 2016 and 3.6%  
in 2017, both years down 0.2 percentage  
points from the previous estimates 
made last October.1 On the local front, 
Singapore’s 2016 growth is forecast to 

 The Roundtable brought together top management and business leaders of trade bodies, accounting firms and C-suite executives 
to discuss and provide feedback on Singapore Budget 2016.



FOCUS
ISCA PRE-BUDGET ROUNDTABLE 2016

ensure that Singapore continues to 
thrive in a globally competitive world.”

 PROF SUM YEE LOONG  “To enable 
the local companies and Singapore 
subsidiaries of MNCs to take advantage 
of benefits of tax treaties that Singapore 
has concluded, we should consider 
tweaking the definition of residence. 
Currently, the sole criterion in 
determining residency is ‘control and 
management’. Consideration should 
be given to extend the definition 
to include companies incorporated 
in Singapore. In other words, a 
Singapore-incorporated company 
will automatically be considered 
a Singapore resident. This will put 
Singapore on the same footing as 

of tax treaties that Singapore has 
concluded, tweaking the definition 
of tax residence could be considered. 
When MNCs are headquartered 
here, senior talents are brought into 
Singapore, which facilitates skills and 
technology transfer to Singaporeans. 
Further, these companies will also 
use Singapore as the launch-pad for 
regional investments.

To help Singapore businesses 
retain senior talent and to strengthen 
Singapore’s position as a preferred 
location for holding companies, it 
was also proposed that the five years 
sunset clause for the Not Ordinarily 
Resident (NOR) scheme be removed. 

To further cement Singapore’s 
hub status, the competitiveness of 
our international tax treaties need 
to be strengthened. In the early 
years, Singapore enjoyed first-mover 
advantage for such treaties. However, 
as other countries catch up with 
more advantageous and favourable 
tax treaties than Singapore’s, it is 
imperative that Singapore continually 
updates its tax treaties to make them 
more competitive.   

 HO MENG KIT  “The government can 
consider bringing back working 
capital finance schemes, or bridging 
loans with interest costs partially 
subsidised by the government. This 
could help small businesses survive 
the expected low growth over the  
next three to four years.”

 MAX LOH  “Singapore must leverage on 
its strengths as a trusted economic hub. 
To this end, the government should look 
at strengthening the competitiveness of 
our tax treaties and consider extending 
or providing incentives for inter alia, 
S-REITS, Finance and Treasury centres 
and Singapore-based family home 
offices. The Committee on the Future 
Economy and the recently-unveiled 
Research Innovation Enterprise Plan 
set out the areas where we will focus on 
and can excel in. Our tax regime should 
naturally support such initiatives to 

countries such as the United Kingdom 
and Hong Kong.”  

 VICTOR MILLS  “Singapore has a 
strong talent pool and one of the 
best education systems around. It is 
continually being improved to make it 
relevant for the 21st century economy. 
We should be much more confident of 
and secure in our own abilities, so that 
we can take advantage of global talent 
to help us achieve our goals.”

 SIM GIM GUAN  “This is a good time, 
particularly when demand is low, for 
companies to think about how we can 
leverage on SkillsFuture to upgrade 
the skills of our people so that they 
stay relevant.”
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R&D through the PIC scheme appears 
higher than for the R&D schemes 
offered by SPRING Singapore. Thus, 
there is a recommendation to align 
the R&D qualification criteria across 
the various government schemes. The 
panellists also highlighted that there 
is greater ease in qualifying for PIC in 
the areas of training and purchase of 
equipment. They opined that printers 
and laptops are basic requirements in 
today’s business context, and allowing 
PIC claims for such purchases merely 
subsidise general business operations 
costs, instead of encouraging 
investments in activities that enhance 
productivity and innovation.   

Second, panellists noted that the 
“spend first, claim later” approach is 

national challenges, build up 
innovation and technology adoption 
in companies, and drive economic 
growth through value creation. 

Some panellists felt that there is a 
limit to productivity enhancement and 
increasingly, more attention should be 
placed on helping businesses innovate 
to move from value addition to value 
creation. For example, due to our 
ageing population, businesses can seek 
new growth opportunities in areas 
such as healthcare and services.

The panellists also highlighted 
several implementation issues relating 
to the Productivity and Innovation 
Credit (PIC) scheme. 

First, the criteria in the schemes 
are not aligned. The hurdle to apply for 

ENHANCING PRODUCTIVITY 
AND INNOVATION FOR  
THE FUTURE
The government views a vibrant 
economy which leads to creation of 
opportunities and jobs, as critical for 
Singapore’s growth. The government 
has committed S$19 billion for the 
Research Innovation Enterprise 2020 
Plan (RIE2020), its biggest investment 
to date. The four primary technology 
domains in RIE2020 – Advanced 
Manufacturing and Engineering, 
Health and Biomedical Sciences, 
Services and Digital Economy, Urban 
Solutions and Sustainability – are 
aligned with global megatrends.

RIE2020 focuses on translating 
research into solutions that address 

 Finance and Trade & Industry GPC Chairman Liang Eng Hwa and ISCA President Gerard Ee co-chaired the Roundtable.
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a problem for SMEs because of cash 
flow constraints. The “claim first, 
spend later” approach can increase 
the uptake of the scheme and ease the 
burden on SMEs. 

Third, PIC is expected to cease 
in YA 2018 and may spur wasteful 
spending by businesses which are 
not ready to invest in innovation but 
want to take advantage of the scheme 
before it expires.

The panellists also highlighted 
that targeted support, catered to 
specific needs of businesses, can 
help to increase the effectiveness of 
government schemes. This may be 
segmented by size, sector or output 
focus. In particular, the needs of  
micro businesses are different from 
larger-sized SMEs, even though both 
groups of companies are considered 
SMEs. The panellists also highlighted 
the need for ease of grant application 
for these government schemes.

 TAY HONG BENG  “One of the biggest 
beneficiaries was the SMEs, who 
will say the PIC is a great scheme. 
However, I am not propagating that 
this scheme will carry on indefinitely 
for each taxpayer. It is coming to an 
end in two years’ time. Due to the time 
limit, businesses may be spurred to 
buy things that they may not need 
to buy. If you do not buy within this 
two-year period, that (PIC) is going to 
disappear. Perhaps we should have a 
PIC scheme that could be modified  
and catered for SMEs.”

 BRENDON YEO  “In considering the 
forms of assistance for businesses, 
the size of the business is not the 
only factor. We have to understand 
that various sectors face different 
issues. Thus, government grants and 
assistance schemes should be tailored 
for individual sectors.” 

 CHRIS WOO  “It is very important 
for us to look at our tax incentive 
regime as we reposition for future 
growth. While I am not proposing 

that we give away our tax collection, 
but where we can, we should use our 
tax incentives to drive greater growth 
in employment, create more jobs, and 
also incentivise enterprises to step up 
on the value chain.”

 FRANKIE CHIA   “The current grant 
application process is long and complex. 
Although the government offers a 70% 
grant, businesses have to pay 100% of 
the project fee upfront and claim the 
70% grant through a reimbursement 
later on. This ‘pay first, reimbursed later’ 
model presents a cash flow problem 
for SMEs, and it may end up having the 
unintended effect of deterring them 
from applying for grants. Since the panel  
of consultants and the project scopes 

are already pre-approved by some of 
the government agencies, for example, 
SPRING Singapore or IE Singapore, 
I do not see why there is a need to 
go through this long and tedious 
administrative process to claim the 
70% grant reimbursement.”

VENTURING OVERSEAS
There was general consensus 
among the panellists that Singapore 
businesses have to internationalise 
to grow their businesses. However, 
there exist some barriers such as 
risk averseness of firms and low 
motivation among Singaporeans to  
be posted overseas.

Some suggestions to help 
companies overcome their fear of 

 Mr Ee presented a token of appreciation to Mr Liang for co-chairing the Roundtable.
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Also, there should be tax incentives for 
large MNCs, as part of the SkillsFuture 
initiative, to motivate individuals to 
take up overseas posting. In this  
way, we can build a future talent  
pool in terms of internationalisation 
and leadership.” 

 HO MENG KIT  “Internationalisation 
will change. We will do more than 
just making our goods in Singapore 
and exporting them overseas. We  
will transform into a more service-
based economy. The future model  
of internationalisation will require 
our local companies to establish 
presence outside of Singapore, in 
the markets where our customers 
and consumers are. This will require 
changes in our education system 
to equip our students and future 
managers on skills to work in a  
global environment.”

CONCLUSION
As Singapore charts its future path, 
the city-state has to focus on its 
strengths and seek competitive 
advantages, while being nimble and 
adaptable to the changing global 
landscape. In this fast-changing 
environment, it is increasingly 
challenging to predict product and 
service trends, and to anticipate 
what the next “Big Thing” might be. 
As such, businesses have to be the 
trendsetters, while the government 
can be an enabler. Everyone has a 
unique role to play and to contribute 
towards a vibrant Singapore.

The key insights raised at the 
Roundtable, together with ISCA’s 
Pre-Budget Survey findings, 
serve as important feedback to 
policymakers for their consideration 
in the formulation of the annual 
Singapore Budget 2016.  Minister for 
Finance Heng Swee Keat will deliver 
Singapore’s FY 2016 Budget Statement 
on March 24.  ISCA.

to motivate their local employees 
to accept overseas posting. These 
may help to build a future talent 
pool which is encouraged to leave 
their comfort zone and take up 
overseas posts to gain international 
exposure. The tone at the top is also 
important to motivate staff to take up 
opportunities overseas. 

The model of internationalisation 
will also change from simply 
exporting goods and selling overseas 
to establishing a presence in markets 
where the consumers are. Therefore, 
Singaporeans must equip themselves 
with the necessary skill sets to work in 
different cultures. The education system 
must be able to support and nurture 
graduates with a global mindset.

The panellists shared that there 
should be more tax incentives to 
encourage local companies to build 
their own brand, and promote “Made 
in Singapore” brands. It was also 
mentioned that businesses should be 
open to learning, and learn to adapt 
the success stories of others to their 
companies’ own circumstances. 

Most of the panellists were 
positive about the potential 
opportunities that ASEAN Economic 
Community (AEC) will bring to 
businesses in Singapore. AEC will 
provide a platform to transform 
ASEAN into a single market, which 
can in turn provide Singapore 
companies with easier access to other 
markets in the region. Businesses 
should therefore capitalise on the 
initiatives and opportunities arising 
from the establishment of AEC.

 PHILIP YUEN  “There is this risk 
averseness around the idea of venturing 
overseas. The level of awareness of 
the initiatives is heartening but it is 
important that companies overcome 
the fear of going out, perhaps through 
featuring successful case studies and 
providing mentorship.” 

 ERMAN TAN  “We should have a holistic 
HR tax strategy rather than piecemeal. Perrine Oh is Manager, Research, ISCA. 

venturing overseas include showcasing 
successful case studies, providing 
mentorship, easing the tax relief 
claims criteria for companies that have 
suffered tax overseas, and providing 
tax deductions for capital cost incurred 
in failed overseas ventures. 

There were also suggestions that 
tax incentives can be provided for 
large local companies to lead and help 
SMEs venture overseas. If companies 
venture overseas together as a 
consortium rather than go solo, there 
is more support and information-
sharing, which in turn helps to reduce 
the fear of venturing overseas.

Tax incentives, probably as part 
of the SkillsFuture initiative, should 
also be made available to large MNCs 

 Mr Ee presented a token of appreciation to Mr Liang for co-chairing the Roundtable.


