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BY LOKE HOE YEONG AND JOYCE HAN

Progressing With A Vibrant 
And Innovative Economy

RANSFORMING THE 
ECONOMY AND EQUIPPING 
SINGAPOREANS WITH 
THE RELEVANT SKILLS, 

global economic headwinds 
notwithstanding, continue to be 
among the foremost priorities of 
businesses and the government. That 
was the theme of the discussion at 
ISCA’s Pre-Budget Roundtable 2019, 
which took place on January 9 at 
InterContinental Singapore.

For most of late 2018, talk of 
the trade wars between China and 
US echoed constantly, leading to 
market unease, instability and falling 
sentiments as the world watched 
with bated breath. The prolonged 
uncertainty led the International 
Monetary Fund to lower its world 
economic growth projections for 
2019 from 3.9% in July 2018 to 3.7% 
in October, before cutting it again 
to 3.5% as of 22 January 20191. 
Likewise, market analysts trimmed 
their forecasts for Singapore, citing 
protectionism as a top risk.

T Liang Eng Hwa, Chairman, 
Government Parliamentary 
Committee for Finance, Trade 
and Industry, and co-chair of the 
Roundtable, acknowledged the 
current state of affairs; he said, “The 
uncertainties in the global economy 
and more fundamentally, the rapid 
technological advancements, 
necessitate us to constantly seek new 
positioning in the global marketplace, 
develop new niches and recalibrate 
our value propositions.”

ISCA President Kon Yin Tong, 
who co-chaired the Roundtable  
with Mr Liang, noted that Minister  
for Finance Heng Swee Keat had  
said, in his 2018 Budget Debate 
Round-up Speech in Parliament, 
that while people might be more 
interested in the planned GST  
hike2, economic transformation   Panellists (seated, from left) Selena Ling, Head, Treasury Research & Strategy, OCBC; Kenneth Loo, President, Singapore Contractors Association Ltd; Dr Ahmad Magad, Secretary-General, 

Singapore Manufacturing Federation; co-chairs Kon Yin Tong, President, ISCA, and Liang Eng Hwa, Chairman, Government Parliamentary Committee (Finance, Trade & Industry);  
Prof Sum Yee Loong, Board Member, Singapore Institute of Accredited Tax Professionals; Joanne Guo, Assistant Executive Director, Strategy and Development, Singapore Business 

Federation; R. Dhinakaran, President, Singapore Retailers Association; (standing, from left) Tay Hong Beng, Head of Tax, KPMG Singapore; Chia Ngiang Hong, Second Vice President,  
Real Estate Developers’ Association of Singapore (REDAS; President, REDAS, from 17 January 2019); Ang Yuit, Vice President (Membership & Training), Association of Small &  

Medium Enterprises; Chia Hock Lai, President, Singapore FinTech Association; Keith Chua, Vice President, Restaurant Association of Singapore; Suan Teck Kin, Head of Research,  
Executive Director, Global Economics and Markets Research, United Overseas Bank; Low Hwee Chua, Regional Managing Partner (SEA Tax and Legal), Deloitte
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trade war scenario (where US 
enforces levies of over US$505 billion  
on Chinese imports) could impose 
downside risks of -0.2% to -0.9% 
on all Asian economies (and an 
estimated -0.5% on Singapore).

Ms Ling also provided forward-
looking analyses on Singapore’s 
economy, given the global 
developments playing out today. At 
home, the GDP growth slowdown has 
been relatively mild so far, despite 
the external risks, intensifying global 
competition and digital disruption. 
Given the extant challenges to 
business and weak business 
sentiments, she said that there was 
“room for a more fiscally-generous 
Budget,” and noted that Budget 2019 
will likely see the continuation of 
existing schemes such as the Industry 
Transformation Maps (ITMs).

value-add (VA) in exports from China 
to US and vice versa. Entering 2019, 
as manufacturers and investors 
potentially switch production and 
imports away from the two countries 
to avoid tariffs, Singapore and 
Southeast Asia stand to gain as the 
next destination for headquarters, 
investments and finance and logistics. 
That said, a prolonged and more severe  

I S C A  P R E - B U D G E T  R O U N D T A B L E  2 0 1 9  P A N E L L I S T S

was the “most critical challenge”  
that Singapore faced, and that this 
task “was growing more urgent by  
the day, as structural changes in the 
global economy and technological 
advances disrupt the status quo”.  
Mr Kon posed these questions to the 
panellists – as Singapore companies 
brace themselves for the impact of 
global uncertainty and rising costs, 
how could business leaders encourage 
proactive and progressive efforts in 
transformation? How does Singapore 
ensure that transformation does not 
become a mere buzzword, but an 
action item?

Held for the 10th year running, 
the annual Roundtable brought 
together leaders of trade bodies 
and accounting firms to discuss 

the stage for the discussion by 
providing an overview of the risks 
and opportunities posed by global 
geopolitical events, such as the 
ongoing US-China trade war. While 
the uncertainty had shaved off 
Singapore’s growth to 2.2% in  
Q4 2018 from 2.6% in Q3 2018, the 
impact has been relatively small 
due to low exposure of Singapore’s 

and provide recommendations on 
Singapore Budget 2019. It is a key 
ISCA platform for gathering the views 
and insights of business leaders on 
how the Budget can be shaped to 
advance Singapore’s future.

ECONOMIC OUTLOOK 2019
Selena Ling, Head of Treasury 
and Research, OCBC Bank, set 

    The roundtable brought together leaders 
of trade bodies and accounting firms to discuss and 
provide recommendations on Singapore Budget 2019
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INDUSTRY TRANSFORMATION 
MAPS: WHAT NEXT?
In developing the ITMs, the government 
has been playing an enabling role in 
bringing together all stakeholders 
to develop and implement the plans 
for industry. Each ITM is customised 
to an industry’s specific needs and 
coordinated by an economic agency. 
Currently, all 23 ITMs have been 
launched, and were now in what Mr 
Liang called the “nuts and bolts” phase 
– being worked on for implementation 
across their respective sectors. 
Despite positive response from trade 
associations and chambers (TACs) and 
their members on the direction given, 
many highlighted the need to refine the 
ITMs further, by making them clearer 
and more detailed, so that they can be 
relevant to small and medium-sized 
enterprises (SMEs), which are more 
averse to change.

From a policy perspective, the 
panellists still felt that the ITMs were 
being worked on in silos, whereas in 
reality, a business value chain would 
involve multiple interconnected 
sectors. For example, the introduction 
of e-invoicing would require both 
customers and vendors to migrate their 
systems online. While the government’s 
introduction of the six cluster groupings  
of related ITMs in 2018 was acknowledged,  
more could be done to ensure greater 
cross-sector interaction between the ITMs, 
and that the speed of transformation is 
matched between different stakeholders 
across the value chain. 

As ITM campaigns shift from 
raising broad awareness towards 

implementation, some panellists  
also broached the need to define how 
the ITMs’ success would be measured. 
One TAC leader suggested that they 
should be measured in terms of real 
business uptake or financial outcomes 
rather than the popularity of uptake 
of certain solutions, given the 
ever-evolving nature of technology. 
Furthermore, the ITMs themselves 
would also have to evolve along with 
changes in the environment.  

DIGITALISATION, PRODUCTIVITY 
& INNOVATION
The panellists generally observed 
that there has been an increased drive 
within their industry to digitalise. 
That said, they highlighted areas of 
improvement in existing business 
support schemes.

The panellists spoke of challenges 
on the ground which discouraged SMEs 
from applying for government support 
schemes. Of these, the improvement of 
administrative processes was raised as 
one that was still a work-in-progress. 
For example, the Business Grants 
Portal, which aims to consolidate 
information on grants and streamline 
the approval process for businesses, 
only allows applicants to apply for 
four grants and is information-scarce, 
despite its launch three years ago. 
Ultimately, said one panellist, the 
goal should be to make it easy for the 
SMEs to go to the portal and make the 
application themselves, without having 
to engage the help of professional 
services or consultancy firms, which 
can be costly.

Some businesses might have 
bought off-the-shelf solutions two to 
three years ago (during the era of the 
Productivity and Innovation Credit 
(PIC) scheme when companies were 
heavily incentivised for upgrading), 
which today are quickly going out-of-
date given technology advancements 
and platform developments. They  
would need to invest in new software  
but are understandably resistant 
to do so because of their previous 
investments. According to one TAC,  
these businesses may need some  
“hand-holding” in their transformation  
journey, including financial support 
to implement new technologies and 
guidance on how to go about doing 
so. This should be provided by their 
respective TACs, as well as agencies 
such as Enterprise Singapore 
(ESG), Info-communications Media 
Development Agency (IMDA) and 
SkillsFuture Singapore (SSG).

INTERNATIONALISATION
There was consensus in the room that 
when venturing abroad and “hunting 
in a pack”, large companies with the 
capability and the connections to 
bid for large-scale foreign projects 
should play an alpha role in bringing 
Singapore SMEs overseas along with 
them. Government-linked companies 
or multinationals could be given 
greater tax deductions – up to triple 
the existing amount, for example – to 
collaborate or employ SMEs and help 
pave the way for Singapore Inc. in 
overseas markets. 

Attitudes towards venturing 
abroad was also a major 
inertia-inducing factor towards 
internationalising. On reasons 
why SMEs might not be keen to 
venture abroad, the panellists 
cited, in particular, a “defensive 
attitude” among some companies. 
They tend to be wary about working 
with their competitors and want to 
guard their trade secrets. Yet, such 

WHAT PANELLISTS SAID… 

OUTLOOK FOR 2019 
 SELENA LING  “The external environment remains fairly murky, given the on-going US-China situation and geopolitical uncertainty at different 
parts of the world. Market sentiments have started off on a very weak tone this year, so it is likely that expectations are already very low. 
There might be potential upside when we get to the end of the year. Growth-wise for Singapore, we are looking at a slower growth trajectory. 
If things settle externally, perhaps we can hit the higher of the 2% range; if things remain choppy, perhaps the lower end.” 

ITMS 
 TAY HONG BENG  “Initiatives under ITMs are more of targeted assistance, where inevitably, we may end up picking winners. If we can 
have a broader scheme to encourage a wider transformation exercise across businesses (including SMEs), that helps them to see the 
urgency and need to transform, that would be better.”
 KENNETH LOO  “As we enter the ‘nuts and bolts’ stage of working to implement the ITMs, it is important that the success of ITMs be measured 
in terms of outcomes, such as business uptake and financial outcomes, rather than in terms of the adoption of solutions, because technology 
changes over time.”

DIGITALISATION, PRODUCTIVITY & INNOVATION 
 R. DHINAKARAN  “Some SMEs have already embarked on simple digital initiatives, such as buying off-the-shelf package, two to three 
years ago. But these are quickly going out-of-date given new developments, for example, new portals developed in e-invoicing, 
which are incompatible with old systems. They would need to invest in new software but are resistant to do so given the investments 
they had previously made. Therefore, to support this initial phase of transformation, businesses may need some ‘hand-holding’ and 
subsidies from agencies such as ESG, IMDA and SSG, along with their respective TACs.”
 DR AHMAD MAGAD  “There have been many propositions on how to get Singapore companies to innovate and come up with new products 
and better services, but we need to educate them on the approach towards innovation. Take China, for example – its level and speed of 
innovation is unmatched compared to most countries, and one key reason is its approach towards innovation. While the traditional approach 
is always consequential, where steps are taken one at a time, Chinese companies develop their process and products in parallel and piece 
them together. This results in new products being produced at a much faster rate.”

INTERNATIONALISATION 
 SUAN TECK KIN  “The government could look at how it can help Singapore companies ride on international developments such as 
China’s Belt and Road initiatives. They could also look at how to tap on Singapore’s relations with China. For example, Chongqing will  
be the gateway to the western part of the railway linkages – Singapore companies can tap on the initiative to transport their goods 
from the region up to Chongqing and then to Europe, thus saving on shipping costs.” 
 PROF SUM YEE LOONG  “When internationalising by ‘hunting in a pack’, there will always be an alpha. We need the big boys to bring 
the smaller boys along, to open doors for smaller companies. We can try to incentivise hunting in a pack, perhaps through a triple 
deduction for all parties big and small that work in overseas ventures or projects together.”
 JOANNE GUO  “Singapore Business Federation recognises that there is a gap in helping companies to access the benefits of FTAs. It is 
working with government, particularly the Ministry of Trade and Industry and Enterprise Singapore, to raise awareness and educate 
SMEs on how to use FTAs to their advantage.”

JOBS & SKILLS 
 KEITH CHUA  “The F&B industry is particularly suitable as a place of employment for those with particular needs and marginalised groups. 
There are many social enterprises that are doing that, but I think it could be extended into the commercial arena. There could be some way  
to encourage commercial operators to be more intentional in providing opportunities for marginalised groups. For example, they could 
receive help on the costs involved in restructuring operations so that the business can be more inclusive in its hiring practices. With the 
support of the government, I believe the F&B industry can play an increased role in bringing us closer to being a more inclusive society.”
 CHIA HOCK LAI  “While MAS has been supportive of fintech in Singapore, the industry has found some challenges to establish a Professional 
Conversion Programme (PCP) to create a pipeline of professional talent in the emerging technologies of artificial intelligence (AI) and 
blockchain. This is due to the administrative hurdles to clear multiple government agencies, from MAS to IMDA to SSG. Perhaps a sandbox 
can be created for some of the emerging skills needed by the fintech industry, whereby emerging skills programmes could enjoy a more 
streamlined approval process on a pilot-run basis.”

RISING BUSINESS COSTS
 ANG YUIT  “Back in 2011, labour laws were tightened and the cost of hiring overseas workers increased through the raising of levies.  
It was shared back then that these additional levies will be channelled back to the industry. Today, while the grants are being phased 
out – understandably to reduce reliance on handouts – the levies remain. Perhaps it is time to review some of the costs in this area  
so that we can help Singapore companies maintain their cost competitiveness.”
 R. DHINAKARAN  “On a Fair Tenancy Framework for SME tenants, we’ve just scratched the surface, and more work needs to be done. 
There must be legislation for there to be any fair play in commercial tenant-landlord dealings. Legislative teeth are important for 
implementation of the FTF.”
 CHIA NGIANG HONG  “The community of property developers would like the government to consider tweaking the five-year limit under  
which developers must sell all units in their residential project, or face heavy penalty on the Additional Buyers’ Stamp Duty (ABSD) plus 
penalty interest on the land price. In the latest round of cooling measures in July 2018, the ABSD, if not all units are sold within five years,  
was increased from 15% to 25%, on top of a further non-remissible 5% ABSD. A longer period of up to seven years for selling off a project,  
or a differential time frame based on project size – with longer periods for larger projects – would help to mitigate the very high financial 
risks which have deterred many developers from tendering for larger projects.”
 LOW HWEE CHUA  “To improve liquidity for businesses, the government could consider giving companies that suffer losses, the ability 
to carry-back such losses for ideally up to three years, instead of only one year, and increase the current cap for carry-back from 
S$100,000 to S$300,000. Separately, a suggestion targeted at encouraging entrepreneurship is to retain the real value of the losses  
to be carried-forward by companies, especially start-ups, by indexing the losses to metrics like the CPI (Consumer Price Index) or  
SGS (Singapore Government Securities) yield.”

  Ms Ling shared her views on the 
economic outlook for 2019 and various 
Budget policy scenarios, as well as 
risks and opportunities for businesses 
to look out for in the coming year
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OTHER SUGGESTED TAX MEASURES  
TO HELP ALLEVIATE BUSINESS COST
Tax carry-forward/carry-back
Increase cap and number of years allocation for 
Loss Carry-Back relief, ideally up to three years 
– and have the amount capped at S$300,000. 
Alternatively, start-ups (which could be loss-
making in its initial years) could be allowed to 
carry-forward their current year’s tax loss at 
nominal value, indexed according to a matrix  
like CPI (Consumer Price Index).

Encourage green building demand
While there are top-down initiatives in place 
to spur supply of green buildings, there could 
likewise be incentives, such as tax rebates  
(tiered to the environmental rating of buildings), 
or reduced stamp duties, to encourage demand 
among buyers for green buildings.

Incentivise hunting in packs
Triple the tax deduction for all parties big  
and small that work in internationalisation 
projects together.

Grow an inclusive society
Given the emphasis on making Singapore a more 
inclusive society, there is scope for commercial 
entities to be more intentional in providing 
employment for marginalised groups. The 
government could help businesses with the  
costs involved in restructuring operations to be 
more inclusive.

Support Singapore’s aspirations as a  
wealth management hub
Given the current proliferation of high-growth/
high-tech companies, it would be opportune to 
introduce incentives for fund/asset management 
companies and other early-stage investors to 
invest in them. 

Consider process-based transformation
Most government grants on innovation or 
R&D tend to focus on ideation, and less on 
implementation, which is a crucial part of the 
journey. If the implementation cost of good ideas 
is too high, that will deter a lot of businesses 
from actual adoption. There is scope to support 
businesses that seek to transform or upgrade  
via enhancing their processes, instead of 
procuring solutions.

severely impacted by the manpower 
crunch during peak season proposed 
a seasonal quota consideration for 
foreign manpower, which would 
soften the crunch and have minimal 
impact on the government’s overall 
policy on foreign labour.

It was proposed that it be made 
mandatory for university and 
polytechnic students to undergo an 
attachment period in an SME before 
graduation. While the panellists 
acknowledged an existing preference 
among the young to work with larger 
companies, the hope was that such 
exposure to SMEs would trigger 
interest among the young to work in 
SMEs. Simultaneously, it would create 
a fresh pipeline of talent for SMEs, 
which have long grappled with thin 
manpower resources.

RISING BUSINESS COSTS
Amid the fresh challenges and novel 
ideas deliberated, the panellists also 
discussed perennial issues such as 
rising business costs. In her economic 
outlook, Ms Ling listed inflationary 
pressures and rising labour costs 
as key risks to a business’ bottom 
line. One panellist also called for the 
Fair Tenancy Framework (FTF) to 
be made into legislation, to further 

enforce fair play measures between 
landlords and their tenanting SMEs.  

Some panellists noted that when 
the government introduced foreign 
worker levies (FWL) in the past to 
reduce Singapore’s reliance on foreign 
workers, it had balanced this increased 
cost with productivity grants and 
benefits, such as the PIC scheme. Now, 
despite the PIC having been phased 
out, there was no corresponding 
removal or reduction of the FWL.  
A suggestion was thus raised for the 
levies to be relooked in order to help 
businesses maintain their costs. 
Alternatively, the levy revenue could 
be redirected back into other grants or 
business-friendly initiatives.

As one panellist succinctly put it, 
before SMEs can look at transforming 
or internationalising, “they first have 
to survive and do well, before they 
are able to think about moving out of 
Singapore. The first thing we should 
look at is to make sure business costs 
are controlled.”

CONCLUSION
Other issues raised by the panellists 
included how to spur market demand 
for green buildings, in order to achieve 
Singapore’s goal of having at least 
80% of all buildings to be green by 
2030; ideas to encourage commercial 
entities to be more inclusive in terms 
of hiring workers (example, older 
workers), and ways to encourage 
entrepreneurship. While noting the 
existing challenges, the Roundtable 
panellists were keenly aware of the 
urgency of encouraging businesses, 
particularly SMEs, to take the first 
steps in the transformation journey. To 
this end, they made recommendations 
to the government for the progress 
of Singapore’s industry and economy, 
which ISCA collated and submitted for 
consideration in Budget 2019.  ISCA 

a mindset is counterproductive in 
today’s solutions-driven market. One 
Big Four representative suggested 
a flip in perspectives – instead of 
SMEs limiting themselves to working 
alongside similar businesses in the 
industry, they could band together to 
form a consortium of complementary 
businesses to provide solutions.

TACs present highlighted the 
need for more awareness among 
SMEs on how to leverage Singapore’s 
extensive free trade agreements 
(FTAs) in their internationalisation 
plans. A panellist cited feedback 
from SMEs that there was little 
information available on Singapore’s 
FTAs that appear to be relevant to 
them. Mr Liang, the co-chair, agreed 
that there was an opportunity for 
TACs to bridge the gap by finessing 
broad messages from the government 
and delivering them to their members. 
In fact, this is positioned to be an 
upcoming area of focus as some TACs 
reported that they were partnering 
with government agencies to organise 
dialogues and seminars aimed at 
helping their members understand 
the FTAs better.

JOBS & SKILLS
Many new emerging trends 
in today’s changing business 
landscape, such as cybersecurity, 
require new skill sets that workers 
were not prepared for under the 
traditional education system and 
curricula. However, many SMEs  
are generally resource-constrained 
and therefore find it a challenge  
to send workers for training.  
To incentivise SMEs to send 
workers for training, the government  
could consider bringing back a 
scheme similar to the old PIC 
scheme, where businesses are  
given 400% tax deductions on 
training expenditures. 

In some industries, such as 
food and beverage and retail, labour 
demand is seasonal and there is a 
shortage of manpower during certain 
periods. A TAC whose industry is 

  (From left) Mr Liang and Mr Kon 
co-chaired the ISCA Pre-Budget 
Roundtable 2019   Mr Kon presented a token  

of appreciation to Mr Liang for  
co-chairing the Roundtable

About the Fair Tenancy 
Framework
Developed by the Rental Practices 
Working Group of the SME Committee – 
which is led by the Singapore Business 
Federation – the FTF aims to establish 
a set of clear leasing guidelines 
and negotiation principles for small 
businesses looking to rent premises for 
commercial, industrial, retail and food 
and beverage activities. These guidelines 
are developed based on feedback 
and studies on the impact of rental 
overheads on business operating costs.

Loke Hoe Yeong is Manager, and Joyce Han 
is Executive, Insights & Intelligence, ISCA.


