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Transform or risk new

normal of low, slow growth

A targeted approach is needed,
and that is why industry road
maps are critical to helping
enterprises and workers cope

with disruptive

change

Tan Khee Giap
and Tan Beng Kai

For The Straits Times

Oflate, the outlook for the
Singapore economy has not been
good. Businesses are bracing
themselves for a challenging year
ahead and workers may be anxious
about their job prospects.

The current slowdown merits

more attention as it isboth cyclical :

and structural in nature. Business
cycles wax and wane, but
structural shifts, if not addressed
in time, can become an
unfavourable new normal for

Singapore, with prolonged periods

oflow and slow growth.
Thelatest official data gives

reason for both concernand cheer. :

Singapore’s economy grew 1.8 per

centlast year, higher than forecast §

but still the lowest since 2009

when the global financial crisis hit.

Unemployment remains low, but

the Ministry of Manpower’s figures

forlast monthindicate that more

jobless residents are taking alonger

time to find work.

For businesses, arecent poll by
KPMG found that 70 per cent of
respondents cite the economic
outlook asamajor concern. Yet,

many businesses are also preparing
for the future, with plans to develop :
¢ trade by building infrastructure
: that connects Asia, Europe and
¢ Africaalongfiveroutes.

new products and services, as they
believe the slowdown may be
short-lived. Such long-term focus
amid short-term pain is the right
way to go.

Looking ahead, there are global
andregional developments that
could disrupt businesses that fail to
adapt to the times, but promise
gains to those that transform and
respond to change effectively.

One such developmentis therise
of digital manufacturing, whichis
revolutionising the way products
are made through robotics, 3D
visualisation and data analytics.
Imagine fully automated “smart”
factories of the future that boost
productivity and profits, while
creating new and higher-skilled
jobs such as those of datascientists.

Another isinfrastructure. There
are a handful of massive projects
planned for Asia but none islikely
to top China’s Belt and Road
Initiative, which has the potential
tonot only accelerate growth
across the region butalso upend
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! the regional order. Armed witha

war chest of more than US$1 trillion
(S$1.4 trillion), China plans to boost

Other projectsinclude amega

: maritime port under construction

: alongthe Strait of Malaccaand

¢ northof Singapore, and the

¢ proposed Singapore-Kuala Lumpur
¢ high-speedrail extendingto

: northernMalaysia - linkingup

: Thailand, Cambodia, Vietnam, Laos,
i andall the way to southern China.

Togetherwithaproposed Kra

¢ Canal thatwould openashorter
: shipping route that bypasses :
¢ Singapore, thereisaneed toprepare :
¢ forafuture that maysee the Lion :
¢ Cityloseits treasured sea-hub

: status.

Allthese projects and plans will

: take years tobuild, but the push to
: transform Singapore’s industries
: and companies must start now.

TRANSFORM OR BE TRANSFORMED
i Thistransformation will not be

: effective with a one-size-fits-all

i approach, as the impact of change

i Allthese effortsto help

: companiesand workers

: transformwill not pay off

. unlesstheyare preparedto
: adapt tothe new economy.
: Companies willneed to

: embrace change,and

: workers will need to be

: willing toacquire new skills :
: forthe newjobs.

. isdifferent for eachindustry and
¢ sector. Whatis neededisatargeted :
i approach,and thatiswhat the

¢ Government aims to dowith

i Industry Transformation Maps

¢ (ITMs) —a $4.5billion programme
: topromote growth and

i competitivenessin 23 industries.

Theindustries include

¢ construction, healthcare, food

: services, retail, hotels, logistics,

: food manufacturing and precision
i engineering, and they account for
¢ about 80 per cent of Singapore’s

: gross domestic product.

Each ITM maps out strategies to

i transformindustries in four ways:
¢ help companies improve

i productivity; develop workers’

¢ skills; useresearchand

: developmentto promote

. innovationand adoption of

¢ technology; and help companies

: expand overseas.

Take the precision engineering

¢ (PE) sector, forinstance. A

: backbone of the manufacturing
¢ industry, it ismade up of some

i 2,700 companies that design,

: prototype, produce and supply

¢ critical parts for the electronics,

i aerospace, automotive, marine
¢ and other sectors.

Whena PE productivity road map

¢ waslaunched in 2011, the sector’s

: outputgrew by 68.3 per cent and its
: value-added by 50.6 per cent from

: 2009t02015. AnITM for this sector

¢ will hopefully achieve much more,
: suchashelping PE firms set up
¢ digital factories and develop new
products.

Infood manufacturing, thereis
the example of Tan Seng Kee
: Foods, which found ahigh-tech

; way to keepits noodles fresh longer
: and became Singapore’s first to

i export freshnoodles, all ready to be
: cookedinits speciallaksa, curry

: mee and other sauce mixes.

TanSeng Kee Foods’achievement

: isan example of the innovation that
: hasputSingapore on the global food
: map. AnITM for this industry could
: turnwhat once appeared tobea

i sunsetindustryintoathriving

¢ businesswith higher value-add per

: worker and healthier returns.

: WILLINGNESS TO
: EMBRACE CHANGE

: Theregionallandscapeis being

: reordered onamassivescale. That

: meansthat beyond transforming

¢ itsindustries and sectors,

: Singaporealsoneeds todevelop

¢ strategies to transform its economy
: asawhole. Take as an example the

¢ impactof the Kra Canal, should it

: be built. If Singapore were tolose

: itssea-hubstatus, canit still survive
: andsucceed?

Itis possible,asits statusas atop

i aviation hub will not be changed

¢ and could even be enhanced,

: should theregion enjoy agrowth

¢ spurtin the number of flights to

: and fromit, as many signs point to.

Singapore could then encourage

: the growth of industries that

: synergise with the air travel sector.
: One exampleis British engine giant
: Rolls-Royce, which assembles and

i testsaviation engines.

Infact,ithas teamed up with

: Singapore’s Agency for Science,

¢ Technologyand Research to

: developdigitaland data analytics

¢ capabilities for various industries

: here, focusing on digital

: manufacturingand the Internet of
i Things.

Asforbiginfrastructure projects

: suchas One Belt, One Road, what

: Singapore needs to dois figure out
: howtohelp local companies

: prepare toseize the new

: opportunities they present.

Perhaps construction companies

i could be encouraged tomergeand

: scaleup quicklysoastobidfor these
: hugeinfrastructurejobs. Financial

¢ institutions could also position

: themselvesto capture the wealth

: flowsbothintoand out of China.

All these efforts to help

i companies and workers transform
: willnot pay offunless they are

: preparedtoadapt to the new

: economy. Companieswillneed to

: embrace change, and workers will
: needtobe willing to acquire new

¢ skills for the newjobs.

The shift in mindset will be the

¢ most difficult thing to achieve, but
: itisnecessary for the process to be
¢ successful. Afterall, no one said

: transformingan economy would

: beaneasy task.
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