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[ he Budget speech is really
an investment speech

Lawrence Loh

For The Straits Times

We go through this ritual every
year. Singapore’s annual incomes
and expenditures are presented by
the Finance Minister in a so-called
Budget speech.

Thisis followed by an almost
two-week period where Parliament
sits as the Committee of Supply,
involving a series of discussions
popularly called the “Budget
debate”.

Tospeak onissuesrelating to any
ministry, Members of Parliament
will have to propose nominal cuts to
aministry’s budget. Last year, the
members filed a total of 530 cuts
and the debate lasted some 3,120
minutes or 52 hours in total, which
is the longest period in five years.

For this year, Finance Minister
Heng Swee Keat has just presented
the Budget speech. If anything, we
seeless and less of an annual
Budget proposal and more and
more, as the minister putsit,a
strategic plan.

Iwould say thatitisevenless
aspecific “Budget speech” thana

: broader “Investment speech”.

In abusiness sense, this year’s

: Budgetspeechhasarticulated our
: national investments dominantly
: along three key thrusts.

STRUCTURAL FRAMEWORK

: First, the Budgetisabout
: investmentin Singapore’s structural :
¢ framework for enterprise

: development. The fiscal year will see
! some $704 million in a total value of
: special transfers to business.

Verynotably, thereis a $100

: million smalland medium-sized

. enterprise (SME) Co-Investment

: Fundto help SMEs scale up and be

: ready for future competition.

: Existing initiatives such as the SME
: Working Capital Loan scheme and

: Automation Support Package will

: beextended, in fact even beyond

i thisfiscal year to March 2021.

Interestingly, two

: unconventional industries for
: Singapore, namely aquacultureand :
: energy, willbe nurtured through
: new innovation centres.

These represent novel areas of

: involvement thatare probably

¢ contrarian considering the

: country’sresource and size

: constraints. These are investments
: notonly todeliver economic

. returnsin themselves but also for
: Singapore’s food and energy
: security in the long haul.

Most significantly, we will see

. Singapore being developed as

. strategicrallying pointslike the
: “Asia101” for multinational

: corporations seeking Asian

markets and the “Global 101” for

. Asian companies going to the
: world.

. SKILLS FOUNDATION

: Second, the Budget continues the

: country’sinvestmentin the

. development of worker skills.

: While enhancing general worker

. capabilities hadbeen initiated

. some years back, the global twist is
. now beginning to take clear shape.

The noteworthy Global Ready

. Talent Programme will harmonise
. various existing related initiatives
. intoacoherent human resource

. development platform.

Skills needed for emerging

. technologyareas are notignored.
: New Professional Conversion

: Programmes relating to

. blockchains, embeddedsoftware  :
: andprefabrication will be launched. :

the future.

Skills of indigenous workers and

older workers will also receive
: support through tightening of the

: The publicfinance

: paradigm of Singaporeis
: notabout spendingtoday
. butinvesting for tomorrow. :
: Itis part of Singapore's

: unique way of national

: governance.Budget2019
: isnotjustabout budgeting :
. fortheyear.Itisreally

about ourinvestments for

: foreign workforce quotas for the

: service sector and extending the

: Career Support Programme for

¢ hiringeligible mature, retrenched
: Singaporeans.

: SOCIAL FABRIC

. Third, the Budget emphasises

: investmenton the national social
: fabric. Strengthening societal

: cohesivenessiskey to Singapore’s
1 future.

Budget 2019 introducesa $6.1

. billion Merdeka Generation

: Package that is targeted to take
: care of the healthcare needs of
: citizensbornin the 1950s.

Anew Long-Term Care Support

. Fund totalling $5.1billion will be

. launched for CareShield Life

. subsidies as protection against

. disability as well as for other

: support measures. All these involve
. the $2billion earmarked last year

: with the rest coming from this

. year’sallocation.

Special to this year is the $1.1
billion Bicentennial Bonus, which

. consists of income taxrebates,

. educationaccount top-ups and

¢ top-upsto Central Provident Fund
. (CPF) accounts. Apart from the

! income tax rebate, most of the

: otherbenefits will especially
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. benefitthe lower-income
: segments.

: GOVERNANCE APPROACH

. Singapore’s national strategic

: planning approach seems torely

: primarily on the annual plan as

¢ encapsulated by the yearly Budget.
. Of course, there s also the Prime

¢ Minister’s National Day Rally

: Speechwhich lays out the critical

: parameters and considerations for
: the country. But again, this is yearly
¢ innature.

We do see countries that have

: five-year plans. For example, China
: isinits13th five-year plan for

: 2016-2020. Likewise, neighbouring
: Malaysia has explicit five-year

: planning horizons, and the country
. isinthellthplansince the

: formationofits federation.

Does Singapore need five-year

plans? Probably not.

The current annual Budget

: methodisalreadya dynamic

: strategic plan withalong-term

¢ investment orientation. In fact, in
: theeraofrapid global changes, the
¢ lines between single and multiple

: yearsare getting blurred, and the

¢ shortandlong terms are tightly

. intertwined.

The public finance paradigm of

: Singapore is not about spending

: today but investing for tomorrow.

. Itis partof Singapore’s unique way
: ofnational governance.

Budget 2019 is not just about

i budgeting for the year. It is really
: about our investments for the
. future.
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