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So you are a taxi driver who has lost
your rice bowl because of Uber. Or
you are an office worker who faces
the prospect of your new colleague
being a robot.

These are some effects of the
so-called “disruption” – where tech-
nological developments complete-
ly transform traditional work envi-
ronments – affecting Singaporeans
and causing apprehension about
the future, especially for the mid-
dle-aged and above.

This is even as the country reaps
the fruits of decades of far-sighted,
tightly managed and prudent eco-
nomic planning.

Indeed, recent employment fig-
ures show the number of layoffs at a
seven-year high, amid sluggish eco-
nomic growth and restructuring.
Yet jobs involving shift work, diffi-
cult environments or relocating to
another country still go begging, or
have to be filled by foreigners.

It is a mixed message that the
Committee on the Future Economy
(CFE) will no doubt have been
weighing up as it looks at the labour
market and what lies ahead.

CHANGING LABOUR FORCE
A major challenge the committee
would have had to grapple with is
Singapore’s greying workforce, a
point Manpower Minister Lim Sw-
ee Say has been pressing home.

Lower birth rates and an already
high labour force participation rate
among residents – at 68 per cent
last year for those aged 15 and up –
mean the country will see a contin-
ued slowdown of local labour force
growth towards negligible levels or
even stagnation in the next decade,
Mr Lim told Parliament last year.

To help older workers stay on in
the workforce, his ministry is rais-
ing the re-employment age from 65
to 67 from July this year.

Companies have also been en-
couraged to improve their produc-
tivity by automating processes.

But there are fears of workers be-
ing displaced by machines. Technol-
ogy is taking over routine jobs in fac-
tories and offices, and not just
low-skilled jobs but even ones tradi-
tionally done by degree-holders,
such as accounting services.

At the same time, technology is
creating new products and jobs,
such as 3D-printing for companies
to make prototypes quickly rather

than outsourcing this process. The
key question is how to ensure work-
ers are ready to take on these jobs.

Minister for Education (Higher
Education and Skills) Ong Ye Kung,
who co-chairs the CFE sub-commit-
tee on future jobs and skills, said at
a forum last year that Singapore has
to move from being a “control tow-
er” economy with many company
headquarters, to a “runway” econo-
my where plans are put together
and products and services are sent
out into the world.

“You’re no longer just control-
ling, monitoring and managing
things. You need skills that can actu-
ally make things happen. Skills that
are practical and applied in nature,”
he said.

TRAINING AND RETRAINING
To help workers better navigate
this changing nature of work, the
SkillsFuture movement was rolled
out two years ago to drive a culture
of lifelong learning. The idea is to
keep picking up industry-relevant
technical skills and essential gener-
ic skills throughout working life.

This should also start before peo-
ple even look for a job; more is be-
ing invested in career guidance, in-
ternships and ensuring industry
needs are being fed back into educa-
tion curricula, so that young people
are more aware of the jobs available
and are equipped with the basic
skills they will need.

This was a recommendation also
made by the Government Parlia-
mentary Committee (GPC) for Fi-
nance, Trade and Industry in a re-
port made public last month. The
GPC also suggested a national regis-
try to track educational outcomes
as a metric for the quality of train-
ing providers.

Industry transformation maps
for 23 industries are being
launched, setting out sector-specif-
ic skills, and professional conver-

sion programmes train workers to
take on new roles in over 50 jobs.

Manpower GPC chairman
Patrick Tay says he hopes the CFE
report will set out ways for the gov-
ernment, unions and employers to
work together to ensure plans like
the industry transformation maps
are followed through.

He also suggests a national pro-
gramme for “training to better un-
derstand and appreciate digitisa-
tion and disruption so as to stay
able, agile and adaptable”.

This is something like the
Best/Wise programme decades ago
to upgrade workers’ numeracy and
literacy skills, says Mr Tay, who also
heads the National Trades Union
Congress’ new Future Jobs, Skills
and Training unit.

For all the talk on retraining, it
may not be a walk in the park for
workers to pick up an entirely new
skill and be job-ready in six months.

SIM University (UniSIM) labour
economist Walter Theseira says the
opportunities may be more in ca-
reers related to things they already
do, so their skills are transferable.

Ms Wong Su-Yen, chief executive
of the Human Capital Leadership In-
stitute at Singapore Management
University, says traditional work ar-
rangements could change to accom-
modate people who take on addi-
tional jobs or training to develop ex-
perience in a new field.

“We need to recognise the need
for people to work while preparing
for ‘the next thing’ at the same
time,” she says.

FUTURE OPPORTUNITIES
Although economic growth has
slowed, Singapore is still creating
jobs for the future economy.

Last year’s inbound investment
totalled $9.4 billion and is now ex-
pected to result in 20,100 new jobs,
the Singapore Economic Develop-
ment Board said last week.

Growth sectors include IT, tele-
communications, healthcare and
aviation. Civil engineering and
project management will be skills
in demand, with Changi Airport Ter-
minals 4 and 5 and new MRT lines
under construction.

Advanced manufacturing is ex-
pected to create more than 22,000
new jobs, such as for data scientists
and robot coordinators, over the
next eight years.

There are also some 15,000 info-
comms and technology vacancies
available for positions such as soft-
ware developers, computer engi-
neers, system designers and ana-
lysts, while 3,000 precision engi-
neering jobs are expected to be cre-
ated by 2020.

Mr Foo See Yang, managing direc-
tor and country head of recruit-
ment firm Kelly Services Singa-
pore, says contract workers and
freelancers can take advantage of
companies’ desire for flexibility in
an unpredictable economic land-
scape.

“Workers with exposure to differ-
ent industries and cross-functional
areas may have an edge over those
with only a technical background,”
he says.

Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong
also said in his National Day Rally
speech last year the CFE was work-
ing on a strategy to support entre-
preneurs in coming up with innova-
tive ideas.

UniSIM’s Dr Theseira says entre-
preneurship will continue to be
very important to the economy go-
ing forward, but for it to drive
growth, “we need the kinds of entre-
preneurs who can build scalable
businesses to compete at the global
level”. Many entrepreneurs are not
yet taking advantage of Singapore’s
position in the midst of the huge
Asean market, he notes.
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Some home-grown companies
might be content to rest on their
laurels once they reach a certain
level – expanding regionally or fur-
ther afield is not for them.

But this mentality is fast becom-
ing obsolete. The mobility of top
global talent and speed of techno-
logical change means that compa-
nies here will have to be plugged in-
to supply chains around the world
or risk being left behind.

That is why overseas growth is
expected to be a key focus for the
the Committee for the Future
Economy (CFE) in its findings,
due in the next two weeks.

In a November update, the CFE
said that strong growth in Asean
and India “will create opportuni-
ties in consumption and infrastruc-
ture spending” for Singapore com-
panies.

“We can also benefit from the
growing demand for services in
China,” the statement added, not-
ing that the country’s One Belt,
One Road initiative “will provide
new opportunities for our services
and infrastructure providers”.

The Government Parliamentary
Committee (GPC) for Finance and
Trade and Industry has urged poli-
cymakers to “identify companies
that have the potential, competi-
tiveness edge and the readiness to
expand, internationalise and inno-
vate”, and devise tailor-made
schemes to support their interna-
tional growth.

The aim is to “develop a pool of
globally competitive companies
that are anchored in Singapore”.

Indeed, the next step would be
to make Singapore a strong base
from which companies can devel-
op innovative “world-first solu-
tions” and take these products and
ideas global, the CFE’s statement
said.

Mr Teo Siong Seng, chairman of
the Singapore Business Federa-
tion, said: “We strongly encourage
the Government to work with busi-
nesses to create an economy un-
constrained by our geographical
boundaries.

“This includes helping our
start-ups scale up to serve markets
well beyond Singapore, helping
them establish international con-
nections so that they can grow and
thrive globally.”

At the same time, Singapore
should remain open to foreign in-
vestments and talent, Mr Teo not-
ed.

“The emphasis is to promote de-
velopments that capitalise on our
strengths to cultivate new and val-
uable growth clusters to anchor
businesses here while they ex-
pand overseas.

“For example, these new clus-
ters could include a trusted pay-
ment hub, ‘Know Your Customers’
hub and food quality certification
hub.”

Companies expanding overseas
need strong human resource strat-
egies to drive their international
business plans, and this is also ex-
pected to be a key focus in the com-
ing years.

NEW GROWTH AREAS
Besides overseas growth, the CFE
will also be delving into new
growth sectors which will help
power the Singapore economy
over the next five to 10 years.

Earlier strategies – such as pick-
ing “winning” sectors to boost eco-
nomic growth – are far more diffi-
cult to execute now, not only be-
cause the pace of technological
change has picked up significantly
but also because of Singapore’s ev-
olution into a mature, high-cost
economy.

This means that it has become
extremely tough for low-cost, low
value-added sectors to survive
here.

As a result, attention is now shift-
ing towards niche, highly special-
ised sectors such as artificial intelli-
gence, robotics and IT.

New developments are also
emerging in familiar sectors like
manufacturing.

The so-called Fourth Industrial
Revolution – also known as Indus-
try 4.0 – is creating new trends in
advanced manufacturing and giv-
ing rise to “smart factories”, where
man and machine work seamless-

ly together in real time.
Mr Liang Eng Hwa, chairman of

the GPC for Finance and Trade
and Industry and an MP for Hol-
land-Bukit Timah GRC, said: “Be-
side the digital space, we should
continue to build on our strengths
in advance manufacturing, health-
care and urban solutions.”

RESEARCH AND INNOVATION
Singapore faces land, labour and
resource shortages – which means
that raising productivity is essen-
tial to long-term growth.

To this end, investing in innova-
tion is essential, and significant in-
vestments have been pumped into
innovation over the years.

The Government has set aside
$19 billion from 2016 to 2020 for
research, innovation and enter-
prise activities, under the Re-
search, Innovation and Enterprise
2020 Plan launched last January.

In its November update, the CFE
noted that Singapore already has
many elements of a strong innova-
tion ecosystem in place, “includ-
ing a critical mass of research sci-
entists and engineers, a thriving
start-up scene, strong institutes of
higher learning and a growing
pool of venture capitalists”.

Boosting Singapore’s research
and development capabilities was
a key focus of recommendations
submitted to the Government by
the GPC for Finance and Trade
and Industry.

The proposals from the team of
nine parliamentarians included
suggestions to make use of re-
search and development to help
firms become more competitive.

For instance, technology could
be transferred from research insti-
tutes to promising local enterpris-
es in areas where Singapore has a
competitive edge, such as biotech,
precision engineering and urban
planning.

Mr Liang said that industry trans-
formation maps – plans tailored to
the specific needs of certain sec-
tors to help raise productivity –
will continue to play a key role.

Mr Teo agreed, saying: “In a val-
ue-creating economy that Singa-
pore aspires towards, intellectual
property counts more than the tra-
ditional factors of land, labour and
capital.”
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The countdown has begun to the
much-awaited release of the find-
ings of the Committee on the
Future Economy (CFE).

The 30-member team, which first
met in January last year, will issue its

report within the next two weeks.
It has been looking at how Singa-

pore can stay ahead in the challeng-
ing climate of disruption that is
turning almost every industry on
its head, and amid geopolitical
uncertainty that is adding to the
woes of a slowing world economy.

Singapore itself has been stuck in
a protracted period of slow growth

– the economy has expanded less
than 5 per cent every year since
2012 – amid a slew of challenges
that include mounting internation-
al competition and, at home, issues
such as an ageing population and
technology changing the nature of
jobs.

The question now that many
might ask is: How does the CFE

plan to fix this?
However, the reality is that while

its report will offer some answers,
it would be unwise to hold out for a
“blockbuster” solution to the
country’s growth challenges.

Instead, the report is likely to
urge pushing on with Singapore’s
economic restructuring efforts –
encouraging companies to inno-
vate, deepening skills and expertise
in key growth areas, and looking
abroad to new markets.

Mr Liang Eng Hwa, MP for Hol-
land-Bukit Timah GRC and chair-
man of the Government Parliamen-
tary Committee for Finance and
Trade and Industry said: “I believe
the CFE report is about the execu-
tion plan; essentially a whole-of-sys-
tem approach to transform the econ-
omy and decisively position Singa-
pore to capture the opportunities of
the future landscape.

“By making bold and decisive
shifts from value adding to value
creating, we open up new econom-
ic spaces and grow the economy in
a very different way. The point is
that we can still be an exciting and
vibrant economy even with a 2 to 3
per cent growth trajectory.”

Insight looks at some of the
answers that might emerge from
the report, to evolve new ways to
stay ahead in a challenging climate.

chiaym@sph.com.sg

Charissa Yong

How do you make the most of be-
ing a small island with scarce physi-
cal resources?

It’s a question that has become
part of Singapore’s identity over
the past 51 years, and it is taking on
a new urgency as space gets even
more limited.

But technological developments
are opening up new possibilities,
both in terms of making the most of
physical constraints and in con-
necting with the world.

Two of the five sub-committees
that make up the Committee on the
Future Economy (CFE) focus on
city planning and connectivity.

They study how Singapore can
stay well-connected to the global
economy while remaining a livea-
ble home for Singaporeans.

From what Minister for National
Development and Future City
co-chair Lawrence Wong has said
about the discussions, they are
working around a few key challeng-
es that will be here to stay – name-
ly, land scarcity, an ageing popula-
tion and climate change.

The committee is taking advan-

tage of advances in technology to
overcome them.

INFRASTRUCTURE
Singapore has two decades to in-
crease its land supply by 5,600ha.

The Government’s Land Use
Plan, released in 2013, showed that
Singapore will require 76,600ha of
land by 2030, up from the supply of
71,000ha in 2010.

This is needed to accommodate a
larger population – projected to
grow to 6.9 million by that year.

One way to increase the land sup-
ply is to build underground.

Talking to reporters in June, Mr
Wong said that much more could
be done beyond the Jurong Rock
Caverns, a liquid hydrocarbon stor-
age facility 150m below ground .

He said: “For instance, the utility
or power substations that you see
around – a lot of them can go under-
ground. It will cost more, but also
free up surface land for develop-
ment.”

But the authorities do not envi-
sion Singapore’s ports and airports
going underground.

Land supply for them is set to go
up from 3 per cent in 2010 to 6 per
cent by 2030, as Singapore strives

to stay a connected global city.
The CFE’s website also hinted

that it would not be wise for hous-
ing to be underground, as it might
lead to wealthier people living in
sky-rise apartments while the
have-nots live underground.

Other ideas being considered by
the committee include developing
economic clusters outside the city,
Mr Wong has said previously.

The Government is gunning for
“mixed-use centres where resi-
dents live, learn, work and play”, al-
ready being developed in Jurong
West, Jurong Lake District, Wood-
lands, Sembawang and Punggol.

Some may also be pilot towns for
self-driving cars – another develop-
ment likely to come up in the CFE
report.

Mr Wong envisioned the real pos-
sibility of housing estates with
“mover” systems that take resi-
dents from their homes to the near-
est MRT station in the next 15 to 20
years.

While this is happening, Singa-
pore will also have to grapple with
the effects of climate change.

In a piece in The Straits Times
last November, the chief executive
of Singapore’s national water agen-
cy, Mr Ng Joo Hee, said: “It doesn’t
just rain a lot in Singapore. We ex-
pect that, increasingly, it will come
all at once.”

To cope with more intense rain-
fall, Singapore will have to come up
with more innovative drainage sys-
tems, in addition to its massive un-
derground storm water tanks.

Other green ideas on the CFE’s
website include generating energy
from food waste and installing cut-
ting-edge solar panels in more plac-
es – even on clothes.

CONNECTIVITY
Singapore has forged much of its
success by being an air and sea hub,
but it needs to do more to retain its

advantage in these sectors.
It also needs to be connected to

the digital economy and financial
markets around the world, to drive
future growth.

Minister in the Prime Minister’s
Office Chan Chun Sing, co-chair of
the Future of Connectivity sub-com-
mittee, set the tone for its work in a
Facebook post last February.

He said: “Connectivity has al-
ways been vital for Singapore’s sur-
vival. Our aviation, maritime, fi-
nance, and trade hubs flourish be-
cause of our strong linkages to the
rest of the world.

“Staying connected and strength-
ening these links will be even more
important for Singapore to not just
survive, but thrive over the next
few decades.”

Members on the committee, in-
cluding airline heads and those in
the airport, port and logistics sec-
tors, discussed how Singapore
could continue to remain as avia-
tion and maritime hubs, he said.

They also tackled how Singapore
can be more plugged into the digit-
al economy, which includes cyber
security, advanced analytics and
e-commerce.

The Government is keen on devel-
oping more workers with the skills
to take on jobs in these sectors, and
has come up with national pro-
grammes to train such talent.

The growth of these sectors can
spell more business opportunities
at home and abroad.

For instance, there was “broad
agreement” that Singapore should
take advantage of the sharing econ-
omy and adapt regulations to facili-
tate their growth, said Mr Chan.

So far, the authorities have been
working on finding the right bal-
ance between regulation and inno-
vation. The future is likely to see
more of that tightrope-walking.
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A roadshow promoting a wide range of courses, including baking and financial literacy. To help workers better navigate the changing nature of work, the SkillsFuture movement was rolled out two years ago
to drive a culture of lifelong learning. The idea is to keep picking up industry-relevant technical skills and essential generic skills throughout working life. PHOTO: ST FILE

An artist’s impression of Jurong Lake District, which will be Singapore’s second Central Business District. With a scarce supply of land, the Government is looking to
develop mixed-use clusters outside the city – some of which may even be pilot towns for self-driving cars. PHOTO: URBAN REDEVELOPMENT AUTHORITY

A liveable home
well-connected
to the world

The Committee on the Future
Economy (CFE) was set up in
October 2015 to come up with
strategies to grow Singapore’s
economy in the long run.

It is split into five sub-
groups that look at innovation,
key industries and markets of
growth, jobs and skills, connec-
tivity and city planning.

The 30-member CFE is co-
chaired by Finance Minister
Heng Swee Keat and Minister
for Trade and Industry (Indus-
try) S. Iswaran. Most of its
members are from the private
sector. Over the course of last
year, the committee held over
80 discussions with more than
1,000 students, educators, par-
ents, union members, busi-
ness leaders and academics.

The CFE members have tak-
en part in over 20 panel discus-
sions, seminars and conferenc-
es, at which they reached out
to more than 6,000 people.

Its fifth and final meeting
was held in December. It is ex-
pected to release its recom-
mendations sometime in the
next fortnight. The Govern-
ment will respond in its Budg-
et on Feb 20.

Next up: CFE report

CFE report likely to urge continuing economic restructuring efforts to spur new ways to grow

BORDERS ARE NO LIMIT

We strongly
encourage the
Government to work
with businesses to
create an economy
unconstrained by our
geographical
boundaries.This
includes helping our
start-ups scale up to
serve markets well
beyond Singapore,
helpingthem
establish
international
connections so that
they can grow and
thrive globally.

’’MR TEOSIONG SENG, chairman of the
SingaporeBusiness Federation.

Expansion overseas likely to be high on
an agenda in search of new growth areas.

Opportunities
for growth as
companies look
beyond home

Learning culture
ensures workers
have the right skills

Lifelong learning habit will help them face
‘disruptions’ that transform workplaces

Those at the CFE’s fifth and final meeting in December were (from left) Garena founder and chairman Forrest Li, head of civil service Peter Ong, Boston Consulting
Group managing director (Singapore) Mariam Jaafar, Singapore Business Federation chairman Teo Siong Seng, Finance Minister Heng Swee Keat, Minister for Trade
and Industry (Industry) S. Iswaran and Singapore National Employers Federation president Robert Yap. PHOTO: HENG SWEE KEAT/FACEBOOK

How Singapore can rise to the challenge of
scarce resources and staying connected.

The Committee on
the Future
Economy is
releasing its report
on how Singapore
can stay ahead in a
challenging climate
this week. Insight
takes a look at the
key issues and
some of the
possible responses.

Making S’pore
future-ready
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