
28/01/2021 The Business Times

https://epaper.businesstimes.com.sg/jr/jrpc.php?date=2021-01-21&ed=1&page=1 1/2

By Raphael Lim
raphlim@sph.com.sg
@RaphaelLimBT

Singapore

ASIAN markets mostly rose on Wed-

nesday, just before the inauguration 

of Joe Biden as US President, as in-

vestors looked with optimism to-

wards the stimulus that could follow, 
but analysts noted that US-China ten-

sions may not go away.

Last week, Mr Biden unveiled a 

US$1.9 trillion stimulus package pro-

posal, and on Tuesday, his nominee 

for Treasury Secretary, Janet Yellen, 

urged lawmakers during her Senate 

confirmation hearing to “act big” on 
coronavirus relief spending, arguing 

that the economic benefits far out-

weigh the risks of a higher debt bur-

den.

Following Dr Yellen’s comments, 

Asian stocks on Wednesday tracked 

overnight gains on Wall Street, with 

major regional indices finishing in 
the green. 

The Kospi in South Korea ended 

up 0.7 per cent, at 3,114.55, after 

rising as much as 1.7 per cent in early 

trade, while Australia’s ASX 200 index 

rose 0.4 per cent to 6,770.4 to its 

highest level since February last year. 

In Hong Kong, the Hang Seng Index 

was up 1.1 per cent, while the bench-
mark Straits Times Index (STI) in 

Singapore  rose  0.1  per  cent  to  

2,998.77.

Bucking the trend were shares in 

Japan, where the Nikkei 225 fell 0.4 

per cent on profit taking. 

Jeffrey Halley, senior market ana-

lyst, Asia Pacific at Oanda, noted that 
the stimulus figure is a starting point, 

which will almost certainly have to be 

negotiated down. However, he added 

that if it passes relatively intact, it will 

be positive for US equities and for the 

global recovery climate as a whole.

“It should lead to increased con-

sumption in the United States, which 
will  benefit  Asian  exporters,”  he  

noted. “Notable winners are likely to 

be the semiconductor and electronics 

sectors.”

Anthony Raza, head of multi-asset 

strategy at UOB Asset Management, 

said the US stimulus programme 

gives markets more confidence that 

the US will remain a growth engine for 
global GDP in 2021. 

While Mr Biden has proposed rais-

ing corporate taxes, this is more of a 
risk for the US, Mr Raza added. “This 
is actually another reason to like Asia, 
as everyone will benefit from the stim-
ulus support to growth while the US 
companies will face higher taxes.” 

Yeo Kee Yan, analyst at DBS Group 
Research, said the stimulus may have 
less of a direct impact on Singapore 
stocks, but some counters in the tech 
sector could benefit if there is in-
creased consumer spending. 

Mr Yeo noted that the STI has risen 
around 150 points in the first three 
weeks of 2021, but the momentum 
may not be sustained in the near 
term, as investors await company 
earnings.

Market participants also observed 
that the US dollar could weaken fur-
ther.

Stephen Dover, head of equities at 
Franklin Templeton, said this and pos-
sible reduced trade tensions could be 
positive for international stocks. “We 
think there are opportunities in inter-
national stocks, especially in Asia, Ja-
pan and emerging markets.”

In terms of US-China relations, 
Stephen Innes, chief global market 
strategist at Axi, noted that a surprise 
from Dr Yellen’s comments to the Sen-
ate on Tuesday was how forceful her 
language was on China. 

“Usually careful and diplomatic, 
Dr Yellen was almost confrontational 
to China,” he said. 

Others in the markets also ob-
served that trade tensions may not 
disappear under President Biden. 

Esty Dwek, head of global market 
strategy, dynamic solutions at Natixis 
Investment Managers, said: “We ex-
pect the underlying tensions between 
the US and China to remain at least 
during the beginning of the new pres-
idency.”

However, she noted that Mr Biden 
would likely be a more traditional and 
predictable president, which could 
result in more forward guidance and 
stability in terms of how US-China 
trade relations will evolve.

While stock markets have cheered 
the idea of stimulus from the new ad-
ministration, Robert Carnell, regional 
head of research, Asia-Pacific at ING, 
said that investors may also want to 
be a bit careful about what they wish 
for.
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IT’S the new year – a time for making res-
olutions  and  getting  a  fresh  start.  
There’s no time like now to move out of 
one’s comfort zone, whether it’s because 
of one’s circumstances, or a feeling of 
restlessness or a desire for new chal-
lenges. In tomorrow’s BT Lifestyle, we 
meet several enterprising individuals 
who have taken the plunge into new ca-
reers in different industries, or started 
new business ventures to address needs 
and issues arising from the Covid-19 
pandemic.

Among others, we meet a director of 
a music conservatory who switched 
from teaching music to heading a new 
school teaching hospitality; a former 
startup alumnus who now runs a digital 
clinic for men suffering from erectile 
dysfunction issues; a logistics expert 
who pivoted to furniture rental; and a 
mumpreneur who branched out into silk 
bedding products to alleviate pandemic-
induced sleepless nights.

For art lovers, we bring you a short-
list of the best shows and activities to 
maximise your time at the week-long 
Singapore Art Week. And if you want to 
look at art of a glittery kind, luxury 
watch  and  jewellery  brand  Cartier  
launches a new exhibition of vintage 
pieces to covet.

We also check out ADDA, the maiden 
venture of the former chef of The Song 
of India, Manjunath Mural. It’s a spicy ad-
dition to the local Indian dining scene.
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SINGAPORE secured S$17.2 billion in 

fixed asset investment (FAI) in 2020, 

far above the Singapore Economic De-

velopment Board’s (EDB) medium to 

long-term investment commitment 

annual goal of S$8 billion to S$10 bil-

lion, the EDB said at its year-in-review 

on Wednesday.

“We had a very good momentum 

coming into 2020 from 2019,” said 

EDB chairman Beh Swan Gin.

In 2021, the EDB does not expect 

to achieve a similarly high figure, but 

is “cautiously confident” of achieving 

its medium-term goals, he added. 

The 2020 FAI was the highest since 

2008 and 2007, two exceptional years 

with mega petrochemical projects.

Electronics and chemicals were 

the top sources of commitments in 

2020, accounting for 37.7 per cent 

and 24 per cent respectively.

Dr Beh noted that every eight to 10 

years, there is an up-cycle in invest-

ments, driven by semiconductors, 

and energy and chemicals. If not for 

Covid-19, 2020 FAI numbers might 

well have been higher, he added, as 

some projects were delayed.

“We are cautiously optimistic for 

the semiconductor sector that 2021 

will remain strong,” he said.

The EDB aims to maintain its cur-

rent investment commitment goals 

for the medium to long term. Last 

year, it stopped making annual fore-

casts for investment commitments.

Calling the EDB figures “promising 

and encouraging”, Minister for Trade 

and Industry Chan Chun Sing pro-

fessed “cautious optimism” for the 

rest of the year, though noting that 

competition will intensify.

Many significant investment de-

cisions are being made in the next 

two to three years which will determ-

ine the layout of global supply chains, 

and if Singapore can win some of 

these crucial projects, it will be able 

to secure economic opportunities for 

many years to come, he said.

Total business expenditure from 

projects secured in 2020 is expected 

to be S$6.8 billion per year, down 

from S$9 billion in 2019 but in line 

with the S$5 billion to S$7 billion aim.

When fully implemented, the pro-

jects  are  expected  to  contribute  

S$31.2 billion in value-added per 

year, with the largest contributors be-

ing infocommunications and media 

(38.4 per cent) and headquarters and 

professional services (25.7 per cent).

This is why investment commit-

ments from China – mostly in digital 

and tech – account for nearly 40 per 

cent of the expected value-added, des-

pite being small in terms of FAI, said 

Dr Beh in response to media queries.

The projects secured in 2020 are 

expected to create 19,352 jobs, better 

than the goal of 16,000 to 18,000.

“The companies remain commit-

ted to working closely with us to pre-
pare the local workforce for the avail-

able positions,” said Mr Chan.
Production  jobs  formed  the  

greatest share at 45 per cent, fol-
lowed by digital jobs at 24 per cent, 
and jobs in business and commercial 

services at 19 per cent. Asked about 
the high share of production jobs, Mr 

Chan said that the three- to five-year 
trend should be considered, instead 
of volatile yearly figures.

For  commitments  secured  in  
2019, digital jobs formed the greatest 

share at 49 per cent, followed by pro-
duction jobs at 29 per cent.

The investment commitments in 

2020 were secured despite a challen-
ging environment, said the EDB.

Singapore’s efforts to keep bor-
ders open, stay connected, and en-

sure business continuity have given 
global firms the confidence to keep 
siting projects in the Republic, noted 

Mr Chan. But while the EDB has done 
well in 2020, the road ahead will be 

challenging with much global uncer-
tainty, he said, laying out four key eco-
nomic strategies for 2021.

First is strengthening Singapore’s 
position as a critical node in the 

global value chain, especially new 
areas of growth such as agritech, bio-
medical sciences electronics, and in-

focomm and media.
Second is forging new trade rules 

in forward-looking areas such as data, 
finance and technology.

Third is pursuing an innovation-

led and sustainable economy, which 
includes strengthening research and 

development  efforts,  encouraging  
firms to innovate, and developing 

ESG (environmental, social and gov-
ernance) solutions.

Fourth is continuing to help firms 

and workers transform for a “Covid 
world”. “For companies, our support 

will progressively move from stabil-
isation to helping them pivot to new 
areas of opportunities,” said Mr Chan. 

This targeted help will focus on 
building up corporate capabilities, as 

well as assisting companies access ad-
ditional platforms to innovate and 
reach markets beyond Singapore. 

Janet Yellen, US 

President-elect Joe Biden’s 

nominee for Treasury 

Secretary, urged lawmakers 

on Tuesday to “act big” on 

coronavirus relief spending, 

arguing that the economic 

benefits far outweigh the risks 

of a higher debt burden.
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The number of flights 

handled by SIA Engineering 

Company currently stands at 
about 20 per cent of its 
pre-Covid-19 level, said chief 
executive Ng Chin Hwee. This 
is up from the 14 per cent 
that its line maintenance unit 
handled between April and 
September last year.
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HSBC Holdings and Malayan 

Banking’s insurance venture 
are among shortlisted bidders 
for AXA’s business in 
Singapore, which could raise 
about US$700 million in a 
sale, according to sources.
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On his last full day in office, 

US President Donald Trump 

signed an executive order
the White House said was 
aimed at preventing foreign 
malicious cyber actors from 
using US online infrastructure 
to carry out their activities.
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Elon Musk all but confirmed 

Tesla Inc will enter India 

last week, sparking jubilation 
among fans, some of whom 
have had their electric cars 
on order for years. But it 
may prove the company’s 
hardest market yet to crack.
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US TRANSITION

Asian markets upbeat on 
stimulus hopes ahead of 
Biden’s inauguration
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New year, new challenges? Some say: ‘Bring it on’ 

SINGAPORE ECONOMY

Singapore bags S$17.2b in fixed asset 
investment commitments in 2020
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Figure is far above EDB’s medium to long-term annual goal of S$8b to S$10b; electronics and chemicals are top sources of commitments

(%)

Fixed asset investment commitments by industry, 2020

Source: Singapore Economic Development Board
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Calling the EDB 

figures  “promising  and 

encouraging”,  Minister  

for  Trade and Industry  

Chan  Chun Sing  

(above) professed  

“cautious optimism”  

for  the  rest  of  the  

year,  though  noting  

that competition  

will  intensify.

NIKKEI 225  28,523.26  110.20

HANG SENG 29,962.47 +320.19

SHENZHEN B 1,095.18 +8.62

DOW (10am EST) 31,039.36  +108.84
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MNCs eye local market hires, instead of expat pool, 

to drive strategic growth in S-E Asia TOP STORIES / 2
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