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Singapore

WANT to make a quick buck with 
your electric vehicle? In five to ten 
years, you might just be able to do 
that, by selling electricity from the 
car battery to grid operator SP Group 
when power supply in Singapore runs 
low.

That charging station you pull into 
to do that may also very well be run 
by Royal Dutch Shell, a name more fa-
miliar today for its petrol stations.

As electric vehicles grow in pop-
ularity, it is not only carmakers and 
transport groups that are affected. 
Among those who find themselves 
having to adapt their businesses are 
electricity grid operators and oil com-
panies.

In Singapore, SP Group is prepar-

ing for the day when there are so 
many electric vehicles the stability of 
the grid could be affected.

“Today there are 600,000 cars in 
Singapore. If all of them become elec-
tric vehicles, and they all start char-
ging in Jurong, at some level Jurong 
won’t be able to handle it. The rest of 
the system will be destabilised,” said 
SP Group CEO Wong Kim Yin in an in-
terview with The Business Times. 

Emphasising that the group is not 
against  the  adoption  of  electric  
vehicles, Mr Wong said SP Group will 
as far as possible allow the market to 
run as it is, unless a certain threshold 
is breached. 

At that point – which Mr Wong 
reckoned could come in five to 10 
years – the group will then need to in-
tervene, possibly by not allowing elec-
tric vehicles to charge so that more 
critical users can access the power 
supply. 

He cited as an example: “Maybe 
someone with a life support system 
at home cannot afford not to have 
that power as opposed to you being 
able to charge the car.”

In such a situation, someone will 
have to segment power needs accord-
ing to their criticality, and make a call 
on the allocation of power supply, he 
said.

This is why SP Group will need the 
ability to intervene in the market, 
such as by notifying car owners 
through an app that they are not able 
to charge, and to offer to buy electri-
city at a much higher price instead, or 
to control the charging stations.

Grid operators all across the world 
are finding that they have to rapidly 
change their businesses in order to 
cope with unexpected surges in de-
mand  for  electricity  as  electric  
vehicles  proliferate.  The  National  
Grid, which operates the power net-

work in UK, last year launched a trial 
with Nissan allowing drivers to sell 
electricity stored in their electric car 
batteries back to the grid during peak 
hours. 

UK think-tank Green Alliance es-
timates that it could take as few as six 
closely-located vehicles charging sim-
ultaneously during periods of high 
power demand for there to be pos-
sible shortages. Network operators 
there are also reportedly planning to 
install technology that allows cars to 
be charged only when the network 
can cope, when electric vehicles be-
come more prevalent.

When such a time comes, SP Group 
believes it will have to establish a 
threshold that strikes the right bal-
ance between allowing market opera-
tions to run, so as to maximise value 
for the consumer, against the need to 
ensure reliability and security in the 
grid. 

“We think of the future stability 

from the perspective of balance...If 
you lower (the threshold), it enables 
market operations. If you put it too 
high, you are impeding market opera-
tions,” said Mr Wong. “Our motivation 
is  that  the  consumer  must  win  
without compromising reliability and 
security.” 

For oil major Shell, the future of 
the transport sector is one that it is 
keeping  a  close  tab  on.  The  
Anglo-Dutch group said earlier this 
year that it is introducing battery char-
ging points at some petrol stations in 
Britain and the Netherlands.

France’s Total is studying the viab-
ility of such a move, while Italy’s Eni 
already has such facilities at some do-
mestic and central European stations.

Shell executive committee mem-
ber Maarten Wetselaar told BT in a re-
cent interview: “I could certainly see a 
business over time where we could 
become major chargers of cars.”

The group, through its New Ener-

gies unit, is currently conducting re-
search to explore the possibility of de-
veloping differentiated technologies 
in batteries. 

It has no ambitions in manufactur-
ing batteries, but is interested in learn-
ing “how can we best and in a fast way 
charge batteries”, he said. “Because at 
the end of the day our business is de-
livering energy to customers and that 
delivery is our main business”.

The group is also placing some of 
its bets on hydrogen-fuelled vehicles. 
“I think it’s likely that the world will 
end up using both batteries and hy-
drogen  for  powering  light  
vehicles...We’re  not  betting  on  a  
single outcome – we want to be good 
at all of them,” said Mr Wetselaar. 

Ultimately, whichever technology 
becomes more prevalent will depend 
on customers’ choice and regulators’ 
decision,  and  Shell  will  offer  
whatever the customer wants, he ad-
ded.
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ROYAL Dutch Shell aims to be a leader 
in clean energy and sees an opportun-
ity in using its global presence and es-
tablished brand to scale up the new 
energies business quickly as and 
when. 

The  second  largest-publicly  
traded oil company in the world also 
plans on establishing itself across the 
full value chain of renewables and al-
ternative energies as it has done for 
oil, said a senior executive in the firm.

“Clearly this New Energies busi-
ness is a big opportunity for us, that 
we want to be a leader in and are pro-
gressively investing more money in 
in order to become a leader,” Maarten 
Wetselaar, an executive committee 
member who runs both the New Ener-
gies and Integrated Gas divisions, 
told The Business Times in an inter-
view.

The Anglo-Dutch group in June 
last year created New Energies as a 
new unit to invest in renewable and 
low-carbon power, focusing specific-
ally on hydrogen, biofuels, solar and 
wind. 

The division has since expanded 
to more than 200 staff, and hopes to 
invest about US$1 billion a year by 
2020; group CEO Ben van Beurden 
has said the business is expected to 

become a significant growth priority 
beyond 2020. The unit is part of a big-
ger story of how the energy system 
has to change from where it is today 
to where it needs to be in future, said 
Mr Wetselaar. 

As the world’s population contin-
ues to grow, energy demand will ex-
pand. Meanwhile, the current energy 
system also needs to be overhauled 
to reduce its carbon footprint.

“So the real challenge is to grow 
the energy supply and at the same 
time to reorganise it to become a lot 
cleaner...In order to get there, our 
core hypothesis is that we will need 
to substantially grow both the gas 
and the new energies businesses, as a 
company and as a planet.”

In the current energy system, 
one-fifth is supplied through electri-
city, and the rest through fuels such 
as oil and gas. Renewables, which 
mostly produce electricity, is only 
part of the 20 per cent, noted Mr Wet-
selaar.

The electricity segment can be ex-
panded to about half of the energy 
system over time, if the world works 
“very, very hard”, but not more as in-
dustries such as chemicals and ce-
ment production will continue to de-
pend on hydrocarbons, he added.

“You cannot make steel with elec-
tricity, or fly a plane or send a big con-
tainer ship across the ocean on electri-
city. There isn't the energy density 
available.”

And among hydrocarbons, natural 
gas is by far the cleanest. “Natural gas 
has an important role to play in meet-
ing electricity demand while we decar-
bonise the energy production and 
grow it, and a very important role to 
play in delivering the energy that can-
not be electrified.”

In the one year since its formation, 
the New Energies unit has been busy.

It has, firstly, been working to 
deepen its understanding of both the 
technology and the markets in the sec-
tor. “Before we decide where to play, 
which part of the business and which 
geographies, you need to deepen 
your understanding,” said Mr Wetse-
laar.

It has also won a bid to build an off-
shore windfarm in Netherlands, and 
spent money to build digital solu-
tions for electricity consumption. 

The group is expanding its pres-
ence in power trading as well. In 
North America,  it  is  already the 
second largest power trader; it has 
also set up a power business in 
Europe, Brazil, Australia and India. 

This, said Mr Wetselaar, is part of a 
strategy to build an integrated value 
chain for electricity. “Like with our oil 
business, we believe that integration 
will become quite important.”

Hence the group will not only gen-
erate electricity with windmills or 
solar panels, but also take it into the 
distribution system and sell it to in-
dustrial and residential customers.

“I think we will want to become 
value chain players. Whether we will 
invest equally in all parts of the value 
chain, I think it's too early to say,” he 

said. “It depends a bit on the market 
design because not all countries have 
deregulated power markets. So you 
have to understand, geography by 
geography, what the opportunities 
are.”

The business of manufacturing 
solar panels – which Shell had previ-
ously dabbled in – is however one 
area that the company will not enter. 

“Whether it comes to solar panels 
or batteries or other things, produ-
cing those is probably best in the 
hands of low-cost producing compan-
ies and countries.

“So we're more system integrators 
where we would invest in a wind farm 
and take capacity in the transmission 
system. And then delivering the en-
ergy to customers, and building a di-
gital layer and a commercial layer on 
top of that whole system – it's defin-
itely something we will have a com-
petitive edge in.”

In his view, the group has a num-
ber of strengths that will set it apart 
from other competitors. One is its 
strong brand name. “What we find is 
that in almost every market people 
like to buy energy from us. So we 
have a very strong brand that people 
associate with quality and reliability.”

The second is its strong integra-
tion capability that it has demon-
strated with the oil and gas business.

The third is its global presence. 
“The interesting bit about the new en-
ergies business is there are no global 
players in it; the people in this busi-
ness tend to be local or sometimes re-
gional, but certainly nobody global,” 
said Mr Wetselaar. 

“With the presence we have across 
the world in so many countries and in 
all major economies, with the relation-
ships we have with governments, 
partners  and  investors,  we  are  
uniquely placed.”

Furthermore, the group also has a 
strong presence in biofuels through 
its joint venture Raizen, which pro-
duces ethanol using sugarcane, and 
is also a forerunner in hydrogen 
filling stations . “So in those three legs 
– electricity, hydrogen and biofuels – 
we’re quite well placed to play,” he ad-
ded.

Asked whether the US$1 billion 
that Shell has committed to invest in 
new energies is too small compared 
to its annual spending of US$25 bil-
lion, Mr Wetselaar said it is important 
for oil and gas to continue to receive 
investments as these will be “abso-
lutely needed” to keep the world run-
ning for a long time. Furthermore, 
Shell is good and profitable in this 
business, he said.

A lot of investments will also be 

needed on the new energies front, 
but “I’m not yet convinced that the 
size of the new energies business is 
best measured by the capital em-
ployed as it does for oil”. 

Many investments in smart grid 
and the optimisation of electricity 
supply and demand are not necessar-
ily capital-intensive, and renewables 
projects such as windfarms also tend 
to be built with external borrowings, 
he said.

“It's a different industry so we 
probably should not over time meas-
ure it the same way as we do with oil 
and gas. I think you can grow a very 
substantial new energies business 
without investing tens and tens of bil-
lions every year.”

But the one billion in spending by 
the end of the decade is also just a 
starting point, he added. “We intend 
to make this a big business for Shell 
that over time can stand on its own 
feet, just like the oil business does, 
the downstream business does and 
the gas business does.” 
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WITH an eye on containing costs, 
most law firms here are likely to re-
new their office leases in the months 
ahead, rather than relocate or expand 
their premises. 

Pressures of stiffer competition 
and a dip in the amount of legal work 
have meant that cost control is a signi-
ficant priority for both local and for-
eign legal practices in Singapore. 

CBRE Research’s “Asia Pacific Legal 
Sector Trends”  June 2017 report  
noted that given that rental costs are 
estimated to account for about five 
per cent of many regional firms’ total 
revenue, it is one area the firms can 
have cost savings. 

Most law firms have tended to re-
new their leases, the report said.

In the past 12 months, global law 
firms  in  Singapore  like  Clifford  
Chance, Linklaters, and Mayer Brown 
have renewed their leases. 

Legal sources told The Business 
Times that rental costs for bigger law 
firms in Singapore in prime areas can 
be as high as 10 to 20 per cent of rev-
enue. 

Office rentals have been declining 
in recent years, CBRE said. Core cent-
ral business district (CBD) rents aver-
aged S$8.95 per square foot (psf) a 
month in the first quarter of 2017, a 
9.6 per cent fall from S$9.90 psf per 
month a year ago. 

Given the current low point in the 
office rental cycle, “any new lettings 
are likely the result of opportunistic 
lease acquisitions”, the report said, 
adding that the window for good 
deals is closing as the market enters a 
recovery phase.

The report said firms should lock 
in terms beyond 2021 to avoid escal-
ating rents in the medium term. 

With a strong focus on containing 
costs, law firms globally have started 
to move towards setting up agile 

workplaces by better using existing 
and new office premises. 

Hybrid spaces are seen to be the 
new norm as law firm offices evolve 
into open plan spaces with flexible 
workstations that enhance collabora-
tion and integration.

Said David McKellar, senior dir-
ector, advisory and transactions at 
CBRE: “This rising concept addresses 
the more mobile working styles we 
have today, where an increasing num-
ber of people work on the move, res-
ulting in an under-utilisation of office 
space. By making space more dy-
namic, this recaptures the latent un-
der-utilised space, which also helps 
drive greater cost efficiencies.” 

The report added that while law 
firms in Asia Pacific are generally still 
conservative towards workplace plan-
ning, a growing number of interna-
tional law firms like Freshfields are 
slowly  adopting  these  new  
space-maximising formats. 

London

SOFTBANK Group Corp’s Vision Fund 
is scouting for possible investments 
in quantum computing, an experi-
mental science being researched by 
companies such as Google and IBM to 
succeed current computer processor 
technology.

Shu Nyatta,  who helps  invest  
money for the fund, said the group 
wanted to find and back the company 
whose quantum computing hard-
ware or software that runs atop it 
would become the “de facto industry 
standard”.

“We are happy to invest enough to 

create that standard around which 
the whole industry can coalesce,” Mr 
Nyatta said, speaking during a panel 
discussion  at  a  conference  on  
quantum computing in Munich on 
Thursday.

The Vision Fund, which has attrac-
ted investment from the Public Invest-
ment Fund of Saudi Arabia, Apple Inc 
and other large institutional backers, 
is investing in cutting edge technolo-
gies from virtual reality to the Inter-
net of Things. 

It recently invested US$500 mil-
lion for a minority stake in Improb-
able, a London-based simulation and 

virtual reality software startup, that 
has few customers and little revenue.

Once considered purely theoret-
ical, researchers have made strides in 
building functioning quantum com-
puters based around a number of dif-
ferent designs and approaches.

  International Business Machines 
Corp, Alphabet Inc’s Google and Ri-
getti  Computing,  a  San  Fran-
cisco-based quantum computing star-
tup, have created working machines 
around one method, while IonQ, a 
spin-out from the University of Mary-
land and Duke University, is working 
on technologies based on another. 
BLOOMBERG
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“We don’t know whether it works yet. 
But we want to stay on top of it, we 
want to stay ahead.” 

SP Group is supporting Energy 
Web Foundation, a global non-profit 
organisation that is working to accel-
erate blockchain technology in the en-
ergy sector, said Mr Wong.

Under the second prong to test-
bed ideas with high potential, the 
group has in 2015 started a S$30 mil-
lion Centre of Excellence, supported 
by  the  Economic  Development  
Board. Here it will develop, test and 
integrate new technologies by other 
companies in the Singapore grid – re-
garded as one of the best in the 
world.

As it does so, the group will gain 
insights into the problems and also 
the capability to resolve them. It 
might also have the option to invest 
in these solutions, or earn the intellec-
tual property rights which it can then 
bring overseas, said Mr Wong.

The group is also working with US 
multinational General Electric to de-
velop a digital replica of the Singa-
pore grid. This will capture real-time 
data that can be used to enhance as-
set management, predict failures and 
optimise  maintenance  schedules,  
among others.

Thirdly, to build capabilities in 
already-mature  technologies,  the  
group is installing solar panels at its 
new Kallang headquarters so as to 
gain in-house expertise on how solar 
panels work and interact with batter-
ies. 

It has also converted its fleet of 
service vehicles into electric vehicles. 
“By doing that we ourselves learn 
how it charges, what is the variability 
of the range between one car and an-

other, what the maintenance cycle is 
like and how often it breaks down,” 
said Mr Wong. 

A key plank of its efforts in the 
third prong is a new app that the 
group launched in March to allow cus-
tomers to view and pay bills, and to 
compare their  consumption with  
those in the neighbourhood.

This app is just a starting point for 
future plans, said Mr Wong. One pos-
sibility is to use it as a platform for 
consumers to compare various elec-
tricity retailers when the market is 
fully liberalised mid-next year. Or it 
could be used to aggregate users who 
are willing to reduce their electricity 
usage in exchange for payment, a 
practice known as demand side man-
agement.

“Uber is about the matching, and 
so is Airbnb. So this is about match-
ing also. Demand side management 
is about matching someone who is 
willing to back off (from electricity us-
age) with someone who wants to use 
it notwithstanding that it is expens-
ive.”

Further down the road, it could 
also be used for consumers to trans-
act with one another, especially if 
paired together with blockchain tech-
nology. 

“Think about the possibilities,” he 
said. “We're not there yet, but without 
this (app) we can't even go there. You 
need to have something associated 
with you and the account. And once 
they are ready this account can be 
used as a platform, subject to regulat-
ory frameworks.”

Reflecting the group’s desire to 
move quickly, the app was built in 
only three months – compared to the 
one to two years it would otherwise 
have taken – by a newly-formed di-
gital team in the group, said Mr 
Wong.

Besides developing the app, this 
team – whose current headcount of 
60-70 will eventually be expanded to 
100 – is also responsible for deploy-
ing digital solutions within the group 
as it embraces technology to im-
prove its work processes. Every em-
ployee, for example, was given an 
iPad in 2015. The group has also ex-
perimented with Google Glass. 

Even while embracing digital solu-
tions, SP Group is also conscious that 
it is exposed to cybersecurity risks, 
and is working with the Cyber Secur-
ity Agency of Singapore and Ministry 
of Home Affairs, among others, to en-
sure it has the latest safeguards. 

“As we build new digital capabilit-
ies we are always putting in the de-
fences along the way,” said Mr Wong. 
“Having said that, no amount of de-
fence is foolproof. We always plan on 
the case that they will come in eventu-
ally, and when they do that, we need 
to first identify and contain, slow 
them and block them, and then re-
cover.”

In time to come, SP Group envi-
sions that the digital platform it is de-
veloping can also be used by other re-
tailers, especially since the residen-
tial electricity market, despite having 
1.3 million customers, consume only 
15 per cent of Singapore’s electricity. 
As it may not make sense for retailers 
to set up a call centre to serve these 
customers, SP Group could provide 
this service for them. 

“We can white-label our products 
and services to enable the retailers to 
have their own signature and to en-
gage their customers,” said Mr Wong. 

“I don’t see ourselves competing 
with the retailers. I see ourselves en-
abling the retailers, but at the end of 
the day enabling the consumer. The 
consumer must win.”

Half of energy supply will come through electricity,
up from current one fifth

2015 Net-zero emissions world

Note: For a world with widespread prosperity, the energy system will double
over the course of this century
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It wants to be leader in the business and establish itself 
across full value chain of renewables, alternative energies

SP Group poised to transform 
into ‘power sector’s Uber’
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Singapore

WANT to make a quick buck with 
your electric vehicle? In five to ten 
years, you might just be able to do 
that, by selling electricity from the 
car battery to grid operator SP Group 
when power supply in Singapore runs 
low.

That charging station you pull into 
to do that may also very well be run 
by Royal Dutch Shell, a name more fa-
miliar today for its petrol stations.

As electric vehicles grow in pop-
ularity, it is not only carmakers and 
transport groups that are affected. 
Among those who find themselves 
having to adapt their businesses are 
electricity grid operators and oil com-
panies.

In Singapore, SP Group is prepar-

ing for the day when there are so 
many electric vehicles the stability of 
the grid could be affected.

“Today there are 600,000 cars in 
Singapore. If all of them become elec-
tric vehicles, and they all start char-
ging in Jurong, at some level Jurong 
won’t be able to handle it. The rest of 
the system will be destabilised,” said 
SP Group CEO Wong Kim Yin in an in-
terview with The Business Times. 

Emphasising that the group is not 
against  the  adoption  of  electric  
vehicles, Mr Wong said SP Group will 
as far as possible allow the market to 
run as it is, unless a certain threshold 
is breached. 

At that point – which Mr Wong 
reckoned could come in five to 10 
years – the group will then need to in-
tervene, possibly by not allowing elec-
tric vehicles to charge so that more 
critical users can access the power 
supply. 

He cited as an example: “Maybe 
someone with a life support system 
at home cannot afford not to have 
that power as opposed to you being 
able to charge the car.”

In such a situation, someone will 
have to segment power needs accord-
ing to their criticality, and make a call 
on the allocation of power supply, he 
said.

This is why SP Group will need the 
ability to intervene in the market, 
such as by notifying car owners 
through an app that they are not able 
to charge, and to offer to buy electri-
city at a much higher price instead, or 
to control the charging stations.

Grid operators all across the world 
are finding that they have to rapidly 
change their businesses in order to 
cope with unexpected surges in de-
mand  for  electricity  as  electric  
vehicles  proliferate.  The  National  
Grid, which operates the power net-

work in UK, last year launched a trial 
with Nissan allowing drivers to sell 
electricity stored in their electric car 
batteries back to the grid during peak 
hours. 

UK think-tank Green Alliance es-
timates that it could take as few as six 
closely-located vehicles charging sim-
ultaneously during periods of high 
power demand for there to be pos-
sible shortages. Network operators 
there are also reportedly planning to 
install technology that allows cars to 
be charged only when the network 
can cope, when electric vehicles be-
come more prevalent.

When such a time comes, SP Group 
believes it will have to establish a 
threshold that strikes the right bal-
ance between allowing market opera-
tions to run, so as to maximise value 
for the consumer, against the need to 
ensure reliability and security in the 
grid. 

“We think of the future stability 

from the perspective of balance...If 
you lower (the threshold), it enables 
market operations. If you put it too 
high, you are impeding market opera-
tions,” said Mr Wong. “Our motivation 
is  that  the  consumer  must  win  
without compromising reliability and 
security.” 

For oil major Shell, the future of 
the transport sector is one that it is 
keeping  a  close  tab  on.  The  
Anglo-Dutch group said earlier this 
year that it is introducing battery char-
ging points at some petrol stations in 
Britain and the Netherlands.

France’s Total is studying the viab-
ility of such a move, while Italy’s Eni 
already has such facilities at some do-
mestic and central European stations.

Shell executive committee mem-
ber Maarten Wetselaar told BT in a re-
cent interview: “I could certainly see a 
business over time where we could 
become major chargers of cars.”

The group, through its New Ener-

gies unit, is currently conducting re-
search to explore the possibility of de-
veloping differentiated technologies 
in batteries. 

It has no ambitions in manufactur-
ing batteries, but is interested in learn-
ing “how can we best and in a fast way 
charge batteries”, he said. “Because at 
the end of the day our business is de-
livering energy to customers and that 
delivery is our main business”.

The group is also placing some of 
its bets on hydrogen-fuelled vehicles. 
“I think it’s likely that the world will 
end up using both batteries and hy-
drogen  for  powering  light  
vehicles...We’re  not  betting  on  a  
single outcome – we want to be good 
at all of them,” said Mr Wetselaar. 

Ultimately, whichever technology 
becomes more prevalent will depend 
on customers’ choice and regulators’ 
decision,  and  Shell  will  offer  
whatever the customer wants, he ad-
ded.
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Singapore
ROYAL Dutch Shell aims to be a leader 
in clean energy and sees an opportun-
ity in using its global presence and es-
tablished brand to scale up the new 
energies business quickly as and 
when. 

The  second  largest-publicly  
traded oil company in the world also 
plans on establishing itself across the 
full value chain of renewables and al-
ternative energies as it has done for 
oil, said a senior executive in the firm.

“Clearly this New Energies busi-
ness is a big opportunity for us, that 
we want to be a leader in and are pro-
gressively investing more money in 
in order to become a leader,” Maarten 
Wetselaar, an executive committee 
member who runs both the New Ener-
gies and Integrated Gas divisions, 
told The Business Times in an inter-
view.

The Anglo-Dutch group in June 
last year created New Energies as a 
new unit to invest in renewable and 
low-carbon power, focusing specific-
ally on hydrogen, biofuels, solar and 
wind. 

The division has since expanded 
to more than 200 staff, and hopes to 
invest about US$1 billion a year by 
2020; group CEO Ben van Beurden 
has said the business is expected to 

become a significant growth priority 
beyond 2020. The unit is part of a big-
ger story of how the energy system 
has to change from where it is today 
to where it needs to be in future, said 
Mr Wetselaar. 

As the world’s population contin-
ues to grow, energy demand will ex-
pand. Meanwhile, the current energy 
system also needs to be overhauled 
to reduce its carbon footprint.

“So the real challenge is to grow 
the energy supply and at the same 
time to reorganise it to become a lot 
cleaner...In order to get there, our 
core hypothesis is that we will need 
to substantially grow both the gas 
and the new energies businesses, as a 
company and as a planet.”

In the current energy system, 
one-fifth is supplied through electri-
city, and the rest through fuels such 
as oil and gas. Renewables, which 
mostly produce electricity, is only 
part of the 20 per cent, noted Mr Wet-
selaar.

The electricity segment can be ex-
panded to about half of the energy 
system over time, if the world works 
“very, very hard”, but not more as in-
dustries such as chemicals and ce-
ment production will continue to de-
pend on hydrocarbons, he added.

“You cannot make steel with elec-
tricity, or fly a plane or send a big con-
tainer ship across the ocean on electri-
city. There isn't the energy density 
available.”

And among hydrocarbons, natural 
gas is by far the cleanest. “Natural gas 
has an important role to play in meet-
ing electricity demand while we decar-
bonise the energy production and 
grow it, and a very important role to 
play in delivering the energy that can-
not be electrified.”

In the one year since its formation, 
the New Energies unit has been busy.

It has, firstly, been working to 
deepen its understanding of both the 
technology and the markets in the sec-
tor. “Before we decide where to play, 
which part of the business and which 
geographies, you need to deepen 
your understanding,” said Mr Wetse-
laar.

It has also won a bid to build an off-
shore windfarm in Netherlands, and 
spent money to build digital solu-
tions for electricity consumption. 

The group is expanding its pres-
ence in power trading as well. In 
North America,  it  is  already the 
second largest power trader; it has 
also set up a power business in 
Europe, Brazil, Australia and India. 

This, said Mr Wetselaar, is part of a 
strategy to build an integrated value 
chain for electricity. “Like with our oil 
business, we believe that integration 
will become quite important.”

Hence the group will not only gen-
erate electricity with windmills or 
solar panels, but also take it into the 
distribution system and sell it to in-
dustrial and residential customers.

“I think we will want to become 
value chain players. Whether we will 
invest equally in all parts of the value 
chain, I think it's too early to say,” he 

said. “It depends a bit on the market 
design because not all countries have 
deregulated power markets. So you 
have to understand, geography by 
geography, what the opportunities 
are.”

The business of manufacturing 
solar panels – which Shell had previ-
ously dabbled in – is however one 
area that the company will not enter. 

“Whether it comes to solar panels 
or batteries or other things, produ-
cing those is probably best in the 
hands of low-cost producing compan-
ies and countries.

“So we're more system integrators 
where we would invest in a wind farm 
and take capacity in the transmission 
system. And then delivering the en-
ergy to customers, and building a di-
gital layer and a commercial layer on 
top of that whole system – it's defin-
itely something we will have a com-
petitive edge in.”

In his view, the group has a num-
ber of strengths that will set it apart 
from other competitors. One is its 
strong brand name. “What we find is 
that in almost every market people 
like to buy energy from us. So we 
have a very strong brand that people 
associate with quality and reliability.”

The second is its strong integra-
tion capability that it has demon-
strated with the oil and gas business.

The third is its global presence. 
“The interesting bit about the new en-
ergies business is there are no global 
players in it; the people in this busi-
ness tend to be local or sometimes re-
gional, but certainly nobody global,” 
said Mr Wetselaar. 

“With the presence we have across 
the world in so many countries and in 
all major economies, with the relation-
ships we have with governments, 
partners  and  investors,  we  are  
uniquely placed.”

Furthermore, the group also has a 
strong presence in biofuels through 
its joint venture Raizen, which pro-
duces ethanol using sugarcane, and 
is also a forerunner in hydrogen 
filling stations . “So in those three legs 
– electricity, hydrogen and biofuels – 
we’re quite well placed to play,” he ad-
ded.

Asked whether the US$1 billion 
that Shell has committed to invest in 
new energies is too small compared 
to its annual spending of US$25 bil-
lion, Mr Wetselaar said it is important 
for oil and gas to continue to receive 
investments as these will be “abso-
lutely needed” to keep the world run-
ning for a long time. Furthermore, 
Shell is good and profitable in this 
business, he said.

A lot of investments will also be 

needed on the new energies front, 
but “I’m not yet convinced that the 
size of the new energies business is 
best measured by the capital em-
ployed as it does for oil”. 

Many investments in smart grid 
and the optimisation of electricity 
supply and demand are not necessar-
ily capital-intensive, and renewables 
projects such as windfarms also tend 
to be built with external borrowings, 
he said.

“It's a different industry so we 
probably should not over time meas-
ure it the same way as we do with oil 
and gas. I think you can grow a very 
substantial new energies business 
without investing tens and tens of bil-
lions every year.”

But the one billion in spending by 
the end of the decade is also just a 
starting point, he added. “We intend 
to make this a big business for Shell 
that over time can stand on its own 
feet, just like the oil business does, 
the downstream business does and 
the gas business does.” 

By Tan Jia Hui 
tanjh@sph.com.sg

Singapore
WITH an eye on containing costs, 
most law firms here are likely to re-
new their office leases in the months 
ahead, rather than relocate or expand 
their premises. 

Pressures of stiffer competition 
and a dip in the amount of legal work 
have meant that cost control is a signi-
ficant priority for both local and for-
eign legal practices in Singapore. 

CBRE Research’s “Asia Pacific Legal 
Sector Trends”  June 2017 report  
noted that given that rental costs are 
estimated to account for about five 
per cent of many regional firms’ total 
revenue, it is one area the firms can 
have cost savings. 

Most law firms have tended to re-
new their leases, the report said.

In the past 12 months, global law 
firms  in  Singapore  like  Clifford  
Chance, Linklaters, and Mayer Brown 
have renewed their leases. 

Legal sources told The Business 
Times that rental costs for bigger law 
firms in Singapore in prime areas can 
be as high as 10 to 20 per cent of rev-
enue. 

Office rentals have been declining 
in recent years, CBRE said. Core cent-
ral business district (CBD) rents aver-
aged S$8.95 per square foot (psf) a 
month in the first quarter of 2017, a 
9.6 per cent fall from S$9.90 psf per 
month a year ago. 

Given the current low point in the 
office rental cycle, “any new lettings 
are likely the result of opportunistic 
lease acquisitions”, the report said, 
adding that the window for good 
deals is closing as the market enters a 
recovery phase.

The report said firms should lock 
in terms beyond 2021 to avoid escal-
ating rents in the medium term. 

With a strong focus on containing 
costs, law firms globally have started 
to move towards setting up agile 

workplaces by better using existing 
and new office premises. 

Hybrid spaces are seen to be the 
new norm as law firm offices evolve 
into open plan spaces with flexible 
workstations that enhance collabora-
tion and integration.

Said David McKellar, senior dir-
ector, advisory and transactions at 
CBRE: “This rising concept addresses 
the more mobile working styles we 
have today, where an increasing num-
ber of people work on the move, res-
ulting in an under-utilisation of office 
space. By making space more dy-
namic, this recaptures the latent un-
der-utilised space, which also helps 
drive greater cost efficiencies.” 

The report added that while law 
firms in Asia Pacific are generally still 
conservative towards workplace plan-
ning, a growing number of interna-
tional law firms like Freshfields are 
slowly  adopting  these  new  
space-maximising formats. 

London

SOFTBANK Group Corp’s Vision Fund 
is scouting for possible investments 
in quantum computing, an experi-
mental science being researched by 
companies such as Google and IBM to 
succeed current computer processor 
technology.

Shu Nyatta,  who helps  invest  
money for the fund, said the group 
wanted to find and back the company 
whose quantum computing hard-
ware or software that runs atop it 
would become the “de facto industry 
standard”.

“We are happy to invest enough to 

create that standard around which 
the whole industry can coalesce,” Mr 
Nyatta said, speaking during a panel 
discussion  at  a  conference  on  
quantum computing in Munich on 
Thursday.

The Vision Fund, which has attrac-
ted investment from the Public Invest-
ment Fund of Saudi Arabia, Apple Inc 
and other large institutional backers, 
is investing in cutting edge technolo-
gies from virtual reality to the Inter-
net of Things. 

It recently invested US$500 mil-
lion for a minority stake in Improb-
able, a London-based simulation and 

virtual reality software startup, that 
has few customers and little revenue.

Once considered purely theoret-
ical, researchers have made strides in 
building functioning quantum com-
puters based around a number of dif-
ferent designs and approaches.

  International Business Machines 
Corp, Alphabet Inc’s Google and Ri-
getti  Computing,  a  San  Fran-
cisco-based quantum computing star-
tup, have created working machines 
around one method, while IonQ, a 
spin-out from the University of Mary-
land and Duke University, is working 
on technologies based on another. 
BLOOMBERG
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“We don’t know whether it works yet. 
But we want to stay on top of it, we 
want to stay ahead.” 

SP Group is supporting Energy 
Web Foundation, a global non-profit 
organisation that is working to accel-
erate blockchain technology in the en-
ergy sector, said Mr Wong.

Under the second prong to test-
bed ideas with high potential, the 
group has in 2015 started a S$30 mil-
lion Centre of Excellence, supported 
by  the  Economic  Development  
Board. Here it will develop, test and 
integrate new technologies by other 
companies in the Singapore grid – re-
garded as one of the best in the 
world.

As it does so, the group will gain 
insights into the problems and also 
the capability to resolve them. It 
might also have the option to invest 
in these solutions, or earn the intellec-
tual property rights which it can then 
bring overseas, said Mr Wong.

The group is also working with US 
multinational General Electric to de-
velop a digital replica of the Singa-
pore grid. This will capture real-time 
data that can be used to enhance as-
set management, predict failures and 
optimise  maintenance  schedules,  
among others.

Thirdly, to build capabilities in 
already-mature  technologies,  the  
group is installing solar panels at its 
new Kallang headquarters so as to 
gain in-house expertise on how solar 
panels work and interact with batter-
ies. 

It has also converted its fleet of 
service vehicles into electric vehicles. 
“By doing that we ourselves learn 
how it charges, what is the variability 
of the range between one car and an-

other, what the maintenance cycle is 
like and how often it breaks down,” 
said Mr Wong. 

A key plank of its efforts in the 
third prong is a new app that the 
group launched in March to allow cus-
tomers to view and pay bills, and to 
compare their  consumption with  
those in the neighbourhood.

This app is just a starting point for 
future plans, said Mr Wong. One pos-
sibility is to use it as a platform for 
consumers to compare various elec-
tricity retailers when the market is 
fully liberalised mid-next year. Or it 
could be used to aggregate users who 
are willing to reduce their electricity 
usage in exchange for payment, a 
practice known as demand side man-
agement.

“Uber is about the matching, and 
so is Airbnb. So this is about match-
ing also. Demand side management 
is about matching someone who is 
willing to back off (from electricity us-
age) with someone who wants to use 
it notwithstanding that it is expens-
ive.”

Further down the road, it could 
also be used for consumers to trans-
act with one another, especially if 
paired together with blockchain tech-
nology. 

“Think about the possibilities,” he 
said. “We're not there yet, but without 
this (app) we can't even go there. You 
need to have something associated 
with you and the account. And once 
they are ready this account can be 
used as a platform, subject to regulat-
ory frameworks.”

Reflecting the group’s desire to 
move quickly, the app was built in 
only three months – compared to the 
one to two years it would otherwise 
have taken – by a newly-formed di-
gital team in the group, said Mr 
Wong.

Besides developing the app, this 
team – whose current headcount of 
60-70 will eventually be expanded to 
100 – is also responsible for deploy-
ing digital solutions within the group 
as it embraces technology to im-
prove its work processes. Every em-
ployee, for example, was given an 
iPad in 2015. The group has also ex-
perimented with Google Glass. 

Even while embracing digital solu-
tions, SP Group is also conscious that 
it is exposed to cybersecurity risks, 
and is working with the Cyber Secur-
ity Agency of Singapore and Ministry 
of Home Affairs, among others, to en-
sure it has the latest safeguards. 

“As we build new digital capabilit-
ies we are always putting in the de-
fences along the way,” said Mr Wong. 
“Having said that, no amount of de-
fence is foolproof. We always plan on 
the case that they will come in eventu-
ally, and when they do that, we need 
to first identify and contain, slow 
them and block them, and then re-
cover.”

In time to come, SP Group envi-
sions that the digital platform it is de-
veloping can also be used by other re-
tailers, especially since the residen-
tial electricity market, despite having 
1.3 million customers, consume only 
15 per cent of Singapore’s electricity. 
As it may not make sense for retailers 
to set up a call centre to serve these 
customers, SP Group could provide 
this service for them. 

“We can white-label our products 
and services to enable the retailers to 
have their own signature and to en-
gage their customers,” said Mr Wong. 

“I don’t see ourselves competing 
with the retailers. I see ourselves en-
abling the retailers, but at the end of 
the day enabling the consumer. The 
consumer must win.”

Half of energy supply will come through electricity,
up from current one fifth

2015 Net-zero emissions world

Note: For a world with widespread prosperity, the energy system will double
over the course of this century
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Plausible energy mix in a net-zero emissions world

It wants to be leader in the business and establish itself 
across full value chain of renewables, alternative energies

SP Group poised to transform 
into ‘power sector’s Uber’
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