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Singapore

AS WAVE after wave of disruption buf-

fets the power sector, grid operator 

SP Group is taking steps to turn itself 

into the industry’s “Uber”: In time to 

come, it sees itself providing a plat-

form that matches the supply and de-

mand of power, especially as power 

generation becomes a fragmented 

and distributed business.

At the heart of this transformation 

is the desire to stay relevant to the 

Singapore consumer, particularly as 

the progressive liberalisation of Singa-

pore’s electricity market will lead to a 

fully open market by mid-2018.

SP Group – formerly known as 

Singapore Power Ltd – owns and oper-

ates electricity and gas transmission 

networks in Singapore and Australia. 

The group, fully-owned by Temasek 

Holdings, made S$923.5 million in 

net profit last year, on revenue of 

S$3.9 billion. 

In an interview with The Business 

Times, group chief executive Wong 

Kim Yin said that while every in-

dustry is being disrupted, the power 

market is undergoing multiple dimen-

sions of such changes. 

Besides digital transformations, 

the industry also has had to face 

rapid technological advances in re-

newables and battery storage. “For 

the longest time, you cannot store 

electricity, or rather you cannot store 

it cheaply or efficiently. But increas-

ingly that is changing,” he said. “And 

the moment you can store power, it 

changes how power will be delivered 

or consumed.” On top of these, con-

sumers are now demanding sustain-

ability. In order to stay true to its mis-

sion of enhancing the quality of life 

for Singaporeans, the group therefore 

has to start building capabilities that 

will allow for the types of life Singa-

poreans may want to lead in 30 years, 

said Mr Wong. To do so, the group has 

adopted a three-pronged strategy: to 

be exposed to the latest technologies 

and ideas in the industry; to test 

promising ideas, and to have the cap-

ability to handle proven technolo-

gies.

Under the first prong, the group in 

January this year partnered seven 

other utilities around the world to 

launch  a  global  accelerator  pro-

gramme. Called Free Electrons, the 

programme supports startups devel-

oping solutions in areas such as clean 

energy, energy efficiency and mobil-

ity, digitisation, and on-demand cus-

tomer services. 

SP Group has also put money in 

funds, including the Europe-based En-

vironmental  Technologies  Fund  

which invests in clean technologies 

and greentech sectors. “By getting in-

volved in these, we get exposed to all 

the ideas that people have come up 

with,” Mr Wong explained. “We also 

have the opportunity to work with 

the entrepreneurs and to invest into 

them if those are things relevant to 

us.”

A technology of interest to SP 

Group is blockchain, a decentralised 

and distributed digital ledger used to 

record data across many computers. 

This will be useful in the future en-

ergy world – one that is expected to 

be more distributed in nature with 

consumers also having the means to 

generate power using renewables or 
batteries, said Mr Wong. 

“Blockchain could potentially be a 
solution that will enable that distrib-
uted transaction to be done between 
someone who owns a battery and 
someone who owns a solar panel or 
even demand management...”
Continued on Page 4

☛ Shell aims to ride branding, 
global clout in clean energy race, 
Page 4
☛ Electric vehicles compel change 
in grid operators and oil firms, Pg 4

Royal Dutch Shell aims to 

be a leader in clean energy 

and sees an opportunity in 
using its global presence and 
established brand to scale up 
the new energies business 
quickly as and when. 
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Keppel Land China and 

Alpha Investment Partners 

have tied up with a co-investor 
to acquire an office and retail 
mixed-used development, 
SOHO Hongkou in Shanghai, 
China, for some US$525 
million.
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Newly qualified New 

Zealand carpenters are 
commanding six-figure 
salaries and construction 
costs have risen by half in 
under three years, symptoms 
of an unprecedented building 
boom straining the nation’s 
much-envied economy.
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A hastily-assembled group 

of investors looks set to win 
the bid for Toshiba Corp’s 
prized memory chip business, 
but a lack of clear leadership 
or industry clout is raising 
questions about who will take 
tough decisions about 
strategy and investment.
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Activist investor Daniel 

Loeb’s Third Point LLC on 
Sunday unveiled a stake of 
more than one per cent in 
Nestle SA and urged the 
world’s largest packaged 
foods maker to improve its 
margins, buy back stock and 
shed non-core businesses.
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Takata Corp filed for 

bankruptcy protection in 
the biggest postwar Japanese 
corporate failure in the 
manufacturing industry, as 
the 84-year-old company 
buckled under liabilities from 
millions of recalled air bags 
that have been linked to more 
than a dozen deaths.
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Singapore

REAL ESTATE has been a spectator to 

technology disruption for years, but 

all that could be changing as the tradi-

tionally tech-laggard sector moves 

into the epicentre of a technology re-

volution.

Some say it is a new generation of 

managers and executives, digital nat-

ives themselves, who are driving the 

change. Regardless, a new term has 

been coined to describe this phe-

nomenon: “proptech” – the real estate 

version of “fintech”.

This leveraging of technology to 

improve property services ranges 

from an increased use of big data to 

the introduction of a distributed data-

base such as blockchain technology, 

to even inventions such as robot re-

ceptionists.

At a recent proptech panel discus-

sion hosted at the Tech in Asia Singa-

pore conference, JLL Asia Pacific CEO 

Anthony Couse said: “The next five 

years is critical to anyone in the real 

estate sector, whether you are a ser-

vice provider, or in the world of devel-

oping or investing in real estate.”

Disruptproperty.com lists about 

33 proptech companies in Singapore, 

ranging from property search en-

gines, to asset management compan-

ies, crowdfunding websites, smart 

building firms, market research com-

panies, augmented reality service pro-

viders and video analytics solution 

providers to track human traffic in re-

tail malls.

According to CB Insights, a ven-

ture capital database, the volume of 

proptech financing globally has been 

on a steady increase, rising 36 per 

cent year on year to US$2.7 billion in 

2016, and projected to increase an-

other 10 per cent in 2017 to US$3 bil-

lion.

Of the approximately US$6 billion 

in venture capital that has been inves-

ted in proptech since 2011, about 70 

per cent was in the last two years. 

Those in the industry see oppor-

tunities for more investment in the 

sector.

In an interview with The Business 

Times, Robert Courteau, CEO of Altus 

Group, a software and data company 

for real estate, said: “What’s fascinat-

ing to me is how little has been spent 

on technology in this industry when I 

look at the spectrum of things that 

are important to real estate – from 

funding, to joint-venture develop-

ment, to partnerships, to construc-

tion planning, to cost monitoring, to 

leasing, to the crowdsourcing of data, 

to liquidity, to things like daily valu-

ation . . . If you go across that spec-

trum, every one of those has an oppor-

tunity for improvement in real es-

tate.”

Increasingly, he noted that there 

are venture capital companies that 

are solely focused on funding prop-

tech startups. “Three years ago, there 

was no such thing. Now you have ven-

ture capital firms whose focus is all 

on real estate, and I think we will see 

more of that.”

One major theme of fintech that 

has migrated to proptech is the use of 

blockchain. There are two main uses 

of it in the property sector.

The first allows for the decentral-

ising of transactions and removing of 

middlemen such as brokers, land title 

offices, and conveyance law firms. 

Property information such as own-

ership details, addresses, mainten-

ance and repair history, et cetera, is re-

corded on the immutable  digital  

ledger, such that home buyers and 

sellers can enter into “smart con-

tracts” – digital contracts that auto-

mate the offline functions presently 

handled  by  agents,  lawyers  and  

banks. This also makes transactions 

cheaper and quicker.

But Mr Couse said that for this to 

fully work, it requires the buy-in of 

the government. The “holy grail” of 

transacting online is to find a solution 

that will allow an end-to-end transac-

tion with no break in the process.

“If we can crack that and convince 

governments to completely digitise 

titles and ownership, then we can 

have end-to-end transactions and 

that’s really the end of the agent. 

“But just like fintech hasn’t re-

moved the traditional banker, this 

hasn’t really happened. It’s still early 

days in the property sector, but the 

manual aspect of real estate is really 

going to go with automation.”

There are early attempts to imple-

ment this in Singapore. For instance, 

peer-to-peer real estate start-up Aver-

space has launched blockchain-en-

abled house rentals on its mobile app.
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SP Group poised to transform 
into ‘power sector’s Uber’
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US$6b in venture capital pumped into “proptech” since 
2011; 2017 proptech financing expected to hit US$3b

Disruption looms for property sector 
as technology investments mount

SP Group chief 
executive 
Wong Kim Yin:
“For the 
longest time, 
you cannot 
store 
electricity, or 
rather you 
cannot store it 
cheaply or 
efficiently. But 
increasingly 
that is 
changing.”
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CEO says the moment 
electricity can be stored, 
it changes how power will 
be delivered or consumed

Growing investor interest

Source: CB Insights
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