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NEW  YORK • Singapore’s  state-
owned power grid operator wants 
to build more connections to neigh-
bouring  countries  to  tap  their
greater  potential  for  renewable
energy.

Countries such as Malaysia and In-
donesia have ample spare land for 
solar  panels  and  enough  wind  to  
power  turbines,  both  things  that  
Singapore  is  lacking,  SP  Group  
chief executive Wong Kim Yin said 
in an interview recently.

Building  transmission  lines  to  
connect the countries and using re-
newable energy credits to facilitate 
power trading can allow the island 
nation to use clean power even if it 
cannot produce it.

“One of the possible ways of tap-
ping renewable resources is actu-
ally working with our neighbours,” 
Mr  Wong  said  on  Bloomberg  Te-
levision. “Some physical regional in-
terconnects will help Singapore in 
that department.”

Singapore faces two challenges in 
getting more green power. 

The first is that producing clean 
energy  for  its  densely  populated
urban  areas  requires  a  large
amount  of  open  land,  a  problem  
shared  by  grids  globally  as  they  

seek more carbon-free electricity. 
The second, which is unique to its 

city-state status, is that its borders 
are national boundaries.

The  idea  of  connecting  power  
plants and customers across South-
east  Asia  has  been  pursued  for  
more  than  20  years,  but  stymied
by issues including lack of govern-
ment coordination and infrastruc-
ture funding. However, that could 
be changing.

Minister for Trade and Industry 
Chan Chun Sing last Tuesday in-
cluded  regional  power  grids  as
one of four measures that Singa-
pore  will  explore  to  help  decar-
bonise its power sector, which is al-
most entirely reliant on imported 
natural gas. 

Also last week, Malaysian Energy 
Minister Yeo Bee Yin said that the 
country  is  in  discussions  with
Singapore on cross-border power 
supplies, and expects to complete 
550MW of new grid connection ca-
pacity  this  year  and  a  similar
amount next year.

Mr  Wong  said  that  legislation
limits  the  use  of  Singapore  and  
Malaysia’s existing power connec-
tions to only emergencies. 

A  bilateral  government  agree-

ment could immediately allow trad-
ing across those lines and start a 
movement towards wider interna-
tional connections, he added.

Malaysia already has links to Thai-
land,  which  is  also  connected  to  
Laos, so eventually Singapore could 
invest in hydropower dams in Laos 
and use renewable energy credits 
to receive the same amount of elec-
tricity from Malaysia, he said. 

Even if the power Singapore re-
ceives is not necessarily generated 
by renewables,  the net  effect  for  
the region would be more carbon-
free electricity.

Mr  Wong  also  discussed  a  few  
other green proposals.

SP Group is trying to speed up the 
transition to electric vehicles in Sin-
gapore by building 1,000 charging 
stations by the end of next year,  
from about 200 now. 

The company is focusing on large 
fleet  owners,  as  electric  vehicles  
are more cost-efficient than tradi-
tional ones, even without subsidies, 
if  they travel  at  least 80km daily,
Mr Wong said.

In the long run, technologies in-
cluding nuclear fusion and hydro-
gen might be able to provide more 
carbon-free energy for Singapore, 
Mr Wong added. 

He sees them as potential options 
in 15 years or more, but both need 
more development to make them 
safer and cost effective. 
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Companies should set targets for 
employing older workers to keep 
pace with  the  ageing  workforce  
here.  And  firms  that  have  been  
found to have discriminatory hir-
ing practices should be named – 
and shamed.

These  suggestions  are  among  
the steps that Mr Saktiandi Supaat 
(Bishan-Toa Payoh GRC) and Mr 
Desmond Choo (Tampines GRC) 
called for in order to stamp out age 
discrimination in the workplace, 
in speeches at the end of Parlia-
ment’s session yesterday. 

Mr Saktiandi noted that recent 
data showed the quarterly season-
ally  adjusted unemployment rate  
for workers aged 50 and above has 
risen slightly, though the employ-
ment  rate  of  older  workers  has  
largely increased over the past year.

“Things are improving, but this 
demographic  segment  (of  older  
workers) could be susceptible and 
needs to be monitored over time,” 
he added.

He  also  urged  Parliament  to  
strengthen the Tripartite Alliance 
for Fair and Progressive Employ-
ment Practices (Tafep) to fight dis-
crimination.

Some employers are not keeping 
pace with the times, resulting in 
older Singaporeans having difficul-
ties finding jobs for more than a 
year, he added.

The older applicants are quali-
fied, he said, adding that they had 
gone for courses and networking 
sessions to better themselves. 

But  they  rarely  landed  inter-
views, Mr Saktiandi added.

He recounted how he recently 
sat  in  on  a  professional  image  
coaching session with older work-
ers  who  had  been  retrenched,  
with  the  trainer  showing  atten-
dees how to look youthful on so-
cial media. “Even WhatsApp pro-
file pictures had to be carefully cu-
rated to make them look younger 
than their actual age,” he said.

Mr Choo, an assistant secretary-
general  at  the  National  Trades  
Union Congress, also told Parlia-
ment that some errant employers 
mark down older workers unfairly 
or make work unduly difficult to 
get them to quit.

Others may be unaware of their 
discriminatory practices,  like  al-
lowing  unkind  age-related  re-

marks to  go  unaddressed at  the 
workplace, he added.

Mr Saktiandi and Mr Choo said 
that non-legislative measures can 
be taken to fight discrimination at 
the workplace, as legislation may 
potentially deter hiring.

Mr  Saktiandi  suggested  that  a  
certification scheme that rewards 
age-inclusive companies, as Aus-
tria has done, is another way to 
deal with age discrimination.

Mr Choo asked the Ministry of 
Manpower  (MOM)  to  consider  
conducting longitudinal analyses 
of companies’ hiring practices to 
see if discriminatory hiring or em-
ployment practices would surface. 

Ageist hiring practices are rarely 
blatant, he said, adding such stud-
ies can help provide data to sup-
port or disprove cases. “Such stud-
ies can also show up companies 
that had consistently favoured for-
eign workers over local talent,” he 
said, adding that the labour move-
ment is keen to back the initiative.

Responding to the two MPs, Min-
ister of State for Manpower and 

National Development Zaqy Mo-
hamad said employment of older 
workers has increased, despite the 
tactics of errant employers.

“More  older  Singaporeans  are  
employed today than ever before. 

“The  unemployment  rate  for  
workers aged 50 and above has  
also been consistently lower than 
the overall rate,” he said.

He  also  noted  that  the  Tafep  
guidelines are clear on workplace 
discrimination,  adding  that  the  
Fair Consideration Framework is 
in place to make sure Singapore-
ans are not discriminated against.

The key is to consider employ-
ees based on merit, he added. The 
MOM  and  Tafep  have  also  im-
proved their ways of detecting and 
scrutinising  suspicious  employ-
ers, Mr Zaqy said.

“When  Tafep  finds  employers  
that fail to abide by the guidelines, 
it works with MOM to take enforce-
ment action, including curtailing 
work pass privileges,” he said.
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Manufacturing sentiment has now 
been in the basement for six consec-
utive months amid the gloomy trade 
environment,  but  positive  signals  
from Washington and Beijing are 
raising hopes for a year-end revival.

For now, the general state of de-
cline continues as the Purchasing 
Managers’ Index (PMI) – an early 
gauge of factory activity – came in 
at 49.6 for October.

While that was up 0.1  point on 
September,  it  was still  below 50,  
which indicates a shrinkage in fac-
tory activity. 

“Anecdotal  evidence  suggests
that several  manufacturers scaled 
back investment plans due to the un-
certain global trade environment,  
and such uncertainty has been dis-
concerting to manufacturers,” said 
Ms Sophia Poh, vice-president for 
industry engagement and develop-
ment at the Singapore Institute of 
Purchasing and Materials Manage-
ment, which compiles the index.

It noted yesterday that October’s 
slight uptick came on the back of 
higher  factory  output,  expanding
inventory and a slower contraction 
in employment. 

Ms  Selena  Ling,  OCBC  Bank’s  
head of treasury research and strat-
egy, added that despite the PMI’s 
marginal improvement, new orders 
and new exports remain mired in 
negative territory. 

The  new  orders  index  came  in
at 49.7,  a  0.1  point  dip from Sep-
tember and the lowest it has been 
since August 2016, when the gauge 
was 49.6. 

This indicates that a quick turn-
around  for  manufacturers  is  un-
likely to materialise unless there is 
a significant improvement in global 
demand with  a  full  resolution  of  
United States-China trade tensions 

or  the  strengthening  of  major
economies  such  as  Europe  and  
China, Ms Ling said. 

The key electronics sector con-
tracted for the 12th month running, 
although its  PMI of 49.3 was 0.2 
point up on September.

Maybank Kim Eng senior econo-
mist Chua Hak Bin said: “The good 
news  is  that  there  are  tentative  
signs that the manufacturing down-
turn is bottoming out, and how it 
will pan out will depend on the cur-
rent US-China trade discussions.” 

He noted that US tariff hikes set 
to kick in on Dec 15 would hit the 
consumer electronics sector hard-
est. The 15 per cent levies will apply 
to  US$160  billion  (S$217  billion)  
worth of Chinese imports not previ-
ously covered by US duties, includ-
ing  mobile  phones,  laptops  and  
tablet computers.

“If the trade negotiations come to 
a sort of agreement or a partial deal, 
there  might  be  a  possibility  that  
manufacturing  may  recover  by
early next year,” Dr Chua said.

Ms Ling added that the upside for 
regional manufacturing may be lim-
ited  despite  rising  market  hopes  
that the first phase of a US-China 
trade deal could be signed soon.

“The growth prognosis for China 
remains for a further deceleration 
into 2020,” she noted, adding that 
this,  in tandem with its drive to-
wards sourcing components domes-
tically  instead  of  relying  on  im-
ports, could limit the benefits for re-
gional manufacturers.

Ms Ling also pointed out that re-
gional manufacturing PMI readings 
remain mixed. 

There have been improvements 
in  Malaysia  and  South  Korea,  al-
though both remain in negative ter-
ritory, but readings have slipped for 
Thailand, Vietnam and China. 

yuntingc@sph.com.sg

Factory activity slump continues
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SP Group’s underground transmission cable tunnel system that brings electricity to consumers. The power grid operator is 
looking to build transmission lines to neighbouring countries and using renewable energy credits for power trading to 
obtain green power for Singapore’s use. ST PHOTO: ONG WEE JIN

They suggest setting targets for hiring such 
workers, naming and shaming errant firms The  country’s  strong  stance  

against favouring foreigners for 
employment has not gone unno-
ticed, Minister of State for Man-
power  and  National  Develop-
ment Zaqy Mohamad told Par-
liament yesterday.

Singapore ranked 93rd out of 
141 economies on the ease of hir-
ing foreign labour in the Global 
Competitiveness  Ranking  re-
leased by the World Economic 
Forum last month, he said.

“As an international business 
hub,  such  perceptions  carry  
some cost,”  he  added,  noting  
that there could be fewer good 
jobs for Singaporeans if leading 
global  companies  think  twice  
about investing in Singapore.

Mr Zaqy was responding to 
Mr  Saktiandi  Supaat  (Bishan-
Toa  Payoh  GRC),  who  asked  
that the eligibility criteria for  
employment pass (EP) holders 
be tightened.

Mr Saktiandi also told Parlia-
ment that more could be done 
to make sure companies train 
the local workforce in skills that 
they are hiring foreigners  for,
including expanding a scheme 
that  supports  the  transfer  of  
global  expertise  and  capabili-
ties from multinational compa-

nies to local workers.
He said: “We cannot continue 

to  have  the  inflow  of  foreign
specialists in perpetuity with-
out regard for the well-being of 
our Singapore core.”

Mr Zaqy noted that the crite-
ria for EP holders are reviewed 
regularly, with adjustments last 
made in 2017.

He added that the minimum 
salary  of  $3,600  applies  to
young  graduates  with  good
qualifications,  but  an  experi-
enced EP holder in his mid-40s 
will need to earn much more to 
qualify,  comparable to a local 
white-collar worker with simi-
lar experience.

Mr Zaqy said locals continue 
to hold the majority of jobs that 
companies could hire EP hold-
ers  to  undertake.  Locals  hold  
around three in four of such jobs 
in most sectors, except for the in-
focommunications  industry,
where locals have two in three 
positions, he added.

But the Manpower Ministry 
will study Mr Saktiandi’s sugges-
tion on expanding the scheme 
to see how else local workers 
can benefit, Mr Zaqy said.
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Impact of S’pore’s stance on foreign hiring

S’pore PMI contracts 
for 6th month in a 
row amid trade gloom

SP Group eyes more links with region to tap clean power

MONITORING NEEDED

Things are improving, but 
this demographic 
segment (of older workers) 
could be susceptible and 
needs to be monitored 
over time. 

’’MR SAKTIANDI SUPAAT (BISHAN-TOA 
PAYOH GRC), on older workers.

UNCOVERING DISCRIMINATORY HIRING

(Studies on companies’ 
hiring practices) can also 
show up companies that 
had consistently favoured 
foreign workers over local 
talent. 

’’MR DESMOND CHOO (TAMPINES GRC), 
asking the Ministry of Manpower to 
consider conducting longitudinal analyses 
of companies’ hiring practices.

MPs urge action to fight 
bias against older workers
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