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OPINION

Ghosn saga a lesson for everyone at the helm
By Cedomir Nestorovic
N the autumn of 2015, Carlos
Ghosn more than likely overlooked Japan’s National Tax
Agency obtaining information
on roughly 550,000 overseas
accounts as part of a growing scrutiny of wealthy residents. It is quite
possible his accounts were amongst
this dataset. His lawyers may have
realised this, albeit far too late, when
Ghosn was arrested on Nov 19, accused of falsifying financial reports
in under-reporting his income.
While these charges are serious,
Al Capone aside, it is exceptionally
unusual that tax evasion charges are
used as a pretext for repeated detention pending the judicial process.
Yet, here we are. While the former
Nissan chairman and his lawyers
strenuously deny any wrongdoing,
Ghosn has had his detention extended to Jan 11. On Tuesday, his lawyer said Ghosn could be in jail for another six months.
If tax evasion is indeed a pretext
for Ghosn’s detention, let’s examine
some potential geopolitical reasons
for the Japanese authorities to take
such a course of action. Could it be
that Ghosn’s status as a foreigner is
at issue, or is it more the foreign entities he represents, in addition to
Nissan, including the French government’s 15 per cent stake in the
Renault-Nissan-Mitsubishi Alliance.
Making acquisitions abroad has
rarely, if ever, posed a problem for Japanese companies. Sony was one of
the initiators of this in its acquisition
of CBS and Columbia Pictures in the
1980s. More recently in 2018,
Takeda acquired Shire, a UK pharmaceutical firm, for US$62 billion to
take the title of the largest ever foreign acquisition by a Japanese firm.
However, when it comes to foreign acquisitions of Japanese entities, things are somewhat different.
Japan is still very much a cloistered
business culture that does not deal
well with foreign influence on traditional hierarchies.
The largest inbound deals in
2018 were driven by private equity
firms, such as Bain Capital for
Toshiba Memory Corporation and
KKR for Calsonic Kansei, Hitachi
Koki and Hitachi Kokusai Electric. Apparently, these investments are
easier to accept as they are financial
in nature and don’t significantly disrupt the prevailing corporate culture.
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Tokyo pedestrians catching news on former Nissan chief Carlos Ghosn. Conspiracy theories are rife as to why Ghosn is in jail but his associate
Greg Kelly is out on bail. One idea gaining traction is that Ghosn holds three citizenships but Kelly has only one – a US citizenship. PHOTO: EPA-EFE
When it comes to industrial acquisitions, they have traditionally occurred when a Japanese company
files for bankruptcy, as was the case
with Takata Corp in 2017, subsequently acquired by Key Safety
Systems.
The same was true of Nissan’s rescue by Renault in 1999. However,
perhaps the prevailing view that Carlos Ghosn wanted to transform the
Renault-Nissan Alliance, latterly the
Renault-Nissan-Mitsubishi Alliance,
into a takeover controlled by France
was a bridge too far, and perhaps
even a humiliation for Japanese business people and politicians. When
the rational and economic principles
collide with national-identity

politics, the latter invariably prevails. Another contingent point is
that of nationality. Greg Kelly,
Ghosn’s close associate and ostensible right-hand man, was detained
with his boss. Of course, it is Ghosn
who is accused of under-reporting
his income, but Tokyo Prosecutor’s
Office accuses Kelly of aiding and
abetting Ghosn. The Prosecutor’s Office had requested the same extended detention for Ghosn and Kelly,
indicating that it viewed them as two
sides of the same coin. Yet, Kelly has
been released on bail, while Ghosn
languishes in the Tokyo Detention
House before the opportunity to defend himself in court.
It has not been revealed why

Kelly was released on bail and Ghosn
wasn’t. Surely it would have been
possible to release Ghosn with the
same conditions as Kelly, not giving
him a possibility to leave the country
but permitting him to build his defence from outside jail. Since there is
no explanation forthcoming as to
why Ghosn and Kelly are being
treated so differently, speculation
and conspiracy theories are rife.
One of them is particularly interesting. The media present Kelly as
an American with an American lawyer, while Ghosn is presented as a
Brazilian-born French man of Lebanese descent, holding three citizenships and with a defence team
comprised of several nationalities.
One view is that no one country has

Singapore
WITH the manpower shortage a common refrain among businesses, being
able to navigate human capital challenges successfully will be a key competitive advantage to get ahead.
A new forum is being organised by
the Tripartite Alliance for Fair and Progressive Employment Practices
(Tafep) which aims to help companies make sense of this perennial issue
and enable them to tap their greatest
asset – their people.
To be held on Jan 21, the Human
Capital Partnership – Singapore Press
Holdings (HCP-SPH) forum’s theme is
aptly named “Employee engagement
in today’s landscape: Strategies to Attract and Retain Talent”.
Helmed by the Minister of State for
National Development and Manpower Zaqy Mohamad, the panel discussion will include views from a
range of leaders across industry, as

well as representatives from HCP
firms.
The HCP Programme is a tripartite
initiative that brings together a community of employers who are committed to progressive employment practices and developing their human capital.
Panellists include Audrey Cheong,
managing director, Federal Express
Singapore, Rebecca Chew, deputy
managing partner, Rajah & Tann,
Chia Yoong Hui, CEO, Ascenz Solutions, and Sean Tan, principal and
consulting services leader, Mercer
Singapore.
At the forum, they will give their
take on the importance of employee
engagement, why human capital is
worth investing in, and its relevance
to employee engagement and talent
retention. They will also discuss the
latest employee engagement issues
and ways to foster a more engaged
workforce and an inclusive workplace.
The forum will be moderated by

Toh Yong Chuan, executive sub-editor from The Straits Times.
Not only will the panel discussion
provide food for thought on human
capital issues, the event is also an
ideal opportunity for participants to
network with other progressive employers who walk the talk.
Mr Chia said: “As an SME which
started off with only two people a decade ago, we believe that our employees are the key assets of our organisation, and it’s our employees who run
the business at the end of the day.
“If our people who propel the business are not engaged or feel motivated, then we would have failed.”
He added that grooming employees to become future leaders who
would drive the business is part and
parcel of fulfilling its duty as an employer.
Ms Chew concurred that the key to
her firm’s success is the value it
places on its people.
“To continually keep our staff and
lawyers engaged in the long run, we

Mr Chia says grooming staff to
become future leaders who would
drive his firm’s business is part
of fulfilling its duty as an employer.
need to appreciate that their personal
well-being will create a positive impact on their work life,” she said.
“We are committed to explore and
invest in effective work-life strategies
and firmly believe that this would
bring long-term benefits to both our
firm and the employees.”
The HCP-SPH forum will take place
on Jan 21 at the SPH News Centre Auditorium from 9.30am to 12.30pm.

Career regulator joins audit firm Deloitte
By Jamie Lee
leejamie@sph.com.sg
@JamieLeeBT
Singapore
A VETERAN regulator who was among
the senior individuals nailing down
macroprudential policies as well as
rules for Singapore’s financial sector
in the post-crisis period has joined
audit firm Deloitte.
Former Monetary Authority of
Singapore’s (MAS) assistant managing
director for policy, risk and surveillance Wong Nai Seng has taken on the
role of risk advisory executive director at Deloitte.
Based in Singapore, Mr Wong will
focus on helping financial institutions operating in South-east Asia develop and execute strategies related

to regulatory risk, Deloitte confirmed
to The Business Times in response to
media queries. Mr Wong joined Deloitte in mid-Dec last year, having left
MAS in early 2018.
Mr Wong spent 22 years at MAS,
building experience in financial
policy, surveillance and supervision,
covering banks and capital markets.
He also teaches financial regulation at
the NUS Business School.
At MAS, Mr Wong was responsible
for prudential policy, macro prudential surveillance, data governance
and analytics, and supervision of payment systems and technology risk. In
particular, Mr Wong has been credited with overseeing the implementation of Basel III capital and liquidity reforms in Singapore.

MAS has over the last 10 years
tightened rules around financing of
property purchases to contain risks
of a housing bubble.
The regulator also more recently
relaxed rules governing finance firms
based in Singapore so that small and
medium enterprises (SMEs) can more
easily access funding.
On top of leading key policy reviews, Mr Wong has contributed to
the work of international and regional regulatory bodies such as the
Financial Stability Board and the Basel
Committee on Banking Supervision,
Deloitte said.
In a statement to BT, Ho Kok Yong,
financial services industry leader, Deloitte Southeast Asia said Mr Wong
brings with him a wealth of experi-
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SP Group launches 38
high-speed electric
vehicle charging points

New forum to help companies
navigate human capital challenges
By Vivien Shiao
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stepped up to defend Ghosn because he holds several nationalities –
contrary to Kelly who holds solely
American citizenship.
The United States wields more
power in defending its citizens
abroad than any other country. Running a close second, China exercises
considerable influence in ensuring
the welfare of its citizens, as we have
seen recently in the case of Meng
Wanzhou, the CFO of Huawei. When
she was arrested in Canada at the request of US authorities, China protested vehemently. Perhaps coincidentally, or not, two Canadian citizens resident in China were arrested shortly afterwards. Since then,
Ms Meng has been released on bail
but faces extradition to the US. No

such robust intervention has been
mounted by any country for Carlos
Ghosn. While French president Emmanuel Macron has pressed Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe and
the Japanese government for the
evidence against Ghosn, it appears
their primary concern is more the
continuation of French business interests and less the welfare of
Ghosn.
The Ghosn saga has lessons for
people working as CEOs in foreign
countries. Since the early 1990s,
companies and business people
have believed that under the canopy
of globalisation, companies can be
multinational and virtual, having no
nationality, moving people and
goods from one part of the world to
the other seamlessly; and benefiting
from legal loopholes in minimising
revenues and tax payments. This
was before Donald Trump’s election
and the wave of populism emerging
not only in Europe, but also in Latin
America and Asia.
Nationality is back on the agenda
for companies and business people.
This means that companies cannot
escape their nationality and fly a flag
of convenience. Nationality can
work in a company’s favour at times
but at other times it comes with a
cost.
There are therefore two questions for foreign CEOs The first: Can
this happen to me? Meaning, can I be
a victim of a geopolitical battle and
lose everything by being arrested
and jailed? The second: Will my company or country defend my interests? These are crucial questions
for all foreign CEOs.
Carlos Ghosn was once venerated
in Japan as the saviour of Nissan, a
god in the world of Japanese corporate culture. If this could happen to
him, it can happen to anyone.

ence and skills that will “help our clients anticipate and navigate the challenging financial services regulatory
environment”.
“The providers and regulators of
financial services in our region are facing unprecedented change due to a
varied demography of customers
who demand different types of financial services and products, distributed in different ways,” said Mr Ho.
“It is against this challenging backdrop that our clients find themselves
needing to consider the future of regulation more holistically.”
Audit firms in Singapore have
more broadly been evolving into
one-stop shops for their business clients, having beefed up their legal services by partnering senior lawyers
formerly from top law firms here.

Singapore
ENERGY provider SP Group has rolled
out its first batch of electric vehicle
charging points, in time for ride-hailing firm Grab to plug into a fleet of
electric cars.
The 38 points – 19 43kW alternate
current (AC) chargers and 19 50kW
direct current (DC) chargers – are
high-speed chargers able to power up
a mid-sized electric car within an
hour, compared with six to eight
hours via household chargers.
SP said on Wednesday that the
points are located at eight locations
across the island, with all sited near
food centres to allow drivers to take a
break while their cars are being juiced
up.
They are the first of 1,000 charging points SP aims to launch by
2020.
Users can locate and access available charging points via the SP app,
which can be downloaded from the
iTunes App Store and Google Play.
The app includes a function which
alerts users when charging is completed, and facilitate payment via DBS
and POSB cards. Cards from all major
banks will be included soon, SP said.
The AC system will charge a
mid-sized car in 45 to 60 minutes,
while the DC charger will do so within
half an hour or so. SP said it plans to
introduce 350kW chargers “over the
next few years”.
These can fully charge high-performance e-cars in about 15 minutes.
Currently, rates are 41.4 and 47.3

cents per kWh for its AC and DC chargers, respectively. At these rates, SP
said that electric car drivers will see
“at least 50 per cent cost savings” compared to those who drive comparable
petrol-powered models.
But The Straits Times understands
that Grab will have discounted rates
for drivers of its electric fleet.
The company is expected to take
delivery of 20 Hyundai Kona Electric
crossovers this month. These cars –
with a range in excess of 400km on a
full charge – are part of 200 units
Grab has ordered.
The ride-hailing firm announced
last August that it would introduce
the cars as part of a partnership with
SP Group.
When contacted on Wednesday,
Hyundai agent Komoco would only
say that it had sold some Kona Electric cars to Grab and taxi operator
ComfortDelGro. It will unveil the car
at the Singapore Motorshow on
Thursday.
With seven new battery-powered
models due to be launched here this
year, the percentage of electric cars is
set to rise from its currently negligible share of less than 0.1 per cent.
But industry watchers said consumers – the vast majority of whom
live in high-rises – will consider
switching only when a sizeable public
charging network is in place.
SP Group chief executive Wong
Kim Yin said that SP’s charging network will “encourage a wider adoption of green mobility in Singapore,
and enable drivers to save cost”.
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