
Mr Cham Tai Kieo, a gas regulator technician with SP Group, says his training 
has helped him increase productivity. ST PHOTO: KELLY HUI

TOKYO • Japan’s exports tumbled at their quickest 
pace in three years last month, threatening to tip the 
trade-reliant economy into recession as weakening 
demand from the United States and China darkened 
the outlook.

Ministry of  Finance data out yesterday showed 
Japan’s exports fell  9.2 per cent year on year last 
month, a bigger decline than the 7.6 per cent drop ex-
pected by economists in a Reuters poll.

The feeble results,  driven by plummeting ship-
ments of cars and aircraft engines to the US and plas-
tic materials to China, marked the longest run of de-
clines in exports since a 14-month stretch from Octo-
ber 2015 to November 2016.

In volume terms, exports slumped 4.4 per cent in 
the year to last month, the third consecutive month 
of declines.

The  data  comes  after  a  preliminary  reading  of  
gross domestic product last week showed Japan’s 
economy saw the worst growth in a year in the third 
quarter due to soft demand.

Lawmakers have called on the government to boost 
spending by as much as 10 trillion yen (S$125.6 bil-
lion) for the current fiscal year to support the econ-
omy, which many fear is facing additional pressure 
from a sales tax hike that took effect last month.

The government has said it plans to compile a stim-
ulus package as soon as possible as a pre-emptive 
measure against heightening overseas risks.

By region, exports to China, Japan’s biggest trading 
partner,  slipped  10.3  per  cent  year  on  year  last  
month, down for the eighth month as shipments of 
plastics and car parts declined. 

Exports to Asia, which account for more than half 
of Japan’s overall exports, tumbled 11.2 per cent in 
the year to last month, down for the 12th month.

Japan’s exports to the US dropped 11.4 per cent in the 
year to  last month, hurt by reduced shipments of 
2,000cc to 3,000cc cars, aircraft engines and car parts.

Japan’s Lower House of Parliament approved on 
Tuesday a limited trade deal Prime Minister Shinzo 
Abe agreed with the US, clearing the way for tariff 
cuts next year on items including US farm goods and 
Japanese machine tools.

The nation’s  overall  imports sank 14.8 per cent 
year on year, a smaller decline than the median esti-
mate for a 16 per cent decrease.

The trade balance came to a surplus of 17.3 billion 
yen, versus a 301 billion yen surplus seen by econo-
mists. REUTERS

MELBOURNE • Two Australian bil-
lionaires have invested tens of mil-
lions of dollars to jump-start a mega 
project to supply solar power from 
northern Australia to Singapore via 
the  world’s  longest  subsea  high-
voltage  cable,  the  project’s  boss  
said yesterday.

Singapore’s Sun Cable, which is 
leading  the  roughly  A$22  billion  
(S$20.4 billion) project, raised the 
money  from  the  private  family  
fund of Atlassian co-founder Mike 
Cannon-Brookes and mining mag-
nate Andrew Forrest’s private com-

pany Squadron Energy.
In response to queries from The 

Straits Times,  the Energy Market 
Authority (EMA), Singapore’s elec-
tricity industry regulator, said: “We 
have had meetings with Sun Cable.”

However, it could not comment 
further due to commercial sensitivi-
ties. 

The EMA spokesman said: “Singa-
pore is open to new energy options 
that  provide energy security and 
price competitiveness while meet-
ing climate change commitments.”

Sun Cable plans to build a 10-gi-

gawatt solar farm in Tennant Creek 
in the Northern Territory, a 22-gi-
gawatt hour battery storage facility 
and a 4,500km transmission net-
work to Singapore.  All  three ele-
ments would be the biggest of their 
kind in the world.

The  Australia-Singapore  Power  
Link will  supply a  fifth of  Singa-
pore’s power needs, helping to ease 
its dependence on imported lique-
fied natural gas, according to Sun 
Cable’s website.

When contacted by ST, Singapore 
utility SP Group declined comment.

Sun Cable chief executive David 
Griffin said the funds injected by 
Mr Cannon-Brookes and Mr For-
rest, which amounted to less than 
A$50  million,  would  cover  the  
costs of designing the project and 
obtaining regulatory and environ-
mental approvals, ahead of seeking 
full financing. Sun Cable hopes to 
secure  financing  for  the  whole  
project by late 2023, he added.

Mr  Cannon-Brookes  said  in  a  
statement released by Sun Cable: 
“This is a massively exciting project 
with world-changing potential. We 
have  the resources,  the  ingenuity  
and the drive to get it done. We just 
have to put it all together.”

He has previously acknowledged 
that the plan sounds “insane”, but 
he  is  building  a  track  record  for  
backing ambitious renewable  en-
ergy projects.

In 2016, he challenged Tesla chief 
executive Elon Musk via Twitter to 
build the world’s biggest battery in 
100 days in Australia to help pre-
vent  blackouts.  The  bet  was  dis-
missed as outrageous at the time, 
but Tesla built the battery on time 
and the project has made a profit 
and helped stabilise the grid.

Mr Griffin said the biggest chal-
lenge for Sun Cable would be to opti-
mise the various parts of what will 
be “a very long machine”.

“It’s a really complex system that 
we are designing. It’s not just a big 
solar  farm,  a  big  energy  storage  
project or a long transmission line. 
It all has to stitch together,” he said.

The Northern Territory govern-
ment in July gave the Australia-Sin-
gapore Power Link major project 
status, which helps smooth out the 
approval  process  for  projects  
deemed significant to the jurisdic-
tion. REUTERS
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After attending a  one-day course 
earlier this year, gas regulator tech-
nician Cham Tai Kieo found he and 
his colleagues could halve the trav-
elling  time  needed  to  check  and  
maintain some 400 gas overground 
boxes across the island.

The 37-year-old learnt how to as-
semble  and  read  smart  sensors,  
which energy utilities provider SP 
Group  has  started  using  to  re-
motely monitor pressure in gas reg-
ulators.

With new technology shaking up 
the energy industry, Mr Cham’s em-
ployer SP Group and the Union of 
Power and Gas Employees (Upage) 
have been collaborating since Janu-
ary last year to identify skills gaps 
and find suitable courses for work-
ers, so that they can take on new or 
transformed jobs. 

So far, about 2,800 SP Group staff 
have benefited.

The company said yesterday that 
it will now spend $35 million over 
the next three years to upgrade the 
skills of all its 3,600 staff, working 

with the union to prepare workers 
as the energy sector faces digitalisa-
tion and rising customer expecta-
tions.

This will be done via a company 
training committee  set  up  by  SP 
Group and the union, with the two 
organisations formalising their col-
laboration  by  signing  an  agree-
ment.

National Trades Union Congress 
(NTUC) secretary-general Ng Chee 
Meng witnessed the signing yester-
day  at  SP  Group’s  headquarters  
near Kallang.

SP Group’s committee is the third 
to be set up by Upage and energy 
companies in recent weeks, follow-
ing similar  agreements with  YTL  
PowerSeraya and City Gas.

In a  joint  statement,  SP  Group  
and the union said workers will be 
able to further develop competen-
cies in the areas of customer ser-
vice, cyber security, data analytics, 
safety and skills for a digital work-
place.

Upage  general  secretary  Abdul  
Samad Abdul Wahab, who is a prin-
cipal technical officer at SP Group, 
encouraged workers to go for train-
ing. 

He said a number of those who 
had  attended  training  sessions  
have seen their salaries rise by 8 per 
cent to 20 per cent

“Let’s not be afraid to adapt, em-
brace and adopt the various tech-
nologies and use them in our daily 
jobs, just like we are in our daily 
lives,” he said,  speaking to about 
200 company and union represen-
tatives at the signing event.

NTUC  started  setting  up  com-
pany training committees this year 
and  aims  to  have  1,000  of  them  
over three years.  So far,  over  60 
have been set up across industries 
such  as  manufacturing,  lifestyle  
and the public sector.

Group  chief  executive  of  SP  
Group Wong Kim Yin said that as 
new technology shakes up the en-
ergy industry, “we want to help our 
people adapt and prepare ahead of 
this potentially disruptive transfor-
mation”.

Mr Cham said he used to have to 
install a chart recorder device and 
return the next day to pick it up for 
analysis.  But  with  smart  sensors,  
gas  pressure  can  be  monitored  
from the depot.

Mr Cham, who has been with SP 

Group for about six years, said he 
next hopes  to learn how to read 
pressure charts that are generated 
by the sensors. It helps the team to 
pick up any abnormalities and try 
to fix them before customers’ gas 
supply is affected.

“Using the sensors increases our 
productivity  and  helps  us  main-
tain  reliability  for  customers,  
which can enhance my career,” he 
said.
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New Creation Church (NCC) has 
bought  The  Star  Vista  mall  for  
around  $300  million  “to  protect  
the interest of the church”.

The mega church, which boasted 
31,000 members in 2016, said yes-
terday that it bought the property 
from CapitaLand on Oct 30 after it 
got wind that the developer was in 
talks with other potential buyers.

The church had owned only The 
Star  Performing  Arts  Centre,  a  
5,000-seat  concert  venue  in  the  
mall that it also uses for its services. 
It will now own the entire building 
after its business arm Rock Produc-
tions sealed the $296 million deal.

“While  we  had  expressed  our  
hope that  CapitaLand  would  re-
main as the owner and operator of 
the  retail  space,  we  understood  
that CapitaLand had also initiated 
a sale process for The Star Vista,” 

the church said.
NCC  council  chairman  Yong  

Chee Ram said part of the reason 
for the purchase was to pre-empt 
the  unpredictability  of  the  mall  
next  to  Buona  Vista  MRT  inter-
change going to another buyer.

“Given that  The Star  Vista and 
The Star (Performing Arts Centre) 
are inextricably linked, our immedi-
ate objective...  is  both to protect  
the interest of the church and to 
preserve the good experience for 

all,” he added.
NCC said it is exploring possibili-

ties for CapitaLand to continue op-
erating and managing the mall on 
its behalf.

The independent church began 
in a flat in Holland Drive in 1983. To-
day,  it  has  service venues across 
the island.

It completed its $500 million pay-
ment for The Star Performing Arts 
Centre  in  2016.  The  church  said  
this was done largely with contribu-
tions from  members,  including a  
landmark  day  in  2010  when  it  
raised $21.1 million.

CapitaLand said the handover is 
expected to be completed by the 
year end, generating net proceeds 
of about $145 million.

clementy@sph.com.sg 

BERLIN • Wirecard  said  it  fol-
lowed all  reporting  obligations  
properly, rejecting a news report 
on a delay to an audit of the Ger-
man company’s accounts in Sin-
gapore from 2017.

Ernst & Young could not form 
a “final audit opinion” on the Sin-
gapore operations based on local 
accounting  standards  because  
the firm could not access all docu-
ments due to restrictions from 
an ongoing investigation in the 
Asian country, Wirecard said in a 
statement yesterday.

The  shares  fell  about  10  per  
cent in pre-market trading.

The delay was not due to irregu-
larities,  “as  mistakenly  sug-
gested in the article”, Wirecard 
said. “The local financial  state-
ments were duly audited within 
this scope.” Ernst & Young in Ger-
many declined to comment.

Wirecard’s shares have whip-
sawed this year after several me-
dia  reports  raised  questions  
about accounting methods, all of 
which the company has rejected.

The digital payments company 
is  bolstering  best  practices  by  
ramping up the number of em-
ployees in compliance by about 
50 per cent, and by splitting its le-
gal  and  compliance  depart-
ments.

Ernst & Young cannot deter-
mine  the  adequacy,  complete-
ness and accuracy of the finan-
cial statements of Wirecard Sin-
gapore unit, German daily Han-
delsblatt reported late Tuesday.

Wirecard said the restrictions 
were not relevant for the audits 
of  the  consolidated  financial  
statements in accordance with 
global  accounting  standards,  
adding that its annual reports for 
2017  and  last  year  are  not  af-
fected.

“All reporting obligations have 
been followed properly, includ-
ing the auditor’s opinion on the 
local standalone financial state-
ments  2017,”  which  has  been  
filed with the authorities in Singa-
pore, Wirecard said.

“The reporting  of  the  stand-
alone  financial  statements  for  
the financial year 2018 is close to 
completion.” BLOOMBERG, REUTERS
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