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PAYMENT performance of local firms 
improved in the first quarter of 2021 
albeit marginally, the Singapore Com-
mercial Credit Bureau (SCCB) said on 
Tuesday.

Occurrences of prompt payment 
in Q1 rose 1.21 percentage points to 
42.50 per cent, from 41.29 per cent 
the quarter before. Year on year, 
prompt payment decreased 0.70 per-
centage point to 42.50 per cent.

On the other hand, occurrences of 
slow payment increased by 0.50 per-
centage point to 43.08 per cent in Q1, 
up from 42.6 per cent last year, but 
showed a small 0.07 percentage point 
dip from 43.15 per cent in the previ-
ous quarter.

Meanwhile, partial payments fell 
marginally by 1.14 percentage points 
from 15.56 per cent in the fourth 
quarter of 2020, but overall rose by 
3.42 percentage points to 14.42 per 
cent, year on year.

The  manufacturing,  wholesale  
trade and construction sectors saw a 
dip in slow payments quarter on 
quarter, while the retail and services 
sectors recorded a rise.

Similar to the previous quarter, 
the construction sector registered the 
highest proportion of slow payments, 
which accounted for more than half 
of payment transactions in Q1 2021.

SCCB  chief  executive  officer  
Audrey Chia said that the improve-
ment in payment among local firms 
should “come as no surprise despite 
tapering  off  slightly  in  the  first  
quarter of 2021”. 

She attributed this to the slight in-
crease in payment delays among re-
tailers and the service sector, which 
has to offset the decrease in slow pay-
ments from the construction, manu-
facturing and wholesale sectors.

“We anticipate payment perform-
ance to improve further with a pick-
up in momentum of economic activit-
ies in the next few months,” Ms Chia 
added.

Prompt payment refers to when 90 
per cent or more of total bills are paid 
within the agreed payment terms, 
while slow payment happens when 
less than 50 per cent of total bills are 
paid within the agreed terms. Partial 
payment refers to when between 50 
per cent and 90 per cent of total bills 
are paid within the agreed payment 
terms.

By Lee Meixian
leemx@sph.com.sg
@LeeMeixianBT

Singapore

DESPITE the absence of new Singa-
pore  real  estate  investment  trust
(S-Reit) listings of late, John Lim, chair-
man of the Asia Pacific Real Assets As-
sociation (Aprea), is not worried. He 
believes that the answer to growing 
the S-Reit sector is not by amassing 
more Reits, but by relaxing taxes and 
regulations to allow the big boys to 
make overseas acquisitions more eas-
ily. 

He foresees that with each re-
gional market doubling down to build-
ing its own Reit regime, cross-border 
foreign Reit listings will become less 
relevant, as investing in them also car-
ries asset, political and foreign ex-
change risks. Mr Lim, who is also co-
founder and deputy chairman of ARA 
Asset Management, said this at an 
Aprea  briefing  to  announce  the  
rebranding of the association, whose 
acronyms  used  to  stand  for  Asia-
Pacific Real Estate Association. 

The change to Real Assets was to 
encompass infrastructure, an emer-

ging asset class which has been secur-
itised and listed in India as trusts, 
with China trying to do the same. 
With the pandemic squeezing public 
budgets and rising debt levels limit-
ing fiscal manoeuvres, Aprea believes 
that more infrastructure securitisa-
tion could follow to meet the funding 
gap.

Mr Lim said: “We have been telling 
the (Monetary Authority of Singa-
pore), subject to their reviews, to 
make the policies, rules and regula-
tions a bit more friendly for local 
Reits to acquire overseas assets,” re-
ferring to the largest Reits listed here 
such as CapitaLand Integrated Com-
mercial Trust (CICT), Ascendas Reit, 
and Mapletree Logistics Trust. These 
Reits have already ventured overseas.

He believes that the local market 
needs more “S$10 billion to S$15 bil-
lion Reits”, rather than new Reit list-
ings every year. The market cap of 
Singapore’s biggest Reit, CICT, was 
S$14.2 billion on Tuesday. Mr Lim 
hopes to see more Reits approach the 
market cap of Hong Kong’s Link Reit 
at HK$146.5 billion (S$25.3 billion), 
the largest Reit in the Asia-Pacific. The 

missing ingredients, in his opinion, 
are policy adjustment, education and 
good quality assets.

He said: “If the top 10 Reits in Singa-
pore acquire S$1 billion of assets a 
year, that’s S$10 billion and a 10 per 
cent growth per year.”

Countries in the region have been 
ramping up their own Reit regimes in 
recent years. India launched its first 
Reit in 2019, followed by the Philip-
pines a year later, while the United 
Arab Emirates launched its first green 
Reit this year. Meanwhile, the market 
is  anticipating  announcement  of  
China’s first infrastructure trust this 
year, and more Reit listings are expec-
ted to launch in Thailand and the Phil-
ippines this year. Aprea is very in-
volved in working with local regulat-
ors to develop these markets.

Sigrid Zialcita, Aprea’s CEO, ex-
pects that once China’s and India’s 
Reit markets mature, the Asia-Pacific 
will become the global Reit epicentre 
with a total market cap of more than 
US$1 trillion by the end of the decade. 
By comparison, the US Reit market is 
valued at US$1.25 trillion as at end-
March 2021.

Mr Lim said that with countries de-
veloping their own asset securitisa-
tion framework, there will be less in-
centive for overseas assets to list in 
Singapore  in  future,  given  cross-
border tax and regulation complexit-
ies. Rather, it would be better to allow 
local Reits to buy more assets in ma-
ture markets such as London, New 
York, Seoul, Tokyo and Australia.

“We are already doing it. I am talk-
ing about making regulations even 
more flexible, and having more tax in-
centives for Reits to be able to go out 
and acquire assets,” he said. Tax struc-
tures for property purchases in the 
US, Dubai and London are currently 
“complicated”. 

“There are established structures 
that enable S-Reits to efficiently pur-
chase overseas assets from a tax per-
spective, eg the Mapletree Industrial 
Trust structure in Australia. ARA US 
Hospitality Trust has a tax structure 
that utilises the portfolio interest ex-
emption rules to repatriate income 
from the  US.  The  availability  of  
double tax treaties in various jurisdic-
tions also helps to reduce tax leak-
age.”

Agnes Lo, partner, real estate and 
asset  management,  tax,  at  KPMG 
Singapore, said most countries would 
levy domestic corporate income tax 
on rental profits as well as withhold-
ing tax on profit repatriation. Hence, 
S-Reits’ outbound investment struc-
tures would typically use a combina-
tion of tax-efficient vehicles (eg US 
Reits) and tax-efficient instruments 
(eg eurobonds) overseas. 

“In recent years, managing over-
seas tax has become more challen-
ging due to regular tax reforms, in-
creased restrictions imposed on tax 
deduction  and  more  substantial  
changes proposed in the interna-
tional tax landscape,” she said.

“S-Reits’ foreign income tax incent-
ives have played a significant role in 
facilitating  efficient  and  effective  
profit repatriation. If S-Reits’ foreign 
income  incentives  could  be  en-
hanced, similar to how tax incentives 
have been applied to fund manage-
ment, there will be more flexibilities 
for S-Reits to structure their invest-
ments overseas.”

Chew Sutat, senior managing dir-
ector, global sales and origination at 

the Singapore Exchange, agreed that 
most real estate and Reit markets – 
including Japan, Australia and the US 
– are domestic in nature. But he con-
siders Singapore an exception as “a 
truly international Reit centre with 
multi-geography  and  multi-sector  
Reits” which complements these do-
mestic Reit markets.

“Our international regime attracts 
global investors looking to invest effi-
ciently in diversified Reits in one 
place. Many successful primary and 
secondary fundraising transactions 
on SGX have allowed Reits to diversify 
assets and geography, which come 
with a broadening of investors base 
as Reits expand their footprint,” he 
said.  BT  understands  that  Hong  
Kong’s efforts to attract listings of as-
sets outside Hong Kong or China have 
been less successful.

Mr Chew is supportive of more 
countries developing domestic Reit re-
gimes, as this will enhance transpar-
ency and tax certainty for domestic as-
set owners and investors, and will en-
able offshore Reits in Singapore look-
ing to add choice to their products to 
further expand their footprint.
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The partial lockdown, which eventu-
ally lasted nearly two months, saw all 
non-essential businesses close their 
doors.

“We had literally Saturday, Sunday 
and Monday to get everything before 
the whole nation shut down,” Mr 
Wong recalled.

And the pressure kept on mount-
ing. Covid-19 was starting to spread 
rapidly in the foreign worker dormit-
ories, which meant SJ had difficulty 
finding enough workers to work on 
the project to transform the Expo 
halls into a community care facility 
(CCF).

Meanwhile, from 480 beds per hall 
in its initial design, SJ was asked to 
double the capacity to 960 beds. The 
biggest problem facing SJ then was 
how to obtain enough beds, cabinets, 
curtains, partitions and other essen-
tial items when almost all factories 
were shuttered.

“At that time, even with money, 
you can’t  source  for  anything  –  
nobody can sell you anything be-
cause there is nothing,” said Mr Wong, 
adding that there was a need to exer-
cise “quite a lot of ingenuity” in 
sourcing for the items.

For example, buying beds from 
Malaysia was no longer an option due 
to the lockdown there as well as the 
fact that the Causeway was already 
closed, Mr Wong said.

The SJ team eventually managed 
to contact a former Indonesian diplo-
mat in Singapore to reach out to 
factories  in  Indonesia that  could 
make beds.

“But that’s the first part of the 
story. Part two is, how to ship (the 
beds) across (to Singapore)? Ships and 
ports were not working,” said Mr 
Wong.

SJ had to work with Singapore port 
operator PSA to deliver the beds to 
the port they are managing in Tan-
jung Priok in Jakarta, before shipping 
them over to Singapore.

Having enough secure cabinets to 
store personal belongings was also im-
portant, since the workers would be 
staying for at least two weeks, but 
these too were in short supply at that 
time.

This led the SJ team to improvise 
by using big plastic containers.

“We rang up NTUC FairPrice CEO 
Seah Kian Peng and said, you will 
need to open up (your) warehouse for 
us and give us all these containers,” 
said Mr Wong. The team then drilled 
holes into the containers and at-
tached individual locks to each of 
them.

Another  shortage  they  en-
countered was a lack of bedsheets 
and curtains, while blankets were 
scarce too.

“We had to ring up SIA (Singapore 
Airlines) and said: ‘Since you are not 
flying,  can  you  pass  us  some  
blankets’,” Mr Wong recalled.

“So this is where, really, you can 
feel all of Singapore came together... 

It doesn’t matter which company you 
are, everybody was answering our 
call.”

After settling the furnishing, the SJ 
team then worked on fitting in mech-
anical ventilation to ensure that the 
halls had negative pressure, an isola-
tion technique that helps prevent the 
spread of airborne diseases.

Although the deadline given to SJ 
to complete the CCF was noon on 
April 10, they took an additional six 
hours to complete the project due to 
the lack of manpower, Mr Wong said.

Just two hours later, at 8pm, the 
CCF’s first patient checked in.

“We felt an achievement because 
we had to do it within a short time 
and to meet all those requirements. It 
wasn’t easy. We were under tremend-
ous pressure. Every day we had a 
meeting, and the first question posed 
to me was: ‘When can you finish?’” he 
recalled.

Mr Wong credits SJ’s experience in 
a wide range of projects and its ex-

tensive network as the “secret ingredi-
ent” that brought the CCF to fruition.

“If you don’t have that spread of 
contacts and the networking in the in-
dustry, it is very difficult to try and 
pool all this together because we 
would have nowhere to go,” he added.

SJ’s network was also instrumental 
in helping to keep costs low, he said, 
noting that they were able to compare 
costs across different sources.

But during crunch time, having a 
keen business acumen is  critical  
when it comes to making decisions.

“We always take the cheapest and 
the most reliable (route) – because 
some can quote you the cheapest rate 
but they cannot deliver – so we had to 
do a sensing when we talk to (people 
in) our network,” Mr Wong said.

Looking back at the episode a year 
later, Mr Wong believes that having 
close cooperation and friends within 
the industry was the key in getting 
things done.

But the frantic search for suitable 

venues to repurpose – the team vis-
ited many exhibition halls, shopping 
centres, carparks, hostels, disused 
schools and factories across the is-
land during their recce – also brought 
another insight to Mr Wong, one that 
could influence the way future build-
ings are designed.

Public  facilities  should  be de-
signed for multiple purposes to pre-
pare for future pandemics or emer-
gencies, he pointed out.

He cited the example of earth-
quake-prone Japan, where substa-
tions can be converted into medical fa-
cilities, while there are many con-
cealed storage areas that can be 
turned into medical facilities.

Singapore,  being  relatively  
sheltered from natural disasters, has 
not yet given much thought to this, he 
said, noting that repurposing these fa-
cilities later on could be more challen-
ging and expensive.

“It’s a good learning point, and 
that’s why we felt that being involved 
in this (project) really gave us some in-
sight into how we should be thinking 
about future facilities that we design 
and engineer,” he added.
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SP Group is constructing South-east 
Asia’s first large-scale underground 
substation, a move that will free up 
three hectares of prime land space as 
it seeks to optimise space in Singa-
pore.

The land freed up by the substa-
tion will make way for a 34-storey de-
velopment. Located in Labrador, the 
230 kV substation will serve the elec-
tricity needs of nearby towns such as 
Alexandra, Clementi, Keppel, Pasir 
Panjang and the Science Park district, 
when it is in service.

The Urban Redevelopment Author-
ity (URA) told The Business Times that 
that the substation will be integrated 
with the 34-storey commercial build-
ing, as one part of the larger Greater 
Southern Waterfront.  The Greater  
Southern Waterfront is one aspect of 
the  URA’s  Master  Plan  that  was  
launched in 2019. 

Additionally,  the  group  an-
nounced on Tuesday that it has awar-
ded the building contract of the sub-
station to main contractor Hyundai 
Engineering & Construction Co.

Said SP Group’s chief executive of-

ficer Stanley Huang: “In our business 

of enabling a low carbon, smart en-

ergy future, we are building sustain-

able and resilient infrastructure. . . 

This is in line with Singapore’s urban 

renewal plans and our own SDG 

(United Nations’ Sustainable Develop-

ment Goals) of ensuring access to reli-

able, sustainable and modern energy 

for all and tapping on innovation to 

build sustainable infrastructure.”

Noting the complexities of build-

ing an underground substation that 

requires more resources and special-
ised engineering capabilities, the elec-
tricity and gas distribution company 
highlighted that in the long term, un-
derground substations have a lower 
risk of being exposed and damaged. 
This would ensure asset and network 
security, SP Group added.

Alice Tan, head of consultancy at 
Knight Frank Singapore said that free-
ing up land space at Labrador for a 
property development project is a 
“positive engineering feat”. 

Given the site’s proximity to Kep-
pel golf club which is zoned for resid-
ential use, as well as to Mapletree Busi-
ness City, there is potential for future 
property development which can sup-
port real estate uses such as commer-
cial use, said Ms Tan. 

“Demand for commercial use in 
the area can be well supported as the 
Labrador-Mapletree Business City loc-
ale further develops into a business 
centre and lifestyle precinct, coupled 
with its proximity to the waterfront 
and Labrador Nature Reserve,” added 
Ms Tan. 

The substation and the commer-
cial building are scheduled for com-
pletion in 2024.
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THE Tsai family of Taiwan behind 

snack food giant Want Want China 

Holdings is the party that has bought 

all 20 units at the completed freehold 

luxe development, Eden, at 2 Dray-

cott Park.

The S$293 million transaction in-

volves three tranches, The Business 

Times (BT) understands.

The  Hong  Kong-listed  group’s  

chairman, Tsai Eng-Meng, is purchas-

ing one apartment.

His son Shao Chung, who is also an 

executive director of the company, is 

picking up 18 units in one deal, as 

well as the remaining unit in a separ-
ate transaction. He is a Singapore per-
manent resident, aged about 40; he at-
tended the Canadian International 
School in Singapore.

All in, the average price being paid 
by the duo for the 20 units works out 
to about S$4,827 psf.

Nearly a fortnight ago, Swire Prop-
erties of Hong Kong, which developed 
Eden, said that it had sold all 20 units 
in the project. However, it did not dis-
close whom it sold the units to.

In its statement, Swire said that the 
sale will be completed by May 26, 
2021, subject to the fulfilment of the 
purchase agreement.

All 20 apartments in the project 
are  four-bedroom units  of  about  
3,035 sq ft each. Every unit occupies 

an entire floor. Eden was designed by 
Thomas Heatherwick of Heatherwick 
Studio. 

Located at the corner of Draycott 
Park  and  Draycott  Drive,  the  
22-storey development  was  com-
pleted in 2019. Its facilities include a 
swimming pool, children’s pool, land-
scaped garden and sky garden. Eden 
is next to The Tanglin Club and also a 
stone’s throw from The American 
Club.

Swire Properties developed the 
project on the former Hampton Court 
site, for which it paid S$155 million or 
S$2,526 per square foot per plot ratio, 
inclusive of an estimated develop-
ment charge of S$22.3 million, accord-
ing to a BT report in January 2013.

Industry watchers are not sure if 

Swire will make a profit from the de-
velopment based on the average price 
of S$4,827 psf.

Swire would have incurred addi-
tional buyer’s stamp duty charges on 
the land purchase price, and possibly, 
extension charges under the Qualify-
ing Certificate rules for foreign hous-
ing developers in Singapore, said a 
property consultant.

Word in the market is that Swire 
had been asking for about S$6,000 
psf on average for individual units 
since late-2019. So the S$4,827 psf for 
the bulk deal reflects a bulk discount.

Still, market watchers said the sale 
is a good exit opportunity for Swire, 
given that the price is higher than for 
high-end deals in the past six months, 
BT reported last week.
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