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THE role of government in
business – and not least
whether it should make an
exit – was revisited at a fo-
rum yesterday.

The event, held in con-
junction with the launch of
a book on the topic by
former minister Lim Hwee
Hua, featured a spirited ex-
change of views that drew
largely from the Singapore
context. The fact, for in-
stance, that building ser-
vices firm CPG Corporation
– which started life as the
Public Works Department
(PWD) – is now in the
hands of a Chinese state-
owned enterprise (SOE),
came up for debate.

Mrs Lim’s book, Govern-
ment In Business – Friend
or Foe?, delves into the is-
sue through case studies
covering a wide range of
sectors, not only in Singa-
pore but elsewhere too.

“I wanted to discuss as
many examples as possi-
ble, to lend a sense of reali-
ty to an otherwise dry topic
of philosophy or ideology,”
she said at the event at The
Tanglin Club.

The book analyses the
many roles of government
that make an impact on
business – as manager of
the economy and national
budget, provider of essen-
tial services, developer of in-
dustry, regulator of strate-
gic sectors, and – perhaps
most controversially – as a
shareholder and provider
of capital.

But overall, “govern-
ment need not apologise for
its role in business”, said
Mrs Lim, who was second
minister for finance and
transport before she left pol-
itics in 2011. While in gov-
ernment, she was involved
in reviewing Singapore’s
pro-enterprise policies and
overseeing its investments
in the private sector.

She is now executive di-
rector of Tembusu Partners

and an independent non-ex-
ecutive director of Jardine
Cycle & Carriage and Stam-
ford Land.

She said that in essen-
tial goods and services, or
where the market has
failed, the state needs to be
involved, usually as an in-
vestor. But even then, the
extent to which govern-
ment should remain in busi-
ness should be a deliberate
decision, and the state
should not “overstay its use-
fulness”.

Her fellow panellists at
the forum – Changi Airport
Group chairman Liew Mun
Leong; Mildred Tan, manag-
ing director, advisory ser-
vices at Ernst & Young; and
moderator National Univer-
sity of Singapore associate
professor Lan Luh Luh –
largely agreed on the “vital
role” of state capitalism
and on the merits of corpo-
ratisation and divestment
at some point.

“But we must be careful

what we sell,” said Mr
Liew, citing the divestment
of CPG Corp – and the con-
sequent loss of core capabil-
ities – as a matter of regret.

Sold in 2003 to Downer
EDI, an Australian compa-
ny, the former PWD Corpo-
ration changed hands
again last year when it was
bought by the China Archi-
tecture Design and Re-
search Group for A$147
million (S$173 million).

To Mrs Lim, who also
discussed the CPG divest-

ment in her book, the case
highlighted the need to
spell out the objectives for
divesting a particular busi-
ness. She noted that the
public had moved from alle-
gations of favouritism pre-
divestment to regret that
the nation had lost its core
competencies in the plan-
ning and building of public
amenities.

She said: “Some ques-
tioned if the government
had sold off the crown jew-
els. In the final analysis,
this was quite clearly a case
of a change of mind on the
part of the public.”

Mrs Tan drew a sharp
distinction between Singa-
pore’s government-linked
companies (GLCs) – run
just like private-sector
firms on market principles
– and SOEs elsewhere.

Indeed, said Mr Liew
(who was previously presi-
dent and chief executive of
the CapitaLand Group); per-
ish the thought if anyone
felt the GLCs had preferen-
tial treatment.

“Absolutely not true!” he
said. If anything, he said he
was handled “with reverse
discrimination”.

The forum was jointly or-
ganised by the NUS Busi-
ness School’s Centre for
Governance, Institutions
and Organisations and
Straits Times Press, pub-
lisher of the 278-page
book, which is available at
major bookstores.

More firms for PEIs to
source insurance from

PRIVATE education
institutions (PEIs) applying
for EduTrust certification
can now source for
insurance from five
appointed insurance
companies instead of two
previously. This is part of
changes put forward by
the Council for Private
Education (CPE) to reduce
administrative burdens
and compliance costs for
PEIs. They will now have
up to seven working days
to purchase insurance for
the protection of course
fees paid by students.
Currently, PEIs need to
buy insurance on the same
day the course fees are
paid. For those with the
four-year EduTrust award,
they may submit data on
the fee protection scheme
to the CPE once every six
months, instead of the
current monthly reporting

requirement. The changes
will take effect from Dec
17.

Ticket sales for arts
events almost double

TICKET sales for
performing arts events
have nearly doubled, rising
from 700,000 in 2004 to
1.2 million last year,
according to the Singapore
Cultural Statistics 2013
Report. Total gross takings
jumped to $80.6 million in
2012, from $32.8 million
in 2004. However, on a
yearly basis, ticketed
attendance and gross
takings for performing arts
events fell last year, after
hitting an all-time high the
previous year. The
Ministry of Culture,
Community and Youth
explained that the market
was adjusting itself after
the initial spike of popular
musicals brought in by the
IRs when they first came
onto the scene.
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T
WO-TIME Enterprise 50
(E50) award winner Feng
Ming Construction Pte Ltd
has been riding the crest
of Singapore’s construc-

tion boom of the last few years.
The 24-year-old company’s

core business – the provision of
civil engineering solutions and
services such as the building and
maintenance of roads, drains and
sewerage systems – has recorded
rapid growth, especially in the
last four years, coinciding with
the roll-out of major infrastruc-
ture and housing projects by the
government.

Feng Ming now secures up to
$90 million in projects each year,
with the types of projects having
grown in scale and complexity.
To deliver on them, its staff
strength has had to be doubled in
the last four years.

As at now, Feng Ming has a
hand in driving key projects such
as improving the infrastructure in
the Jurong Lake District and the
reconstruction of Sungei Wham-
poa.

But Feng Ming’s managing di-
rector, Lim Hong Beng, knows
well that longer-term sustainabi-
lity will not come by merely riding
the industry’s cycles. Moving for-
ward from hereon is going to re-
quire visionary leadership and
effective management.

The slew of awards Feng Ming
has won in the last few years
alone more than hints that he, as
leader at the helm, can deliver on
both these fronts with his tough,
head-strong style: On top of E50
awards in 2011 and last year,
Feng Ming also bagged the 2010
SME Growth Excellence Recog-
nition Award, the 2012 SME One
Asia Award and the Singapore
Top 100 Excellence Award
2011/2012.

Mr Lim set his sights on a ca-

reer in civil engineering from the
time he was a child. He had seen
– and been inspired – by how his
childhood kampung was redeve-
loped into a public housing es-
tate; at the age of 19, he became a
salaried employee for a civil engi-
neering firm, a stint that lasted all
of four years before he quit to set
up Feng Ming.

Through the last two decades
of its growth, he has had one abid-
ing guiding principle – that of
striving to build life-long partner-
ships, be it with his clients or his
employees, and conducting busi-
ness honestly.

As he puts it: “Feng Ming is in
the business of selling sincerity”,
a process which wins the compa-
ny the trust and confidence of his
clients – and repeat business and
a solid reputation in the industry
as well.

“We sit with clients and en-
sure that we clearly understand

their objectives before coming to
an agreement that allows for a
win-win situation for everybody.”

Feng Ming’s engineering and
operations teams are on standby
24/7, on the ready to tend to cli-
ents’ emergencies.

The company’s vision, “Create
Life-Long Bonds”, has brought it
the unwavering support of its
client base, which has enabled
the company even to weather the
difficult years.

Feng Ming’s director of ten-
ders and contracts, Mel Koh, said
that Mr Lim’s “hard” and even
intimidating demeanour belies a
soft centre which consistently
shows concern for the well being
of his employees.

As a result of the signals he
sends, the atmosphere in the
company is familial, and staff
turnover is considerably lower
than in the industry.

Mr Lim, asked what his plans

are for the company going for-
ward, said he wants the company
to:

Attain the A1 grade awarded
by the Building and Construction
Authority in its Registered Civil
Engineering Contractor Construc-
tion Workhead category: Feng
Ming was recently awarded the
A2 grade, the second-best among
seven grades, which makes Feng
Ming eligible to tender for
projects worth up to $85 million.
Mr Lim wants the company to
achieve the highest A1 grade by
2015, so that it can tender for
projects of unlimited value.

Step up its presence in over-
seas markets: Mr Lim said the
markets in Malaysia, Myanmar,
East Timor and Laos, for exam-
ple, offer significant growth poten-
tial.

Go public eventually.

The writers are students of NUS
Business School

SINGAPORE will begin se-
lecting a buyer, possibly
two, for its next batch of
long-term LNG (liquefied
natural gas) supplies be-
yond the current volumes
imported by initial aggrega-
tor BG Group.

Disclosing this at the
Gas Asia Summit yester-
day, S Iswaran, Minister in
the Prime Minister’s Office,
said the Energy Market Au-
thority (EMA) would launch
in the first quarter of 2014
a two-stage Request for
Proposal (RFP) for this next
tranche of LNG imports.

Mr Iswaran, who is also

Second Minister for Home
Affairs and Trade & Indus-
try, said EMA could possi-
bly award the new LNG li-
cence by end-2014, with
the additional volumes com-
ing around 2016-17.

The move comes as BG
Group has already sold 90
per cent of its franchised
volumes of three million
tonnes per annum (tpa)
here, with the next appoin-
ted buyers accounting for
the “not large” estimated
incremental demand of
about 1-1.5 million tpa
needed up to 2018.

It also follows broad in-
dustry support for a revised
proposal by EMA for a Com-
petitive Licensing Frame-
work (CLF), which will give
Singapore the flexibility to
procure its future LNG sup-
plies on a smaller tranche-
by-tranche basis, instead of
through a more rigid BG-
plus-1 or BG-plus-3 formu-
la which was earlier sug-
gested.

The rationale for the
CLF is that it will help the
Republic to avoid having to
“time the market” and take
big bets with big LNG vol-
ume purchases. Instead, it
will give it the opportunity
to take advantage of oppor-
tunities arising from chang-
ing market conditions, such
as LNG supplies from US
shale gas projects.

As for the exact size of
the next LNG tranche, Mr
Iswaran said this would de-
pend on market response,
with the RFP giving the reg-
ulator a better sense of this.

“More importantly, the
CLF can look at incremen-
tal quantities progressively
and we can then run a com-
petitive process to supply
the local market,” he said.

In the first stage RFP, in-
terested LNG importers
have to submit proposals
on how they can bring in
secure and competitively
priced LNG through diversi-
fication of sources, price in-
dexation and contract dura-
tion.

Their ability to better
meet consumers’ needs as
well as facilitate develop-
ment of an LNG trading
hub here will also be favour-
ably considered, said Mr
Iswaran.

Three parties will then
be shortlisted for the sec-
ond stage and given up to
six months to negotiate
with potential buyers here
to secure sales-and-pur-
chase commitments, and to
submit a baseline gas sup-
ply agreement to EMA.

The regulator will con-
sider these and other fac-
tors, such as the ability to
meet future demand and di-
versification of sources, be-
fore deciding to award up
to two new import licences.

Mr Iswaran said a mora-
torium on new piped gas
imports will be lifted once
BG reaches its franchised
volumes or by 2018, which-
ever comes first. “This will
give Singapore more op-
tions, and open the market
to more sources of gas, but
it has to be on a competitive
basis,” he stressed.

Reports by RONNIE LIM
ronnie@sph.com.sg

SINGAPORE’S new LNG (li-
quefied natural gas) player,
Pavilion Energy, is in busi-
ness. It has struck its first
long-term LNG supply
agreement with a Euro-
pean major, and the first
deliveries of gas into Singa-
pore and Asia are expected
in 2018.

Under a second “trad-
ing” or spot deal, Pavilion
expects to complete its first
cargo delivery to Asia in
February next year.

The company, with an
initial authorised capital of
$1 billion, was set up by
Temasek Holdings in April
to trade and ship LNG, and
to invest in both upstream
LNG projects and down-
stream LNG facilities such
as regasification terminals.

These deals were dis-
closed by Pavilion’s CEO,
Seah Moon Ming, at the Gas
Asia Summit yesterday.

A Pavilion spokesman
told The Business Times
that under the long-term
deal, “Pavilion will receive

an LNG supply of 0.5 mil-
lion tonnes per annum over
a period of 10 years start-
ing from 2018”.

He declined to give fur-
ther details, such as the
identity of the European
major or contract value, at
this time, but a ball-park
estimate puts the latter
figure at around US$0.5
billion annually.

Mr Seah said the two
deals reflect Pavilion’s
three-prong approach to-
wards diversifying its
supply portfolio, namely
through geography, pricing
index and tenure.

Its long-term deal with
the unnamed European
major, which has the back-
ing of a worldwide supply
portfolio, is critical, given
the uncertain energy land-
scape, he added.

Pavilion’s spot deal fol-
lows the operational start-
up of subsidiary Pavilion
Gas, which will handle re-
gional LNG trading and dis-
tribution.

“As part of our plan to
begin regional trading of
LNG, we have put in place
an experienced trading
team, complete with the
requisite mid-office and
back-office functions,” he
said.

“Having our own LNG
trading capabilities will
enhance Singapore’s over-
all supply security, especial-
ly in the area of spot pro-
curement during sudden
supply challenge.”

BT understands that the
current team comprises
more than half a dozen
front-end traders, and Pavi-
lion plans to grow the num-
bers further.

In his speech, Mr Seah
expressed the need for
Singapore to have a second
LNG terminal to enhance
its energy security. “This
will address both the in-
creasing demand for natu-
ral gas, as well as the exist-
ing risks of concentrating
Singapore’s gas supply of
LNG and piped natural gas
on Jurong Island,” he said.

The government has
started looking into this
and regulator Energy Mar-
ket Authority is getting a
consultant to carry out a
feasibility study.

While no specific sites
have been picked yet, Tuas
View Extension – the hock-
ey stick-shaped piece of
land earmarked for future
port development – is one
possibility, given that LNG
bunkering and break-bulk
are being eyed as possible
future activities here.
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This series is part of the 
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