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“Working in Partnership to raise SMEs’ Productivity and Growth”
INTRODUCTION

1. Mr Chairman, May | have your permission to display some slides later on in
my speech? Thank you, Sir.

GOVERNMENT WILL SUPPORT OUR SMES THROUGH ECONOMIC
RESTRUCTURING

2. As mentioned by the Minister for Trade Lim Hng Kiang, we recognise that
companies are facing headwinds this year. Some sectors will be more affected than
others. Mr Yee Chia Hsing and Ms Cheryl Chan asked about how the Government
will help SMEs ride through this period.

3. During this year’s Budget Statement, the Minister for Finance announced a
number of measures to address the near-term concerns of our companies,
especially SMEs. And these include measures such as the enhanced corporate
income tax rebate, holding off foreign worker levies for certain selected sectors and
the new SME Working Capital Loan Scheme. Let me highlight that these new
measures are over and above the existing suite of assistance schemes that we have
introduced over the years to help SMEs in their transformation journey.

4, | am pleased to announce that over the next five years, the Government will
set aside a grant budget of over S$2.3 billion under the fifth tranche of the
Enterprise Development Fund (EDF 5), specifically for the development of local
enterprises. This is a significant increase from the $1.4 billion approved under the
previous tranche. EDF 5 will support existing SPRING and IE Singapore schemes.

5. And EDF 5 will go towards supporting the Industry Transformation
Programme (ITP) that the Minister for Finance has announced.

6. Mr Liang Eng Hwa may wish to note that this will go towards supporting SMEs
to upgrade and capture new growth opportunities. But even as we set aside more
funds for the development of local enterprises, we are also sharpening our
assistance schemes to make sure our interventions are more targeted. This will
ensure that we get the most out of our limited resources. For instance, we will put
more resources into schemes that have created the biggest impact on our SMEs.
One such scheme is SPRING’s Capability Development Grant (CDG).




7. | am glad to also announce that another scheme that will be enhanced is MCI
and IDA's Infocomm for Productivity and Growth (IPG), which is funded from the
National Productivity Fund (NPF). The $500 million IPG was first introduced at
Budget 2014 to accelerate the take-up of IT solutions by SMEs and this will be
enhanced in three ways.

8. Firstly, the scope of the scheme will be widened to support costs like
retrofitting and business consultancy that are needed to unlock the productivity
potential of the solutions. Secondly, help will be made available for SMEs to upgrade
to the most effective solutions, even if they have received help from IPG before. And
to maximise impact, we will also support the costs of solutions across all branches of
a business.

9. | would like to assure Mr Louis Ng and Mr Azmoon Ahmad that Government
support is open to all local enterprises, including the smaller ones. Depending on
their specific needs, many SMEs have made use of the $5,000 ICV for consultancy
services, and to adopt the various integrated solutions such as fleet management
systems and mobile ordering and payment systems.

10.  So, there are solutions that SMEs can adopt based on their individual specific
needs. But the key challenge is in the outreach to this diverse group of 116,000 local
micro-enterprises which can range from our HDB heartlander shops to a car
workshop for example. To make Government assistance more accessible to SMEs,
especially the smaller ones, SPRING has worked with Trade Associations and
Chambers (TACs) to set up a network of 12 SME Centres, all across Singapore,
housed within the TACs, Community Development Council (CDC) offices as well as
within the heartlands. Like GP clinics, these SME Centres have been serving as the
first port of call for SMEs, and providing one-to-one consultations on business and
productivity assistance. In 2015, our Business Advisors at the SME Centres reached
out to more than 22,000 SMEs. But | hope that SMEs will also take the opportunity to
be proactive in seeking help from these SME Centres especially if they are in need
of assistance.

11. As mentioned by the Minister for Finance, the second half of 2016 will also
see the public launch of the Business Grants Portal (BGP), which will make grants
even more accessible to SMEs.

12. Ms Sun Xueling shared her concerns about SMEs’ access to information.
Apart from one-to-one consultations at these 12 SME Centres, our economic
agencies like SPRING and IE Singapore have been conducting regular dialogue
sessions with SMEs to discuss the latest trends and opportunities for SMEs. Just
last week, SME Centres held a Convention for SMEs to share knowledge on
business model transformation and innovation. Additionally, SMEs can also visit
SPRING’s SME Portal which is in both English and Chinese languages for
information on broad industry trends, business guides, and business opportunities.




ECONOMIC RESTRUCTURING MUST REMAIN A PRIORITY

13. Our companies, especially the SME sector, must transform, and do so
urgently.

14.  As a small country with limited resources, we cannot compete on costs alone.
We recognise that costs, as Ms Cheryl Chan pointed out, continue to be of concern
to businesses. The two business costs often cited by businesses are labour and rent,
as Mr Chen Show Mao said earlier.

15.  The truth about labour costs is that between 2009 and 2015, real wage growth
outpaced productivity growth. While labour productivity, as measured by value-
added per worker, rose by 2.2% per annum over this period, the real median income
of full-time employed residents, however, rose by a higher 2.5% per annum. This has
contributed to an increase in the unit labour cost of 1.5% per annum over the same
period. Therefore, we need to press on with increasing our productivity to keep pace
with wage increases.

16. Next, on rental costs. Mr_Chen Show Mao expressed concerns about rental
costs in our shops. Mr Henry Kwek also suggested that steps be taken to lower rents
should the economic situation worsens. But in reality, rents are already coming down,
and will continue to face downward pressure from further supply of rental spaces
coming on-stream. Let me illustrate.

17. In 2015, industrial rents fell by 2.1% compared with the previous year. In the
next two years, an average of 2.3 million square metres of industrial space will come
on-stream annually. Similarly, for office and retail space, rents have fallen by 6.5%
and 4.1% respectively in 2015, while a large supply of 993,000 square metres of
office space and 808,000 square metres of retail space remains in the pipeline in the
near future.

WE NEED TO PRESS ON WITH THE NATIONAL PRODUCTIVITY DRIVE

18. Mr_Saktiandi Supaat asked about the root cause of slow productivity growth.
Let me first say that slowing productivity growth is not something unique to
Singapore - it is a global challenge. Productivity growth in the OECD economies, for
example, has fallen below 1% since 2012 and has remained weak at 0.3% in 2014".

19. More than five years into our national productivity drive, we are on track to
achieve the Economic Strategies Committee’s (ESC) target of 2% to 3% productivity
growth for the decade as a whole, from 2009 to 2019.

20. At the macro level, between 2009 and 2015, labour productivity, as measured
by value-added per actual hour worked, grew by 2.7% per annum. However, most
of this was due to the high productivity growth in 2010. Productivity growth since
then has weakened.

! Source: OECD (2016), GDP per hour worked (indicator)



21. At the sectoral level, however, the situation is somewhat more varied. Some
sectors, especially the outward-oriented ones?, are doing better than others. For
example, since 2009, our Finance & Insurance Sector achieved productivity growth
of 4.7% per annum. Overall, labour productivity of the outward-oriented sectors grew
by 5.1% per annum from 2009 to 2015. On the other hand, our domestic sectors®,
such as Retail and Food Services, where the bulk of the companies are still heavily
reliant on manpower, are not doing as well. From 2009 to 2015, the labour
productivity growth of these domestically-oriented sectors remained rather weak, at
0.8% per annum. Therefore, we need to press on with our productivity drives in
these weaker sectors.

FOR OUR PRODUCTIVITY DRIVE TO BEAR FRUIT, MINDSETS MUST CHANGE

22. Mr_Saktiandi Supaat asked about our productivity strategies going forward.
For our productivity drive to succeed, we must go beyond Government initiatives and
Government measures. Business and consumer mindsets must also change. Let
me illustrate this with the Retail Sector.

23. Under the second 5-year Retail Productivity Plan that was announced last
year, one key focus area is sales growth. SPRING will support retailers to improve
their online sales by collaborating with e-commerce players such as SingPost,
Google, eBay and RedMart. This will be especially helpful for retailers who already
have their own brands as they can then reach out to markets beyond Singapore.

24.  According to a recent report by Bain and Company, two-thirds of the 150
million digital consumers* in Southeast Asia are already shopping online. This is a
huge online market compared to the physical market of 5 million in Singapore. A
number of local retailers understand that the opportunity for e-commerce is here and
now. Forward-looking businesses are already changing in response to the changing
consumer shopping habits. The Singapore Food Manufacturers’ Association
(SFMA) has also worked with IE Singapore to launch the first Singapore Pavilion e-
commerce shop front on Tmall.com, China’s largest e-commerce marketplace. This
has helped Singapore food manufacturers benefit from the collective branding, joint
marketing, as well as the sharing of warehouses and logistics. And since the
platform’s launch in August 2015, 40 food companies have participated in this
initiative

25.  We have been focusing a lot on what the government should do and how our
businesses can transform. However, the reality is that businesses also respond to
consumer needs and consumer behaviour, and the retail sector cannot transform

2«Qutward-oriented sectors” includes Manufacturing, Wholesale Trade, Transportation & Storage,
Information & Communications, Accommodation and Finance & Insurance.

3 “Domestically-oriented sectors” includes Construction, Retail Trade, Food Services, Business
Services and Other Services.

4 Digital consumers in the report are defined as those who are 16 years old or older and who
researched products or services online in at least two product categories.



quickly enough if consumer mindsets and purchasing habits do not change.
Consumers can also play their part in helping our businesses transform.

26. For example, we have been working with the major supermarkets to
proliferate the use of “self-checkout counters”. If consumers do adopt such
behaviours, it will help to release manpower from these supermarkets to do higher
value jobs. To shift consumer mindsets, MTI has launched a series of publicity
campaigns to promote this “DIY culture” within our consumers. In a survey
conducted after the campaigns, 94% of respondents said they were aware of self-
checkout facilities. Among these, 97% have used the facilities. If consumers play
their part and we see businesses responding to it, we will get better traction in our
productivity drive.

CLUSTERING STRATEGY TO TRANSFORM TRADITIONAL SECTORS

27. Mr_Thomas Chua asked about the need to help our traditional sectors
transform and upgrade. One key strategy is the cluster development approach to
revitalise and transform traditional sectors. We want to create a social environment,
where co-located SMEs can collaborate more with one another, and find common
solutions to solve common problems. Ms Cheryl Chan may wish to note that by
clustering companies from tsector-specific areas together, SMEs can share
infrastructure and services to enjoy better economies of scale and lower the start-up
costs. With reference to Mr_Chen Show Mao’s comment, this is one way that we
have changed how we use business space while maintaining affordability and
competitiveness.

28. For example, the JTC Food Hub @ Senoko, conceptualised jointly by JTC,
the Singapore Food Manufacturers’ Association (SFMA) and the Singapore
Manufacturing Federation (SMF), houses a shared Cold room and Warehouse
Facility (CWF). At the Food Hub signing ceremony | attended last week, food
manufacturing and services companies told me that they could save on start-up and
operating costs by tapping on this ready-built facilities and services offered by the
CWEF operator.

29. | am happy to announce to Members that JTC will be developing a new
Metals, Machinery and Timber Hub (MMT) in Kranji for SMEs in metals, machinery
and timber trades. To be completed in 2020, the multi-storey MMT Hub will have
high ceilings and heavy floor loading to accommodate tenants’ heavy automation
machinery and products. These specifications will then allow companies to explore
productive initiatives such as the installation of overhead cranes to replace and
reduce their reliance on fork lifts.

30. In addition, Mr Chen Show Mao may wish to note that JTC’s subletting policy
provides companies with the flexibility to adjust their space usage according to
business needs and supports space sharing by allowing lessees to sublet up to 30%
of the total gross floor area to other companies for better synergy or to put
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temporarily unused space to better use. However, in terms of market share, JTC
industrial space currently constitute only 8% of all industrial space and we do not
have the critical mass to influence overall market pricing

COMPANIES MUST CONTINUE TO INTERNATIONALISE

31. Beyond our local environment, SMEs must also pay attention to the global
environment and seize opportunities as they arise.

32. As Mr Liang Eng Hwa pointed out, the Market Readiness Assistance (MRA)
programme and Global Company Partnership (GCP) programme were enhanced
last year to help companies internationalise and take advantage of these overseas
business opportunities.

33. Just to give some numbers, in 2015, IE Singapore supported 34,000
companies in their internationalisation efforts, this is a 21% increase over 2014. Over
80% of these companies were SMEs. Through the MRA programme, more than
30,700 companies were supported andthe take-up rate of MRA grants increased by
7-fold over 2014, benefitting mainly SMEs with annual turnover below $5 million.
Andunder the GCP programme, over 3,800 companies received help to grow their
business overseas in 2015. IE Singapore also helped companies to secure $769
million in trade and financing loans in 2015, up from $753 million in 2014.

34. Secondly, there was more focus on accelerating overseas growth of
Singapore companies. IE Singapore introduced a new tax incentive- the
International Growth Scheme (IGS) and expanded the scope of
Internationalisation Finance Scheme (IFS) to include Merger & Acquisitions.

35. Thirdly, we introduced more targeted assistance to address manpower needs
of internationalising companies. IE Singapore enhanced the Double Tax Deduction
for Internationalisation (DTDi) to include qualifying manpower expenses for
Singaporeans posted overseas. This supports businesses that are expanding
overseas and create more skilled jobs and opportunities for our Singaporeans. The
Minister for Finance has announced that the scheme will be extended for another 4
years until 31 March 2020.

PARTNERSHIP WITH TRADE ASSOCIATIONS AND CHAMBERS (5% <1thE
&1E)
=

36. The Minister for Industry, Mr Iswaran talked about the Industry Transformation
Programme (ITP). One key plank of this effort is our partnership with our trade
associations. Mr Chairman, may | now speak in Mandarin.

37. MEXBLXITMEHRARERIEHSH S 44 (Trade Associations
and Chambers, TACs), HI{EM . #myAET 300 M, FHERERS




MBAEHS 220 — ARABN ZHRKER S, Airlkhs, AR
HAT X X 2 Ax /N R e

38. HMUNEERHRLE-MEHRTFTREASVHESAEME, Wbk mEEF.
B, AT & KW & B 3% T R BE A &L & (Singapore Business
Federation, SBF), f# & F l1“k k& % Z& i1 & (Committee on the Future
Economy, CFE) ") £ ZE &Mk 22—

39. BT S5 AEMITIZRE S EERS, TATH Z BF LR 2 20 DL H
PR 7 A, S EEAT AR . Pk BRI (Industry Transformation
Programme) "E iUk, SHHBIAMAEERREL. B A&
A" (SME Centre) Z#RHMEIEAMRS KK EEA, B iR F
PHE A O LA TR EA . ERERHE P U .

40. i, MmO ESBITKES . PUAMBE . £XITH, Maak
R, EHRAALER, BUERKBEMBER T, Sl P
R, 5SHRIMEEL, Sz mETEE, LR 4. BUFT
CAAE J 75 32 %5 WE W, {EL 36 £ FI 2k 10 i 8 DA e 2507 AT AR 4k

41. B, MM ARME T Z, R RIERBN, TMBUFEME £
HN A, R ORS zE ot I BUR HLA AN ZE AR SR 2R . IVE R L iniE, M
PNl RB I EHREI. HefeAaEE. IBEZRE
(Leon Perera) Wi NiZAiE, BUNG TR SR, #adHEMR, mH
NEE L RERTZER. REBEXRELERKF, H 2005 F, FZHC
A b5 B s M xR Jm (IE Singapore) 7E“ A st 4l 5 b & & & i1 %] (Local Enterprise
and Association Development, LEAD) " F g &1E. & 2016 4 3 H1ik, 35 4
2 T 180 24T R I H 3R 3CFF, BkakediEd 1.2 6o, A R4
4 T3 A A M 52 3

42. H=, WA ULHEPICERT R, JFHNMRIT IR E R, UX

FRATME A R e o IXRE, A AT 3 Bl rb /s A VORE JRCSE 22 B I TR) ARG 77, A Ak B0
Tz % .

43. U0, W4 HAI(A*STAR) MK b B THiH R (GET-Up
Programme ) " &, & 1E #7425 M £ R B 4 (Operational Technology
Roadmapping, OTR) ”. “GEMEF AR ML "I ERHFLH K R, W T
N EAT I ZE R R ), Il B M HOR Re

44. FhH, MEBEEEREIRD, maaEhhmlAgEk, I3 AT
H BrAl o i an, — LRy o M4 ks & fE TR AL 5 i 8l (Deal Hunter P
rogramme) ", /NI RE L. £ R HLRAEAT S, B
Frvr 48 LA B 2 10 & (Franchising and Licensing Association (Singapore))
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N6 XM AHANHNT 47 ke, KI T 16 AP, HK T 53 FIEi
A1 A

(Translation for para 37 to 44)

37. Ms Foo Mee Har and Mr Thomas Chua spoke about the role of our Trade
Associations and Chambers (TACs). With over 300 TACs in Singapore, the TAC
landscape is very diverse — ranging from the broad-based ethnic chambers, to
industry associations, as well as smaller TACs with only a handful of members.

38. The Government has been working closely with the business-focussed TACs to
reach out to SMEs. For instance, our apex chamber, the Singapore Business
Federation (SBF), is one of our key partners in the Committee on the Future
Economy (CFE).

39. Besides working together with the broad-based TACs, our economic agencies
will need to take a more targeted approach to drive transformation of our key
sectors. For ITP to be implemented successfully, effective partnerships with TACs
are crucial. If SME Centres can be compared to GP clinics, then the role of TACs
in the Industry Transformation Programme (ITP) would be akin to that of “specialist
doctors”. Allow me to elaborate further.

40. First, businesses best understand the trends, opportunities and challenges of
their sectors. In this regard, TACs can play a critical role in leading the
transformation of their respective sectors, by organising the industry players and
set the direction for growth and transformation of the sector. The Government has
to work hand in hand with our businesses. There is a saying that “the business
arena is like the battlefield”; businesses should work closely with one another to
achieve greater results. In this regard, the Government can set the economic
strategies, but at the tactical level, businesses must still lead the charge.

41. Second, TACs’ extensive reach and business networks also create a multiplier
effect for Government to touch base with many more SMEs than Government
agencies alone are able to. Ms Sun Xueling had asked about how SMEs can be
alerted to business trends and opportunities. One effective way is through the
TACs. Mr Leon Perera may also wish to note that Government support for TACs
is carefully scoped out and meant to create as wide an impact as possible. Since
2005, SPRING and IE Singapore have worked with 35 TACs on various sector
upgrading projects under the Local Enterprise and Association Development
(LEAD) Programme. As of March 2016, 35 TACs have been supported for more
than 180 industry-upgrading projects, totalling more than $120 million in grant and
benefitting about 40,000 local enterprises.

42. Third, TACs can also support their sectors’ growth by facilitating the
aggregation of demand and provide shared resources for the industry. This can
free up the time and energies of many SMEs, and allow them to focus on their core
functions.

43. Fourth, TACs can embark on Operation and Technology Roadmapping (OTR)
with A*STAR under the GET-Up Programme for its respective sector. OTR is a
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detailed step-by-step plan that lays out the technological capabilities needed for
companies or sectors to remain competitive.

44. Fifth, as Mr Thomas Chua has noted, TACs can also bring SMEs together and
help them internationalise. For example, a number of TACs have worked with I1E
Singapore on the Deal Hunter Programme to help SMEs source for business
leads on a collective basis. Under this programme, the Franchising and
Licensing Association (Singapore) organised 47 meetings in Japan for 6
companies, resulting in 15 business leads and overseas sales of $530,000.

STRENGTHENING CAPABILITIES OF THE TRADE ASSOCIATIONS AND
CHAMBERS (EFAHHEAKE & 88/1)

A5 % FAHLAE ™% . & REERRERMNE &, BUNFEBR T E 2 IR
R THAT B B R 1. W EB XL MBHASZE NI, RITKBE LLEE
TNV AEAT TR B A Al S 2 &k e 1Tkl (LEAD Plus Programme) . FATH G
H5OH w2, WFRBER R ST E F

46. 89 Tk &I KT 71, bedi )R fE 7 g0 iR B A Al 5 B 2 R R v RII(LEAD
Plus Programme) "2 ¥ 5 <& 1E, R e &% u% L A gk 421X, FF H 5
TR NPT R AL BERE 1, broB R K S RE T A BA I £ Mk B RE
HE, ERITEARK 5 4, MM EEEZE 20 2% G, JEHAM
70% M AL . dealh, AM SRR S, ATEEEMMRS, LU AR
T2, U Bhrg 3 N DB UR . 5 B W R S 45 5 03 AR AR -

AT7. RNHENATI AL, bR 5 i 2 A8 GUR I AR AV 5 o R TR &
B, e melREEEEMRS . Flu, mHE¥ZRF—-RINEESEFH
WE, BFEE5aH 0 (Centres of Innovation) & 1E. sEXI“G S M Ak
27, DAY RE o A T 3 7 35 RN 2 3 T R X T 3 IR B

48. JF R A A 54 R BRI (LEAD-PLUS) ¥ 2r B BRHEAT « 25 24T,
& CLSE R AR A AV S 2 R R (LEAD) "I B R 2

49. FREFJh AR L Gl = B ) /N Y 7 A 5 As B R 3t R T R A AL S 2 R TR
(LEAD) "TiH . Mihsmif& 2 ar g 2], WoeS5mimr e RS 1EDmHE
(TAC-Collaborative Industry Projects), — R T g /b4 4T, #idix
I H, Wa5h /e 5SARMBI BT AE, Sl AR . XEHET
WEBR L FTIR B EHE . B AEEEHA.

50. WEAMIE AT LLEMAE. Studalk /e <4100 LS 22k Bl 8 0Ok A
T AT — 7 & /E, sl bk 55 b A xR, /)N 30 B 3 [ 1 m) 2% T & 4 TR 4R
A7 T4 Jik 45 K £ %7 ( Jurong Town Hall)i“7 < 0y (Trade Association
Hub) 7. /NAIR & RAE — AT L% t, (FH RS Baks, KRR
BN A E, DLRASNH EERES . HAr, B 7 o 8 w2
bh, WA TN SR NERTE ZL.




51. MBI KRAAWHEM TR T, EIGFERANEZENE., HEHAEEFE
TR, R0 SR T AL A B o BUR R Ak 3R Bt IR AR AN, BT
RS 5 R, B ReN A G RARM T, —UI%h, s %,
BB AEREATE RSP, bR EAIERBN S, EHE
MER. RNNS5maalE, m2EaErdldh, EEFBRROENDEE, B
5B AN J2 A A

(Translation for para 45 to 51)

45. For TACs that are willing and ready to take on a larger role, the Government will
put in more resources to build up their capabilites. Ms Foo Mee Har and Mr
Thomas Chua may wish to note that we will be introducing the LEAD Plus
Programme to help TACs from selected sectors. For a start, we will be working
more closely with TACs that have already achieved a certain level of competency,
and from priority sectors for transformation and growth.

46. To help address the need for leadership development among TACs, SPRING’s
LEAD Plus Programme will support selected TACs on strategic planning,
succession planning within the TAC, as well as groom younger leaders. To
strengthen the management of the TAC Secretariat, SPRING will support training of
the leadership team to manage corporate functions, and also the secondment of up
to 20 public officers over 5 years to the TACs. SPRING will support up to 70% of
the cost of this secondment and development programmes. In addition, SPRING
will also support the upgrade of internal processes within the TACs, such as in HR,
IT and Finance, by providing funding for consultancy, hardware and software
upgrading.

47. To spur transformation of the sector, SPRING will work with TACs under LEAD
Plus to strengthen the services they provide to their members. For instance, it will
support a wide range of TAC-led activities, including collaboration with Centres of
Innovation (COIls), OTR and market sensing activities.

48. LEAD Plus will be introduced in phases, starting with TACs that are already on
board the LEAD Programme.

49. For smaller TACs that may lack the scale or capabilities, | encourage you to
start by embarking on LEAD projects with SPRING. As mentioned by the Minister
for Trade Lim Hng Kiang, TACs can also work with SPRING on TAC-Collaborative
Industry Projects, in order to benefit your members. Through these projects,
TACs and SMEs can work with our Research Institutes and tap on new
technologies, which could include data analytics and food packaging technologies
as mentioned by Ms Sun Xueling.

50. TACs can also come together and collaborate. For instance, our TACs in the
logistics sector can also work with TACs in the Food or Retail sectors, to provide
solutions to one another’s problems in a synergistic and complementary manner.
Smaller TACs can also consider moving to the TA Hub, at Jurong Town Hall. By
clustering at the TA Hub, smaller TACs can share facilities, tap on secretariat
support from the larger TACs, and explore collaboration in areas such as training,
and organising overseas missions. | am happy to note that in addition to SCCCI,
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more than 10 TACs have indicated their interest to locate at TA Hub.

51. Minister for Finance also spoke widely about the importance of partnerships in
the ITP. But just as importantly, transformation must first come from companies
themselves. We have grants for companies and TACs can take a proactive role in
transformation and innovation, but all these will come to nought if companies do not
have the hunger to transform. As Mr Thomas Chua mentioned during the Budget
Debate, SMEs need to have the correct mindset and must want to transform. By
working with the TACs, we want to foster a stronger spirit of self-reliance within our
local enterprises.

CONSUMER PROTECTION

52. Mr_Lim Biow Chuan has asked if more protection for consumers can be
legislated.

53. The Consumer Protection (Fair Trading) Act, or CPFTA, is regularly reviewed
to ensure that it continues to provide consumers with adequate protection. We
started our review last year, and have engaged industry including CASE for their
views. We are nearing the end of this review and intend to start public consultations
soon.

54. Let me respond to Mr Lim’s specific points. First, our proposed enhancements
to the CPFTA will include strengthening the injunction framework to prevent errant
retailers from side-stepping injunction orders, and appointing an administering
government agency with investigation and enforcement powers. Those who engage
in criminal activities such as outright cheating will continue to be investigated by the
Police under the Penal Code.

55.  Secondly, to mandate that businesses put prepayments into escrow accounts
will raise business costs which unfortunately, would ultimately be passed on to
consumers. Instead, consumers can protect their prepayments by choosing retailers
that are CaseTrust accredited. Most CaseTrust accredited retailers provide
protection for consumer prepayments. We encourage more trade associations to
work with CASE on accreditation schemes to better safeguard consumers’ interests.

56. Thirdly, the CPFTA provides the same protection to consumers, whether their
purchases are made online or from our regular brick-and-mortar retailers. On
practices such as pre-ticked boxes and arbitration clauses, the CPFTA already
requires retailers to make material information clear to consumers prior to these
transactions. We are working with CASE to educate consumers on the importance of
reading the terms and conditions before finalising the transaction.

57.  And fourthly, MTI has engaged CASE on making information on petrol prices
and discounts more accessible to consumers. CASE is working towards putting such
information on their website.

CONCLUSION
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58.  Mr Chairman, in conclusion, economic restructuring is a long-term effort which
cannot be put on hold. SMEs must make use of every opportunity to upgrade our
capabilities. The Government, too, needs to work closely with the industry on this
and hence, need to strengthen our partnership with the TACs. | am confident that
we will emerge from our challenges a stronger economy, and our SMEs more
competitive than before.
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