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The word “challenging” would sum
up what 2016 meant for Singapore.

Over the year, businesses, jobs
and workers alike faced the strains
arising from technological disrup-
tions and a slowing economy.

Security was heightened, given
new terror threats in neighbouring
countries, and the outbreak of Zika

raised healthcare concerns.
The Sunday Times asked observ-

ers and industry experts across 13
sectors for a word which represent-
ed their 2016. Three returned with
“challenging”.

Mr Loh Lik Peng, founder of res-
taurant and hotel group Unlisted
Collection, said businesses had a
“tough year”, hit by the slowdown in
consumer spending and firm costs
pressures from rentals and labour.

The sluggish economy also had an
impact on others. Law Society presi-
dent Gregory Vijayendran said:
“Generally speaking, it has been a
year of extraordinary pressures on

legal practitioner, from getting
work to getting paid to getting by.”

Professor Peter Ng, head of the
Lee Kong Chian Natural History Mu-
seum, described 2016 as “challeng-
ing” for the environmental sector.

Last year, two major projects high-
lighted the tension between devel-
opment and nature conservation:
plans to build a train tunnel under
the Central Catchment Nature Re-
serve, and the massive makeover of
leafy Mandai to build a hub of five
wildlife parks.

A “troubling” 2016 came to mind
for Mr Yang Razali Kassim, senior
fellow at the S. Rajaratnam School
of International Studies at Nanyang
Technological University.

He highlighted the foiling of
more terror plots by the Indonesian
authorities and arrests of female sui-
cide bombers there.

“Singapore’s vulnerability will
rise in 2017, spilling over from 2016.
One can only recall the plot to fire a
rocket into Singapore from Batam,
which is also unprecedented,”
added Mr Yang Razali on the terror
threat Singapore faces.

Other newsmakers sought to put
a more neutral gloss on 2016. It was
a year of change for Singapore, de-
scribed as “redefinition”, “disrup-
tion” and “innovation”.

Labour MP Ang Hin Kee said jobs
are being redefined with the rise of
the “gig economy”. Jobs such as pri-
vate transportation and food deliv-
ery are now being handled by
groups of independent contractors,
or what he calls “tied freelancers”.

Government Technology Agency
(GovTech) chief executive Jacque-
line Poh said industries from fi-
nance and logistics to retail were
disrupted by the convergence of
mobile technologies, the Internet
of things, big data and artificial in-
telligence.

Uber’s Singapore general manag-
er Warren Tseng said innovations
have changed the way Singapore-
ans commute.

He said Uber’s launch of a carpool-
ing feature illustrates how technolo-
gy can be used to put more people
into fewer cars, helping ease con-
gestion and pollution.

In the market, carpooling through

apps such as Ryde, GrabShare and
GrabHitch is also taking off.

Despite the onslaught of change
and challenge, some experts such
as National Institute of Education
don Jason Tan said 2016 was one of
“opportunities” – through greater
inclusiveness and more education
options. He highlighted the
Government’s decision to extend
the Compulsory Education Act
from 2019 to cover children with
moderate to severe special needs,
and the formation of the SkillsFu-
ture Singapore statutory board.

Dr Kevin Tan, president of the In-
ternational Council on Monuments
and Sites, said 2016 was “hopeful”
for the heritage sector, as the herit-
age community and government
agencies reached some positive out-
comes over sites such as the Ellison
Building. The Land Transport Au-
thority has said it will engage a con-
servation specialist to advise on
minimising the impact of upcom-
ing tunnel works on the
92-year-old building.
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LOOKING AHEAD
While 2017 may also be fraught
with challenges, stakeholders say
the key is in innovating to meet
them head-on.

Already, changes are brewing be-
hind the scenes.

In the coming year, Singaporeans
can expect to enjoy, for instance,
flights connecting Changi Airport
to destinations farther afield, as the
airport strives to maintain its posi-
tion as a key aviation hub.

Changi Airport Group’s chief ex-
ecutive Lee Seow Hiang said Termi-
nal 4’s opening later this year is piv-
otal to the airport’s growth.

Global competition in the avia-
tion industry will intensify, he not-
ed, as countries and businesses
grapple with weaker economic
growth, rising oil prices, and global
political and security uncertainty.

“However, opportunities

abound as the desire to travel
grows along with Changi’s connec-
tivity to more countries and cities,
helped by the airlines’ introduc-
tion of newer planes that are more
fuel-efficient and can fly farther.”

In the retail sector, shopping
malls will be pushed to offer shop-
pers more interesting experiences
from pop-up shops to new food
and beverage concepts.

Unlisted Collection’s Mr Loh
said mall landlords are now start-
ing to relook the way they do
things – such as more flexible rent-
al terms. With competition from
online retailers heating up,
bricks-and-mortar businesses will
offer more in-store attractions, in-
cluding make-up lessons and pho-
tography workshops, he said.

Mr Vijayendran expects lawyers
to build sustainable practices and
rightsize their firms. “I anticipate

growth in areas such as dispute res-
olution, restructuring and insolven-
cy and community law. So, all will
not be doom and gloom,” he said.

Dr Lim Poh Lian, a senior consult-
ant at Tan Tock Seng Hospital’s De-
partment of Infectious Diseases,
said there will be constant vigi-
lance for outbreaks Singapore is
vulnerable to, such as Mers in the
Middle East, and H7N9 avian flu in
China.

LEAVING NONE BEHIND
With the “gig economy” on the
rise, Mr Ang said labour MPs will
be pushing the Government at this
year’s Budget to consider how to
protect “tied freelancers” – for ex-
ample, security for retirement and
medical coverage. “Under the ‘gig
economy’, an employer can go
through a third-party platform and
buy services, they don’t have to
hire a worker directly. The worry
for such a worker is: ‘Am I left with
a poorer choice?’” Mr Ang said.

GovTech’s Ms Poh said that as
the Government places more citi-
zen services online, it will ensure
those who are elderly and less tech-
nologically savvy will still get ac-
cess to these services.

The 26 Citizen Connect Centres

around the island are being upgrad-
ed – kiosks will be height-adjusta-
ble for wheelchair users, and home
pages of the tablets redesigned.

Housing Board chief executive
Cheong Koon Hean pledged that
those living in older estates will
not be left out.

This year, HDB will reach out to
residents in Toa Payoh, Woodlands
and Pasir Ris to seek feedback on
plans to upgrade their towns. It will
also continue with programmes to
improve older estates and enhance
flats for senior citizens.

While more families will be af-
fected by the gloomy economy,
there will be a buffer, said Ms Chee
Wai Yee, head of social work and
psychosocial services at Dover
Park Hospice. “Social workers,
hopefully, can see ourselves as
‘shock absorbers’ and do our part
to cushion the challenges for fami-
lies,” she said.
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The year was tough for some but
also held opportunities for others

Professor Peter
Ng, head of the
Lee Kong Chian
Natural History
Museum, says
2016 has been
“challenging”
for the
environmental
sector.
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ESM GOH CHOK TONG ON THE NEW YEAR

I do not feel at ease about the New Year. Many
uncertainties and disruptive forces are at work. Some
concerns: Will Trump’s ‘Make America Great Again’
unsettle the world with a transactional win-lose
attitude? Will Xi’s China Dream and China’s peaceful
rise become increasingly assertive? And will Abe’s
desire to make Japan a normal country breed
suspicion of its intent in East Asia?

Domestically, how will technology and slow global
economic growth disrupt the lives of our workers?

Whatever 2017 may bring, we cannot despair. We
have to adapt to changes outside our control and
make the most of factors within our control. For
example, strengthen good relations with our
neighbouring countries; share the fruits of economic
growth and continue to plant new trees; and nurture
in our young the ‘can do’ resilient spirit of our pioneer
generation.

Most importantly, keep our chin up and be
confident of who we are, our values, and our
determination to secure our own future.”

’’EMERITUS SENIORMINISTER GOH CHOKTONG, in a Facebook post
yesterday

2017 in a word:
Innovation
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