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Post-Budget roundtable panel
reassured by measures for
current crises and the future

Tee Zhuo

A Budget thar was expansionary
but targeted and reassuring - that
was the consensus of experts from
a post-Budger roundtable discus-
sion organised by The Strairs Times
and Money FM 59.3.

While the Government chalked
up a $10.9 billion deficit, the spend-
ing was prudent and necessary,
four observers said on the panel
yesterday, which  was  live-
streamed from the multimedia
studioin 5T s newsroom.

“This {figure) is well above what
markets were expecting, and
rightly s0,” said United Owerseas
Bank senioreconomist Alvin Licw.

“The measures Were very sensi-
ble, itwasn't spending on white cle-
phantsor useless projects.”

The ohservers said the Budget
met their expectations. There werne
short-term measures to deal with
immediate issues such as the cco-
nomic fallout of the coronavims
outhreak, and also measures that
looked at the long term, for exam-
ple, investing for climate change.

COUNTERING THE CORONAVIRUS
The Budget was gencrous but also
targeted, with special attention for
sectors badly hit by the outhreak,
like retail, courism, aviation and
food, said 5T associate editor
Vikram Khanna. Many of these mea-
surcswere mostly one-off, he said.
A corparate income tax rebate of
25 per cent, for example, is only for
year of assessment 2020. And the

%13 billion payout to offset & per
cent of the wages of Singapore resi-
dents is for three months,

These measures show that the
Government's priority is job protee-
tion during the coronavirus out-
break, in the short term, said Mr
Khanna. “Wie can't be sure this coro-
mavinus erisis will not streteh be-
wvond three months, and [ think we
have to ask, then what?”

Mr Liew agreed. Comparing it to
the "hazooka™ 2000 Budpget which
dealt with the global financial cri-
sis, he said the situation now is not
as dire, so the current measures are
enough. But if the situation takes a
rurn for the worse or is prolonged,
there could be a supplementary

. 5aid the economist.

In fact, if the public health erisis
woere to stretch to a year, supply
chains would be badly affected,
said KPMG Singapore tax partner
Chin Wu Hong, adding thar the Re-
publicwould have to look at alterna-
tives beyond China.

Apart from Wuahan, the cpicentre
of the outhreak, lockdowns and
rravel restrictions mean that trade
flowrs from many other cities and
provinces have also been affected.

Eut Mr Liew said sourcing for al-
rernatives is easier said than done,
with 90 per cent of the world's sup-
ply chains linked to China.

Firms are also affected by the
rravel restrictions on forcign work-
ers retuming from China, including
needing to seck approval from the
Manpower Ministry and the new
l4-day stay-home notice.

Given the already tight labour
market, there could have been
more help on foreign worker levies,
at least for the more vulnerable see-
rors, said MrEhanna.

Partof the answer may licin mea-
sures that seek to encourage em-
ployers to find other workers, such
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Expansionary, but targeted
and reassuring, say observers

as reskilling more Singaporeans of
different age proups, said Dr Gillian
Koh, deputy director for research at
the Instituwte of Policy Studies.

She said foreign worker restric-
tions mean “an even leaner labour
situation... which means crmployers
are going to be fighting for man-
power” and be more market-driven
o retain more senior workers.

Those aged 40 to 60, for example,
will get an additional SkillsFuture
Credit top-up of $500, and a new
SkillsFumure Mid-Career Support
Package will be introduoced to
double the annual job placement of
locals in that age range to around
5,500 by 2025. Employers who hire
those aged 40 and above through
reskilling programmes will also ger
20 per cent salary support for six
maonths, capped at $6,000.

Mr Chiu said this tackles both the
demand and supply side, incentivis-
ing not just workers, but also cm-
plovers. He pointed out an added
benefit: As more people work
longer, the tax base grows, helping
toincrease the fiscal surplus.

Fut Mr Khanna was sceptical of
whether the  incentives  could
combat what he saw as deep-
rooted ageism in Singapore’s cor-
porate culture, and added that
SkillsFuture top-ups could be
made annually, given how regu-
larly reskilling is necded in today’s
jobenvironment.

Apart from employment help, the
average Singaporean also walked
away with quite a bit of support in
terms of expenses, Dr Koh noted.
Measures like the decision to hold
off on the goods and services tax
hike for 2021, for example, have
helped ease worries.

Mr Chiu said: “This has an impor-
tant psychological effect when
everything is challenging and not
poing verywell”

: Budget2020isa balanced and

: forward-looking one that helps

i companies and workers transform, while
ensuring t t to cushi

: theimpact of the coronavnrus outbreak

: and anticipated economic slowdown

on local companies, especially SMEs
(smalland medium-sized enterprises).

: Besidestargeted forthe more

: adversely affected sectors, we would have
: liked for the Government to address the

. knock-on effects of the outbreak on other
industries and the larger companies that
are also badly affected.
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© MRS.S.TED,chairmsan of the Singapare Business Federation

CHALLENGES IN ACCESSING SKILLED MANPOWER

We are heartened that the Government
hasresponded to our feedback and
recommendations to provide more
incentives for companies to hire, trainand
reskill senior and mid-career workers.
While we understand that the growthin
S-Pass holders must be sustainable,
businesses will face near-term challenges
from the reduction of the S-Pass sub-DRCs

pendency ratio ceiling) of the
constructlon marine and process sectors
come 2021. We hope that SMEs from these
sectors will continue toreceive help to
address their challengesinaccessing
skilled manpower.
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MRROLAND NG, g e<ident of Lhe Singapore Chinese Chamber
of Commerce & industry.

Dr Koh added that vorers w
remember the help the Govern-
ment has given them come the Gen-
eral Election, which must be held
by April nextyear.

“Politicians would be saying
there is this GST rise, how will (Sin-
gaporeans) be affected... (now)
isn'tjust left hanging, ™ she said.

MPORTANT STEPS IN ADDRESSING CLIMATE CHANGE

Singapore may be small but not short
on innovative ideas and determination
o achieve greater environmental
sustainability. The use of incineration
ash for road construction and new

ax incentives and structures for
vehicles are important steps to
addressclimate change.
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MR CHAIWA FOOK, pua L, Lisx services, Enrest £ Yiurg
Salulsares LLP.

FOCUSING ON THE FUTURE

The panel said the Budget also sen
astrong signal that fumure plans will
still power on, virus on no viros,
whether for climate change o
transforming the cconomy.

On the latter, Mr Khanna sa
“This was a significant part of the
Budget. It suggests that you can’y
pause transformation just becanse
of Covid-19."

Hewas also delighted by the elee-
tric vehicle adoption incentives,
which include tax rebates and an
aim to phase out all vehicleswith in-
ternal combustion engines by
2040. The Government also an-
nounced the first injection o
%5 billion to a new Coastal and
Flood Protection Fund to deal with
the existential threat from rising
sealevels posed by climate change.

Mr Chiu said that even though
seems expensive, such spending
has an impact on how the world
sees Singapore and whether it can
attract talent in the long term.
Managing it well will put the nation
“inagood light™.

Dr Koh said Singaporeans should
not forget that apart from the coron-
avirus, the Government had
ready planned well ahead for the
Budget, not least to deal with the
effects of tensions be-
tween China and the United States.

“Wie can rest casy, knowing tha
we are ingood hands,” she said.

SUSTAINABLE FISCAL MANAGEMENT

As this may be an electionyear, there was
considerable emphasis in the Budget
announcement on, and additional
generosity by way of, multi-faceted,
subsidised support for citizens.

All this, while exhibiting the
Government’s traditional sustainable
fiscal management. The largest

budget deficitin a decade will be funded
by budget surpluses achieved during

he current term of government.

There will be no draw on past reserves.
Game, setand match.
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