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Singapore

THE benefits of being part of a larger 

group  are showing in  Singa-

pore-headquartered container ship-

ping line APL’s first-quarter report 

card.

APL turned in a net  profit  of 

US$26 million for the three months 

ended March 31. This compares with 

a net loss of US$105.1 million posted 

by its then Singapore-listed parent, 

Neptune Orient Lines (NOL) for the 

year-ago period.

Chief executive Nicolas Sartini told 

The Business Times that one-half of 

this turnaround was accounted by 

cost savings reaped from being part 

of the larger CMA CGM group.

Marseille-based CMA CGM, which 

is the third-largest container shipping 

company in the world, completed the 

acquisition of all shares in NOL last 

September; the combined group has 

thus emerged as the top dog in the 

transpacific trade.

Mr Sartini became CEO last June. 

Since then, APL has shaved more than 

US$100 million in costs from syner-

gies with its French parent, including 

leveraging the scale of the larger 

group to negotiate better buying 

terms, he said.

Alphaliner  consultant  HJ  Tan  

noted that in this respect, the larger 

CMA CGM group has also benefited 

from the accounting treatment of 

APL’s US$1.2 billion FY16 loss after a 

one-time  write-off  in  excess  of  

US$800 million.

CMA CGM then elected to apply 

purchase price accounting, which 

provided for part of APL’s FY16 loss to 

be counted as “goodwill” in the ac-

counts of the French shipping group. 

This allows the group to recognise 

most cost-savings in FY17 with min-

imal downside from one-off non-re-

curring items, Mr Tan explained.

Mr Sartini also pointed out that 

APL did not resort to slashing staff 

numbers significantly in Singapore in 

order to cut costs.

Just a dozen were made redun-

dant here as their positions have 

moved to Marseille in France. Another 

135 employees were redeployed to 

the CMA CGM group of companies 

here.

That leaves about 500 employees 

on APL’s payroll in Singapore. Its staff 

number totals about 5,000 globally.

Mr Sartini emphasised that APL’s 

strong revenue performance for the 

January to March quarter is the more 

significant half  of  its  turnaround 

story.

APL’s  first-quarter  turnover  of  

US$1.28 billion compared favourably 

against NOL’s Q1 FY16 turnover of 

US$1.14 billion.

Part of APL’s revenue expansion 

came from improved freight rates 

over 2016 levels, which have mostly 

held out months after the collapse of 

South Korea’s Hanjin Shipping.

Billions of dollars of cargo left 

stranded as a result of Hanjin’s col-

lapse  have  discouraged  shippers  

from squeezing shipping lines and 

tipped the scale in favour of improv-

ing freight rates.

What could have played a bigger 

role in supporting APL’s Q1 topline 

performance months after Hanjin’s 

collapse, however, were improved 

fundamentals in container shipping. 

“Overall demand growth for con-

tainer shipping of close to 5 per cent 

more than offset a lower base capa-

city expansion of 2-3 per cent,” said 

Mr Sartini.

APL’s volumes for transpacific and 

Asia-Europe trades expanded 34 per 

cent and 12 per cent respectively over 

the previous year.

APL has wasted no time in milking 

advantages from being part of the 

CMA CGM group.

Since January, APL has rolled out 

six new weekly services including the 

Japan Straits Express Service that was 

jointly  launched with  CMA CGM. 

Mr Sartini pointed out that two of the

three vessels that will ply this service 

are from APL and one from CMA CGM.

But perhaps more importantly for 

APL, it has gained through its French 

parent, a seat in the Ocean Alliance.
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SINGAPORE has, over the years, de-

veloped a system and culture that “es-

chews corruption”, and the country’s 

progress depends on its ability to 

stay clean and corruption-free, said 

Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong on 

Tuesday.

Speaking at the opening of the Cor-

ruption  Reporting  and  Heritage  

Centre (CRHC) of the Corrupt Prac-

tices Investigation Bureau (CPIB), he 

said: “Our founding leaders left us a 

clean system, built up over more than 

half-a-century. It’s a legacy that we 

should be proud of and do our ut-

most to protect.”

Mr Lee made the point that Singa-

poreans expect and demand a clean 

system, and do not condone giving or 

accepting “social lubricants” to get 

things done.

Citizens believe they can be suc-

cessful in life because they work 

hard, and not because of special con-

nections or paying extra “fees” to any-

one – and this is how things should 

be, stressed Mr Lee. 

He also said that members of the 

public “readily report” corrupt prac-

tices when they encounter them, and 

trust that the law applies to all and 

that the government will enforce the 

laws without fear or favour.

Businesses are confident that the 

rules are “transparent and fairly ap-

plied” in Singapore, while the public 

service is professional, with officers 

imbued with the right values. 

Public officers are paid “fair and 

realistic”  wages  that  are  bench-

marked against those in the private 

sector, thus reducing the temptation 

for them to accept bribes.

Mr Lee noted that many countries 

accept corruption as a “natural state 

of things” – it is entrenched in the sys-

tem and impossible to eradicate. Des-

pite the stiff laws against corruption 

in place, the people in these countries 

are no longer outraged by corrupt offi-

cials and are resigned to the way 

things are. 

He said that even if one batch of 

leaders is kicked out, the next group 

will behave in exactly the same man-

ner.

In contrast, Singapore continues 

to perform well in international rank-

ings of freedom from corruption, 

such as the rankings carried out by 

graft watchdog Transparency Interna-

tional, the World Bank and the Polit-

ical And Economic Risk Consultancy. 

On its part, the CPIB tables an an-

nual report on corruption to Parlia-

ment. Last year, the number of corrup-

tion cases fell 11 per cent from what 

was already an all-time low, Mr Lee 

noted.

The CPIB said it received 808 com-

plaints last year, down from 877 in 

the year before. Of the 808 cases, 118 

or 14.6 per cent were registered for in-

vestigation – the lowest in 32 years.

The private sector accounted for 

85 per cent of all cases registered for 

investigation last year, a four percent-

age point fall from 2015.

The new CRHC on Whitley Road 

began operations in early January. 

Members of the public can walk in to 

report suspected corrupt practices. 

Complaints can also be filed at the 

CPIB’s  headquarters  in  Lengkok  

Bahru, off Jalan Bukit Merah.

Mr Lee said the CRHC exemplifies 

the government’s attitude towards 

corruption, and shows that it treats 

complaints on corruption seriously 

and transparently.

He reiterated that every complaint 

on corruption is thoroughly investig-

ated, and that many successful CPIB 

investigations came from tip-offs  

from the public.

“The courts, the government and 

public servants must continue to up-

hold the highest levels of profession-

alism and integrity,” said Mr Lee. 

“But the public also plays an im-

portant role to maintain our social 

norms of eschewing corruption.”

The index for volume of sales was 

at  5.5 percentage points for  Q3,  

versus -1.41 for Q2 and -5.33 for Q3 

last year. For profits, it was at five per-

centage points  for  Q3 this  year,  

versus -0.47 for Q2 and -1.33 for a 

year ago.

The transportation sector made a 

marked improvement in sentiment. 

For Q3 2017, all six indicators were in 

positive territory, compared to only 

one for Q2. Volume of sales in this sec-

tor rebounded from -7.69 percentage 

points for Q2 to 16.67 for Q3. The em-

ployment indicator, at -23.07 for Q2, 

jumped to 8.33 for Q3.

The manufacturing sector  was  

also sanguine about Q3, with three in-

dicators in positive territory com-

pared to two for Q2.

In the downbeat financial sector, 

two indicators – volume of sales and 

net profits – showed signs of improve-

ment for Q3 2017 from -13.33 for Q2. 

However, they managed only to reach 

zero, meaning that as many business 

owners think these two indicators 

would improve in Q3 as those who ex-

pect them to worsen.

In the construction sector, only 

two indicators moved into positive 

territory. Volume of sales and net 

profit increased from -21.43 percent-

age points for Q2 2017 to a positive 

7.14 for Q3.

The SCCB is a private-sector firm 

that runs a database of local enter-

prises and their credit history.

JTC Corporation will be 

fleshing out more details of 
its masterplan for Punggol 
North towards the end of this 
year, and more details on the 
Jurong Innovation District next 
year. 
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PM Lee speaking with retired CPIB officers (far left) Raymond Ng, 74, and (centre) Yeo Peng Soon, 70, at the 
opening of CRHC. PHOTO:  STRAITS  TIMES

What could  have  
played a  bigger  role  in  
supporting APL’s Q1 
topline  performance  
months after Hanjin’s  
collapse,  however,  
were improved 
fundamentals in 
container shipping.  
“Overall  demand  
growth for  container  
shipping of close to
5 per cent more than  
offset a  lower  base  
capacity expansion
of 2-3 per  cent,”  
Mr Sartini said.
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The CPIB tables an 
annual  report  on  
corruption  to 
Parliament. Last year,  
the number  of  
corruption  cases  fell
11 per cent from
what was already
an all-time  low.

‘The public also plays an important role to maintain our social norms of eschewing corruption.’
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