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S’pore public service among world’s least corrupt
It moves up a notch in latest Corruption Perceptions Index; image hasn’t been tarnished by involvement of govt-linked firm Keppel Offshore & Marine in Brazilian bribery scandal
By Angela Tan
angelat@sph.com.sg
Singapore
SINGAPORE’S zero tolerance for corruption has not been tarnished by the
Brazilian bribery scandal that rocked
Singapore government-linked firm
Keppel Offshore & Marine (KOM), but
political observers warned against
complacency.
On Thursday, Transparency International (TI) released its latest Corruption Perceptions Index (CPI). Singapore’s squeaky clean image is getting
even shinier as it moves up a notch in
an international corruption perception index within the rarefied club of
least corrupt countries.
Singapore, which had been ranked
7th in recent years, climbed to the 6th
position in 2017, ahead of 179 countries. Singapore’s score remained
steady at 84, unchanged from 2016,
but down one point from 2015.
The CPI ranks and measures countries by their perceived levels of public sector corruption. The 2017 index
is constructed based on 13 surveys
and assessments of corruption. In the
case of Singapore, surveys used to
compile the score included the World
Bank, the Bertelsmann Foundation,
the Economist Intelligence Unit, PERC
Asia Risk Guide and others. On a scale
of 0 to 100, 100 means very clean and
0 reflects a deep-rooted, systemic corruption problem.
Once again, New Zealand is rated
the least corrupt country in the world

with 89 points. It was followed by Denmark with 88 points and Finland, Norway as well as Switzerland with 85
points.
According to Singapore’s Corrupt
Practices Investigation Bureau (CPIB),
the corruption situation in Singapore
remains under control and the country continues to see a low incidence of
corruption. The number of corruption complaints received and cases registered for investigation hit new
lows in 2016.
“Singapore is recognised worldwide for its efficient and clean public
service. The incidence of public sector corruption in Singapore is one of
the lowest in the world. With the
strong mandate from the government, the CPIB will continue to fight
corruption resolutely and safeguard
the integrity of the Singapore public
service,” said Wong Hong Kuan, director of the CPIB.
Alejandro Salas, regional director
at TI, told The Business Times that perceptions related to the saga involving
KOM have not been picked up yet.
The scandal broke in late December
when US prosecutors disclosed that
KOM had agreed to pay a US$422 million settlement to avoid a criminal
trial for bribing Brazilian officials.
KOM, the world’s largest rig builder, is
a unit of Keppel Corp, which is 20.43
per cent owned by Temasek Holdings
as at November 2017.
“...even countries like Singapore,
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“That we are not at the top of the chart means
that there are instances of corruption even if it
is dealt with, but we have a system to address
it and the incidence is low compared
to elsewhere.”
Gillian Koh, deputy director of Research at Institute of Policy Studies

that pride themselves for being clean
and having a strong hand against corruption, still have a long way to go to
fully eradicate corruption. The case is
huge and clearly shows how there is
corruption linked to Singapore. Furthermore, if the country prides itself
for being clean and firm against corruption, then the companies that bear
the flag and are the face of the country around the world should ‘export’
those clean business practices they
so much take pride in.”
According to court documents released by the US justice department,
KOM engaged in a scheme between
2001 and 2014 to pay US$55 million
in bribes to win 13 contracts with Petrobras and Sete Brasil – two Brazilian
oil companies deeply mired in the
country’s wide-ranging Operation Car
Wash graft scandal.
Mr Salas said the marginal improvements in the rankings masked a
more worrying trend in the overall
scores. For example, Singapore’s
score had fallen three points since
2012, while Japan and the US had
barely moved.
“While no country in the Asia-Pacific region scored a perfect 100, not
even New Zealand or Singapore,
which both experienced their share of
scandals in the last year, our analysis
reveals little progress across the region. In the last six years, only a few
countries experienced small, incremental changes indicating signs of im-

provement,’’ TI said.
Local political observer Eugene
Tan said rankings and scores aside,
the Keppel saga has hurt Singapore’s
high standards of probity.
“We cannot casually differentiate
corruption committed abroad from
corruption committed domestically.
Such inconsistent conduct is a sure recipe for tolerating corruption especially when it seems to convey benefit.”
“We need to be very careful not to
‘import’ undesirable practices and
undo a key strength of our reputation,’’ said the law professor at the
Singapore Management University.
Gillian Koh, deputy director of research at the Institute of Policy Studies, said TI’s ranking of Singapore
shows that the city-state has a system
that deters, investigates and prosecutes corruption firmly.
“... but also that there is an ethic of
integrity alongside that deterrence
that together minimise the commission of corruption,’’ she said.
“That we are not at the top of the
chart means that there are instances
of corruption even if it is dealt with,
but we have a system to address it
and the incidence is low compared to
elsewhere,’’ Dr Koh said.
Dr Koh said Singapore firms which
venture out to operate in jurisdictions that are much further down in
TI’s charts “must have a strategy and
systems to safeguard ethical integrity’’.
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SAUDI ARABIA announced plans on
Thursday to spend billions on building new venues and flying in Western
acts, in a total overhaul of its entertainment sector that would have been
unthinkable not long ago.
Long known for its ultra-conservative mores, the kingdom has embarked on a wide-ranging programme
of social and economic reforms
driven by Crown Prince Mohammed
bin Salman.
At a glitzy press conference in Riyadh, General Entertainment Authority chief Ahmad bin Aqeel al-Khatib
told reporters the kingdom is set to invest US$64 billion in its entertainment sector over the coming decade.
“We are already building the infrastructure,” Mr Khatib said, adding
that ground had been broken for an
opera house.
“God willing, you will see a real
change by 2020,” Mr Khatib said,
adding that more than 5,000 events
were planned for the coming year.
Behind him, a screen teased the
names of international acts like Maroon 5, Andrea Bocelli and Cirque du
Soleil.
Neither a breakdown of how the
money would be spent or a schedule
for the cultural programmes were
provided.
But it follows a series of events in
recent months including concerts, a
Comic-Con festival and a
mixed-gender national day celebration that saw people dancing in the
streets to thumping electronic music
for the first time.
Authorities have also announced
plans to lift a decades-old ban on
cinemas this year, with some 300 expected to open by 2030.
The newfound openness, which includes plans to allow women to drive
from June this year, has been hailed
by some as a crucial liberalisation of
Saudi society.

The reforms are part of Prince Mohammed’s ambitious “Vision 2030”
programme, which seeks to diversify
the Saudi economy as it reels from a
slump in energy prices, with the entertainment sector seen as a key potential source of growth.
Saudis splurge billions annually
on movies and visits to amusement
parks in the neighbouring tourist
hubs of Dubai and Bahrain, which is
accessible by a land causeway.
Mr Khatib vowed to turn around
that trend.
“I went to Bahrain. The bridge is being reversed,” he said, adding that
Bahraini nationals were now coming
to Saudi Arabia for events – accounting for 10 per cent of ticket sales in recent months.
The goal to keep Saudis – more
than half of whom are under 25 –
spending their disposable income at
home is part of a wider campaign
called “Don’t travel”.
Saudi Arabia, the world’s top oil exporter, has been struggling to cope
with persistent budget deficits that
began in 2014 when crude prices
plummeted.
The kingdom withdrew around
US$250 billion from its financial reserves in the past four years.
Authorities have also increased
fuel prices, introduced a value-added
tax and cut subsidies in an effort to reduce costs and boost non-oil revenues.
The shift has been a painful one
for many Saudis accustomed to a generous welfare system.
In December, the government announced a budget with record spending as it seeks to stimulate growth.
AFP

But the minutes also revealed a
split on the Federal Reserve’s
policy-setting committee, with some
officials saying the central bank can
afford to be patient in raising the
benchmark lending rate, according to
the minutes of the Jan 30-31 meeting.
The Fed did not increase the key interest rate at last month’s meeting,
and indicated three rate hikes are expected this year. However, that was
before a strong January employment
report was released, spooking markets due to the fear the Fed will have
to raise rates faster to head off inflation. Many economists now expect
four moves in 2018.
Despite the expectations for an

Participants in the policy-setting
Federal Open Market Committee
(FOMC) noted the tax cuts and the improved global economic outlook as
factors supporting US growth this
year, which they see as stronger than
previously expected.
A number of members noted that
“the effects of the recently enacted
tax changes – while still uncertain –
might be somewhat larger in the near
term than previously thought”, the
minutes said.
As a result, the “stronger outlook
for economic growth raised the likelihood that further gradual upward
policy firming would be appropriate.”
The use of the term “further” was
the subject of intense debate among
economists.
The minutes explain that the central bankers purposely used the term
to “update” their description of the

The first rate increase of the year
is expected at the March FOMC meeting, which will be the first led by
newly-installed Fed chair Jerome Powell, and will be followed by his first
press conference.
However, “some participants” cautioned the committee that inflation,
stubbornly low last year despite solid
economic growth and falling unemployment, could continue to fall short
of the Fed’s 2 per cent goal.
They noted the absence of “significant wage or inflation pressures”,
and said the central bank “could afford to be patient in deciding whether
to increase” the benchmark interest
rate.
That would “allow participants to
assess whether incoming information on inflation showed that it was
solidly on track toward the committee’s objective”.

Businesses “may be only just beginning to determine how they might
allocate their tax savings among investment, worker compensation, mergers and acquisitions, returns to
shareholders, and other uses”, they
added.
In fact, a number of companies
have announced plans to pay bonuses to employees, citing the windfall from the tax cuts, but few have announced wage increases.
But a number of Fed members
noted that the continued strength in
hiring “was likely to translate into
faster wage increases at some point”.
And in fact the January job report
included a 10-year record in wage
gains after months of only tepid increases. AFP

UK economy lags behind G-7 after 2017 growth rate cut
London
BRITAIN’S economy was weaker than
previously thought in 2017, official
data showed on Thursday, leaving
the country lagging further behind
the global recovery as it prepares to
leave the European Union (EU).
The downgrade of the full-year
and fourth-quarter growth rates also
raised questions about the strength
of the economy as the Bank of England (BOE) prepares to raise interest
rates.
Gross domestic product growth
slowed to a quarterly 0.4 per cent
from a previous estimate of 0.5 per
cent, wrong-footing economists and
reducing 2017 growth as a whole to
1.7 per cent, its lowest since 2012.
This was still stronger than most
economists feared immediately after

Britain voted to leave the EU in June
2016.
But the country has relied heavily
on the unexpectedly robust global
economy to sustain its economic
growth while consumers have been
squeezed by higher inflation caused
by the fall in the pound after the
Brexit vote.
Sterling was little changed after
Thursday’s data and government
bond prices rose slightly.
Alan Clarke, an economist at Scotiabank, said the figures showed Britain’s economy was growing at
roughly the pace the BOE sees its new,
lower speed limit, meaning a rate hike
was still on the cards.
But Samuel Tombs, at Pantheon
Macroeconomics, said the data
showed the central bank should delay
any action for now.

“The latest GDP data suggest that
the economy remains in a fragile
state and does not need to be cooled
with another rate rise as soon as May,”
he said in a note to clients.
BOE governor Mark Carney said
this month that rates would probably
need to rise sooner and by somewhat
more than the central bank had
thought in November, when it raised
borrowing costs for the first time in a
decade.
Most economists think rates will
rise again in May, and financial markets expect a further increase, to one
per cent, by the end of the year.
Britain’s year-on-year economic
growth of 1.4 per cent in the last three
months of 2017 was not just its weakest in five years but also the weakest
of any of the economies in the Group

Unboxing

of Seven (G-7), including long-term
laggards such as Japan and Italy.
There were only limited signs of a
rebalancing of the economy away
from consumer demand and towards
business investment and net trade
that Mr Carney pointed to as positive
signs in an appearance before lawmakers on Wednesday.
Business investment was flat on
the quarter and 2.1 per cent higher on
the year, both readings coming in
weaker than expected in a Reuters
poll of economists. Net trade dragged
on growth in most quarters of 2017,
though it was positive on the year.
The BOE said earlier this month
that it expected the economy would
grow by 1.8 per cent this year, faster
than its previous forecast of 1.6 per
cent, mostly because of the strength
of the global economy. REUTERS
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