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The leading monthly magazine for 
fi nance professionals, available in 
six different versions: China, Ireland, 
International, Malaysia, Singapore 
and UK.

There are different ways to read AB. 
Find out more at
www.accaglobal.com/ab
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AB Direct
Sign up for our weekly news and 
technical bulletin at 
www.accaglobal.com/ab

Accountancy Futures
View our twice-yearly research and 
insights journal at 
www.accaglobal.com/futuresjournal

Student Accountant
Access the magazine for 
ACCA Qualifi cation and 
Foundation-level students at 
www.accaglobal.com/
studentaccountant

Member benefits
To learn more about the 
benefits of ACCA membership, 
visit www.accaglobal.com/
memberbenefi ts 

ACCA Careers
Search thousands of vacancies and 
sign up for customised job alerts at 
our jobs site www.accacareers.com/
singapore

About ACCA

ACCA is the global body for 
professional accountants. We aim to 
offer business-relevant, fi rst-choice 
qualifi cations to people of application, 
ability and ambition around the 
world who seek a rewarding 
career in accountancy, fi nance and 
management. We support our 178,000 
members and 455,000 students 
throughout their careers, providing 
services through a network of 95 
offi ces and active centres.  
www.accaglobal.com 

Channels and media

Accounting and Business is more 
than just a magazine. You can read 
us, follow us and engage with us – 
and in more ways than one. 

AB hub
See our new AB hub at 
www.accaglobal.com/ab 

AB app
Download from iTunes App Store, 
Google Play or via the AB hub

AB digital archive
The latest issue and an 
archive of issues stretching back 
to 2009

Twitter
Accounting and Business tweets 
at @ACCA_ABmagazine 

Videos and podcasts
Look for links in the magazine or 
go to www.accaglobal.com/ab

Webinars
On a raft of topical issues

Behind the scenes at the tournament

As I write, the 2015 Rugby 
World Cup is drawing to a 
close after several weeks of 
thrilling displays of sporting 
prowess along with the 

shock exit of host nation England. Whatever the outcome, 
the smooth and sleek running of the tournament itself is a 
reminder of the huge amount of effort that goes on behind 
the scenes to ensure that spectators and teams get the most 
out of their experience. 

Organising a tournament on such an epic scale takes planning 
and fi nancing years in advance. In the latest of our series of video 
interviews with high-profi le members, we speak with Steve Brown 
FCCA, managing director of England Rugby 2015. Previously CFO 
of England’s Rugby Football Union, Brown stepped up to run one 
of the world’s largest sporting tournaments earlier this year. He 
talks about how he entered the sports industry and his leadership 
role in the tournament at www.accaglobal.com/ab/videos.

Also in this issue, on page 16 we fi nd out how the collapse in 
the price of oil over the past 12 months has impacted the global 
economy. While short-term swings in the oil price are hard to 

predict, historic trends point to the promise of cheaper oil for the 
foreseeable future. What will this mean for important producers 
such as Saudi Arabia and Nigeria?

In our interview on page 12, we hear from Kenneth Cheung, 
regional fi nancial controller at Microsoft Singapore. After a long 
and successful career in a variety of fi nance roles, Cheung has 
garnered a reputation as a skilled and valued business partner 
able to expertly handle the challenges of the fi nance function.

Meanwhile on page 31, you can fi nd out how fi nancial support 
from business is fast becoming a vital source of funding for 
the development of arts and culture in Asia. As one corporate 
sponsor puts it, the company’s commitment demonstrates a 
passion for the arts but also creates a social impact that has a 
benefi cial effect on public image.

You can view our videos on topical issues, plus interviews 
with ACCA members and other contributors, on our AB hub 
at www.accaglobal.com/ab, where you’ll also fi nd selected 
articles and archives of previous issues of all six editions of 
Accounting and Business.

Colette Steckel, Asia editor, colette.steckel@accaglobal.com

Welcome
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▲ On the skids
Volkswagen has 
admitted cheating 
emissions tests in the 
US, with in-car devices 
affecting results. Eleven 
million cars worldwide 
are known to be affected

▲ Wrong Call?
A controversial Twitter 
promotion for video 
game Call of Duty Black 
Ops 3 featured a fictional 
attack on Singapore. 
In 2012 Black Ops 2 hit 
US$1bn sales in 15 days

► Making strides
UK chancellor of the 
exchequer George 
Osborne used his trip 
to China to strengthen 
trade ties, including 
plans to link the two 
countries’ stock markets

► Factory fears
Activity in China’s 
manufacturing sector 
contracted at its fastest 
pace for three years 
in August. Fears of a 
deepening slowdown 
are causing concern to 
investors across the world
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▼ All change
Singapore has named 
Heng Swee Keat as 
finance minister. He 
replaces Tharman 
Shanmugaratnam, who 
will remain deputy 
prime minister

▼ Once in a  
red moon
In a rare event a lunar 
eclipse coincided with a 
‘supermoon’. The effect 
was observed across 
the world and will not 
happen again until 2033

▼ Festival of light
A Malaysian boy lights 
a candle during Mid-
Autumn Festival in Kuala 
Lumpur. The event 
is celebrated across 
South-East and North-
East Asia
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News roundup
This issue’s stories and infographics from across the Asia-Pacifi c region, as well 
as a look at the latest developments affecting the fi nance profession around the world

Paying the price 
A year after Chinese 
e-commerce giant Alibaba 
became the biggest initial 
public offering in history 
with its US$25bn fl oat on the 
New York Stock Exchange in 
September 2014, the company 
reported its slowest growth 
in transactions for more than 
three years. The biggest 
player in China’s burgeoning 
e-commerce market, with 
an 80% share, has slashed 
its forecasts for the total 
value of transactions for this 
quarter in the wake of the 
nation’s economic turmoil. 
Alibaba’s head of investor 
relations, Jane Penner, said 
that consumers were still 
willing and able to spend but 
conceded there had been 
‘a negative impact of the 
magnitude of the spending’. 

Invest in IT
Chinese manufacturers are 
urged to integrate more 
information technology into 
the production process in 
order to fulfi ll the government’s 
plan to shift the economy to 
more value-added production. 
Research by Deloitte and the 
China Machinery Industry 
Federation shows that only 
42% of surveyed manufacturing 
companies say they had 
integrated information 
technology in their production 
processes. Some 46% admitted 
that informatisation had only 
been rolled out at one of their 
multiple businesses, while 
another 6% had not launched 
any initiative of this kind. 
 
All change 
China will reform its quarterly 
gross domestic product (GDP) 
accounting system to better 

trace information on short-term 
economic fl uctuations, the 
Chinese news agency Xinhua 
reported, citing a National 
Bureau of Statistics (NBS) 
announcement. From Q3 
2015, each quarter’s GDP will 
be calculated separately and 
released to the public. This 
more accurate measure of GDP 
will trace short-term economic 
fl uctuations more quickly and 
provide better data references 
for economic analysis and 
macro-control, said NBS 
deputy head Xu Xianchun. 

Innovation leaders
Singapore, Hong Kong and 
South Korea remain the only 
Asian (ex-Japan) nations 
in the top 20 of this year’s 
Global Innovation Index 2015, 
ranking seventh, 11th and 14th 
respectively. New Zealand 
in 15th, Australia (17th), and 
Japan (19th) are beginning 
to close the gap, while China 
(29th) and Malaysia (32nd) 
are ranked among a group of 
countries outperforming their 
economic peers. However, 
the annual survey by Cornell 
University, INSEAD and the 
World Intellectual Property 
Organization found that 
Central and Southern Asia has 
yet to reach its full potential. 

IMF on hand 
As Asian fi nancial systems 
continue to grow in size and 
complexity, the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) will 
be there to help keep 
one country’s problems 
from becoming systemic, 
Mitsuhiro Furusawa, IMF 
deputy managing director, 
told a conference on banking 
supervision and regulation 
in Japan. While signifi cant 

regulatory reforms have 
been adopted since the 
global fi nancial crisis, he 
said, these initiatives are 
likely to challenge bank 
supervisors and regulators. 
‘One crucial challenge is 
corporate governance. While 
most countries tend to have 
regulatory frameworks in 
place, many do not have 
the supervisory practices to 
support these frameworks.’ 

HSBC embraces PRD
British-based HSBC Holdings 
is aiming to create 4,000 jobs 
in China’s Pearl River Delta 
(PRD) region over the next 
three to four years, the bank’s 
Asia-Pacifi c chief executive 
Peter Wong told the Hong 
Kong Economic Times. The 
new hires would amount to a 
30% increase on the estimated 
13,000 people now working 
for HSBC in the PRD, and 
contrasts with the bank’s plans 
to trim its global headcount 
by some 50,000 over three 
years – evidence that HSBC is 
shifting investment to Asia, its 
best-performing region, while 
cutting unprofi table divisions 
and country units. 

FDI belt loosens 
The fi nancial sector has 
played a crucial role in 
helping pave the way for 
Chinese enterprises’ overseas 
expansion, EY found in a 
report on the One Belt, One 
Road initiative for economic 
growth. China’s outward 
foreign direct investments, 
totalling US$56bn in the fi rst 
half – a year-on-year increase 
of 29.2% – have created new 
energy in the global market, 
according to Loletta Chow, 
global leader of EY China 

Overseas Investment Network. 
‘Despite the short-term 
impact of the recent currency 
policy adjustment, we believe 
Chinese companies will 
continue to invest in different 
parts of the world given the 
strong government support,’ 
she said.  

Deloitte offers intellect 
Deloitte China will act as 
the sole thinktank for the 
mainland’s Shandong province 
government, providing 
intellectual support in 
respect of equity-leading 
fund establishment and 
the transformation of local 
large scale and state-owned 
enterprises. Clement Hung, 
chairman of Deloitte China, 
said he expected various forms 
of activities to be organised in 
the near future. 

Regulation costly 
Two-thirds of some 300-
plus respondents to an 
International Federation of 
Accountants (IFAC) global 
survey said regulation was 
having a signifi cant, or very 
signifi cant, impact on their 
company’s ability to grow 
and innovate. Opinions also 
concurred that the amount 
of regulation has increased 
over the past fi ve years and 
is adversely affecting the 
cost of doing business. IFAC 
CEO Fayez Choudhury said 
that while good regulation 
is essential, ‘making it work 
as well as it can is a never-
ending mission’. 

Graduates challenged 
PwC is recruiting up to 2,200 
graduates for its network of 
offi ces in China and Hong 
Kong. The recruitment 
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programme focuses on 
offering graduates meaningful 
challenges across the fi rm’s 
diverse industry clients and 
markets. ‘In today’s rapidly 
changing environment, it 
is increasingly important 
to look for candidates who 
are confi dent and agile in 
responding to client needs 
that are also evolving 
constantly,’ said Simon Tsang, 
PwC human capital leader for 
China and Hong Kong. New 
recruits receive over 200 hours’ 
training in their fi rst year – a 
culture that helps rank PwC as 
the most attractive employer 
among the Big Four fi rms and 
second for business students 
in Universum’s annual World’s 
Most Attractive Employer 
rankings in 2015, Tsang said. 

CFOs: the future is here 
ACCA and IMA (Institute of 
Management Accountants) 
are collaborating to explore 
the future of the accounting 
profession through a new 
multi-year signature research 
initiative anchored by a joint 
website, The Future Today 
(www.futuretoday.com). Its 
aim is to engage senior leaders 
in business and fi nance, as 
well as academics and political 
decision-makers, on issues 
that matter for the profession, 
and for global business and 
society in the broader sense. 
‘Through this new platform 
we aim to inform, educate 
and raise the debate about 
the future world of fi nance, 
business, and accountancy,’ 
said Helen Brand, ACCA’s chief 

executive. Jeff Thomson, IMA 
president and CEO, added 
that, ultimately, this new 
initiative ‘is about serving the 
public interest and enhancing 
the capability of CFOs and 
their teams everywhere’.

Cybersecurity alert
The Hong Kong Monetrary 
Authority (HKMA) has alerted 
businesses to the growing 
threat of cyber attacks, which 
could be motivated ‘by a wide 
range of reasons or parties’. 
In a preface to guidelines for 
fi nancial institutions, Henry 
Cheng, HKMA executive 
director, banking supervision, 
wrote that there is a legitimate 
concern that conventional risk 
management philosophy and 
controls might need to be 

adjusted or enhanced to cope 
with the risks, which are rising 
globally. He added that clear 
ownership and management 
accountability should be 
established, covering not only 
the IT function but also all 
relevant business lines.  

Time to reset 
New Malaysian Institute of 
Accountants (MIA) president 
Dato’ Mohammad Faiz Azmi 
says that the best way forward 
for the profession in Malaysia 
is to ‘reset’ the foundations 
of accountancy. Citing a 
report by the Committee to 
Strengthen the Accountancy 
Profession (CSAP), formulated 
as part of the country’s action 
plan to address issues raised 
in the World Bank’s 2012 » 

Accounting for the Future
Register now for ACCA’s annual virtual global conference and explore how your 
working life and profession will change over the next fi ve years

Speakers include:

Nick Fry (above, left), former CEO, Mercedes 
AMG Petronas Formula One Team | Japheth 
Katto FCCA, former CEO, Uganda Capital 
Markets Authority | Steve Brown FCCA, managing 
director, England Rugby 2015 | Paul Druckman, 
CEO, International Integrated Reporting Council

Issues include:

* Ethics in fi nance, featuring 
the IMF’s Christine Lagarde

* Accountants and the fi ght 
against fraud

* Public sector success 
in Africa

* How to be a successful 
fi nancial professional 
in 2020

* Future business models 
for accountancy practices

* Budgeting, forecasting, 
planning and performance

* Plus: audit, tax, shared 
services, change 
management and 
much more.

Find out 
more and 
register at: 

www.accaglobal.
com/accountingfor 
thefuture
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 Report on the Observance 
of Standards and Codes in 
accounting and audit, Dato’ 
Faiz said that the ratio of 
accountants to population in 
successful economies was one 
accountant per 100 to 200 
people, whereas in Malaysia 
the ratio is more like one 
in 1,000.  

Finding fintech talent
Global bank Citi has named 
IBM and PwC as strategic 
partners and collaborators for 
its Citi Mobile Challenge in 
Asia Pacifi c, a next-generation 
incubator whereby fi nancial 
technology (fi ntech) experts 
and developers compete to 
build innovative solutions 
capable of running on Citi’s 
digital platform globally. IBM 
will offer mentorship tutorials 
and access to Bluemix, IBM’s 
digital innovation platform, 
while PwC is working with 
Citi to create a region-wide 
acceleration programme 
together with structured 
mentoring from senior 
Citi management. 

New rule challenges 
The introduction of the 
International Financial 
Reporting Standard 9, due to 
take effect from 2018, will bring 
major changes and challenges 
to the banking industry, mainly 
around the implementation 
of the new expected loss 
model, Danièle Nouy, chair of 
the European Central Bank’s 
banking supervisory arm, told 
Reuters ahead of a speech in 
Paris in September. The rule 
was called for by leaders of 
the G20 economies during 
the fi nancial crisis, in which 
banks had proved too slow in 
covering for soured loans. It 
was written by the International 
Accounting Standards Board 
but still needs formal European 
Union endorsement to 
become mandatory.

Audits inspected 
Singapore’s Accounting 
and Corporate Regulatory 

Authority (ACRA) has called 
on small and medium-
sized fi rms to improve the 
quality of their audits after 
its annual inspections found 
improvements in some areas 
but ‘recurring defi ciencies’ 
in others. While larger fi rms 
were found to have placed 
a greater emphasis on audit 
quality, some smaller fi rms 
auditing non-listed companies 
showed defi ciencies in areas 
such as revenue recognition, 
fair-value measurements 
and construction contracts, 
ACRA says. It cited one of the 
root causes as the incorrect 
identifi cation of audit risks at 
the onset.  

Climate commitment 
China will launch a nationwide 
emissions trading scheme 
in 2017 covering its worst 
polluting industries as part of 
a joint effort with the US to 

tackle climate change. During 
his state visit to Washington 
in September, President Xi 
Jinping announced carbon 
emission limits across major 
industrial sectors including 
iron and steel production, 
power generation, chemicals, 
building materials, paper-
making and nonferrous 
metals. He also pledged 
to match tougher US fuel 
standards on heavy trucks 
planned for 2019, and 
committed US$3.1bn to help 
poor countries adapt to 
climate change. 

Bloomberg upbeat 
Michael Bloomberg, founder 
of fi nancial information 
provider Bloomberg, said 
he remained ‘very optimistic’ 
about China’s economy in 
an interview with Xinhua, 
the Chinese news agency, 
ahead of Premier Xi Jinping’s 

state visit to Washington. 
By the end of June 2015, 
a total of 65,000 US fi rms 
had invested in China, with 
a combined investment of 
US$76.38bn – accounting 
for 4.8% of total foreign 
direct investment into China, 
Xinhua reported. 

Dynamic mix
Singapore has been 
ranked fi rst in the world in 
Grant Thornton’s Global 
Dynamism Index, followed 
by second-placed Israel 
and Australia in third spot. 
These countries offer 
dynamic businesses the right 
mix of regulatory stability, 
a strong labour market, 
technological infrastructure, 
growth opportunities and 
access to fi nance. However, 
misconceptions could be 
stifl ing future international 
growth prospects, according 
to Paul Raleigh, Grant 
Thornton’s global leader – 
growth and advisory services. 
‘Uncertainty about what lies 
ahead can make it hard to 
make the case for action 
to colleagues and funding 
partners, and to manage 
risk effectively.’ 

Gaining ground 
Nike recorded a 30% 
increase in Greater China 
sales in Q3, and its profi ts 
rose 51% to US$330m as the 
region approaches Western 
Europe for the greatest 
share of the US sportswear 
brand’s global market. 
Andy Campion, Nike’s 
CFO, said that while the 
company is very mindful 
of the macroeconomic 
volatility in China, its brand 
has never been stronger 
and its marketplace never 
healthier. Nike also noted 
that its women’s business 
had seen revenue grow by 
a double-digit percentage 
last quarter. ■

Compiled by Peta Tomlinson, 
journalist

Playing to win

The global corporate profi t pool, which currently stands 
at almost 10% of world GDP, could shrink to less than 8% 
by 2025, according to a new report from McKinsey Global 
Institute. Playing to win: The new global competition for 
corporate profi ts, found that while global revenue could 
increase by 40%, reaching US$185 trillion by 2025, profi t 
growth is coming under pressure. 

US$ trillion (2013 dollars)

Global corporate after-tax operating profits, % of global GDP

1980 2013 2025 

7.6

30%
9.8

20%

7.9

Revenue 56.0 132.0 185.0
Profi t pools 2.0 7.2 8.6
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Rising to the challenge
For Kenneth Cheung, regional financial controller at Microsoft Singapore, the key  
to a successful career is to gain a reputation as a valued business partner

In a 25-year career that has taken him halfway around the 
world more than once, Kenneth Cheung has never said 
no to a challenge. The finance veteran, who currently 

holds the position of regional financial director at Microsoft 
Singapore, has accepted leading roles in a variety of 
organisations in Asia.

‘I’ve learned a lot from the many different roles I’ve worked 
in,’ says Cheung, who is of UK nationality but has spent most of 
his working life abroad, mostly in Asia. ‘I like to think that I’ve put 
to good use the things I’ve picked up.’

Acquiring such a portfolio of experience requires continuous 
hard work, an excellent reputation for doing a good job and a 
certain amount of determination; Cheung admits that he has 
never turned away from additional roles and responsibilities. And 
it also takes the ability to recognise and accept an opportunity, 
or a challenge, when it comes one’s way.

Cheung spent his first four years in audit at KPMG Peat 
Marwick UK, and then, in 1994, he moved to Asia. KPMG Hong 
Kong had begun searching for foreign talent and an offer came 
Cheung’s way. He took it up for the opportunity to experience 
working in a different country. Seeing new horizons made him 
realise just how much more there is to a career in finance, which 
prompted him to move into commerce, joining Motorola Asia 
Pacific as a regional financial planning and reporting manager.

‘It was the best possible entry point I could have had for the 
career,’ he recalls. ‘The work allowed me to use basic accounting 
and analytical skills without being deeply involved in accounting, 
and it gave me the opportunity to interact with top management, 
to understand the business at a macro and not just a country 
level. I could access country controllers and country managers, 
get exposure to the business on a country basis, and appreciate 
the diversity of the different countries.’

Setting the tone
Over time, the job increased his visibility to the Motorola 
corporate headquarters, and he was quickly promoted to 
distribution controller, based in Singapore. That move set the tone 
for his future positions: increasing challenges, increasing scale of 
difficulty, and an ever-increasing range of experience. ‘I wanted to 
find areas I hadn’t worked on before, jobs I hadn’t done before, 
regions I hadn’t worked in before,’ Cheung says. ‘These are ways 
of enhancing your qualifications and increasing your knowledge.’

In 2000, for example, he accepted a position setting up 
the finance function for Motorola’s project in Europe. It was an 
enormous project that included a great deal of infrastructure 
upgrading, with very high levels of compliance and governance. 

2014
Regional finance director, Asia Pacific 
Operations, Microsoft Operations

2011
CFO, Group Digital Life, Singapore 
Telecommunications

2008
CFO, Asia Pacific, Orange Business Services

2006
Asia Pacific finance director, Avago Technologies

1995
A range of roles with Motorola, up to Asia-Pacific regional 
senior operations controller, Motorola Singapore

1990
Audit senior, KPMG Peat Marwick, UK; audit assistant 
manager, KPMG Peat Marwick, Hong Kong

The nature and scope of the work were new to him, and so, to 
an extent, was the working environment. ‘It was something I’d 
never done before, working in my own country in a commercial 
environment,’ Cheung admits. ‘But I was familiar with the country, 
environment and boss, so I had some stability to anchor on.’

Another assignment, which saw him relocating his family 
to Beijing to help Motorola grow its mobile devices business, 
was even more of a challenge in terms of working environment. 
Although Cheung had been based in Hong Kong and Singapore 
by then, and travelled around the region on business, China, he 
feels, is a completely different milieu.

‘It’s easy to say you’ve done business in the region and know 
China from sitting in Singapore, but you don’t really know a 
country till you live in it and breathe the air there to have first-
hand experiences of the nuances,’ he says.

In 2006, with a growing family, Cheung returned to Singapore, 
taking up the position with Avago Technologies, a spin-off from 
Agilent. Avago was setting up its corporate headquarters in 
Singapore at the time, and he joined it as head of the global 
share services division. It was one of his biggest challenges yet.

‘I had one small team responsible for the end-to-end 
accounting and closing the books for an entire company » 
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Tips

(ie, mature, developing and emerging) within one region. There 
are so many different cultures and languages in Asia, which 
makes it very demanding but also very interesting.’ 

The key to any successful career, says Cheung, is to maintain 
good relationships. Staying connected to former employers and 
workplaces, he feels, is vital as they can help to open doors later. 

Often people ask him how he has managed to not only maintain 
good relationships but also successfully work as a business partner. 
His answer: there is a curve. The first step is credibility, which arises 
from doing one’s job very well and being the subject matter expert.

‘We play a critical role in helping our business partners to 
make daily business decisions to increase shareholder value and 
keep them out of jail by ensuring that they are in compliance 
with the various laws and regulations in the different countries 
that we operate in. I am proud to work for a company that has 
a mission to “empower every person and every organisation on 
the planet to achieve more” and to be able to attract and work 
with the best talents in the industry.’

His advice is to ‘earn respect, gain trust which will lead to 
inclusion into discussions that go 
beyond finance and into the business 
conversation. With that inclusion comes 
influence. Once you have influence, 
you have impact. You can’t expect to 
have influence and impact just because 
you have the title and position. These 
are earned through a process.’

Finally, in Cheung’s view, the real 
secret to maintaining good workplace 
relationships is simple necessity. ‘If you 
keep track of the number of hours in 
your day, you will find that you spend 
more time at work than with your own 
children,’ he says. ‘Learn to enjoy the 
people you work with.’ ■

Mint Kang, journalist

of S$1.6bn revenue,’ he says. ‘Avago did not have its own 
accounting system, processes or functions at the time, as they 
were initially relying on Agilent for corporate services when 
they were a semi-conductor division of the company. We had to 
build everything from scratch.’

At this time, Avago was planning to list in the US, and Cheung 
was involved in the intensive task of preparing the company for 
its initial public offering. On top of this, he was responsible for a 
global payroll. He recounts one memorable hiccup.

‘Once, our bank had issues transmitting money to Malaysia 
due to a faulty link just before Christmas,’ he recounts. ‘The 
employees in the Malaysian operations could not get their 
pay, and this was the eve of the holiday, when everyone was 
preparing to celebrate.’

The solution? Get the bank to physically take the cash into the 
factory and distribute it to workers on the spot.

‘During times of crisis, you have to turn to alternative 
methods to get things done,’ he says of that episode.

In 2011, Singapore Telecommunication asked Cheung to take 
up the position of deputy CFO in Singapore – an offer he felt that 
he could not refuse. ‘SingTel felt like an opportunity that might not 
come again in my career,’ he says. ‘I realised I might not again have 
the opportunity to work at the top level in a large, listed company.’

The opportunity, and the job scope, quickly snowballed. Just 
months after he joined, SingTel restructured and he was given the 
additional position of head of risk. And shortly after that, he became 
the CFO of the new Group Digital Life division and head of SingTel 
finance shared services – holding all the posts concurrently.

‘With so many positions, at such a high level, it was very 
demanding in terms of time,’ he says. ‘On the shared services 
front alone I had over 250 people reporting to me.’

To some extent, Cheung admits, his own reputation for doing 
a top-notch job contributed to the way his workload bloated. The 
work found its way to his desk, and he, reluctant to turn down the 
challenge it represented, accepted it. ‘I never turn away additional 
challenges and responsibilities. But I also never ask for promotions: I 
do the work first and let the work speak for me,’ he says.

Eventually, though, a decision to 
improve his work-life balance led him 
to accept an approach from Microsoft 
Operations to take on his current role 
of regional finance director, a move 
which brought its own challenges.

‘Transforming whilst performing to 
deliver results is always a challenge, but 
it is also very exciting and provides a 
great opportunity to learn. Keeping up 
with the pace of change and innovation 
is the norm in the technology space.’

The regional aspect of his role with 
Microsoft Operations added a new 
layer of interest and satisfaction, too.

‘Asia is very diverse and you learn 
to appreciate how different business is 
being done in various types of markets 

* ‘Start by doing your job very well, 
so that you can gain credibility.’

* ‘Don’t expect influence to come 
with your position; such things 
must be earned over time.’

* ‘Learn to understand the business needs and how to 
address them from your position.’

* ‘Adopt a straightforward approach to problem-
solving; many issues can be resolved without the 
need for a complicated solution.’

* ‘Learn to enjoy the company of those you work with.’

‘I never turn 
away from 

challenges and 
responsibilities 

but I never ask for 
promotions; I let 

the work speak 
for me’
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Stepping on the gas
The collapse in the price of oil over the past 12 months has clearly benefited importers at 
the expense of exporters, but what does it mean for the global economy? 

► Fuel injected
A petrol station attendant 
fills up a customer’s vehicle 
in Indonesia where the 
government has taken 
the decision to scrap its 
subsidies on fossil fuels
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trillion (roughly 2.5% of world GDP), transferring US$1.2 trillion 
from producers to consumers. Capital Economics calculates that 
each US$10 per barrel fall in price should boost global GDP by 
around 0.2%. If the US$60 a barrel price persists (indeed, it fell to 
US$43 in August), then cheaper oil could add about 0.8% a year 
to global growth. With world GDP growing by just 2.8% in 2014, 
that’s a sizeable lift.

The gains are naturally skewed towards those nations that 
have the largest net imports relative to the size of their economy. 
Many of the biggest winners are in Asia, says Mark Zandi, chief 
economist at Moody’s, the credit rating agency. India, which 
has limited domestic energy production but an energy-hungry 
economy, is a good example. A US$40 fall in the price of oil, 
Moody’s calculates, adds a full percentage point to the country’s 
rate of economic growth. 

There are other benefits too for nations like India. Cheaper oil 
has helped bring down its worryingly high inflation rate, allowing 
the central bank to cut interest rates. ‘Cheaper borrowing for 
businesses and consumers should add a secondary fillip to 
growth,’ says Zandi. 

Japan and the eurozone – both economies with near 
zero domestic oil production – also fare particularly well. The 
eurozone, for example, generates enough oil within its own 
borders to supply only about 3% of its total consumption. ‘At 
least part of the credit for the recent revival in eurozone growth 
can be attributed to the turn in the oil price,’ says Zandi. ‘The 
single-currency zone badly needed a helping hand.’ 

Sectoral winner
There are also notable sectoral winners. One unlikely gainer is 
farming. Agriculture is roughly five times more energy-intensive 
than manufacturing, according to the World Bank, partly on 
account of the reliance of farmers on modern agricultural 
machinery and fossil fuel-based fertilisers. Other winners include 
airlines, freight companies and car makers. 

Useful as such short-term boosts may be, many economists 
are hoping that longer-term structural improvements will also 

flow through coming years. Currently 
governments around the world 
spend around US$550bn on subsidies 
for fossil fuels, according to the 
International Energy Agency, including 
costly taxpayer support to lower the 
price of petrol for consumers. ‘This 
has been a huge burden on budgets, 
pushing up deficits around the world 
and reducing the sums available for 
productivity-enhancing spending 
on infrastructure or education,’ says 
Gabriel Sterne, chief analyst at Oxford 
Economics. 

Such subsidies have been politically 
difficult to withdraw, since they raise 
the price of driving for millions of car-
owners. ‘A fall in the oil price makes 

The physicist Niels Bohr once quipped that prediction 
was very difficult ‘especially if it’s about the future’. His 
scepticism applies doubly to attempts to forecast the 

oil price. The ultimate in chaotic systems, the crude market 
can be swayed by disruptions in any one of a dozen large oil-
producing nations, shifts in demand in rich energy-consuming 
countries or simply a change in sentiment among speculators. 

While short-term swings in the oil price won’t get any easier 
to anticipate, several historic trends have recently converged 
that seem to promise cheaper oil for the foreseeable future. 
The first – new drilling techniques that have unlocked previously 
inaccessible oil deposits – has been exhaustively commented 
on for several years now. More recently, however, the OPEC 
cartel of oil-exporting nations appears to have abandoned its 
long-standing mission of promoting high and stable prices. In 
a landmark meeting in November 2014, Saudi Arabia – OPEC’s 
biggest producer – refused to cut output despite a sharp fall in 
the price of Brent crude, a benchmark for oil prices globally. 

‘OPEC is broken,’ says Tom Biracree, an energy analyst at IHS, 
a consultancy. ‘Combine this with the extra supply from shale oil, 
and the entire energy game has changed. The upshot is we are 
unlikely to see a sustained return to US$100 a barrel oil any time 
soon.’ This has far-reaching implications for the global economy. 
It affects growth rates, inflation, financial markets and even 
government policy. 

Let’s start with growth. All else being equal, the price of oil 
should have no impact on economic growth. After all, every 
dollar gained by oil consumers in lower prices is a dollar lost by 
the drillers. In addition, modern service economies have become 
less reliant on crude oil. The US, for example, now uses 58% less 
energy to produce each dollar of GDP than in 1950, according to 
government data. 

Nevertheless, the crude oil price remains a powerful influence 
on economic growth. Its sway stems from the different patterns 
of consumption and savings between oil-consuming and oil-
producing nations. The elites who control much of the wealth 
in oil-rich states tend not to adjust their spending significantly 
whether oil prices go up or down. The 
tsunami of extra cash that floods into 
oil producers during periods of pricey 
oil is often hoarded in sovereign wealth 
funds. By contrast, oil consumers 
typically spend about half their windfall 
from cheaper oil over the course of a 
few years, says Andrew Kenningham, 
a global analyst at Capital Economics. 
‘This produces a strong multiplier 
effect,’ he adds. 

The sums involved are significant. 
At US$100 a barrel, the average price in 
2014, the world’s oil consumers spend 
around US$3.3 trillion on crude – about 
4% of world GDP. As a result, a fall 
to $60, which was the price in June, 
reduces the global oil bill to US$2 

One unlikely 
gainer is farming. 

Agriculture is 
roughly five times 

more energy-
intensive than 
manufacturing
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it possible to wean the public off this support 
without a painful and conspicuous increase in 
the cost of filling up their cars,’ Sterne adds. 
Indonesia has already seized the opportunity and 
scrapped subsidies. If more nations do so, argues 
Sterne, the economic benefits would last for 
decades, even if the price of oil eventually rises 
up beyond US$100 a barrel again. And that is not 
counting the ecological benefits as consumers 
use less petrol. 

Naturally, there are also plenty of losers from 
falling oil. The main question for economists is whether the 
pain inflicted on a smaller number of petro-states will end up 
disrupting financial markets and the global economy.

The reassuring answer is: almost certainly not. For a start, many 
of the most important producers are financially well prepared. Take 

Saudi Arabia, the world’s largest oil exporter.  With 
output of around 10 million barrels a day – about 
11% of the global total – the country is about 
US$35bn a year worse off for every US$10 fall 
in the price of Brent. Yet the Saudi government 
has accumulated net foreign assets of around 
US$737bn (2.8 trillion riyals) as of August 2014. 
That’s equivalent to a full three years of government 
spending. Saudis could cope with years of low oil 
prices before being forced to cut back. 

‘The kingdom was extremely well prepared 
for this fall,’ says Biracree. ‘To some extent they even chose to 
allow oil prices to go lower by refusing to cut production at the 
November 2014 and June 2015 OPEC meetings. Had it wished 
to, Saudi Arabia could almost certainly have kept the price 
higher.’ »

▲ Price down, 
production up
Fuel oil being pumped into 
a storage drum at dawn in 
Iraq, where the government 
has ramped up oil 
production to an all-time 
high to help make up for 
revenues lost by collapsing 
oil prices
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default swaps are pricing in 90% risk that Venezuela 
will default on its debts over the next five years. 

‘A day of reckoning is fast approaching for 
Venezuela and a debt default looks likely,’ says 
Win Thin, an emerging markets analyst at Brown 
Brothers in New York. ‘But most investors gave 
up on Venezuela a long time ago, so even a total 
collapse of the country is not going to disturb 
emerging markets more generally.’ 

A crisis in Russia, another nation with an 
unhealthy reliance on oil exports, is a bigger 

worry for investors. The economy is on track to contract by about 
2.7% this year, according to the World Bank, based on a forecast 
average Brent price of US$58 for 2015 and the continuation of 
US and EU sanctions. Still, here again, international exposure to 
Russia is considered containable by most analysts. 

The bottom line is that while cheaper oil will cause acute 
problems for a handful of oil producers who failed to stockpile 
funds during the good years, the overall impact on the global 
economy should be extremely benign. 

‘So far the rewards of lower oil prices have been relatively 
slow to come through,’ says Zandi. ‘That’s possibly because some 
consumers fear that the price reduction won’t last. But it is fairly 
clear that this is no mere blip. As it becomes clear that cheap oil is 
here, the full economic benefits will become more obvious.’ ■

Christopher Fitzgerald and Fernando Florez, journalists

Opinions differ on why the world’s largest 
oil state would want cheaper crude. Some have 
speculated that Saudi is looking to hit strategic 
rivals such as Iran and Russia, for which lower 
prices are far more painful. It is also possible that 
the main motive is to reduce the appeal of more 
efficient vehicles, such as hybrids and electric 
cars, and so prolong the dominance of oil. Finally, 
Saudi officials may have concluded that OPEC is 
no longer capable of the unity required to make 
coordinated production cuts. 

‘With so many fiscally overextended members, like Venezuela 
or Nigeria, you had a situation in which Saudi Arabia had to bear 
the burden of any output cuts almost alone,’ says Biracree. ‘The 
nation’s leaders may have finally decided that cutting their output 
so that Venezuela could enjoy higher revenue was not a good deal 
for them.’ 

A handful of other major oil producers are also in a position to 
tolerate lower prices almost indefinitely without slashing spending. 
Abu Dhabi and Norway have used past oil profits to build up 
two of the largest sovereign wealth funds in the world. Norway’s 
US$916bn fund is now worth more than twice the nation’s annual 
GDP, on track for about US$420bn in 2015, according to the 
International Monetary Fund. The fund’s investment returns in the 
first quarter of 2015 were larger than government spending. 

Yet some nations could be pushed over the cliff by the plunge 
in oil prices. The most obvious example is Venezuela, which gets 
over 95% of its hard currency revenue from oil. After years of 
profligate fiscal spending, the country needs to sell oil at US$90 
a barrel just to balance the government budget, according to 
Deutsche Bank. With the current oil price a third below this, the 
nation’s foreign currency reserves are dwindling fast and credit 

▲ Buried treasure
A geologist studying a 
graphical representation 
of oil and gas-bearing rock 
formations on a series of 
screens to help decide 
where – and whether it 
will be profitable – to drill 
to extract the energy from 
the ground

For more information:

See Tony Grundy on the oil and gas sector at  
www.accaglobal.com/ab/249
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Secure a brighter future
Responsibility for turning the United Nations’ vision of sustainability into reality does  
not just lie with governments; the business sector has to play its part, too, says Errol Oh

One day, historians may look back 
at 2015 and declare it a turning point in 
mankind’s journey towards embracing 
the importance of sustainable 
development. This is indeed a big 
year for international discourse on and 
commitment to policies and efforts 
that will hopefully save us from our 
worst impulses and pave the way for a 
sustainable future for all. 

The United Nations has so far held 
two major meetings on this subject, 
with another scheduled to start later this 
month. In July, there was the International 
Conference on Financing for Development 
in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia. Two months 
later, New York hosted the UN Sustainable 
Development Summit, and the Paris 
Climate Change Conference takes place 
between 30 November and 11 December.

Each event is significant because it led 
– or, in the case of the Paris conference, 
is expected to do so – to the UN member 
states agreeing to do plenty to help drive 
the post-2015 development agenda. 
Titled Transforming Our World: the 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development, it 
is a ‘plan of action for people, planet and 
prosperity’ that incorporates 17 goals and 
169 targets to address poverty, inequality 
and climate change over the next 15 
years. It is the successor to the Millennium 
Development Goals, which expire at the 
end of this year. 

The conference in Ethiopia adopted 
the Addis Ababa Action Agenda, a global 
framework for financing development 
after 2015. The Paris Climate Change 
Conference will be widely watched because 
its principal objective is to produce a 

new international agreement that aims 
to keep global warming below 2°C. 
During the Sustainable Development 
Summit in September, the General 
Assembly formally adopted the post-
2015 development agenda; UN secretary 
general Ban Ki-moon described the 
agenda as ‘a promise by leaders to all 
people everywhere’. 

But the heavy responsibility of turning 
vision into reality does not rest solely on the 
shoulders of governments. How can there 
be sustainable development if key sectors 
of society are not active participants? And 
the business world is surely among the 
lead players. In fact, business and industry 
is one of the nine groups of stakeholders 
identified as the main channels for broad 
participation in UN activities related to 
sustainable development.

In his speech at the Sustainable 
Development Summit, Ban urged member 
states to engage all actors. ‘We must rally 
businesses and entrepreneurs,’ he said. 
Likewise, the post-2015 development 
agenda called on businesses ‘to apply 
their creativity and innovation to solving 
sustainable development challenges’.

This is, of course, easier said than 
done. There is progress, as evident in 
the rise of the green economy and the 
growing acceptance of sustainability 
accounting and integrated reporting. 
But businesspeople are generally slow 
to see that caring about sustainable 
development is ultimately good for profits.

It is troubling that the business 
community in Malaysia has not been 
organised and vocal in tackling issues of 
sustainable development. Some of the 
large local companies, and even a few 
SMEs, have placed sustainable practices 
and corporate responsibility at the centre 
of what they do, but the number remains 
small and the initiatives sporadic.

This has to change soon. History will 
not be kind to those who fail to do their 
part to secure a brighter future for us all. ■

Errol Oh is executive 
editor of The Star 

For more information:

Read ‘Seeking sustainability’ on p38
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Crunch time again
Against a backdrop of currency volatility, financial management has become  
even more complicated and CFOs must up their game, says Cesar Bacani

As a business writer during the 1997 
Asian financial crisis, I wrote about the 
danger that China would devalue the 
renminbi to make its exports competitive 
with those from other countries in Asia. 
The Thai baht had collapsed, causing 
the rupiah, ringgit and the won to also 
depreciate against the US dollar as they, 
too, came under attack.

But the renminbi held firm. China will 
provide a ‘much-needed anchor for the 
stability of Asia,’ promised Dai Xianglong, 
who was the central bank governor at that 
time. Remarkably, the Chinese government 
kept that vow through other disruptions, 
including the 2008 global crisis.  

Until 11 August this year, that is, when 
the People’s Bank of China lowered the 
renminbi’s reference rate against the 
greenback by 1.9%, the largest cut ever, 

and made smaller trims in the following 
days. Suddenly, Asia – and the global 
economy – lost a long-standing anchor 
just as the financial waters were roiled by 
China’s poor economy, the Greek-induced 
problems of the eurozone, the rout in oil 
prices and other commodities, and the 
rise of the extremist Islamic group ISIS.

Already fraught, financial management 
has become even more complicated. More 
than ever, organisations are depending on 
the CFO and other finance professionals 
for adroit action and good advice. It’s 
crunch time once again for finance. 

The CFO who has instilled the 
appropriate risk management mindset 
and deployed a solid forecasting and 
analytics system will have the advantage. 
Those who have not yet done so will need 
to up their game.

Real-time dashboard reporting that is 
accessible across the enterprise will help, 
as will the ability to extract the relevant 
and most timely information and use the 
data as inputs for predictive analysis. 

Natural hedging – matching the 
currency of expenses with the currency 
of revenues – is a logical strategy. The 
company will not benefit from foreign 
exchange arbitrage but, in exchange, 
natural hedging will provide stability.

Often, there will be still left-over 
exposure that natural hedging is unable 
to cover. This can happen if the company 
has US dollar debt, for example, because 
the raw materials and machinery the 
company imports are priced in US dollars, 
for example. An FX hedging programme 
could be the answer. However, the cost 
of hedging against a depreciation of the 
local currency against the US dollar could 
be very high, and care should be taken in 
designing the programme.

Finance professionals should also 
remember that they can accept a portion 
of the left-over risk as part of the cost of 
doing business. Not all the currency risk 
needs to be hedged. But this exposure 
should be continuously monitored 
to ensure the risk absorbed does not 
become too large. When it does, the 
excess should be transferred to the 
hedging programme.

Finally, finance should continue 
focusing on cost management and 
operational efficiency. Some of the 
negative effects of currency depreciation 
can be counteracted by trimming 
expenses. Automation is touted as 
a typical solution. So is centralising 
processes in a shared services centre 
or outsourcing to a third-party business 
process outsourcing provider – particularly 
if the work is done in a location with a 
weak currency.

The currency volatility caused by the 
renminbi’s surprise devaluation is not 
likely to go away any time soon. There 
could be winners from this disruption – 
and finance professionals will have a big 
say on whether their company will be in 
the winning column. ■

Cesar Bacani is editor-in-
chief of CFO Innovation
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Adapt to survive
Small and medium-sized practitioners face many challenges, but if they are to have the 
best chance of success they need to be versatile, says ACCA president Alexandra Chin

When I became president I outlined my 
priorities for the year ahead. As someone 
who has worked in practice since 1986 
and having had my own accounting 
practice in Sabah since 2006, one of the 
issues I want to focus on is our members 
who work in small and medium-sized 
practices (SMPs). It’s a critical area 
in which many thousands of ACCA 
members are engaged on a daily basis.

The sector faces a number of issues, 
not least the ongoing problem of 
unqualified accountants. It still mystifies 
me that people are quite happy to hand 
over their business affairs to someone 
who is not a professional accountant.

We are continuing to raise 
concerns and issues over the blight 
of ‘unqualifieds’, as long as the term 
‘accountant’ remains unprotected by 
law in most jurisdictions. It is important 
that SMEs understand the importance 
of using finance professionals, not 
simply to ensure that they produce 
reliable accounts, but also to understand 
how they can reach their full potential 
and create wealth and employment 
opportunities, and ACCA will continue to 
work to raise that awareness.

But it is also vital that practitioners 
understand what they need to do 
to successfully compete for new 
clients. Recent research by ACCA, 
the Institute of Singapore Chartered 
Accountants, Corpul Expertilor Contabili 
si Contabililor Autorizati din Romania, 

the Malaysian Institute of Accountants, 
the Chinese Institute of Certified Public 
Accountants and the Vietnam Association 
of Certified Public Accountants 
resulted in the report The global SMP 
business model survey: understanding a 
changing profession.

The responses showed that 
deregulation, rising audit thresholds 
and the rise of social, mobile and cloud 
technologies have had a great impact on 
the sector.

The conclusion was that SMPs with a 
core technical skillset who were prepared 
to be versatile had a better chance of 
survival, particularly as deregulation has 
led to a shift away from a reliance on 
assurance to compliance. The survey 
showed that SMPs in more competitive 
markets offered five more types of service 

than those with fewer rivals.
The research also highlighted another 

issue – and one that I found concerning 
– that almost a third of SMPs have no 
succession plan in place. The risk that this 
entails is something that everyone in small 
practice needs to consider as a priority 
to ensure that we can continue providing 
services and support to our clients. ■

Alexandra Chin runs her own practice in 
Sabah, Malaysia

It is vital that 
practitioners 

understand what 
they need to do 
to successfully 

compete for  
new clients

For more information:

To download The global 
SMP business model survey: 

understanding a changing 
profession, visit  

www.accaglobal.com/uk/smp
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The view from
Azad Huseynov ACCA, audit manager at Baker  
Tilly in Baku, Azerbaijan 

My work is a varied mix of mostly audit 
and tax, along with advisory services 
for local companies. Historically, my 
client portfolios involved specialising 
in industrial sectors, energy and natural 
resources, but it’s now broader, with 
everything from consumer markets to 
railways, transport and infrastructure. 
Azerbaijan’s geographic location attracts 
investment from Europe, Russia, Central 
Asia and beyond; we help entrepreneurs 
and local companies become equipped 
to compete effectively, here and in 
new markets. So, while my primary 
responsibilities are around financial 
reporting and regulatory requirements, 
providing clients with the benefit of extra 
observations and recommendations is an 
integral part of the service. 

I gained Big Four firm experience in 
Moscow, Istanbul and Hong Kong 
over seven years before returning to 
Azerbaijan with Baker Tilly. Each was 
unique in terms of working culture, 
management style and way of life. It 
is always a challenge when you settle 
in a new country. You have to prove 
yourself all over again, showing 
that you’re not behind the others 
just because you are settling in, that 
your commitment and the quality 
of your work will not be 
impacted negatively. It 
takes courage, energy 
and time, but each 
move makes you 
stronger and I’m 
never afraid of 
new places or 
new people. It 
was also helpful 
for when I 
returned to Baku, 
since Azerbaijan 
had changed an 
incredible amount while 
I was away. International 
experience changes 
how you perceive and 
evaluate different 
situations. 

I appreciate the freedom and 
encouragement we get to provide client 
support beyond simply formal reporting 
and compliance issues. Experience has 
taught me that it’s not so much about 
where you work but the people you 
work with. I’m given a relative degree 
of autonomy without the restrictions 
of a bureaucracy or complex approval 
processes when opportunities for making 
improvements are identified. Many of 
the senior management team have come 
from Big Four backgrounds, so as a firm 

we operate to high standards 
in terms of methodology 

and best practice – but 
with a more collegiate 
environment.

Getting involved in 
student and graduate 
recruitment at Baker 

Tilly opened 
up lecturing 
opportunities, 
and now I 
teach ACCA 
too. It gives me 
a completely 
different form of 

job satisfaction. 
I particularly like 

using examples 
from my own 
experience, and 
when you train other 
people you invariably 
end up learning 
more about yourself 
too, adding to your 
skills portfolio. 
Everyone  
wins! ■

Snapshot:  
integrated reporting
Integrated reporting (IR) provides 
an opportunity for companies to 
tell the story of how they create 
sustainable value in a new way. 

Largely voluntary at this stage, 
it is an international movement 
that is gaining momentum. IR is 
based on South Africa’s corporate 
governance codes, the third 
of which – recommending that 
companies tell an integrated story 
of their performance and prospects 
– has been adopted as a reporting 
requirement of the Johannesburg 
Stock Exchange.

The skills required and demands 
placed on the practitioner by IR 
are mostly around the provision of 
board-level advice to companies on 
how to embed ‘integrated thinking’ 
into organisations. Senior directors 
and finance professionals may be 
tasked with assessing the benefits of 
this new model and establishing a 
road map to IR. This would include 
how the six ‘capitals’ – financial, 
human, natural, social, intellectual 
and manufactured – interact with 
one another in creating value. 

The UK Strategic Report places 
companies well on the road to 
IR, with requirements around 
the business model, corporate 
strategy and value creation. The 
EU Directive on non-financial 
reporting, expected to be adopted 
by member states over the next two 
years, will reinforce UK measures. 

Jeremy Osborn, integrated 
reporting leader, EY

Expert view

Watch the video on the 
challenges and opportunities that 
new technology offers the profession 
at www.accaglobal.com/ab/videos

22 Practice | The view from

Accounting and Business 11/2015

AP_YPRAC_Intro.indd   22 05/10/2015   12:49

www.accaglobal.com/ab/videos


Rocky path for LLP rollout
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Rocky path for 
LLP rollout
Amidst reports of obstacles and ambiguities, accounting 
firms in Malaysia have been slow to take up the option to 
register for limited liability partnership status

It has been well over two years since 
Malaysia introduced limited liability 
partnerships (LLPs), but to date the 
number of accountancy and audit 
firms that have registered under 
this new business structure has been 
rather small.

More importantly, the experience of 
firms seeking to convert to or register for 
LLP status reveals that the process has 
not been smooth sailing. A number of 
obstacles and ambiguities have come to 
light which need to be resolved.

Among the more obvious ambiguities 
are tax neutrality for the transfer of 
assets on conversion into an LLP and the 
recognition of Malaysian LLPs for double 
taxation agreement shelter, incentives 
and grants.  

Pauline Lum FCCA, executive director 
of PwC Taxation Services Malaysia, has 
kept an eye on progress. ‘We understand 
from Companies Commission of Malaysia 
(CCM) that to date about 30 accounting 
LLPs have been registered (20 audit and 
10 non audit), against the total number of 
over 2,000 registered LLPs,’ she says. 

However, Lum believes it is still too 
early to determine whether this initial 
response will develop into a trend for 
accounting firms to register as LLPs, 

The new  
business vehicle 

is a hybrid 
between a private 

company and 
a conventional 

partnership

rather than the more familiar models of 
partnership or sole proprietorship.

She adds that there are a number 
of practical considerations to be made 
before embarking on registration. These 
include licensing, the costs involved in 
operating as an LLP (such as professional 
indemnity), client perception and 
education on how an accounting firm 
would operate as an LLP.

CCM, the registration body for all 
companies and firms including LLPs, did 
not respond to requests from Accounting 
and Business for information on the 
response to this new business vehicle.

After close to a decade of delays, 
the Limited Liability Partnerships Act 
2012 came into operation in December 
of that year and CCM started receiving 
registrations in early 2013. Under the 
Act, any professional practice, namely 
chartered accountants (regulated under 
the Accountants Act 1967), advocates 
and solicitors, and company secretaries is 
permitted to form an LLP. 

Hybrid vehicle
The new business vehicle that the Act 
introduced is a hybrid between a private 
company and a conventional partnership. 
It accords limited liability status to an 
innocent partner, thus protecting their 
personal assets from losses or damages 
due to the action of other partners, 
and offers flexibility in the internal 
management of a business.

There are other fundamental 
differences between an LLP and a 
company which could make it an 
attractive proposition. For example, there 
is no requirement to issue shares, hold 
annual general meetings, submit financial 
statements to CCM or commit to auditing 
of its accounts.

One major reason why the authorities 
enacted the LLP legislation was to 
encourage aspiring entrepreneurs, » 
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by making it easier for them to get 
their businesses up and running. This 
tied in with the government’s efforts 
to improve public service delivery 
and simplify procedures, with the 
aim of reducing the administrative 
and compliance requirements for 
such entities. 

Good news for accounting firms
Yivon Yau, a partner of 3E Accounting, an 
independent member of 3E Accounting 
International Network, says the 
introduction of the LLP is ‘great news’ 
for professional accounting firms. 3E 
Accounting was among the first batch of 
accounting firms to register as an LLP.

So what significant factors persuaded 
3E Accounting to opt to become an LLP?

‘An LLP is an alternative business 
vehicle to carry out business which 
combines the characteristics of a private 
company and a conventional partnership. 
Its salient features as a separate legal 
entity offering limited liability and 
perpetual succession are the main factors 
that made 3E Accounting choose to be 
registered as an LLP,’ explains Yau. 

The advantage of perpetual 
succession is that it removes the need 
to disband a partnership and review the 
partnership agreements when there is a 
change in partners. 

Yau says perpetual succession is 
especially important when an accounting 
firm grows bigger and perhaps constitutes 
a group of partners with different areas 
of expertise, such as accounting, tax 
and secretarial. 

‘Any changes in relation to the 
partners of an LLP, such as retirement, will 
not affect the existence, rights or liabilities 
of the LLP,’ she explains.

For 3E Accounting, the registration 
process took some eight months 

The advantage 
of perpetual 

succession is that 
it removes the 

need to disband a 
partnership when 
there is a change 

in partners
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to complete and was not always 
straightforward. The firm first approached 
the Malaysian Institute of Accountants 
(MIA) and CCM in relation to the LLP 
setup in June 2014 and it was finally 
registered in February 2015.

‘We believe 3E Accounting is amongst 
the first batch of accounting firms to 
register as an LLP,’ says Yau. ‘During our 
registration, there were lots of ambiguities 
on the setup procedures.’ 

‘However, the steps are clearer now 
and also improved registration guidelines 
are published on the MIA portal. We 
believe this is the result of fine-tuning 
after more accounting firms registered as 
LLPs,’ she adds.

Yau says MIA has developed very clear 
guidelines on registration of new LLPs 
and conversion from existing professional 
practice. ‘We are seeing more accounting 
firms having ‘PLT’ [the Malay equivalent of 
LLP] in their names,’ she says.

She notes that registering as an LLP is 
becoming a more popular choice among 
entrepreneurs, who are attracted by the 
less onerous compliance requirements. 
She points in particular to the absence 
of a requirement for annual statutory 
audit and the fact that a local partner can 
act as compliance officer, which reduces 
compliance costs. 

‘Many existing companies also would 
like to convert to LLP. Nevertheless, the 
conversion procedures are not clear 
at the moment, especially for those 
companies with assets and properties,’ 
Yau adds.

Key issues and ambiguities 
Among the issues and uncertainties 
that the LLP rollout has thrown up, PwC 
Taxation Services Malaysia has identified 
the following:
a) Concerns of tax neutrality and cost 

when existing partnerships and/
or companies decide to set up an 
LLP, from the perspective of assets 
transferred into the new vehicle. 

b) Transfer mechanisms for items such as 
‘stock in trade’ and provision accounts 
for existing partnerships and/or 
companies, which intend on setting up 
an LLP. 

c) Tax treatment of interest incurred on 
loans for an LLP, since such expenses 
would be deductible for partners 
under a conventional partnership. 

d) Recognition of Malaysian LLPs for 
double taxation agreement shelter, 
incentives, grants, etc.

e) Perception of an LLP (in terms of 
transparency).

Some of these issues have been resolved 
by the authorities since the legislation 
came into force. According to Lum, items 
(a), (b) and (c) have been addressed 
through the issuance of Public Ruling 
No. 3/2014, Real Property Gains Tax 
(Exemption) Order 2014 [PU (A) 229], and 
Stamp Duty (Exemption) Order (No. 2) 
2014 [PU (A) 230].  

However, Lum notes that 
discussions are still ongoing around the 
recognition of LLPs for double taxation 
agreement shelter, incentives and grants, 
as this involves review of and possible 
amendments to several agreements and 
guidelines. ‘With regard to perception 
[of] LLPs, public awareness and education 
activities are ongoing,’ she adds.

Another important consideration 
concerns the specific tax treatment and 
country requirements, Lum points out.   

‘Some countries (like Malaysia and 
India) tax the LLP, whilst others (like 
Singapore and the US) deem it as a 
‘flow-through entity’, hence the partners 
of the LLP are taxed. This consideration 
would be relevant if the accounting LLP 
is considering expansion of operations 
regionally or globally,’ she says.  

Surprisingly, sections of the public – 
among them businessmen, government 

officials and bankers – have little or no 
knowledge of the LLP vehicle, which 
raises a host of difficulties for LLPs. 
This marketing issue is something the 
authorities will have to address if LLPs are 
to take off in Malaysia.

3E Accounting’s Yau agrees that 
there are ‘many people who are still not 
aware’ of the existence of LLPs. Her firm 
has experienced negative impact from 
this lack of familiarity with the new form. 
‘This may affect the branding of the firm. 
We have situations where some of our 
customers question the genuineness of 
our firm,’ she laments. 

Nevertheless, she believes that the 
situation will improve as time goes on, 
and as the private sector becomes more 
familiar with LLPs.    

Yau is confident that the 
uncertainties arising from the 
introduction of LLPs will also be resolved 
in due course. She cites the example 
of the Inland Revenue Department, 
which recently issued a public ruling on 
taxation for LLPs. 

‘Compared to the year when LLP was 
first introduced, we can see improvements 
along the way,’ she says. ‘Government 
agencies are working on clearing up 
the ambiguities.’ ■

MK Lee, journalist

Lending issues still unresolved

One of the biggest challenges that faces limited liability partnerships (LLPs) is the 
difficulty in getting bank facilities and loans.

Yivon Yau, a partner at 3E Accounting, recounts the issues her firm faced: ‘When 
we wanted to open bank accounts, many bankers were not aware of LLPs. The 
opening of our bank accounts took almost one month to complete. The banks 
informed us that the reason was that there is no online portal for bankers to 
search for LLP information. Instead, [requests for information] must go through 
the Companies Commission of Malaysia’s [service] counters.

Yau states that so far, his firm has been unable to get an online banking facility 
from one leading Malaysian bank as it does not support LLPs. ‘We understand 
from the bankers that PLTs will face issues in getting credit facilities, such as loans, 
as no statutory audit [of the LLP’s financial statements] is required.

On this issue, Pauline Lum, executive director at PwC Taxation Services 
Malaysia, suggests there may be concerns in terms of the risk profile for assessment 
of an LLP’s loan applications, as information about the entity would be limited.

‘There is no requirement for the LLP to maintain audited accounts. 
Notwithstanding that, LLPs are required to maintain financial statements (non-
audited) detailing assets, liabilities and their profit and loss account, which have 
to be furnished to CCM on an annual basis.  

‘Hence banks may be able to use these financial statements or [they] may 
have to consider other factors (such as the risk profiles of the partners) in their 
assessment of the LLP’s ability to repay the loans, which could be onerous and 
time consuming,’ she adds.
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Coping with change
Greece’s accountants are juggling reforms as the country struggles towards financial 
stability, but the implementation of tax evasion measures shows a positive side to the crisis

The latest twist in the ongoing political 
and economic crisis in Greece has seen 
the country impose capital controls 
before eventually agreeing to a new 
set of reforms and austerity measures 
in return for a new controversial 
multibillion euro loan. The deal is to be 
implemented by the new government 
that emerged from the snap elections 
held in late September.

The economic crisis and uncertainty 
over the regulatory framework have had a 
significant impact on Greek accountants. 
Most have seen compulsory leave, salary 
cuts, layoffs and closures.

Panayiotis Pantelis, tax adviser and 
president of the Athens-based European 
Centre of Economic and Tax Analysis, 
says: ‘The imposition of capital controls 
and of a limit on cash withdrawals 

has resulted in accountants not being 
able to pay or be paid. It is a broader 
problem that no one can escape. If 
this dire situation continues, a sector 
that provides the Ministry of Finance 
with considerable income will be unable 
to fulfil its obligations towards the state 
and its clients.’

In it together
‘We are an integral part of Greek society 
and share the same uncertainty that 
grips our fellow citizens in the face of 
such unprecedented phenomena,’ says 
Harilaos Alamanos, president of Greece’s 
Institute of Certified Public Accountants 
(SOEL). ‘But we believe we will find a way 
forward, as this crisis is not an exclusively 
Greek affair; it is also a European and 
international question.’

Steve Heathcote, ACCA executive 
director – markets, says: ‘It’s a difficult 
time for Greece – we have many members 
and students operating in and outside 
the country. Greece will need their skills, 
knowledge and experience more than 
ever to drive new growth, and we will 
support them through our global network.’

Tax experts and accountants 
Constantine Gravias and Constantine 
Kouloyiannis are members of a committee 
for Greek tax and accountancy portal 
taxheaven.gr. They believe that Greece’s 
constantly changing regulatory framework 
does not help accountants and tax 
advisers offer clients the best possible 
services. ‘Accountants face huge 
problems in their daily work, especially 
following the implementation of a new tax 
code since 1 January last year,’ they said 
in a joint statement.

They also noted that three important 
laws passed in 2013 and 2014 have 
reformed the tax code, the tax processes 
code and the Greek Accountancy 
Standards applied by companies that 
are not forced to use International 
Financial Reporting Standards (IFRS). 
These laws constitute more than 80% 
of the regulatory framework affecting 
accountants and tax advisers in Greece.

Another change making life tougher 
for accountants is the introduction of 
three different VAT tiers. ‘Our work is 
certainly becoming more complex as we 
try to look into the various related laws to 

‘It’s not as if 
suddenly four 

million taxpayers 
in Greece, most of 

them employees 
and pensioners, 

decided to be  
tax evaders’
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find out which items stay at the 13% rate,’ 
says Pantelis. ‘The 6% and the 23% rates 
are clearer. To add to the complications, 
the new rates were introduced in mid-July, 
making the VAT calculation difficult.’ The 
Tax Advisors Association is organising 
seminars and campaigns to update 
accountants and minimise the risk of 
incurring penalties for businesses, he says.

Gravias and Kouloyiannis point out 
that while the new bailout deal between 
Greece and its international creditors 
does not involve as many changes to 
the tax and VAT system as these recent 
reforms, it will nonetheless involve some.

The loan deal includes measures such 
as raising from €5m to €8m the minimum 
gross income for compulsory audits of 
company accounts. This could cut by 
40% the number of companies that will 
have to have their accounts audited. 
While the newly exempt companies can 
still choose to be audited, Gravias and 
Kouloyiannis say the ‘measure will relieve 
the administrative cost for businesses by 
€2,000 to €5,000 per year’, but warn that 
this ‘will lead to a further shrinking of the 
auditing sector’.

It is not all doom and gloom, though. 
Alamanos says if the latest bailout deal is 
implemented properly, it may have very 
positive results for business and finance, 
not only in Greece but in Europe too. 
He explains: ‘The expectation of long-
term security and stability as regards 
the rules of operation of the state is the 
psychological springboard of growth and 
creativity in all fields. We should not forget 
that the economic crisis and generalised 
insecurity have been driving Greece’s 
highly educated scientific and technical 
personnel to seek their fortunes abroad.’

Economic transformation
He adds: ‘This negative climate can only 
be changed by a radically positive shift 
that the agreement would represent, 
and the implementation of a package of 
structural reforms capable of transforming 
the economic landscape.’

Gravias and Kouloyiannis also see 
positive measures in the new deal, such 
as those relating to tax compliance and 
the promotion of electronic transactions 
(measures expected to be implemented 
by March 2016). ‘The measures fighting 
tax evasion are positive. But they should 
fight all large-scale tax evasion and 
avoidance of all big companies, and 
not focus on checking in detail small 
businesses and the self-employed who 

have suffered the brunt of the financial 
crisis in the last few years,’ they say.

Pantelis agrees: ‘It’s not as if suddenly 
four million taxpayers in Greece, most 
of them employees and pensioners, 
decided to be tax evaders. They are not 
tax evaders, but people who are unable to 
pay taxes because of the cuts in salaries 
and pensions. They should be helped. But 
large-scale tax evasion should be dealt 
with. This demands the political will of the 
government and the Ministry of Finance.’

Yet even tax evasion crackdowns need 
to be handled sensitively, says Pantelis. 
He gives the example of raising the VAT 
rate for foreign language private schools 
from 0% to 23%. ‘As this was introduced 
in mid-August when these businesses 
are closed, they were faced with the 
risk of administrative penalties for not 
being able to register in time for the 
VAT,’ he points out.

A potential boon arising from the 
agreement, Gravias and Kouloyiannis say, 
are plans to create a database to monitor 
results posted by Greek parent companies 

and subsidiaries to optimise risk analysis 
in intra-European transactions. This, 
they say, is a move ‘in the right direction 
towards reducing further the prices of 
many items that are much more expensive 
in Greece compared to other countries’.

While the future remains uncertain 
with political developments still ongoing, 
Alamanos is optimistic. He says: ‘As 
you know, things have been occurring 
at a dizzying pace since the beginning 
of the year: elections, the referendum, 
and the passage of the third adjustment 
programme by an overwhelming 
parliamentary majority for the first time 
in Greek history. At the same time, there 
emerged a strong impression, both 
abroad and in Greece itself, that we were 
approaching bankruptcy. 

‘This mood has already started 
changing and there is every reason to 
expect positive developments to occur, 
as regards our profession as well as the 
economy at large.’ ■

Michael Kosmides, journalist 

◄ Under pressure
Greek prime minister Alexis Tsipras’s 
resignation followed a third EU bailout

▲ Sign of the times
Protesters rail against the government 
and austerity measures in Greece
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Overmatter:The view from
Riche Ewe ACCA, South Asia senior finance analyst, 
PPG Industries, Singapore

I spent four years working in in 
external and internal audit, fi rst with 
a medium-sized local fi rm, then with 
KPMG in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. 
After working on numerous review 
assignments including internal audit, gap, 
compliance, Sarbanes Oxley and process 
improvement, I joined PPG Industries in 
January 2013 in corporate audit services.

My role as corporate auditor required 
me to travel internationally – a key 
motivation. I learnt plenty about different 
cultures and practices and, with a better 
understanding of business, I advanced into 
a regional fi nance role for South Asia.

My current position is imperative to 
market and business analysis, fi nancial 
reporting and costing analysis, targets and 

achievements tracking, and to promoting 
awareness of and ensuring adherence 
to compliance and controls. Increasing 
pressures and expectations inspire me 
to leap out of my comfort zone, with vast 
satisfaction from every step accomplished. 

Finance is becoming a business partner 
at the heart of an organisation, with a 
task to deliver higher-quality management 
information for business decisions. I’m 
increasingly relied upon to deliver intricate 
reporting and analysis to leadership teams 
with seemingly insatiable appetites for 
information. This, however, stimulates out-
of-box thinking and innovative resolutions.

Finance is expected to be in tune with 
the wider business and to empathise 
with the leaders driving strategy. More 
time is needed for business advisory, 
especially on fi nancial and control 
implications of the strategy, but most of the 
hours are spent pulling numbers together.

A key challenge for all industries is 
building a high-performing, regional 
fi nance team. The best approach in my 
view is the 3Ps: people, process and 
practice. Then, if you have the right skillset 
and attitude with the support of adequate 
established systems, exponential success is 
only a matter of time. 

A real life inspiration that never fails to 
push me on is when Liverpool Football 
Club came back from three goals down to 
be crowned European Champions in 2005, 
spurred on by captain Steven Gerrard and 
a ‘never die’ attitude. 

Love, respect and appreciation are 
the three fundamental elements I 
value in life. I strongly believe that 
professionalism and respect for others 
will uphold self-esteem and confi dence, 
strengthening an individual’s capability. 
A simple yet signifi cant priority in 2015 is 
to be a respectable and reliable business 
partner, which means a greater grasp of 
the business requirements and providing 
effective and timely assistance. ■

‘Finance is 
expected to be 

in tune with the 
wider business 

and to empathise 
with the leaders 
driving strategy’

Snapshot: 
manufacturing
Amid talk of global competition 
and the pace of change around 
innovation, one might assume that 
manufacturing was in the midst 
of transformation. But a closer 
look suggests major players are 
concentrating on business models 
and operating structure in readiness 
for renewed competitive pressures.

KPMG’s global manufacturing 
survey found that manufacturers are 
attaching slightly less importance to 
sales growth for 2015, placing more 
of a premium on reducing the cost 
structure and improving risk controls.

The reason is uncertainty. Until 
opportunities become clearer, 
most global players are focusing on 
building solid fi nancial war chests.

Short-term issues abound: 
energy remains volatile in supply 
and as a cost; and the pressure 
to commit to new technologies 
is increasing. So manufacturers 
continue to look for breakthrough 
innovations and invest in R&D. 

Increasingly, companies are 
entering into partnerships and 
adopting new technologies to lower 
costs and improve speed to market.

Manufacturers must continue 
to increase and upskill their 
talent pool, including fi nancial 
management teams: these have 
a key role to play in helping drive 
more operational effi ciency and 
develop new business models, to 
keep manufacturers competitive.
 
Stephen Cooper, UK head of 
industrial manufacturing, KPMG
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Singapore is on message with new technology
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The smart city
Mobile and smartphone adoption is predicted to reach 85% in Singapore by 2019, 
making it the ideal testbed for new technology – as the banking industry is discovering

In the fast-merging world of business 
and finance, as countries jostle for pole 
position in the digital world, Singapore 
is emerging as a a testbed for 
innovative offerings as rapidly changing 
consumer patterns force banks to move 
faster to stay ahead of the curve. 

‘What has changed a lot in the last few 
years is that our clients are demanding 
more digital offerings,’ says Geoffroy 
De-Ridder, operating head at UBS Wealth 
Management Asia Pacific. ‘The pressure 
is coming from both our retail channels 
and wealth management side. Either 
we embrace the challenge or risk being 
marginalised.’ 

The Swiss bank believes that Asian 
clients are more digitally inclined than 
elsewhere, with almost 40% preferring 
digital contact over direct contact. With 
mobile fast becoming the tool of choice 
for most clients, demand is expected to 
grow exponentially; according to Forrester 

Research, mobile and smartphone 
adoption will reach 85% in Singapore, 
73% in Hong Kong and 57% in Japan by 
2019. In addition, high-net-worth clients 
tend to be early adopters of emerging 
and new technology, and therefore 
mobile penetration would offer UBS the 
opportunity to deliver wealth management 
services through another platform.

The Asia-Pacific region (excluding 
Japan) saw a 29% increase in wealth to 
US$47.3 trillion last year, according to 
a recent report by Boston Consulting 
Group. Indeed, it may leapfrog North 
America, with US$50.8 trillion, to become 
the most affluent region with the largest 
pool of new clients for wealth managers 
by next year, the report added.

‘Fintech innovation further widens the 
gap between us and the competition by 
making the client experience superior to 
that provided by other wealth managers,’ 
De-Ridder says.

UBS recently invested millions in an 
innovation lab in Singapore – the first of 
its kind in the region – following similar 
initiatives in Europe. A key product 
to emerge is a wealth management 
app, which is currently being tested in 
Singapore and Hong Kong (see box).

‘The lab allows us to directly engage 
with our clients to co-create and design 
innovative offerings based on what they 
want. Engaging means more business,’ 
explains De-Ridder. 

‘Top of the scale’
Singapore’s attractiveness as a testbed 
for banks can be attributed to the 
government’s vision to create a smart 
city. ‘Singapore is top of the scale in 
Asia,’ De-Ridder says. ‘The government 
provides great opportunities for public 
and private partnerships. We don’t get 
that kind of support from other parts 
of the region. Its investments in the » 
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of digital bank at DBS. ‘For example, 
we’re organising hackathons that bring 
the best coders and our staff together 
in helping solve real challenges in the 
banking industry. People will not always 
need banks, but they will require banking 
products and services.’ 

DBS is currently piloting Watson, a 
wealth management app, in Singapore. 
This uses cloud based technology to 
provide investment advice for its affluent 
clients – those with at least S$350,000 in 
deposits or investments with the bank. 

However, Crespin urges caution. 
‘Businesses should not get carried away by 
the use of technology and end up creating 
solutions that are poorly designed,’ he 
says. ‘Technology cannot come at the 
expense of an experience, the joy of a 
heartfelt emotion, and that is a challenge.’ 

The rapid pace of change in the digital 
world is likely to bring other risks for 
banks, Mehrotra says. ‘We believe the big 
impact is expected to be felt around six 
key themes: streamlined infrastructure; 
automation of high-value activities; 
reduced intermediation; the role of data; 
niche/specialised offerings; and customer 
empowerment. The play of incumbents 
and challengers around these themes will 
create the winners and losers.’

In the short term, banks in Asia would 
also have to try to address needs of their 
‘rewired’ customer. 

‘We might see structural changes in 
nature of employment as we deal with 
skills gap and ageing Asia. However, 
in the long run, with a re-skilled 
workforce, we should reframe the threat 
of automation with opportunity for 
augmentation,’ adds Mehrotra. 

For now, digitalisation and innovation 
are key strategic priorities for banks 
going forward. ‘Asia is the fastest 
growing region in the world,’ Crespin 
says. ‘Our clientele are becoming more 
tech-savvy, and their needs are evolving. 
For example, mobile is fast becoming a 
technology tool of choice in a number of 
our markets. Our offerings need to cater 
for that. Client demands and needs are 
changing, too, and that’s why we’re always 
looking at things outside-in.’ 

This means that banks that master 
digitalisation from front to back will be at 
the forefront of change. Those who do 
not risk being left behind as technology 
continues to disrupt the traditional 
models of doing business. ■

Sumathi Bala, journalist

However, as the world transforms 
towards a digital economy, Singapore 
needs to maintain its competitive 
position in the area where financial 
services sector will be one of the key 
enablers. 

‘It will help the country if it continues 
to attract high-quality jobs that will 
drive the economy,’ Mehrotra says. 
‘Singapore is supporting the growth of 
this area through various state-owned 
programmes that foster the growth 
of incubators or accelerators, direct 
investments by sovereign wealth funds 
and attract leading fintech VCs [venture 
capital firms] in the country.’ 

Local players not wanting to lose 
out to big global banks, have also 
jumped on the digital bandwagon. DBS, 
Singapore’s largest lender, is actively 
using the city-state to trial offerings 
before a regional rollout. Last year, it 
committed S$200m over three years to 
better harness digital technologies. 

‘We’re adopting processes that would 
have been unheard of for a bank just 
a few years ago,’ says Olivier Crespin, 
managing director and group head 

fintech space are enormous.’ 
Indeed, in July the Monetary 

Authority of Singapore (MAS) committed 
S$225m over five years to a scheme 
designed to build a vibrant ecosystem 
for innovation in fintech. The Financial 
Sector Technology & Innovation (FSTI) 
scheme will enable banks to establish 
R&D and innovation labs, as well as 
other infrastructure. According to MAS, 
Metlife and UBS are among a number 
of institutions that have applied.The 
scheme will also support major projects 
such as decentralised record-keeping 
systems for trade financing based on 
blockchain technologies, cyber-risk 
testbeds and natural catastrophe data 
analytics exchanges.

Maintain competitive position
Singapore has done well in ‘maintaining its 
competitiveness in the “physical” economy, 
with world-class infrastructure and many 
other key enablers,’ says Mohit Mehrotra, 
consulting partner at Deloitte Southeast 
Asia. ‘The financial services sector is an 
important contributor to Singapore’s GDP 
and a key source of jobs in Singapore 

The UBS Wealth Management app

The rollout was carried out in phases, with a soft launch to select clients from 
the start of 2015. By the third quarter of 2015, the aim was that all Hong Kong 
and Singapore booking centre e-banking clients would be able to benefit from 
the offering.

What are the key features?
The app is a new digital offering that provides clients across Asia Pacific 
with access to UBS Wealth Management while on the go, through an iPhone 
or iPad. The app leverages an internally built investment technology which 
scans a client’s portfolio, tests it against critical risk factors and flags when 
it deviates from the client’s investment strategy or when something goes 
off track.  This complex process requires a massive infrastructure and huge 
computing power. But it can be tracked and delivered to a client when he or 
she wakes up every morning.

Benefits

*  Users can gain access to deeper insights through rich data visualisation. The 
app offers multi-dimensional viewing of portfolios by currency exposure, asset 
allocation or regional exposure. Users also have the ability to track individual 
portfolio performance against global market benchmarks.

*  Users can receive market trends via their device on preferred investment 
themes with articles from UBS’s chief investment officer. Users can customise 
settings to see articles from particular UBS analysts or topics. Notifications of 
breaking news, research updates and portfolio updates will also be available 
through the app.

*  Users can create a personalised watch list and track preferred markets in a 
single view. They can everage UBS expertise and market research to identify 
suitable investment opportunities.
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The art of partnership
As the contemporary art market begins to gain momentum across Asia, fi nancial support 
from business is becoming a vital source of funding – and benefi ts corporates, too

Hong Kong, explains, ‘Corporates are aligning 
themselves with their customers’ passions; 
they’re talking to them in their language and 
taking them to events that they want to go to. 
There’s the opportunity for brands to do quite 
uniquely different things here.’ 

Government funding for the arts varies 
considerably across the region. The Hong 
Kong Arts Development Council (ADC), a 
statutory body set up by the government, for »

From an anonymous telephone bidder 
splashing out a record-breaking 
US$23.3m on Zeng Fanzhi’s The Last 

Supper in 2013 to China Merchants Bank’s 
2009 launch of its Art Banking Fund for 
private banking clients, the buzz around 
Asian art shows no signs of abating. But it’s 
not just the super-rich who are engaging 
with contemporary art. As Stephanie Kelly, 
fair director at the Affordable Art Fair (AAF), 

▲ Art for everyone
Poetic Cosmos of the 
Breath by Tomas Saraceno, 
was exhibited in the as-yet-
incomplete West Kowloon 
Cultural District in Hong 
Kong. The development 
has received HK$21.6bn 
from Hong Kong’s 
government
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support from various foreign consulates. We 
also get sponsorship from some business 
organisations, but Times Property is still the main 
income source,’ a representative explains, adding 
that curators ‘can do whatever shows they want; 
Times Property does not get involved.’

Diversify resources
Private funding is not exclusively the domain of 
private museums. Founded in 1996, Para Site 

was one of the first recipients of Hong Kong government funding 
for the arts; in 2014, the space was allocated a HK$4.5m two-
year Springboard Grant from the Home Affairs Bureau. Aimed 
at offering small organisations the financial impetus to grow, 
the boost was a timely one: the previous year had seen Para 
Site unexpectedly denied all ADC funding for the first time in its 
history. ‘It made us realise that we can’t rely exclusively on public 
funding; rather, we needed to diversify sources,’ says Frances Wu 
Giarratano, Para Site’s deputy director. 

That same year, Para Site debuted its now annual auction, 
with works donated by artists and gallery collaborators going 

example, gave HK$11,034,240 for artistic creation 
in 2013/14 in its Proactive Projects scheme, and 
construction and operation of the still-under-
development West Kowloon Cultural District 
is financed by a government endowment to 
the tune of HK$21.6bn. Meanwhile, mainland 
China is investing heavily in cultural hardware; 
in 2012 alone, 451 institutions were opened, 
thus comfortably meeting the target of a total 
of 3,500 museums outlined in the most recent 
five-year plan.

Increasingly, though, private entities are stepping in to 
fill the gaps of government shortfalls. Take Guangdong’s 
Times Museum. Initially a joint venture by Times Property and 
Guangdong Museum of Art inside the Times Rose Garden 
residential complex, as part of the 2005 Guangzhou Triennial, 
Dutch architects Rem Koolhaas and Alain Fouraux were  
invited to create a permanent space for the museum. When the 
affiliation with Guangdong Museum of Art ended in 2010, Times 
Property stayed on. 

‘These past five years, the Times Museum has received 

▲ Art for everyone
Chinese artist Zhu Jinshi’s 
installation, The Boat, 
made of bamboo, cotton 
threads and rice paper, 
went on public display in 
Hong Kong’s Exchange 
Square Central ahead of 
this year’s Art Basel fair 
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under the hammer for eye-watering prices. 
Hugely successful, in 2014 the glitzy affair 
raised HK$5m. Along with rebooting its 
patron programme and opening its doors 
to corporate sponsorship, Para Site has 
rethought its approach to the private 
sector, relocating to a sprawling space 
in Quarry Bay, where the team is now 
re-exploring opportunities for corporate 
engagement. ‘Corporations look for access 
to information and networks, but also 
spaces for entertaining clients. The old site 
didn’t have the space or resources to provide that.’ 

The organisation is mindful, however, of retaining its 
independence. ‘We don’t want to wholly rely on private sources 
who might be susceptible to market changes, nor do we 
want to create programmes for funders,’ Giarratano says. ’An 
organisation like Para Site is unlike exclusively government-
funded institutions; we have the flexibility to be experimental 
and react quickly to things happening in society, in Hong Kong 
and the region at large.’ 

‘Art playground’
Capitalising on just that zeitgeist are brands so engaged with 
the arts in Asia that it has become part of their identity. Cue K11: 
Shanghai and Hong Kong ‘art malls’ operated under New World 
Development. Set to expand to 11 cities nationwide in the next 
five years, the malls describe themselves as ‘an art playground, 
where culture, entertainment, shopping and living revolve 
around art’. 

A year after the first art mall opened in Tsim Sha Tsui, Hong 
Kong, in 2009, the group launched its not-for-profit K11 Art 
Foundation. As well as a permanent collection on rotating 
display throughout its various properties, the foundation serves 
as an incubator for young Chinese artists and curators via its 
Wuhan Art Village. Meanwhile in Shanghai, a public programme 
plays out alongside the mall’s otherwise unremarkable tenants. 
Though seemingly incongruous, this creative element drives a 
unique ecology: last year’s Monet exhibition attracted 340,000 
visitors to the four-month-long show. 

A more conventional take on commercial creativity can be 
seen at the region’s growing number of art fairs. From exclusive 
to entry level, the events rely on partnerships and sponsorships. 
Echoing Oscar Wilde’s observation – ‘When bankers get 
together for dinner, they discuss art. When artists get together 
for dinner, they discuss money’ – in Asia, financial institutions and 
art fairs go hand in hand. 

‘For a triple-A financial institution, understanding the 
fundamentals of society and culture is necessary in order to be 
both part of and better at interpreting what is happening around 
us, and bringing that interpretation and understanding into the 
financial advice we offer,’ says Johan Jervøe, global group chief 
marketing officer at UBS, explains. ‘Contemporary art allows you 
to understand and question culture, and get embedded into the 
places you are.’

Earlier this year, the financial services 
provider partnered with Art Basel Hong 
Kong’s third edition. Linked to the global 
art fair brand – which now spans Basel, 
Miami Beach and Hong Kong – since 
1994, UBS has become synonymous with 
contemporary art. 

Of the decision to extend its 
partnership to Hong Kong, Jervøe 
explains: ‘It’s two things: first, both Hong 
Kong and Asia are getting major business; 
it’s a very important region for us. It’s also 

a passion point both of UBS and for many of our clients, be it 
on the investment banking side or wealth management. When 
you look at each Basel, they’re all very different in their feel; in 
Asia, it’s the best of contemporary art, but also business-driven.’

UBS’s involvement in contemporary art is nothing new; 
boasting a world-renowned collection of some 35,000 works, 
40% of its overall acquisitions budget is for art from Asia. In 
addition to its longstanding partnering of the Art Basel fairs, 
the collection regularly tours major museums in Asia, most 
recently Taiwan’s Kaohsiung Museum of Fine Arts. In addition, a 
tour of the collection’s most recent additions – a series of newly 
commissioned photographs by Annie Leibovitz – to 10 cities, 
including Tokyo, Hong Kong and Singapore, began in October.

Community investment
According to Jervøe, art sponsorship is pointless if it does not 
go hand in hand with community investment. ‘It’s one of the 
major decisions you have to make as a company: you’re either all 
in, or not at all. It’s the same for corporate social responsibility; 
you can’t start something for a couple of years and then get 
out. With contemporary art, it’s really about investing in the 
community you’re in. If you’re authentic and passionate, it 
will get you to a space in which you find people with a similar 
mindset. Sponsorship in general can bring credibility, be it in art 
or anything else. But you can ultimately only get credit for that 
if you’re also involved in the grassroots; it only gives you return 
on your objectives if you are in that community, both internally 
as well as externally. That’s why we try to share most of our art 
collection with the public and our clients.’

The direct benefits of art sponsorship can, however be 
frustratingly intangible, resting largely on reputation and 
credibility. For example, Jervøe estimates that 70% of guests 
brought to Art Basel Hong Kong by UBS already collect art. Just 
as important, though, ‘Many of our employees are very interested 
in art themselves. I think when you skew towards [an interest in 
the art world] you in effect drive a kind of self-selection not only of 
clients but also people that want to come and work with you.’

On the benefits of fairs, awards and museums from corporate 
interest in art, Kelly is adamant: ‘These art industry events 
couldn’t happen without key partners and sponsors. They really 
help: they bring in an audience, they help promote it and they 
help make amazing features happen. We have been delighted to 
work with DBS for the past three years.’ »

Arts sponsorship 

Ronald Arculli, a senior 
partner of King & Wood 
Mallesons in Hong Kong and a 
patron of the arts, talks about 
why businesses matter to the 
growth of the sector in Asia. Go 
to bit.ly/1DiRsTy
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Kong, that fi gure is nearly 50% over 
30,000 visitors.’

Art in Asia is, says Kelly, still at the 
developmental stage, and corporates 
have a responsibility to nurture artistic 
talents. ‘Alignment with the arts brings 
so much brand equity,’ she says. 
‘Art in itself has a lot of trust, a lot of 
credibility. I think historically, art has 
been positioned at a less accessible 

level, which is why AAF has been so successful; it’s about making 
art accessible to all. In that way, compared to something like sport, 
art [sponsorship] communicates quite a different message.’

When it comes to contemporary art, Jervøe maintains that 
any returns on the company’s commitment in terms of brand 
image are far from tactical. ‘We do it because we’re passionate 
about art, but it’s also a way of showing serious collectors, 
‘If we’re this good in art, how good must we be at our core 
business?’ It’s our passion point: we love art, and we love 
banking even more!’ ■

Frances Arnold, journalist

Essential engagment

First launched in Luxembourg, Deloitte Art and Wealth 
management services works predominantly with fi nancial 
institutions but also ultra-high-net-worth and high-
net-worth individuals, including artists, as well as art 
businesses. The service helps clients develop strategies 
related to art, including tax structuring, private museum 
set-up, investment structures, philanthropy and more.

In terms of closer corporate engagement with art, Mohit 
Mehrotra, global leader of Deloitte Singapore’s wealth 
management group, explains that responsibility lies with 
both parties to deliver ‘real benefi ts’, echoing Para Site’s 
moves to attract suitable private partners. ‘The relationship 
between art and business should further develop as, in 
general, there is less public money for culture,’ he says. 
‘The cultural sector needs to revert to the private sector 
but needs to offer real benefi ts to those corporates. Public 
cultural institutions have to adapt to the new reality and 
become more business-focused to increase their portion of 
private funding.’ 

Already enjoying signifi cant support by way of 
philanthropy, art saw the fastest growth in this area in 
2014, with Deloitte observing continuous increases since 
the recession. But there is also a compelling business case 
for engagement with art, according to Adriano Picinati di 
Torcello, art and fi nance director at Deloitte. 

‘For fi nancial corporations, the business case is to serve 
the needs of their top clients – to move from a fi nancial 
defi nition of their job to a more holistic human defi nition. 
This helps them to better tie up with the passions of their 
clients and to support the retention and gaining of assets,’ 
he says. ‘For corporations in general, engaging with art 
is usually a question of enhancing public image, creating 
a social impact, improving quality of life and improving 
employee morale and retention. In general, there is 
investment motivation besides the expectation of helping 
boost top/bottom lines.’

Deloitte’s Art and Finance Report 2014 can be found at 
bit.ly/del-art

▲ Creative 
concept
K11’s art malls in 
Shanghai and Hong 
Kong, which are set 
to expand to 11 cities 
in the next five years, 
aim to create ‘an art 
playground’

Meanwhile, since 2013 the headline partner for AAF’s Hong 
Kong and Singapore editions has been fi nancial services group 
DBS, which is headquartered in Singapore. With a new fair 
launced in Seoul in September, the fair’s expansion underscores 
not just the region’s growing appetite for art but also its 
possibilities for business. 

‘Traditionally, most sponsorship is sporting and, from a 
value perspective, perhaps 90% still is. But businesses want to 
align with what their customers want, and in Asia there’s a real 
passion for art and thirst for knowledge,’ says Kelly. Hong Kong 
has a very low rate of art ownership. At our London fairs, only 
about 10% of visitors have never bought art before. In Hong 
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Trust at an all-time low
Building trust is essential for nurturing innovation and for businesses to succeed. But a 
recent study found the level of trust in decline across the world

Technology remains the most trusted of all sectors at 78%, although it too has lost ground since last year’s 80%. Declines across 
all tech-based industries were evident in 2015, with recent privacy and security breaches having weakened trust in both tech 
products and the sector. Financial services and entertainment were the only sectors where trust rose (up 1% in each case).

Evaporation of trust

Building trust is essential to successfully bringing new 
products and services to market, and requires companies 
to demonstrate clear personal and societal benefi ts 
as well as their own integrity. The 2015 Edelman Trust 
Barometer study found that countries with higher trust 
levels overall also show a greater willingness to trust 
business innovations. Overall, the number of ‘truster’ 
countries in the Edelman trust index is at an all-time low.

Trust in business on the ebb

Levels of trust in business rose in 11 of the 27 countries surveyed but fell in the other 16. 
Canada, Argentina, Germany, Australia and Singapore registered the biggest falls, and the 
Netherlands, Italy and India the biggest rises. The global average fell from 59% to 57%.

While trust in government has risen, it has fallen for NGOs, 
business and the media; the fi gures show 2014 versus 2015.
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The 2015 index contains 
fewer trusters and more 
distrusters – 22% and 48% 
of total index respectively 
compared with 30% and 
33% respectively in 2014.

■ 2014          ■ 2015 ■ 2014          ■ 2015

Trust up Trust down
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Balancing the pay scale
As the idea of a living wage gains support around the world, Faye Chua considers the 
business case and challenges for employers in addressing pay imbalance

Asia, for example, the Asia Floor Wage Alliance is a sector-
based initiative that campaigns for a decent wage for garment 
factory workers. In the US, the dominant form of action has been 
isolated initiatives by individual cities, resulting in around 120 
different versions of a living wage across the country. 

For international businesses managing global operations 
and supply chains, the more that 
living wage movements can align their 
thinking, the better. To encourage 
debate, ACCA and the LWF has held 
seven roundtables in Europe, North 
America, Asia and Africa this year. A 
key goal was to see whether some 
general principles could be developed 
to encourage common approaches to 
a living wage around the world. 

These principles were still being 
finalised at the time of writing, but they 
capture some important ideas. For 
example, they highlight the need for 
local consensus about what elements 
should be included in a living wage 
shopping basket. They indicate that 
a living wage should not just cover 

Many countries now have some form of national 
minimum wage, but many workers on low income 
still struggle to make ends meet. The desire to 

tackle such in-work poverty has led to the concept of the 
‘living wage’, intended to help family units achieve a decent 
standard of living and play a full part in society.

The movement is strong in the UK, 
having been launched by a community 
group in 2001, then drawing in unions 
and academics, and is now led by 
the Living Wage Foundation (LWF). 
The living wage and the successes of 
living wage employers are celebrated 
annually in the first week of November 
during Living Wage Week. 

A common approach?
Separate living wage movements 
have sprung up to help low-paid 
workers across the world, but as the 
first of two research papers soon to 
be issued jointly by ACCA and the 
LWF highlights, they are often driven 
by different stakeholder groups. In 

‘The living wage 
should extend 
to outsourced 

employees. Big 
companies set 

the example of a 
good employer’
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essentials such as food and housing, but also allow some money 
for discretionary spending (perhaps to enable some leisure 
activity and social engagement).

The business case
At one level, the case for a living wage is a moral or ethical one. 
For reasons of social justice, it seems unacceptable to many that 
working people should still suffer from poverty when they are in 
paid employment – particularly when the imbalance between 
their pay packets and those of global CEOs has grown so huge. 
But for employers currently paying below the living wage, raising 
pay for all staff will increase costs. So is there a business case in 
favour of paying it? 

Advocates of the living wage believe there is, arguing that 
employers will benefit in a variety of ways. Paying the living wage 
could reduce employee turnover, bringing cost savings in staff 
hiring and training. It might also lower absenteeism and raise 
staff motivation, and improve productivity and service quality as 
a result. Formal research on the impact of paying a living wage is 
limited, but a 2015 University of Strathclyde study considered the 
business costs and benefits of living wage adoption by a number 
of employers. It found that, while there are undeniable costs that 
need to be mitigated, potential benefits can be achieved, such as 
financial savings from lower staff turnover and higher productivity.

Living wage supporters also believe that businesses should 
gain reputational and risk management advantages from paying 
a living wage. In developed economies at least, some consumers 
will support brands that adopt an ethical stance, even if that 
results in higher prices for a product or service. Encouraging the 
payment of a living wage throughout the business – and down 
the supply chain – could also mitigate the risk of a human rights 
scandal damaging the brand.

From a macro-economic perspective, if employers raise low 
pay rates up to a living wage level, the extra spending power 
generated could flow out into the broader economy, boosting 
growth – although this depends in part on any counter-effect 
caused by higher prices as a result of businesses incurring 
increased costs. 

When measuring the impact of paying a living wage, a holistic 
perspective should be taken. For example, there are concerns 
that employers forced to pay a living wage to secure a contract 
might recover the extra cost in some way that negatively affects 
their staff – by cutting staff benefits, for example, or eliminating 
jobs in supporting or monitoring roles. 

Supply chain challenges
When a business does embrace the living wage concept, it 
faces particular challenges in spreading the idea down its supply 
chain. It may be able to influence its direct suppliers, or even 
stipulate in contracts that its suppliers pay a living wage to their 
employees. But what about its suppliers’ suppliers? The further 
down the chain the business goes, the less pressure it can bring 
to bear.

Global businesses are addressing their supply chain challenge 
in a variety of ways. One option is to work with suppliers to help 

them identify ways to improve productivity. Another solution is 
to internalise the supply chain and go for vertical integration. For 
example, food manufacturers or retailers could take ownership 
of farms themselves, gaining control over operations and wage 
rates. However, such a strategy clearly requires a radical change 
of business model.

Outsourced staff pose a particular challenge for businesses. 
These people may be working in your office but are not 
employed by you. Again, contracts requiring the outsourced 
service provider to pay the living wage could be introduced. 
Otherwise there is a risk that an organisation may brand itself as 
a living wage employer, but still be dependent on the efforts of 
lower-paid human resources.

The recent work by ACCA and the LWF confirms the strong 
interest in the living wage around the world. Sharing ideas on how 
to tackle some of the challenges it poses for employers will be 
important in encouraging its wider adoption. ■

Faye Chua, ACCA’s head of futures research

For more information:

The ACCA and Living Wage Foundation research papers 
will be made available at www.accaglobal.com/ri

Views from the global roundtables 

‘In-work poverty is not an issue that can be tackled 
piecemeal by companies. It is a systemic problem that 
needs a systemic collaborative solution in industries, 
sectors and countries in order to avoid more inequalities 
or disadvantages.’
London 

‘The living wage is to do with enough food, shelter, 
clothing, basic needs, dignity; and if an individual 
manages their budget they can break free from the cycle 
of poverty.’
Johannesburg

‘In Canada we have a universal methodology for the living 
wage, which is about meeting basic needs such as rent, 
food and utilities, but also transport and childcare. And it 
goes beyond that to enabling community participation, 
allowing children to take part in sports, for example, or a 
modest once-a-month family night out.’
New York

‘All the workers in a business should benefit, not just 
direct employees – the living wage should extend to 
outsourced employees. Big companies set the example of 
a good employer.’
Hong Kong
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Seeking sustainability
The next few months will be a critical time for action on climate change and sustainable 
development – and accountancy has a key role to play, says Rachel Jackson

The next few months could see historic progress – or 
failure – in sustainable development and climate 
change action. In September, national leaders 

gathered in New York for the United Nations summit 
organised to adopt a new set of sustainable development 
goals (SDGs) – ‘a blueprint for a better future’, as secretary-
general Ban Ki-moon described it. The SDGs will replace the 
expiring Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and run 
from 2016 up to 2030.

From 30 November to 11 December, the centre of 
sustainability action moves to Paris for the 21st session of the 
Conference of the Parties to the UN Framework Convention 
on Climate Change (COP21). The goal here is to set a universal 
and legally binding protocol (to replace the Kyoto Protocol) 
supporting the goal of reducing greenhouse gas (GHG) 
emissions to levels capable of limiting global warming to less 
than 2°C. 

Each event affects the other. Success in achieving the 
SDGs will depend in part on firm commitments being made to 
reduce emissions at COP21. Similarly, COP21 commitments and 
subsequent action by governments to reduce emissions will 
be encouraged by the agreement of strong environmental and 
climate change SDGs. 

Building on the past
The 17 SDGs aim to build on the work of the MDGs and address 
three dimensions of sustainable development: economic, 
social and environmental. While the MDGs were focused on 
issues around people (such as eradicating extreme poverty 
and reducing child mortality), the SDGs also pay substantial 
attention to environmental sustainability and economic factors 
(for example, access to affordable and sustainable energy, 
promoting sustained and sustainable economic growth, and 
building resilient infrastructure). 

The SDGs are intended to be action-oriented and so 
are supported by 169 associated targets that define the 
‘means of implementation’. Some of these are specific 
and numeric, such as sustaining at least 7% GDP growth 
per annum in the least developed countries, but many 
are more general – for example, to increase the access 
of small-scale industrial and other enterprises to financial 
services. Whether they will have real impact therefore remains 
to be seen. 

Nevertheless, the goals and targets are the result of over 
two years of intensive public international consultation, including 
the establishment of an open working group, with 30 » 

Mike Kelly

‘SDG 8 prioritises employment, decent work for all and social 
protection. To end poverty requires a full range of policy 
interventions, including voluntary instruments. One such, 
the Living Wage, is a well-established concept that enables 
people to provide for themselves and their families, and 
promotes sustainable economic growth, leading to healthier 
communities, businesses and societies. Accounting practices 
and other large businesses can lead by example.’

Chair of ACCA’s Global Sustainability Forum, head of living 
wage, KPMG, and chair of the Living Wage Foundation

Teresa Fogelberg

‘Goal-setting for the SDGs is a critical part of understanding 
where we are today, and what we hope to achieve in 15 
years. In order to achieve the SDGs, a real commitment 
to global partnership has to be made. This means that 
businesses must play an active role in bringing the SDGs to 
fruition. This is where GRI is working to help. Together with 
UN Global Compact and the World Business Council for 
Sustainable Development, GRI launched the SDG Compass, 
a tool that will help the global community monitor business 
contributions to the goals, at the UN Summit.‘

Deputy chief executive, Global Reporting Initiative (GRI)

Jane Stevensen

‘Climate change has a direct impact on poverty around the 
world, with significant implications for economic activity, 
and therefore corporate performance. Poor and developing 
countries will be among those most affected and least able 
to cope with the shocks to their socio-economic and natural 
systems. We represent organisations sharing the concern 
that financial markets do not take sufficient account of 
climate-related corporate performance, and consequently 
the risks and opportunities relevant to future value.‘

Managing director, Climate Disclosure Standards Board
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ACCA is looking 
into how 

accountants can 
help businesses 

assess and report 
on their impacts 

and dependencies 
on natural capital

► Green giant
This ecologically sustainable office tower in Sydney 
was awarded six-star green status by the Green 
Building Council of Australia
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members representing 70 countries and two elected co-
chairs, one each from a developing and a developed 
country. Throughout July 2015 negotiations took place on 
the final wording of the SDGs adopted by heads of state and 
government in September.

‘Unfinished business’
The draft outcome document acknowledges that there 
is ‘unfinished business’ in relation to the MDGs. It notes 
that ‘progress has been uneven, particularly in Africa, 
least developed countries, landlocked developing countries, 
and small island developing states, and some of the MDGs 
remain off-track, in particular those related to maternal, 
newborn and child health and reproductive health’. It is 
also clear that extreme poverty and hunger have not been 
eradicated, for example.

Successful implementation of the SDGs, as the draft 
outcome document notes, will require ‘a revitalised global 
partnership for sustainable development’ and the actions 
of governments. UN member states are encouraged to set 
‘ambitious national responses’ to support implementation 
of the SDGs, and to conduct regular progress reviews. 
Successful implementation is also seen as depending on ‘the 
resources, knowledge and ingenuity of business, civil society, 
the scientific community, academia, research institutions, 
philanthropists and foundations, parliaments, local authorities, 
volunteers and other stakeholders’.

Role of accountancy
Some of the SDG targets have specific relevance to the 
accountancy profession, such as improving the regulation 
and monitoring of global financial markets and institutions 
and strengthening the implementation of such regulations, 
or substantially reducing corruption and bribery. Developing 
and running sustainable businesses is also increasingly 
part of the accountant’s role. So as both individuals and 
through the representation of their professional bodies, 
accountants have an important part to play in the successful 
implementation of the SDGs. 

The accountancy profession is already helping to stimulate 
thinking around sustainability issues. ACCA, for example, 
through its Global Sustainability Forum, is looking into how 
accountants can help businesses assess and report on their 
impacts and dependencies on natural capital – the stock of 
natural resources (such as ecosystems, air and water) from which 
people can derive benefits. 

ACCA has also been holding roundtables to consider the 
factors that could boost the introduction of a living wage 
– relevant to the SDGs of ending poverty and promoting 
decent work for all. Research is also being conducted into how 
fossil fuel companies report on their risk of stranded assets 
(reserves that can’t ultimately be developed due to emissions 
controls or other factors) – an issue likely to rise up the agenda 
of investors if governments do introduce tight emissions targets 
backed up by regulation. 

Now is the time for accountants to take a leading role in 
developing sustainable business models and incorporating 
sustainability into decision-making. ■

Rachel Jackson is former head of sustainability at ACCA

Terence Jeyaretnam

‘When businesses work to create societal value, they 
do not just make a positive impact on society – they 
also perform better. In a survey EY conducted with 
the Harvard Business Review, 87% of business leaders 
believe a company performs best when its purpose goes 
beyond profit. The SDGs offer a powerful way for this 
to make a greater impact on both business and society. 
The accountancy profession has an important role in 
measuring and accounting for the value created and 
helping governments and business meet their SDG goals.’

Partner, climate change and sustainability services,  
EY Australia

Rodney Ndamba

‘Implementing SDGs in Africa should be high on the 
agenda. The goals provide the opportunity for the 
continent to work with specific and measureable targets, 
which will require continuous monitoring and evaluation 
of progress and impacts. The accounting profession has a 
critical role to play in allocating appropriate and adequate 
resources, measuring performance and reporting progress 
from both government and private sector. Achieving the 
goals and targets in Africa will be a defining factor and 
legacy for any leader in accounting, business and politics.’

Chief executive, Institute for Sustainability Africa

Adrian Henriques

‘Few can disagree with the aspiration represented by the 
SDGs. But there are questions over how it will be monitored 
(the coherence, precision and role of the targets will be 
crucial) and how it will galvanise corporate activity. There are 
also questions as to how far the SDGs really embody human 
rights. These are mentioned several times in the introduction, 
but the MDGs were equally admirable and their realisation 
was sadly lacking. To avoid this fate, we need vigorous action 
by nations as well as the unequivocal backing of companies.’

Vice chair of ACCA’s Global Sustainability Forum, and a 
sustainability, governance and CSR adviser and researcher
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Why the audit profession must evolve or die
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Copy to replace URL:

Headline for web:

Folio for app:

Web friendly URLs:

Read the ACCA/Grant 
Thornton report The Future 

of Audit

Evolve or die
Imagine you had the audit profession in your offi ce as a client. What course of action 
would you advise? Evolve or die, suggests Grant Thornton’s Nick Jeffrey

Once upon a time I was asked at a party what I did for 
a job. It was a polite enquiry from someone I had just 
met – there was no hidden agenda. I am ashamed to 

say I ‘confessed’ to being a fi ghter pilot. The response to 
that – ‘You’re an auditor, aren’t you?’ – not only ruined 

my evening, it also provided my friends with plenty 
of ammunition in the weeks and months to come.

Audit as a facilitator for growth

* Facilitate innovation through flexible, proportionate 
regulation and an avoidance of regulatory straitjackets.

* Providers should listen carefully to users, and 
understand who the users are, what information they 
use, and what they use it for.

This memory came back to 
haunt me when I was speaking 
at a series of ACCA/Grant 
Thornton roundtables on the 
future of audit. I fi nd my job 
interesting and challenging, 
and I know it performs a public 

benefi t, so why was I afraid that 
others would fi nd it dull? Why 

didn’t I have pride in what I did? 
Or at least insuffi cient pride to 

explain that to new acquaintances? 
Would my project with ACCA help 

auditors of the future avoid similar 
embarrassment and help them speak 

with pride and passion instead?
In recent months, ACCA and Grant Thornton have jointly 

hosted a number of roundtables about the future of audit. 
We chose locations to cover a range of business environments 

with differing characteristics, in China, the EU, Singapore, South 
Africa, the UAE, the UK and Ukraine. We invited representatives 

from a range of stakeholder groups  such as companies, providers 
of fi nance, and policymakers to a series of private open-ended 
discussions (under the Chatham House rule) to share their views 
and experiences. In November we will publish a deeper analysis 
of what we heard, together with more detailed implications and 
recommendations for policymakers and the accounting profession.

Yet with a couple of roundtables still to go, some themes have 
already emerged from the debates. »
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A consistent message was the need to get as much 
as possible from the audit. Equally important was 
the need to build user confidence and scale in the 
auditing profession before moving on to anything 
else – the market is not ready.

For others, audit has been mandatory for a 
long period. There may have been moves to 
exempt businesses of certain types or sizes from 
the audit requirement. Companies may have more 
skilled finance teams, producing more trustworthy 
financial information. Finance providers may receive 
regular financial updates as a matter of course, so 
that the annual audit report is old news and only 
confirmatory. And they may receive a regular, rich 
and varied range of information about the business, 
which is critical for investment decisions but is not 
financial and not part of the audit.

In these countries, audit is seen as a critical 
bedrock for larger companies, but with no 
value other than confirmation of what is already 
understood about a business. For companies 
that are not large or publicly traded, there 
are significant questions being asked about 
whether the audit report is useful. And if not, 

whether it should be scrapped and replaced.
This has important implications for standard-setters and 

regulators. Whatever your operating environment, a stable 
body of standards is essential. For the first group, a stable 
body of standards fosters understanding and improvement 
in audit quality. For the second group, there is a feeling that 
only marginal gains in the usefulness of an audit are available, 
which may be out of proportion to the effort required to capture 
those gains. While consistency of standards is important for 
international business, the implication is that standard-setters 
need to articulate the business benefit of changes.

Who, what, why
Where doubt in the roundtables was cast on the continuing 
usefulness of an audit report, the common misgivings were about:

* who: the report is addressed only to shareholders

* what: the report is issued months after the period end and 
covers only historical financial information

* why: the report is a standardised product with limited 
reference to particular user needs.

In other words, the audit report misses a significant group 
of potential users, and would not give them what they 
wanted when they wanted it anyway. And for ongoing users, 
the audit report is not as useful as it used to be because it 
only confirms the basis for other more timely and impactful 
information previously published by the company. That is 
never a great combination if you are seeking steady and 
sustainable revenue growth.

There was some speculation from roundtable participants 
about which other users could benefit from a form of report 
on a business. There were some ideas about what business 

Enabler of growth
Everywhere, audit was seen as an enabler of growth. At its most 
effective, it underpinned market confidence, mitigated the cost 
of capital, boosted capital flows and served as a cornerstone for 
the business environment. However, the impact of audit remains 
unfulfilled in some countries and nearing its use-by date in others.

Location, location, location
For some people, the start and end point of a discussion about 
the future of audit is historical financial statement audit. For 
others, audit has a future as part of a range of assurance services 
that address a range of user needs on a range of data sets, not 
all of which are financial. The conversations we heard could 
be split between the two groups, depending on where the 
discussion was held.

Broadly speaking, we found that what people think about the 
future of audit reflects the evolution and development of their 
local business environment. For some, audit is a comparatively 
recent offer, with finance providers mainly interested in financial 
information about a company and little else. There is limited 
interest in other assurance services that might replace or 
complement the audit. 

In such countries, the future of audit is all about building 
consistent quality and making the process more efficient for 
companies, users and auditors. The audit might be increasing 
in popularity, or demand for audit might outstrip supply. The 
auditing profession might be relatively small, making use 
of expertise from other countries, or in the early stages of 
moving from national to international standards. The quality of 
audits might be inconsistent, or there might be relatively few 
firms capable of auditing banks, utilities or the public sector. 
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demanded by the users of our assurance products. Where the 
product can be tailored and informative and respected. And 
a future assurance career which is the number one destination 
for our brightest people, simply because it is the most varied, 
interesting, rewarding (in all senses of the word) and challenging.

It is admittedly quite a stretch to imagine a complete 
turnaround where future fighter pilots hold themselves out to be 
business assurers. But I am sure that we business assurers will in 
future have greater pride in what we do. 

If we only knew what our customers want. But that is for 
another day. For now, I am off out with my nine-column, my 
pencil and my calculator. And my flying goggles. ■

Nick Jeffrey is director, public policy, at Grant Thornton

information other users needed, what they would use it for, the 
degree of reliance they wanted to place on it, and when they 
needed that information for maximum benefit. No-one knew the 
answers and there were no consistent themes.

There was agreement that relying on information about a 
business implied a degree of confidence in the quality of that 
information. The greater the degree of reliance, the greater the 
required degree of confidence. At some point, on some issue, 
there would likely be a user need for independent confirmation 
from a skilled and trusted third party.

The conclusion? Assurance
The future of audit is assurance. This is more than just a 
rebranding exercise to let auditors become providers of 
assurance services. It uses the core skills of what we refer to 
today as an auditor. 

These services collectively still offer a significant public 
benefit. But, with assurance, those skills are applied in a more 
flexible and proportionate manner to individual circumstances 
and specific user needs. Assurance therefore delivers bespoke 
services and products that should be much more rewarding for 
all parties from users to companies to firms and their people.

This has implications for policymakers. The regulatory 
environment needs to facilitate innovation in this area, even 
to the point of keeping out of the way until there is evident 
demand for standards or independent oversight of providers. 
Providers and businesses should be free to develop these 
services unhindered by excessive standards, and remain flexible 
to respond to market demands, or even changes from one 
client to the next.

Doctors make the worst patients
The key to success is knowing what your customers want. 
There has been a lot of talk in Europe about the impact that 
increasing the audit exemption limits will have on the profession. 
These roundtables have given me – someone with an audit 
background – a degree of comfort that there will always be 
a need for some form of assurance on historical financial 
information. Even in a future of virtual currency, a business will fail 
if it runs out of virtual cash. 

Throughout my career, the audit profession has been dogged 
by an expectation gap, independence scandals and being 
perceived as an increasingly unattractive line of work. In some 
countries the historical financial statement audit is thought to be 
a dying product because it is expensive but unvalued. 

All of which sounds like an extract from conversations that 
accountants have with clients every day. It is time for accountants 
to stop behaving like doctors who smoke cigarettes and drink to 
excess. If we were advising the audit profession, and faced with 
the circumstances in front of today’s audit profession, what would 
we advise our client to do? Clearly, it would be: evolve or die. 

As a public policy professional, these roundtables have 
given me renewed hope. They show a future for assurance that 
leaves behind the concerns about the expectation gap and 
the rest. A future where assurance skills are instead valued and 

Robert Stenhouse

‘Whilst “reports of the death of audit are greatly 
exaggerated”, to misquote Mark Twain, the audit 
profession cannot afford to be complacent. The real 
question is “What is the future of auditors?” By auditors, 
I mean finance professionals who can analyse business 
information, interpret it, use industry expertise and 
professional scepticism to challenge it, and communicate 
their findings. The ACCA vision is to be number 1 in 
developing professional accountants the world needs. The 
world will always need accountants with auditing skills; 
even if it decides it no longer needs audits.’

Chair of ACCA’s Global Forum for Audit and Assurance, 
and director, national accounting and audit, Deloitte UK

Sue Almond

‘For many years, the focus of standard-setters and 
regulators alike has been on audit, and especially setting 
the basis for consistent, high quality audit. This stems from 
the profession’s long-standing public value role in building 
trust and confidence in financial information. That role is just 
as important today, but perhaps in a broader context. With 
so much information available, and not just in a financial 
sense, users are working out what they need, and how 
reliable they need each element to be. Assurance may well 
be the way to differentiate quality, trustworthy information.’

Head of assurance at Grant Thornton UK and former 
ACCA external affairs director

For more information:

More on the future of audit will be published at at www.
accaglobal.com/ri and also at www.grantthornton.global
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Boost your impact
A simple technique can help you to maximise your performance in interviews and 
presentations, says Rob Yeung, plus the perfect social media presence

Dr Rob Yeung is an 
organisational psychologist 

and coach at consultancy 
Talentspace

Talent doctor: standing out

Are there any situations in which 
you would like to come across as 
more charismatic, more impactful, 
more persuasive? Think about your 
experience of speaking in a high-
stakes situation, perhaps at a big 
presentation, a critical job interview, 
or even a social occasion such as a 
wedding where you need to deliver 
a speech. Undoubtedly, these are 
times when you really want to make 
a great impression.

In my training and consulting work, 
I aim to equip clients with research-
backed techniques. An example is a 
fi ve-minute technique you can use 
to boost your impact, taken from my 
latest book, How To Stand Out, which 
was tested in an international study 

conducted by Joris Lammers, assistant 
professor at the University of Cologne, in 
collaboration with French and American 
business school academics. 

Lammers and his team identifi ed 
a group of undergraduates who were 
preparing for business school interviews. 
The investigators invited the students 
to participate in a round of practice 
interviews. Just prior to the mock 
interviews, the participants were randomly 
assigned to one of two groups. One group 
was asked to spend a few minutes writing 
about an occasion when they had felt 
powerful. The second acted as a control 
and sat quietly for the same length of time.

The mock interviewers – all experienced 
in the art – were not told which candidates 
had been given which set of instructions. 

They were simply asked to probe the 
candidates hard and then to answer a 
single question: ‘Would you admit the 
applicant to business school?’ 

The results showed a clear 
difference: of the control group who sat 
quietly, 47.1% passed the interview. In 
contrast, 68.4% of the participants who 
wrote about a power situation passed.

The implication is clear. If you want 
to maximise your chances in a high-
stakes situation, write about a previous 
situation when you felt powerful. 
Don’t just think about the situation, 
though – write about it.

I call this the ‘power paragraphs’ 
technique. Strangely, the method 
also works for written applications. A 
second experiment established that 
participants who fi rst wrote about a 
time they felt powerful created more 
persuasive written applications too.

The study has been replicated 
several times, so the technique is 
robust. Whether you are looking to 
boost your impact in a professional 
or personal situation, writing about a 
time you felt powerful – in control or 
having infl uence over another person 
or group of people – may help you to 
perform better.

There is a wider point to learn too. 
Obviously, to become a more profi cient 
professional, you want to learn only 
tools and techniques that are likely to 
work for you. So the next time a trainer 
or coach suggests you use a technique, 
ask: ‘What is the published evidence 
that this will actually work for me?’ ■

To buy How To Stand Out 
with a 30% discount, visit 
www.wiley.com and enter 
the code VBM16 at checkout.

For more information:

www.talentspace.co.uk

@robyeung
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The perfect: social media profile

A social media profile that makes you easy to find and showcases your expertise (as well 
as portraying you as professional, skilled, hardworking and yet human) isn’t impossible to 
achieve, but it is attention to detail that will make yours stand out. If you are serious about 
the professional face you are putting out there, Adam Gordon, managing director at Social 
Media Search, has the following recommendations. 

First, make sure you have a profile picture that looks like you. People don’t trust social 
media profiles without a picture of a human and a picture of your dog just looks stupid. You 

are not a dog. Second, include plenty of relevant key words so 
you are found easily when someone’s looking for an expert 
like you. And to really supercharge your profile, include links 
to your other social media accounts and other rich media 
(such as video, presentations and similar) to which you’ve 
contributed, so people get to know much more about you.

Next, if you’re looking for career opportunities or are 
offering a service, include your contact details so it’s easy for 

people to reach you. If you are also 
thinking of leveraging the power 

of social media to extend your 
network and communicate,  
think about your connections. 
The more relevant connections 
you have on LinkedIn, the 
better. ‘If you’re connected 
directly with every single 
person who you might provide 
service to, now or in the 
future, and everyone you 
might recruit now or in the 
future, you have ginormous 

competitive advantage,’ says 
Gordon. 

Overseas attraction 
A recent survey by the website 
careersinaudit.com found that 
a lack of opportunities in their 
home country would entice 
eight out of 10 accountants 
to look overseas for career 
development. This is more 
marked among those who 
have just missed out on a 
promotion or who are not 
able to find the types of role 
they are looking for in the 
open market. Top destinations 
include Qatar/UAE, Singapore, 
Shanghai, Hong Kong and 
New York.

Big Four go back to basics 
The Big Four accountancy 
firms are turning to advisory 
and management consulting 
work to supplement 
traditional accountancy and 
audit. Deloitte, KPMG and 
PwC all recently recruited 
executives from BNP Paribas, 
Deutsche Bank and Rothschild 
respectively to lead the 
growth of their investment 
banking advisory practices. 
In September Deloitte 
acquired UK-based Kaisen 
Consulting, a boutique of 
business psychologists and 
leadership consultants, and 
said it planned to expand the 
business by recruiting 700 
people – including consultants 
and project managers – 
globally by 2020.

China needs boost 
According to the Chinese 
Institute of Certified Public 
Accountants there are around 
300,000 accountants in China, 
which has a population of 
1.3 billion. This compares 
with around 327,000 
accountants in the UK, with 
its population of around 64 
million, according to the UK’s 
Financial Reporting Council. 
Former ACCA president 
Anthony Harbinson said at the 
Reuters Financial Regulation 
Summit in Hong Kong that 
China needed accountants 
for roles in government and 
regulatory organisations, as 

well as for private companies. 
‘Mainland China wants to 
develop accountants in the 
millions for both indigenous 
development and growth 
but also because Chinese 
companies are expanding out 
beyond the borders of Asia 
and they want people who 
understand what it’s like in an 
international market.’

New career paths needed 
The digital age and a growing 
global economy have created 
a need for new types of 
accounting career path 
than most people realise. 
According to survey results 
from US university DeVry, 
nearly half of respondents 
do not believe accounting is 
an in-demand field, though 
the US Bureau of Labor 
Statistics projects it will grow 

13% between 2012 and 2022, 
with select specialisations 
projected to grow even 
faster. Forensic accounting, IT 
consulting and global business 
management have emerged 
as growing opportunities 
for accounting graduates 
in almost every industry. 
Global companies now 
employ forensic accountants, 
and nearly 40% of the top 
100 accounting firms in 
the US now have forensic 
accounting departments.

Multitasking ‘mare
As the demands of 
technology and social media 
in the workplace multiply, 
multitasking is becoming a 

bigger part of accountants’ 
jobs, according recruitment 
agency Randstadt Financial 
& Professional. In a poll of 
UK accountancy and financial 
services professionals, 63% of 
respondents said they have to 
deal with more multitasking 
in their working lives than 
they did two or three years 
ago (juggling admin, calls 
and emails with client work). 
Asked if they ever change 
their environment to reduce 
multitasking, only two-fifths of 
respondents said yes. ■

Compiled by Adam Akbar, 
MD, Bronzegate – finance 
leadership search adamakbar@
bronzegate.co.uk 
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Checking out
A seismic shift is taking place in the UK supermarket sector, with former giants  
reduced to scrabbling underdogs. Tony Grundy looks at their rise and fall

Structurally, the supermarket industry has become more 
difficult – the score for buyer power is down from two to one – 
especially with budget-consicous shoppers and niche low-cost 
entrants addressing their needs. Rivalry also scores low, as it is 
severe – the industry is protected mainly through low supplier 
power and continuing barriers to entry, although these are being 
tested. Worringly for supermarkets, after the bad publicity over 
how suppliers are treated, this score of three could be reduced.

Years ago the scores would have been much higher – say, 11 
for the food business and higher for non-food. Porter’s five-forces 
framework matters because it influences operating profit margin 
and thus return on net assets –  a key driver of shareholder value.

The market
There are three groups of players in competition:

* the premium, niche players – M&S and Waitrose (see the 
March edition of this column on John Lewis)

* the supermarket majors – Tesco, Sainsbury, Asda and Morrisons

* the cost-leadership niche players – Aldi, Lidl and Netto.
Over recent years, the supermarkets at the top and bottom of the 
price spectrum have fared best – that is, Waitrose, Aldi and Lidl. 
Tesco and Sainsbury have been particularly exposed to the attack 
of the discounters, as they operate with higher prices. Asda has 
fared better, with its longstanding focus on ‘everyday low costs’ 
– a mentality that pervades the corporate mindset – but such has 

UK supermarket CEOs have a lot on their minds these 
days. Top of the list is increased price competition, 
particularly from the discounters. But they have also 

had to worry about overcapacity (particularly in non-food), 
internet competition, scrutiny over supplier relationships and 
accounting for ‘deals’, and how to reduce costs. 

Clearly, these issues reflect the sector’s maturity. Accounting 
for supplier deals has been a particular problem for the UK’s 
largest supermarket, Tesco, which is being investigated by the 
Serious Fraud Office and the Financial Reporting Council after 
overstating half-year profits by £263m in 2014. The press has 
suggested that there is a wide practice in the sector of asking for 
very high levels of supplier support in return for the privilege of 
prominent product displays and other incentives.

So how does the supermarket CEO come up with novel, 
strategic ideas? In the late 1990s I worked with one of the major 
players on projects relating to non-food, to small-format stores and 
to their online business. Around that time there was very much a 
‘prospector’ strategy, as gurus Raymond Miles and Charles Snow 
call it, with a pervasive mindset of giving things a try. Now the 
general mood tends to the ‘defender’ strategy – attempting to 
repel intruders like Aldi, Lidl and Netto from the competitive space.

The diagram below maps the industries we have looked at in 
this column in the past against Porter’s five competitive forces. 
Supermarkets come bottom of the overall ranking. 

Buyer power

Competitive rivalry

Entry barriers

Substitutes

Supplier power

Total

    Accountants Opticians Funerals Oil and gas Supermarkets

10 12 13 11 9

Fo
rc

es

Industries

Very attractive Medium attractiveness Low attractiveness

Porter’s competitive forces
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For more information:

See more on Porter’s five competitive forces at  
bit.ly/1YDeLXG

www.tonygrundy.com 

For previous Tony Grundy articles on strategy and 
management theories, visit www.accaglobal.com/abcpd

been the ferocity of the discount retailers that even Asda, which 
is owned by Walmart, the world’s biggest supermarket chain, 
faces challenges. 

The discounters have much simpler business models, which 
allow them to drive costs down to levels extremely difficult for 
the bigger, diversified chains to emulate. They can therefore set 
prices at levels that allow them to naturally gather relative market 
share. With more integrated buying across their European 
operations, they also gain economies of scale.

In the 1990s when the discounters first came onto the UK 
scene, Tesco started its sub-brand ‘Value’ range, to keep 
customers from switching to Lidl and Aldi. Two decades on, the 
discounters are much bigger and stronger. They have improved 
their reputation for quality – for example, the media scores Lidl’s 
wine the best value for money – and are now advertising too. If 
they improved their queues at the cash tills, that would further 
reduce barriers to switching.

The wrong aisle 
Few would have thought 10 years ago that Tesco – then trumpeting 
breaking the £2bn profit barrier and with Terry Leahy at the helm – 
would end up with many of its top team on gardening leave.

Tesco’s slide may have come as a surprise, but I began to 
sense a drop in its strategic health a few years ago, particularly 
in light of the decline in its previous customer service advantage 
between 2009 and 2012. When it issued £5 vouchers for every £40 
spent in late 2011, I knew it was in serious trouble. Why give away 
12.5% of your sales when you have margins at best around 5-6%?

Tesco’s fall will no doubt be a turnaround case study for 
MBA students for years to come. Its new CEO, David Lewis, 
who joined from Unilever, faces a massive challenge, not only in 
reviewing the strategy but also in finding a new leadership team 
and addressing the management culture. Tesco won brownie 
points by freezing, and in some cases mothballing, its new store 
openings, but that is only a small part of the jigsaw. It also has a 
big overcapacity problem, especially in non-food, which is being 
eroded through the rise of online.

The latest strategy from Tesco is to sell brands at knock-down 
prices. The only Porter’s force that scores positively for Tesco is 
supplier power. Lewis’s team seems to have turned to that to 
squeeze out more sales. But have the issues of how they deal 
with suppliers been addressed? Is this a short-term tactic or a 
sustainable strategy? ■

Tony Grundy is an independent consultant and trainer, and 
lectures at Henley Business School 

‘How to’ video 

Tony Grundy looks at lessons in 
strategy to be learnt from the successful 
business model of Hot Bikram Yoga. See 
http://bit.ly/1jzVC94
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Welch’s winning ways
In the first of a two-part series, David Parmenter looks at what finance teams can learn 
from the wisdom of leadership expert Jack Welch, who set sparks flying at General Electric

He was crowned ‘manager of the 20th century’ by 
Fortune magazine, but Jack Welch – the man who as 
CEO took General Electric (GE) from a market value of 

$10bn to $500bn in 20 years – is that and more. I view him as 
a ‘paradigm shifter’. 

Anybody lucky enough to have attended a Welch 
presentation will have witnessed at work one of the best 
management communicators in the world, and hundreds of his 
‘one-liners’ will outlive him.

Welch had many mentors along his journey, including the 
renowned management thinker, Peter Drucker. He counsels against 
the belief that there is a single, ‘right’ mentor for any individual, 
saying there may be several over a lifetime; he also views 
mentoring holistically, pointing out that a mentor can be a staff 
member lower down the hierarchy who passes on their knowledge.  

All great leaders are great in a crisis, and Welch is no 
exception. He would take the necessary action, face the criticism 
and move on, based on his belief in the five stages of a crisis:
1 The crisis will be worse than it first appears.
2 The bad news will come out sometime so you may as well 

face the music now.
3 The press will portray the situation in the worst possible light.
4 There will be carnage.
5 The organisation will survive.
Welch was aware that many of GE’s investments did not make 
sense but was prepared to cut the losses, admit when he had 
made an error of judgment and move on. If a business did not 
meet the strict criteria of being either number one or two in its 
sector, his ruthless view was ‘fix it, sell it or close it’.

Welch was one of the first CEOs to talk about ‘candour’, by 
which he meant being honest and upfront with underperforming 
staff. One has to realise that underperforming staff members may 
be in the wrong place at the wrong time; encouraging them to 
follow their passion, to find the job in which they will excel, is the 
kindest thing you can do for them. 

Welch adopted a 20/70/10 ‘differentiation’ rule. The top 20% of 
performers should be promoted into jobs that fit their strengths; the 
next 70% should be assisted to meet their potential better; and the 
bottom 10% should be persuaded that their future lies elsewhere.

He saw recruiting and promoting people more skilled than 
himself as a positive thing, calling it laying the ‘golden egg’, 
and took great care choosing his own successor from the great 
wealth of talent who had thrown their hats into the ring. ■

David Parmenter is a writer and presenter on measuring, 
monitoring and managing performance

Next steps

1 As a priority, read Winning, by Jack Welch with Suzy 
Welch, published by Harper Business in 2005, available 
at bit.ly/1JrBZ7W. 

2 Get into the habit of reading at least three chapters a 
week from the great business writers.

3 Email me at parmenter@waymark.co.nz for a 
recommended-reading list of the business writers who 
are paradigm shifters.

From the library of Welch one-liners

* ‘If you are big enough you can go to bat often, take a 
swing and miss a few and still be in the game.’

* ’Never buy a company with a culture that does not 
match yours.’

* ‘Use every brain in the game.’

* ‘Ponder less and do more.’

For more information:

www.davidparmenter.com
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IFRS 3: user views
Graham Holt takes a look at the main issues raised in 
the feedback received by the IASB on IFRS 3

The International Accounting 
Standards Board (IASB) 
recently completed its 
post-implementation review 
(PIR) of IFRS 3, Business 
Combinations. It concluded 
that there is general 
support for IFRS 3 and 
its related standards 
but that there are 
several areas where further 
research is required. This 
article examines the main 
issues raised in the feedback 
received by the IASB.

By defi nition, IFRS 3 
only applies to ‘business’ 
combinations. The standard 
defi nes a business as an 
‘integrated set of activities and 
assets that is capable of being 
conducted and managed for 
the purpose of providing a 
return in the form of dividends, 
lower costs or other economic 
benefi ts directly to investors 
or other owners, members 
or participants’. 

It further states that a 
business consists of inputs and 
processes applied to those 
inputs that have the ability 
to create outputs. The PIR 
found that most participants 
believed there were benefi ts 
in having separate accounting 

treatments for business 
combinations and asset 
acquisitions. Many users 
believed that it was sometimes 
diffi cult to assess whether an 
asset acquisition was related 
to a business because the 
defi nition of a business was 
too broad and more guidance 

It can be argued that a 
separate accounting treatment 
for business combinations 
and asset acquisitions is 
conceptually justifi ed only 
with respect to whether or 
not goodwill is recognised. 
The main differences in the 
accounting treatment of 
an asset acquisition and a 
business combination relate 
to deferred tax, contingent 
payments and acquisition 
values. Given the diffi culties 
in determining whether the 
transaction is a business 
combination, it was felt that 
the IASB should revisit whether 
the differences in accounting 
treatment are really justifi ed. 
Applying the defi nition of a 
business is problematical in 
certain industries – such as real 
estate, extractive activities, 
and pharmaceuticals.

IFRS 3 requires all assets 
acquired and liabilities 
assumed in a business 

combination to be measured 
at acquisition-date fair value. 
Fair values do allow users to 
understand the transaction 
better. However, fair value 
makes any comparison 
between companies that grow 
organically and those that grow 

through acquisitions 
very diffi cult. Where 
inventory is increased 
in value due to the 

fair value exercise, an 
entity’s profi tability is 
reduced in the next 
accounting period 

following the acquisition. 
It appears that entities have 

had several problems when 
fair valuing net assets on a 

business combination.
IFRS 3 requires the 

separate identifi cation and 
measurement of intangible 
assets and goodwill, 
irrespective of whether the 
entity had recognised the 
asset prior to the business 
combination occurring. 
However, due to the lack of 
suffi ciently reliable data and 
the unique nature of many 
intangibles, intangible assets 
are particularly diffi cult to 
measure, especially customer 
relationships, intangible assets 
with no active market, and 
development intangible assets.

There are varying views 
on the separate recognition 
of intangible assets from 
goodwill because of the 
subjectivity involved. One 
view is that these intangible 
assets should be recognised 
only if there is a market for 
them whereas an alternate 
view is that the identifi cation 
of the intangibles provides 
insights into the purchase 
and an understanding of 
the components of the » 

What users think of IFRS 3 

Technical: Business combinations
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Most participants 
saw benefits in 

having separate 
accounting 
treatments 

for business 
combinations and 
asset acquisitions

is needed on when 
an asset acquisition 
is not a business. 
For example, the 
wording ‘capable 
of being conducted 
as a business’ 
was unhelpful in 
deciding whether a 
transaction includes 
a business. Some 
sets of assets may 
be considered as 
a business in one 
industry but not 
in another.
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acquired business. 
Many intangible 

assets are unique, not 
easy to value and 
valuation methods are 
often complex.

In addition, the 
measurement of 
contingent consideration is 
highly subjective. Contingent 
consideration must be 
measured at fair value at 
the time of the business 
combination and is taken into 
account in the determination 
of goodwill. Contingent 
consideration classifi ed as an 
asset or liability is measured 
at fair value at each reporting 
date, and changes in fair value 
are recognised in profi t or loss. 

An example given by the 
IASB was the pharmaceutical 
industry. Here, the research 
and development stage 
of a drug can constitute a 
signifi cant period before it 
comes to market. Therefore, 
contingent consideration 
payments linked to the 
success of the drug can 
be diffi cult to fair value 
at the acquisition date or 
within 12 months of that 
date. Furthermore, many 
participants felt that the 
IASB should reconsider the 
subsequent accounting for 
contingent consideration. 

Where contingent 
consideration is directly linked 
to an acquired intangible 
asset such as the research 
and development of a drug, 
the values of the liability and 

the intangible asset change in 
relation to the development 
of the project. The argument 
is therefore that in order to 
avoid an accounting mismatch, 
changes in the fair value of the 
liability should be adjusted 
against the value of the related 
intangible asset, instead of in 

the fair valuation exercise is 
not helped by the current lack 
of guidance in IFRS 3.

There was interesting 
feedback on the treatment 
of goodwill and bargain 
purchases on acquisition. 
IFRS 3 states that where the 
acquirer has made a gain from 
a bargain purchase that gain 
is recognised in profi t or loss. 
If the gain from a bargain 
purchase is properly disclosed, 
then investors have the choice 
of stripping out or leaving in 
gains from bargain purchases 
in their assessment of the 
entity’s performance. 

Many investors have no 
strong views on accounting for 
bargain purchases although 
some think that such gains 
should be shown in OCI (other 
comprehensive income). IAS 
36, Impairment of Assets, 

Contingent 
consideration 

must be 
measured at fair 
value at the time 

of the business 
combination

states 
that 
goodwill should be 
tested for impairment annually 
and thus is not amortised. 
However, investors have mixed 
views on the impairment-only 
approach to goodwill.

Investors who support the 
impairment approach feel 
that the current practice is 
useful, as it relates the price 
paid to what was acquired and 
helps in the  calculation of the 
return on the investment. The 
impairment approach further 
refl ects whether an acquisition 
is working as expected and 
confi rms the current ‘value’ of 
goodwill. However, there are 
alternative views. 

Purchased goodwill 
is gradually replaced by 
internally generated goodwill 
over time (which is the 

profi t or loss. 
Contingent 

liabilities that are a 
present obligation 
and can be 
measured reliably 
are recognised 
in a business 
combination. 
However, the fair 
value of contingent 
liabilities is diffi cult 
to measure as 
fair value relies 
on a number of 
assumptions and 
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Think ahead

principle 
behind not 
allowing any 
impairment reversal), hence 
goodwill should be amortised. 
The useful life of goodwill can 
just as easily be calculated 
as that of other intangibles, 
and amortisation would 
reduce the volatility in profi t 
or loss as compared to annual 
impairment charges. 

As mentioned above, the 
identifi cation of intangibles on 
acquisition is diffi cult, therefore 
the amortisation of goodwill 
would reduce this pressure as 
both goodwill and intangible 
assets would be amortised. 

The Accounting Standards 
Board of Japan (ASBJ) 
has published a research 
paper, which reviews public 
disclosures regarding 
goodwill amortisation under 

the Japanese accounting 
standards. The ASBJ staff 
found that it is diffi cult 
to conclude that the 
impairment-only approach 
is superior to the 
amortisation approach. 
The majority of Japanese 
fi nancial statement users 
expressed support for the 

amortisation approach.
It is inevitable that 

managerial discretion will 
be used in recognising 
impairment of 
goodwill as it involves 
signifi cant judgment. 
There is an opinion 

that the impairment 
test is complex, time-

consuming and expensive. 
The value in use calculation 
has its limitations, due to the 
diffi culty in determining the 
pre-tax discount rate, the 
subjective assumptions used 
in the calculation and the 
requirement to use the most 
recent approved budgets, 
which over time can be 

substantially different from 
the business plans at 
acquisition. In addition, 
the allocation of goodwill 
to cash-generating units 
is subjective, as is the 

re-allocation of goodwill 
when a restructuring occurs.

Many investors do not 
support a measurement 
choice for non-controlling 
interest (NCI). IFRS 3 allows 
an accounting policy choice, 
available on a transaction by 
transaction basis, to measure 
NCI either at fair value or the 
NCI’s proportionate share of 
net assets of the acquiree. 
However, investors were 
divided on which policy was 
preferable. The measurement 
of NCI at fair value creates 
practical diffi culties where, 
for example, the shares of 
the acquiree are not traded 
in an active market. As part of 
accounting for the business 
combination, the acquirer 
remeasures any previously 
held interest at fair value 
and takes this amount into 

account in the determination 
of goodwill. Investors do not 
consider these gains (or losses) 
in their valuation models and 
thus they feel that it would be 
useful to have these gains (or 
losses) clearly identifi ed in the 
fi nancial statements.

Many investors feel that 
it is often diffi cult to assess 
the subsequent performance 
of the acquired business and 
think that better disclosure is 
required. In particular, they 
fi nd it hard to determine how 
much the business has grown 
organically as opposed to 
through acquisitions. More 
information on the operating 
performance of the acquired 
business after the business 
combination is, in their 
opinion, required, specifi cally, 
information on its revenues 
and operating profi t.

IFRS 3 requires the 
disclosure of the revenue 
and profi t or loss of the 
combined entity for the 
current reporting period as 
though the acquisition date 
for all business combinations 
that occurred during the year 
had been as of the beginning 
of the annual reporting period. 
Entities fi nd it very diffi cult 
to disclose this information 
because information prior to 
the acquisition is not always 
readily available. Because 
of the practical limitations and 
the signifi cant effort required 
to determine the disclosures, 
they think the IASB should 
consider providing some 
relief from this disclosure 
requirement. The IASB 
has expressed its opinions 
on the signifi cance of the 
above points. ■

Graham Holt is director of 
professional studies at the 
accounting, fi nance and 
economics department at 
Manchester Metropolitan 
Business School

For more information:

www.ifrs.org  
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Technical update
A monthly round-up of the latest developments in taxation, audit, codes, standards, 
agreements, guidance, proposals and consultations across Asia Pacific

Singapore

Safeguards enhanced
The Monetary Authority of 
Singapore has announced that 
reforms to investor safeguards 
will be proposed to the 
country’s parliament next year. 
They will include a guarantee 
that retail investors will 
receive the same protection 
as investors in capital markets 
products. The reforms will also 
enable wealthy ‘accredited 
investors’, who usually receive 
less protection, to receive the 
same safeguards, unless they 
opt out to better access a 
wider range of complex and 
risky products. See bit.ly/
mas-safe.

Guidance on compliance
The Monetary Authority of 
Singapore has urged local 
companies to use available 
information databases to 
ensure that they comply with 
targeted financial sanctions 
under UN Security Council 
resolutions. The central bank 
has issued detailed online 
guidance – see bit.ly/mas-un. 
It has also advised companies 
to subscribe to the anti-money 
laundering, combating the 
financing of terrorism and 
targeted sanctions section of 
its website – see bit.ly/mas-
updates.

Bond boom
The Monetary Authority 
of Singapore accepted 
S$413.1m in applications 
from 19,505 individuals for 
the first Singapore Savings 
Bond issue. Bonds were to 
be deposited into applicants’ 
central depository securities 
accounts on 1 October. See 
www.sgx.com.

Taxpayers on time
In its 2014/15 annual report, 
the Inland Revenue Authority 
of Singapore (IRAS) reports 
that 90% of taxpayers filed 
and paid taxes on time in the 
2014/15 financial year. Tax 
arrears were just 0.81% of total 
net tax assessed, it said. See 
bit.ly/iras-ann. 

Marine fuel exemption
The Inland Revenue Authority 
of Singapore (IRAS) has 
released a note stressing that 
Singapore’s Approved Marine 
Fuel Trader (MFT) Scheme 
exempts approved businesses 
from GST when making local 
purchases of approved marine 
fuel oil from Singapore GST-
registered suppliers. See bit.
ly/iras-mft. 

Mentor scheme launched
A new mentoring programme 
to boost finance skills in 
Singapore small and medium-
sized enterprises (SMEs) 
has been launched. The 
SME Business & Financial 
Management Programme, 
which is run by the Singapore 
CFO Institute, Singapore 
Business Federation and 
Singapore Management 
University – School of 
Accountancy, will ask 
experienced CFOs to mentor 
SMEs. See bit.ly/sme-prog.

Mainland China

New import VAT forms
Mainland Chinese companies 
buying imported livestock 
and food seeds that can be 
sold without attracting import 
VAT (charged on imported 
goods and services) have to 
fill in newly issued forms by 31 
December 2015 to secure an 

import VAT refund, according 
to China’s Ministry of Finance. 
These new forms include one 
identifying the provenance 
of imports; one applying for 
a licence from China’s State 
Forestry Administration 
for imported seeds; and 
another securing import 
permissions for both seeds 
and livestock from the Ministry 
of Agriculture. In April China 
released a list containing 158 
imported seeds and animal 
species that are exempted 
from import VAT for 2015, 
including linen and cotton 
seeds, and thoroughbred 
horses. See bit.ly/mof-1 and 
bit.ly/mof-2.

Registration gets easier
The Chinese government 
has announced that from 1 
October it is simplifying tax 
registration procedures by 
allowing newly established 
companies to register with 
local tax offices using their 
business licences. Previously 
they also had to supply a 
tax registration certificate 
in advance. China’s state 
administration of taxation has 
added that new companies 
can also funnel registration 
applications through local 
offices of the country’s state 
administration for industry and 
commerce. This information 
will be automatically uploaded 
to an internal database shared 
by different government 
departments, including the 
local tax offices. Companies 
can also directly apply to tax 
offices to make important 
information changes. For 
deregistration, companies now 
can go to any local tax offices 
instead of having to visit both 
state tax offices and local 

tax offices. The move follows 
the government’s policy to 
improve its administrative 
efficiency and encourage 
entrepreneurship. See bit.
ly/1OGPxUX.

Hong Kong

HKFRS updates
The Hong Kong Institute of 
Certified Public Accountants 
has announced that the Hong 
Kong Financial Reporting 
Standards (HKFRS) for private 
entities has been amended 
to allow a new revaluation 
model for property, plant 
and equipment – see bit.ly/
hkfrs-up. It has also released 
revised guidance for auditors 
regarding preliminary 
announcements of annual 
results – see bit.ly/guide-
pre – and has announced 
that revised HKFRS rules 
on revenue from contracts 
with customers will now be 
enforced from 1 January 2018 
rather than 1 January 2017 – 
see bit.ly/rev-con.

New IR guidance
The Hong Kong Inland 
Revenue department has 
released detailed guidance 
on the registration of new 
businesses, stressing that 
this must happen within one 
month of the start of trading – 
see bit.ly/ir-reg.

Philippines cooperation
Hong Kong and the 
Philippines have signed 
a memorandum of intent 
promising mutual cooperation 
in promoting investment 
exchanges and best practices. 
The agreement will facilitate 
information exchanges 
on both jurisdiction’s 
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investment environment 
and opportunities, and 
encourages, supports and 
facilitates mutual investment 
between Hong Kong and the 
Philippines. See bit.ly/ph-moi.

Malaysia

Legislation kicks in
The Securities Commission 
Malaysia (SC) has announced 
that the Capital Markets and 
Services (Amendment) Act 
2015 (CMSA) and Securities 
Commission (Amendment) Act 
2015 (SCMA) have come into 
force (on 15 September). These 
reforms are designed to help 
create innovative fundraising, 
boost investor protection, 
clarify responsibilities of issuers 
and advisers, and expand 
SC supervisory powers. They 
allow, for instance, equity 
crowdfunding (ECF) platforms 
to offer shares to the public. In 
addition, the legislation states 
that any person aware of a 
false or misleading statement 
in a disclosure document must 
inform the SC. See bit.ly/
sg-leg.

MFRS 15 delayed
The Malaysian Accounting 
Standards Board (MASB) has 
postponed by one year the 
implementation of Malaysian 
Financial Reporting Standard 
15 on revenue from contracts 
with customers until annual 
periods beginning on or after 
1 January 2018. However, 
it will accept accounts 
applying the new guidance 
ahead of this deadline. See 
bit.ly/mfrs-15. 

Public ruling issued
The Inland Revenue Board 
of Malaysia has issued a 
public ruling (PR No. 6/2015) 
on qualifying expenditure 
and computation of capital 
allowances. The ruling 
explains the tax treatment 
of qualifying expenditure 
on plant and machinery for 
claiming capital allowances; 
and computing capital 

allowances for expenditure 
on plant and machinery. See 
bit.ly/irbm-rul. 

Register rule
The Royal Malaysian 
Customs Department has 
announced that, from 1 
October, point-of-sale 
systems or cash registers 
must be used to issue 
tax invoices in Malaysia’s 
hardware stores; restaurants 
including coffee houses; mini 
markets and grocery stores; 
bookstores; pharmacies; and 
entertainment centres. See 
bit.ly/rmcd-rul.

GST toll guide released
The Royal Malaysian 
Customs Department has 

issued a revised goods and 
services tax (GST) guide 
on the country’s Approved 
Toll Manufacturer Scheme, 
which frees Malaysian 
manufacturers processing 
semi-finished materials for 
re-export from having to 
pay GST. To comply, 80% of 
processed goods must be 
sent back abroad – see bit.ly/
rmcd-toll.

Common goal
The ASEAN Capital 
Markets Forum (ACMF) 
has launched a handbook 
detailing how the 
Streamlined Review 
Framework for the ASEAN 
Common Prospectus 
will operate. Designed 

to harmonise regulatory 
filings and hasten access 
to capital across the 
region, the system has 
been backed by Securities 
Commission Malaysia, 
the Monetary Authority of 
Singapore, the Securities 
and Exchange Commission 
Thailand and the Singapore 
Exchange. The ACMF has 
also finalised an Action 
Plan 2016-2020, which 
includes regulatory capacity-
building programmes. 
The plan should be 
approved by ASEAN 
finance ministers next year. 
See bit.ly/acmf-plan. ■

Keith Nuthall and Wang 
Fangqing, journalists

Singapore watchdog calls for better auditing by small practices 

Singapore’s accounting regulator has called on smaller audit firms in the city-state 
to improve their performance, noting recurring problems in their auditing of non-
listed companies. The Accounting and Corporate Regulatory Authority’s Practice 
Monitoring Programme report concluded that these audit deficiencies were found in 
revenue recognition, fair value measurements and assessments of construction contracts. 

ACRA concluded that some Singapore public accountants do not take audit 
quality sufficiently seriously. Its public accountants oversight committee would focus 
on these problems during practice reviews. Larger firms, however, were more invested 
in audit quality.

To find out more, see bit.ly/acra-pmp.
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Stamp of approval
With the new Stamp Duties Rules now in place, it is important to understand the 
relationship between entities and the implications of case law, says Joanna Wong

The Stamp Duties (Relief 
from Stamp Duty upon 
Transfer of Assets between 
Associated Permitted 
Entities) Rules 2014, which 
was touted as possibly one 
of the most complicated 
provisions in revenue 
legislation, was deemed to 
have come into operation 
in February 2005. The 
rules embody the changes 
announced at the Singapore 
Budget over the years. 

Stamp duty, unlike income 
tax, is a documentary tax. 
Duty is paid on the instrument 
(documents). Without the 
instrument, case law has 
shown that no duty is liable. 

Stamp duty relief applies 
when the transaction is 
between closely associated 
entities, as the transaction is 
more an administrative matter 
than a sale in the ordinary 
sense. It is thus important to 
determine the relationship 
between entities to 
understand if the relief applies. 

In determining the 
relationship between entities, 
it should be noted that voting 
capital does not necessarily 
co-relate with voting power, 
as can be seen in the Hong 
Kong case of Collector of 
Stamp Duty v Arrowtown 
Assets Limited (2004). In the 
case, there were substantial 
non-voting shares, yet that 
did not satisfy the Hong Kong 
statutory rules for relief. 

 
Key terms
To determine the relationship 
between entities, a thorough 
understanding of various 
terms is essential.
Permitted entity This refers 
to a company, statutory 
body or a limited liability 

partnership (LLP) where the 
contributed capital of the 
partnership is entirely held by 
a company, statutory body, LLP 
or registered business trust 
(RBT). The relief involving a 
transfer of an RBT is, however, 
considered under section 74 
instead of section 15(1)(b). 
Where the transfer of an RBT 
satisfies the spirit and structure 
of the new Stamp Duties 
Rules, an application may be 

made for the relief for transfers 
of RBTs.
Asset An asset where 
stamp duty applies refers to 
immovable property, stocks or 
interest under any mortgage or 
debenture held by the entity.  
Transferee and transferor A 
transferee entity refers to a 
permitted entity which can be 
a company, statutory body, 
LLP or RBT to whom any 
beneficial interest in an asset 

is transferred, conveyed or 
assigned. A transferor entity 
is a permitted entity by whom 
any beneficial interest held 
by it in an asset is transferred, 
conveyed or assigned.

The first step in 
determining if reliefs apply 
is to correctly identify the 
transferee and transferor 
of the asset. The next step 
is to determine if they are 
associated, as only associated 
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entities qualify for reliefs. 
Associated Entities, Rule 3(1)
(b) Since 16 January 2014, 
two entities are considered 
associated if either of the 
following conditions applies:

* One of the permitted 
entities is the holding entity 
of the other permitted 
entity, and is the beneficial 
owner, whether directly 
or indirectly, of 75% or 
more voting capital (ie 
shares with voting rights) 
and more than 50% voting 
power of the other entity. 

* A third permitted entity 
is a holding entity of the 
two permitted entities 
and is the beneficial 
owner, whether directly 
or indirectly, of 75% or 
more voting capital (ie 
shares with voting rights) 
and more than 50% voting 
power in each of the two 
permitted entities.   

Associated Entities, Rule 3(2)
Where the business structure 
comprises a chain of one 
or more entities, rule 3(2) 
stipulates that the rules for 
voting capital and voting 
power are to be applied 
throughout the chain to 
determine the association 
between entities.

With a better understanding 
of the fundamentals the Stamp 
Duties Act (SDA) can now be 
analysed on its application in 
light of case laws.

Application and analysis
Similarity between S33A in 
SDA and S33 in the Income 
Tax Act (ITA), but impact 
unclear 
With the similarity in language 
between both sections 33A 
in SDA and S33 in ITA, which 
pertains to anti-avoidance 
provisions, the decision in the 
AQQ case must be considered. 

In the AQQ case, the 
Court of Appeal held that 
the taxpayer’s financing 
arrangement amounted to 
tax avoidance within section 
33 of ITA. The section should 
be read purposively and the 

intent of the act must be 
upheld. The comptroller had 
acted ultra vires in issuing the 
additional assessments for 
the years of assessment (YAs) 
2004 to 2006 and these were 
discharged. The Notice of 
Assessment for YA2007 was, 
however, found to be valid.  

Unlike Singapore, there 
are no general anti-avoidance 
rules in SDA in some countries 
such as in the Australian 
states of New South Wales 
and Tasmania. The rationale 
lies in stamp duty being a tax 
on instruments or documents 
and not transactions and 
business arrangements.

Stamp duty in action and 
reaction 
Buyer’s stamp duty is 
calculated as 3% less $5,400 
for the first $360,000. In UOL 
Development (Novena) Pte 
Ltd v Commissioner of Stamp 
Duties (CSD) (2008), the sale to 
the developer was considered 
an en bloc sale, while in Lai 
Ling Wan (alias Lily Lai) v CSD 
(2011), the purchase of 83 units 
in a condominium project by 
an individual was considered 
as multiple contracts where 83 
sale and purchase agreements 
were signed. This enabled a 
saving of S$5,400 for each of 
second and subsequent 81 
contracts, unlike the former, 
where it was considered as a 
single purchase.

Interestingly, the above 
decisions seem incongruent 
and odd. On the one hand, 

there were 
one purchaser 
(developer) and 
multiple sellers 
(unit owners) in the 
en bloc sale, yet 
it was held that it 
involved only one 
contract. On the 
other hand, there 
were one purchaser 
and one seller in 
Lai Ling Wan v CSD 

but it was held that there were 
multiple contracts. Both cases 
also discussed the provisions 
in Section 33A of SDA.      
Application for adjudication 
Buyers who seek the opinion 
of the CSD on duty chargeable 
may apply for adjudication 
and subsequently appeal to 
the High Court within 30 days, 
if there is a disagreement. 
This process differs from 
disagreements in notice of 
assessments of income tax.

At the Appeal Court, the 
facts are assumed to be true 
and there is no questioning 
of witnesses. The case stated 
would refer the question of law 
to the given facts. If the given 
facts are insufficient, the court 
can direct an amendment 
of case stated. This was 
evidenced in Doris Cheok v 
CSD (2010) where witnesses 

Stamp duty, unlike 
income tax, is a 

documentary tax. 
Duty is paid on 
the instrument 

(documents)

were not permitted to be 
called for questioning.

Recent changes to SDA 
There is now no need to 
submit original documents 
for refund claims, and relief 
has been extended to 
seller’s stamp duty arising 
from business restructuring 
in the transfer of industrial 
properties, and residential and 
mixed-residential properties.

Looking ahead
From the developments in 
recent years, it is clear that 
a relief may be upheld if 
transactions fall within the 
spirit of the relief but may not 
have met certain conditions, 
and S74 will continue to apply. 

What a relief this must be 
to tax professionals and tax 
lawyers to understand SDA in 
action (application). ■

Joanna Wong is assistant 
director at the Singapore 
Institute of Accredited Tax 
Professionals. The article is 
based on a presentation by 
Leung Yew Kwong of KPMG 
Services, and Tan Kay Kheng of 
WongPartnership. The article 
first appeared in the December 
2014 issue of the IS Chartered 
Accountants’ Journal
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Gender agenda
With companies seeking to address the gender balance by encouraging more female 
representation on boards, women can equip themselves for senior roles with an MBA

Gender diversity at senior 
levels is still a challenge 
for businesses, and even 
though there is a growing 
understanding of the 
contributing factors that 
negatively impact women in 
the workplace, there remains 
controversy and heated 
debate as to how that can – 
and should – be tackled.

The issue of the gender pay 
gap has been under increasing 
scrutiny, especially over the 
last 12 months. However, it 
can’t be truly rectified unless 
the underlying causes are 
addressed.

Companies of 
all shapes and sizes 
have introduced 
initiatives that 
not only aim 
to increase the 
number of women 
they recruit at 
all levels and 
create a working 
environment that 
is sympathetic to 
the challenges 
for women in the 
workplace; but 
that also ensure 
development opportunities 
are clear. These initiatives 
include policies for working 
parents, back-to-work 
schemes, flexible working 
and training for employees 
returning from maternity, 
paternity and adoption leave. 

The reasons companies 
are doing this are not simply 
to tick a box and show they’ve 
adhered to a moral or legal 
duty. According to consultants 
McKinsey, companies across 
all sectors with the highest 
percentage of women on 
their boards significantly and 
consistently outperform those 

with no female representation 
– by 41% in terms of return on 
equity and by 56% in terms of 
operating results.

Thomson Reuters 
compared the performance of 
companies with more than 30% 
women on their board and 
with those with less than 10%, 
and found that companies with 
greater numbers of women 
leaders fared better in periods 
of greater economic volatility.

A Danish study found 
that companies with good 
numbers of women on the 
board outperformed those 
with no women, with a 17% 

higher return on sales and a 
54% higher return on invested 
capital.

Leeds University Business 
School reports that having at 
least one female director on 
the board appears to cut a 
company’s chances of going 
bust by about 20%. Having 
two or three female directors 
lowers the risk even more. 

FTSE progress
The UK has made great 
progress in just over four years 
under a voluntary, business-
led framework. As of March 
2015, women’s representation 
on FTSE 100 boards stands at 
23.5%, almost double where it 
started at 12.5% in 2011. The 
representation of women on 
FTSE 250 boards has more 
than doubled, to 18% – up 
from 7.8% in 2011. 

There are now no all-male 
boards in the FTSE 100, a 
milestone achievement. There 

remain 23 all-male boards in 
the FTSE 250, down from 48 
this time last year. 

The accounting profession 
takes this gender imbalance 
seriously and is working 
hard to address it. ACCA’s 
recent report, Increasing 
Gender Diversity to Boost 
Performance, says that many 
barriers still exist to achieving 
more equal representation 
of women, and other social 
groups, in senior management 
positions. These hurdles 
include lack of commitment to 
diversity initiatives around the 
business, pressure to focus on 
short-term financial results and 
lack of investment in training 
and mentoring.

Calling for these barriers 
to be removed, ACCA chief 
executive Helen Brand says: 
‘Change is long overdue and I 
am glad that the accountancy 
profession is playing a part in 
that transformation.’

‘An MBA is the 
best choice for 

personal and 
professional 

development, 
the surest path 
to becoming an 

entrepreneur’
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The ramifications of any 
continuing disparity have not 
gone unnoticed by employers. 
‘Gender diversity is less of an 
issue in the profession now, 
but you only have to look at 
the number of female partners 
in any professional firm to see 
the issue still exists,’ says Julie 
Walsh, managing partner, 
Kingston Smith. ‘In the top 50 
accountancy firms, only four 
have more than 25% female 
partners. In the top 100 firms 
there are only eight female 
managing partners, which is 
an incredibly low number in 
this day and age.’ 

No quotas please
So what are the answers? 
‘Like many women, I am not 
a fan of quotas and believe 
women want to achieve 
promotion and senior roles 
on merit,’ continues Walsh. 
‘However, firms must have 
an environment that allows 
women to flourish, which 
cannot be the case when there 
are few role models in senior 
positions. It isn’t just more 
family-friendly policies that are 
needed; the firm must have 
an inclusive approach to all 
staff and encourage woman 
to put themselves forward to 
senior positions rather than 
perpetuating that now 
very old-fashioned and 
outdated jobs-for-the-
boys approach.’

Something else that 
women can think about 

putting themselves forward 
for, in order to give them the 
much needed edge in the 
workplace, is an MBA. 

‘To take on a leadership 
position at the top of an 
organisation, you need a 
good grasp of all the key 
business functions covered 
by the MBA, plus the ability 
to present, negotiate and 
influence successfully and 
with credibility,’ says Dr Julie 
Hodges, MBA programme 
director, Durham Business 
School. ‘Durham’s MBA 
gives its students exposure 
to innovation, diverse 
experiences, research and 
people from a wide variety 
of sectors and job roles, so 
students learn to approach 
issues and challenges from 
different perspectives.’ The 
programme includes modules 
such as the Boardroom 
Exercise, where students 
develop core practical skills in 
a boardroom setting.  

‘Typically our intake is well 
balanced between male 
and female students. 
For example, in 2013-
14, 51% of our MBA 

students were women,’  
says Hodges.

The benefits of having an 
MBA are also demonstrated 
well by those who have 
been through the process. 
Ala Lutz graduated as an IT 
engineer from the Technical 
University of Moldova and 
worked for PwC and Credit 
Suisse in Switzerland. She 
was approached to become 
the official distributor of 
different make-up brands in 
Switzerland, and her goal is to 
open a luxury make-up retail 
chain in Switzerland, but she 
wanted to add another string 
to her bow. She decided to 
pursue an online MBA with 
the UK’s Open University in 
order to gain the necessary 
knowledge and skills to set up 
a new business. 

‘I think most women 
still have difficulties in 
breaking the glass 

ceiling because of the existing 
stereotypes in the Swiss 
market, placing the ladies at 
home and taking care of the 
family,’ she says. ‘The degree 
helped me research the Swiss 
market, write a business-plan, 
develop a business model and 
set up new strategies to win 
new clients.

‘I have had the opportunity 
of meeting many talented 
women in business. There 
are enough senior positions, 
but in order to succeed, 
a woman needs to 
work 10 times as 
hard as a man, 
to build her 

credibility 
and improve 

her persuasive 
skills. The more 

actions you take, the 
more recognition and 

business you can get.’
 Kutz believes an MBA 

degree provides the 
instruments to better manage 
intangibles such as customers, 
brands, intellectual capital 
and so on. ‘It helps forge 
new support disciplines for 

decision-
making, develop 

entrepreneurial 
and leadership 

capabilities and skills 
for innovative business 

creation,’ she says. ‘It is the 
best choice for personal and 
professional development, 
the surest path to becoming 
an entrepreneur with a global 
mindset and cross-cultural 
leadership abilities.’ ■

Beth Holmes, journalist

56%
The amount by which 
companies with the 

most women on boards 
outperform those with 

all-male boards

23.5%
The representation  

of women on the boards 
of FTSE 100 companies 

37%
The percentage of MBA 

applicants in the  
UK in 2014 who  

were female

0%
The number of FTSE 100 
companies with all-male 

boards – a milestone 
achievement

For more information:

Read ACCA’s report: 
Increasing Gender 
Diversity to Boost 

Performance at  
tinyurl.com/otozy63 
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MBAs get thumbs-up
According to GMAC’s 2015 
Global Management Education 
Graduate Survey, 63% of 
full-time MBA graduates were 
offered a job prior to finishing 
their course, and the median 
salary increase after completing 
an MBA was 90%.

A total of 3,329 students 
who graduated in 2015 from 
112 universities worldwide 
took part in the survey earlier 
this year. The results also 
showed that nine in 10 (89%) 
respondents rate the value 
of their degree as good to 
outstanding, and 88% would 
recommend their programme 
to others considering a 
graduate business degree.

Stanford stays on top
Stanford Graduate School of 
Business has, for the second 
year in a row, beaten Harvard 

to the top slot in the recently 
published Forbes list of the 
top US business schools, 
based on their return on 
investment, with a five-year 
gain of $89,100 for graduates. 

Forbes’ ninth ranking of 
business schools is based 
on the return on investment 
achieved by the class of 
2010. It surveyed 17,400 alumni 
at 95 schools, comparing 
graduates’ earnings in their 
first five years out of business 
school to their opportunity 
cost (two years of forgone 
compensation, tuition and 
required fees) to arrive at a 
five-year MBA gain, which 
determines the final rank.

Oxford lures top talent
The Said Business School at 
the University of Oxford has 
launched a programme aimed 
at attracting some of the 

world’s brightest students to 
its MBA degree.

It is set to welcome 
selected Schwarzman Scholars 
studying in Beijing to add a 
second masters’ degree to 
their CVs by continuing their 
studies in the UK.

The Schwarzman Scholars-
Tsinghua University Master of 
Global Affairs was set up in April 
2013 with a $100m donation 
from Steve Schwarzman, 
founder and chief executive 
of investment company 
Blackstone. Its first students 
start their studies in July 2016.

Graduate premium
Research by the Institute 
for Fiscal Studies, Harvard 
University and the University 
of Cambridge found that 
median earnings of English 
women around 10 years after 
graduation were just over 

three times those of non-
graduates. Median earnings of 
male graduates were around 
twice those of men without 
a degree. This advantage for 
graduates was maintained in 
the recession, although the 
downturn had a large impact 
on the earnings of people 
in their twenties and early 
thirties, particularly women, 
who experienced much lower 
earnings than previous cohorts.

Other findings include: 10 
years after graduation, 10% of 
male graduates were earning 
more than £55,000 per annum, 
5% were earning more than 
£73,000 and 1% were earning 
more than £148,000. Ten 
years after graduation, 10% of 
female graduates were earning 
more than £43,000 per annum, 
5% were earning more than 
£54,000 and 1% were earning 
more than £89,000. ■

▲ Picture this
Sixty-three per cent of MBA 
graduates in 2015 were 
offered a job before they 
finished their course

Roundup
A summary of recent developments in the post-grad market, from top-rated business 
schools to new courses and the value of the ‘graduate premium’
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We have been 
working hard 

to improve the 
website, launching 

a new home page 
and building 

a new section 
for members

ACCA is using the fi ndings from recent membership surveys to provide members 
with a better all-round experience, as chief executive Helen Brand explains 

Acting on your feedback

Latest developments for members

* More user-friendly website with sector-specifi c hubs

* Accounting and Business magazine available on iPad, 
iPhone, Android devices and the web

* Range of CPD resources extended

* More affordable online learning resources

* Book discounts from Pearson and bookboon.com

* Offi cial Microsoft Offi ce Specialist (MOS) – Excel 
2010/2013 certifi cation

* Further qualification opportunities from UoL and IIA

* Coming soon: improved careers website.

Our most recent 
membership survey brought 
plenty of good news. The 
overwhelming majority 
of respondents say they 
are proud to be members 
of ACCA, and more than 
two-thirds told us that the 
ACCA Qualifi cation increases 
their career prospects 
and earning potential. But 
membership feedback is also 
an essential part of fi nding 
ways to improve – that’s 
why we regularly ask you 
if we are doing what you 
expect of us. 

It’s my job to make sure 
we act on what you tell us 
and take every opportunity 
to ensure that ACCA is 
offering the best possible 
value to members. Our latest 
research has given us valuable 

guidance for the future and 
showed where we need to 
focus our attention. 

Online improvements
The main request was to make 
it easier to fi nd the information 
you need on the website. 
Some of you also felt that 
accaglobal.com could be used 
more effectively to deliver 
services to members.

So this year we have been 
working hard to improve the 
site. We launched a new home 
page in March and have built 
a new section of the ACCA 
website for members; we 
began testing it in June, and 
are using feedback from a 
large group of members – 
which has been very positive 
so far – to refi ne the design 
before it is launched at the 
end of this year. We’ll be 
offering all members the 
chance to review the new 
section. Look out for an 
invitation in AB Direct.

You also told us that you 
wanted quicker access to 
sector-specifi c information. 
New developments on the 
website will make this easier, 
but we have also introduced a 
series of hubs on the website 

that bring together 
all the relevant 
resources for 
members working 
in key sectors: oil 
and gas, SMEs, 
fi nancial services, 
public services and 
not for profi t, and 
shared services/
outsourcing. 
There is also a 
hub specifi cally 
for members 
in practice and 
another for 

members working in the area 
of internal audit. 

In May, we launched a 
series of apps for Accounting 
and Business magazine that 
make its content accessible on 
iPads, iPhones and Android 
devices as well as on the web. 
The AB team is also working to 
include more video and audio 
content alongside the usual 
high-quality articles. 

Better access to CPD
The new members’ section of 
the website will be designed to 
give you better access to CPD 

– another frequent request that 
arose during our research. 

In June we carried out a 
CPD support survey, which 
attracted a fantastic response, 
from more than 5,300 members 
in 122 countries. We will be 
using the results of the survey 
to review our existing CPD 
resources and plan what we 
offer, and how we offer it, in the 
future. Many of you said that 
you would appreciate more 
fl exible CPD options such as 
webinar training and online 
lectures, which is something we 
are working on as a priority. 
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For more information:

To fi nd out about Pearson and Bookboon’s offers, go to 
www.accaglobal.com/ab/230

For more on the Certifi ed Internal Auditor certifi cation, 
visit www.accaglobal.com/ab/231

To download AB apps, go to www.accaglobal.com/ab

We will also make sure 
that what we offer is much 
easier for you to fi nd; the 
new members’ section of the 
website will incorporate a CPD 
resource fi nder that brings 
together all CPD opportunities 
on offer, from events to online 
learning, in a single location.

We are constantly 
increasing our range of 
online learning resources. 
One of our newest online 
resources, for example, gives 
members the opportunity to 
gain offi cial Microsoft Offi ce 
Specialist (MOS) – Excel 
2010/2013 certifi cation.

Your feedback told us that 
CPD needs to be not only 
fl exible but also affordable. So 
we are exploring how we can 
offer free and low-cost CPD. 
We have already put together 
a series of free business skills 
webinars and will begin trials 
of low-cost webinars shortly. 

Our commitment to 
negotiate the best deal for 
members was behind our 
arrangement with Pearson, 
which is offering ACCA 

members a 40% discount on 
hard copy and online books. 

We have also come to an 
agreement with bookboon.
com, under which ACCA 
members can subscribe to 800 
digital business books (rather 
like a Netfl ix for business) 
for £3.49 a month – a 30% 
discount on the usual price.

The aim is always to give 
our members the best-quality 
learning at the lowest possible 
price. Keep an eye out for 
special offers and promotions 
through the members’ section 
of the website.

Partnerships
Our formal partnerships with 
other membership bodies, 
trade associations, training 
providers and universities 
around the world are 
absolutely critical to us. 

The 90 global accountancy 
partnerships we have in place 
not only enhance the profi le and 
standing of ACCA members but 
also open up many new training 
opportunities and accelerated 
career access routes. 

Earlier this year we reached 
an agreement with the 
University of London for ACCA 
members and affi liates to gain 
a master’s by completing two 
modules – global issues for 
the fi nance professional, and a 
strategic fi nancial project.

Our most recent 
agreement is with the 
Institute  of Internal Auditors, 
which has developed an 
ACCA-CIA challenge exam 
exclusively for  ACCA 
members to become a 
Certifi ed Internal Auditor 
from  November.  

Employability and profile
The employability of our 
members is at the centre of all 
we do, and as part of this we 

will be putting signifi cant effort 
into developing our ACCA 
Careers site. 

The site is a valuable 
resource for members, offering 
job opportunities as well as a 
wealth of careers advice. You 
will start seeing many changes 
and improvements to the site 
over the coming year.

Some of our responses 
to your feedback will be very 
visible, but a lot more is going 
on behind the scenes. For 
example, you told us that 
maintaining and enhancing 
the profi le and reputation of 
ACCA and its Qualifi cation 
should continue to be a 
priority, and we plan to raise 
the profi le of what we do in 
this area as a result. 

ACCA and our members 
play a central role in 
infl uencing the development 
of the profession across 
the world, and we want to 
draw more attention to this 
work. We are represented by 
members on many infl uential 
bodies, we make sure the 
voice of our members 
is heard on many public 
consultations, and through 
our research and insights 
programme we develop 
innovative thinking and ideas 
that capture the attention 
of policymakers and the 
media, enhancing ACCA’s 
reputation. We make sure 
that our members are heard, 
respected and valued, and 
you will see this featuring 
more prominently throughout 
ACCA channels.

Everyone at ACCA wants 
the organisation to be as good 
as it can be; and we thank you 
for sharing your views so that 
we can do just that. ■
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We asked you how valuable you found your current member 
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110th ACCA AGM
Minutes of the 110th annual general meeting of ACCA held at 29 Lincoln’s Inn Fields, 
London, on Thursday 17 September 2015. Anthony Harbinson, the president of ACCA, 
took the chair and there were 57 members of the association present

1 Notice and auditor’s 
report
With 42 votes in favour and two 
against, the notice of meeting 
and the auditor’s report on the 
accounts for the period 1 April 
2014 to 31 March 2015 were 
taken as read.

2 Minutes
With 47 votes in favour and 
one against, the minutes of the 
annual general meeting held 
on 18 September 2014 and 
published in the November 
2014 issue of Accounting and 
Business were taken as read 
and signed as correct.  

3 Resolution 1
Adoption of the report of 
the Council and the accounts 
for the period 1 April 2014 
to 31 March 2015
Anthony Harbinson gave his 
presidential address and asked 
Helen Brand, chief executive, 
to give a presentation. He 
then invited questions and 
comments on the report 
and accounts.

The president called 
for a poll and declared the 
resolution carried, the votes 
being as follows:
For 5,229 Against 77

4 Result of the ballot 
for the election of 
Council members
The scrutineer’s report and the 
number of votes received by 
each candidate in the ballot 
for the election of members 
of Council were reported 
as follows:
1 Anthony Harbinson 2,520
2 Orla Collins 2,397
3 Robert Stenhouse 2,280
4 Susan Allan 2,225
5 Belinda Young 1,970

6 Jenny Gu 1,895
7 Japheth Katto 1,865
8 Marta Rejman 1,840
9 Joseph Opeyemi Owolabi 1,756
∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙ ∙
10 Gustaw Duda 1,629
11 Peter Lewis 1,575
12 James Lee 1,489
13 Thong Siew Quen 1,218
14 Arthur Lee 1,086
15 Leo Mucheriwa 1,026
16 Frankie Ho 988
17 Abiodun Bamgbala 804
18 Umar Saeed 785
19 Billy Kang 777
20 Aamer Allauddin 766
21 Ibikunle Olatunji 749
22 Usman Karim 726
23 Muhammad Junaid Younas 673
24 Oscar Osabinyi 629
25 Peter Rumyee 540
26 Thomas Mensah Abobi 538
27 Theodosis Ignatidias 522
28 Emmanuel Kapizionis 389

The president therefore 
declared the following 
members elected or re-elected 
to Council:
Susan Allan
Orla Collins
Jenny Gu
Anthony Harbinson
Japheth Katto
Joseph Opeyemi Owolabi
Marta Rejman
Robert Stenhouse
Belinda Young

5 Resolution 3
Appointment of auditors
The president reported that 
Council recommended that 
BDO, chartered accountants 
and registered auditors, be re-
appointed as the association’s 
auditors. He then invited 
questions on Resolution 3.

The president called 
for a poll and declared the 
resolution carried, the votes 

being cast as follows:
For 5,128 Against 179

6 Resolution 4
District societies to be 
introduced where 10 or 
more members request it
The president called for a poll 
and declared the resolution 
not carried, the votes being 
cast as follows:
For 1,559 Against 3,748

7 Resolution 5
The chief executive and a 
minimum of two members 
of the senior management 
team to be ACCA-qualified 
by examination, and the 
secretary to hold a relevant 
professional qualification
The president called for a poll 
and declared the resolution 
not carried, the votes being 
cast as follows:
For 2,280 Against 3,027

8 Resolution 6
Payment of senior 
management bonuses to be 
approved by members in 
general meeting
The president called for a poll 
and declared the resolution 
not carried, the votes being 
cast as follows:
For 2,322 Against 2,985

9 Resolution 7
The senior management 
team to be subject to the 
same disciplinary rules as 
ACCA members
The president called for a poll 
and declared the resolution 
not carried, the votes being 
cast as follows:
For 2,653 Against 2,654

10 Resolution 8
The minimum number of 

member signatures required 
to submit a resolution to a 
general meeting to be not 
less than 10
The president called for a poll 
and declared the resolution 
not carried, the votes being 
cast as follows:
For 1,827 Against 3,480

11 Resolution 9
Changes to subscriptions to 
be passed by members in 
general meeting
The president called for a poll 
and declared the resolution 
not carried, the votes being 
cast as follows:
For 2,274 Against 3,032

12 Resolution 10
The practice of delegated 
proxy votes to cease at 
all meetings
The president called for a poll 
and declared the resolution 
not carried, the votes being 
cast as follows:
For 1,575 Against 3,732

13 Resolution 11
All senior officers to be 
appointed by members 
in general meeting, and 
Council members to be given 
the right of free speech
The president called for a poll 
and declared the resolution 
not carried, the votes being 
cast as follows:
For 2,031 Against 3,276

The president thanked 
members for their attendance 
and confirmed that the 
issues raised by the Special 
Business resolutions before 
the meeting would feature in 
future debates at Council. He 
declared the meeting closed 
at 2.50pm. ■ 
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Council elects officers

ACCA: Council
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Council elects officers
The annual Council meeting’s election of new officers sees further diversity at ACCA, with 
Council members hailing from around the world and nearly half being female

Council held its annual 
meeting on 17 September. 
Before the meeting, ACCA’s 
110th Annual General 

Meeting (AGM) took place 
in the Long Room at 29 
Lincoln’s Inn Fields, London 
(see opposite page).

At the annual 
Council meeting, 
Council elected 
ACCA’s officers 
for the coming 
year. ACCA’s 
new president is 
Alexandra Chin, 
and she will be 
supported by 
Brian McEnery 
(deputy president) 
and Leo Lee 
(vice president). 
Alexandra Chin 
is only the fourth 

female president of ACCA and 
the first to hail from Malaysia.

Council also welcomed 
three new members, whose 
election was declared at 
the AGM: Susan Allan (UK), 
Joseph Opeyemi Owolabi 
(Nigeria) and Marta Rejman 
(Poland). As a result of 
the elections, Council has 
members based in 17 different 
countries, and nearly half of 
Council members are female, 
reflecting the increasing 
diversity of ACCA as a whole.

Council took a number 
of other decisions at its 
annual meeting:

* It approved Council’s 
standing orders for 2015-

2016, in accordance with 
the bye-laws

* It agreed to appoint a 
number of lay members 
to serve on ACCA’s 
Regulatory Board and its 
Qualifications Board

* It chose three Council 
members to serve on the 
Nominating Committee 
in 2015-2016 along with 
the officers

* It agreed a Council 
work plan and a set of 
objectives for the Council 
year 2015-2016.

The next meeting of Council is 
on 21 November, immediately 
after the 2015 meeting of the 
International Assembly. ■ 

Council has 
members based in 

17 countries and 
nearly half are 

female, reflecting 
the increasing 

diversity of ACCA
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▲ Giving back 
Over 50 members 
gathered at the launch 
of the ACCA & Proud 
advocacy programme 
to learn how they can 
support the profession

Spreading the word
ACCA Singapore reaches out to advocates for the profession; EY gives information 
session for ACCA students; UPS Asia gains ACCA Approved Employer accreditation

Members

ACCA advocacy
ACCA Singapore recently 
launched the ACCA & Proud 
advocacy programme to 
provide passionate members 
with a platform to contribute 
to the profession while giving 
back to ACCA.

Both newly qualified 
members and those with 
decades of experience 
are welcome to contribute 
in whatever way they 
feel comfortable. This 
may be participating as a 
panellist or speaker in one 
of ACCA’s conferences, 
roundtables and workshops; 
volunteering as a remote 
mentor to help students 
progress to membership; 
or simply sharing their 
ACCA journey with aspiring 
accounting professionals.

The launch event was 
attended by over 50 members 
keen to find out how they 
can contribute as ACCA 
advocates. The event was 
graced by Council Member 

Belinda Young, who took the 
opportunity to engage with 
the participants. 

Two member advocates, 
Nina Tan and Darrell Tan, 
respectively vice chairman 
and member of the ACCA 
Singapore Network Panel, 
also inspired the audience 
with their stories. The evening 
culminated with a networking 
session for members to 
get to know each other 
and exchange tales of their 
individual ACCA journeys. 

Employers

EY outreach at SAA-GE
ACCA Singapore was pleased 
to support EY at its outreach 
session with ACCA students 
at ACCA Learning Partner 
SAA Global Education in 
September. The session was 
aimed at ACCA students 
who are looking to develop a 
career in audit and interested 
in finding out what life at EY 
would be like. EY explained 
the career opportunities 
available and brought along 

an SAA alumna to share 
details of her journey up the 
career ladder with the support 
of mentors and managers 
at the firm. Students made 
good use of the session, 
asking honest questions of 
the team, who also made time 
to speak to them in a more 
personal capacity.  
 
A Garanzia milestone
ACCA Approved Employer 
A Garanzia celebrated 
the 20th anniversary of its 
foundation on 12 September, 
with a conference and 
special dinner. Amos Ng, 
chairman of ACCA Singapore 
Network Panel, gave the 
keynote address, entitled 
The Future Accountant. In 
his speech, he spoke about 
how the current business 
environment is constantly 
changing and affecting the 
accounting profession. More 
importantly, Ng took the 
opportunity to highlight to 
the audience what finance 
and accounting professionals 
should do to stay ahead 
of these changes. ACCA 
Singapore congratulates 
managing partner Benedict 
Ong and his team on their 
milestone anniversary.
  
ACCA on the road
Mini roadshows continue to 
be well received by 
employer partners. 
In September, ACCA 
conducted an information 
session for Barclays, an 
ACCA Approved Employer. 
The session was attended 
by employees from the 
bank’s finance graduate 
and apprenticeship 
programmes, who are 
looking to embark on a 

professional accounting 
qualification. 

The mini roadshows are 
an ideal opportunity for 
finance and accounting staff 
employed at ACCA’s employer 
partners to learn more about 
the ACCA Qualification and 
explore options for further 
education and certification. 
At the same time, these 
sessions provide an ideal 
platform for ACCA members, 
students and affiliates 
within these organisations 
to discover and clarify the 
benefits of ACCA Approved 
Employer accreditation.

For further information 
about the mini roadshows, 
contact ACCA at info.sg@
accaglobal.com, inserting 
ACCA On the Road in the 
subject line.
 
Approved Employer
UPS Asia joins a distinguished 
group of organisations 
that have earned the 
prestige of ACCA Approved 
Employer (Professional 
Development) accreditation 
for its commitment to provide 
learning opportunities 
and support the ongoing 
development of ACCA 
members employed by 
the company.

ACCA’s Approved 
Employer programme 
recognises the high 
standard of staff training 
and development that 
accredited employers provide 
for their ACCA members 
and trainees. To see a list of 
organisations accredited under 
the scheme and to find out 
more about the programme 
and how your organisation 
can benefit, please visit  
bit.ly/13j63oA. ■ 
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Building capacity
As 2015 draws to a close, ACCA Council member Belinda Young describes the schemes 
ACCA Singapore has initiated over the year to improve opportunities in the profession

The past year has been 
a busy one for ACCA 
Singapore. We launched a 
slew of initiatives to develop 
and strengthen the pipeline 
of finance and accountancy 
professionals that is critical 
to transforming the Lion 
City into a leading global 
accountancy hub by 2020.

At the heart of these 
initiatives lie three ideas – 
accessibility, opportunity and 
employability.

In May, we signed an 
agreement with the Institute 
of Singapore Chartered 
Accountants to develop joint 
initiatives such as regional 
internships, industry talks 
and career fairs, aimed at 
equipping aspiring finance 
and accountancy professionals 
with valuable guidance and 
work-relevant skills to help 
with career progression. 

Another key initiative 
is our tie-up with Nanyang 
Polytechnic to develop a fast-
track route for its accountancy 
students to work towards 
the ACCA Qualification even 
before they graduate.

Access to the profession is 
important. We strive to provide 
those with ability and ambition 

with opportunities to become a 
finance professional, regardless 
of their starting point.

These partnerships provide 
various pathways to obtaining 
or upgrading the skills and 
qualifications required for 
a rewarding career as an 
ACCA-qualified professional 
accountant. 

Beyond classroom-based 
programmes, we collaborated 
with the world-renowned 
edX platform and Epigeum 
to launch ACCA-X – a series 
of high-quality, open-access 
digital courses that will allow 
aspiring finance professionals 
to gain valuable financial 
literacy skills and prepare for 
the ACCA Qualification. Now 
anyone with internet access, 
anywhere in world, also has 
access to cutting-edge content 
on the principles of business 
with the prospect to continue 
to ACCA membership. 

As professional 
accountants, we must keep 
up with the latest technical 
and industry developments. 
Lifelong learning is the key to 
career progression. 

To continue to enjoy the 
enhanced employability that 
the ACCA name brings, we 

recently partnered 
the University 
of London to 
launch the first-
ever master’s 
programme 
integrated with 
a prestigious 
professional 
qualification. 

In collaboration 
with SIM Global 
Education, in the 
second half of 2016 
we will launch the 
ACCA-integrated 

University of London MSc in 
Professional Accountancy 
in Singapore. Students 
will be able to attain both 
certifications within two years. 
Members and affiliates will 
be able to gain the MSc by 
completing just two modules.

At the forefront of 
innovation and change, 
we set the agenda for the 
profession by providing 
access to an extensive 
programme of research and 
events on topical issues. This 
year’s annual conference, 
for instance, explored how 
accounting, finance and audit 
professionals can develop an 
‘intrapreneurial mindset’.

Meanwhile, ACCA and 
Grant Thornton held a 
roundtable discussion in 
Singapore on the ‘Future of 
Audit’, part of a global series.

Aside from the usual events 
format, ACCA’s CFO and FSN 
(Financial Services Network) 

‘Whatever their 
starting point, we 

strive to provide  
those with ability 

and ambition with 
opportunities to 

become a finance 
professional’

sub-committees organised the 
inaugural ACCA Professional 
Debate, which explored 
the changing frontiers of 
corporate finance and the 
emergence of crowdfunding 
as a source of funding.

We will continue to 
explore partnerships with key 
stakeholders who share the 
same commitment to building 
capacity within the profession. 

As we close one year and 
move on to the next, can I 
urge you also to consider 
how we can give back to 
ACCA. The ACCA Singapore 
office recently launched 
ACCA & Proud, an advocacy 
programme that provides 
a platform for members to 
contribute to the development 
of the profession. 

Last but not least, I 
would like to thank you for 
re-electing me to the ACCA 
Council: I will strive to ensure 
that your voice is heard. ■

Belinda Young is director 
of Centrecourt Group of 

Companies and an ACCA 
Council member

Building capacity for the accountancy profession

ACCA: Belinda Young
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Folio for app:
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Trust in business comes 
from good ethical values, 
Christine Lagarde, managing 
director of the International 
Monetary Fund, told the 
audience of the fifth edition 
of the Ethics in Finance 
Robin Cosgrove Prize, of 
which ACCA is a partner.

In her welcome address, 
Lagarde asked: ‘How can 
trust be built? Predominantly 
on the basis of ethics. Ethical 
behaviour is key to building 
trust in the system and 
entering financial stability.’

Justin Welby, Archbishop 
of Canterbury and head of the 
Church of England, addressing 
the audience by video 
message, echoed Lagarde’s 
views, stressing that with the 
power that large institutions 
have goes responsibility; he 
also underlined the dangers of 
a temptation of a ‘box-ticking 
culture’ of compliance.

But the focus of the 
prestigious ceremony, held 
in Washington, DC, was to 
announce the winner of the 
2015 prize. Ross Murdoch, a 
lawyer for the UK’s Financial 
Conduct Authority, wowed the 
judges with his project idea. 
He was awarded the prize 
by Carol Cosgrove-Sacks – 
mother of Robin Cosgrove and 
professor at the College of 
Europe in Bruges, Belgium. 

Robin Cosgrove was a 
bright investment banker who 
died aged 31. He believed 
passionately that the lack of 
integrity and ethical practice in 
banking and finance could be 
a major barrier to sustainable 
economic development.

This year saw more than 
100 applicants. In the final 
phase, the jury of 22 world-
class personalities worked on 

a shortlist of 11 papers, from 
which it awarded five prizes.

Applicants were asked to 
submit a paper of up to 5,000 
words, which demonstrated 
intellectual rigour, innovative 
ideas and clear conclusions. 
The runners-up were Christian 
Buckson and Anne Godbold 
from Accenture; Mehta 
Anshuman, founder of IT startup 
Casteller; and Josh Glendinning 
of Hill+Knowlton Strategies.

Murdoch’s paper, 
‘Behavioural Ethics and the 
Next Generation in Finance’, 
explores how behavioural 
ethics can by applied to a 
variety of corporate scandals, 
‘from LIBOR to Madoff to 
Enron, in order to understand 
the pressures faced by young 
professionals in finance and 
consider how we can use this 
knowledge to enable more 
young people to become 
ambassadors for ethical 
decision-making.’

In relation to ACCA’s role 
in supporting the prize, chief 
executive Helen Brand said: 
‘Finance professionals bring 
greatest value when they are 
supporting and embedding 
an ethical approach across 
business and society. As a 
global organisation, ACCA 
recognises our role in 
educating and supporting 
our members across the world 
in taking an approach to their 
work that prizes integrity 
and accountability.

‘The prizewinner and the 
runners-up have shown that 
they understand how vital a 
role ethics plays in the financial 
world; and it is those who 
champion it who will ensure in 
years to come that it becomes 
the norm in organisations.’

► Top priority
Christine Lagarde 
is a firm believer in  
the importance of 
ethical behaviour in 
building trust

IMF head Christine Lagarde delivers a strong message at this year’s 
Ethics in Finance Robin Cosgrove Prize, which is partnered by ACCA

Do the right thingInside ACCA
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ACCA member 
benefits
Employability
Membership improves 
earning power and job 
prospects on a global 
scale.

Influence and 
representation
Members play key 
roles in representing 
and developing the 
profession, backed by 
cutting-edge research.

Knowledge and 
connections
Keep up to date with 
our publications and 
social media feeds. Our 
events let you network 
with a large peer group.

Personal development
CPD, training and career 
progression support.

ACCA Careers
Our careers portal gives 
guidance and lists job 
vacancies worldwide.

Customer care
Fast and efficient 
support around the 
clock, by phone, email 
and webchat.

Go to www.accaglobal.
com/memberbenefits
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