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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.  
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 
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 accaglobal.com/ab

Webinars
On a raft of topical issues

Changing realities

The unexpected result in the 
US elections in November last 
year, despite polls strongly 
pointing in another direction, 
sent shockwaves around the 

world. Similar reverberations were felt back in the summer 
of 2016 when Europe was stunned by news that the UK had 
voted to leave a union it had been part of for over 20 years. 

Change on such a scale – and in short succession – can 
make for an uncomfortable reality, particularly when countries 
once in favour of globalisation and regional trade pacts then 
decide to turn inwards. In this issue, we look at what lies ahead 
in 2017 for Asia as president-elect Donald Trump outlines his 
vision for the US – one that doesn’t appear to include the Trans-
Pacifi c Partnership. You can read more on page 16. You can also 
read Manu Bhaskaran’s column on Asia’s risk profi le in the light 
of recent political developments on page 19.

Keeping pace with the transforming business landscape 
is key to being an effective fi nance professional, as is sharing 
experiences and knowledge with one’s peers. ACCA’s annual CFO 
summits in Asia are an opportunity to bring together members 

and senior fi nance professionals to debate what issues keep them 
awake at night. Three summits were hosted by ACCA offi ces in 
Hong Kong, Shanghai and Vietnam, focusing on the challenges 
CFOs face in their roles, from embracing digital innovation to 
nurturing young talent. Reports on the summits in Hong Kong 
and Shanghai start on page 24 while the overview of the event in 
Vietnam is published in the International edition of Accounting 
and Business. 

In our profi le this issue, we speak with Alexander Joramsa, 
CFO of GE Healthcare, ASEAN (page 12). A veteran of the 
healthcare industry, Joramsa has honed a deep understanding 
of the supply chain, distribution and sales force effectiveness in 
order to deliver value to the business from the fi nance function. 

The coming into force of the Paris climate change agreement 
in November will mean a hike in demand for professionals 
knowledgeable on environmental issues and reporting. In our 
article on page 31, we look at the opportunities for practitioners 
able to provide climate change and sustainability services.

Here’s to a happy and prosperous 2017.

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

Welcome
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▲ Put the brakes on 
China has introduced 
an additional 10% tax 
on ‘super cars’ that cost 
more than 1.3 million 
yuan, in a bid to curb 
excessive spending and 
reduce emissions

► Called to account
Ben Affleck arrives for the 
Hollywood premiere of 
Warner Brothers’ action 
thriller The Accountant 
in Los Angeles, in 
which the actor plays a 
mathematical savant

► Growth brewing
Coffee giant Starbucks 
plans to recruit 10,000 
staff a year and double 
the number of stores in 
China by 2020, as well as 
opening a 30,000 sq ft 
branch in Shanghai

► Blast off
China’s Shenzhou 
11 was launched in 
western China, marking 
the latest stage in the 
country’s ambitious 
space programme

6 News | Pictures

Accounting and Business 01/2017

AP_Newsinpix.indd   6 07/12/2016   18:49



▼ Top Trump
Joko Widodo, 
Indonesia’s president, 
speaks in front of an 
image of US President-
elect Donald Trump, 
who swept to victory on 
8 November 

▼ Sour Note
A serious fault in 
Samsung’s Galaxy Note7 
saw the South Korean 
company’s third-quarter 
earnings plunge by 96%. 
An internal investigation 
is due to be published

▼ Into the white
Stargazers in Beijing 
observe November’s 
‘supermoon’, which 
came closer to Earth 
than at any time since 
1948 and was clearly 
visible across 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

Talking trade post-TPP
The withdrawal of the US from 
the Trans-Pacifi c Partnership 
(TPP) agreement opens up 
new opportunities for inter-
regional trade, according to 
Asia analysts. China, Japan 
and South Korea are already in 
the initial stages of discussing 
a trilateral trade deal, Reuters 
reported, adding that Beijing 
has been pushing a limited 
Asian regional trade pact 
that excludes Washington 
for the past fi ve years. In a 
separate report Tim Harcourt, 
an economist with Australia’s 
University of New South Wales 
Business School, said it was 
possible that China might set 
up something similar to the 
TPP ‘with China pretty much at 
the helm’ – a development he 
believes ‘would not be a good 
outcome for the US’. 

Blockchain pilot 
Singapore’s central bank 
has announced a pilot 
project with the country’s 
stock exchange and eight 
local and foreign banks to 
use blockchain technology 
for interbank payments, 
including cross-border foreign 
currency transactions. Ravi 
Menon, managing director 
of the Monetary Authority of 
Singapore (MAS), said that 
under the pilot system, banks 
will deposit cash as collateral 
with MAS in exchange for 
MAS-issued digital currency. 
This fi rst offi cial step to 
explore the use of digital 
currency is part of Singapore’s 
push to become a fi ntech hub. 

Lessons from Toshiba 
The accounting scandal 
that surfaced at Toshiba 
Corporation in 2015 – when it 

was revealed that US$1.3bn 
of profi ts padding went 
undiscovered by its auditor 
over seven years – has been 
a wake-up call for Japanese 
fi rms. As a result, half of the 
companies recently surveyed 
by Reuters had made changes 
in the way they are audited, 
and had either taken, or were 
considering, steps to boost 
book-keeping compliance. 
Measures cited by companies 
polled included boosting 
headcount in internal fi nance 
and accounting departments. 
The fi ndings are seen as 
progress in Prime Minister 
Shinzo Abe’s push to improve 
corporate governance.

Start-ups surge
The number of newly founded 
companies in China continued 
to surge in 2016, according to 
offi cial data, which gives credit 
for the rise to government 
efforts to streamline the process 
for starting up a business. 
A total of 4.01 million new 
companies were incorporated 
in the nine months from 
January to September, a rise of 
27% over the same period in 
2015. The State Administration 
of Industry and Commerce 
(SAIC) reported that an average 
of 14,600 new fi rms had been 
set up daily, surpassing the 
average of 12,000 recorded in 
2015. This brought China’s total 
market entities to 83.72 million, 
SAIC noted. 

Data overload
CFOs across the world are 
fi nding it hard to make the 
most of the increased volume 
and speed of data now 
available to them, EY research 
suggests. Many are held back 
by legacy systems that do 

not allow reporting teams to 
extract forward-looking insight 
from large, fast-changing data 
sets. ‘The result is an increasing 
expectation gap between 
what boards now look for 
from corporate reporting, and 
what CFOs can deliver,’ Peter 

Wollmert, EY’s global and 
EMEIA fi nancial accounting 
and advisory services leader, 
said. ‘Until reporting catches 
up with technological 
advancements it will continue 
to be compromised.’ (See also 
‘Playing catch-up’ on page 35).

Generation Next is highly ambitious

Young fi nance professionals have their eye on a jump 
to a new job within the next two years, and most intend 
one day to set up on their own, according to Generation 
Next, a report based on an ACCA survey of over 18,000 
professionals under the age of 36. The report, trailed in 
the October 2016 edition of AB and launched publicly 
in November, examined the career aspirations of the 
younger generation in fi nance today and found them to be 
aspirational, entrepreneurial and unafraid of going solo. 
The report also reveals that almost 70% of respondents 
are looking to move jobs in the next two years, with 67% 
looking for a promotion.

‘Generation Next is “generation now” when it comes 
to mobility,’ says ACCA chief executive Helen Brand. 
‘There is no doubt that the “job for life” is less prevalent 
within the modern world and employers who don’t deliver 
on their high expectations risk haemorrhaging their best 
talent to competitors. Employers need to ensure career 
planning packages are available, from learning and 
development to talent spotting initiatives.’

See highlights of the survey in AB, October 2016 issue.
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Flexible work options
PwC Malaysia has introduced 
a programme of fl exible work 
options aimed at promoting 
work-life balance. One is 
leaving at lunchtime on the 
second Friday of every month 
(FlexFridays); another is a 
choice of working hours with 
a range of start and fi nish 
times (FlexTime). The third 
initiative under the fi rm’s 
fl ex+ programme is fi ve days’ 
paternity leave for fathers of 
newborns. ‘One of our fi rm’s 
priorities over the next four 
years is to provide an attractive 
place to work for a talented 
and agile workforce,’ said 
Pauline Ho, PwC Malaysia’s 
people partner. Millennials 
are not the only employees 
wanting more fl exibility, she 
added. ‘The results from our 
global people survey reveal 
that fl exibility and greater 
work-life balance is valued by 
employees across generations.’

Tax haul netted
Tax Inspectors Without Borders 
(TIWB) have netted more than 
US$260m in additional tax 
revenues through eight pilot 
projects spanning the globe 
since the project’s launch in 
July 2015.  The Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (OECD) 
and the United Nations 
Development Programme 
(UNDP) initiated the project 
as an innovative attempt 
to address widespread tax 
avoidance by multinational 
enterprises in developing 
countries. The haul to date 
includes more than US$100m 
in new tax revenues generated 
through TIWB audits in 
Zimbabwe. James Karanja, 
head of the TIWB secretariat, 
said the programme would be 
expanded in 2017. 

Silk Road starts
More than three quarters 
of the US$46bn in Chinese-
led investment planned for 
Pakistan will be implemented 
this year as part of the One 

Belt, One Road initiative. 
In an interview reported 
by Bloomberg, Pakistan’s 
planning, development and 
reforms minister Ahsan Iqbal 
said projects accounting for 
considerably more than half 
of that funding were either 
in an advanced stage of 
implementation, or reaching 
fi nancial closure. About 
US$11bn has been allocated to 
infrastructure projects including 
roads, with concessional loans 
provided at about 2% to be 
paid back to Beijing in 20 years. 
The rest has been earmarked 
for electricity generation, with 
about 11,000 megawatts to be 
added by 2018 to eliminate the 
nation’s chronic power outages. 

China indebted
China’s non-fi nancial debt 
has been estimated by the 
International Monetary Fund 
to be as high as 153.4 trillion 
yuan (US$22.7 trillion) in 2015 
accounting for 220.4% of 
GDP – a level vice fi nance 
minister Zhu Guangyaoan 
described as ‘reasonable’. 

Playing down concerns about 
the country’s debt level, Zhu 
said China has an array of 
measures in place to manage 
debt risks, especially those 
of state-owned companies. 
Guidelines on debt-for-equity 
swaps have been issued, and 
a ministerial mechanism has 
been established to tackle 
corporate leverage, he said. 
‘Public data refl ects that debt 
risk is completely controllable. 
But we should be alert to 
corporate debts, which are 
increasing too fast,’ Zhu said. 

Top performer
Singapore’s IPO performance 
saw a 342% increase in amount 
raised and a 133% increase in 
market capitalisation in the fi rst 
10 months of 2016. As such, the 
Singapore Exchange achieved 
the largest share of IPO 
proceeds among the six South-
East Asia stock markets as of 
21 November last year, Deloitte 
data shows. According to Ernest 
Kan, deputy managing partner 
(markets) at Deloitte Singapore, 
the total was boosted by three 

REIT listings that contributed 
S$1.9bn (US$1.33bn) of fresh 
funds. ‘The top-performing 
industries in the last three 
years have been consumer 
business (13 deals, S$1.2bn), 
real estate (10 deals, S$3.9bn) 
and energy and resources 
(nine deals, S$754.5m),’ he 
said. ‘REITs accounted for 61% 
of the total amount raised 
from all IPOs in the last three 
years. Overall, there is a strong 
uptrend in Singapore’s IPO 
market, with confi dence that 
this performance will continue 
into 2017, barring unforeseen 
circumstances.’

Risk averse
China’s regulators have fl agged 
further restrictions on the 
ability of banks to take on risky 
loans disguised as investments 
to help clean up an inventive 
array of off-balance-sheet 
practices that have amplifi ed 
risk in the fi nancial system. 
According to The Wall Street 
Journal, the tightening would 
mark potentially the most 
comprehensive overhaul »  

All around the world

Workers in Angola commute the greatest distance in the course of their working life – 433,124 
miles each, equivalent to 17 round-the-world trips, says a study by Global Positioning 
Specialists (GPS). GPS used data on commuting distances and number of days worked from 
110 countries to calculate how many times the average worker could have circumnavigated the 
globe. ‘So many of us spend hours each week travelling, yet our destination is depressingly 
familiar,’ said Lucile Michaut, head of GPS. ‘The fi ndings remind us all that there is more to life 
than the daily grind.’

13.7 US

11.7 Hong Kong

8.5 Malaysia

6.9 Singapore

10.5 Australia

8 China

3.9 Vietnam

Source: GPS

Lifetime commuting distances (in circumnavigations of the globe)
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of rules in this segment of 
banking regulation in fi ve 
years. The draft rules spell 
out specifi c areas targeted 
for closer scrutiny by the 
China Banking Regulatory 
Commission. These include 
banks buying or selling 
high-yield investments 
lumped together under the 
term ‘wealth-management 
products’. 

Ultimate selfie?
A Chinese tech fi rm could 
launch Hong Kong’s biggest 
technology IPO in more than 
a decade. Xiamen-based 
Meitu, which develops apps 
for touching up ‘selfi e’ photos, 
sought interest from potential 
investors in late November, 
Bloomberg reported. The 
deal is thought to be worth 
about US$750m, with 35% of 
the IPO proceeds destined to 

expand Meitu’s smart hardware 
business, and 25% going 
towards strategic investments 
and acquisitions. No listing 
date was set, but the report 
suggested the stock offering 
could become a test case for 
Chinese technology companies 
seeking to list in Hong Kong. 

Unhappy chappies 
Uninspiring leadership, 
along with shortfalls in career 
development opportunities 
and poor training, is fuelling a 
culture of unhappiness in Hong 
Kong workplaces. According to 
the latest Job Happiness Index 
from jobsDB, less than half of 
local employees expressed 
happiness with their current 
position, and the number of 
satisfi ed staff was expected to 
drop still further over the next 
six months. The unhappiest 
group were employees who 

have been with their fi rm for 
three and fi ve years, or at 
manager level; happiest of 
all were the newest recruits – 
people who have joined in the 
last six months – and those 
who had reached director/VP/
CEO level. 

Papal duty 
In one of her last offi cial 
duties, outgoing International 
Federation of Accountants 
(IFAC) president Olivia F. 
Kirtley released an open letter 
to Pope Francis, outlining 
all that the profession has 
done to fi ght corporate 
fraud and corruption. This 
was in response to a call to 
action made by His Holiness, 
following the 2014 World 
Congress of Accountants in 
Rome. In her letter, US-born 
Kirtley summarised the 
profession’s efforts: capacity 
building in developing 
countries; strengthening 
corporate governance; and 
more transparent fi nancial 
management in the public 
sector. Kirtley, the fi rst female 
president of IFAC, handed over 
to her Australian successor 
Rachel Grimes in November. 

Bank rules relaxed
The Shanghai branch of 
People’s Bank of China is 
relaxing its rules on foreigners 
opening free-trade accounts, 
a move it hopes will attract 
more international talent 
to innovative technology 
companies in the city. This will 
allow expats to make cross-
border mortgage payments, 
buy health insurance and 
purchase wealth-management 
products – functions previously 
only available to foreigners 
working at fi rms within the 
Shanghai Free Trade Zone. 
It will remove the need to 
operate both a local and 
foreign bank account in order 
to conduct routine business. 

Fintech leaders
Chinese fi ntech companies 
continue to lead the world, 

securing four out of the 
top fi ve slots as ranked 
by KPMG and investment 
fi rm H2 Ventures. The 2016 
Fintech 100 includes the 
leading 50 established fi ntech 
companies across the globe, 
as well as 50 ‘emerging 
stars’ – described as exciting 
new fi ntechs with bold, 
disruptive and potentially 
game-changing ideas. 

James McKeogh, partner, 
KPMG China, said it’s no 
surprise to see four Chinese 
companies in the top fi ve. 
‘Fintech in China has seen 
rapid development, fuelled 
by the demand to address 
domestic needs. It is likely 
that we will see more of 
these players move to the 
international markets’ ■

Peta Tomlinson, journalist

I can’t get no (accountancy qualification) 

Mick Jagger could have been an accountant if he 
hadn’t become a Rolling Stone. He began professional 
studies but never completed a full year, according to a 
list of fun facts prepared for International Accounting 
Day (10 November 2016) by the Institute of Chartered 
Accountants of Scotland. Singer Janet Jackson and 
Led Zeppelin’s Robert Plant also studied accounting, 
according to the report. Accountants also pop up 
in a number of Oscar-winning fi lms, including Itzhak 
Stern (Ben Kingsley) in Schindler’s List, Oscar Wallace 
(Charles Martin Smith) in The Untouchables, Leo Bloom 
(Gene Wilder) in The Producers, and Bud Baxter 
(Jack Lemmon) in The Apartment. 

Less taxing tax

A report by PwC and 
the World Bank Group 
ranks Qatar and the 
United Arab Emirates in 
joint fi rst place for ease 
of paying taxes. Hong 
Kong and Singapore 
take second and seventh 
place respectively. 

Top 10 global tax rankings

Qatar, joint with 
United Arab Emirates

Hong Kong

Bahrain

Ireland

Kuwait

Denmark

Singapore

Macedonia

UK

Source: PwC/World Bank
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Man with a mission
A global outlook and a determination to support customers have proved to be a  
winning combination for Alexander Joramsa, CFO of GE Healthcare, ASEAN

‘Having a good 
cultural and 

gender mix has 
strengthened our 
ability in solving 

problems’

After he had been with Arthur 
Andersen for a year, Joramsa had 
the chance to take on a scholarship 
to do his Master’s in Australia. He 
leapt at the opportunity. Then, 
on his return to Indonesia, he 
joined the treasury department of 
the Dutch bank ABN AMRO.

Feeling a lack of stimulation, he 
jumped once more to the corporate 
banking department. This was the 
point at which he first worked in the 
healthcare sector, servicing Bristol-
Myers Squibb, where he would later 
spend a decade.

In terms of personal qualities, 
Joramsa believes that having an » 

Work in the finance department is sometimes 
portrayed, albeit wrongly, as a desk-bound 
role, with staff spending most of their time 

behind computer monitors. But AlexanderJoramsa, 
CFO of GE Healthcare, ASEAN, believes that nothing 
is further from the truth. His inspiring philosophy 
is that, when you break it all down, numbers are 
often the thing closest to a person’s heart.

‘When people think of sales, they think of the selling activities. 
What I’ve come to realise is that finance people have an edge,’ 
he says. ‘Because we are able to interpret and explain numbers 
beyond just numbers themselves, we are in the best position to 
create a convincing business case for our clients.’

Joramsa says that it is not enough as a finance department 
to just generate reports. ‘I always tell my team that it is our 
responsibility as much as it is any other department’s to do what 
we can to help our business to grow,’ he says.

‘Here at GE Healthcare, 30% to 40% of the finance 
department’s time is spent on customer-facing activities. We 
try and understand their priorities and constraints, and, as we 
understand the customers’ needs better, we are able to help 
them come up with the right solution that makes good business 
and financial sense.’

The story of how Joramsa found his way into the healthcare 
industry is one of a man who strongly believes in following his 
heart. Originally a science student from Bandung, Indonesia, 
Joramsa tells us that he came across an opportunity during his 
undergraduate days to try accountancy. He liked numbers but had 
never taken any accounting subjects 
before, so he decided to try it out for a 
year; if he didn’t like it, he could always 
switch back to engineering or some 
other science-related course.

People interaction
He quickly realised, however, that 
he really enjoyed the subject and 
decided to complete his accountancy 
degree. Upon graduation, he 
joined one of the then Big Five 
accountancy firms: Arthur Andersen. 

It was at this point that, Joramsa 
says, ‘I realised that traditional 
accounting and auditing was not 
really my cup of tea. I wanted 
more people interaction.’

2013
CFO, GE Healthcare, ASEAN 
(Singapore)

2010
CFO, GE Healthcare, Korea (Seoul)

2008
CFO, GE Healthcare, Medical Diagnostics, Asia 
(Singapore)

1999
Regional compliance manager, Bristol-Myers Squibb 
(various portfolios in Jakarta, Kuala Lumpur and Singapore)

1997
Relationship manager, ABN AMRO Bank, Indonesia. Master 
of commerce – finance, from UNSW, Sydney, Australia

1994
Bachelor of economics – accounting and business 
administration from Parahyangan Catholic University, 
Bandung, Indonesia

1993
Senior auditor, Arthur Andersen, Indonesia
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Basics

Tips

better understand the business and no doubt helped me in my 
finance career,’ he says.

Another aspect that Joramsa believes has influenced the 
way he runs his finance department today is his experience of 
working in different countries. Since 2002, he has been based 
outside Indonesia – first in Malaysia, then Singapore, and with 
a short stint in India in between. Through his experience of 
working with different cultures, he has learnt to appreciate the 
advantages that diversity brings; today, his finance team includes 
people from China, India, Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines 
and Vietnam.

‘Living in Singapore, we can sometimes take for granted 
the multicultural diversity which we enjoy,’ he says. ‘Having 
a good cultural and gender mix has enabled us as a team 
to broaden our perspectives, and strengthened our ability 
in solving problems.’

Working in different markets has also shaped Joramsa’s 
global mindset, which he says is important for surviving in today’s 
increasingly globalised economy. ‘Thinking globally means 

open mind and embracing challenges have served him well. 
Joramsa shares that when he was first offered a job by Bristol-
Myers Squibb in 1999, there were two positions available: one 
in treasury and one in business. Having already tried his hand at 
treasury, he decided to go for the role of commercial operations 
manager – something that he had no prior experience in.

Steep learning curve
‘Having to develop an understanding of areas such as supply 
chain, distribution and sales force effectiveness was a steep 
learning curve for me, but it is something that has helped me to 

As a Fortune 500 company with 
more than 300,000 employees and 
a presence in 150-plus countries, 
GE spends US$1bn annually on 
people development. This includes 
the two-year Financial Management 
Program, which spans four rotational 
assignments along with intensive coursework and 
interactive seminars that equip participants with technical, 
financial and business skills.

GE’s relationship with Singapore began in 1969 
when the company opened a number of electronics 
manufacturing plants. Today, it employs more than 
3,500 people in the city-state, working in the energy, 
transportation, water and health sectors. 

Healthcare is one of the fastest growing businesses 
in GE Singapore’s portfolio, supplying government 
departments, hospitals, healthcare and research and 
training facilities with the latest diagnostic imaging 
equipment and healthcare information systems. Its solutions 
are present in diagnostic imaging departments, operating 
theatres and high acuity wards throughout Singapore.

* ‘We live in an information 
age where, more than ever, 
we have ready access to 
information and learning aids. 
We really have no excuse not 
to be continually learning.’

* ‘Shift your paradigm from one of finance and 
accounting, to one of a businessperson. Remember: if 
the company doesn’t make money, the finance team 
will not have a job.’

* ‘We serve two customers: internal and external. 
In making decisions, you need to consider if one 
solution could end up creating more trouble for the 
other end.’
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for the company,’ he explains. ‘Our strategy is to keep a lean 
and agile team, which is ready to react to changing economic 
conditions at a moment’s notice. 

‘Finance plays two important roles,’ he continues. ‘We are the 
stewards of the company as well as business partners. We need 
to perfect the fine art of balancing these two roles.’

When dealing with change, Joramsa says that it is important 
to maintain a positive attitude. ‘Life is not linear,’ he says. ‘When 
business is down, we just need to think of solutions. After all, 
if there were no challenges, why would there exist a need for 
people like us? Nobody likes to work with negativity.’ 

While entering the healthcare industry might have happened 
by chance, Joramsa has certainly grown to love and appreciate 
it over time. And, perhaps because of his desire to connect 
with others, he feels that the sector’s relatable nature makes it 
particularly enjoyable. ‘Healthcare is something that everyone 
will experience at some point in their lives,’ he says. ‘For me, I 
had a personal experience when I was posted to Malaysia and 
my father-in-law came to visit us. He suddenly fell ill, so we went 
to see a doctor and discovered that he had stage-four lung 
cancer with only a few months to live. It was during this time that 
I realised that what we did in healthcare made a real difference in 
people’s lives.’

‘I now feel like I have a personal stake in the industry and I try 
to champion for early detection and early screening to make sure 

that what happened to my father-in-law 
will not happen to others.’

Looking back, Joramsa feels 
grateful for the numerous experiences 
that he’s had over the course of his 
career. He also credits his formative 
years in accountancy with helping him 
to develop a systematic and structured 
thought process. Today, he puts 250 
hours each year towards coaching and 
sharing his expertise with the industry. 
This includes participating in five to 
six events each year, one of which 
was the recent ACCA shared-services 
business process outsourcing (BPO) 
morning epiphany event, where he 
joined a panel discussion to discuss 
how robotic process automation 
would exponentially transform 

shared services and BPO. ‘It is important for us to continually 
engage with industry and to engage in a culture of lifelong 
learning,’ he says. 

Finally, for finance and accounting professionals looking 
to advance in their career, Joramsa shares a piece of valuable 
advice: ‘Don’t be stuck behind your desks,’ he says. ‘The world 
is bigger than this. Reach out, engage with other departments 
and ask for help when you need it. People are generally willing to 
help if you ask.’ ■

Rufus Tan, journalist

that we are able to solve problems 
by thinking out of the box, with a 
strong focus on how we can help our 
customers to be successful. In the 
past three years, we have worked to 
come up with various solutions such 
as crossborder financing, simplified 
leasing arrangements for small 
clinics and lowering cancer scanning costs,’ he explains.

Simplification process
Having spent more than 20 years in the finance industry, Joramsa 
has witnessed dramatic changes driven by today’s volatile 
economic business climate, where anything and everything could 
happen in an instant. He says that, with forecasting becoming 
more unpredictable, the only thing that finance can reasonably 
control is cost structure. 

As a result, Joramsa explains, GE Healthcare has embarked 
on a simplification process, ‘to zoom in to what matters most 

‘Our strategy is 
to keep a lean 

and agile team, 
which is ready to 
react to changing 

economic 
conditions at a 

moment’s notice’
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Silver lining?

Business advisers working on the ground in Asia have 
found a silver lining in the US presidential election result. 
Albert Lo, PwC director, Hong Kong/China finance 
consultancy, believes that Hong Kong firms will continue to 
benefit from the city’s established free trade agreements 
(FTAs) and One Belt, One Road opportunities. ‘Hong 
Kong already has a fairly strong list of prominent countries 
with agreed tax treaties, and is always looking to expand 
its network in terms of both quantity and quality of tax 
treaties with major countries around the world,’ he says.

Doug Ferguson, partner in charge of Asia and 
international markets and deals advisory partner at KPMG 
Australia, senses an important moment for Australian 
companies to pragmatically re-evaluate their longer-term 
strategies and priorities for Asia. ‘The US is our second 
largest bilateral trade partner, we have the US-Australia 
free trade agreement in place, and a long history of 
working together and alliances; I just can’t see them being 
disturbed by current affairs,’ he says.

‘As the US seems to be domestically focused at the 
moment, let’s turn our attention from a business and 
economic perspective to Asia, where 11 out of our 15 
largest trade partners are based, where we have bilateral 
FTAs in place with 10 of those countries. It’s a shake-up 
which might have long-term benefits for Australia if we can 

rationalise and change our mindset. 
Maybe it will be in Australia’s 
long-term best interest to not 
abandon the US strategy but put a 
disproportionate amount of positive 
energy into building ourselves into 
the Asian picture a bit more.’

AmChamChina chairman James 
Zimmerman draws a positive 
from four decades of constructive 
engagement and global integration 
between the US and China ‘that 
has resulted in significant benefits 
to US businesses, workers and 
consumers’, he says. ‘Thankfully, 
campaign rhetoric is not official US 
government policy.’ 

Trading blows
With US president-elect Donald Trump promising to tear up the Trans-Pacific Partnership 
and uncertainty around Brexit, Asian companies will need to up their game

T hroughout years of financial turmoil elsewhere in the 
world, South-East Asia has been the region of most 
resilience. According to World Bank projections, 

published last July, economic growth was expected to 
continue to gradually accelerate from 7.1% in 2016 to 7.3% 
in 2017. But that was then, and this is now: a new year, a 
changing business landscape and fresh economic headwinds 
on the radar. What lies ahead for Asia as 2017 unfolds?

Prior to the US presidential election in November, Rob 
Subbaraman, chief economist for Asia (ex-Japan) at Nomura, 
argued that, aside from Mexico, Asia ex-Japan would be the 
region most adversely impacted by the campaign pledges 
made by president-elect Donald Trump. Compared to the UK’s 
decision to leave the European Union (EU), he said that the 
stakes for the rest of the world would be much higher should the 
US turn inward. ‘The outlook is very uncertain’ should Trump, as 
president, follow through on those pledges, Subbaraman said.

Already, the fate of regional trade pacts looks uncertain. 
In late November Trump announced that he would quit the 
Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) trade deal on his first day in the 
White House. On the hustings, Trump had publicly opposed 
the agreement to lower trade barriers among some of the 
fastest-growing economies in Asia, and this, Dwight Hutchins, 
chairman of the board of governors at the American Chamber of 
Commerce (AmCham) in Singapore told CNBC shortly after the 
election, was ‘the biggest thing we’re concerned about’.

AmCham was now preparing to work with the new 
administration to promote the growth-friendly policies that 
the TPP represents, he later added. 
‘American business remains firmly 
committed to the Asia-Pacific region 
overall and to Singapore specifically,’ 
Hutchins said. ‘The ties are deep and 
opportunities for expansion abound.’

ASEAN opportunity?
While many are hoping for a more 
moderate approach to trade once the 
new president assumes office, Deborah 
Elms, executive director at the Asian 
Trade Centre in Singapore, believes 
that the absence of the TPP will put 
US companies operating in Asia at a 
disadvantage. ‘They cannot easily use 
the existing agreements in the region 
that their competitors get and the 

‘If the ASEAN 
members 

integrate their 
economies 

successfully, there 
is great potential 

to be highly 
competitive’
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United States has very few trade agreements of their own – one 
with Korea and one with Singapore. The TPP was supposed to 
help correct this imbalance but this is now gone,’ Elms says. 

As a result, companies will have to work harder to pursue 
other trade deals. The Regional Comprehensive Economic 
Partnership, a proposed free trade agreement between the 10 
member states of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations 
(ASEAN), is one such opportunity, she suggests.

Brendan Rynne, chief economist at KPMG Australia, agrees 
that restricted trade will be the ‘real challenge’. But aside from the 
probable demise of the TPP, he says that emerging economies 
in the region were already being impacted by the protectionist 
policies of wealthier nations. Citing data from the World Trade 
Organisation, Rynne says that around 1,700 restrictive trade 
measures have been implemented by the G20 since 2008, with 
around 1,300 still in place. So while access to global markets is 
not a new phenomenon, this situation has now been exacerbated 
by the Brexit decision and the US election result.

‘Whether 2017 will be worse will depend on how punitive 
the EU might be on the UK, and whether Trump, as president, 
follows through on some of the aggressive statements he made 
on the hustings, particularly in regard to restrictive trade,’ Rynne 
says.‘ASEAN countries in particular are needing markets to 
remain open to allow them to sell their wares and help their own 
economic development.’

Jonathan Wright, partner and leader for the EY Asia-Pacific 
Advisory Center, agrees that tailwinds are fading on the past 
three decades of ‘remarkable growth’ Asia has enjoyed.

Productivity concerns
‘As many Asian economies mature and experience slowing 
growth, businesses operating in the region are impacted by 
productivity concerns – the same issue they encounter in other 
developed countries,’ Singapore-based Wright says. ‘To deal 
with this, companies should look at innovation or leverage 
technology to improve productivity. For example, manufacturing 
companies can turn to technology to automate labour-intensive 
routine tasks. These employees can then be trained and moved 
to handle higher value jobs instead.’

The other key issue Wright foresees centres around the 
strategy that businesses undertook when investing in the region. 
‘In the past, many multinational companies took a land-grab 
strategy that broadens their territorial reach, so as to tap the 
avenues of growth that the region offers,’ he explains. ‘With 
global economic growth tapering and the sheen of emerging Asia 
beginning to dull, businesses in Asia are feeling the pressure.’

Particularly given the diversity of Asia, he says, a one-size-
fits-all market approach is unlikely to be successful. ‘While 
companies are constantly driven to adapt their products 
and services to different local preferences, it requires 
significant investments. At the same time, companies face 
stiff competition from local competitors who have a visceral 
understanding of the local customers, are more nimble when 
reacting to nuanced shifts in the market, and are willing to 
operate at lower profit margins.’

Companies with a sub-scale presence – worse if it’s across 
multiple geographies – will find it difficult and expensive to » 

► Trump card
Donald Trump’s US 
presidential election 
success will have far-
reaching implications 
across Asia
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outside markets,’ he says. ‘If those markets become difficult to 
enter, or less opportunistic, there are ways that the AEC itself can 
grow to use some of its own products.’ ASEAN nations, he adds, 
should be open to regional collaborations ‘and pull together in a 
material light’.

As for the China-led One Belt, One Road (OBOR) initiative, 
much touted as a modern day Silk Road paved with promise, 
the experts are reserving their judgement. ‘It’s not clear yet 
how companies can leverage on OBOR to drive business, partly 
because it isn’t obvious how many foreign firms will be able 
to get contracts under OBOR projects and partly because the 
planned infrastructure isn’t built yet,’ Elms says

Meanwhile, Rynne worries about the debt ratio that 
exists in the Chinese economy, currently at more than 300% of 
GDP according to Nomura Bank. ‘If the Chinese government 
continues to borrow and grow its debt levels specifically to 
fund OBOR, it should ensure that the economic payback 
associated with that spend occurs within a very short time 
period,’ Rynne says.

The Chinese government is renowned for taking a long-term 
view of its economic outlook, he adds, but, in this case, anything 
spent on OBOR must be value-creating quickly. ‘Continuing to 
pile on debt doesn’t make a lot of sense.’ ■

Peta Tomlinson, journalist

compete, Wright projects. ‘Thus, companies should consider 
shifting the strategic mindset to one that focuses on market 
leadership,’ he said. ‘History and economics have shown that the 
top two or three market-share leaders typically capture about 
two-thirds of available profits. Hence, having depth – and not just 
breadth – in a country or a category so as to dominate market 
share is critical to growth and profitability.’

However, the experts all see positive pathways companies can 
explore. For instance, notes Wright, the potential of the ASEAN 
Economic Community (AEC) should not be disputed. ‘The 10 
member countries have a population of over 600 million people,’ 
he says. ‘The combined GDP in 2015 was over US$2.4 trillion, and 
trade value and total foreign direct investment inflow that year 
were US$2.3 trillion and US$120bn respectively. 

Promise of emerging markets
‘The region is collectively the third largest economy in Asia, 
and seventh largest globally,’ Wright points out. ‘The promise 
of emerging markets like Vietnam, Philippines, Thailand and 
Myanmar continues to intrigue and excite investors. If the 
ASEAN members integrate their economies successfully, there 
is great potential for this region to be highly competitive with 
equitable economic development.’

Rynne agrees. ‘Countries within the AEC can help themselves 
by upscaling the goods they currently produce and sell to 

▲ I’m with him
A man takes a selfie with a 
cutout of president-elect 
Donald Trump during an 
event in South Korea. Along 
with Singapore, the country 
has its own free trade 
agreement with the US
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Global concern
While signs of cyclical recovery are emerging, political change in Europe and the US 
could present a long-term challenge to Asia’s economic stability, says Manu Bhaskaran

Last year was a troubled one for 
those Asian economies dependent 
on a world economy that encourages 
trade in goods and services as 
well as foreign direct investment. 
External trade conditions have been 
lacklustre, so exports have not been 
able to play their lead role in driving 
economic growth. The decision by 
UK voters to leave the European 
Union and the election of Donald 
Trump as president in the US have 
added to these worries, making Asians 
fear that the globalisation that has so 
benefited the region might now go 
into reverse. 

How has Asia’s risk profile really 
changed? Certainly, there has been a 
marked rise in geopolitical tensions. But 
on economic prospects, we believe that 
risks can be contained despite some 
reasons to be concerned. 

It is clear that political risks have 
risen materially in this part of the world. 
These include China’s increasing defence 
concerns over its long and exposed 
coastline, North Korea’s development 
of nuclear and missile technology 
and growing tensions between India 
and Pakistan. At the very least, there 
is a greater burden on diplomatic 
interventions by the international 
community to ensure that tensions do 
not escalate. There is some concern now 
that the Trump administration will be less 
engaged in Asia; without the balance 
provided by the US, the equilibrium that 
has kept the peace in Asia for the past 30 
years may be upset. 

The good news is that a cyclical 
recovery in global demand is helping 
to support export growth in Asia. 
Lead indicators such as export orders, 
container volumes and air freight 
suggest that global trading activity is 
improving. Furthermore, the easing 
of deflationary pressures is becoming 
more evident, further helping trade 
values to recover. If there were to be 
an improvement in capital spending in 
developed economies as we expect, 
then the boost to trade will be all the 

greater, given the higher import content 
of capital goods. 

The recent turbulence in Asian 
currency markets has, however, raised 
concerns over financial risks. If the global 
economy is indeed growing more quickly, 
then the US Federal Reserve System could 
also raise rates more aggressively than 
expected. This fear has led to substantial 
capital outflows from Asian bond and 
equity markets – which could well 
accelerate over time. Asian economies 
have, however, become more resilient 
to such financial shocks as their external 
reserves have improved, while central 
bank policies have reduced imbalances 
such as excessive reliance on foreign 
currency debt. 

But even as cyclical improvements 
become more visible, there are good 

reasons to worry about structural 
challenges to Asian economies. The 
main concern is the more nationalistic 
mood that is evident in the US and 
Europe, which could result in more 
protectionism risks as well as unreasonable 
pressures on Asian governments to 
change their currency policies. 

In other words, the era of globalisation 
of trade and production that favoured 
Asia could be at risk from the political 
forces that have been let loose in 
developed economies. While the larger 
nations such as China, India and Indonesia 
may be able to cope with a less globalised 
world, the smaller nations such as 
Singapore and Malaysia may be the losers 
if there really is a rollback of globalisation. 

See our feature on page 16 for more 
on trade. ■

Manu Bhaskaran is 
CEO of Centennial Asia 

Advisors in Singapore
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The next step
As sustainability reporting becomes mandatory in Hong Kong and Singapore, it  
can’t be too long until mandatory assurance is introduced, says Cesar Bacani

I have been writing about sustainability 
reporting for so long that it seems 
anti-climactic to finally come to a point 
where it has become mandatory, at 
least in Hong Kong and Singapore.

Last year, the Hong Kong Stock 
Exchange directed the 8,752 listed 
companies on its main board and Growth 
Enterprise Market to disclose their 
activities on around 11 environmental 
and social aspects for the financial year 
starting on or after 1 January 2016. 

This year, those public companies will 
be required to add disclosures about 
how they are doing on 12 environmental 
key performance indicators (KPIs), 
among them greenhouse gas emissions, 
hazardous wastes, water consumption and 
energy use, as well as the actions taken to 
manage them. 

Singapore’s listed companies must 
also prepare a sustainability report for the 
financial year starting on or after 1 January  
2017. As in Hong Kong, the disclosure 
rules are on a comply-or-explain basis.

It remains to be seen whether the 
sustainability reports will be of good 
quality or end up simply as box-ticking 
exercises. I hope it is the former. The 
world will be a better place when 
companies control their emissions, 
comply with labour standards, engage 
with their communities and perform the 
environmental, social and governance 
responsibilities expected of them.

The early signs are encouraging. Alaya 
Consulting, a certified training partner of 
the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) and a 
GRI data partner, examined 60 standalone 
sustainability reports submitted in Hong 

Kong in 2016. ‘Our findings show that 
companies that are publishing these 
materials generally have good-quality 
reports and are not far from meeting 
HKEX requirements,’ it says in a report.

Then there are the early reporters, such 
as electricity utility CLP Holdings in Hong 
Kong, which voluntarily issued its first 
sustainability report in 2003, and Singapore 
telecom operator StarHub, a reporter since 
2012. Both testify to the importance of 
credible and comprehensive reporting. 

‘It is important for any company, as 
part of the sustainable reporting efforts, to 
ensure timely and relevant disclosures, and 
to build recognition as a trusted brand and 
company while remaining environmentally 
and socially responsible,’ says StarHub 
CFO Dennis Chia. ‘Sustainability reporting 
is good for business and good for 
sustainable development.’

‘If you’re not conducting the business 
sustainably and communicating about 
that, you’ll be squeezed out, or some 
companies will not invest in you,’ warns 
Geert Peeters, CFO of CLP Holdings. 
‘You’ll very quickly get hit if you’re not 
playing this transparently and honestly.’

Peeters counsels first-time reporters 
not to hold back on reporting where the 
company is now, regardless of how bad 
the sustainability picture currently is. What 
is important are the plans to improve in 
the next reporting period and the actual 
trajectory from the baseline. 

He also flags the importance of third-
party assurance. CLP commissioned PwC, 
which audits its financial reports, to certify 
its sustainability performance using the 
ISAE 3000 and 3410 standards. Peeters 
credits the reports’ credibility for CLP’s 
inclusion in various sustainability indices, 
including those compiled by Dow Jones.

As yet, neither Hong Kong nor 
Singapore requires assurance. But 45% of 
the reports Alaya Consulting examined 
are already externally validated, with 
ISAE 3000 the most widely used standard 
followed by AccountAbility’s AA1000. It’s 
a sure bet that assurance of sustainability 
performance will be the next step in the 
regulators’ action plan, as it should be. ■

Cesar Bacani is editor-in-
chief of CFO Innovation
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Innovate to accumulate
To generate stronger economic growth, Malaysia must act on advice from the OECD 
by streamlining its approach to encouraging innovation, says Errol Oh

The Organisation for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (OECD) 
has some advice for Malaysia: to help 
ensure that the economy continues 
to grow over the long haul, the 
government has to sort out the way it 
encourages innovation.

It is not so much a question of a lack 
of resources and efforts. Instead, the 
immediate priority should be to better 
manage and coordinate these resources 
so that they produce greater yields.

In November, the OECD published 
two reports on Malaysia – its first ever 
economic assessment of the country and 
a review of its innovation policy.

The assessment looks at Malaysia’s 
economic growth since the 1970s and 
its ability to withstand ‘severe global 
headwinds’ in recent years.

The OECD then recommends ways 
for Malaysia to generate stronger and 
more inclusive growth in the future. These 
include stepping up structural reforms to 
increase productivity and inclusiveness.

The review is the result of a study of 
the country’s innovation system, with 
emphasis on the role of government. 
Its recommendations focus on how to 
improve policies that affect innovation 
performance, in areas such as business 
support, higher education and human 
resources for innovation. It also looks at 
the coordination of these policies.

Both projects had the support of 
the Malaysian government. In fact, at 
their launch in Putrajaya, Malaysia’s 
administrative centre, the OECD 
deputy secretary general presented the 
documents to the chief secretary to the 
government. This suggests that those 
who walk the corridors of power are likely 
to weigh up the OECD findings and 
recommendations carefully.

The OECD is clear about what 
Malaysia should do to improve its ability 
to innovate. It praises the country for 
achieving an average real GDP growth 
of 6.4% per year since 1970. However, it 
believes that a development stage has 
been reached where growth needs to 
be driven by productivity gains rather 

than the sheer accumulation of capital 
and labour inputs.

One of the principal points 
made by the OECD in its economic 
assessment report is that boosting 
productivity growth is essential to raising 
living standards. Part of the prescribed 
response is to spur innovation.

‘As Malaysia seeks to become a 
high-income country, sustainable long-
term growth will increasingly depend 
on the contribution of innovation-driven 
productivity gains rather than increasing 
factor inputs,’ says the OECD. This is 
where its review of Malaysia’s innovation 
policy comes into the picture.

Undoubtedly, Malaysia recognises 
that its economic ambitions rely heavily 
on science, technology and innovation 
(STI), and education. For example, R&D 

expenditure has increased from 0.2% of 
GDP in 1996 to nearly 1.3% in 2014.

But as the OECD points out, building 
a well-performing innovation system 
requires persistent commitment.

Certain things need to be fixed, 
too, starting with a streamlining of STI 
governance. The OECD notes that 
Malaysia has a multiplicity of advisory 
committees and councils engaged in STI 
policymaking, funding and implementation, 
and concludes: ‘A rationalisation of STI 
governance structure is needed to achieve 
better coordination across government, 
and ultimately, higher impact at lower cost.’

It should be noted that the Malaysian 
authorities requested the OECD review. 
Now that the legwork has been done, it 
is up to the government to translate the 
findings into decisive action. ■

Errol Oh is executive 
editor of The Star 

Errol Oh | Comment 21

01/2017 Accounting and Business

AP_COM_EO.indd   21 07/12/2016   14:56



New year, more cheer
Despite a tumultuous 2016, there’s a lot to look forward to, particularly for a profession 
in the ascendancy, says ACCA president Brian McEnery 

Finding the words to sum up 2016 
in one sentence is challenging. It’s 
been a huge, tumultuous year; one of 
economic, political and social change. 
As I look back on the past 12 months, 
however, it’s not all doom and gloom 
and world events of epic proportions. 
It has also marked the beginning of 
my year of ACCA presidency and in 
my short three months so far, I am 
already assured that there is much to 
be excited about and a positive future 
ahead for our industry.

One of the many opportunities that 
this role has allowed me is to really 
engage with those of you whom I 
represent, meeting ACCA representatives, 
members and students all around the 
world. The Council may be one small 
group, but we try to represent the 
views and needs of a 500,000-strong 
international community of professional 
accountants and students.

Against a backdrop of global turmoil, 
it is so heartening to observe the 
optimism, passion and commitment to 
furthering the accounting profession that 
is evident among the ACCA community. 
So many of you harbour a real love for the 
accounting profession, and you have been 
providing us with your unique insights and 
suggestions to help us shape its future.

This has been evident through the 
unprecedented member contributions that 
we have seen to ACCA research reports 
throughout 2016. We have explored 

issues from the broad-brush future of the 
profession to the ins and outs of robotics 
and automation. And we’ve been able to 
incorporate the thoughts and attitudes of 
ACCA members and affiliates of all ages, 
from over 170 countries.

I was particularly interested in the views 
of Generation Next – the up-and-coming 
(36 and under) generation of accountants 
and finance professionals. Almost 20,000 
of this group provided responses to 
our survey, and were in overwhelming 
agreement about the value of a finance 
career: 85% see finance experience as a 
valued platform for future leaders.

This generation of ACCA-qualified 
professionals will be redefining the role of 
the professional accountant in a rapidly 
changing global business landscape. 
They have leadership aspirations and 

entrepreneurial drive. More than 80% 
would consider starting their own business 
in the future, with another 80% keen to 
pursue a role in a different country or 
region. And they welcome the advent of 
technology and automation, which frees 
up professional accountants to provide a 
higher level of strategic counsel.

In short, Generation Next are finding 
much to be excited about, and so am I. I 
can’t predict what’s in store for the world 
in the future, but I do believe that our 
forward-thinking next generation of ACCA 
members are well prepared. 

Happy New Year! ■

The next 
generation of 

accountants will 
be redefining 

the role of the 
professional in a 
rapidly changing 
global landscape

For more information:

See the Generation Next report at 
accaglobal.com/thefuture
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The view from
Bonnie Chan ACCA, business controller, H&M (Far East) 
on fast fashion and Hong Kong’s business success

Although I graduated with a degree 
in computer science, I did not start 
my career in this fi eld. Instead I got the 
opportunity to be a business administrator 
in a global conglomerate. In this role, I was 
responsible for project cost-controlling, 
budgeting and other commercially related 
functions. But I felt like I was lacking solid 
commercial knowledge. I started to think 
about what kind of qualifi cation I could 
pursue that would not only be relevant 
to my current job, but also enable me to 
work in different areas in the future. That’s 
why I chose ACCA. It is a truly globally 
recognised accounting body. It provides 
comprehensive training in accounting 
and fi nance areas. The ACCA Qualifi cation 
opens up plenty of opportunities for me 
to work in different roles anywhere in 
the world. 

My role is business controller in the 
global purchasing organisation of 
one of the world’s largest fast fashion 
companies. This role is really dynamic, 
which energises me every day. I started 
with a newly established brand within 
the company, which is really fun and 
challenging. Our purchasing organisation 
secures the best buy globally. As a 
controller, I provide analysis on different 
key performance indicators (KPIs) such as 
profi tability, price, lead time, quality and 
market strategy. We know the purpose 
of all the analysis we do and turn it into 
actions. We are also fl exible and think out-
of-the-box to deliver analysis that creates 
value for the business and ultimately helps 
to keep customers happy.

Leading a team is one of my real 
passions. You can lead without being a 
manager and you can manage without 
being a leader. I work a lot with numbers 
but also equally with people. I have to 
work with stakeholders within and across 
different functions, levels and regions. 
Together with the business managers, I 
drive the team towards goals and long-
term strategy. 

In May, the IMD World Competitiveness 
Yearbook presented the 2016 overall 
rankings for 61 economies. Hong 
Kong took the top place followed by 
Switzerland and the US. Hong Kong 
is known for its business-friendly 
environment with a simple tax system, a 
fair and transparent legal system, solid 
infrastructure and a liberal economic 
system. Our economic rivals, such as 
Shenzhen and Shanghai, are forging 
ahead, but Hong Kong has many 
advantages and it should continue to 
remain competitive.

If I weren’t an accountant, I would like 
to run a non-profi t education centre to 
provide classes for children in need. I 
believe those who are eager and able to 
learn should not be put at a disadvantage 
for any reason. I hope all my efforts can 
contribute to creating a better world. ■

We think out-
of-the-box to 

deliver analysis 
that ultimately 

helps to keep 
customers happy

Snapshot: agriculture

Food and agribusiness constitute 
a US$5 trillion global industry that 
is only getting bigger. If current 
demographic trends continue, 
by 2050 crop demand for human 
consumption and animal feed will 
at least double. 

The many challenges facing 
the sector include climate change, 
market volatility, fl uctuating 
exchange rates and reliance on 
subsidies. Recent years have seen 
growing volatility in commodity 
markets, prompted by events such 
as droughts in the US and Russian 
sanctions. In Europe, many farmers 
would go out of business without 
EU subsidies; in the UK the vote 
to leave the EU has created huge 
uncertainty for the sector. 

The sector is undoubtedly 
attractive to accountants. Part of 
what makes farming unique is its 
structure – over 90% of the UK’s 
142,000 farm businesses are sole 
traders or family partnerships. In 
other parts of the world, substantial 
changes in food production over 
the past 40 years have seen mega-
farm operations moving in where 
formerly a multitude of diverse 
farming operations of varying sizes 
would cover rural communities. 

A little specialist fi nance 
knowledge goes a long way in the 
sector. Accountants have a key role 
to play in advising on both income 
and corporate taxes, as well as 
exit planning.  

Keith Halstead, partner at Kingston 
Smith
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Technological shift
At the 2016 ACCA Hong Kong CFO summit, discussion centred on accelerating 
innovation in financial technology and how it might affect the profession 

Over the past two decades, the cash 
people used to keep in their wallets 
has given way to cards. Now, as 
mobile payment systems become more 
prevalent, it looks as if the wallet itself 
might soon be obsolete too. 

Already the global economy and 
the financial sector are almost entirely 
digitalised. Online payments, peer-
to-peer lending, connectivity, infinite 
data and artificial intelligence are 
transforming the business world, as 
participants agreed at the ACCA 
Hong Kong CFO Summit 2016, ‘Brick-
or-Click – The Digital Economy’. 

‘An ACCA survey of 2,000 professional 
accountants asked how they thought 
accountancy might change,’ said ACCA 
Hong Kong chairman Alice Yip. ‘Not 
surprisingly, digital technology was named 
the major factor affecting the profession. 
More than half of respondents pointed 
out the very heavy impact that the 
development of automated accounting 
systems will have in the years to come.’

A strategic role
‘The digital revolution looks like a 
challenge for accounting professionals 
as automated systems replace much 
repetitive accounting work. But we should 
see it as an opportunity, a chance to make 
ourselves more relevant. Our role could 
become more strategic as it is us who will 
be overseeing and providing the numbers,’ 

Yip said. ‘As our profession changes, we 
must adapt and follow the new trends.’

The changes are coming fast in Asia. 
In October, the innovative payment 
systems Apple Pay and Android Pay were 
launched in Hong Kong. 

Entrepreneur Wai-lun Hong, 
founder and CEO of t-shirt design 
app Snaptee and internet business 
GoBuya.com, said: ‘We’ve seen Hong 
Kong’s consumption habits altering a lot 
in the past couple of years. 

More and more people buy physical 
things online. Now we are also shifting 
from a coupon selling platform to an 
e-commerce platform, selling physical 
goods online,’ said Hong.

Companies are embracing new 
business models that are responsive 
to the demands of a digital world. For 
their part, finance professionals need to 
go beyond accounting and reporting 
to add value to their businesses. The 
first step is to understand how digital 
technology has changed business, 
globally and locally. 

This was the focus for the 180 CFOs, 
financial controllers and other finance 
professionals gathered at the Hong Kong 
summit. Speakers discussed options for 

adapting to the changing landscape, 
and considered how Hong Kong might 
develop technology to maintain its status 
as a financial centre.

Across the border in mainland China, 
fintech is booming. In 2015, the country’s 
internet finance market was worth more 
than RMB12 trillion (US$1.8 trillion), 
dominated by payment systems such as 
Alibaba’s AliPay and Tencent’s WeChat Pay. 

Digital innovation
In Hong Kong, however, there is concern 
that the adoption of digital innovation 
is too slow. ‘We are facing challenges 
in the e-commerce area,’ said Toby 
Smith, general manager, sales and 
distribution at Cathay Pacific Airways. 
‘Hong Kong still has a relatively low take-
up rate for e-commerce when it comes 
to purchasing air tickets. Much of our 
revenue still comes through traditional 
distribution channels.’ 

Peer-to-peer lending is another 
example. MoneySQ.com, the first such 
platform, was launched in March 2016. 
However, said founder and CEO Steven 
Lee, ‘We are still the only one. It is good 
for us, but I do not think it is good for the 
market. It means the regulator is very strict.’ 

‘We are slow, but we should also 
recognise that while many fintech 
companies have emerged in mainland 
China, many have also disappeared 
very quickly.  Slow may not be the 
worst thing.’ 

Alvin Chan, associate director of 
sales and marketing at electronic 
payment services provider AsiaPay, 
echoed Lee’s view. ‘No one has a 
crystal ball to see the future, but I 
think now it is taking off as we can see 
more and more payment methods in 
Hong Kong. For finance, fintech or 
professional accountants, there are 
payment service providers providing 
integrated platforms and supporting 
different payment options to help 
minimise operation cost and enhance 
payment efficiency,’ he said.

‘Hong Kong is ahead of many 
countries in terms of digital payments,’ 

▼ Gathering of the chiefs
The 2016 ACCA Hong Kong summit 
attracted 180 CFOs to explore the 
challenges of technological innovation
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pointed out Rita Li, sales and marketing 
director at Octopus Cards. The Octopus 
card first emerged in Hong Kong as a way 
to pay for transit rides but has evolved 
into a virtually omnipresent payment 
option. ‘The difference in Hong Kong 
is that we have very high standards for 
regulatory governance – that is why we 
are, in a way, quite prudent when we 
launch new products. 

‘When we issue new products, we have 
to be very careful about security as well as 
performance,’ Li continued. ‘As disruptive 
technologies come in, the Hong Kong 
market is now moving very fast in terms of 
mobile payment development and I am 
sure we will soon see more new products 
in various fields related to fintech, or new 
digital business models.’ 

Donald Chan, senior VP of business 
development at cherrypicks, a developer 
of mobile technology solutions, 
commented on the regulatory situation. 
‘It is a matter of balance. We are living in 
a well-regulated society and we are well 
protected, which is good. However, we 

are also looking for regulation updates 
from time to time to reflect today’s 
technology and lifestyle transformations.’ 

Singapore, with its robust and 
transparent regulatory infrastructure, has 
been competing with Hong Kong for years 
as a financial centre – a contest likely to be 
mirrored in the development of fintech.

Governance guidelines
Eva Kwok, risk advisory partner at 
Deloitte China, commented: ‘The cyber 
world is increasingly sophisticated and 
broadly connected. Both Hong Kong and 
Singapore have clear guidelines on data 
protection and governance. The greatest 
challenge in moving things forward is to 
change the mindset of how we do things. 
We must work together to encourage the 
various players to comply with these.’

Still, Hong Kong may have an 
advantage if it can leverage the rapid 
development of fintech in mainland 
China, said Chong Ho Yoon, managing 
director and regional head of digital 
banking for Hong Kong and Greater 
China & North Asia at Standard Chartered 
Bank in Hong Kong. ‘We can benefit from 
big technology payment providers in 
mainland China, such as WeChat Pay and 
AliPay, and as our regulators continue to 
provide strong support for fintechs, Hong 
Kong has huge potential,’ he said.

Speakers suggested Hong Kong 
should establish its own innovation 
system and work to attract more 
multinational corporations with 
research capabilities. 

‘As a global financial centre, we 
should attract technology companies 
such as Google, Apple and IBM to 
establish R&D centres in Hong Kong,’ 
said Dr Frank Tong, CEO of Hong 
Kong Applied Science and Technology 
Research Institute. ‘With the upcoming 
opportunities from the Belt and Road 
initiative, it will be beneficial for these 
companies to do fintech in the city. In this 
way, we can get our local talents trained 
and bring more young scientists to Hong 
Kong. It would also strengthen the R&D 
ecosystem in Hong Kong.’

‘The government has announced 
incentives to boost this ecosystem,’ said 
Dr David Chung, under secretary for 
innovation and technology at Hong Kong’s 
Innovation and Technology Bureau. ‘These 
include a HK$2bn (US$258m) midstream 
research programme for universities to 
encourage commercialisation of R&D 
outcomes and another HK$2bn for an 
innovation and technology venture fund 
to co-invest in local start-ups with private 
venture capital funds.’ ■

Pearl Liu, journalist

▲ Centres of excellence
Dr Frank Tong, CEO of the Applied 
Science and Technology Research 
Institute spelled out the advantages of 
attracting foreign multinationals to set up 
R&D centres in Hong Kong 

▼Up for the challenge
Closing the summit, Alice Yip, chairman 
of ACCA Hong Kong, emphasised 
ACCA’s determination to equip members 
with the competencies they need to 
capture the opportunities and rise to 
the challenges ahead

▲ Funding sources
Dr David Chung, under secretary for 
innovation and technology at Hong 
Kong’s Innovation and Technology 
Bureau, outlined incentives available to 
boost the technology ecosystem

Summit video

Full coverage of the summit is  
at bit.ly/accahk-cfosummit2016
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CFOs get creative 
How should chief financial officers embrace their evolving role as business leaders in a 
changing business landscape? This was the key focus at ACCA Shanghai‘s CFO Summit

The poker-faced, dark-suited and 
black-tied image of a chief financial 
officer is rooted in many people’s 
minds. However, modern CFOs are 
trying to distance themselves from 
the stereotype and adding innovative 
elements to their role as they adapt to 
the next trend.

With opportunity come challenges, 
and vice versa. ACCA Shanghai welcomed 
more than 400 CFOs and senior finance 
executives to its CFO Summit, ‘CFO 
Next’, where an impressive line-up of 
speakers discussed how to embrace an 
evolving role as business leaders who 
support and develop corporate strategy 
and guide key business initiatives. 

Mindset and capability
‘Even if you, as a CFO, do not become 
a CEO in the end, you should have 
the mindset and capability of being 
a CEO,’ said Evan Guo, founder of 
Highpin, a high-end recruitment 
platform, and CEO of Zhilian Zhaopin, 
another recruitment platform. 

Three professional competencies are 
necessary to achieve that, according to 
Guo: creativity, operational capability and 
organisational capacity. And he pointed 
out that creativity is the biggest challenge 
for CFOs.

‘I see that CFOs are more about risk 
mitigation and not much about making a 
detour. For example, economies are weak 
in Northeastern China but Zhilian Zhaopin 
did not just give it up. We are doing 
quite well as we found a new niche there: 
laid-off people who need the training to 
apply for new jobs. When the economy 
of a market is not doing well, the CFO 
should find a new driver for his company’s 
business growth. It is non-linear thinking,’ 
said Guo.

He pointed out that while most CFOs 
are good at organising, in Chinese 
enterprises they tend to be passive. 
‘Chinese CFOs are not aggressive 
enough,’ he said. ‘What a CEO needs is 
not just suggestions; we want action.’

Shirley Shao, CFO of AIA China, who 
described herself as aggressive, echoed 

the view and advocated that CFOs should 
lead business transformation.

‘I noticed that the company was 
becoming stronger, but not bigger as we 
focused on selling high-profit products. 
I reported that to our CEO just after I 
joined the company a couple of months 
ago, and suggested that we should 
change our business model and seek 
a balance between being stronger and 
bigger,’ said Shao. 

Shao’s advice was based on evidence, 
rather than simply a desire for change. 
The way she sees it, numbers can talk. 
‘Every corner of the company is presented 
to us through those numbers; we should 
not only know how to use numbers and 
create financial reports that can satisfy 
our shareholders in the short term. We 
should, actually we can, interpret numbers 
and give suggestions about reaching 
sustainable growth in the long term.’

New generation 
Finding a new role is not the only ‘next’ 
element that CFOs should take into 
account. Another is the new generation 
they are working with.

‘When the boss says jump, baby-
boomers and Gen-Xers tend to follow the 
order. In contrast, the younger generation 
would ask why? They want to understand 
the purpose behind what they do, and if 
they share your values, they will jump, and 
probably jump higher than you thought 
they were capable of,’ said Chun Wee 

Chiew, ACCA’s regional head of policy for 
Asia Pacific. 

Technology has changed everything, 
according to King Lee, general manager 
of GE Global Operations, Asia.

‘The young generation are more info-
savvy; they are much faster in collecting 
the most relevant information, filtering, 
analysing and connecting dots into a big 
picture. Meanwhile, their attention to one 
thing is very short,’ said Lee. ‘They are not 
afraid to take the risk, be successful; if one 
experience is not a success, they change 
to another thing; in their mind, they only 
need one successful try to hit the jackpot.’

Finding a rewarding career while 
enjoying it is the next generation’s 
ambition, according to Lee, which is not 
necessarily a bad thing. 

‘In GE, we see young talents come 
in as accountants, and after two years, 
they would like to move to another role 
under accounting or even to another 
function or business. The reason is always 
“I have learned things in this role, and 
I want to learn strategy, supply chain, 
tax etc”,’ said Lee. ‘They know what 
they want better than any generation 
in the past, and they have the guts 
and means to go for those things.’

Leaders should be aware that a 
‘my-way-or-the-highway’ attitude 
might be the best way to lose young 
talent, Lee said. GE has established 
an integrated talent management 
scheme where staff can move across 
functions, or even across different GE 
businesses, and to different countries.

 ‘Retaining talent is a process 
that builds up in the long term, 
not just overnight. When finance 
talents, particularly senior-level 
financial professionals, hand in 
their resignation letter, the decision 
cannot usually be changed by any 
additional package,’ explained 
Gabriel Wong FCCA, head of 
China corporate finance at PwC. 

‘Ownership is critical. At PwC, we let 
everyone, from entry-level employees 
to associates to partners, express their 
opinions about the market dynamics and 

‘When the boss 
said “jump”, my 

generation would 
just follow the 

order; the younger 
generation ask 

why. They need to 
know the reason’
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challenges, and raise their solutions and 
build up the team together.’

Braving uncertainties and risks
It is no secret that Chinese companies 
with deep pockets are braving 
uncertainties and risks to expand to 
overseas markets. Internationalisation is 
the next direction for a vast number of 
Chinese companies. Some experts think 
CFOs should be the strikers on the field of 
internationalisation, while some think they 
should stay in the background.

‘CFOs with financial knowledge and 
skills are familiar with the global equity 
market and how to better utilise capital. 
In a company like ours, which has a lot 
of financial investment and is seeking 
innovative business operations across the 
world, the CFO, together with the finance 
team, is capable of, and more suitable 
for, leading further expansion,’ said Kevin 
Shao, CFO of Five Star Holdings Group, 
an investment holding company based 
in Shanghai.

Meanwhile, Guan Xiao Hui, senior vice 
president and CFO of Shanghai Fosun 

Pharmaceutical Group, believes the 
CEO should be the driver who gives the 
direction of further growth while the CFO 
plays a supportive role.

‘After the CEO draws up a route, we 
start to evaluate what resources we have. 
Could we go to the destination with 
current resources? If not, what external 
resources can we get? And whenever we 
notice there is a problem, we should raise 
it,’ said Guan. 

She emphasised that CFOs, with their 
mastery of numbers and indicators, can 
play both a specialist and a strategic role. 

‘Process-free management is a 
key trend of corporate management 
transformation as while a company 
becomes bigger, process management 
becomes more rigid and inflexible. More 
than half of the complaints about stiff 
procedures are towards finance-related 
departments in the company, as a large 
part of our job requires us to follow 
certain formulas,’ said Guan. 

‘As a dual-listed pharmaceuticals 
company, in a traditional industry, 
we cannot totally get rid of process 

management, but what we can do 
is implement small innovations into 
the original process and continue to 
optimise the process as new issues 
come up during the transformation 
and expansion.’

Fosunpharma operates in both 
the drug and medical device sectors, 
and it is now merging departments 
with similar functions from the two 
sides, for example, forming one 
integrated R&D team and one business 
development team.

‘We have also adopted project-
oriented management. A special team 
will be formed by cross-department 
members, including key management-
level executives from the investment 
team, finance team, legal team and tax 
team who are involved in this particular 
project so that in the short term, 
information and decision making can go 
through an express route and approval 
can be obtained faster and more easily,’ 
said Guan. ■

Pearl Liu, journalist

◄ Game on
Evan Guo (left), founder 
of Highpin and CEO 
of Zhilian Zhaopin, 
offers to invest in a 
fictitious business 
during the Boss Town 
game at the ACCA 
Shanghai CFO Summit
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Transparency test
Transparent leadership is no longer a nice-to-have, it is a survival issue that CEOs and 
board members ignore at their peril, says leadership guru Ravi Chaudhry

The fault lines in the global economic 
framework continue to deepen. The 
silent majority is frustrated. Those 
in business refuse to accept that the 
old assumptions are no longer valid 
and continue to lobby and influence 
policymaking, with scant regard 
for the perennial problems of the 
masses. Barring a handful of notable 
exceptions, the custodians of corporate 
governance – boards of directors, top 

management, regulators, bankers and 
auditors – are facing an unprecedented 
deficit of public trust. 

The process of restoring trust rests 
entirely with the CEO and the board of 
directors of a company. It’s a responsibility 
that can’t be wished away, nor delegated.

CSR to SRC
I perceive this as a challenge to take 
the step forward from CSR to SRC: from 

the mere cosmetics of corporate social 
responsibility (CSR) to the transparency of  
a socially responsible corporation (SRC) in 
everything that the company does. CSR is 
a mechanical process, while SRCs evolve 
a new DNA that percolates all through the 
organisation and lodges itself as a non-
negotiable corporate characteristic. 

I say this because I sense the evolution 
of a new phase of human enterprise, one 
that is redefining the criteria of success as 
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well as recontouring the routes to success. 
There have been four phases up to now:

* Phase one: strong fish eating weak 
fish. This was the law of preservation 
till the early days of industrialisation. 
The Romans, Turks, British and French 
all followed this path of ruthless 
domination. 

* Phase two: big fish eating small fish. 
This started with the concept of the 
joint stock company. The British East 
India Company, set up in 1600, created 
an ingenious financing model, while 
lowering risk and giving birth to the 
business-politics nexus and ‘crony 
capitalism’.

As far back as 1876, in the year that he 
was elected US president, Rutherford 
Hayes declared: ‘This is a government 

of the people, by the people and for the 
people no longer. It is a government of 
the corporations, by the corporations, and 
for the corporations.’ Since Rutherford’s 
declaration, things have become much 
worse all over the world.

* Phase three: fast fish eating slow fish. 
This phase was prompted by the death 
of distance and the birth of the internet. 
Apple was incorporated in 1977, 
Microsoft in 1981 and Google in 1998. 

* Phase four: intelligent fish eating 
dumb fish. This is when, in the early 21st 
century, we witnessed the dominance 
of a new kind of corporation: the Indian 
trio of TCS, Infosys and Wipro; Embraer 
in Brazil; Haier in China; and Samsung 
in South Korea. Many others also 
discovered a new dawn.

The transition to a new phase has often 
been the trigger for corporate failure. 
Those companies that prevail have an 
eclectic mix of traits: they are strong, 
they are big (in substance), they are 
fast (in responses), and invariably they 

are intelligent. The defining moment in 
the beginning of each new phase is the 
inevitable need to imbibe the new trait.

An analysis of this process identifies 
the early signs of the corporate world 
entering a new phase:

* Phase five: realistic fish eating 
unrealistic fish. This is driven by two 
powerful societal expectations: greater 
social consciousness and an unyielding 
respect for nature and environment.

Leaders who are realistic enough to 
acknowledge the new realism will emerge 
as winners in the 21st century. This is not 
philanthropic talk. Business leaders don’t 
have a choice: they have to acquire the 
new trait of realism, whether willingly 
or grudgingly. A company that makes 
only money will be considered a poor 
company hereafter.

Potent forces
Potent forces are driving the emergence 
of phase five, stemming from the rise of 
a knowledge-led civil society, and the 
predominance of youth in demographics, 
based on the premise that ‘another world 
is possible’. 

Many of us hoped that corporate 
scandals such as Enron, Worldcom, Tyco 
and Satyam in the early years of this 
century would act as decisive catalysts 
to promote responsible corporate 
leadership. It was not to be: soon after 
those accounting scandals came the 
long-lasting shocks of the financial sector 
misdemeanours in 2008. 

Yet no lessons were learnt, and 
corporate misdeeds continued. The 
Olympus accounting fraud (2011), Libor 
rigging scandal (2012), Petrobras (2013), 
Fifa indictments (2015), Toshiba accounting 
scam (2015) and the Volkswagen emissions 
scandal (2015) have shaken up people’s faith 
in corporate integrity. 

The prerequisites for anyone who is 
already a CEO, or aspires to be one, are 
‘base camp leadership traits’, which fall 
into two domains: 
1. Strengths within (physical traits):

* basic intelligence

* energy and drive 

* professional will.
2. Interface with the outside world 

(mind traits):

* pragmatic vision – to foresee 
opportunities 

* transactional skills – to build teams 
and motivate 

* perseverance – to overcome 
obstacles. 

Leaders wanting to survive in a world 
characterised by volatility, uncertainty, 
complexity and ambiguity (VUCA) need 
a new set of leadership traits, those 
of conscience, pertaining to the heart 
of the leader. These traits do not call 
on leaders to change their hearts, but 
to discover their hearts. The ‘tripod 
of exceptional leadership’ has three 
strong pillars: wholeness, compassion 
and transparency. 

Wholeness is the defining trait. 
Typically, a decision-maker is satisfied if 
they can get a complete 360-degree view. 
They forget that this view is only from the 
perceiver’s vantage point. 

Each of our actions has an impact 
on others – directly or indirectly. The 
‘whole wholeness’ comes when we 
take an additional 360-degree view, as 
perceived by others. Wholeness is a 
720-degree view.

A 360-degree view excludes, while a 
720-degree view includes those who are 
excluded. Coupled with compassion, 
it allows corporate leaders to reconcile 
irreconcilables and achieve profits with 
conscience, growth with equity and 
compatibility with nature.

When leaders pursue this journey, 
they discover another pleasant surprise 
– a ‘triple top line of joy, peace and 
contentment’. Not only for them, but also 
in the personal lives of people all around. 
When that happens, the company can 
be fully transparent in all its actions and 
public interactions. 

In conclusion, a leader has to start 
listening to their conscience, yet always 
remember that, as the writer Madame 
de Staël, said: ‘The voice of conscience 
is so delicate that it is easy to stifle it; but 
it is also so clear that it is impossible to 
mistake it.’ ■

Ravi Chaudhry is the founder 
chairman of CeNext Consulting & 
Investment, New Delhi, India. Prior to 
that, he was chairman of four companies 
in Tata Group, India. He is the author 
of Quest for Exceptional Leadership: 
Mirage to Reality 

A company that 
makes only money 
will be considered 

a poor company 
hereafter

For more information:

Read more on these issues in 
Ravi Chaudhry’s book Quest for 

Exceptional Leadership: Mirage to 
Reality at bit.ly/ExcepLead 

ravichaudhry.com
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Snapshot: internal audit

Until relatively recently, internal 
audit was almost exclusively 
focused on fi nancial controls. 
Today it routinely encompasses a 
wide range of risks, many of which 
are non-fi nancial: cybersecurity, 
artifi cial intelligence and future 
ways of working, and external 
regulatory and legislative issues 
such as slavery. This makes talent 
management a critical task; for 
other professionals, it represents a 
career opportunity.

Our research indicates that 
companies want broader insights 
from their internal auditors. The 
Institute of Internal Auditors 
identifi es attributes such as 
partnering, communication, 
diversity and teamwork as key to 
delivering a 21st-century service. 
As the world changes ever more 
quickly and boards face a range of 
disruptive factors, issues such as 
operational and IT risks are moving 
up the internal audit agenda.

Internal auditors looking to 
expand their skillsets and broaden 
their career horizons should 
embrace what formal training is 
available and explore secondment 
opportunities where they can gain 
valuable experience.

Professionals outside internal 
audit looking to branch out in their 
careers might consider exploring 
it. Internal audit is changing and 
presenting opportunities of interest 
to practitioners.

Katie Clinton is head of internal 
audit at KPMG UK

As mathematics was my forte, I decided 
to become a chartered accountant when 
I was 17. I’ve always been interested 
in the world of fi nance and economics, 
particularly in their effects globally. 
When I was a student, I enjoyed fi nancial 
management and business analysis, so a 
career in fi nance was a no brainer.

As an ACCA, I’ve found that employers 
the world over highly recommend the 
qualifi cation, which has given me the 
opportunity to work in many high-
profi le companies. I’ve worked as a 
senior accountant in the fi nancial services 
department of KPMG Sydney since April 
2016. Previously I was an accountant at EY 
Sabah, Malaysia and at KPMG Singapore. 
What I enjoy most about my work is 
meeting clients from various industries and 

getting involved with FDs and CFOs of 
prestigious companies.

Australia has been experiencing a 
steady boom in 2016. The economy is 
seen to be stable in terms of work-life 
balance, a stable government and fi rmly 
established systems, and is competitive 
enough to attract investment from MNCs. 
People interested in starting a business in 
Australia are largely confi dent that their 
business is of interest in Australia, with 
guarantees of return amid tight rules and 
high taxes.

Australia is a society of brunch 
lovers. Cafes and restaurants are 
booming. The country is multicultural and 
cities are cosmopolitan, which enhances 
the business environment. However, other 
Asia-Pacifi c countries have better growth 
fundamentals. Singapore and Malaysia, 
for example, both allow foreigners 
to obtain partnership businesses. As 
a temporary resident in Australia, 
purchasing power is not as good as other 
countries, such as Singapore, which also 
has lower taxes.

My biggest achievement so far is 
working in three countries, gaining 
varied industrial experience. I had 
the chance to work with prestigious 
companies such as Lendlease 
Corporation, one of the biggest 
construction and development fi rms in 
Australia, in charge of the group audit.

I would like to create a prosperous 
business structure. Aside from the 
concentrating on the business of the 
company, environmental factors should 
be considered. How internal and external 
factors affect a business inspires me in how 
to resolve any issues.

If I weren’t an accountant, I’d want to be 
something totally away from numbers. A 
specialist surgeon perhaps. However, the 
accountant career path called and, with my 
great interest in mathematics, ACCA is the 
best choice. No regrets! ■

How internal 
and external 

factors affect a 
business inspires 

me in how to 
resolve any issues

The view from
Kimberley Kok Enn Cheu ACCA, senior accountant, KPMG 
Sydney, Australia, and maths fanatic
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A need for innovation
Now the Paris climate change agreement is in force, environmental reporting will be in 
increasing demand, leading to a greater call on professional accountancy practices

With the Paris agreement on fighting 
climate change having come into 
force on 4 November 2016, financial 
and environmental reporters will 
start to prepare in earnest for the 
monitoring and reports that will follow 
its implementation. 

Of course, ironically, four days later – on 
8 November – Donald Trump was elected 
as US president, having campaigned 
against the agreement. But specialists 
talking to Accounting and Business have 
predicted he will not wreck this ratified 
treaty, but rather slow its impact.

So environmental reporting will 
continue to become an increasingly 

important practice for many accountants 
and auditors as the Paris climate change 
treaty is enforced, according to leading 
figures in the industry.

The right skills
One of the cornerstones of the Paris 
accord is a recognition both of the need 
for carbon pricing mechanisms across 
different geographical entities, and, at the 
sub-national level, companies to integrate 
their direct and indirect greenhouse 
gas (GHG) emissions into their bottom 
line. ‘In the same way you have general 
accountants who do most things, but also 
specialise in treasury, or hedging, I would 

expect the same opportunities to open 
up in the environmental and sustainability 
space,’ says Alan McGill, a sustainability 
and climate change partner at PwC 
in the UK. ‘The question is about the 
relevance of the existing financial auditors 
and whether they have the right skills. 
Professional accountants are going to be 
dealing with much broader information 
sets. The level of professional judgment 
calls that are going to be required will 
result in opportunities for specialist 
accountants and accounting firms.’

Richard Martin, head of corporate 
reporting at ACCA, suspects this need will 
be predominantly handled inhouse: » 

▲ Heat waves
Delegates arrive at the 22nd Conference of the 
Parties (COP22) climate change conference in 
Marrakech, Morocco in November 2016
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‘I think companies will want their own 
recruits, their own people.’ While he 
feels regulation will flow from national 
laws implementing the Paris deal, the 
most acute pressure to comply, he 
suspects, will come from shareholders 
and investors. ‘The main driver may not 
be what a government wants to bring out 
[in terms of environmental information], 
but investors and shareholders wanting to 
know how the company is doing.’

‘Professionals need to be prepared 
for a huge demand for environmental 
accountants specialised in not just 
accounting, but also the auditing part,’ 
added Neetika Maheshwari of Accelero 
Corporation, a US-based accountancy 
firm specialising in carbon accounting, 
‘especially when there are mandates 
being put on the corporates’.

According to Mat Nelson, EY global 
and Asia-Pacific leader climate change 
and sustainability services, such skills exist 
but need to become more widespread. 
‘We already have global specialists. That 
niche is in place, but the reality is it’s only 
there in certain jurisdictions.’

McGill is also wary of the potential 
for fragmentation of regional and 
global regulation of climate policies 

that new specialist bodies providing 
oversight might bring. ‘That can lead 
to issues around quality and training,’ 
he notes. ‘Training is becoming 
broader and is including environmental 
issues and reporting. Its importance is 
better understood.’

Raising awareness
ACCA has taken its own steps to 
raise awareness and understanding 
of environmental reporting. In 2015 it 
published, together with Fauna & Flora 
International and KPMG, a major report 

on the subject: Is Natural Capital a 
Material Issue? ‘We have been promoting 
the awareness of the impact of corporate 
activities,’ said Martin. ‘One of the key 
roles in our education is that we expect 
students to learn about environmental 
reporting in their qualifications.’

Companies must realise, says McGill, 
that environmental reporting is more than 
an add-on. ‘Even if you don’t believe in 
climate change, being more efficient and 
getting more units of production from 
every tonne of carbon makes economic 
sense. If you are looking to grow your 
company, but decide you will also grow 
your carbon emissions, then you will 
become less productive and competitive 
compared with other companies.’

Martin agreed that environmental 
reporting ‘translates into ensuring 
that business models include some 
recognition that carbon needs to be 
incorporated. It’s not just something 
additional to the business model.’

This has repercussions for companies 
who will need to identify not just their 
own direct carbon emissions, but how 
these climate costs work into their 
wider overheads. Traditionally, such 
environmental costs have been lumped 

‘Be prepared for 
a huge demand 

for environmental 
accountants 

specialised in not 
just accounting, 

but also the 
auditing part’

▲ World view
COP22 president Salaheddine Mezouar 
at the opening session of climate talks  
in Marrakesh in November 2016
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The Paris treaty

The UN Paris climate change treaty, ratified in November 2016, calls on all nations 
to limit the global average temperature rise to well below 2°C above pre-
industrial levels. Additionally, it calls for the release of US$100bn a year in climate 
finance for developing countries by 2020.

Paris also endorsed an enhanced emissions trading system in Europe, and a 
restructuring of the UN’s Clean Development Mechanism. Such systems will have 
direct impacts on companies’ financial statements. Article 6 of the treaty calls for 
‘environmental integrity, transparency, including in governance, and [parties] shall 
apply robust accounting to ensure the avoidance of double counting’. Progress 
towards these and other goals is to be reviewed every five years. 

‘Environmental accounting is one of the strongest pillars to make the Paris 
treaty work,’ says Neetika Maheshwari of Accelero Corporation. ‘Without its strict 
implementation, the effectiveness of the treaty could be questionable.’

in with overheads, where they cannot be 
linked to the products and processes that 
generate them.

According to PwC, key points in 
integrating such reporting are likely to 
include: a need to identify the sources, 
types and magnitude of greenhouse 
gas emissions; setting organisational 
boundaries – determining what approach 
to take when accounting for emissions 
from joint ventures, subsidiaries and other 
organisations; and setting operational 
boundaries – the scope of emissions, from 
direct emissions to indirect emissions, 
such as from purchased electricity, 
and other indirect emissions, accrued 
via employee travel, waste, contractor 
vehicles and product use. 

An example of such a holistic approach 
can be found in the UK, where a single 
energy and carbon reporting scheme 
is to be introduced from April 2019 and 
will integrate existing compliance and 
reporting requirements from Paris and the 
EU emissions trading scheme. ‘There has 
to be an internal price for every carbon 
emission,’ says Maheshwari. ‘Put up a 
cost for it to see the real profits and loss. 
Reporting needs to be transparent and 
accountable to the public.’

‘We need good mechanisms to 
capture what is happening and once we 
set these indicators we need to be able 
to report against them,’ adds Nelson. 
‘Accounting and reporting is needed to 
build that trust and confidence.’

Quantifying carbon
Moreover, ‘measurement is important’, 
stresses Martin, who believes that 
a standard three-level approach to 
quantifying carbon is likely to prevail: 
scope 1 – a company’s own emissions; 
scope 2 – emissions that include those of 
your supply chain; and scope 3 –the end 
products a company produces and the 
environmental impact these have.

‘Companies are most comfortable 
about scopes 1 and 2, but for companies 
in sectors such as oil, scope 3 is going to 
be pretty important,’ says Martin. ‘Scope 3 
is going to be the most problematic.’

The role of clients complicates matters 
further. ‘Organisations are not going 
to restrict themselves to the financial 
boundaries and measures that we 
currently have in place,’ says McGill, who 
cites the example of a textile company: 
‘Around 96% of the impact of a garment 
sits with the customer – how many times 
they wash it during its use – far more than 

in the factory – or even the growing of 
the cotton. If you can innovate, devise a 
way to reduce that impact – a material 
that you can wash by just dropping it in a 
bucket of cold water – you might be able 
to sell double the number of shirts for the 
same impact.’

Determining where such boundaries 
should be drawn and where they 
may overlap will be tricky. ‘There’s no 
international linked-in market for counting 
carbon,’ says Nelson. ‘There are no 
common rules, so [the implementation of 
the Paris accord] is likely to be done on a 
jurisdiction-by-jurisdiction basis. The way 
those rules are set is going to make a huge 
difference to its success. Even something 
as simple as determining a baseline 
could be extremely complex. Regional 
accounting and auditing associations will 
definitely have a part to play.’

All this means that environmental 
accountants are going to need to 
be innovative. ‘It comes down to the 
accountant having the information and 
understanding the implications,’ says 
McGill. ‘Just having a procurement 
department that comes back with a price 
for the raw material isn’t going to be key. 
You have to understand the impact and 
the profitability. You need integrated 
reporting, greater transparency so you can 
see the impact on businesses.’

According to Maheshwari, regulators 
in the US have to date opted for a 

relatively non-interventionist approach to 
environmental accounting reform. ‘The 
US Environmental Protection Agency 
(EPA), through surveys and case studies, 
has identified weaknesses in private 
sector environmental accounting,’ he 
says. ‘Environmental accounting is still 
not obligatory and the companies are 
reporting voluntarily. Unfortunately, the 
US is still behind many other developed 
countries when it comes to obligations 
and corporate responsibility to report 
their carbon footprint.’ Moreover, the 
ability of the EPA to push such reporting 
is unlikely to be strengthened under 
president-elect Trump – he campaigned 
on a promise to dismantle the agency.

Nelson recognises that globally the 
sector has some developing to do: 
‘There’s no doubt that the building in of 
carbon risk from a financial perspective 
is already being captured in accounts. 
But the broader value concepts are still 
emerging. Not a lot of companies are 
really there yet; it’s the next wave we are 
going to see.’

‘You do need teeth to enforce all this,’ 
says McGill. ‘At the moment, we only 
have baby teeth but over the next three-
to-five years the “adult teeth”, the real 
regulation, will come through and that will 
be a mixture of national legislation and 
investor and shareholder pressure.’ ■

Mark Rowe, journalist

For more information:

Read ACCA’s report Is Natural Capital a Material Issue? at  
bit.ly/NaturalCapitalMaterial

Read AB’s report from the COP21 Paris meeting in December 2015, Let 
decarbonisation begin, February 2016, page 39
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Playing catch-up
How are CFOs across the globe transforming fi nancial reports to 
keep up with a fast-changing reporting environment?

IT and regulatory impacts

An EY survey of 1,000 fi nance leaders 
around the world revealed that many 
reporting teams are not set up to 
meet stakeholders’ needs for real-time 
information, delivered at speed and 
error-free. Upgrading IT and fi nancial 
data analytics tools is the top priority in 
corporate reporting for fi nance leaders.

Legacy IT slams 
on the brakes
According to the survey, 
the biggest brake 
on operating model 
change is legacy IT (50% 
of respondents). The 
issues listed below are 
also seen as leading 
priorities for CFOs as far 
as corporate reporting 
is concerned.

CFOs are willing to explore other arrangements 
for reporting tasks, particularly outsourcing (67%).

63% Managed services
61% Captive shared services centres – onshore 

or near-shore
58% Centralised centres of excellence
58% Captive shared services centres – offshore

Technology change is regarded as the biggest challenge in the external reporting 
environment, and the reporting operating model is also widely seen as ripe for redesign.

For more information:

Download the EY report 
How can reporting 

catch up with an 
accelerating world?
at bit.ly/EY-catchup

Operational overhaul

Ripe for redesign

What do you expect to see more of in the 
next two years?

Regional perceptions of the need to transform the reporting operating model

say the growing volume 
and pace of big data 
signifi cantly affects 

reporting (2015: 

say regulatory 
complexity 

signifi cantly affects 
reporting (2015: 57%)

33% To drive process 
efficiency and do 
more with less

31% To meet shareholder 
demand for smarter, 
faster information

30% To harness data 
and analytics for 
insights

30% To manage more 
complex regulatory 
demands

67%

41%

To upgrade IT and 
financial data analytics 

tools

42%

70%70%
47%

70%70%70%70%
92%42%

35%

42%

55%
70%

35%
65%

Australia

China

India

Hong Kong

MENA

Poland

Singapore

South
Africa

UK
US

80%

66%

68%
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Tomorrow’s world
As the world becomes more urbanised, many cities are trying to become smarter and 
more sustainable. What will the coming changes mean for accountants?

capital. ‘The original concept for Songdo was 
for it to act as a gateway city to the Korean 
mainland from Incheon International Airport,’ 
says Jonathan Thorpe, chief investment offi cer 
at Gale International, the property investment 
and development company that is leading the 
US$35bn project to develop Songdo. While the 
initial idea was to attract foreign companies into 
the city away from other parts of north-east Asia, 

Songdo has achieved a great deal more than that.

Smart and sustainable Songdo
Songdo is not yet complete, but it has gained worldwide 
attention (and awards) for its sustainability and smart city 
initiatives. It is not hard to see why. Songdo is designed so 
that all of the built structures and green spaces in its compact 
six square kilometres are easily accessible. Everything, from 
recreational areas to residences, can be walked to within 15 
minutes, and it has 16 miles of cycle lanes. Songdo’s buildings, 
urban spaces and infrastructure are a living, breathing showcase 
for sustainable urban development practices and smart 
technologies that enable objects and software to communicate 
and autonomously interact and modify their behaviour.

An integrated technology infrastructure connects all 
Songdo’s components, their subsystems and myriad smart 
sensors. All of the data collected is analysed by a central hub; 
it’s also used to monitor and regulate all manner of things, from 
energy consumption to traffi c. Songdo seems like the internet 

Cities are in a constant state of fl ux. 
They always have been; they always 
will be. Dig beneath the Turkish streets 

of Istanbul and you will fi nd remnants of 
Constantinople and Byzantium. Dig beneath 
the streets of Songdo, South Korea, and you 
may not fi nd much history (it sits on wetlands 
reclaimed from the Yellow Sea), but you will 
fi nd innovations such as the world’s most 
environmentally friendly waste disposal system. Unlike most 
cities, which started out as small settlements and grew over 
centuries or even millennia, Songdo is a ‘smart city’ – said to 
be the world’s fi rst – that is being purpose-built from scratch.

Smart cities are a relatively new idea, but the problems they 
are trying to solve are not. ‘Cities have always needed to meet 
fl uctuating demands for housing, mobility, education, health and 
food, despite limited resources, ageing infrastructures and social 
and political changes. Smart cities are an attempt to do this in 
smarter and more sustainable ways,’ says Sajid Khan, ACCA head 
of international development. By using digital technologies, 
public-private partnerships, urban planning best practices and 
policy changes, smart cities are attempting to meet the most 
pressing needs of communities (today and tomorrow) in ways 
that improve the greatest number of lives.

None of this can be achieved overnight. The relatively brief 
history of Songdo International Business District began around 
20 years ago when it was conceived as an ‘aerotropolis’ for 
a new airport being built 35 miles from Seoul, South Korea’s 

▲ City of sensor-
controlled lights
The city of Songdo will 
incorporate an integrated 
infrastructure that – among 
other things – constantly 
monitors, analyses and 
manages energy usage
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of things incarnate: streetlights can 
be automatically switched off in 
deserted streets and brightened in 
busy ones; residents can operate 
their smart home appliances and 
systems remotely; a smart energy grid 
minimises wastage by intelligently 
matching supply and demand so that 
all parts of the city are supplied with 
just enough energy.

The application of technology and the data it collects also 
power lots of other sustainability initiatives. For example, a 
smart rubbish disposal system sucks household and offi ce waste 
into an underground network of vacuum tubes to deliver it for 
processing, while a smart water delivery and recycling system 
prevents water that is fi t for human consumption from being 
used in showers and toilets. Buildings feature high-performance 
glass and smart ventilation systems, and many commercial and 
residential premises are certifi ed – using the LEED standard for 
green buildings – for their effi cient use of water and energy and 
their low levels of greenhouse gas emissions.

Not quite perfect
Songdo has been described as a hi-tech utopia and the city 
of the future, but not everybody is impressed. Ecologists, for 
example, have been critical: some believe that Songdo has 
destroyed a rich coastal ecosystem, while others are concerned 
that the city may lack the ecological infrastructure to cope with 

rising sea levels. Only time will tell 
whether Songdo – or other purpose-
built smart cities such as Masdar in the 
UAE and Meixi Lake in China – can 
rise to the challenges of the future, or 
even become fully functioning cities, 
as earlier purpose-built capitals such 
as Abuja in Nigeria and Canberra in 
Australia have done.

But most of the urban areas now reaching for the smart city 
label, or aspiring to be smarter or more sustainable, are unable 
to start from scratch. They have to achieve their various aims 
(see the panel on page 38) by attempting wide-scale retrofi ts 
of existing urban spaces or through limited pilots and projects. 
Retrofi ts are under way in cities such as Barcelona in Spain and 
Singapore. Pilots and projects are also in progress across the 
globe, in communities ranging from the small town of Águas de 
São Pedro in Brazil to Nairobi, the capital of Kenya and its largest 
city. Just as no two cities are the same, no two smart cities are 
taking the same approach.

The annual smart city rankings from Juniper Research shine 
a spotlight on some of the ways in which such towns and cities 
are trying to become smarter or more sustainable – with varying 
degrees of success. Singapore took the top spot in 2016 because 
of its advanced traffi c system, fi xed and cellular broadband 
services, city apps and open data policy. 

‘Congestion and mobility are almost universal issues for cities 
to address,’ says Juniper’s research author Steffen Sorrell. »

‘When congestion 
and mobility 

are addressed 
effectively, the 
economic and 

financial impacts 
are substantial’

▲ The retrofitted future
A model of a smart city using green 
energy technologies on display during 
the Smart Cities India 2016 Expo in 
New Delhi – the Indian government 
plans to have re-equipped 100 existing 
cities as ‘smart cities’ by 2020
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‘When addressed effectively, the 
impacts are substantial: higher 
economic productivity, potential for 
new revenue streams and services, 
as well as a measurable benefit in 
reduced healthcare costs.’ Top of 
the 2015 smart city rankings was 
Barcelona.

Perspectives differ on what makes 
communities, cities and regions smart or smarter. Juniper uses 40 
metrics to evaluate areas for its rankings. They include economy, 
energy, open data, technology and transport, and cover factors 
such as the cohesion of city agencies and citizen engagement. 
Meanwhile the Intelligent Community Forum (ICF), a global 
network of cities and regions with a thinktank at its centre, focuses 
on ‘the innovative ways in which communities use technology 
to create inclusive prosperity, tackle social and governance 
challenges and enrich their quality of life’. ICF’s annual list of ‘smart 
communities’ rarely includes big-name ‘destination’ cities. 

ICF co-founder John Jung explains why. ‘It is the ones that 
collaborate with national or state governments, fly under the 
radar, and are “no-name” communities to most of the world 
that are most innovative,’ he says. All communities are trying 
to stretch their finite resources to meet the basic needs of their 
citizens and emerging global challenges such as surges in 
population size and density, ageing infrastructure and climate 
change. ICF accordingly celebrates cities that are open to proven 
strategies and to new ideas. Jung says: ‘They are places that the 
rest of the world can learn from and offer hope to people who 
are fighting hard to launch a new future.’ 

Because ‘smart’ is a ubiquitous technology buzzword, 
it can seem as if smart cities are all about technology, but 
they aren’t. In 2011, when the Dutch city of Eindhoven was 

What is a smart city?

How people define a city varies, so 
it follows that there is also some 
variety in what people mean by the 
term ‘smart city’. Sarah Whitney, 
founding partner of the city-advising 
consultancy Metro Dynamics and an 
ex-corporate finance partner with 
PwC, says: ‘There is no universally 
agreed definition of a smart city.’  

Consequently, there are many 
definitions and interpretations of the 
smart city concept. Some focus on 
technology, others on sustainability. 
Some focus on encouraging or 
modernising interaction between 
citizens and local governments or 
sectors, others on reducing resource 
consumption and costs. Still others 
attempt to be more all-encompassing. 

Despite their various shapes 
and sizes, most smart cities sit 
comfortably within one of three 
broad categories: purpose-built from 
scratch, retrofits of existing urban 
environments, discrete pilots and 
projects. But they all share at least 
one ambition. Whitney says: ‘They 
want to do more with less, so they 
need to use their resources more 
efficiently and more intensively.’

▲ Homage to 
Catalonia
Barcelona’s use of its 
fibre network to build 
out individual internet 
of things systems across 
urban services makes it 
a smart city pioneer
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Smarter is simpler

As this edition of Accounting and Business went to press, 
ACCA’s report Smarter cities, simpler cities was launched 
at a joint event hosted by ACCA, the Institute of Cost 
Accountants of India (ICAI) and the Institute of Directors 
(IoD) in Delhi. 

The presidents of the ICAI and the IoD and ACCA’s 
chief executive Helen Brand all delivered keynote 
addresses. Maggie McGhee, director of professional 
insight at ACCA, presented the research findings. 

You can download the report at: accaglobal.com/
smartcities.

named ICF Intelligent Community of the Year, it was because 
of its achievements in healthcare and community building 
– technology was merely an enabler. ‘We need cities where 
everybody is connected and where all of the devices can be 
connected. But the technology must be humanised,’ says Rob 
van Gijzel, mayor of Eindhoven. ‘Cities need to transform their 
outdated systems for mobility, health, housing, food and so on, 
but the new systems must be inclusive.’

Van Gijzel is not a fan of purpose-built smart cities such 
as Songdo and Masdar, describing them as places where 

technology is controlling the 
people. ‘I want to have cities where 
technology is used to improve the 
lives of the citizens,’ he says, adding 
that doing this requires more than 
installing the latest piece of smart 
kit. Getting technology to work for 
citizens demands co-creation and 
collaboration to bring together 
multiple stakeholders including 

business, citizens, governments and knowledge institutions in 
a horizontal, interdisciplinary approach, rather than a vertical, 
top-down or bottom-up approach, he suggests. ‘We have to use 
“design thinking” to rethink our society,’ he says. 

Where the accountant comes in
Professional accountants have a key role to play. ‘Finance 
professionals at the city level will be crucial to the successful 
delivery of all this,’ says Narayanan Vaidyanathan, who develops 
ACCA’s research and insights with a focus on the future direction 
of business and the accountancy profession. Members of the 
profession will need a broad appreciation of what is driving smart 
city developments to prioritise and deliver effectively. ‘It’s not just 
about technology, it’s not just about government sign-offs, and 
it’s not just about working out the numbers,’ says Vaidyanathan. 
‘All of this must combine to optimise resources and provide an 
interconnected whole-city view.’ 

Accountants will need a broad view of the factors that can 
influence any smart city project they are involved in (in the public 
or private sector). They will need to use their finance knowledge 
alongside effective business partnering if they are to fully 
understand the broader policy implications of finance decisions 
and their impact on the delivery of public services. This will 
create challenges and opportunities for cities and the profession. 
ACCA has partnered with the Institute of Cost Accountants in 
India (ICAI) to explore these in its report Smarter cities,  
simpler cities. 

The ACCA-ICAI report outlines the global case for smart cities 
and considers the role of finance and accounting professionals 
within the context of the ambitious Smart Cities Mission, 
launched by the Indian government in 2015. The aim of the 
urban renewal programme is to create more than 100 smart cities 
over the next five years. Some of these may be purpose-built 
smart cities, but most are expected to be redevelopments or 
replacements for existing built-up areas. ‘The smart city is an idea 
whose time has come,’ says the Indian cabinet minister, Venkaiah 
Naidu. Where this idea takes us remains to be seen. ■

Lesley Meall, journalist

▼ Little red dot a 
giant smart-spot
The virtualisation of the 
entire city is the aim 
of Singapore’s Smart 
Nation programme, 
with sensors, data hubs 
and analytics controlling 
traffic and energy use
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On the front foot
The global take-up of international reporting standards has been a huge success – the next 
challenge is to build on that, as delegates at a recent ACCA and CA ANZ event found out

had been the catalyst in bringing the profession together to 
discuss not only accounting standards, but also how accountants 
can best serve global business. ‘Accountancy is a truly global 
profession,’ she said. ‘We’re all adopting the same accounting 
rules and that gives us a global passport.’

Ward added that one of the benefits of the IFRS development 
process is that it has brought countries that perhaps felt isolated 
from the global accounting debate into the professional 
community. ‘No one country dominates IFRS, and it’s to everyone’s 
benefit that everyone is involved,’ he said. ‘If you don’t influence 
the debate you will be left behind. Australia and New Zealand, 
for example, are geographically remote but have responded to 
that by travelling and getting involved [in international standard-
setting]. In that sense we have punched above our weight. Overall, 
I’m very optimistic about the financial reporting landscape.’  

Sue Lloyd (below right), an IASB member since 2014, and vice-
chair since October 2016, stressed that the IASB was one of the 
most consultative organisations in the world and that the input of 
constituents from all over the globe – users, preparers, analysts, 
regulators and auditors – was essential to its success. ‘Our output 
depends on the quality of ideas that enter the debate,’ she said. 
‘And we get very good, well thought-through advice.’

‘It’s very important that we hear from our constituents,’ 
agreed Mackintosh. ‘This is a big world and some countries, 
such as Australia and New Zealand, can feel like they’re a long 
way away from where the decisions are made. But the world is 
getting smaller, and it’s more important than ever that everyone 
who can contribute something continues to be involved.’

So where does the profession, and the IASB, go from here? 
In many ways, developing and implementing IFRS is just the 
beginning. High on the IASB’s agenda in the coming years will 
be the communication of financial statements. The board’s 

The global adoption of International Financial Reporting 
Standards has been one of the success stories of 
the modern business age. In just 15 years, IFRS has 

developed from a set of standards that very few jurisdictions 
even permitted, to the point where 121 countries now require 
the standards for all or most domestic publicly accountable 
entities. A further 13 jurisdictions permit the use of IFRS,  
and one (Thailand) is in the process of adopting the standards 
in full. China and the US remain the (sizeable) sticking points 
for IFRS adoption. But by any measure IFRS has been a 
roaring success.

For the International Accounting Standards Board (IASB), 
however, the work continues. Speaking at a CA ANZ event ‘The 
future of financial reporting’, one of the sessions at ACCA’s 
‘Accounting for the Future’ virtual conference in November, 
former IASB vice-chairman Ian Mackintosh (pictured below left) 
emphasised that adoption of the standards was only part of the 
story – now that the major IASB projects, such as standards on 
revenue recognition and lease accounting, are completed or 
under way, the focus is turning to implementation. ‘We’re not 
sure that everyone is adopting IFRS consistently or correctly,’ said 
Mackintosh, ‘but that is something the board will be working on 
very closely on in the next five years.’

Global involvement
Others in the global profession agree that IFRS has been a 
critical and successful development. Rob Ward (second from 
left), head of leadership and advocacy at CA ANZ, also speaking 
at the event, said, ‘The pulling together of IFRS was a great step 
forward. We’ve made a huge leap, but we still have a lot to do.’

Rachel Grimes (second from right), deputy president of 
the International Federation of Accountants (IFAC), said IFRS 
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Accounting for the Future
Watch ACCA’s annual virtual global conference to fi nd out about the qualities and skills 
that you need to succeed in your career –  now and in the future

On the agenda

* The challenge to the 
summit: beyond Everest

* Enterprise performance 
management: a new era of 
CFO opportunity

* How blockchain could 
change the role of 
accountants

* Google Garage on 
growing SMEs digitally

 

* Corporate governance 
and corruption in Africa

* Topical tax update: from 
BEPS to Making Tax Digital

* Navigating ethics in 
banking and fi nancial 
services

In the line-up
Sibusiso Vilane, adventurer and author (above left, 
with Nelson Mandela) | John O’Mahony, head of 
KPMG’s UK Enterprise Performance Management 
| Prof Michael Mainelli FCCA, executive chairman, 
Z/Yen Group | Alan Teixeira, Deloitte’s global IFRS 
research director | Rob Everett, CEO, Financial 
Markets Authority, New Zealand

Select from a range 
of topics at 
accaglobal.com/
accountingfor
thefuture

broad-based initiative to explore how disclosures in IFRS fi nancial 
reporting can be improved is an important element of this and will 
include standards-level reviews of current disclosure requirements 
and a research project to identify principles of disclosure. 

‘This is an exciting time for reporting,’ said Lloyd, citing 
integrated reporting as one of the many developments that 
will shape the future of fi nancial reports. ‘We are beginning to 
question what fi nancial statements are meant to achieve: are they 
a compliance exercise or a commercial tool? How companies 
communicate their activities could change drastically in future – 
and the profession has to be at the heart of that process.

‘A fi nancial report is not just a bunch of numbers,’ she added. 
‘It needs to tell a story. But standard-setters can’t do that alone; 
preparers, regulators, auditors, investors and others all have a role 
to play. Preparers need to know what to shoot for, and regulators 
need to focus a little less on box-ticking.’

‘It’s hard to tell a straightforward story in a set of fi nancial 
statements,’ added Mackintosh. ‘Our disclosure initiative is part of 
that thinking – it should result in more understandable reports.’

The role of technology is of course a major factor. The IASB 
recently published the results of a consultation on its agenda for 
2017 to 2021. Its ‘better communication’ objective will include 
more work on refi ning the IFRS taxonomy, ‘while encouraging and 

supporting the use of electronic reporting’. It will also discuss the 
impact of changes in technology. 

The demand for real-time information, and the development 
of technology to meet this demand, will shape the future. ‘We’re 
accessing more and more information, real time, online,’ said 
Mackintosh. ‘But annual reporting is very static. There’s a real 
opportunity in the digital age to report in a very different way – 
one that’s more enquiry-based and easier to look at.’

‘Digital transformation is part of life in the corporate world,’ 
agreed Grimes. ‘It’s up to the profession to make sure that we 
have the right information fl ow available.’

Everyone taking part in ACCA and CA ANZ’s roundtable 
discussions recognised that the global profession has made huge 
strides in recent years, building a spirit of collaboration that will be 
essential in the rapidly changing landscape. ‘We have created a 
great platform,’ said Ward. ‘Now we need to build on that.’ ■

Liz Fisher, journalist

For more information:

See IASB’s consultation on its 2017-21 agenda at 
bit.ly/2gyoFbR 
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China’s next global giants 
A 2016 ACCA report identifies the 100 fast-growing Chinese companies that are  
most likely to outperform others in emerging and developed markets

off), which achieved revenue growth of 58.5% over five years and 
moved up five places from 2014.   

Overall, however, the 2016 emerging global giants were 
found to be growing more slowly than those listed in 2014. And 
their ability to sustain extremely high growth in future will be 
reduced, the researchers noted, by the continued sluggishness 
of the economies of China and the rest of the world.

Models for growth
Sustained revenue growth is not the only factor determining 
placings in 2016. The researchers also used four other measures: 
size (based on turnover), domestic presence, international 
presence and the business model. When assessing a company’s 
international presence, the researchers considered not 
only export markets and export sales, but also international 
acquisitions, partnerships and presences, including logistics hubs 
and design and research and development (R&D) centres. They 
looked at business models and strategies on the grounds that 
getting these right is essential for business success and growth. 

By scoring all these factors, the researchers produced their 
list of the 100 fastest-emerging Chinese businesses that they 
believe could become major global competitors within the next 
three to five years. Based on the average growth rate of 16.3%, 
the typical top 100 business could have turnover of RMB12bn 
(US$1.74bn) by 2020, while many could achieve almost RMB30bn 
(US$4.35bn) – well ahead of the average turnover in 2016 of 
RMB5.7bn (US$0.83bn).     

‘These emerging global giants will increasingly influence the 
future of business life,’ 
says Faye Chua, head 
of business insights at 
ACCA. ‘As well as growing 
domestically they will be 
expanding across borders, 
generating global 
revenues and building 
partnerships with other 
multinational businesses. 
Finance professionals 
might want to keep an eye 
on these emerging giants 
in order to anticipate 
and understand business 
trends and help to 
create powerful business 
relationships.’  

Adownturn in the local or global economy is often 
cited as a reason for disappointing business growth. 
But some companies can and do achieve high growth 

rates in spite of this – and many of them are currently to be 
found in China. 

As the 2016 edition of China’s next 100 global giants 
shows, dramatic revenue increases are being achieved – and 
over a sustained period of time. The ACCA report, written by 
academics at Lancaster University in the UK, assesses a range 
measures of performance and competitiveness to identify China’s 
emerging global success stories – those businesses most likely to 
follow in the footsteps of the likes of consumer electronics and 
home appliances giant Haier, technology multinational Lenovo 
and e-commerce enterprise Alibaba.  

The 100 companies identified as likely future global giants all 
generated at least five consecutive years (2010 to 2014) of annual 
revenue growth of between 12.2% and 63.4%. Given that the 
Chinese economy for the same period grew by between 5.5% 
and 6.5% per year, even the slowest growing of the 100 ranked 
companies expanded at double the pace of national GDP, while 
the fastest achieved 10 times national growth rates.

That highest rate of growth (63.4%) was achieved by Huapont 
Life Sciences, a manufacturer of pharmaceuticals, pesticides and 
active pharmaceutical ingredients. Perhaps not surprisingly, the 
company tops the 2016 rankings, moving up from second place 
in the first such ACCA study, published in 2014. Second place 
in 2016 went to Hongfa Technology, a manufacturer and vendor 
of relays (electrical devices that switch electrical circuits on and 

Top emerging companies in China

2016 rank 
(2014 rank)

1 (1)
2 (5)
3 (2)
4 (new)
5 (new)
6 (-5)
7 (63)
8 (-5)
9 (new)
10 (new)

4,867
4,063
17,233
2,479
4,580
10,444
35,408
7,332
2,442
3,524

63.4%
58.5%
38.5%
37.0%
41.0%
34.7%
39.5%
40.5%
40.5%
35.8%

Huapont Life Sciences
Hongfa Technology
Hangzhou Hikvision Digital Technology
Zhejiang Unifull Industrial Fiber
Sanan Optoelectronics
Jiangsu Hengtong Photoelectric Stock
Shunfeng International Clean Energy
Zhejiang Dahua Technology
Bitauto Holdings
Suzhou Dongshan Precision Manufacturing

Revenue 
(RMBm)

Revenue growth 
(2010-14)Company name
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Diverse businesses
The top 100 come from diverse sectors. The largest number (21) 
operate in computing and communication equipment, but other 
well-represented sectors include chemicals (12), electronics (10), 
equipment and machinery (8), internet and information (7), metal 
and non-metal products (7) and pharmaceuticals (6). In total, 
18 companies are operating in non-tangible markets, including 
digital, services and advice.   

The 100 next global giants are based in various parts of 
China, but many have headquarters in the country’s major cities 
or along the eastern coast, reflecting the extent of economic 
development in these areas. The researchers did find an 
apparent shift southwards, with an increase in the number of 
companies headquartered in Shenzhen (from seven in 2014 to 
11 in 2016), and a fall in the number headquartered in Beijing 
(from 17 to 13). This is seen as reflecting the growing economic 
significance of Shenzhen, which is closely connected to Hong 
Kong and to the world economy. 

Almost all the companies are very strong, if not dominant, 
in their domestic markets, creating what the researchers call a 
‘home base’ for globalisation. Many have proven their business 
models at home, building market share and power domestically 
before looking to increase their presence overseas. The 
researchers also found evidence that some companies were 
re-focusing back on China, probably in response to lower growth 
elsewhere, an overall decline in trading conditions and relatively 
strong demand in China. Overall, however, the 2016 next global 
giants are more ‘outward facing’ than those of 2014, with one 
third being highly internationalised. 

A greater number are acquiring international businesses to 
gain access to expertise and technology. Much of this activity is 
focused on the US and Europe, fuelled by international profits, 

the accumulation of significant corporate cash holdings, and the 
improving availability of funds within China. For example, Ctrip 
International, identified by ACCA as one of the 100 global giants 
in 2014 and 2016, recently announced its acquisition of Scotland-
based airfare comparison website Skyscanner for US$1.7bn.  

In terms of strategy, the researchers also found signs that 
more of the 100 companies were focusing on R&D, product and 
service development, integration of value chains and being more 
innovative. As a result they were becoming more competitive 
and were improving their ability to sustain growth.   

‘Their growth outstrips global growth considerably,’ says 
Andrew Atherton, one of the report’s authors, a professor of 
enterprise at Lancaster University. ‘And they have sustained 
a track record of hyper-growth over many years. Their future 
prospects appear bright, and they look very likely to outperform 
businesses in other emerging economies and in the developed 
world – in the latter case, by quite some margin.’   

Nevertheless, predicting the next global leaders of the 
business world is inherently difficult. Of the 2016 emerging 
giants, fewer than half (46) were also listed in the 2014 study. The 
majority are newly identified businesses making their presence 
felt in China and further afield. The changing membership of 
the ranking indicates the dynamic, competitive nature of the 
business environment in China and the challenge of remaining a 
high growth generator. ■

Sarah Perrin, journalist

For more information:

Read ACCA’s report China’s Next 100 Global Giants  
at bit.ly/china-future-giants2

▲ Growth surge
Eleven of the 2016 future 
giants had headquarters 
in Shenzhen, a reflection 
of the southern city’s 
rising economic status
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Career boost
The ability to appear more upbeat than you feel can actually lead to higher earnings, 
says our talent doctor Rob Yeung; plus how to be the perfect audience

Dr Rob Yeung is an 
organisational psychologist 

and coach at consultancy 
Talentspace 

Talent doctor: emotional intelligence

Few people succeed in their 
careers purely because of technical 
knowledge and expertise. Leaders 
must be able to infl uence, persuade 
and motivate people, skills often 
bundled under the umbrella of 
emotional intelligence – a huge 
topic. So let us look at just one 
aspect: the ability to display 
emotions you do not truly feel.

Suppose you’re exhausted after a 
tough week but must attend a social 
gathering thrown by a senior, infl uential 
colleague – you may need to appear 
more enthusiastic than you actually feel. 
Or imagine that a key client criticises 
you unfairly – in the interests of your 
career, you need to show that you are 
listening rather than retaliate verbally.

To some people, this skill may sound 
inconsequential. However, data suggests 
that people with better emotional 
management skills earn more money.

In a recent study led by Ute Hülsheger 
at Maastricht University in the Netherlands, 
researchers asked customer service staff 
to rate their level of agreement with 
statements including: ‘Today, I made an 
effort to actually feel the emotions that I 
need to display to others,’ and ‘Today, I 
really tried to feel the emotions that I have 
to show as part of my job.’

When the social scientists gathered 
information on the incomes of these 
employees, they spotted that those 
indicating stronger levels of agreement with 
the emotion statements earned signifi cantly 
more money. In other words, it literally paid 

off for individuals to actually experience 
the emotions they were required to 
demonstrate, rather than merely display 
them on the surface.

That study indicated that people 
who naturally feel emotions more 
deeply tend to earn more money. 
However, Hülsheger and her team 
found in a follow-up study that 
employees could not only be taught 
emotional management techniques, 
but subsequently went on to earn 
more money too.

If you want to manage your emotions 
more effectively and make a better 
impression, consider this technique 
used by Hülsheger’s team. Practise 
triggering positive emotions by thinking 
of positive events, either past or 
upcoming. Even if you are feeling tired 
or anxious, think back to an amusing 
party, or project your mind forward to an 
impending holiday or celebration.

Don’t expect to master the skill at 
once. The researchers noted a learning 
curve, with most people getting 
slightly better at managing their 
emotions over the fi rst few days before 
experiencing a dip until around day 
8 when their skill started to improve 
again. So accept that it will take a week 
or two to see any real improvement.

The technique may sound like a 
facile trick of the mind. But don’t be 
put off – remember, it’s a method that 
is backed by science. ■

For more information:

talentspace.co.uk

@robyeung

Emotional display

Watch Dr Rob Yeung 
expand on these themes at 
bit.ly/ACCA-Yeung9
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The perfect: audience

In the digital age, there aren’t many occasions when sitting still and listening is an absolute 
essential. Opinion and analysis these days arrive in bite-sized, accessible pieces. If the 
recipient finds any of it objectionable, irrelevant or dull, they can switch off or skip forward. 
But some presentations – internal or external – call for dutiful attentiveness. 

First of all, however badly you want to convey to the speaker that you’re busy and 
important, don’t spend the time flicking through emails on your device. No matter how 
tempted or unspeakably numbed by boredom you are, turn off your mobile. Even if your 
presenter is uninspiring, pay them the courtesy of engaging with them. Smile, make eye 
contact, lean forward, ask questions. You’re likely to get a better presentation – the more you 
put in, the more you’ll get out. Plus it’s just good manners.

It’s sometimes possible to do quite a bit of this on auto-pilot if you practise maintaining 
your ‘interested’ facial expression, but do keep one ear on the proceedings, as you will need to 
be sure you’re giving the right signals at the right moment. 

If your presenter asks for participation, help them out with a question or observation – 
nothing too testing though, if it’s your boss. In this instance, being a supportive audience 
member may mean going along with their premise, however flimsy you find it. 

In short, sit down and sit still. You can take revenge when you give a presentation yourself.

Is the grass greener?
Nearly six out of 10 
accountants would like to make 
the transition from practice to 
industry – and vice versa.

A global study of more than 
1,300 accountants, conducted 
by recruitment consultant 
careersinaudit.com, revealed 
that 59% of respondents would 
like to switch sides. 

Some were apprehensive 
about crossing to the other 
side, however. Just over a 
quarter (26%) stated that 
economic conditions were too 
volatile, 20% felt they didn’t 
have the required skills and 
17% feared a swap might not 
be as good as they imagined.

More than a third (40%) 
said they were actively looking 
for a new role, the highest 
percentage since 2011.

Moreover, more than a 
tenth of accountants plan to set 
up on their own within a year.

Simon Wright, operations 
director at careersinaudit.
com, said accountants often 
underestimate the impact of 
changing to a new working 
environment. 

‘Moving from practice to 
industry is often thought of 
as an easier move, but it is 
not always the case. The work 
expectation and culture can 
come as a shock. 
‘Industry does, however, offer 
the chance to become an 
expert in a specific sector much 
faster than practice,’ he said. 

Shortage of soft skills
Accountancy students in 
Australia are leaving university 
without key skills prospective 
employers demand, a leading 
professor has claimed.

While universities are 
providing students with 
technical skills, they are 
failing to supply them with 
the soft skills now integral to 
the modern workplace, such 
as communication, creativity 
and teamwork. 

Speaking to Accountants 
Daily, James Guthrie, professor 
of accounting at Macquarie 

University, said courses were 
not meeting the expectations 
of graduates or employers, 
and that academics need to 
reassess course content to 
address the growing divide.

‘There needs to be 
leadership among deans and 
heads of school to ensure the 
programmes are relevant to 
graduate needs.
‘Many of the courses are still 
stuck in a technical view of 
accounting education – that 
is, we teach accounting 
standards,’ Guthrie said. 

Glass ceiling still solid
Women hold the top jobs 
in just 8% of major financial 
services organisations globally.

In an analysis of 381 
financial services firms across 
32 countries, management 
consultancy Oliver Wyman 

found that women accounted 
for just 20% of board positions, 
16% of executive committee 
members and 8% of CEOs. 

The report, Women 
in Financial Services, also 
revealed that millennial women 
(those entering the workplace 
from 2000 onwards) are often 
stunned when they realise the 
lack of diversity that exists. 

According to the analysis, 
despondency at the perceived 
lack of opportunity for 
progression begins to strike 
female workers four to five 
years into their careers, for 
reasons including discrimination 
and the lack of high-ranking 
female role models.

Commenting on the 
research in Harvard Business 
Review, Oliver Wyman partners 
Astrid Jaekel and Elizabeth 
St-Onge said: ‘Most financial 

firms are genuinely committed 
to improving gender 
balance among their senior 
executives. To that end, they 
have introduced a number of 
‘women-friendly’ programmes, 
such as flexible hours, parental 
leave and mentorship schemes. 

‘Helpful as they are, such 
measures do not fully address 
the problem, which also lies 
in the unconscious biases, 
expectations and practices 
of organisational cultures, 
which have been created by 
predominantly male executives 
over decades. Getting middle 
and senior management 
to recognise their biases 
is the most important first 
step towards reforming 
the corporate culture that 
disadvantages women.’ ■

Sally Percy, journalist
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Easy as pie
The key to winning customers is to make life as easy as possible for them – whether they 
are selecting your product off a shelf or navigating your website, argues Harry Mills

The researchers found the differences were down to ‘opting in’ 
versus ‘opting out’. The four countries with the lowest donation 
rates all required people to give their consent. The seven 
countries with the highest rates required people to opt out.

The tiny physical effort of checking boxes on a form and the 
mental effort involved in rejecting the default option sent people 
in mass towards the easier choice.

The effortless experience
In their book The Effortless Experience, Conquering the New 
Battleground for Customer Loyalty, authors Matthew Dixon, Nick 
Toman and Rick DeLisi argue that service organisations create 
loyal customers primarily by reducing customer effort – that is, by 
helping them solve their problems quickly and easily. ‘Delighting 
customers doesn’t build loyalty; reducing their effort – the work 
they must do to get their problem solved – does,’ they say.

This view is supported by research from the Corporate 
Executive Board, which shows customers are more likely to 
punish bad service than reward delightful service. Service 
breakdowns, they found, cause existing customers to defect and 
repel prospective customers. Companies that act on this insight 
‘can help improve customer service, reduce customer service 

Brian Wansink, professor of consumer behaviour at 
Cornell University and author of Mindless Eating: Why 
We Eat More Than We Think, has studied what happens 

when choices are made easier or more difficult. He found that 
when healthy food is the easiest choice – for example, when it 
is displayed more prominently – we eat more of it. 

Wansink argues that you need to make healthy eating 
the easiest choice, for example by putting healthy options in 
prominent places in school cafeterias, making healthy food 
easier to reach or using lighting to display it more prominently.

Google conducted an experiment to reduce consumption of 
M&Ms, which used to be available in baskets around its New York 
office. Instead, it put the sweets in bowls with lids. Even though 
the lids were easy to lift, the move cut the number of M&Ms 
consumed in the New York office by three million a month.

In 2003 Dan Goldstein and Eric Johnson published a study of 
organ donation consent rates across 11 European countries. The 
rates varied from 4.2% for Denmark to 99.9% for France. What was 
the cause of the huge differences? Were there cultural factors? It 
didn’t appear so. The figures in Austria and Germany, neighbouring 
countries with a common language, cultural similarities and a 
great deal of shared history, were 99.8% and 12% respectively.
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costs and decrease customer churn’. 
The book is full of examples of how the customer experience 

can be made easier. Clothes retailer Old Navy, for example, 
has made shopping with kids easier by lowering the heights 
of clothes racks so that parents can see where their kids are. 
They’ve labelled the hooks in their changing rooms ‘Love it’, 
‘Like it’ and ‘Not for me’. The Old Navy hooks clarify choices and 
make the next step – buying – ‘simple and apparent’. 

A number of companies have adapted the customer effort 
score. UK telecoms giant BT uses a ‘net easy’ measure, which asks, 
‘Overall, how easy was it to get the help you wanted today?’

Simply making a process easier can dramatically impact 
behaviour. Until recently only 35.5% of Indian households 
actively maintained their bank accounts. But in August 2014, the 
then new prime minister Narendra Modi launched ‘The Prime 
Minister’s People Money Scheme’. Five months later, 106 million 
new bank accounts had been opened. The account-opening 
form had been simplified, and the documentary requirement for 
proof of address relaxed.

Tasks that require effort tax our cognitive load. We favour 
decisions that require less mental effort. Psychologists use the 
term ‘cognitive fluency’ to measure how easy it is to think about 
something. Cognitive fluency causes us to make choices that 

are easy to evaluate, rather than those that offer us the greatest 
reward. Brand expert Simon Bird writes that ‘famous, popular or 
preferred brands make choice effortless’. Brain scans reveal that 
shoppers’ brains show much less effort when choosing the number 
one brand. Strong brands, it seems, help the brain ‘think less’. 

There are many other examples of this, including:

* Raising university applications University application rates 
among unrepresented groups in the US rose by 8% when 
forms were filled in and submitted on behalf of the applicant. 

* Increasing cab driver tips In 2007, New York City forced cab 
drivers to accept credit cards. The passenger is presented 
with a touch screen with three easy-to-choose defaults for 
tipping: 20%, 25% and 30%. When cabs were cash only, the 
average tip was roughly 10%. With the touchscreen it jumped 
to 22%. The addition of three easy to touch buttons resulted 
in US$144m additional tips per year.

So what can you do to make life easier for your customers? ■

Harry Mills is CEO of consultancy Aha! Advantage

For more information:

ahaadvantage.com
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Time’s upTime’s up
It is never too late to control your time 
better, says David Parmenter

* Create some space, each week, where you can think about your 
future – your ‘blue sky time’. No phone calls, texts or Facebook. 

* Embrace management guru Peter Drucker’s idea of 
‘abandonment’. Drucker said ‘Don’t tell me what you’re 
doing, tell me what you’ve stopped doing.’ There are always 
activities that can and should be abandoned. 

* Plan your week ahead. Avoid having morning meetings, and 
ensure you have at least two 90-minute blocks of time each 
day. Revisit what is on the agenda for tomorrow, as there will 
be a better way to organise the day and there will be some 
tasks that should be abandoned.

* Consider multitasking as ‘full of sound and fury, signifying 
nothing’ as Shakespeare so elegantly wrote. Stay in the 
moment and complete the task at hand before moving to 
the next one. Being busy for the sake of it will lead to an 
unhealthy and unrewarding life. 

* Say ‘Yes’ to events and opportunities that are on your journey, 
allowing enough thinking time to recognise why and how it 
will help you on your journey.

* Say ‘No’ to pointless meetings, writing reports that nobody will 
read and jobs that, while well-paid, will eat away at your soul. 

Next steps
1. Set up a to-do list using the quadrants above. 
2. Find a three to four hour block of time during each week to 

be your ‘blue sky’ time.
3. Email me (parmenter@waymark.co.nz) for a 

time-planning template. ■

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

Stephen Covey in his book First Things First observes 
that great leaders appear less stressed and seem to 
have more time on their hands than the rest of us. He 

drew a time-management diagram (see below), pointing out 
that far too often we are firefighting in the ‘urgent and not 
important’ quadrant. We should instead allow such fires to 
burn themselves out, redirecting our time to the ‘not urgent 
and important’ quadrant.  

A great parable about time management is ‘Rocks, pebbles 
and sand’ (see box). Look out for the YouTube video as well.

The rocks represent the seven facets of your ‘treasure map’ – 
your vision of what success looks like – activities related to your 
life partner, family, friends, health, hobbies, career and retirement 
savings. See ‘In the right direction’ (AB October 2016).

Besides learning to focus on the rocks each day, here are 
some other suggestions.

Rocks, pebble and sand

A philosophy professor is lecturing to his students. He 
brings out an empty jar and small rocks. Filling the jar 
with the rocks, he asks if it is full. ‘Yes,’ they reply. Then he 
pours a container of small pebbles in. ‘Is it full?’ ‘Yes,’ they 
reply again. Next he pours a container of sand in round 
the rocks and pebbles. ‘Is it full?’ ‘Yes, defi nitely’. Finally he 
pours in a cup of coffee, fi lling up all the remaining space.

He explains: ‘Rocks are the important things in your life 
– you must give them priority each day or you won’t be able 
to fi t them in. Small pebbles are the next most important 
things. The sand represents the least important activities 
(your emails, routine meetings and daily chores) and should 
be made to fi t around the more important tasks.’

‘So why the coffee?’ a student asks. ‘To remind you 
that you should always make time, every day, for a coffee 
with a work colleague, a client or a friend,’ he replies.
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Tread carefully 
Implementation of IFRS 5 can be a complex and time-consuming 
exercise with signifi cant judgment required, explains Graham Holt

Over the last few years, the 
Interpretations Committee 
of the International 
Accounting Standards Board 
(IASB) has been considering 
certain issues relating 
to IFRS 5, Non-current 
Assets Held for Sale and 
Discontinued Operations. 
This article discusses some 
of those issues.

IFRS 5 requires an entity 
to classify non-current assets 
as held for sale when the 
assets’ carrying amount will 
be recovered principally 

issues have arisen since the 
standard was introduced.

One issue relates to 
whether loss of control other 
than through outright sale 
can result in a held-for-sale 
classifi cation. For example, 
an entity could lose control 
through dilution of the shares 
held by the entity or due to 
call options held by a non-
controlling shareholder.

The question therefore 
is whether ‘loss of control’ 
is a factor that brings the 

event within the 
scope of IFRS 

5, or whether 
there also 
needs to be a 

disposal. The 
loss of control 

is a signifi cant 
economic event 

that meets the IFRS 
5 requirements, and 

triggers the held-for-sale 

classifi cation, provided the 
other relevant criteria are 
met. This is regardless of 
whether the entity will retain 
a non-controlling interest in 
its former subsidiary after 
the sale. This means that 
the recovery of the carrying 
amount of non-current 
assets or disposal group has 
changed to a method other 
than continuing use. 

It is argued that the 
current objective of IFRS 5 is 
to capture non-current assets 
(or disposal groups) over 
which an entity is committed 
to lose control, irrespective 
of the form of the transaction 
other than abandonment. 
Additionally, the non-
current assets (or disposal 
group) must be available for 
immediate disposal, and it 
must be highly probable that 
the entity will lose control. 
The loss of control is a 

signifi cant economic event 
and information about the 
event helps users to assess 
the timing, amount and 
uncertainty of an entity’s 
future cashfl ows.

Another issue relates to 
whether an impairment loss 
recognised for a disposal 
group should be allocated 
to non-current assets in the 
group to the extent that it 
reduces the carrying amount 
of such assets to below 
their fair value less costs 
to sell. The Interpretations 
Committee has discussed 
this issue and noted that in 
determining the order of 
an impairment allocation 
to non-current assets, IFRS 
5 does not refer to IAS 36, 
Impairment of Assets, which 
states that an impairment loss 
for a CGU (cash-generating  
unit) should not reduce the 
carrying amount of an » 

through a sale transaction 
rather than through continuing 
use. The standard further sets 
out more detailed conditions 
that an entity has to meet 
within the context of a typical 
sale transaction. 

These conditions include: 
a commitment to a plan to 
sell the asset; the asset being 
available for immediate sale; 
and the sale being highly 
probable within a 12-month 
time period. When an asset is 
classifi ed 
as held for 
sale, the 
entity has 
to measure 
the asset 
at the lower 
of its carrying amount 
and fair value less costs 
to sell. At fi rst sight 
these conditions and 
accounting practices seem 
straightforward but several 
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asset below the 
highest of:

* its fair value less costs of 
disposal (if measurable)

* its value in use (if 
determinable)

* zero.
As a result, the Interpretations 
Committee has tentatively 
stated that IAS 36 does 
not affect the allocation of 
an impairment loss for a 
disposal group. However, it 
is still unsure as to whether 
the amount of impairment 
losses should be limited to: 
the carrying amount of the 
non-current assets measured 
under IFRS 5; the net assets 
of a disposal group; the total 
assets of a disposal group; or 
the non-current assets with the 
possible recognition of any 
liability for the excess. 

The interpretation of the 
definition of ‘discontinued 
operation’ has come under 
scrutiny, particularly with 
regard to the concept in IFRS 
5 of ‘separate major line of 
business or geographical area 
of operations’. IFRS 5 says that 
a discontinued operation is a 
component of an entity that 
either has been disposed of, 
or is classified as held for sale 
and meets certain conditions, 
two of which are part of a 

single coordinated 
plan, and that the 
discontinuance ‘represents 
separate major line of 
business or geographical area 
of operations’. 

This latter concept can 
be interpreted differently 
depending on how the entity 
determines its operating 
segments. Generally speaking, 
the disposal of a reportable 
segment will be the type of 
strategic shift that qualifies 
as a discontinued operation. 
The definition of discontinued 
operations is an area that the 
IASB has attempted to revise, 
but the issue has not yet 
been resolved. 

There are different 
practices as regards how 
transactions between 
continuing and discontinued 
operations are treated. 
Some entities eliminate the 
transactions in full without 
any adjustments, while others 
eliminate with adjustments 
to reflect how transactions 
between continuing or 
discontinued operations will 
be reflected in continuing 
operations going forward.

Finally, some entities 
do not eliminate such 
transactions. IFRS 5 attempts 
to address this issue by 

requiring an entity to 
‘present and disclose 

information that 
enables users of the 
financial statements 

to evaluate the financial 
effects of discontinued 
operations and disposals of 
non-current assets (or disposal 
groups)’.

The standard itself does 
address how to reflect 
the impact of transactions 
between continuing and 
discontinued operations, 
but some believe that IFRS 5 
requires adjustments to reflect 
the anticipated impact of the 
disposal to be included on the 
income statement itself rather 
than providing additional 
information in the notes. 

The Interpretations 
Committee discussed this 
issue and concluded that 
there were no requirements 
or guidance in IFRS 5 or 
IAS 1, Presentation of 
Financial Statements, in 

relation to the presentation 
of discontinued operations 
that could override the 
consolidation requirements 
in IFRS 10, Consolidated 
Financial Statements. At 
this point, the committee 
agreed that an entity was 
required to eliminate intra-
group transactions in full 
prior to determining the 
presentation of continuing 
and discontinued operations. 
However, subsequently the 
committee felt that this and 
other issues were too broad 
for it to address, which 
indicated that a broad-
scope project on IFRS 5 was 
necessary. 

Clarification
In 2013, IFRS 5 was amended 
to clarify the situation where a 
disposal group or non-current 
asset ceases to be classified as 
held for sale and is a subsidiary, 
joint operation, joint venture, 
associate or a portion of an 

interest in a joint 
venture or an 
associate (subsidiary 
et al). However, 
for a non-current 
asset (or a disposal 
group) that is not 
a subsidiary et 
al, ceasing to be 
classified as held 
for sale results in 
the inclusion of 
any measurement 
adjustment in profit 
or loss in the current 
period. 

The definition 
of discontinued 
operations is an  

area that the IASB 
has attempted to 

revise, but  the 
issue has not yet 

been resolved
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In contrast, if a change to a 
sale plan involves a subsidiary 
et al, then IFRS 5 requires 
retrospective amendments. 
Questions have arisen as to why 
there is inconsistency between 
the two treatments and whether 
retrospective amendment 
applies not only to measurement 
but also to presentation. The 
Interpretations Committee 
felt that the retrospective 
amendment should apply 
to both measurement and 
presentation aspects of financial 
statements but because there 
was no observable diversity in 
practice, it has not taken this  
any further. 

Another issue relates to a 
situation in which an impairment 
loss recorded for a disposal 
group that is classified as held 
for sale subsequently reverses. 
IFRS 5 requires the recognition 
of a gain for a subsequent 
increase in fair value less costs 
to sell of a disposal group.  
However, specifically, the 

question focuses on whether 
an impairment loss relating to 
goodwill can be reversed. 

Guidance on the reversal of 
an impairment loss for goodwill 
generally is set out in IAS 36, 
which states that an impairment 
loss recognised for goodwill 
should not be reversed in a 
subsequent period. IFRS 5 
includes multiple references to 
IAS 36 but omits any reference 
to the above requirement. By 
not recognising a reversal of an 
impairment loss for goodwill, 
it essentially means that the 
disposal group is seen as 
comprising separate assets and 
liabilities, which are subject 
to different measurement 
requirements within IFRS.

No consensus
If the disposal group is seen 
as a single asset or liability, 
then the recognition and 
measurement requirements 
should be applied to the 
disposal group as a whole, 

rather than the individual 
assets and liabilities. The 
Interpretations Committee 
has discussed this issue three 
times at its past meetings and 
could not reach a consensus.

Another issue is whether 
IFRS 5 applies to a disposal 
group that consists mainly, 
or entirely, of financial 
instruments. IFRS 5 states 
that financial assets are 
excluded from its scope for 
measurement purposes. This 
issue is particularly relevant 
where the disposal group is 
expected to be sold at a loss. 
In applying the requirement 
of IFRS 5, it is possible that 
the loss is recognised only 
when the sale effectively 
occurs and this conflicts with 
the measurement principles 
in IFRS 5, which require 
measurement at fair value less 
costs to sell at the date of a 
‘disposal group’ classification. 
The Interpretations Committee 
noted that this was another 

example of the IFRS 5 
measurement challenges.

Discontinuing a business 
operation or deciding to sell 
a major asset are important 
commercial events, which 
are likely to have a significant 
effect on an entity’s results 
and net assets. IFRS 5 can 
have a significant effect on a 
company’s profit or loss, the 
carrying values of its assets 
and on the presentation of 
results. Implementation of 
IFRS 5 can be a complex and 
time-consuming exercise with 
significant judgment required 
especially in the areas above. ■

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

For more information:

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

Malaysia

Dispute resolver
An Ombudsman for Financial 
Services has started work 
in Malaysia, with the job of 
providing a fair and efficient 
system for financial consumers 
to resolve disputes with 
financial services companies. 
The goal of the office, which 
started work in October, is to 
provide independent redress 
with minimum formality as an 
alternative to court action.  

New controls on trustees
Consultation on the Securities 
Commission Malaysia (SCM) 
proposals for reforms to the 
country’s regulation of trustees 
and custodians has now 
closed. Among the proposals 
was a recommendation 
that trustees should control 
a minimum shareholders’ 
fund of RM1m (US$240,000) 
with issued and paid-up 
capital of the same amount. 
Other measures include a 
compliance and internal 
audit function and a risk 
management system. Read 
the detail at bit.ly/scm-trstee-
controls.

Testing fintech
Following public consultation, 
Bank Negara Malaysia has 
released details of what it 
calls a ‘financial technology 
regulatory sandbox 
framework’, designed to 
enable IT and financial services 
companies to test fintech 
solutions in a live, but legally 
controlled, environment. 

Stop on transactions
The central bank has asked 
non-resident banks trading on 
foreign exchange markets to 

provide a written promise that 
they will refrain from making 
non-deliverable forward 
(NDF) transactions involving 
the Malaysian ringgit. The 
request was sent to offshore 
institutions through Malaysia-
based banks. 

Late payment penalties
The Royal Malaysian Customs 
Department has warned 
that the deadlines have now 
passed for goods and services 
tax (GST) registrants who owe 
tax for 2015 and 2016 to pay 
the outstanding amounts. 
Penalties of up to RM20,000 
(US$4,540) are payable for 
late payment of 2015 tax and 
RM25,000 (US$5,680) for 2016. 

Input tax recovery
The Malaysian customs office 
has also released a detailed 
guide for companies and sole 
traders wanting to reclaim 
input tax when paying GST. 
Find the full document at  
bit.ly/rmcd-gst-input.

Hong Kong

Audit oversight
The Hong Kong Institute of 
Certified Public Accountants 
(HKICPA) has recommended 
that a future oversight 
body for auditors in Hong 
Kong should be funded by 
investors. Releasing guidance 
on progress on the drafting 
of proposals for regulating 
audit in Hong Kong, HKICPA 
stressed that the regulator 
must be independent and 
staffed with audit experts, that 
the Hong Kong government 
should ensure the separation 
of inspection/investigation and 
sanctioning processes, and 
that actual sanctions for audit 

deficiencies should be relevant 
and proportionate.

Exchange warning
The Hong Kong Stock 
Exchange (HKEx) has raised 
concerns about the authority 
of a proposed ‘listing 
regulatory committee’ to 
advise on listing issues with 
broader policy implications. 
It is proposed that the 
committee would include 
representatives from the 
HK Securities and Futures 
Commission (SFC), which 
HKEx fears could complicate 
listing decisions, given that it 
would work alongside a ‘listing 
committee’. The exchange 
warns that there could be 
ambiguity over the role that 
each body plays. 

DTA deal in force
An avoidance of double 
taxation and prevention 
of tax evasion agreement 
negotiated between Hong 
Kong and South Korea has 
now come into force, covering 
assessment years beginning 
on or after 1 April 2017. 

Information swaps
Hong Kong has signed 
automatic exchange of 
financial account information 
agreements with Britain and 
Japan, with transfers set to 
begin in 2018. The deals will 
bring Hong Kong’s bilateral 
relations on tax exchanges 
with these key partners into 
line with OECD standards. 

Stamp duty rise
The Hong Kong government 
has increased and simplified 
ad valorem stamp duty 
(AVD) rates for residential 
property transactions, with a 

new flat rate of 15%. There 
are a few exemptions: for 
instance, refunds will be 
retained for permanent 
residents who change their 
residential property. 

BEPS dialogue
Hong Kong’s treasury branch 
has launched a consultation 
exercise to gauge views on 
implementation measures 
to comply with OECD 
guidance in countering base 
erosion and profit shifting 
(BEPS) of enterprises. It is 
seeking opinions on issues 
such as transfer pricing, 
incorrect tax returns and 
double taxation relief. Find 
the consultation document at  
bit.ly/HK-treas-beps.

Mainland China

Economic stimulus
The government has issued 
guidance for government 
departments, including the 
Ministry of Finance and 
the State Administration of 
Taxation, to introduce tax 
policies aimed at boosting the 
domestic economy.

The guidelines – put out 
in the form of an opinion on 
accelerating domestic trade 
and supply-side reform – 
recommend the development 
and nationwide rollout of 
targeted tax incentives, 
including exemptions and 
rationalisation of income 
tax and VAT. The guidance 
also advises that taxation 
and administration systems 
should facilitate the creation 
of new business models, such 
as ride-sharing services, and 
encourage the acceptance 
of credit cards by retailers. 
The government wants tax 
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and administration controls 
to aid cooperation between 
e-commerce companies and 
bricks-and-mortar businesses. 
It also calls for more duty-free 
stores in approved ports. 

VAT refunds
China has increased VAT 
rebates to 17% for 418 
electronic products, fuels 
and crude oil products 
made for export, the state 
administration of taxation 
has announced. Among 
commodities eligible for 
the higher rebate are video 
cameras, engines, gas, diesel 
and aviation fuel. For gas 
and naphtha, for example, 
this is a significant rise from 
previous rates of 11% and 
13% respectively. 

Singapore

Information exchanges
Singapore has signed more 
automatic exchange of 
financial account information 
agreements, two of them with 
key trading partners – Japan 
and South Korea – with the 
aim of deterring tax evasion 
by taxpayers through using 
offshore bank accounts. 

The city-state has signed 
similar deals with Italy, Norway 
and South Africa. 

DTA deals
A prevention of double taxation 
agreement between Singapore 
and Laos has come into force. 
The deal eliminates double 
taxation on cross-border trades 
between the two countries. It 
also clarifies a wide range of 
legal tax definitions regarding 
Singapore–Laos tax relations, 
such as on directors’ fees, 
government service, interest 
and royalties.

Introducing blockchain
The Monetary Authority 
of Singapore (MAS), the 
country’s central bank, 
has announced that it is 
partnering with a blockchain 
technology company and 

a consortium of financial 
institutions to develop 
a system for conducting 
inter-bank payments using 
blockchain technology. 
The goal is to develop a 
24-hour payment system 
for participants to transact 
in different global markets. 
The blockchain solution 
offers greater transparency 
and increased resilience 
as software recording 
and validating payments 
would be decentralised 
and widely distributed. 

IMF loan commitment
MAS has announced that 
Singapore will maintain 
its current US$4bn loan 
commitment to the 
International Monetary Fund 
(IMF) until the end of 2020, 
to help safeguard global 
economic and financial stability. 

CIS code proposals
MAS is seeking advice 
on potential reforms to 
Singapore’s code on collective 
investment schemes. Among 
the issues it is considering 

are potential new controls 
on metal fund investments; 
disclosure requirements 
on a fund manager’s credit 
assessment practices; and 
possible additional disclosures 
on securities lending.

GST guide for biomedics
The Inland Revenue Authority of 
Singapore has released a goods 
and services tax guide for the 
biomedical sector. ■

Keith Nuthall and Wang 
Fangqing, journalists

Corporation tax to fall in Malaysia

The Malaysian government has released its 2017 budget with a pledge to reduce 
corporation tax by between 1% and 4% for companies achieving significant increases in 
taxable income during 2017 and 2018. The budget will also include a cut in income tax 
from 19% to 18% for small-and-medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) with taxable income up 
to RM500,000 (US$112,053). The government also announced plans to establish a digital 
free-trade zone for e-commerce companies based in Malaysia, plus a special commercial 
investment fund of up to RM3bn (US$681m), drawn from government-linked investment 
companies. Read more at bit.ly/my-budg-2017 and bit.ly/my-fin-bill2016.
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Not all bad
The shortcomings of the current corporate reporting model should be addressed  
but some of its merits are worth retaining, says ACCA’s Richard Martin

There has been a good deal 
of gazing into the future 
of corporate reporting 
recently. In June 2016, 
ACCA published Professional 
accountants – the future, 
which, though it covers a 
much wider field, draws a 
number of conclusions on 
corporate reporting. What 
are the key trends? What 
are the problems with the 
current model? What sort of 
changes are needed? ACCA’s 
Global Forum for Corporate 
Reporting has been 
considering many of these 
issues and has produced 
some definitive reactions.

One thing all are agreed 
on is the growing significance 
of non-financial reporting. 
Companies need to provide a 
more comprehensive package 
that supplies not only the 
standardised information 
currently included in the 
financial statements, but 
also other relevant measures 
of performance reflecting 
other risks. 

A discussion paper from 
the European Federation of 
Accountants (FEE), The Future 
of Corporate Reporting, 
picks out two trends affecting 
corporate reporting. First, 
it points to advances in 
communications technology 
which will have an impact on 
how reporting is presented, as 
well as on how external parties 
make use of it. Second, the 
paper notes a broadening in 
the parties interested. 

ACCA’s research, based on 
a survey of the views of those 
in and around the profession 
about the future, identified a 
number of key drivers: 

* greater global 
harmonisation of 

accounting and business 
standards

* the rising prominence of 
non-financial performance 
and reporting

* the use of technology to 
improve reporting and 
digital publishing.

The first of these reminds 
us that amid all the change 
some trends are expected 
to continue: global 
harmonisation, increasing and 
more complex regulation, 
and a greater requirement for 
disclosures are here to stay.

The other source of change 
lies in the correction of what 
are perceived as the problems 
in current corporate reporting, 
which include the following: 

* Financial statements are 
losing their relevance.

* Corporate reports are too 
voluminous.

* Financial statements and 
the standards that drive 
them are too complex for 

most to understand.

* Corporate reporting is 
backward looking.

* Reports are too far out of 
date.

Search for relevance
Investors, their analysts and 
other users are now sourcing 
information on companies 
beyond formal annual or 
interim reports, from the web 
and other media streams. 
Preliminary announcements, 
briefings and analysts’ 
recommendations are moving 
share and bond prices more 
than the publication of the 
financial statements and so 
are more relevant. Companies 
and analysts are focusing on 
adjusted earnings numbers 
rather than the standardised 
profit measures in GAAP 
(generally accepted accounting 
principles) statements. 

Our reaction is that financial 
performance is just one 

measure, and that other key 
performance indicators (KPIs) – 
such as the number of mobile 
phone subscribers, pipeline 
of new drugs, or proven oil 
reserves – are clearly vital for a 
coherent overall picture. 

But an assessment also 
needs to consider risks and 
strategy in the shorter and 
longer term, which may have 
an impact on the current 
business model and future 
performance. This thinking lies 
behind ACCA’s strong support 
for integrated reporting as a 
framework which captures that 
wider picture and recognises 
that businesses need to 
consider a balanced scorecard 
of different capitals for their 
long-term sustainability. 
However, our research on 
the future of professional 
accountants revealed a 
common view that while the 
non-financial elements will 
grow, financial reporting will 
remain as the core.

Looking just at the financial 
statements, profit has a crucial 
status as the only standardised 
and widely recognised 
benchmark measure of 
performance. If other measures 
are deemed significant for 
certain sectors and businesses 
they should be included, but 
they should be reconciled to 
the benchmark profit number. 

There are undoubtedly 
issues for the International 
Accounting Standards Board 
to address in the current 
measurement of performance, 
most notably the distinction 
in principle between items 
in profit and those dealt with 
as other comprehensive 
income. Equally, net assets in 
financial statements and stock 
market values of companies 
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have grown further apart. To 
maintain the relevance of the 
financial statements the IASB 
will need to consider whether 
‘investments’ being made in 
intangibles would not be better 
captured in balance sheets. 

Studies have tracked and 
confirmed the growing volume 
and length of the annual report. 
While International Financial 
Reporting Standards (IFRS) 
have undoubtedly extended 
the financial statements, some 
evidence points to the ‘front 
half’ of the annual report as 
the bigger culprit here. This 
trend has elicited numerous 
responses, among them 
the UK Financial Reporting 
Council’s call for companies 
to ‘cut the clutter’ in annual 
reports; the IASB’s disclosure 
initiative; demands for concise 
integrated reports; and FEE’s 
‘core-and-more’ model.

A number of points arise 
here. First, as we move 
away from the concept of 
a paper report of x pages, 
digital publishing will allow 
users to search a database 
of information. Both IR and 
the ‘core-and-more’ models 
assume that. 

Second, while no one would 
want reports to be longer than 
they need to be, in the pursuit 
of conciseness we see the 
potential omission of material 
issues as more dangerous than 
the inclusion of an excess of 
immaterial matters. 

Third, these more selective 
forms will tailor reporting more 
to the nature of the business 
and potentially make them 
more relevant, but at the risk 
of loss of comparability. That is 
a real concern, but only within 
bounds. Investors may want to 
compare different insurance 
companies, but they are less 
likely to want to compare an 
insurance company with a 
retailer, for example. 

More tailored forms of 
reporting, however, carry a 
far greater risk: the loss of 
neutrality. For all their faults, 
financial statements are a 

standardised form of reporting 
that minimises the scope for 
manipulation by management. 
Some investors discount any 
other reporting and focus 
solely on the ‘harder’ financial 
numbers. Financial statements 
are a form of honesty check on 
what may be in the ‘front half’.

Financial statements should 
be less complex, though. An 
oft-quoted indicator here is the 
number of pages in the IFRS 
book as a crude measure of the 
complexity of the standards 
that drive financial statements. 

Mostly, accounting 
complexities are driven by 
the complexities of business. 
Principles-based standards 
should help and some may be 
more complex than needed 
– share-based payments and 
deferred tax come to mind. 
The IASB needs to focus 
more on the principles of 
how items should be treated 
and less on trying to cover 
every possibility. Calls for 
more consistent application 
of IFRS around the world are, 
on the other hand, pushing 
in the opposite direction. We 
recognise that the application 
of principles-based standards 
requires judgment and that 
in some countries preparers 
and auditors have been 
accustomed to clear rules 
to apply. Perhaps one way 
the IASB could help is by 
providing more application 
guidance, keeping the 
standards rather more concise 
and sticking to the principles. 

Backward looking
Reports, especially financial 
statements, are by their 
nature historical, reflecting 
management’s stewardship. 
However, investors and others 
are essentially interested in 
what will happen in the future.
Financial statements inevitably 
reflect the future in some of 
their content, for example in 
fair values, cashflow forecasts 
for asset impairment or for 
provisions such as pension 
obligations. Their role is to 
provide a record of the recent 
past so that others may use 
that information to estimate 
the future. Even so, financial 
performance is generally a 
lagging indicator as compared 
to many of the non-financial 
KPIs noted above – hence the 
emphasis in IR, for example, 
on a more forward-looking 
stance, if only via risk and 
strategy disclosures. That 
may be as far as it can go 
because as much as forward 
information may be desirable, 
in practice companies see 
anything that amounts to 
forecasting as a hostage to 
fortune or to future litigation.

Of course, users will always 
want the most up-to-date 
information, and reporting 
should try to portray as recent 
a past as can be managed. To 
deliver a more concise report 
focused on what is important 
and to deal with principles-
based standards, judgment is 
required and judgment takes 
time to apply.

The layered 
approach of ‘core 
and more’ and IR 
is built on the idea 
that users can drill 
down to access 
more detailed 
information. If 

For all their 
faults, financial 
statements are 
a standardised 

form of reporting 
that minimises 

the scope for 
manipulation

different bits are updated at 
different times this integration 
may no longer work. Also, 
one of the key qualities some 
investors and users appreciate 
is that the annual report and 
accounts package is quite 
evidently the responsibility 
of the top management. The 
financial statements at least 
are audited and auditors have 
clear responsibilities in relation 
to the other documents issued 
at the same time. Much more 
corporate information will be 
provided, and more often, but 
it does function as an honesty 
check and confirmation. 
There is merit in retaining this 
package. Indeed, arguably 
the full package should be 
released at the same time: 
earnings announcement, 
financial statements, 
management commentary/
strategic/integrated report, 
plus any other reports 
depending on these, such as 
the country-by-country reports 
now being demanded. HSBC 
is an example of an adopter of 
this approach.

We need to think about the 
future, of course, and be ready 
to make use of and regulate 
reporting using enhanced 
technology; it will make 
reporting more flexible. A more 
complete view of the business 
with a wider range of measures 
will be needed but financial 
performance will remain 
the core. This wider picture 
will attract a wider audience 
whose needs should not be 
ignored. Shortcomings should 
be addressed. But in all of this 
change, some fundamental 
merits of the current model are 
worth retaining. ■

Richard Martin is head of 
corporate reporting at ACCA

For more information:

See more on Professional accountants – the 
future at accaglobal.com/thefuture 

To read the FEE report, The Future of 
Corporate Reporting, visit bit.ly/fee-future
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The rise of the MOOC
Massive open online courses are forcing business schools to reconsider the content of 
their MBAs and compete more fiercely in an area increasingly influenced by technology

It may well be expensive 
and demanding and have 
tough entry requirements, 
but a master’s degree 
continues to boast clear 
advantages for those 
prepared to commit. From 
a higher salary to greater 
career opportunities, a 
better business network to 
new skills and knowledge, 
the benefits of an MBA are 
well documented. 

But the price tag can be 
too formidable an obstacle 
for some. Indeed, the 
eye-watering US$187,290 
fee for the Executive MBA 
programme at Illinois-
based Northwestern 
University’s Kellogg School of 

Management – at the time of 
writing, the most expensive 
MBA on the planet – would 
deter more than a few.

For the large number of 
people who simply cannot 
afford the time or the money 
to attend a business school, 
often in another country, 
the growing profile of the 
online MBA opens up the 
qualification to them.

Online MBAs
‘Physical attendance is still 
seen as the gold standard, but 
the benefits of in-person study 
are notoriously difficult to 
quantify,’ says David Kernohan, 
senior co-design manager 
of Jisc, an organisation that 

champions the importance 
and potential of digital 
technology for UK education 
and research. 

He adds: ‘Distance learning 
has become very popular for 
postgraduate employment-
related courses, allowing for 
learning on the job. The other 
huge benefit is convenience. 
Study can be fitted around 
work and family commitments 
– helped by most online 
courses being offered part-
time.’

The reputation of online 
MBAs also continues to 
flourish. The Oxford Brookes 
Global MBA, which was 
developed by the UK business 
school and ACCA, was 

recently ranked fifth in the 
world and third in the UK 
in the QS Distance Online 
MBA rankings, published by 
higher and business education 
analysis firm QS Quacquarelli 
Symonds (see box). And at 
US$26,861 it’s a fraction of the 
cost of other top-ranking full-
time courses.

The Oxford Brookes 
Global MBA programme has 
received AMBA accreditation 
(the Association of MBAs). To 
complete the programme, 
ACCA members will require 
a minimum of three years’ 
professional or managerial 
work experience. 

While online MBAs 
are much cheaper than 
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attendance-based courses, 
they can still be too expensive 
for some. In this situation, the 
massive open online course 
(MOOC), a relative newcomer 
to the market, makes a 
master’s a viable proposition. 

Massive take-up
MOOCs are the newest 
big thing in the quest to 
enable higher education 
for all. An enormous 
amount of venture capital 
money is being invested in 
emerging online platforms 
that enable the delivery of 
increasingly sophisticated and 
interactive course content 
to participants, who 
can number from 
hundreds to tens of 
thousands. 

‘MOOCs are 
offered free of cost 
to learners,’ explains 
Kernohan. ‘They are 
delivered at a huge 
scale: in the early days 
there were 100,000 
students on a single 
course, but generally 
there are more 
than 1,000 learners. 
The pedagogy is 
characterised by short 
videos, interspersed with 
multiple-choice quizzes. 

‘Though some attempts 
are made to foster student 
interaction, this is usually 
unstructured and often 
unmonitored. In the majority 
of cases, students are not 
offered academic credit for 
their study on a MOOC.’

These new models are 
putting pressure on business 
schools, whose businesses 
are already being disrupted 
by technology, competition, 
university fees and increasingly 
stringent employer and 
employee needs, according 
to a report by ACCA and 
education consultancy 
CarringtonCrisp called See 
the Future. 

The report shows 
that business schools are 
reconsidering the content 

of their MBA programmes, 
with a growing shift towards a 
multidisciplinary approach to 
meet the demands of students 
and companies. 

It also reports that 
over 90% of respondents 
think that technology will 
promote the growth of new 
business models for business 
education, and that business 
schools will develop flexible 
degrees that allow students to 
mix study and work.

Meanwhile employers say 
they want value for money, 
with quicker, cheaper and 
more substantial impact from 
training and development. 

At the forefront
ACCA has been championing 
MOOCs for some time, 
having originally partnered 
with FutureLearn, a MOOC 
learning platform set up and 
owned by the UK-based Open 
University. ACCA’s innovative 
online learning programme, 
ACCA-X, delivered on the 
edX platform, which opens 
up access to the accountancy 
profession for thousands of 
individuals and businesses, 
recently celebrated its first 
anniversary. 

Since launch, ACCA-X 
has seen enrolments top 
150,000 for its two free 
courses (introductory and 
intermediate financial and 
management accounting) 
and its three paid-for courses 
(Accountant in Business, 
Management Accounting 

and Financial Accounting), 
which all form part of 
ACCA’s Diploma in 
Accounting and Business. 

Sign-up statistics show 
that demand for ACCA-X is 
growing in Asia Pacific and 
in developing economies. 
The programme also 
appeals to a wide range of 
age groups. The average 
age of the ACCA-X learner 
is 28, while 33% of learners 
are 25 or under and 13% 
are 41 or over. Students 

from almost every country 
and territory in the world have 
enrolled for ACCA-X.

‘ACCA pioneered the 
offer of recognised credit for 
MOOC study and assessment 
in partnership with UK MOOC 
platform FutureLearn,’ says 
Kernohan. ‘The offer of credit 
is usually coupled with a 
charge for the course and 
more rigorous assessment (or, 
indeed, actual assessment), 
leading to smaller numbers 
and a more traditional 
online learning approach – a 
promising development but 
not one with many links to 
the early “educate the world 
for free” rhetoric.’ ACCA says 
its paid courses enjoy higher 
engagement rates than are 
typical for free MOOCs.

There is a steady move 
towards online learning 

‘Physical 
attendance is still 

seen as the gold 
standard, but 

the benefits of 
in-person study 
are notoriously 

hard to quantify’

among most institutions, 
especially for postgraduate 
professional courses, but one 
major concern with MOOCs is 
the poor completion statistics.

Kernohan says: ‘Platforms 
argue that only students who 
complete one course should 
be counted as starting it for 
the purposes of completion 
percentages, or that students 
may meet their individual 
learning goals without 
completing the course.

‘The founder of MOOC 
pioneer Udacity, Sebastian 
Thrun, memorably described 
the MOOC as a “lousy 
product”, which may be 
closer to the truth. Surely if 
learners enjoyed the MOOC 
experience, they would 
complete the courses in 
greater number. No major 
MOOC platform has publicly 
released learner number 
data since 2014, suggesting 
that completion remains low 
and/or enrolment is falling.’

MBA programmes – and 
MOOCs – come in all shapes 
and sizes. Each varies in its 
admission requirements, 
content, programme length, 
costs and other factors. The 
key is to find one that fits your 
needs, lifestyle and budget so 
you can achieve your goals. ■ 

Beth Holmes, journalist

Distance online MBA rankings 2016

1. Warwick Business School (UK) US$36,780 (fees)
2. IE Business School (Spain) US$48,600
3. Alliance Manchester Business School (UK) US$46,000
4. Kelley School of Business, Indiana University (US) 

US$61,200
5. Oxford Brookes University Business School (UK) 

US$26,861
6. The Open University Business School (UK) US$25,100
7. The Naveen Jindal School of Management, University 

of Texas at Dallas (US) US$46,435
8. University of Strathclyde Business School (UK) 

US$22,500
9. Durham University Business School (UK) US$29,800
10. Robert Gordon University (UK) US$21,500

Source: QS TopMBA
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What’s next for audit?
Auditors must look beyond their historical role and seek to adopt a wider business 
partnering function, delegates at an ACCA/Grant Thornton seminar heard

At a recent ‘Future of Audit’ 
event, jointly organised by 
ACCA and Grant Thornton in 
Singapore, industry experts 
representing auditors, 
regulators and users 
convened to discuss what 
the future holds for the audit 
profession.

As part of the proceedings, 
Chiew Chun Wee, ACCA’s 
head of policy, Asia Pacifi c, 
moderated a discussion 
titled ‘The Future of Audit 
– Relevance, Lost & Found’, 
in which panellists shared 
their perspectives on how 
audit trends and imperatives 
might shift.

A step beyond
A theme that came up 
repeatedly was the need for 
a fundamental change in 
the nature of audit reports. 

Their current perfunctory 
role – ensuring that company 
fi nancial statements comply 
with relevant statutory 
regulations and guidelines – 
is no longer enough. Investors 
and other stakeholders 
need more relevant input 
from auditors.

Jean-Philippe Gauvrit, 
CFO for APAC & Japan at 
Nokia, raised the threat of 
automation, pointing out 
that because 80% of the 
auditor’s traditional role can 
now be handled by machines 
as a result of technological 
advances, the audit team must 
begin to focus on taking on a 
business partner function.

‘We need auditors who 
are experts in our industry, 
who are able to stay up to 
date with the changes in the 
business environment and the 

technology landscape, and 
pass on to us what it means 
for us,’ he said.

David Smith, head of 
corporate governance at 
Aberdeen Asset Management 
Asia, represented the 
needs of investors. He 
said investors looked for 
more communication with 
the people involved in the 
preparation of audits and 
fi nancial statements. 

‘Right now, this is done 
only with the CFOs. We 
would like to have a broader 
range of discussions with 
auditors about risk factors. For 
example, what are auditors 
seeing when they’re looking 
at emerging companies; what 
are the emerging trends in 
banking?’ he said.

Gauvrit related his own 
experience in dealing with new 

businesses: ‘Many of them 
did not exist two years ago. 
They just came out of nowhere 
and now they say they want 
to invest. Who are they? How 
do they make money? Audit 
has a role in assessing the risk 
of the external landscape and 
helping us understand these 
new business partners.’

Responding from an 
auditor’s perspective, 
Gajendran Vyapuri FCCA, 
audit partner at EY, said that 
while these wishlists had 
merit, auditors faced liability 
concerns. ‘How do we balance 
between the expectations 
of stakeholders and our 
stewardship principles? 
It’s hard to give an opinion 
on something that hasn’t 
happened,’ he shared.

One point on which the 
panellists were in broad 
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▲ All change
A foreign tourist inquires 
about exchange rates at a 
foreign currency money-
changer in Kuala Lumpur. 
Globalisation is having a 
major impact on the audit 
profession

agreement was that annual 
reports currently had an 
overwhelming tendency to 
include unhelpful forward-
looking statements and 
assumptions. 

Sue Almond, head of 
assurance at Grant Thornton, 
believed this was a hurdle that 
needs to be crossed by the 
profession as whole.

Adrian Chan, senior partner 
and head of the corporate 
department at Lee & Lee, and 
a member of the board of the 
Accounting and Corporate 
Regulatory Authority of 
Singapore, suggested that 
one solution would be the 
elimination of forward-looking 
statements from annual reports. 

Smith put forward a 
more moderate approach, 
where auditors would play 
a larger role in providing 
assurances for these 
statements. ‘We should have 
more audit views on forward-
looking statements and risk 
management. For investors, 
there is merit in having those 
discussions,’ he said.

Enhanced audits
The move towards updating 
audit systems and processes 
began in the UK three years 
ago, with enhanced audit 
reporting – expected to be 
officially implemented in 
Singapore by the end of 2016.

Smith reported that the 
enhanced audit report had 
made relatively good progress 
in the UK, and that it remained 
to be seen how it would turn 
out in Asia. ‘The enhanced 
audit report is thoughtful and 
insightful and many of the 
comments are useful for our 
investment decisions,’ he said.

He noted positive 
advances in the UK – in the 
first year a dialogue was 
initiated between the various 
stakeholders, and in the 
second, there was progress 
towards greater disclosure 
and transparency. 

Looking ahead, Almond 
asked: ‘What can we say now 

that is fresh and exciting from 
this point forward?’

Smith’s wish was that 
the audit report would give 
greater coverage to factors 
such as sustainability, and 
spotlight areas of risk that 
might derail the business.

‘I would also like to know 
how much comfort we can we 
take from some of the valuation 
processes that have gone 
through for intellectual property 
and intangibles,’ he said.

Among the changes 
recommended in enhanced 
audit reporting is mandatory 
reporting of key audit matters 
(KAM) encountered during 
the audit of a company’s 
statements. 

Chan shared that the 
framework for implementing 
enhanced audit reporting in 
Singapore was largely based 
on the UK model. However, 
he cautioned companies 
against falling into the trap of 
simply using the number of 
KAMs as a measurement of 
company health. 

‘If we see that the average 
number of KAMs in the UK 
is four, we may be tempted 
to think that having less than 
four KAMs in our reports is 
an indication of success,’ he 
explained. ‘We don’t want to 
fall into a numbers game. That 
can be a bad thing.’

Smith pointed to another 
way that the profession could 
change and move forward – by 
ensuring there was a good 
mix of people. He said: ‘Get 

the right people, from diverse 
backgrounds. Employing 15 
graduates from the same 
university doesn’t make for a 
great team. You want diversity 
of background, experience 
and subject matter expertise.’

The power of IT
Meanwhile, in a separate 
session on cognitive 
technology, Scott Layton, 
director of audit and 
investigations for IBM, Asia 
Pacific, Greater China Group 
and Japan, explored the threat 
posed to the jobs of auditors 
by machines.

Discussing the differences 
between data analytics 
and cognitive technology, 
Layton explained that while 
data analytics could provide 
users with information on 
which to make decisions, 
it could not actually make 
recommendations. ‘Cognitive 
technology is an evolution 
of that. The computer is now 
able to understand what has 
happened in the past, and 
apply that information going 
forward in real time.

‘Cognitive technology 
makes recommendations. It’s 
not answering the question 
“what were the sales forecasts 
for last month?”, but “how do 
I improve sales forecasts for 
next month?” It can also pick 
up the characteristics of fraud. 
As we input more examples of 
fraud cases, the machine goes 
through these massive sets 
of data, and is able to tell us 

what percentage it 
thinks is fraud and 
why,’ he said.

This has 
enormous 
implications for 
audit, Layton 
said. Instead of 
sampling data, 
machines are 
now able to go 
through every 
single transaction 
and highlight those 
that it thinks could 
be a problem.

‘Employing 
15 graduates 

from the same 
university doesn’t 

make for a great 
team. You want 

diversity’

So are auditors’ jobs 
really at risk? Layton believed 
that technology would replace 
some auditors but that 
humans are still ultimately 
needed to make decisions. 
‘The technology will be able 
to provide you with a set of 
judgments for you to base 
your decisions on, but you will 
still have to make and execute 
the decision,’ he said.

Still relevant
Another issue raised was 
the need to keep up with 
industry needs. Viyapuri stated 
that measures were already 
being put in place to deal 
with changes in the business 
environment. ‘Auditors 
have started providing 
assurances on sustainability 
reporting. There are now also 
additional obligations for 
auditors to give an opinion 
on whether there’s material 
inconsistency between the 
financial statements and 
other information gained 
by the auditor.’

Almond, however, 
cautioned that regulations 
must be balanced to maintain 
an environment conducive 
to innovation. ‘Regulators 
cannot be too strict or they 
will stifle the innovative 
environment,’ she said.

Changes are indeed being 
seen in the environment. 
Chan observed that Rolls-
Royce recently took a bold 
step in allowing for the 
presentation of business risks 
in its audit report. He issued a 
challenge to delegates: ‘Is this 
something that we in Asia can 
look to adopt?’

In summary, Almond 
concluded that the question  
that should be asked was 
not whether audit was still 
relevant to business. ‘Audit still 
underpins the confidence and 
trust in business. The question 
we should be asking is: “How 
can we evolve and bring value 
to the market?”’ ■

Rufus Tan, journalist
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Maximising value
More than 50 delegates from 42 countries celebrated the 20th anniversary meeting of the 
International Assembly at ACCA headquarters at the Adelphi in London in November

The 20th year of the International Assembly was marked by 
delegates attending two days of discussions around the theme 
of maximising value. They were joined on the second day by 
ACCA Council and the keynote speakers. Li Kouqing, president 
of the Shanghai National Accounting Institute (SNAI), talked 
about the value that ACCA can create with partners. And Lee 
White and Darren Scammell, CEO and president respectively 
of the Chartered Accountants Australia and New Zealand 
(CA ANZ), talked about maximising the value from the strategic 
alliance between ACCA and CA ANZ. ■

◄ Tewodros Tilahun 
Sahile
Assembly member for Ethiopia 
and general manager of 
Diligence Consultancy Services

▲ Dato’ Merina Abu Tahir
Assembly member for Malaysia 
with ACCA Singapore head 
Soo Yee Leong (left) and China 
member Matthew Wong
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▲ Alice Yip Ka Ming
The Assembly member for 
Hong Kong with Nigeria 
member Babajide Ibironke (left) 
and Council member Ayla Majid

▲ Edith Yembra
The Assembly member for the 
UK and director of finance and 
IT at YMCA North London

▼ Paula Kensington
The Assembly member  
for Australia and New Zealand  
and chief financial officer of 
Regus ANZ

▼ Darren Scammell
The president (right) of 
CA ANZ with its CEO 
Lee White (left)
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For more information:

A detailed explanation of all the changes is available at 
accaglobal.com/rulebook

Rulebook changes
Changes have been made to the 2017 edition of the ACCA Rulebook, including  
replacing members’ practising certificates with registration

Policy decisions, legislative 
and lead regulator 
requirements and changes 
to the IESBA (International 
Ethics Standards Board for 
Accountants) code all require 
changes to be made to the 
ACCA Rulebook. Here are the 
changes made to sections 2 
and 3 of the 2017 edition. 

Section 2 – Regulations
Replacing practising 
certificates with registration
Changes to the Membership 
Regulations and Global 
Practising Regulations (GPRs) 
will give effect to a new policy 
in respect of ACCA practising 
certificates. This removes the 
need for a member in practice 
to hold an ACCA practising 
certificate unless practising in 
the UK, Ireland or a designated 
territory, or otherwise required 
by local legislative and/or 
regulatory requirements to 
hold an ACCA practising 
certificate. Members not 
requiring (or otherwise electing 
to hold) an ACCA practising 
certificate will nevertheless be 
required to notify ACCA if they 
are carrying on public practice, 
and these practitioners will 
be placed on a register of 
ACCA practitioners.

Insolvency regulations
ACCA has entered into a 
collaborative arrangement with 
the Insolvency Practitioners 
Association (IPA) in respect 
of the future regulation of 
insolvency practitioners 
licensed by ACCA. The 
changes to Annex 1 of 
the GPRs include moving 
the regulations relating 
to insolvency practice to 
a new Appendix 4 and 
reflecting the nature of the 

collaboration in which IPA may 
perform certain regulatory 
functions in respect of ACCA 
insolvency practitioners.

Membership regulations
Changes include:

* more principles-based 
regulations concerning 
subscriptions for affiliates

* clarification of what is meant 
by a ‘registered student’, 
and that all students are 
bound by the requirements 
of the ACCA Rulebook.

Global practising regulations
Amendments have also been 
made to Annex 2 of the GPRs 
(in respect of the Republic of 
Ireland) in order to:

* simplify the requirements 
concerning the signing of 
audit reports

* amend the professional 
indemnity insurance 
requirements for liquidators, 
in accordance with the 
Companies Act 2014 
(Professional Indemnity 
Insurance) (Liquidators) 
Regulations 2016.

Irish investment business
Changes to Irish Investment 
Business Regulations resolve a 
problem with current regulation 
3(3). The amendment will 
allow spouses (and others who 
might meet the definition of 
‘controller’) who take no part 
in the business of a firm that 
holds an investment business 
certificate (Ireland) to hold 
shares in that firm. 

Appeal regulations
Changes have been made 
to ensure consistency 
with the notice provisions 
across the regulatory and 
disciplinary regulations.

Section 3 – Code of 
ethics and conduct 
A change to section B4 
replicates the change to Annex 
2 of the GPRs regarding the 
signing of audit reports in the 
Republic of Ireland. A further 
change to section B4 updates 
the provisions concerning the 
use of the ACCA logo. 

However, most of the 
changes to the code arise from 
the recent pronouncement by 
IESBA concerning ‘Responding 
to Non-Compliance with Laws 
and Regulations’. 

The most significant change 
is the addition of sections 225 
and 360, although there are 
other changes for the sake 

of consistency, particularly to 
section 210.

Section 225 sets out the 
provisions for accountants in 
public practice, and places 
higher demands on those 
engaged in the audit of 
financial statements than on 
those providing other services. 
Similarly, a senior accountant 
in business (section 360) 
has responsibilities beyond 
those of other accountants in 
business. There are situations 
in which external auditors 
and senior accountants in 
business are required to 
determine whether to disclose 
a particular matter to an 
appropriate authority. ■
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Council highlights 
At its meeting on 26 November 2016, Council discussed a range of issues, from recent 
strategic partnerships and subscriptions to global forums and the review of bye-laws

Council met on Saturday 
26 November in London. 
The Council meeting 
featured discussions and 
decisions on a number of 
important matters.

* The president updated 
Council on his and the 
officers’ activities since 
September, including 
representational events in 
the UK, Ireland and Brazil.

* Council received a 
presentation and noted the 
report from Helen Brand, 
chief executive, focusing on 
strategic performance for 
the period to 30 September 
2016 and key strategic 
developments within 
ACCA and the external 
environment.

* Council reviewed the 
findings from a research 
project, Professional 
accountants – the future: 
Generation Next, recently 
published by ACCA, and 
in discussion groups, 
considered how the 
findings supported the 
current strategic priority of 
‘growing our pipeline’.

* Council considered a 
paper on the development 
of a strategic partnership 

with Beijing National 
Accounting Institute, 
which included ways 
that ACCA can grow its 
presence and awareness 
in state-owned enterprises 
in China. 

* Council received a 
presentation from the 

chairman of 
the Resource 
Oversight 
Committee on 
strategic pricing 
and considered 
proposals 
to amend 
the ‘reduced 
subscriptions for 
members policy’ 
to include an 
additional ‘social 
hardship’ category 
in the 2018 
subscriptions.

* Council noted a report 
from the Qualifications 
Board, including the review 
of the September 2016 
examination results, noting 
that the Board had ratified 
the results.

* Council considered a 
report on the development 
of ACCA’s integrated 
learning support to 
enable better student 
progression and further 
differentiate ACCA in the 
marketplace as a provider 
of innovative solutions.

* Council considered a paper 
providing an update on the 
development and activities 
of ACCA’s global forums. 

* Council received an oral 
report from the president 
on the results of the Council 
performance appraisal 
exercise for 2015-16. The 

Council considered 
a report on the 

development of 
ACCA’s integrated 
learning support 

to enable 
better student 

progression

president advised Council 
that overall Council was 
in a healthy position, with 
effective contribution and 
open discussions.

* Council received a 
presentation from 
the chairman of the 
Governance Design 
Committee, providing an 
update on an ongoing 
project to review the 
bye-laws to ensure their 
fitness for purpose for the 
future, the progress made 
by the Governance Review 
Task Force reviewing the 
current Council governance 
structures, and the 
outcomes of a technology 
survey recently undertaken 
by members of Council. ■

Council’s next meeting will be 
in Cyprus on 11 March 2017
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Go forward, look back
Amos Ng, chairman of the ACCA Singapore Network Panel, looks back at a year that saw 
the organisation celebrate 80 years in the city-state and anticipates future developments

It’s the New Year again and 
we at ACCA are very excited 
about our plans for the year 
ahead. However, it is also 
an opportune moment for 
us to pause and take stock 
of the key highlights in our 
ACCA community over the 
past year. 

The year was indeed 
a special one for ACCA 
Singapore as we celebrated 
80 years of supporting the 
accounting profession on our 
sunny island!

To commemorate this 
happy occasion, we held 
the ACCA Singapore 80th 
Anniversary Dinner on 17 
June at Suntec City, where 
I was delighted to see so 
many of you in attendance. 
We honoured more than 
150 members and added 
new Approved Employers, 
bringing their total to more 
than 170.

Further afield, in October, 

ACCA also clinched the 
hotly contested Professional 
Body of the Year award 
at the prestigious The 
Accountant & International 
Accounting Bulletin Awards 
in London. It couldn’t have 
been possible without all of 
your contributions. 

Strategic alliance
2016 wasn’t just about 
celebrating our achievements 
so far; we also began 
taking steps to reorient 
ourselves towards the future. 

In June, we forged 
a strategic alliance 
between ACCA and the 
Chartered Accountants 
Australia and New Zealand 
(CA ANZ). Bringing together 
308,000 members and 
480,000 students across 
181 countries, the alliance can 
pool resources and leverage 
on economies of scale to 
provide stronger support 

and contribute more keenly 
to improving professional 
standards for all members 
around the world.

ACCA will work with 
CA ANZ in conducting 
joint research and 
implementing initiatives 
to further the development 
of the profession. This is 
a bold and exciting step 
forward for us, and I’m 
confident that this alliance will 
be an enduring and fruitful 
partnership for both bodies.

Professional accountant
Also in June, we shared our 
views on how professional 
accountants can look 
towards the future. In 
our report, Professional 
accountants – the future, 
we recognise that 
increased regulation and 
technological advancement 
will shape how our profession 
moves forward.

We recognise that 
with greater emphasis 
on tax transparency and 
information sharing, 
members involved in 
tax advice, compliance, 
reporting, planning and 
risk management will 

With greater 
emphasis on tax 

transparency 
and information 

sharing, members 
will be at the 

frontline of 
regulatory changes

be at the frontline of 
regulatory changes.

At the same time, the 
report also noted that 
information technology 
continues to develop 
at breakneck speed. It 
will disrupt our industry 
at many levels; it can 
and will automate many 
processes and accounting 
functions. Its effects on 
other sectors and business 
processes like funding 
sources, payments, 
services and production will 
also mean that members 
have to ensure they 
continually keep abreast of 
these changes.

These points raised in the 
report are all worth bearing in 
mind as we look towards the 
New Year.

All change
Following the report, 
ACCA took a major step 
forward in shaping the 
future of accountancy by 
unveiling major changes 
to the ACCA Qualification 
in October. We have 
incorporated a case-study 
exam, focused on business 
reporting skills, and 

updated our ethics 
and professional 
skills module to 
the Qualification.

Taken together, 
these steps ensure 
that the ACCA 
Qualification 
meets the 
demands of 
professional 
accountants in 
the 21st century, 
while ensuring 
that ACCA’s 
qualifications 

Amos Ng is CFO 
and senior vice 

president (finance and 
administration), Straco 

Corporation 

64

Accounting and Business 01/2017

ACCA | Amos Ng

SG_A_Ng.indd   64 07/12/2016   15:02



can continue to set 
the international 
benchmark by adhering 
to rigorous technical, 
ethical and professional 
skill requirements.

Now, as we cast our gaze 
forward to 2017, we can be 
both heartened by the solid 
foundation our work in the 
past year has set for us and 
excited about the myriad 
new opportunities ahead for 
ACCA Singapore.

Future economy 
The government’s Committee 
on the Future Economy 
(CFE) is expected to release 
its report soon. This will 
outline its recommendation 
on the economic strategies 
required to position 
Singapore to be a vibrant 
and resilient economy 
with sustainable growth 
that creates value and 
opportunities for all.

The accountancy 
community is deeply involved 
in the CFE’s work; a dedicated 
working group has been set 
up to help develop strategies 
to prepare Singapore’s legal 
and accounting services 
sectors for the future. Focus 
groups have expressed 
interest on topics such as 
technology and business 
model innovation.

ACCA Singapore will work 
hard at organising seminars, 
workshops, conferences 
and other programmes 
that address these issues 
to continue to support 
our members through an 
increasingly dynamic business 
landscape. Together, we can 
navigate future challenges 
with confidence!

Thought leaders 
But our ability to stay ahead 
of the curve also requires 
each and every one of us to 

play a part. We are all proud 
of our identities as ACCA 
members. This means that 
we belong to a community 
of thought leaders and 
global influencers; we have 
an important part to play in 
shaping the profession in 
Singapore and beyond.

As such, I urge members to 
participate actively in ACCA 
activities and at the Annual 
General Meeting (AGM). This 
ensures that everyone’s voices 
can be heard so that ACCA 
Singapore can provide more 
value for members in the best 
way possible.

I also strongly encourage 
all invited members to 
take time to complete the 
members’ satisfaction survey. 
Your voice matters and your 
feedback is much valued.

In its entirety, your active 
participation also improves 
Singapore’s standing at 
the Global Council. It is 

essential that Singapore 
continues to be represented 
and heard on the Council. 
I hope that members can 
continue to support ACCA 
Singapore at the next AGM in 
September 2017.

The first 80 years of ACCA 
Singapore have been exciting 
and memorable. As we 
usher in the New Year with 
anticipation, I am hopeful 
that we are well placed to 
embrace change, come 
what may.

Hand in hand, we can be 
resilient and feel empowered 
to create a global profession 
that is ready to take on 
future challenges.

Happy New Year to all! ■

For more information:

Read Professional 
accountants – the future 

at accaglobal.com/
thefuture
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Kenyan connection
ACCA has signed a strategic partnership agreement with the 
Institute of Certifi ed Public Accountants of Kenya 

ACCA and the Institute of 
Certifi ed Public Accountants 
of Kenya (ICPAK) signed 
a strategic partnership 
agreement last November 
to work on collaborative 
arrangements that will 
strengthen the accountancy 
profession in Kenya and 
across the world.

ACCA president Brian 
McEnery and ICPAK CEO 
Patrick Ngumi signed the deal 
on behalf of both bodies.

‘As professional bodies, 
ACCA and ICPAK share 
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a mutually respected 
relationship,’ said McEnery, 
‘and this agreement 
strengthens this relationship 
for the benefi t of our members 
and students. We both 
believe in the development 
of the accountancy profession 
locally and internationally, 
and we work to promote 
the public interest remit of 
the profession.’

ACCA and ICPAK will work 
together on:

* exploring pathways to 
membership of each 

other’s organisation, 
driving member growth 
and supporting the 
development of the 
profession 

* developing opportunities 
for ACCA and ICPAK 
members across a range 
of areas of mutual interest, 
including CPD, workshops 
and joint conferences  

* joint research and policy 
initiatives with the aim 
of enhancing the 
reputation and influence 
of the profession.

The future has arrived

The 13th edition of Accountancy Futures leads on ACCA’s major new 
initiative ‘Professional accountants – the future’ and the report of the 
same name, which looks at how the main drivers of change could shape 
accounting over the next decade and beyond. The milestone changes to 
the ACCA Qualifi cation are also marked in the new edition. It also covers 
whistleblowing, implementing BEPS action points, sustainability, audit 
and hedonics. Visit insights.accaglobal.com to read edition 13 and to 
download the app version.

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

Infl uence 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 effi cient 
support around the 
clock, by phone, email 
and webchat.

Go to accaglobal.com/
memberbenefi ts
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