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Welcome
The digital space offers opportunities for finance professionals who are willing to 
broaden their skills, enabling them to become a bridge between business and tech

report, The passionate practitioner: 
developing the digitalised small and 
medium practice, which sets out the 

benefits of digitalisation as well as 

an implementation roadmap (page 

36). Over on page 32, we compare 

the pace of technology adoption 

among accountancy practices in Asia’s 

top financial hubs – Hong Kong and 

Singapore – and ask how practitioners 

can accelerate their growth. And, 

as many organisations have yet to 

move to the cloud, we find out why 

companies need to treat it as an 

enabler for digital business (page 

22). We also ponder the future of the 

tokenised economy in our article on 

the regulation of cryptocurrencies on 

page 24.

You can find more articles, CPD 

resources and ACCA research at 

accaglobal.com/digital, along with 

details of how you can join ACCA’s 

power of digital virtual conference, 

which takes place this month. AB

Colette Steckel, Asia editor

colette.steckel@accaglobal.com

Whether you are a digital native 
interacting with new technologies from 
a young age or a more recent adopter 
developing your tech knowledge and 
skills, seeking out opportunities in 
the digital age is key to professional 
growth. Do you have what it takes to 
be a tech accountant?

In our interview this month, we hear 

from Darren Kong, managing director 

of corporate strategy and alliance 

at Fusionex International. Malaysia-

based Fusionex is a data technology 

solutions provider and a major player 

in the Asia-Pacific big data and analytics 

space. Kong spent 15 years working in 

the automotive sector before making 

the leap to IT and exemplifies the 

new breed of digitally savvy finance 

professionals. He describes accountants 

as being in a great place to serve ‘as the 

bridge between business and tech’, and 

describes why working in technology is 

fast-paced as well as exciting. You can 

find how he embarked on his digital 

journey on page 12. 

Continuing our digital theme 

this issue, we look at ACCA’s latest 
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 ‘We need to know 
our numbers, our 

operations and, 
most importantly, 

our people and 
how our business 

works beyond just 
the accounting’
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Fortnum & Mason’s first 
overseas standalone 
store is due to open 
in September in Hong 
Kong’s Victoria Dockside. 
Last year the iconic British 
luxury store enjoyed a 
55% rise in sales in its 
concessions in the Special 
Administrative Region.

Following the devastating 
fire at Notre Dame 
Cathedral in Paris in 
April, France’s leading 
billionaires and companies 
led a fundraising 
campaign to rebuild the 
historic landmark. The 
fund hit €880m (US$995m) 
within 48 hours.

Bob Iger, The Walt Disney 
Company’s chairman and 
CEO, received a salary 
of US$65.6m in 2018: 
up 80% on the previous 
year. Abigail Disney, the 
granddaughter of one of 
the founders, described 
the figure as ‘insane’.

The Jewel, a shopping 
and entertainment hub 
in Singapore’s Changi 
airport, has opened. 
The complex, which 
cost S$1.7bn (US$1.3bn) 
to build, features retail 
outlets, a hotel and the 
tallest indoor waterfall in 
the world. 
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Latest AF is here!
In the 18th edition of twice-

yearly magazine Accountancy 
Futures, jointly published 

with ACCA’s strategic alliance 

partner CA ANZ, we focus on 

how cutting-edge technology 

is impacting the work of 

professional accountants. 

The cover feature looks at 

machine learning, taking 

as its basis the latest ACCA 

research. For this and more, 

visit bit.ly/ACCA-AF.

Discover our global research at: 
future.accaglobal.com

charteredaccountantsanz.com/news-and-analysis/insights

Future 
thinking
What does the digital 
future hold for professional 
accountants? Research from 
the ACCA and CA ANZ alliance 
covers key areas ranging from 
ethics and tax to technology, 
future skills and prosperity.

AF_Alliance AD back cov_v1.indd   2 25/04/2019   16:15
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News in brief
This editions stories and infographics from across the globe, as well as a look at the 
latest developments and issues affecting the finance profession

Audit shake-up
Following extensive 

discussions with audit 

firms, investors and major 

companies, the UK’s 

Competition and Markets 

Authority (CMA) has 

published its final report with 

recommendations to address 

serious competition problems 

in the audit industry. The 

CMA is recommending 

the separation of audit 

from consulting services; 

mandatory ‘joint audit’ to 

enable firms outside the 

Big Four to develop the 

capacity needed to review 

the UK’s biggest companies; 

and the introduction of 

statutory powers to increase 

accountability of companies’ 

audit committees.

 

Renewed MoU
A memorandum of 

understanding (MoU) 

established in March 2018 

between ACCA and DFK 

was recently renewed by 

both organisations at ACCA’s 

headquarters in London. 

The revised MoU builds on 

the success of the original 

agreement, and seeks to 

forge stronger connections 

between ACCA and DFK, 

and its member firms around 

the world. Helen Brand, chief 

executive of ACCA, said: 

‘Our refreshed MoU builds 

on the firm foundations 

established between our 

organisations and which have 

helped to open doors to new 

opportunities worldwide for 

both of us.’ Martin Sharp, 

DFK executive director, 

added: ‘Talent recruitment 

and management matters a 

great deal to both DFK and 

ACCA, and as partners we are 

able to share best practice 

and insights to do just this. 

We have a practical and 

effective relationship that is 

firmly based on collaboration 

and giving people the know-

how to grow in their roles.’

Demands on CFOs
Large companies in Hong 

Kong (87.3%) and Singapore 

(86.1%) are more likely than 

those in Australia and New 

Zealand (72.5% and 71.9%, 

respectively) to expect their 

CFO to be responsible 

for more than the finance 

function. According to 

Workday, a provider of 

enterprise cloud applications 

for finance and human 

resources that conducted 

the research, the results from 

Hong Kong and Singapore 

may be attributed to their 

status as Asian-based major 

financial centres of the 

global economy. Outside of 

finance, firms cite business 

strategy, risk management, 

digitisation, IT services and 

procurement as the main 

areas they would like their 

CFO to provide advice on.

Focus shifts
CFOs are shifting their 

priorities from cutting 

costs to rapidly investing 

in technology and data, 

according to Grant Thornton’s 

CFO Survey 2019, conducted 

in partnership with CFO 

Research. The research 

found that significant 

numbers of senior financial 

executives are currently 

implementing technologies 

such as advanced analytics 

(38%) and machine learning 

(30%). Many also plan to 

dedicate additional resources 

to frontier technologies 

within two years, including 

artificial intelligence (4%), 

drones and robots (30%), 

blockchain (40%) and robotic 

process automation (41%). 

According to Srikant Sastry, 

national managing principal 

of advisory services at Grant 

Thornton: ‘The speed with 

which CFOs are investing 

in IT shows a clear vision of 

the digital transformation 

they want to see at 

their companies.’

Plans on track
Malaysia says it is on track 

to implement accrual 

accounting by 2021. State 

treasurer Rusdin Riman said 

preparations to migrate to 

the new accounting method 

are 70% completed. ‘We 

started preparing in 2015 

and are proud to have 

done it without having to 

engage consultants. I am 

confident we can finish it 

by 2021 or perhaps even 

earlier,’ he said in an official 
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Digital power
In a series of videos looking at the power of digital, we explore how machine learning and 
artifi cial intelligence are set to revolutionise the world of fi nance professionals

You can fi nd the videos 
and other resources at 
accaglobal.com/digital.

More information

As ACCA Professional 
Insights publishes a 
report on machine 
learning, watch the 
videos to see how digital 
technology is impacting 
the operations as well as 
the strategic ambitions of 
organisations.

Machine power

statement, noting that 

accrual accounting, and 

conforming with GAAP, IFRS 

Standards and Malaysian 

Public Sector Accounting 

Standards, not only offers 

greater transparency of the 

state’s financial position, but 

is also the preferred method 

of accounting for investors.

Short supply
More than 83% of 

Singapore’s CFOs surveyed 

by recruitment firm Robert 

Half are struggling to 

find qualified finance 

professionals, with more 

predicting the search 

will become increasingly 

challenging in the coming 

five years. Matthieu Imbert-

Bouchard, managing director 

pledged-share crisis. Ciaxin 

reported that the CNY20bn 

(US$3bn) bailout fund 

was announced on the 

government’s website. The 

practice of share pledging, 

where major shareholders 

in private companies put up 

shares as collateral for loans, 

boomed in China last year 

amid a crackdown on shadow 

banking, but unravelled as 

share prices collapsed. By the 

end of November, local 

governments had rolled out 

bailout funds totalling 

CNY170bn, on top of an 

estimated CNY120bn 

launched in bailout funds 

and bonds by financial 

institutions such as brokerage 

firms, insurers and asset 

management companies.

of Robert Half Singapore, said 

that digitisation, automation 

and AI initiatives are placing 

additional pressure on 

financial employers to 

recruit technologically adept 

candidates. ‘Combined with 

new regulations and the skills 

shortage, finance leaders are 

struggling to find the talent 

they need to face commercial 

challenges in 2019,’ he said.

Share pledge bailout
The government of 

Guangzhou – capital of 

China’s Guangdong province 

and home to 100 A-share 

listed companies – is the 

latest to roll out a rescue 

fund to help publicly 

listed private enterprises 

caught up in the country’s 

Name and shame?
Australia’s corporate 

regulator is considering 

whether to publicly name 

accounting firms whose 

audit quality falls below its 

benchmarks. However, as 

reported by the Financial 
Review, the Australian 

Securities and Investments 

Commission (ASIC) has yet to 

decide on the thresholds it 

would use when determining 

if a firm has fallen short on 

audit quality. According 

to the report, ASIC said it 

would consult widely on 

any changes, including with 

accounting firms and audit 

oversight body the Financial 

Reporting Council, as it looks 

to revamp its regular audit 

quality inspection report.
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Costly business destinations 
Hong Kong has been ranked the most expensive location 

in Asia for business travel for the second year running with 

an overall daily cost of US$515. New York takes the top spot 

globally at US$799, followed by Geneva and Zurich.
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515

494

477

468

434

419

400

396

384

380

Most expensive business trip destinations – Asia (US$)

Hong Kong

Tokyo

Seoul

Singapore

Busan

Yokohoma

Osaka

Ashgabat

Dhaka

Macau

Source: ECA International: Daily Rates

Tougher audit stance
South Korean auditors 

are getting tougher 

on corporate fi nancial 

statements as tighter 

regulations are enforced 

to give more confi dence 

to investors. According 

to the Financial Services 

Commission, auditors 

refused to sign off on 37 

fi nancial statements by listed 

companies for 2018, about 

a 68% increase from a year 

earlier. Bloomberg reported 

that the jump in rejections 

comes as South Korea takes 

more steps to ensure that 

auditors have independence 

from companies that hire 

them, while increasing 

penalties in case of 

fraudulent accounting.

ATO tests profession
A government report on the 

future of the tax profession 

in Australia concedes that 

the relationship between 

the Australian Taxation 

Offi ce (ATO) and tax 

practitioners ‘has been 

tested at times’, and makes 

nine recommendations 

for improvements. The 

Acting Inspector-General 

of Taxation and Taxation 

Ombudsman, Andrew 

McLoughlin, described 

Australia’s regulation of the 

tax profession as unique, 

with a comprehensive 

legislated regime that covers 

tax agents, business activity 

statement agents and tax 

(fi nancial) advisers and more. 

He said a risk for the Tax 

Practitioners Board is that 

new technology enables 

more people to provide 

unregistered tax agent 

services, and this needs 

addressing directly or by the 

ATO, Australian Securities 

and Investments Commission 

and Australian Competition 

and Consumer Commission.

AI park announced
Chinese unicorn SenseTime 

and Malaysian company 

G3 Global Berhad will 

spearhead development of 

the fi rst artifi cial intelligence 

(AI) park in Malaysia. Total 

investment of more than 

US$1bn is being planned 

for the project over the 

next fi ve years. The park will 

serve as the platform for the 

development of AI solutions 

in areas of computer vision, 

speech recognition, natural 

language and humanoid/

robot. Ultimately, the park 

will enable the development 

of technology and talent, 

data management, research 

and development, and 

commercial ecosystems, 

which could assist the 

government to address 

its data ecosystem and 

AI governance.

Green finance grows
China’s green fi nance 

saw steady growth in the 

fi rst quarter of this year, a 

central bank report shows. 

Outstanding green loans in 

yuan and foreign currencies 

reached CNY9.23 trillion 

(US$1.37 trillion) by March, 

up 4.3% from the beginning 

of the year and accounting 

for 9.9% of the total, 

according to the People’s 

Bank of China. Specifi cally, 

the loan balances for 

green transport projects 

and renewable and clean 

energy projects came in at 

CNY4.1 trillion and CNY2.28 

trillion, up 4.8% and 1.7%, 

respectively, from the 

beginning of this year.

Water woes
Singapore’s regulators have 

commenced a review into 

the fi nancial conduct of debt-

laden water treatment fi rm 

Hyfl ux. In a joint response to 

queries from Channel News 
Asia, the Monetary Authority 

of Singapore, the Accounting 

and Corporate Regulatory 

Authority, and the Singapore 

Exchange Regulation 

said they were ‘currently 

reviewing Hyfl ux-related 

disclosure issues, as well as 

compliance with accounting 

and auditing standards, to 

determine if there have been 

breaches of listing rules and/

or the relevant laws and 

regulations’. Hyfl ux said it 

was ‘cooperating fully’ with 

the regulators.

Virtually challenged
More than one in fi ve 

(22%) Hong Kong CFOs 

surveyed say they plan to 

hire permanent fi nance 

professionals to implement 

their company’s virtual 

banking programmes. The 

research was commissioned 

by specialist recruiter Robert 

Half after the Hong Kong 

Monetary Authority recently 

granted four virtual banking 
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Cloud spurs APAC sourcing market
Continuing strong demand for cloud services boosted the 

Asia Pacifi c sourcing market in the fi rst quarter, with contract 

values reaching US$2bn, the region’s second-best quarter 

ever, according to fi gures from Information Services Group 

(ISG). Data from the ISG Index, which measures commercial 

outsourcing contracts with an annual contract value (ACV) of 

US$5m or more, show fi rst-quarter ACV for the Asia Pacifi c 

market (both as-a-service and traditional sourcing) climbed 33% 

versus the same period last year. Growth in ACV was recorded 

across all sub-regions, with only China posting a decline in 

value, down 84% year on year.

US$2bnUS$2bn

licences. Adam Johnston, 

managing director of Robert 

Half Hong Kong, said the 

results ‘clearly indicate that 

virtual banking is set to boost 

fi nancial employment in 

Hong Kong’. However, with 

more than seven in 10 (73%) 

CFOs admitting that it’s more 

challenging to fi nd qualifi ed 

fi nance professionals 

compared to fi ve years ago, 

the growth of virtual banking 

is set to further highlight the 

skills shortage among fi nance 

professionals, he added.

Rare move for Asahi 
Japanese beer and soft 

drink company Asahi Group 

Holdings has established 

performance-based 

standards to fi re its CEO 

and president, Nikkei Asian 
Review reported, adding 

that this rare move for a 

Japanese company makes 

it easier for shareholders to 

hold executives accountable. 

One of the standards, to 

be implemented this year, 

includes maintaining a return 

on equity of 13% in the 

company’s three-year mid-

term management plan. ROE 

at Asahi was 13.2% in 2018.

Grant Thornton head
The Singapore branch 

of Grant Thornton has 

appointed Jeff Vibert as its 

new CEO, with former head 

Rodger Flynn focusing on his 

APAC network development 

duties. The change comes 

as the fi rm reports some 

‘signifi cant’ investment 

into Singapore from its 

UK and Thailand fi rms. 

of its new report, Under 
Pressure: The Squeezed 
Middle Class, which shows 

that middle-class incomes 

in most member countries 

have been shrinking in each 

successive generation since 

the baby boomers. The fi rst 

recommendation made is 

that countries need to adapt 

their tax and benefi t systems; 

the second is that they tackle 

the rising cost of housing, 

education and healthcare. 

Vocational training and 

upskilling of adults are also 

recommended to address 

labour market vulnerability.

China on a high
Chinese consumers are far 

more confi dent about their 

fi nancial situation than those 

in developed markets in 

According to Flynn: ‘This 

investment will accelerate 

the growth of existing and 

new service lines, building 

on strong foundations, and 

providing a great people and 

client experience.’

Dubai is China-ready
Dubai will progress its 

‘China-ready’ efforts to 

capitalise on the steady 

growth in the number 

of business visitors from 

China, according to industry 

insiders. The number of 

Chinese tourists to Dubai 

rose by 12% in 2018, while 

the Dubai World Trade 

Centre has recorded a 16% 

increase in Chinese visitor 

numbers to its events over 

the past fi ve years. Trade 

sectors attracting the 

most Chinese attendees 

include healthcare, energy 

and environment, IT and 

fi nance, automotive and 

transport, and food and 

hospitality. Efforts to make 

them feel welcome include 

collaboration with Chinese 

mobile payment giants 

Alipay and WeChat, and 

employing Chinese-speaking 

staff across major hotels.

Middle squeezed
The Organisation for 

Economic Co-operation 

and Development has put 

out an ‘urgent call to action’ 

urging governments to do 

more to support struggling 

middle-class households, a 

demographic it describes 

as ‘the heart and engine 

of inclusive growth’. This 

accompanied the release 

Europe and North America. 

Some 81% of Chinese 

consumers surveyed by 

Nielsen said they felt they 

were better off fi nancially 

than they were fi ve years 

ago – a much higher rate 

than the global average 

(58%). Andy Zhao, president 

of Nielsen China, said: ‘We 

see steady progress made in 

employment, international 

trade and investment, and 

various economic indicators 

suggesting strong reasons for 

consumers to have a positive 

outlook. With China’s GDP at 

6.6%, and ranking fi rst among 

the top fi ve economies 

in the world, we expect 

Chinese consumers to remain 

optimistic in coming years.’ AB

Peta Tomlinson, journalist
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Basicsi

Established in 2012, Fusionex has grown organically into 

a data technology solutions provider specialising in big 

data analytics, artificial intelligence and machine learning. 

It launched its analytics solution, Fusionex GIANT, in 2013, 

followed by an enhanced version in 2017. Fusionex was 

named in the inaugural IDC MarketScape – Asia Pacific 2018 

report as a major player in the Asia-Pacific big data and 

analytics space, the only player originating from ASEAN. It 

was also cited in 2018 by Gartner as a key vendor to consider 

for modern analytics and business intelligence globally.

Building bridges
‘Tech accountants’ are vital to firms looking to move into the digital space, says Darren 
Kong FCCA, managing director, corporate strategy and alliance at Fusionex International

Accountants are in a great place to serve ‘as the 
bridge between business and tech’, says Darren 
Kong, managing director, corporate strategy 

and alliance at Fusionex International, a data technology 
solutions provider. And he should know – with a degree in 
applied accounting from the UK’s Oxford Brookes University, 
Kong exemplifies this new breed of hybrid accountants, or 
what he terms ‘tech accountants’.

Fusionex’s culture is very different from most organisations, 

notes Kong, whose role involves designing the organisation’s 

roadmap and engaging closely with various stakeholders 

comprising business partners, enterprises, SMEs and trade 

associations (the ‘alliance’ part of his job title). He credits 

this to founder and group CEO, Dato Seri Ivan Teh, who 

encourages multitasking in order to nurture seasoned all-

rounders. ‘He constantly stresses the importance of growing 

“inside-out” and embracing a cross-fertilisation approach 

in our roles, where we get involved in as many aspects as 

possible,’ Kong explains.

This holistic and integrated approach is key to solving the 

challenges faced by many businesses in the tech industry, 

especially the SMEs that comprise close to 70% of the 

Fusionex customer base. At its core, a tech conundrum is 

about solving a business issue. Businesses, especially SMEs, 

want to ‘know how to start, when to start, and what is the cost 

and return on tech investment’, Kong explains. ‘Our role is to 

help our fellow business partners dissect these questions and 

design the right strategy and roadmap for their business.’

Key to determining that strategy is to design data-enabled 

solutions that suit what Kong describes as the three key 

phases of a business’s development. During the start-up 

phase, businesses need help in terms of branding, populating 

their customer database and finding the right market. After 

two to three years, they should have generated a certain 

amount of historical sales and customer data, and Fusionex 

helps them to analyse these datasets to use their resources 

more effectively and sustainably: focusing on costs, matching 

them to the right customers and demographics, and 

managing their marketing spend more efficiently.

By the third phase, a business should have matured into 

a sizeable, export-ready enterprise with larger capital and 

resources. ‘This is the phase where you need to automate a lot 

of operations and ready them for the digital space,’ explains 

Kong, citing measures such as onboarding electronic trade 

facilitation, as well as the need for seamless integration of 

logistics and inventory management.

While the industry is currently experiencing explosive high 

growth, Kong is transparent about the challenges faced 

by tech companies, including around talent and economic 

disruption. ‘Many specialised technology companies still find 

it difficult to recruit the right “fit” at the right time,’ he says. 

‘As such, they invest in training and talent-matching as early as 

tertiary education level.’

Keeping the talent
At Fusionex’s head office in Petaling Jaya, management is 

clearly putting its money where its mouth is to draw in and 

keep talent. Fusionex’s ‘office of superheroes’ alleviates the 

daily grind with perks such as superhero-themed rooms, 

pantries with free snacks, pool tables, gym, karaoke, massage 

chairs and rejuvenation capsules spread over three floors. The 

workplace is in tune with the wants of the 500-strong local 

staff and Kong believes that this is one factor that keeps the 

unplanned attrition rate down to less than 8% a year.

Strategic partnerships also enable Fusionex to punch 

above its weight. In 2017, the company partnered with 

Alibaba Cloud, the cloud computing arm of Alibaba Group, 

to provide cloud-powered software solutions to businesses 

in the ASEAN region. Companies in various sectors including 
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‘For faster, accurate 
decision-making, 
accountants need 

to acquire skills in 
data acquisition, 

data management, 
data analytics and 

data translation’
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financial services, trade facilitation, 

e-commerce, retail, aviation, travel 

and hospitality, and manufacturing 

have adopted these solutions to 

drive performance. 

Fusionex continues to conduct 

further research and innovation into 

big data analytics (BDA), machine 

learning, AI and the Internet of 

Things at its labs and R&D centre 

in Petaling Jaya, in order to roll out 

tech-enabled business solutions that 

are suitable and affordable in the 

local and Asian context. ‘There are 

many new technologies riding on 

the growing use of AI, machine learning and deep learning. 

These new technologies are moving towards the enhancement 

of a more agile business environment, to adapt to consumer 

convenience, higher standards of living and healthcare, and 

resulting hopefully in less wastage,’ says Kong.

Push and pull
Economic uncertainties can create ‘push-and-pull’ factors for 

technology investment. While some adopters might choose 

a ‘wait-and-see’ approach, others might opt to embrace 

technology, says Kong. For example, 

news of retailers shutting their  

bricks-and-mortar stores might 

seem like a death knell for heritage 

brands such as Toys R Us and 

Crabtree & Evelyn. ‘However, 

some of them are moving 

online, making their products 

more available across borders 

and reaching a wider consumer 

audience,’ he points out. ‘Tech 

companies naturally play an 

important role in such migration.’

In the local context, Kong 

welcomes incentives that can 

cushion economic volatility and stimulate growth, such as 

recent government announcements on equity crowdfunding, 

peer-to-peer lending, an RM3bn industry digitalisation 

transformation fund with subsidised interest rates at 2%, and 

various venture capital funds and matching grants. ‘These are 

good measures in the long run,’ Kong says. ‘For the shorter-

term, it would be good if some form of grants is allocated to 

businesses, especially SMEs, to encourage them to kickstart 

their e-commerce or digital journey.’

For the longer-term, Kong suggests that capital spending by 

‘We need to know 
our numbers, our 

operations and, 
most importantly, 

our people and 
how our business 

works beyond just 
the accounting 

aspects of things’
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2002
Finance analyst in 

management accounting, 

Ford Asia Pacific Malaysia

mindset and approach to be a strategist, 

because the role requires forward planning 

and creating value at the forefront.

‘For faster and accurate decision-making, 

accountants also need to acquire skills in 

data acquisition, data management, data 

analytics and data translation,’ Kong adds. 

‘They have to be able to find insights and 

relationships between internal and external 

environments, and predict what is going to 

help grow businesses.’

Career aspiration
Prior to making the jump to IT, Kong 

spent 15 years in the automotive sector, 

starting as an entry-level finance analyst 

in management accounting at Ford 

Asia Pacific Malaysia, before becoming 

group financial controller at MBM 

Resources (MBMR). During this period, 

he spearheaded a four-year property 

development project under MBMR to 

redevelop a premium plot of land along 

Kuala Lumpur’s Federal Highway into 

the 24-storey Menara MBMR, which 

now houses the 3S centre for Volvo 

and Perodua. 

A key part of Kong’s career development 

has been learning how to harness the 

power of business networking, which, 

he says, helped him make the quantum 

leap from automotive and property 

development to IT. ‘In 2017, I decided to 

venture into the tech world and I knew that 

I needed to start from scratch,’ he recalls. 

Through an entrepreneur friend in Vistage 

Group Malaysia – the global club for CEOs 

and business owners – Kong met various 

business owners and entrepreneurs who wanted to embark on 

their own digital journey. He also got the chance to participate 

in various tech roadshows and events, an invaluable 

experience and a ‘strong foundation’ for his role at Fusionex.

To give back to the profession, Kong is more than willing 

to help mentor talents in commercial accounting as well as 

technology. ‘I am happy to work with the ACCA mentoring 

programme to nurture a new generation of tech accountants,’ 

he concludes. AB

Nazatul Izma Abdullah, journalist

businesses in e-commerce, big data, AI and 

related expenses be granted reinvestment 

allowances or double tax deductions. ‘At 

this stage, many businesses are ready to 

export and expand outside of Malaysia, 

thus higher investments are anticipated to 

build and promote our Malaysian brand 

abroad as a source of supply of goods and 

services to the global economy,’ he says. 

So how can finance professionals reinvent 

themselves as hybrid tech accountants? 

Kong says that accountants have got to 

layer multiple skills on top of a strong 

analytical foundation. Kong credits ACCA 

with helping him to achieve this. ‘When 

I started with ACCA in 1997, I wanted to 

build a strong foundation in finance, tax 

and accounting that is essential as a head 

of finance,’ he says. In doing so, ACCA also 

provided Kong with a foundation in tech 

through the Level 1 MIS paper, while his 

interest in big data came through reading 

articles on the subject published in AB.

ACCA accountants
In sync with Fusionex’s emphasis on 

multiskilling and multiple intelligences, 

Kong welcomes ACCA’s long-term push 

to upskill its members – not only in finance 

and accounting, but also in business 

management, project management, 

leadership and human capital management. 

‘At Fusionex, we are happy to work 

with such individuals, and are willing to 

consider ACCA-qualified accountants for 

project manager roles – to manage project 

feasibility and team deliverables against 

customer expectation,’ he says.

For those keen on moving beyond the finance function, 

Kong notes that each accountant has the capability to be 

a strategist, as they ‘know the ins and outs of a company’. 

But to be a good strategist, ‘first of all we need to know our 

numbers, our operations and, most importantly, our people 

and how our business works beyond just the accounting 

aspects of things’. To effectively turn strategies into action 

plans to achieve the desired results, ‘we need to understand 

our data, discover the actionable insights, form the right 

strategy and execute at the right time with the right resources 

and people’. But that’s not all: ‘You need to have the right 
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There is even talk 
of China’s Greater 

Bay Area becoming 
Asia’s version 

of Silicon Valley 
and Wall Street 
rolled into one

On the move
China’s ambitious plan to develop a Greater Bay Area to reap the benefits of creating a 
vibrant megalopolis hinges on the acquisition and mobility of its talent, says Chris Davis

experienced members to come up with 

recommendations for enhancing talent 

acquisition and mobility,’ Cheng said.

The board recommends that 

businesses in the GBA offer short-term 

internship programmes to university 

students and young working adults. And 

to capitilise on the career opportunities 

the GBA offers, the board also 

recommends that individuals maintain 

an open mindset, embrace different 

cultures and be opportunity-driven.

However, according to a recent ACCA 

survey of just over 350 ACCA members 

in Hong Kong and Southern China, only 

6% of the 197 Hong Kong respondents 

currently work away from the city. And, 

significantly, 41% indicated that they 

would not consider working in another 

GBA city. Meanwhile, when asked if they 

prefer frequent travelling or relocating to 

a different city in the GBA for work, both 

Hong Kong and mainland respondents 

would opt for frequent travel.

Thankfully, in preparation for its 

role as a key GBA city Hong Kong’s 

transportation systems have been 

considerably expanded during the last 

five years. The 55km Hong Kong-Zhuhai-

Macau Bridge and the Guangzhou-

Shenzhen-Hong Kong Express Rail 

Link – connecting Hong Kong with the 

mainland’s 25,000km national high-

speed rail network – were completed 

and opened last year. 

Perhaps an integrated transportation 

backbone provides the ideal solution for 

accounting professionals who don’t want 

to move away from home for work? AB

Chris Davis is a freelance journalist who 

writes for business titles in Asia.

China’s grand scheme to develop a 
Greater Bay Area to rival its more 
famous US and Japanese counterparts, 
with Hong Kong as a ‘prime’ hub, has 
been the talk of the town since the 
blueprint was released in February. The 
Guangdong-Hong Kong-Macau Greater 
Bay Area (GBA) brings together the 
two Special Administrative Regions 
of Hong Kong and Macau and nine 
municipalities in Guangdong Province.

With a population of close to 70 

million and a total GDP of US$1.53 

trillion, there is even talk of the GBA 

becoming Asia’s version of Silicon Valley 

and Wall Street rolled into one.

The ambitious project offers a great 

deal to be excited about. Similar to 

nearly 40 years ago, when Hong Kong 

entrepreneurs seized the moment 

when China opened for business, Hong 

Kong residents are being urged to do 

the same again. Under the blueprint, 

Hong Kong will serve as an international 

financial centre, a logistics, trading and 

aviation hub, and an arbitration centre. 

The increased connectivity and 

integration of the GBA is expected to 

enhance the movement of goods and 

services, capital and information within 

the region. In order to harness the GBA’s 

full potential, however, it also requires 

the effective mobility of workforce talent 

within the region.

Speaking at the inaugural meeting 

of the ACCA GBA advisory board 

held on 30 April, Jane Cheng, head 

of ACCA Hong Kong, emphasised 

that talent is the most critical factor 

for the successful development of the 

GBA. ‘With a strong member network, 

ACCA is well positioned to engage its 
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We can agree that 
most people do not 

travel to foreign 
lands expecting 

to have the same 
meals that they  

get at home

Food for thought
Errol Oh considers the opportunity for Malaysia to draw on its culinary heritage to 
boost gastronomy tourism and stimulate local and regional economies

of the World Tourism Organisation 

(UNWTO), a United Nations agency that 

promotes responsible, sustainable and 

universally accessible tourism.

‘Gastronomy tourism offers 

enormous potential in stimulating 

local, regional and national economies, 

and enhancing sustainability and 

inclusion. It contributes positively to 

many levels of the tourism value chain, 

such as agriculture and local food 

manufacturing,’ added Rifai.

In its 2012 Global Report on Food 
Tourism, the UNWTO argued that well-

cited definitions of gastronomy tourism 

are narrowly focused on those for whom 

gastronomy is the main motivation for 

choosing a destination. In fact, says 

the organisation, food matters a lot for 

other tourists too.

The report proposes that gastronomy 

tourism should apply to ‘tourists and 

visitors who plan their trips partially or 

totally in order to taste the cuisine of the 

place or to carry out activities related 

to gastronomy’. Whether or not we 

accept the expanded definition, we can 

agree that most people do not travel 

to foreign lands expecting to have the 

same meals they get at home.

And Malaysia definitely has delightful 

culinary options. What it needs to do 

is to boost its gastronomy tourism by 

identifying its key strengths, formulating 

a solid strategy, rolling out an 

implementation plan, and coordinating 

the involvement of stakeholders in its 

efforts to develop and market products.

Now that is truly food for thought. AB

Errol Oh is executive content officer 

of The Star.

There is no doubt that Malaysians love 
their food. So much so that eating is 
widely considered a national pastime. 
Yet a survey by opinion data specialist 
YouGov provides little cheer for those 
who feel Malaysian food deserves more 
fans beyond its borders.

More than 25,000 people in 24 

countries were asked whether they had 

tried the cuisines of 34 countries and 

whether they liked what they had tasted. 

According to the findings released in 

March, Malaysian cuisine is in 20th place, 

based on average popularity scores.

Immediately above it are Indonesia, 

Singapore and Taiwan. Other Asian 

cuisines that are better appreciated are 

Chinese (number two, beaten only by 

Italian food), Japanese (number three), 

Thai (number four), Indian, Korean, 

Vietnamese and Hong Kong.

It is possible that some of the 

respondents have wrong ideas about 

what exactly is Malaysian food, but there 

is no denying that the country’s cuisine 

has an awareness issue. And that is 

an economic and business challenge, 

because food is an increasingly 

important part of the tourism sector.

Gastronomy tourism is getting more 

and more attention these days, and it is 

a huge missed opportunity if Malaysia 

does not do enough to push its rich 

food heritage and culture.

‘Gastronomy is a fashionable trend, 

a hobby for thousands and one of 

the main reasons many people travel. 

People seek to experience food in 

the same way that they seek out other 

elements of different cultures like art, 

music and architecture,’ said Taleb Rifai 

in 2017, when he was secretary-general 
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A boost to confidence
A Chinese recovery, which looks likely as the government’s stimulus programme  
takes effect, should energise other Asian economies, says Manu Bhaskaran

fast, given the high levels of debt in the 

country that many agencies, such as 

the Bank for International Settlements, 

have warned could be potentially 

destabilising in the long term. 

The first and most important effect of 

a more vigorous Chinese economy will 

be to boost business confidence in the 

rest of the region. 

Second, Chinese demand for the 

components and intermediate goods 

that its trading partners produce should 

grow again, boosting manufacturing 

activity around its neighbourhood.

Third, global investors will become 

less risk averse when it comes to 

investing in emerging Asian bonds and 

equities. The resulting capital inflows 

should help support Asian currencies 

while boosting domestic liquidity. 

Fourth, since China is the single most 

important buyer of raw materials, we are 

likely to see the prices of commodities 

such as coal, rubber and base metals 

rise, which will also boost Asian exports. 

Finally, as Chinese consumers become 

more confident, they are likely to travel 

abroad in larger numbers; Chinese 

tourist arrivals are now a major source 

of growth in tourism revenues in most 

parts of Asia. 

So long as the country’s policymakers 

calibrate their stimulus actions carefully, 

the economic recovery is likely to be 

sustained without a resurgence of the 

financial excesses that emerged during 

previous upturns. In that scenario, other 

Asian economies are likely to perform 

rather well. AB

Manu Bhaskaran is CEO of Centennial 

Asia Advisors in Singapore.

As the Chinese government’s stimulus 
programme takes fuller effect, a 
reinvigorated China will benefit the rest 
of the world, with its Asian neighbours 
likely to be the main winners. 

Surveys show both the manufacturing 

and services sectors expanding again 

in March, though losing a bit of 

momentum in April. Industrial firms 

report a substantial upswing in profits, 

exports are surging, and fixed asset 

investment, industrial production and 

retail sales are regaining momentum. 

However, employment gains have 

been limited, something that the 

country’s leaders are concerned about. 

Moreover, there continue to be signs 

of financial stresses, with some large 

companies defaulting on their debts. 

This means that policymakers will want 

to keep up the pace of stimulus, even 

though there has been some talk of 

cooling credit growth, which has been a 

major driver of the economic rebound. 

The authorities will not want to take 

chances with economic expansion 

when the recovery is still in its early, 

fragile phase.

As China’s trade dispute with the 

US rumbles on, the risks are likely 

to be domestic rather than external. 

Aggressive stimulus measures have 

taken longer to achieve their objectives 

compared with previous periods. That 

suggests that the underlying headwinds 

to economic expansion have been quite 

strong. These headwinds probably arose 

from the persistent financial stresses that 

keep surfacing, as well as the excess 

production capacity in several industries. 

The authorities also have to be careful 

not to allow credit growth to run too 

The authorities 
will not want 

to take chances 
with economic 

expansion when 
the recovery is still 

in its early phase
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Labour of love 
ACCA president Robert Stenhouse celebrates the relationship between SMPs 
and SMEs, and applauds that so many modern practitioners love their jobs

As the report says: ‘One word has 

come up a lot in these discussions: 

“love”. Digital accountants have told 

us that they love the digital technology 

that can make their lives easier; they 

love the like-minded clients they work 

with; they love accountancy itself; they 

love their jobs – and their lives.’ 

It’s not often these days that we hear 

that people love their work, so it’s truly 

inspirational to read these words. I hope 

you love your work too. AB

Robert Stenhouse is ACCA president 

and a director, national accounting and 

audit, at Deloitte in the UK.

Small and medium-sized enterprises 
(SMEs) are the lifeblood of global 
economies, with the World Trade 
Report 2016 estimating that they make 
up 90% of the business population.

The work accountants do to support 

and encourage the growth of SMEs 

is a vital component of both parties’ 

success. The links between an SME and 

their small or medium-sized practitioner 

(SMP) are strong and mutually 

supportive – the business relationship is 

built on trust and understanding.

When I meet members who are 

advisers to SMEs, what I hear time and 

again is how much they enjoy their 

work. I also hear about the challenges 

and the opportunities ahead – from 

skills development to the need to 

embrace new technology. The latter is 

transforming SMPs and SMEs alike.

Handling such a transformation is 

the central premise of a recent ACCA 

report The passionate practitioner: 
developing the digitalised small and 
medium practice (see page 36). It 

examines how digitalisation is changing 

the SME and accountancy communities, 

and how accounting technology for 

the SME sector is providing significant 

opportunities for accountants to 

remodel their practices and offer 

increased, relevant services.

The report explores what lies ahead, 

setting out the required business case 

and how to implement change. Both 

practical and thought-provoking, its 

sensible advice and guidance comes at 

a time when many SMEs and SMPs have 

to embrace digital for commercial and 

compliance reasons, with tax authorities 

now increasingly online. 

Change can sometimes be daunting, 

however, and that’s why the report 

includes inspiring interviews with early 

adopters of technology and leading 

practitioners, who discuss the various 

stages of their journey to digitalisation.

These accountants have taken steps 

that mean they are now reaping the 

benefits. From their insights and the 

lessons they’ve learned, the report 

includes a roadmap that guides those 

embarking on their own journey. 

What also comes out loud and clear 

in The passionate practitioner is the 

enthusiasm the interviewees have for 

their own and their clients’ businesses.
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Men can effect change
Men need to get more involved in 

pushing for gender equality if there is to 

be greater change at the top says Cindy 

Hook, Asia Pacific chief executive for 

Deloitte. Speaking to the New Zealand 
Herald during a business visit to that 

country, Singapore-based Hook said 

New Zealand – which currently has just 

two female chief executives in its top 

50 listed companies – was not alone 

in struggling to get women to the top. 

‘There is a lot of work that businesses 

and government organisations need to 

do,’ she said.

Startups get a boost
Hong Kong is considering introducing 

a more competitive tax arrangement to 

attract angel funds, private equity funds 

and venture funds to the city to support 

startups at their different stages. Writing 

in his personal blog, Hong Kong financial 

secretary Paul Chan said that to build up 

Hong Kong’s innovation and technology 

(I&T) ecosystem, solid scientific 

research, realisation of R&D results, tech 

enterprises, entrepreneurs, funding, 

talent, and a conductive social and 

institutional environment are all essential 

elements. ‘We will continue to work 

on these areas to further promote I&T 

development in Hong Kong,’ he said.

The view from
Lee Wee Ja FCCA, Learning From Incidents manager, 
Shell Business Operations, Malaysia, on growing

a virtual team with members 

based in Chennai, Manila 

and Krakow.

My growth trajectory at 
Shell has been sharp and 
my experience has been 
enriching. This consistent 

learning and scope for individual 

growth is the reason why Shell Malaysia 

attracts and retains the best talent in the 

industry. 

Considering we spend nearly a third 
of our lives at our place of work, it 
is essential that the environment we 
work in and the people we interact 
with stimulate our mind and add value 
to our lives. We have a casual dress 

code, flexible work arrangements, 

access to a world-class gym, a lounge 

complete with table tennis and pool 

tables, and a beanbag-filled inspiration 

space. But a cool office is not the 

only reason why you would pick a 

company is it? It is also consistently 

honoured by independent industry 

bodies because of the efforts it takes 

to promote diversity, inclusion 

and equal opportunities for every 

employee, and I have been a beneficiary 

of these efforts as much as any of my 

other colleagues.

I’ve never been bored in my job at Shell 
or felt like I’m stagnating. In fact, my 

journey has been fun and exhilarating, 

where I’ve continuously grown while 

exchanging ideas and experiences with 

a global network of professionals, and 

working on some of the most innovative, 

commercial projects. AB

My journey has 
been fun and 
exhilarating, 

where I’ve grown 
while exchanging 

ideas with a 
global network of 

professionals

In my personal experience, 
to be excited and driven at 
a workplace one needs to 
learn each day and grow 
continually. And when 

picking the organisation 

where you will spend a 

considerable amount of your 

professional life, you must also factor in 

the learning and growth opportunities 

the company has to offer. 

I started out in Shell a little over nine 
years ago as a finance analyst in the 
management information department 
and have moved into different roles 
within the company. I am currently 

the Learning From Incidents Manager, 

Shell Business Operations. It might 

sound mundane, but it is a role that’s 

no less challenging and exciting than 

that of a data scientist. It requires not 

only analytical and number-crunching 

skills, but also the ability to understand 

the cultural dimensions that make 

up the organisation. It requires us to 

interact and collaborate with colleagues 

practically all over the world and to lead 

71% 
of mid-market 
companies 
globally plan 
to develop and 
deploy AI solutions this year.
Source: EY Global Capital Confidence 
Barometer
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The cloud and  
silver linings
Some upheaval might be on the horizon 
for the many organisations that have yet 
to move to the cloud, says Mark Preston, 
but significant efficiencies also await

In today’s digital economy, choosing 

the appropriate technology is a key 

differentiator, enabling you to adapt 

your systems to match changing 

stakeholders’ needs and expectations. 

But the cloud is much more than a 

change in technology; its flexibility offers 

commercial value because it provides 

the services the business needs today 

Companies that haven’t done so 
already need urgently to face up 
to their ‘technical debt’. This debt 
comes from decisions that the IT 
departments of many organisations 
made in good faith in the past that 
would generally not be the best 
decision today. The challenge for these 
businesses is to address the cost and 

risk of unpicking the past, and setting a 
strategy to move forward.

Failing to grasp the IT nettle affects 

not only cost and performance, 

but also the ability of a business to 

evolve in step with a rapidly changing 

market. Competitors with less debt 

and more flexibility will be in a much 

stronger position.
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and can react quickly to what it will need 

tomorrow. You need to think of digital 

technology in terms of the experience 

that your stakeholders (customers, 

suppliers, employees, etc) get when 

interacting with all of your business, 

from anywhere and on any device.

Historically, IT developers sought 

capital investment and aimed to create 

capabilities without always building a 

direct relationship with the business’s 

strategy and its performance. The 

technology your organisation needs 

today has to be service-driven, and your 

supply chain also needs to be service-

rather than support-focused.

The strategy
Once you’ve established that there 

is a business case, next you’ll need 

to develop a cloud and digital 

transformation strategy, which should 

include a review of the operating model 

as well as the relationship the business 

has with technology. Cloud technology 

enables a business to fund its IT on a 

pay-as-you-go model, rather than facing 

significant upfront capital investment. It 

offers scalability and flexibility that can 

keep pace with changing demands.

To set your direction and priorities, 

you need to establish your performance 

benchmarks and targets. Building a 

hierarchy of services and value is not 

easy, but if the transformation is to 

You need to 
think of digital 

technology in terms 
of the experience 

your stakeholders 
get when 

interacting with all 
of your business

succeed, the business needs to benefit 

as well as the end user.

You need to consider what is driving 

the change and prioritise these drivers 

according to how you differentiate your 

business within your sector. Some of the 

common strategic drivers include:

* the pace at which you can innovate 

to meet customer expectations

* how often you can reuse an existing 

service rather than reinvesting

* the ability to delegate to 

your stakeholders so that they 

enjoy self-service

* reducing costs and increasing 

automation while delivering a 

‘right first time and every time’ 

service culture.

There is a real danger of following 

an isolated path towards investing in 

new technology and losing focus of 

the operational transformation that is 

needed to deliver it. This can result in 

increased costs without achieving the 

business objectives, such as improved 

performance and agility.

So beware of working in organisational 

silos, and avoid support-driven 

commercial agreements with suppliers 

that are hard to change. You should 

balance your focus on optimisation 

of technology (often cost-driven) and 

optimisation of business (revenue-

driven). The flexibility and agility of a 

service-focused (cloud) operating model 

will support this.

Planning and horizons
But your strategy cannot be delivered 

without a plan – and one that can 

handle a broad scope, complexity and 

bumps in the road. It must be driven 

top-down with board-level sponsorship. 

It will also need a strong transformation 

governance team that ensures the 

buy-in of those with interests in the 

architectural, operational, security, risk 

and financial concerns. Organisational 

resistance may well arise and become 

a major obstacle if you don’t bring all 

functions with you on the journey.

You need to define your 

transformation horizons, or steps, 

which will also help align the business 

benefits. They should include 

milestones that reflect where multiple 

project activities come together. 

Although the plan needs to take a 

long-term view, the detailed planning 

and execution should focus on one 

horizon at a time. Each horizon should 

be manageable, focusing on achieving 

small but meaningful targets. Later 

horizons should reflect longer-term 

goals, strategies and targets. Looking 

for compelling events can help shape 

the plan. These may include goals to 

close datacentre facilities, remove or 

renegotiate supplier contracts or handle 

assets that are near the end of their life.

Good governance is also needed if 

the organisation is to make the right 

decisions collectively. The selection of 

the most suitable cloud provider and 

services that align with your business 

needs is a group decision. When making 

that choice, bear in mind the business’s 

possible future needs and ensure that 

the provider’s offering can grow with 

you – being flexible, scalable and 

continuing to offer cost benefits.

Cloud isn’t just another technology 

trend, it is an enabler for digital 

business. As such, its adoption should 

be treated as a significant business 

transformation project, including 

careful consideration of timing, phasing 

and capacity issues. So take the time 

to make sure you have a strong and 

committed team around you. AB

Mark Preston is a consultant and author 

of Laying the Groundwork for Cloud.
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Betting on crypto
Despite 2018’s ‘crypto crash’, cryptocurrencies appear here to stay, but when can we 
expect to see them traded on institutional, regulated exchanges on trusted platforms?

prices entered a ‘golden crossover’, 

when the 50-day moving average price 

of an asset rises above its long-term 

moving average. Prices hit $5,500 for the 

first time in over five months in April, but 

memories of the ‘crypto winter’ of 2018 

are still fresh.

Chapman thinks there is stronger-

than-ever recognition of cryptocurrency 

as a unique asset class as opposed to 

a commodity and sees the industry 

heading towards institutional, regulated 

Rising prices and a higher degree of 
regulatory clarity are signalling wider 
acceptance of cryptocurrencies a little 
more than a year after prices crashed.

At the end of 2017, a single bitcoin 

was trading at highs of almost 

US$20,000 and seemed destined to go 

higher. A year later, a bitcoin was going 

for a little more than US$3,100. And 

with regulators now working on defining 

what cryptocurrencies are and where 

they fit in the finance universe, digital 

assets could find themselves on more 

solid footing for another bout of growth. 

‘We expect the industry will become 

more regulated globally in the next 48 

months. Up until now, we have seen 

the most regulatory clarity coming 

from Japan, with Indonesia, Thailand, 

Singapore and Hong Kong also taking 

significant steps toward regulatory 

clarity,’ says Dave Chapman, CEO of 

digital trading platform ANXONE.

Towards the end of April, bitcoin’s 
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at Hong Kong Polytechnic University. 

He believes that a clearer regulatory 

definition may allow investors to allocate 

flows with more confidence. 

What is certain is that cryptocurrencies 

cannot be overlooked, says Broadstock. 

There is growth in corporate initial coin 

offerings globally and even a physical 

market presence. According to Coin 

ATM Radar, there are now 39 such 

machines in Hong Kong alone.

Fluctuating values
Yet, the progress of cryptocurrency 

continues to be hindered by a 

reputation of volatility. ‘There is concern 

that, even through e-payment platforms, 

the value of a bitcoin at the start of a 

transaction may differ considerably to 

its value at the end of the transaction,’ 

observes Broadstock.

The initial coin offering (ICO) 

craze of 2017, not unlike the dotcom 

bubble, ‘left a stale taste in the mouth 

of some’, says Fran Strajnar, CEO 

and co-founder of blockchain and 

cryptocurrency research firm Brave New 

Coin. ‘Half of them felt left out of a 

lucrative game, the other half confused 

it with scams.’

The market may have largely 

corrected itself but adequate security 

is paramount, particularly in the light 

of the bankruptcy of Japanese bitcoin 

exchanges on trusted platforms.

‘This is backed by the fact that more 

traditional players such as Goldman 

Sachs, Fidelity and Morgan Stanley are 

entering this space,’ says Chapman. 

‘Crypto has many use cases, but in 

order to succeed, institutionalisation is a 

necessary next step to help drive growth 

for the tokenised economy,’ said Kiran 

Nagaraj, managing director of KPMG’s 

crypto asset services.

The volatility of cryptocurrencies has 

both attracted and scared investors 

and regulators, even as market actors 

take steps to reassure investors and to 

develop more stable products. 

For instance, payments and 

cryptocurrency platform Crypto.com 

added Paxos Standard’s PAX token 

to its wallet and card app. PAX is a 

stablecoin, a digital token pegged 

to a specific commodity or currency 

to make it more stable. ‘Stablecoins 

play a critical role in the adoption of 

cryptocurrencies,’ says Crypto.com co-

founder and CEO Kris Marszalek.

PAX may be used to pay for items 

or traded instantly for US dollars. And 

because it is regulated by the New York 

Department of Financial Services, it may 

give businesses confidence.

‘So far in 2019, we have seen the 

consolidation of key digital assets, a 

shift in focus to stablecoins and an 

expected up-swell in security token 

offerings,’ says Chapman. ‘Resurgent 

sentiment has also been supported by 

the increasing number of jurisdictions 

taking steps to regulate the sector, which 

we consider a pre-condition for the full 

professionalisation of the asset class.’

Currencies or assets?
The market itself remains uncertain as to 

whether to consider cryptocurrencies as 

currencies or assets. What is happening 

with cryptocurrencies is ‘exciting yet 

tumultuous’, says David Broadstock, 

an assistant professor of economics 

exchange Mt. Gox. Launched in 2010, it 

was the largest crypto exchange in the 

world. Then hackers started siphoning 

off as many as 850,000 bitcoins. Mt. Gox 

filed for bankruptcy in 2014 and the 

aftermath of the bankruptcy is still being 

litigated in Tokyo.

How to determine what bitcoins are, 

how to track them and tax them, and 

how to protect investors from price 

volatility are all considerations for 

creating a robust regulatory framework. 

Strajnar observes that regulations on 

security guidelines and tax compliance 

have picked up worldwide and he 

expects most jurisdictions to have 

some kind of framework in place by the 

middle of next year.

But there are also post-transaction 

considerations. ‘When most people 

think of markets and the trading of 

an asset, usually they are focused on 

what happens before or to the point of 

execution of a trade. But what occurs 

after a trade is executed is critically 

important and this issue has not been 

broadly discussed within the context 

of tokenised securities or crypto assets 

more generally,’ says Mark Wetjen, 

managing director at Depository Trust & 

Clearing Corporation.

‘The entire world wants the regulation 

around this asset class to be finalised 

so they can get on with business,’ adds 

Strajnar. Regulation could also help 

further institutionalise cryptocurrencies.

‘While bitcoin is still dwarfed by 

traditional asset markets, crypto is now 

much broader than just bitcoin, and the 

debate on the case for crypto is far from 

settled,’ says Nagaraj. 

Growing value
The market capitalisation of the 

cryptocurrency market was US$175bn as 

of 1 May 2019. The market capitalisation  

of the New York Stock Exchange, the 

largest stock exchange in the market, is 

upwards of US$20 trillion.

‘The entire 
world wants the 

regulation around 
this asset class to 

be finalised so they 
can get on with 

business’
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From crypto to card: adoption in real life
Crypto exchange Coinbase recently launched a debit card in the UK to allow 

customers to pay with cryptocurrencies, such as bitcoin, ethereum and litecoin.

‘The introduction of new products, including crypto credit cards, would appear 

on the surface to be positive, signalling a wider array of market participants and 

financial products integrating with cryptocurrencies,’ says David Broadstock, 

assistant professor of economics at Hong Kong Polytechnic University. However, 

the high volatility in the value of the underlying currency may still create some 

problems, he adds.

Broadstock also feels the introduction of crypto credit cards could increase the 

number of consumers using the currency. ‘Aside from just creating demand, it would 

hopefully stimulate more efficient valuation of cryptocurrencies through increased 

liquidity,’ he says. ‘Perhaps a more important issue is that the underlying trade in 

crypto could become more closely tied to “real” economic activity, allowing pricing 

to be better connected to fundamentals,’ he adds.

Dave Chapman, CEO of digital trading platform ANXONE, says we are witnessing 

only the very first steps of traditional finance adopting digital assets and blockchain 

technologies. His view is that bitcoin is already being considered by many as a 

mainstream method of payment. In fact, he points out bitcoin already surpasses the 

total transaction volume of the PayPal and Discover payment networks.

‘Our view is that bitcoin is already being considered by many as a mainstream 

method of payment. For example, Hublot partnered with OSL to create the world’s 

first luxury timepiece for which bitcoin was the only accepted form of payment,’ 

says Chapman. 

‘In fact, bitcoin as a form of payment translates to lower costs than using credit 

cards. This brings many benefits to both consumers and sellers.’

know-your-customer process is already 

completed,’ says Strajnar.

There are practical reasons driving the 

adoption of cryptocurrencies, according 

to Broadstock. ‘First there is the need for 

a unit of currency and, second, there is 

the increased use of technology in the 

bartering and transaction process,’ he 

says. ‘The move away from paper-based 

money is to be expected in the long 

run, and virtual currencies are the most 

natural next evolution.’ But Broadstock 

admits the transition will take some time.

Here for good
But the consensus is that 

cryptocurrencies are here to stay. 

‘Though we are still probably at the 

stage of crypto 1.0, the concept of a 

virtual currency is appropriate for our 

times given its prevalence and social 

acceptability,’ says Broadstock. 

Strajnar agrees. ‘There have been 

too many billions of dollars spent on it 

for cryptocurrencies to be more than a 

passing fad,’ he says.

Chapman makes the point that 

transaction volumes have not slowed 

down. ‘And the pie is no longer 

concentrated on a couple of digital 

assets. There are now about 3,000 

coins, all in private markets,’ he says. 

CoinMarketCap, which tracks alternative 

coins on the market, puts the number of 

cryptocurrencies in circulation at 2,141.

As for KPMG’s Nagaraj, he believes 

the staying power of cryptocurrencies 

will be defined by their ability to reduce 

friction and inefficiencies that currently 

exist within the global economy. 

And Strajnar believes major 

cryptocurrencies like bitcoin will 

continue to experience cyclical 

performance even as they continue to 

rise. ‘A rising tide lifts all boats. We are 

just on the cusp of a multi-decade wave 

of digitising value,’ he says. AB

David Ho, journalist

Strajnar says that as more and 

more larger companies get involved 

in the cryptocurrency space, then 

more people are likely to jump 

onboard. For instance, Japanese 

e-commerce giant Rakuten is now 

preparing to launch a cryptocurrency 

exchange and a wallet. 

‘Companies like Rakuten already have 

millions of members registered. That 

means they can immediately get them 

onboard without much work, as the 
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Box headline
Voluptas eum, ipis mincte ped quis 

accullorest, sintecta velest labor rereiciis 

quos dollautetur? Qui nam, volor 

sunt adi berit vene pro quae commos 

quaspit, si omni lorem ipsum.

Boxout crosshead: doluptur, sequamust 

magni bera coribusdam et re nobist la 

dolore con re volorer spercit autem as 

rerum volut volorun.

Boxout crosshead: moditat urehend 

isciae. Gitae magnima ximporr 

undenimilit prem culpa dolore prae 

estrum rerem aborrup turiantion culpa 

doluptus lorem ipsum dolor sit amet.

Box headline
Voluptas eum, ipis mincte ped quis 

accullorest, sintecta velest labor rereiciis 

quos dollautetur? Qui nam, volor 

sunt adi berit vene pro quae commos 

quaspit, si omnoditat urehend isciae. 

Gitae magnima ximporr undenimilit 

prem culpa dolore prae estrum rerem 

aborrup turiantion culpa doluptus.

Ur, nihitiis mollaut rerum atum, core 

saerae cus aut que pos ex exerepe 

rroviducias es venet odit, simporum 

dolo el eaquidis corro blatios qui 

volupta quique dit estemperum 

doluptas et, vollam re que sus eum hit 

aut occusaecus essi omnihiciis et lorem 

ipsum dolor sit amet nunc.

PwC University formed
PwC has signed a strategic framework 

agreement with the Sanya Municipal 

Government, China, to jointly establish 

PwC University and build its first 

international innovation test and 

demonstration base. Raymund Chao, 

chairman, Asia Pacific and Greater 

China at PwC, said the aim is to deepen 

scientific and technological innovation 

and talent, creating a ‘future industry-

university-research’ ecosystem. ‘In doing 

so, the idea is to promote practical 

education, frontier research and 

industry innovation, as well as to build 

an international innovation test and 

demonstration base, which can serve the 

whole country and the world,’ he said. 

First in Botswana
Gosego Motsamai FCCA has been 

appointed as the first female partner of 

KPMG Botswana. Motsamai, who is also 

president of the Botswana Institute of 

Chartered Accountants, is one of only 

two female partners across all the Big 

Four firms in the South African republic. 

In announcing the appointment, 

KPMG Botswana’s chairman, professor 

Wiseman Nkuhlu, said: ‘Under Gosego’s 

leadership, we will see KPMG Botswana 

continue to be a leading professional 

services firm in the country.’

The view from
Eleanor Shakeshaft FCCA, director of Your Business 
Accountants, Australia, on harnessing the skills of others

serves my clients better. 

I advocate that business 

owners should outsource 

their bookkeeping and 

accounting needs to me, so 

why would I then not do the 

same with the professional 

skills and knowledge I offer 

to them? Being connected allows me to 

draw on other like-minded professionals 

and keeps me up-to-date with what is 

going on in linked industries. I don’t 

want to work within a bubble; I want to 

experience the world through others 

and make sure I’m keeping abreast of 

the changes that are constantly going 

on in my industry.

I’m most proud of passing my final 
round of examinations. I’d given birth 

to my first daughter prior to sitting them 

and then fell pregnant with my second 

shortly after. I passed four exams on 

the first go. When I received my results, 

the relief, sense of accomplishment, 

excitement and happiness I felt has 

stayed with me. To me it meant that I 

could now start my career and enjoy 

my family – the beginning of the next 

chapter in my life.

I want to build my business into 
something that will really set me apart, 
especially for my ability to guide and 
nurture my clients. I want it to be 

something of which I can be proud, 

as well as a business that others talk 

about and hopefully aspire to replicate. 

Through technology and processes 

I want to streamline the manual side 

of the business and be able to offer a 

customer service that clients will love. AB

I began my career as 
an accountant around 
32 years ago and I have 
witnessed huge changes. 
Today’s customers expect 

immediate results and as 

accountants we can now 

press buttons and the 

output is instantaneous. However, the 

profession needs to train us to detect 

errors and equip us with the skills to 

analyse and check the credibility and 

accuracy of our data output. We need to 

know and be confident that it’s correct.

Technology is crucial to what I do 
now. It has removed the manual and, 

quite frankly, laborious and tedious 

elements of providing a set of accounts 

or budgets. Technology has provided 

me with the means to be able to work 

in a paperless office and communicate 

with clients without having to be there in 

the same place. I can be remote, but still 

feel as if I am near and involved. Also, 

marketing my business has completely 

changed from the days when I was 

prevented by ACCA from advertising 

to now sharing my knowledge over the 

internet and social media with potential 

clients and people I’ve never met before.

Having a professional network is crucial 
to the service I provide. Drawing on the 

skillsets of others means that I can focus 

on the knowledge I can bring to the 

table and, at the same time, my clients 

get a ‘one stop shop’. For example, I 

am not a financial adviser and nor do 

I want to spend my time trying to be 

one. Instead I link with someone with an 

extensive skill-base in that area, which 

70% 
of US Big Four consulting  
projects for companies  
with revenues exceeding  
US$1bn cost more than  
the initial estimate.
Source: Global Research
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‘People see audit as 
part of the solution 

to preventing 
company failure. It 
is not an industry 

people think is 
redundant’

Fit for purpose
Recent high-profile scandals and company failings around the world have led 
to recommendations for changes to improve audit quality and independence

also attracted negative headlines after 

the US Public Company Accounting 

Oversight Board (PCAOB) revealed it 

had found problems in half the KPMG 

audits it inspected in 2017 and almost 

half those it inspected in 2016. 

In South Africa, scandals include the 

collapse of VBS Mutual Bank after a 

clean audit report from KPMG, and 

an ex-employee has been referred to 

disciplinary proceedings after alleged 

money-laundering by Linkway Trading. 

In a statement on VBS, KPMG said 

it had ‘taken many steps’ to deal 

with the issue and welcomed the 

‘independent scrutiny’ of the regulatory 

board for auditors.

‘I believe a lot of the audit failures we 

are facing today are because of lack of 

auditor independence,’ says Bernard 

Agulhas, CEO of the Independent 

Regulatory Board for Auditors (IRBA) 

in South Africa. A range of reforms are 

accordingly being introduced in the 

country or are under consideration. The 

IRBA issued a rule in June 2017 that 

auditors of public interest entities (PIEs) 

must comply with mandatory audit firm 

rotation from 1 April 2023. 

In addition, a Financial Matters 

Amendment Bill working its way through 

the South African parliament at the 

time of writing contains measures to 

strengthen the independence of the 

IRBA and of auditors (eg clients will 

not be able to dismiss an auditor in the 

process of reporting an irregularity), 

enhance the IRBA’s powers to improve 

its investigation and disciplinary 

processes, and introduce deterrents to 

undesirable behaviour by auditors (eg 

removing the limit on maximum fines).

In the UK, high-profile corporate 
collapses such as that of retailer BHS 
and construction group Carillion have 
led to investigations into various 
aspects of the audit market. 

Late last year John Kingman’s 

independent review of the Financial 

Reporting Council (FRC) – the UK 

regulator for the accounting and audit 

professions and corporate gov ernance 

– recommended that the organisation 

be replaced by a new independent 

statutory regulator with enhanced 

powers. The Competition and Markets 

Authority (CMA) has also raised serious 

concerns about the level of competition 

in the audit market and the quality of 

audits. The CMA has proposed a series 

of reforms, such as splitting the audit 

and advisory businesses of practices, 

and requiring joint audits for large 

companies to encourage more choice in 

the audit market.

The House of Commons’ committee 

on business, energy and industrial 

strategy is also conducting an inquiry 

into the future of audit, while the 

Department for Business, Energy and 

Industrial Strategy itself has appointed 

Donald Brydon, former chair of the 

London Stock Exchange Group, to 

conduct his own independent review of 

the quality and effectiveness of the UK 

audit market. This will build on the work 

of Kingman and the CMA by testing the 

current audit model and considering 

issues such as how far audit can and 

should evolve to meet the needs of 

investors and other stakeholders.

‘Audit is not an industry that people 

think is redundant,’ says Andrew 

Gambier, ACCA’s head of audit and 

assurance. He sees audit as remaining 

an important element in corporate 

governance frameworks. A 2018 ACCA 

survey of 1,000 members of the public 

found that 65% believe audit should 

evolve to prevent company failures, 

and 41% expect auditors to always 

detect and report any fraud. (The full 

survey results will be published in a 

forthcoming report, part of a global 

research initiative with CA ANZ, about 

closing the expectation gap in audit.) 

‘I see this expectation gap as quite 

positive,’ Gambier says. ‘It would have 

been easy for the public to say audits 

are a waste of time, but we didn’t hear 

that. People see audit as part of the 

solution to preventing company failure.’ 

Outside the UK, corporate collapses 

and scandals have also raised concerns 

about audit quality and auditor 

independence. Deloitte and KPMG, 

for example, are under investigation 

by the Securities Commission Malaysia 

in relation to their audits of 1MDB, 

the state-owned investment company 

mired in scandal. KPMG in the US has 
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The alleged looting by officials 
of US$4.5bn from Malaysia’s 
sovereign wealth fund 1MDB 
has triggered an investigation by 
the regulator.

PwC was fined £6.5m for not 
flagging doubts over the future of 
BHS in its audit completed days 
before the department store was 
sold for a token £1 a year before its 
collapse in 2016.

Agulhas believes all interested parties 

need to play their part in ensuring 

effective, high-quality audits. ‘As we 

introduce measures and start talking 

about and researching other measures, 

shareholders and the public become 

suddenly much more aware of the role 

of the auditor and the importance of 

auditor independence,’ he says. ‘That is 

perhaps our biggest achievement.’

Levels of concern
In his personal opinion, Brian Hunt, 

chair of the International Forum of 

Independent Audit Regulators (IFIAR), 

believes there are differing levels 

of concern about audit quality and 

competition around the world. ‘In 

some, this is a hot topic, particularly in 

Europe, and there’s also been a fair bit 

of discussion in South Africa,’ he says. 

In Canada, the focus has been more on 

whether the Big Four are too big to fail. 

That is ‘a complex issue’ with no easy 

solution, he notes. 

IFIAR is playing its part in trying to 

address concerns about audit quality, 

having challenged the largest global 

audit networks to reduce the percentage 

of listed PIE audits with inspection 

findings by at least 25% over a four-

year period. The firms are on track to 

achieve this and IFIAR is in the process 

of setting a new target for the next 

four years. IFIAR’s global audit quality 

working group – which has members 

from all over the world – is also focused 

on issues such as how to assess audit 

quality, and the key elements that firms 

should be working on. 

‘Culture is a big issue,’ Hunt says. 

‘What are the audit firms doing to 

drive a consistent culture of high audit 

quality? What are the firms doing in 

regard to their quality processes? How 

do they manage risk in their portfolio?’ 

These issues are all on IFIAR’s radar. 

‘We know firms can do quality audit,’ 

Hunt says, ‘so why can’t they do that on 

a consistent basis? In the UK, Carillion 

is an example of an audit gone bad. 

The question for the firms is, how can 

a Carillion happen? What’s the root 

cause? What processes and controls 

do you put in place to ensure it doesn’t 

happen again?’

International audit regulators are keen 

to learn from each other’s experiences. 

‘Part of IFIAR’s mission is to share 

information and have a dialogue, so we 

are watching what’s going on in the UK 

with great interest,’ Hunt says. ‘We can 

always learn from what’s happening in 

other jurisdictions.’ AB

Sarah Perrin, journalist

Meanwhile, the IRBA has required 

audit practices to report on a set 

of quality indicators covering eight 

categories, including independence, 

tenure, technical resources and 

training. And in July 2018 it called on 

audit firms in South Africa to produce 

transparency reports providing insights 

into topics such as their operations, 

governance, leadership, culture, ethics 

and audit quality. The reports are not 

currently mandatory, as they are in some 

jurisdictions such as the EU, Japan, 

Australia and New Zealand. 

The potential separation of firms’ 

audit and consultancy arms is also still 

on the agenda, says Agulhas. ‘Audit is 

a public service; consultancy is not a 

public service. The way I see it, the audit 

firm can’t be serving two masters.’ As he 

explains, advisory services are provided 

to the client, and the firm does not need 

to be independent. In contrast, the 

audit service is provided ‘to the public 

and the shareholder, and is a public 

service’, and for that service the auditor 

needs to be independent. However, 

Agulhas is aware that any move to split 

firms into separate audit and consulting 

entities would be strongly opposed 

by the profession in South Africa. ‘We 

are in the process of doing research to 

identify benefits from having audit-only 

firms,’ he says. ‘We are following closely 

what’s happening in other jurisdictions, 

especially in the UK.’ 
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Digital deluge
There’s a flood of software for small firms and their clients, says Richard Sergeant, 
but are SMPs getting what they really need or are the developers showboating? 
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you can see is of value and is cloud-

based, there is no guarantee that it will 

have the connections with the other 

software you use, and you can still end 

up with data in two different places.’

Another problem in the cloud world 

seems to be more and more tools that 

want to position themselves as the 

central point. ‘I am after a dashboard 

of dashboards,’ says Peter Jarman, 

managing partner at PJCO. ‘Every 

app seems to want to create one to 

help us manage clients, but there are 

just too many. I would love to be able 

to take snippets from all of them and 

consolidate them into just one.’

Keeping up
Making it all work together will help 

drive efficiencies, but is too much time 

being spent on reviewing and getting 

to grips with technology? Or worse, 

being pushed and pressured into 

making unnecessary purchases?

‘I love innovation, but there 

is so much choice that it can be 

overwhelming to work out what 

plugs into what,’ says Archna Tharani, 

former director at Oculus Accounting. 

‘The number of tech products is 

exponentially increasing, so keeping 

up with what they all do is a time-

consuming job.’

CooperFaure director Freddie Faure 

agrees. ‘The pressure to be digitally 

Are accountants reliant or overreliant 
on technology? Is it all actually 
necessary, or are they being sold 
the glossy brochure? Is tech central 
to an  aspirational practice, or 
merely part of the evolution of 
being in business? 

These should be key tech questions 

for small and medium-sized practices 

(SMPs), but an even bigger question is 

whether practitioners themselves have 

identified these as key challenges or 

simply can’t see the wood for the trees.

The challenge of too much choice 

is a real one, but with it comes a 

perceived lack of quality. Services are 

being delivered by relative newcomers, 

and their quest to build scale quickly 

can result in products that fall short 

on quality. 

‘Rolling out apps that are simply 

not ready is my biggest bugbear,’ 

says Kylie Fieldhouse, principal at 

KFH Accounting. ‘I always assumed 

that before apps are released they 

are extensively tested, but this 

does not seem to be the case, and 

it undermines our confidence in 

introducing them to clients.’

Good fit
Even where there is confidence in the 

choices that have been made, there 

is still the tricky matter of figuring out 

how to fit it all together with existing 

IT systems. ‘Fitting the great tech 

that’s out there into legacy practice 

management suites that are light-years 

behind is a real issue,’ says John Toon, 

manager at Beever and Struthers. 

‘Until they innovate or enable deep 

integrations between the leading 

cloud apps and their systems, it will 

remain a struggle.’

But it’s not just with legacy systems 

where there are issues; connectivity in 

the cloud can still be a problem. Glenn 

Martin, CEO of Avery Martin, explains: 

‘Even when you identify something that 

advanced can lead to panic buying 

without a proper evaluation as to 

whether it fits the business model 

and what exactly the firm is trying to 

replace. It would be interesting to 

see how many apps that businesses 

have bought and continue to pay 

subscriptions for have never been 

fully deployed.’

Show me the ‘so what?’
On the flip side, are suppliers 

thinking fully about the power and 

relevancy of their tools and how 

they fit into the life and role of an 

accountant? Alan Woods, MD of 

Woods Squared, thinks they could do 

better. ‘The technology suppliers are 

understandably passionate and excited 

by the tools that they are developing, 

but often they don’t seem to have 

considered the “so what?” question,’ 

he says. ‘Their tool may be great, but 

what is the benefit to us as the advisers 

or to the business owner?’

In the absence of that sort of 

thinking, Mark Telford, director of 

Telfords Chartered Accountants, 

suggests a simple formula for practices 

to evaluate the usefulness of any new 

technology. ‘While looking at any tech, 

there are three questions to ask. Does 

it enable me to get the work done 

quicker? Does it help me provide a 

service better? And does it allow me 

to introduce a new service that a client 

wants, needs or may be interested in?

‘Don’t just treat a software 

subscription like a January gym 

membership,’ says Telford. ‘Use it or 

get rid of it.’ AB

 

Richard Sergeant is managing director 

of consultancy Principle Point.

‘The pressure 
to be digitally 

advanced can lead 
to panic buying 

without a proper 
evaluation as to 

whether it fits the 
business model’

More information

Find more resources on 
technology and the profession at 
accaglobal.com/digital.
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Keeping pace with digital 
A recent survey reveals that accountancy practices in Asia’s top financial hubs 
are adopting technology at different speeds – with Singapore lagging behind

services (33.3%) and basic compliance 

services (24%). 

Xero surveyed 97 accounting and 

bookkeeping companies in Hong Kong 

and 157 in Singapore, asking their 

views across a range of different areas, 

including opportunities for practices in 

technologies relating to compliance, 

simple advisory and complex advisory.

The difference in the pace of 

automation adoption, according 

to Xero, can be attributed to the 

observation that compliance services 

make up 70% of the revenue for 

accounting practices in Singapore, with 

While the Big Four and next-tier 
large firms have already positioned 
themselves at the frontline of 
technology automation adoption, small 
and medium-sized practices (SMPs) 
in Hong Kong and Singapore are 
also stepping up their investment in 
automation, albeit at slightly quicker 
pace in Hong Kong than in Singapore.

Based on the findings of the annual 

industry report from accounting 

software platform Xero, Accounting 
Industry Report 2019, Hong Kong 

accounting firms are leading the 

digitisation drive, with 59.5% of 

‘With technology, it 
is much easier for 

us to streamline 
processes and 
also minimise 

the potential for 
human errors’

accounting practices using data 

automation apps to improve 

operational efficiency, compared 

to 25.8% of their counterparts in 

Singapore. Pacesetting companies 

– so-called because they comprise 

the top 15% of the market and post 

high revenue and growth rates – are 

spearheading the digitisation drive, with 

81% of such firms in Hong Kong using 

automation apps compared to 34.5% 

in Singapore. Currently, the biggest 

users of automation tools are practices 

that provide complex advisory services 

(42.9%), followed by simple advisory 
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Intertrust: embracing digital developments
Adding value to the client experience while improving efficiencies are key drivers at 

Intertrust Hong Kong, where the firm has implemented a range of digital tools across 

different business functions. For instance, at the beginning of the year, Intertrust 

launched a global client portal called IRIS. The portal allows clients to access their 

own corporate documents in different jurisdictions managed by different Intertrust 

offices without being restricted by time zones. 

‘It’s a truly global portal,’ says Donald Tsang, executive director and head of 

corporate services at Intertrust Hong Kong. Intertrust is currently in the process of 

onboarding the first set of clients and aims to have all client data loaded on to the 

IRIS system by the end of the year.

Intertrust is also embracing the virtual world. Complete with chairs and a table that 

executives can sit around and discuss business matters, Intertrust has set up a virtual 

boardroom – an online environment in which everything is accessible and designed 

to facilitate client meetings. The company has also established a payment portal to 

manage payments across a range of financial channels. ‘As well as future-proofing the 

business, it’s also about servicing our clients in the best possible way,’ notes Tsang. 

While digital automation provides demonstrable benefits for Intertrust and its 

clients, Tsang points out that implementing digital tools requires a considerable 

commitment to standardising processes and procedures. ‘It can be a challenge 

because it requires people to embrace and execute the changes,’ says Tsang, who 

explains that new technologies have been seamlessly integrated across Intertrust’s 

various divisions, thanks to the firm’s culture of collaboration.

simple and complex advisory services 

taking up a much smaller proportion. 

In comparison, the appetite for simple 

and complex advisory services is already 

on par with that of compliance in Hong 

Kong. However, the gap between 

pacesetting accounting firms located 

in the two Asian financial hubs is 

expected to narrow. Singapore-based 

companies are expected to quickly 

catch up in 2019, with 52.4% indicating 

they are considering implementing data 

automation tools in comparison to just 

32.1% of Hong Kong-based firms.

Time-saving tools 
According to Xero, accounting firms 

moving towards the provision of 

advisory services are finding that data 

automation and digital tools are useful in 

saving time on administrative tasks, such 

as chasing clients for documents and 

information, which is why there has been 

a faster adoption of such tools in Hong 

Kong. Furthermore, Mainland China, 

with its complex business landscape 

and fierce competition, is creating a 

greater demand than ever before for 

advisory services by Chinese clients. This 

also serves as a prime opportunity for 

accounting firms to establish stronger 

client relationships and be seen as 

trusted business advisors. As such, 

accounting practices that offer such 

services, backed by the use of robust 

digital tools, are well positioned to take 

advantage of such a demand.

Providing Singaporean SMPs with 

an incentive to pick up the pace of 

automation, S$2.4m has been made 

available to firms to adopt baseline 

technologies, funded by Enterprise 

Singapore (ESG) and administered by 

the Singapore Accountancy Commission 

(SAC). According to the SAC, SMPs are 

able to apply for funding support up to 

70% for the first year of adoption. With 

the total grant capped at S$30,000, 

SMPs can adopt up to three solutions 

during their first year in the programme. 

This may include one of three software 

areas: practice management system, tax 

and internal audit.

Enhancing productivity 
In Hong Kong, clients of SMPs are 

expecting their professional services 

providers to help them adopt their 

own technological changes. They want 

assistance in using big data and other 

new technologies to cut operating 

costs, boost efficiencies and enhance 

productivity. Hong Kong-based Conpak 

Management Consultants is an example 

of an SMP experiencing the benefits of 

investing in automation. Dorothy Fok, 

Conpak’s assistant accounts manager, 

says the firm’s implementation of digital 

technologies has notably improved 

the efficiency of its business-as-usual 

services, such as document processing. 

More specifically, Fok says that by using 

an optical character recognition (OCR) 

system, which scans and transforms 

paper documents into digital files, they 

can be stored, searched and retrieved 

quickly, easily and reliably. Digital 

files can also be securely uploaded 

to the cloud and transferred between 

Conpak and its clients. ‘Data entry and 

information are aggregated in one place 

with cloud technologies,’ adds Fok, 

who says a lot of time is saved, from 

requesting and receiving documents 

to physically handling documents and 

returning them to the client.

Headquartered in Hong Kong with 

an employee headcount of about 140 

staff, and with offices in Shenzhen, 

Shanghai and Beijing, Fok says 

that before jumping headfirst into 

automation technologies, Conpak 

outlined several objectives the firm 

was looking to achieve. These included 

achieving higher levels and better 
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a tech-savvy, forward-looking, attractive 

potential employer to young accounting 

professionals. ‘They love technology and 

the flexibility it offers, Chua says. ‘We 

know from feedback from our interns 

how much they appreciate working 

with technologies that make work more 

efficient and rewarding.’

Shaping the future
Kevin Fitzgerald, Xero’s regional 

director for Asia, notes that as the roles 

of accountants evolve, digital platforms 

are helping professionals to succeed 

at their jobs by enabling them to 

leverage the latest technologies, such 

as machine learning and AI. ‘Digital 

tools are enabling the automation of 

administrative jobs, allowing accounting 

firms to extend their capabilities 

beyond compliance services and tap 

into the growing demand for advisory 

services,’ he says. 

Fitzgerald also notes that businesses 

are increasingly recognising the value of 

such strategic, analytical work, and this 

in turn drives up revenue and increases 

value-add for the accounting firms 

that provide it. For example, the cloud 

accounting platforms that accounting 

firms are utilising have started to 

incorporate AI and machine learning 

to automate the coding of a significant 

portion of small businesses’ daily 

transactions.

As Fitzgerald explains, while SMPs 

might not enjoy the same robustness 

of IT capabilities that comes with scale, 

compared to the Big Four they have 

a stronger preference for digital tools 

that are easier to adopt and integrate, 

and are less of a drain on their IT 

resources, while still providing all the 

capabilities and features they need. 

‘This allows SMPs to focus their time 

on client-servicing work to deliver real 

value,’ he says. AB

Chris Davis, journalist

quality of output, and a lower risk of 

errors, especially in data collection and 

processing. ‘It’s a case of balancing the 

costs and benefits,’ says Fok, adding 

that Conpak is planning to put 

additional technologies into service, 

including artificial intelligence (AI) 

software to further improve workflows 

and workplace client handling systems.

In Singapore, having put a number 

of digital automation tools into 

practice, including robotic process 

automation to handle routine and 

administrative works, and Xero 

accounting software to facilitate bank 

transactions, CA Trust PAC is exploring 

the feasibility of implementing 

additional tools to provide benefits for 

the firm and its clients. 

‘We consistently think of how 

automation can help us be more 

efficient, especially around routine and 

administrative tasks that are usually 

quite time-consuming,’ says Chua 

Soo Rui, director at CA Trust PAC in 

Singapore. ‘With technology, it is much 

easier for us to streamline processes 

and also minimise the potential for 

human errors,’ Chua adds. 

Engaging with clients
With the automation of routine and 

administrative works, the administrators 

have more time to focus on client 

engagement activities – for example, 

sharing technical knowledge and CA 

Trust PAC’s digital experiences with 

clients. Chua says interaction with 

clients doesn’t need to always be in the 

context of a transactional relationship. 

It’s about providing insights on how 

different types of technologies work 

and helping clients make the best use 

of them. ‘It’s another way to strengthen 

relationships by inspiring and motivating 

clients to digitise their businesses,’ says 

Chua. ‘We can give our clients insights 

into the use of technologies that 

could drive growth, which are highly 

valued,’ she says. ‘It’s what clients are 

now expecting; they want to use it as a 

source to make decisions.’

Elaborating on the benefits of robotic 

process automation, Chua explains the 

digital tool is particularly helpful with 

streamlining the client on-boarding 

process. In the past, the administrator 

would need to purchase the client’s 

business profile from Singapore’s 

Accounting and Corporate Regulatory 

Authority (ACRA), create a new client 

profile in the customer relationship 

management (CRM) system, perform 

a background search of clients using 

SentroWeb software and finally prepare 

an engagement letter. ‘Now this 

process is automated with only one 

click,’ says Chua. 

As part of CA Trust PAC’s automation 

journey, the firm has recently on-

boarded a payroll software system 

that enables leave application and 

approval to be processed using mobile 

apps. The firm has also introduced 

ProSystem fx for audit preparation 

and execution. And to build out its 

expanding platform of digital tools, the 

firm is now looking at the feasibility of 

implementing data analytics.

Chua says that while digital automation 

provides tangible benefits for clients 

and CA Trust PAC, there is the additional 

advantage of the firm being perceived as 

‘Digital tools 
are enabling 

accounting firms 
to extend their 

capabilities and tap 
into the growing 

demand for 
advisory services’
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Go-to places Different countries attract top talent for 
a number of different reasons

The overall talent attraction ranking of 118 countries was 
decided by aggregated scores in the separately ranked 
areas of ‘enable’ (regulatory, market, business and 
labour environment), ‘attract’ (toleration, social mobility 
and gender gap), ‘grow’ (quality of apprenticeships, 
education and training) and ‘retain’ (taxation and quality 
of life). ‘Top feeders’ are the countries that supply most 
migrants to the destination country.

More information

Data from the Global Talent Competitiveness Index and the Data from the Global Talent Competitiveness Index and the Data from the Global Talent Competitiveness Index and the Data from the Global Talent Competitiveness Index and the Data from the Global Talent Competitiveness Index and the Data from the Global Talent Competitiveness Index and the Data from the Global Talent Competitiveness Index and the Data from the Global Talent Competitiveness Index and the Data from the Global Talent Competitiveness Index and the Data from the Global Talent Competitiveness Index and the Data from the Global Talent Competitiveness Index and the Data from the Global Talent Competitiveness Index and the Data from the Global Talent Competitiveness Index and the Data from the Global Talent Competitiveness Index and the Data from the Global Talent Competitiveness Index and the Data from the Global Talent Competitiveness Index and the Data from the Global Talent Competitiveness Index and the Data from the Global Talent Competitiveness Index and the Data from the Global Talent Competitiveness Index and the Data from the Global Talent Competitiveness Index and the Data from the Global Talent Competitiveness Index and the Data from the Global Talent Competitiveness Index and the Data from the Global Talent Competitiveness Index and the Data from the Global Talent Competitiveness Index and the Data from the Global Talent Competitiveness Index and the Data from the Global Talent Competitiveness Index and the Data from the Global Talent Competitiveness Index and the Data from the Global Talent Competitiveness Index and the Data from the Global Talent Competitiveness Index and the Data from the Global Talent Competitiveness Index and the 
UN compiled by KDM Engineering at bit.ly/Talent-KDM.UN compiled by KDM Engineering at bit.ly/Talent-KDM.UN compiled by KDM Engineering at bit.ly/Talent-KDM.UN compiled by KDM Engineering at bit.ly/Talent-KDM.UN compiled by KDM Engineering at bit.ly/Talent-KDM.UN compiled by KDM Engineering at bit.ly/Talent-KDM.UN compiled by KDM Engineering at bit.ly/Talent-KDM.UN compiled by KDM Engineering at bit.ly/Talent-KDM.UN compiled by KDM Engineering at bit.ly/Talent-KDM.UN compiled by KDM Engineering at bit.ly/Talent-KDM.UN compiled by KDM Engineering at bit.ly/Talent-KDM.UN compiled by KDM Engineering at bit.ly/Talent-KDM.UN compiled by KDM Engineering at bit.ly/Talent-KDM.UN compiled by KDM Engineering at bit.ly/Talent-KDM.UN compiled by KDM Engineering at bit.ly/Talent-KDM.UN compiled by KDM Engineering at bit.ly/Talent-KDM.UN compiled by KDM Engineering at bit.ly/Talent-KDM.UN compiled by KDM Engineering at bit.ly/Talent-KDM.UN compiled by KDM Engineering at bit.ly/Talent-KDM.UN compiled by KDM Engineering at bit.ly/Talent-KDM.UN compiled by KDM Engineering at bit.ly/Talent-KDM.
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The win-win of technology
ACCA’s report The passionate practitioner: developing the 
digitalised small and medium practice sets out some of the 

benefits of digitalising an SMP, including:

* freeing up time for business development, relationship 

management and value-added work

* changing how and when revenue is generated – fixed fees 

and subscriptions create a predictable revenue stream

* helping firms clarify who their clients are and how best to 

help them grow

* managing the workload across the year – staffing levels are 

no longer determined by peak demand, which also gives 

clients better visibility of their business and tax liabilities

* enabling flexible working, allowing accountants to 

transcend time, space and other limitations, such as 

disability, family and caring responsibilities.

Ride the wave
Small and medium-sized practitioners need to take the plunge and dive into 
the digital transformation wave sweeping through the profession

Small and medium-sized enterprises are the engine of 
most economies, and their professional accountant 
advisers – often in small practices themselves – play 

a vital role in guiding and supporting them. In this respect, 
the health of a nation’s smaller accountancy practices 
significantly contributes to the performance of the economy.
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More information

Due out this month is another ACCA report on technology, 
on its impact on the audit. Visit accaglobal.com/digital to 
find this and other useful technology-related resources.

There is an area, though, where small and medium-sized 

accountancy practices (SMPs) risk falling behind, and that 

is in taking full advantage of new technology. As ACCA’s 

report, The passionate practitioner: developing the digitalised 
small and medium practice, says: ‘Digitalisation represents 

the greatest opportunity accountants have had to transform 

their businesses since the invention of the spreadsheet.’ 

Technological innovations are changing the role of the 

accountant, taking the strain out of repetitive tasks and freeing 

up accountants to act as business partners and advisers.

But while accountants have historically taken the lead as 

early adopters of business information technology – the 

finance function was among the first to be automated – 

there are concerns that smaller practices are being too slow 

in embracing the potential of digitalisation, says the report: 

‘There is a sense that small-business accountants may be 

lagging behind, with many still working in a desktop or 

even paper-based environment 

in an increasingly cloud-based, 

digital world.’

ACCA’s report takes a detailed 

look at the benefits of digitalisation 

through the eyes of a range of early 

adopters who have been at the 

forefront of the digital transformation 

of the accountancy practice. Through 

a series of case studies and real-life 

experiences, the report sets out 

clearly the benefits of digitalisation 

for smaller practices, as well as a 

broad implementation roadmap.

The report argues that ‘those 

working with the SME sector now 

have an unprecedented opportunity to act as true business 

advisers’. But there is another perspective to consider, it adds: 

governments are increasingly moving towards the collection 

of tax data by electronic means. In other words, embracing the 

digital agenda is not just expedient, it is an imperative.

Implementation roadmap
The case for accountants to adopt these technologies has 

never been stronger. Yet, as the report recognises, the 

number of options, applications and suppliers available means 

that implementation can be intimidating and confusing. 

The report sets out an implementation roadmap, derived 

from the lessons gathered from early adopters. It splits 

implementation into three stages:

1. Forming a strategy and selecting applications. This 

includes identifying the market segment on which the 

Digitalisation is not 
just about adopting 

the necessary 
technology – it 

also requires 
a fundamental 

adjustment on the 
part of accountants

practice will focus and defining the ‘app stack’ that is at 

the heart of a digitalised practice.

2. Developing the competencies and capabilities within 

the team.

3. Maintaining and growing the practice – taking advantage 

of the changing software environment and seeking out 

new opportunities as clients develop with it.

The report adds that digitalisation is not just about adopting 

the necessary technology. It also requires a fundamental 

adjustment on the part of accountants. The bedrock of 

digitalisation is the adoption by accountants and clients of 

cloud-hosted digital accounting software, but nothing will 

change if accountants carry on working exactly as they did 

before: ‘Success in adopting this model enables accountants 

to reposition themselves as people who can add value 

through strategic advice, using data collected from clients. 

Success in this model requires a different approach to skills 

and talent from that of the traditional 

SMP. Having the skills to translate 

data into value-adding information 

and then to provide effective 

and constructive commentary is 

essential: the accountant as the true 

trusted adviser.’

The report looks ahead, describing 

the accountant of the future as ‘a 

diverse individual. It would be no 

exaggeration to describe them 

as a cyborg: when a business 

communicates with its accountant, 

the latter is also in touch with all 

the business’s financial data, and 

the accountant’s human brain is 

augmented by apps, tools and artificial intelligence.’

If that sounds daunting, there are comforting words from 

the practices that have already successfully travelled the path 

towards digitalisation. In all of the discussions, says the report, 

one word cropped up more than any other – love. ‘Digital 

accountants have told us that they love the digital technology 

that can make their lives easier, they love the like-minded 

clients they work with, they love accountancy itself – they love 

their jobs – and their lives.’ AB

Liz Fisher, journalist
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Cheap prediction
Possibly best treated as a cheap prediction generator, artificial intelligence represents 
a useful input in decision-making, but human judgment will remain a must-have

In the mid-1990s the economist William Nordhaus had 
a radical idea for valuing the invention of the light 
bulb. How much effort, he wondered, would it take to 

produce a similar amount of light with a 
wood fire? The answer: to produce 
the equivalent of an hour of 
light generated by a bulb, 
wood would need to be 
chopped 10 hours a day 
for six days. 

Nordhaus went 

on to create a price 

index going back to 

sesame-oil-powered 

lamps from Babylonian 

times, showing that the 

real benefit of the light bulb 

was a dramatic fall in the cost of 

artificial light. Researchers have since used 

Nordhaus’s econometric approach for valuing technology 

to examine the internet’s role in lowering the cost of search; 

in transporting, verifying and replicating information; and in 

tracking behaviour.

And now three academics in Canada have followed this 

process to cut through the hype around machine learning, 

the most popular example of artificial intelligence (AI) today. 

‘Digging into the technology, it became clear that the benefit 

of machine learning was a drop in the cost of prediction,’ 

says Avi Goldfarb, an econometrician who specialises in the 

science of quantitative marketing. With Ajay Agrawal and 

Joshua Gans, his fellow professors at Toronto University, he 

has co-authored the book Prediction Machines: The Simple 
Economics of Artificial Intelligence.

Better forecasts
Not everyone sees machine learning in such a reductive 

light. Computer science academics emphasise the potential 

of AI’s ability to learn, and the ramifications this holds for 

training robots and the like. ‘But that’s not the AI we have 

today. It hasn’t gone past that one thing – cheap prediction,’ 

says Gans, a renowned Australian economist who moved to 

Toronto in 2010.

Prediction is the process of filling in missing information. You 

take the information (or data) you have, and use it to generate 

information you don’t have. Given the great advances 

in AI, calling it ‘cheap prediction’ seems a little 

underwhelming. It suggests we haven’t 

yet reached a drop in the cost of 

intelligence; we’re only reducing 

the cost of one part of it. Yet this 

part is a critical step. Machine 

learning’s probabilistic 

model mimics our own 

learning process, 

a process that has 

developed through 

millennia of evolution. 

In On Intelligence: How 
a New Understanding of 

the Brain Will Lead to the 
Creation of Truly Intelligent 

Machines, co-author Jeff Hawkins 

(whose invention of the PalmPilot 

popularised handheld computing) 

argues that prediction is the basis 

for human intelligence. ‘Prediction 

is not just one of the things your brain 

does,’ declares the book. ‘It is the primary function of the 

neocortex, and the foundation for intelligence. The cortex is 

an organ of prediction.’

Prediction Machines explains that machine learning is not 

on its own a tool to replace professionals; it is merely a tool 

for improving prediction. And prediction is one of several 

inputs into the process of decision-making, the authors argue. 

Another is that undervalued input called judgment.

‘Prediction facilitates decisions by reducing uncertainty, 

while judgment assigns value,’ the authors write. Luckily for 

accountants, value is a difficult thing for machines to assess. 

Machine learning may speed up the process of making 

predictions by categorising and sorting data and picking out 

patterns. But turning those lessons into business advice, and 

prioritising them in terms of success, requires the analysis of 

a wide-ranging combination of emotional, intellectual and 

practical considerations.
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Audit automation
With accountants already using machine learning software to 

perform audits in a matter of minutes, the task of poring over 

spreadsheets to match up transactions looks like being one of 

the first to fall under the wheels of automation.

Radlee Moller was at a partner retreat in Hawaii when he 

first realised the opportunity for machine learning. As the 

managing partner at CIB Accountants and Advisers in Sydney, 

Australia, he was intrigued at claims made by a software 

company, MindBridge Ai Auditor, that it could automate most 

of the legwork for auditors.

Moller invited MindBridge CEO Solon Angel to Australia 

and watched Angel run the ‘Pepsi challenge’. The software 

took five minutes to audit a file and find the four mistakes in it 

that had taken a five-person team three weeks to uncover. It 

even revealed a fifth, hitherto unknown error.

Moller timed the software on other files at CIB. ‘It took 12 

minutes for the biggest file in the firm,’ he says.

Several months later, he had convinced Angel to let him 

distribute MindBridge to Australian firms. The startup is 

already making millions in revenue, has 120 customers – 

including the Bank of England – and is preparing for a stock 

market launch in 2021.

CIB Accountants hasn’t dropped its fees for audits, despite 

the time saved. ‘I tell clients there’s a software cost. We don’t 

pass that on; we wear it,’ Moller says.

Moller’s experience fits the prediction made by Deloitte 

Australia in a 2017 report that auditing would be the most 

likely field for automation. ‘Auditors will eventually veer 

towards the forensic accounting, accuracy, validation-type 

of role rather than sitting with Excel spreadsheets trying to 

manually reconcile thousands of transactions,’ says Gavin 

Whyte, chief data scientist at Deloitte Australia.

Whyte has been developing in-house algorithms that 

replicate MindBridge’s smarts. The Big Four firm can customise 

them for different clients or applications, he says.

‘In economists’ parlance, a judgment is the skill used to 

determine a payoff, utility, reward or profit,’ the book explains. 

‘The most significant implication of prediction machines is that 

they increase the value of judgment.’ 

‘You can appreciate what else people do to make a 

decision,’ Gans says. ‘They can’t just predict stuff; they 

also have to know what the trade-offs are – and these 

things only come from people. Then you start to understand 

why it’s really hard to create a fully automated thing because 

we may not understand the nature of decisions the robot 

needs to make.’

When will AI move beyond cheap prediction to making 

judgments? Few agree on the timeline for a breakthrough 

of that magnitude; the predictions range from imminent to 

almost never. ‘Someone might switch on a robot AI that works 

it out itself and just becomes sentient. I’m not a computer 

scientist so I can’t give you a probability, but my feeling is that 

it’s not for a long time,’ Gans says. ‘We’ve got a lot to do with 

the AI we currently have, and that’s going to keep people 

occupied for the moment.’

A wave of machine learning applications is breaking across 

the business world. One of the latest is Google’s word 

processor for Google Docs, which automatically corrects 

grammar in real time. AI is being quickly built into other 

programs, from SME accounting software to enterprise 

resource planning (ERP). 

Gans cautions against believing everything you hear. ‘I 

wrote the book because I was concerned that people would 

say, “Buy my magic AI!” and it would turn out to be not that 

good,’ he explains. ‘I don’t think there’s any need to rush to 

add it to your operations.’

AI in accounting
The use case for accountants in practice is more clear-cut. 

‘Accounting does have data going for it, so it’s only a step 

away from being put to use,’ Gans says. Forensic accounting 

and auditing are already making way for algorithm-driven 

programs that process huge volumes of transactions. These 

programs can pull up a shortlist of transactions to check for 

fraud or error (see panel).

Will accountants be replaced by machines then? Goldfarb 

believes this is unlikely. Fifty years ago, accountants spent 

most of their time doing arithmetic. When the spreadsheet 

arrived, it dramatically lowered the cost of doing that 

arithmetic and helped clients make decisions. Before 

spreadsheets arrived, one would have expected the arrival 

of such a powerful decision-making tool to reduce the 

need for accountants. ‘But the numbers have remained 

steady,’ Goldfarb points out. ‘Most of the tasks that 

accountants do today they will not be doing in 10 to 15 years 

from now,’ he predicts. ‘That doesn’t mean we won’t have lots 

of accountants because these tools will enable accountants 

to better serve clients, which will open up new opportunities.’ 

And, of course, accountants need to understand the 

capability of machine learning and other technologies to 

improve their clients’ businesses. AB

Sholto Macpherson is a technology journalist and editor of 

the accounting technology blog DigitalFirst.com.
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Dodging Day Zero
With much of the world facing intense water scarcity by 2030, businesses as well as 
governments must act to prevent resource conflict throttling emerging economies

Visitors flying into South Africa’s Cape Town 
International airport get a spectacular view of Table 
Mountain. They also get an unmissable eyeful of 

water warnings, with imposing advertising hoardings urging 
visitors and locals alike to restrict their water usage. Use too 
much of it, and you will lose all of it, the posters proclaim. 

It’s all part of the city government’s campaign to fight a 

chronic water shortage. Last year, it reached crisis point as 

reservoirs emptied and the local population faced the very real 

prospect of hitting Day Zero – the point when the city’s taps 

would run dry. 

Even though the arrival of Day Zero has now been pushed 

back in Cape Town – as a result of good rainfall levels and 

the efforts made by individuals and businesses to limit their 

water requirements – there are still restrictions in place. Since 

1 March 2019, daily water consumption for all individuals 

has been restricted to a maximum of 105 litres. Businesses 

no longer have to cut their pre-drought consumption 

levels by 40%, but are still strongly encouraged to continue 

implementing water efficiency measures.

With reservoirs now back up to 46% of their capacity, the city 

is in a better position than a year ago, but by no means in the 

clear. Forecasters predict a dry winter in southern Africa, which 

will put the system under renewed pressure.

Water competition
While much of Africa would consider Cape Town’s water 

situation as anything but a crisis – bordering, indeed, on 

surfeit – the city’s predicament nevertheless highlights how 

businesses, farmers and individuals can all end up competing 

for a crucial natural resource. 

Clean water and sanitation are one of the 17 United Nations 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Goal 6 declares: 

‘Clean accessible water for all is an essential part of the world 

we want to live in and there is sufficient fresh water on the 

planet to achieve this. However, due to bad economics or 

poor infrastructure, millions of people including children die 

every year from diseases associated with inadequate water 

supply, sanitation and hygiene.’

Although the UN’s focus on water has helped highlight the 

crisis, the challenge is only going to get more difficult. The 

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 

(OECD) projects that, if water 

demand continues to grow 

at current rates, it will rise 

by 55% globally by 2050. 

Demand growth will mainly 

come from manufacturing 

(400%), electricity (140%) 

and domestic use (130%) in 

emerging economies. Add in 

competition from agriculture 

to feed growing populations 

and a 40% supply gap by 

2030 seems very possible.

Against this backdrop, 

water crises are recognised as 

a major global risk. According 

to the latest Global Risks 
Report from the World 

Economic Forum (WEF), 

such crises are ranked ninth 

in terms of likelihood (behind extreme weather, cyber attacks 

and large-scale involuntary migration) but fourth in terms of 

impact (behind weapons of mass destruction, climate change 

mitigation/adaptation failure and extreme weather events). 

‘The societal shock of running out of water could lead in 

sharply differing directions,’ the WEF report declares. ‘It 

could exacerbate divisions. Conflict might erupt over access 

to whatever water was still available, or wealthier residents 

might start to import private supplies. But a water shock could 

also galvanise communities in the face of a shared existential 

challenge. Either way, damage would be done.’ 

The WEF adds that hygiene would suffer, adding to the 

strain on healthcare systems. And governments blamed for the 

failure might be tempted to scapegoat weaker communities, 

such as those in informal dwellings with unofficial connections 

to the water system. The migration of populations to escape 

regions of water scarcity will only exacerbate the problem.

The report concludes that getting governance and planning 

right would reduce the risk of Day Zero arriving: public 

information campaigns and basic maintenance of existing 

infrastructure, as well as regulations limiting water usage by 

households, businesses and government, could all play a part. 

Thirsty world

2.1 billion 
Number of people living 

without safe water at home

80% 
Proportion of rural 

population forced to use 

unsafe and unprotected 

water sources

700 million 
Number of people who 

could be displaced from 

their homes by intense water 

scarcity by 2030
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A Cape Town township carwash found to be illegally 
using the municipal water supply by connecting a hose to 
a tap at a nearby house faces a ZAR3,000 (US$250) fine.

Disclose and conserve
So how can finance professionals most effectively contribute 

to securing the water ecosystem? Preparing the disclosures in 

financial and integrated corporate annual reports on business 

use and wastage of water is one obvious area. 

According to the 2018 status report of the Task Force on 

Climate-related Financial Disclosures (TCFD), following up 

on the recommendations made in 

2017, there is still plenty of work to 

do. TCFD chair Michael Bloomberg 

says: ‘While many companies report 

on environmental issues, most have 

yet to specifically provide the market 

with consistent information on the 

financial implications of climate 

change for their businesses.’

The TCFD report highlights 

how some global companies are 

disclosing their water usage and 

wastage, alongside other climate-

change metrics such as greenhouse 

gas emissions. It measures how 

A 40% water supply 
gap by 2030 seems 
very possible given 
growth in demand 

from manufacturing, 
agriculture, energy 

and domestic use in 
emerging economies

far they follow the reporting standards produced by the 

Global Reporting Initiative. For water, the relevant standard 

is GRI 303, Water and Effluents, which sets out standards for 

disclosure on interactions with water as a shared resource, 

the management of water discharge-related impacts, 

water withdrawal (the volume extracted from surface and 

underground sources), water discharge (the volume of waste 

and effluent water released) and 

water consumption (the volume not 

returned to the water source). 

According to the PwC report 

Exploring the data: SDG 
reporting challenge 2018, 27% 

of the companies surveyed have 

freshwater consumption reduction 

as a disclosed quantitative key 

performance indicator (KPI); a further 

29% include targets; and 19% link 

their KPIs to societal value.

However, a GRI survey of 

investors about their perceptions 

of water disclosures found that 
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Water reporting at work: Danone
In its 2018 integrated annual report, food and drinks 

manufacturer Danone sets out the details of its water 

stewardship programme, highlighting a 48% fall in water 

consumption at its production sites since 2000, and its target 

of a 60% drop by 2020.

Danone has also used the World Resources Institute’s 

Aqueduct tool (bit.ly/WRI-Aqueduct) to disclose that 9% of its 

production sites are in high or extreme water risk zones and 

that 64% of its sites are audited for their water risk.

Other company disclosures under the GRI 303 standard 

include water withdrawal at production sites and water 

consumption in the production process.

In Sulawesi, Indonesia, dirty water caused by inadequate 
sewage and sanitation services forces women to swim 
4km with empty jerry cans to get water from clean wells.

water disclosures are much less developed than emissions 

disclosures. ‘Ten out of the 15 interviews mention the 

importance of disclosing the local context in the discussion 

of the interaction of a company with water resources,’ points 

out the GRI report, Mapping Reporting Practice to an Investor 
Perspective. ‘Investors stressed that companies need to 

adopt a different approach in reporting on water compared 

to emissions, as water is much more location-dependent. 

Companies with operations in water-stressed locations need 

to be more prudent in their assessments because their impact 

is potentially more significant and the business itself more 

sensitive to changes in the operating environment.’

Alan McGill, sustainability and climate change partner at 

PwC, points out that the cost of collecting and acting on 

water-related data is small compared to the overall costs of a 

company’s reporting and governance functions. Armed with 

such information, the organisation becomes more resilient and 

sustainable in its own right. 

‘All organisations and the accounting profession as a whole 

need to engage with water management, to help companies 

improve operationally, to strengthen their governance 

processes,’ he says. ‘Companies can look at how they 

can reduce their reliance on conventional water supplies, 

minimise their waste water discharges and engage with local 

communities in better ways to solve common problems. They 

also need to understand the risks in their supply chains and 

integrate these risks into the wider sustainability agenda. 

Accountants have great skills in measuring business assets, 

and it is no different for this particular asset.

‘It might cost money to understand these risks, but if you 

don’t then you will not have a business.’ AB

Philip Smith, journalist
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In a show of unity, Jacinda Ardern 
wore a hijab when she visited the 
Al Noor mosque after the attack.

represent diversity, compassion, a home 

for those who share our values, a refuge 

for those who need it.’

The most evocative words were not 

crafted by a spin doctor; Ardern framed 

the message herself. ‘I absolutely knew 

what I wanted to say,’ she told journalist 

Toby Manhire. By refusing to name the 

terrorist, Ardern denied him the fame 

he desired and, as importantly, kept the 

focus on the victims. 

Good leaders also recognise that 

before people will trust you, you need 

to show them you respect them and are 

providing an environment where they 

are safe to express their fears. On the 

day after the attack, Ardern met with 

members of the Muslim community, 

wearing a hijab. This simple act showed 

a deep respect and reassured mourners 

that New Zealand was a place where 

they could openly display their faith.

At her first press conference after 

the massacre Ardern declared: ‘Our 

An Australian counter-terrorism expert 
described New Zealand Prime Minister 
Jacinda Ardern’s handling of the 
Christchurch terror attack as a 
‘masterclass in leadership’. Television 
celebrity Oprah Winfrey said 
Ardern had ‘set a global standard 
for leadership’. Here are some of 
the lessons we can learn from the 
young leader.

Before the attack, which saw 51 

people lose their lives at the hands of an 

Australian terrorist, critics said Ardern’s 

open style was a sign of weakness. 

Ardern told the BBC that she is proud 

to be a compassionate leader and 

asked why, if we teach empathy and 

compassion to our children, we shouldn’t 

show it when it comes to politics. When 

the global media began praising her 

style of leadership, she responded: ‘I 

don’t think I’m displaying leadership. I 

just think that I’m displaying humanity.’ 

Good leaders extract value from every 

word they use by carefully framing their 

messages and telling a consistent story. 

According to communications expert 

George Marshall, ‘Frames work like a 

viewfinder of a camera; when we decide 

what to focus on, we are also deciding 

what to exclude’. In Ardern’s case it was 

to frame the terrorists’ act as an attack 

on New Zealanders’ core values.

‘We are not a target because we are 

a safe harbour for those who hate,’ she 

said in her address to the nation. ‘We 

were not chosen for this act of violence 

because we condone racism, because 

we are an enclave for extremism. We 

were chosen for the very fact that we 

are none of these things – because we 

gun laws will change.’ Within a 

week of the attack she announced 

that tighter gun laws banning semi-

automatic and assault rifles would be 

introduced; within a month the new 

controls had come into effect. She also 

commissioned an inquiry to investigate 

whether New Zealand’s intelligence 

agencies had ignored the threat of 

right-wing extremism. 

The philosopher Isaiah Berlin said 

President Franklin D Roosevelt, who led 

the US through the Great Depression 

and the Second World War, made 

Americans ‘prouder to be Americans 

that they had been before. He raised 

their status in their own eyes – [and] 

immensely in those of the rest of the 

world’. Ardern will be remembered in 

much the same way. AB

Harry Mills is the expert on persuasion 

for the Harvard ManageMentor 

programme.

Lessons in leadership
We can learn much from New Zealand Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern’s heartfelt 
and personal response to the Christchurch terrorist attack, says Harry Mills
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The art of performance

A high-performing team needs to perfect the overall dance as well as develop 
individual dancers. Alison Young considers how to unleash achievement

performance and organisational 

reputation. These types of team may 

achieve well in the short term, but their 

success may not be sustainable for 

the individuals in them or the wider 

organisation over the longer term. 

Diversity squeezed out
Where a team has an ‘achieve at any 

cost’ culture, recruiting for ‘fit’ can 

lead to a lack of diversity, which can in 

turn discourage debate, creativity and 

change. Teams that don’t take time out 

to reflect and learn may not be able 

What underpins a team’s success? The 
personalities in it, the team leadership 
or simple luck? 

Some teams certainly gel more quickly 

and seamlessly than others, and go 

on to achieve great things. But that 

doesn’t necessarily mean they are high 

performing – there may be hidden and 

untapped potential in such teams that, 

if explored and exploited, could help 

them accomplish even more. 

There are also teams that meet and 

even exceed financial or other ‘hard’ 

targets – but only at a high cost to 

the team members, who may suffer 

stress, even burnout, as a result. Should 

teams like these be considered high 

performing when there are such heavy 

personal costs at stake as well as the 

organisational cost of absence and a 

high level of churn in membership? 

Consider, too, those teams that 

are high achievers despite their lack 

of collaboration with other teams, 

divisions or outside companies such 

as suppliers: they may be causing 

collateral damage through the 

organisation in terms of morale, 
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particularly in the early days of a team 

working together. 

But models and frameworks, no 

matter how robust or extensively 

researched, mostly explore the 

cognitive domain of how people 

operate. They speak to the intellect, 

to understanding, to diagnosis and to 

awareness-raising. But if a team is to 

be truly high performing, its members 

need to have authentic and real 

dialogue about what sits below the 

intellect in other domains: emotions, 

beliefs, patterns of behaviour, 

motivations and fears. Team members 

need to be able to explore these 

much more instinctive domains in 

a safe environment where they feel 

heard, valued and able to make their 

full contribution.

Consider the choreography
Furthermore, the team will benefit from 

shifting the focus away from developing 

individual dancers and towards investing 

time in how they can perfect the dance. 

This means shifting the spotlight off 

individual team members and onto the 

dynamics of the team as a whole: the 

hand-offs, the connections, the timing, 

the trust, the communication. 

Team conversations that can explore 

the dance rather than the individual 

dancers can unleash potential for 

high performance. Topics such as the 

to respond sufficiently quickly to an 

external threat or a changing market. 

Sustainable high performance can 

only be built on a strong foundation that 

starts with all the following (any gaps 

may prove fatal): 

* The team knows that its work is 

needed and valued by the wider 

organisation.

* The criteria for success are shared, 

transparent and tangible.

* Individual team members’ roles and 

goals are understood and agreed by 

all team members, with individual 

goals serving the wider team and 

the broader organisational goals.

* Individual team role boundaries are 

negotiated and agreed.

It’s important to address each point 

here with the whole team present 

together so that no one is left to 

second-guess or make assumptions, or 

question whether they can rely on their 

colleagues. Team members need to 

talk about the interdependence of their 

roles and how their work fits into the 

broader organisation; merely to assume 

that is the case without explicit 

agreement is not in itself enough to 

build trust.

Interpersonal dynamics
With all that in place, exploring the 

interpersonal dynamics within the team 

may help to release any untapped 

potential and so help the team achieve 

high performance.

There is of course an overwhelming 

array of tools and methodologies for 

exploring individual styles. Leadership 

frameworks, behavioural models, 

personality and personality ‘type’ 

profiles are just some examples. These 

models give team members insight 

into their own and others’ styles, and 

a shared language to legitimise and 

normalise ways to address behaviour 

that might otherwise be uncomfortable. 

Models like these have a part to play, 

following are often a good starting 

point:

* How do we trip ourselves up at the 

moment?

* How effective are we at holding 

each other to account for delivering 

our shared goals?

* How well are we handling conflict 

and tension? What needs to shift?

* What is not said in this team?

* How well are we using our diverse 

styles and talents to deliver value to 

the business?

* What do we need to do to shift in 

our dynamic of working together?

These questions can help unlock 

potential, but there are further 

questions that can help the team sustain 

its success. These rest more on how the 

team grows and learns together so it 

can adapt and change:

* How do we give time to learning 

from our experience and building 

that into our ways of working?

* How well do we support each 

other’s growth?

* What future themes do we know 

about that might impact how we 

work together? What else can 

we imagine?

* If one thing in how we work 

together needed to shift, what 

would that be?

A high-performing team is one that 

meets its organisational goals, creates 

sustainable high performance, develops 

its members as individual leaders, and 

develops, learns and grows as a team. 

Sometimes the team simply needs to 

pause, reflect, learn and integrate that 

learning before it can go faster again. AB

Alison Young is a director of Leaders in 

Change. @Leader_Insights.

Team members 
need to have real 

dialogue about 
what sits below 

the intellect: 
emotions, beliefs,  

motivations, 
behaviour and fears
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Wired up

Watch our video in which Dr Rob 
Yeung talks about the impact of social 
media on health at bit.ly/ACCA-playlist.

Know when to stop
Can the use of social media affect your mental health? Dr Rob Yeung considers recent 
research into symptoms individuals may exhibit when using social media platforms

group (in which the participants are 

exposed to the medicine or other 

intervention) or a control group (in which 

they either take a placebo or continue 

with their lives as normal).

One of the few randomised controlled 

trials to be conducted with regards to 

social media was published last year by 

researchers headed by the University 

of Pennsylvania’s Melissa Hunt. After 

a week of baseline monitoring, 143 

undergraduates were randomly assigned 

to either limit their use of Facebook, 

Instagram and Snapchat to 10 minutes 

per platform per day, or to continue 

using social media as usual. The 

experimental participants who limited 

their use reported feeling less lonely and 

less depressed than those in the control 

group who carried on as they wished.

Young and old
That suggests that limiting social 

media use may benefit psychological 

well-being. However, this study was 

conducted with relatively young 

undergraduates who may have used 

social media primarily for entertainment. 

There is a lack of research looking at 

effects on, for example, older, employed 

adults using social media more for 

learning or communication at work.

Firm conclusions about the effects of 

social media are not yet possible – not 

enough studies have been conducted. 

And discussions of simple cause and 

effect are too crude. They ignore the 

Some commentators have claimed that 
the use of digital technologies – and in 
particular social media – harms mental 
health. But what does the science say 
on the matter?

The University of California San 

Diego’s Holly Shakya and Nicholas 

Christakis found that increased use 

of Facebook in a sample of 5,208 

people was negatively associated 

with mental health. These researchers 

suggested that greater focus on online 

relationships may have led to a decline 

in offline relationships.

A separate study led by the University 

of Pittsburgh’s Brian Primack found 

that adults who used a greater number 

of social media platforms had worse 

mental health than those who used 

fewer. Among 1,787 adults, individuals 

who used between seven to 11 

different social media platforms had 

more symptoms of depression and 

anxiety than other individuals who used 

between zero to two platforms.

But both these studies are only 

correlational in nature, and cannot 

distinguish between cause and effect. 

It may indeed be the case that social 

media usage causes mental health 

issues. However, it is impossible to rule 

out that people who feel anxious or 

depressed may use social media more 

to seek solace.

In scientific trials, the best way of 

determining the effects of anything is to 

conduct what’s known as a randomised 

controlled trial. For example, if 

researchers wish to test the effects of 

a new medicine, diet or psychological 

therapy, they would randomly assign 

volunteers to either an experimental 

The participants 
who limited their 
use of Facebook, 

Instagram and 
Snapchat reported 
feeling less lonely 

and less depressed
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More information

Dr Rob tweets @robyeung.

If you have a question for the talent 
clinic, email abeditor@accaglobal.com.

Get CPD units by answering 
questions on this article at 
accaglobal.com/abcpd.

my people management skills. Apparently I sometimes 

come across as unapproachable and don’t provide enough 

recognition for my team. I’ve always known that managing tasks 

rather than people comes most easily to me. How should I work on this?

AThe further you move up an organisation’s hierarchy, the more you will have 

to step away from doing tasks to leading and inspiring people. Top leaders 

appreciate that employees have considerable discretion in how hard they choose 

to work. Getting to know your team members on a personal level, as well as 

understanding their strengths and weaknesses, will allow you to fi nd the best ways to 

motivate all of the different individuals around you.

As a fi rst step, think about inspiring leaders for whom you have worked. What did 

they specifi cally say or do that made a difference to you? Alternatively, look around 

you for examples of leaders who you regard as warm, likeable people-managers. 

What do they say to provide recognition or demonstrate their approachability? 

Watch them and make a mental note of behaviours that you could adapt and include 

in your own repertoire.

Most good people-managers hold regular one-to-one meetings with their direct 

reports. During these meetings, demonstrate that you are approachable by spending 

at least some time asking your people about their hopes, frustrations and longer-

term career objectives. Then see if you can offer them projects that will at least allow 

them to work towards their stated goals. Over successive meetings, monitor their 

progress and offer appropriate praise or constructive criticism in order to continue to 

develop the people within your team.

Tips for the top
Unsurprisingly, research shows that taking breaks from a task can boost post-break 

performance on that task. More interestingly, however, a study by Emily Hunter 

and Cindy Wu at Baylor University looked at some of the characteristics of breaks 

that allow the greatest amount of post-break recovery for employees who work 

predominantly on computers. The researchers collected survey data 

on 959 breaks taken by offi ce-based employees and found 

that certain characteristics did not lead to more benefi t. 

For example, breaks taken outside of the offi ce were 

no more benefi cial than breaks taken indoors. But, 

signifi cantly, breaks taken earlier in the day tended to 

be more benefi cial than those taken later in the day. 

The implication is that if you are very time-

constrained and know that you will have very little time 

to spare on a given day, take your break(s) earlier rather 

than later in order to get the most from them.

Dr Rob’s talent clinic

Q I currently manage a team of 

four direct reports, but would 

like to pursue the next step up in 

terms of having more responsibility 

and a larger team. However, I have 

been told that I fi rst need to work on 

different ways in which individuals 

use social media. Researchers such as 

Lancaster University’s David Baker 

and Guillermo Perez Algorta have 

pointed out that length of time 

spent on social media, quality 

and type of engagement may 

matter more.

For example, one investigation 

led by Edson Tandoc Jr of 

Nanyang Technological University 

in Singapore found no overall 

association between Facebook use and 

psychological well-being. However, 

people who reported feeling the 

emotion of envy while on Facebook 

– for example, feeling inferior to their 

friends or worrying that others had 

better lives – did experience worse 

psychological well-being.

Clearly, using social media to follow 

the movements of friends, ex-partners 

or even celebrities is very different 

from using it to keep abreast of world 

affairs or your favourite pastimes. Try 

to develop a level of self-awareness 

about your use of different social media 

platforms. By all means continue if you 

are using social media to learn, maintain 

relationships or even beat boredom 

occasionally. However, be careful when 

you notice that its use engenders envy, 

loneliness or other negative emotions 

– or if using social media is distracting 

you from real issues or opportunities 

that you should be tackling. AB

Dr Rob Yeung is an organisational 

psychologist at leadership consulting 

fi rm Talentspace: talentspace.co.uk.
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Disclosure headache
The IASB consultation on pensions disclosure requirements has revealed consensus 
but also plenty of contention over what should change, says Adam Deller

As previously covered in this column, 
the International Accounting Standards 
Board (IASB) has identifi ed three 
main concerns about disclosures 
in fi nancial statements: not 
enough relevant information, too 
much irrelevant information, and 
ineffective communication.

As part of the solution, the IASB is 

drawing up guidance for developing 

and drafting future disclosure 

requirements. Part of the process 

involves trying out ideas for guidance 

with two existing IFRS Standards.

One of the standards selected 

for testing the guidance is IAS 19, 

Employee Benefi ts. The approach has 

been to undertake extensive research 

to set some primary objectives for 

IAS 19 disclosures in the eyes of users 

and preparers of reports. The board 

asked participants to suggest items of 

information to satisfy those objectives.

The research took place over six 

months and involved meetings with 

users from a variety of industries and 

geographical locations. The approach 

taken, along with the feedback received, 

was presented to the Global Preparers 

Forum (GPF), an IASB advisory body 

that includes preparers of fi nancial 

instruments from a variety of sectors 

across the world. It has also been 

presented to the Accounting Standards 

Advisory Forum (ASAF), which provides 

guidance and feedback to help the 

board in the standard-setting process. 

So let’s look at the key elements of 

IAS 19 and the issues that have arisen 

from the consultations.

Two types of pension plan are covered 

in IAS 19: defi ned contribution (DC) and 

defi ned benefi t (DB). Under a DC plan, 

the entity contributes a set amount into 

a pension plan; this is then invested, and 

the employees receive a variable return, 

based on the performance of the assets 

within the plan. The entity is liable only 

for the employer’s contribution, as set 

out in the contracts of the employees, 

with the annual contribution expensed 

in the statement of profi t or loss. 

Under a DB plan, the employees 

receive a set or determinable payment, 

regardless of pension plan asset 

performance. This is a much more 

complex scheme to account for, as an 

actuary must calculate an estimate of 

the pension obligation. Any difference 

between the obligation and the 

estimated fair value of the plan assets 

indicates that the pension fund is either 

in defi cit or surplus. If the scheme is 

in defi cit, the entity must record the 

liability on its statement of fi nancial 

position, highlighting its obligation 

to make up the defi cit. If the plan is in 

surplus, this is shown as an asset in the 

statement of fi nancial position.

Introducing 
multiple valuation 

models would 
only exacerbate 

the problem 
of disclosure 

complexity
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In the IAS 19 consultation, almost all 

the users of financial reports focused on 

DB plans, believing that information in 

DC plans is sufficient. This is because 

most users see the latter as relatively 

harmless, requiring no more information 

than the expenses recognised and the 

contributions paid in.

As a result, they suggested a relatively 

large number of items that could be 

introduced or expanded in relation 

to DB plans to meet their objectives. 

Some ASAF members felt the feedback 

read like a user ‘wish list’ – a list of 

items that would be nice to have rather 

than essential. Their feeling is that any 

changes to IAS 19 disclosures should 

focus on the crucial rather than the 

nice to have. The rest of this article will 

highlight the areas that were identified 

as the most significant or that provoked 

the most discussion.

Cashflow effects
The predominant feedback on IAS 19 

was that today’s disclosure objectives 

are often ineffective in meeting user 

objectives. A common response was 

that users would prefer to see better 

information about the expected 

cashflow effects of a pension plan.

The major and most widely accepted 

concern involved a lack of disclosures 

around the cashflow information. A 

key finding was that many users would 

like to see the actual cashflows related 

to the plan in the period, which is not 

currently required.

Almost all users said that an entity’s 

agreed schedule of payments should 

be the basis of the disclosure. Some 

said it would be useful to differentiate 

between ‘normal’ contributions 

representing payroll deductions and 

‘extraordinary’ ones, such as deficit 

repairs. GPF members believed it would 

not be difficult for preparers to separate 

this information in such a manner.

There was general consensus that 

more could and should be done to 

improve the clarity of cashflows so that 

users can establish the cash payments 

made in the current period and the 

projected payments to be made. There 

were some concerns raised about just 

how far into the future to look for the 

future payments, but it was felt that 

greater clarity on cashflow information 

was crucial to users.

Sensitivity analysis
In contrast to the relative consensus 

over the need to improve cashflow 

disclosures, there was significant 

contention over expanding the 

discussions around sensitivity 

analysis. Almost all users said they 

would like to see a wider range of 

possible assumptions in the analysis, 

as well as an analysis that shows 

the effect of changing multiple 

assumptions simultaneously.

This has raised significant concerns 

in both forums contacted by the IASB. 

Running this level of analysis would 

require specialists with expertise in 

particular entities or industries and 

could result in many different tests 

being run. There are so many actuarial 

assumptions made in the calculations 

of pension figures that meaningful 

sensitivity analysis would involve many 

moving parts and provide a vast range 

of projections. It was commonly felt that 

this might not be helpful and that the 

costs of preparation and audit would be 

vastly increased.

Different plan valuations
A further discrepancy between the 

thoughts of some users and the feelings 

of the board’s advisory forums revolved 

around the different valuations of 

pension plans that exist. The IAS 19 

valuation represents the value attached 

to the actuarially determined cost of 

the benefit earned by participants. 

In addition to that, there is a funding 
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As a result of the feedback, the 

IASB hopes eventually to produce an 

exposure draft to update disclosure 

guidance, in addition to specifi c 

changes to the IAS 19 disclosures.

It is clear that in tackling the 

disclosures within IAS 19, the IASB has 

dived into one of the most diffi cult 

standards. Finding a balance between 

removing irrelevant information and 

including suffi cient detail to be useful 

is an incredibly tough task in such a 

complex standard. To produce a set 

of disclosures that is both useful and 

clear to the well-informed, non-actuarial 

investor is a high challenge indeed. 

While the IASB could have selected 

a simpler standard to test out the 

approach for tackling the disclosure 

problem, it is not unreasonable to 

think that if they can tackle IAS 19 

successfully, then all future standards will 

feel simple in comparison. AB

Adam Deller is a fi nancial reporting 

specialist and lecturer.

valuation method (also known as 

the triennial valuation) and a buyout 

valuation method. Currently, only the 

IAS 19 valuation must be shown, and no 

discussion or reconciliation with other 

valuations is required.

Users noted that it would be 

helpful to reconcile the different 

valuations, but the discussion 

around the provision of different 

valuations proved controversial. It 

was acknowledged that there could 

be value in experts comparing them, 

but it was felt it would be far too 

confusing for general investors. One 

of the most common criticisms of 

the IAS 19 disclosures surrounds 

how complex they are – introducing 

multiple valuation models would only 

exacerbate the problem.

Other suggestions
Other, simpler suggestions obtained 

from the feedback include that it would 

be useful to have a breakdown of assets 

into items such as equities, derivatives, 

cash and cash equivalents; and that 

it would be useful to have some 

discussion of the current defi cit and the 

proposed plan or sources of funding to 

meet that defi cit.

It is this fi nal, simple point that 

probably most touches on the 

disclosure requirements of the average, 

well-informed investor. It is reasonable 

to assume that most investors are not 

looking for overly complex, technical 

information. It is far more likely that 

they will be looking at what the defi cit 

is, what cash is likely to be spent, and 

whether there is a potential hole in the 

funding that leaves the entity exposed. 

Some respondents raised concerns 

that there was a real risk that an 

attempt to demystify some of the 

disclosures around IAS 19 would only 

lead to increased clutter and complexity 

as more detailed information was 

provided for users. 

To produce a set 
of disclosures that 

is useful to the 
well-informed, 
non-actuarial 

investor is a high 
challenge indeed
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Annual General
Meeting 2019
ACCA Council notifies ACCA Members that ACCA’s 2019
AGM will be held on 21 November 2019.

This notice of date is given under bye-law 44(a).

Find out more on accaglobal.com/agm

Please note that the deadline for submission of 
nominations for election to Council is 21 August 2019,
in accordance with bye-law 16. The deadline for 
submission of members’ resolutions is 21 August 2019,
in accordance with bye-law 46.

Andrew Steele
ACCA Secretary
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Technical update
A monthly roundup of the latest developments in taxation, audit, codes,  
standards, agreements, guidance and consultations across Asia Pacific

Malaysia

Grace period extended 
Malaysia has extended its grace period 

for taxpayers who have underpaid in the 

past, allowing for low penalties should 

undeclared income be filed on returns 

this year. This even covers taxpayers 

who have yet to register with the Inland 

Revenue Board of Malaysia. Penalties 

for voluntary disclosures made before 1 

July 2019 will be 10% of unpaid tax and 

15% for those made between then and 

1 October. 

D-SIB policy proposed
Bank Negara Malaysia has released a 

proposed policy on regulating ‘domestic 

systemically important banks’ (D-SIBs), 

whose failure could cause significant 

disruption to the country’s financial 

system and economy. The proposal 

includes an assessment methodology to 

identify D-SIBs in Malaysia; what reserves 

they should hold to protect themselves 

against losses; and applicable 

reporting requirements. 

Exemptions announced
The Malaysia Investment Development 

Authority has announced that from 1 

April, eligible companies in agriculture, 

certain services (such as private higher 

education) and some manufacturing 

sectors (such as aerospace equipment 

and motorcycle makers) can apply for 

sales tax exemptions on raw materials, 

components, machinery and equipment. 

Certificates proposals
Bursa Malaysia is consulting on plans to 

change its listing rules to work towards 

Hong Kong

Deduction changes
The Hong Kong Inland Revenue 

Department has released guidance 

explaining that from the 2018/19 tax 

year, capital expenditure on buying 

environmental protection installations 

can be deducted in full over one year, 

rather than five, as in the past. The 

department has also issued guidelines 

on how Hong Kong taxpayers can claim 

a 100% or enhanced tax deduction 

for research and development (R&D) 

expenditure made from 1 April 2018, for 

qualifying R&D activities. 

Trading margins rules
The Hong Kong Securities and Futures 

Commission (SFC) has announced that 

a public consultation has supported 

proposed securities trading margin 

rules, which will now come into force in 

October. These will cap margin loans 

at five times the capital held to avoid 

excessive leverage. 

OTC consultation
The HKMA and SFC are jointly 

consulting on planned reforms to 

over-the-counter derivatives regulations 

in Hong Kong. This includes that 

transaction reports submitted to the 

Hong Kong Trade Repository would 

include unique transaction identifiers. 

Also, the regulators want to remove 

rights for parties to withhold certain 

information from declarations when 

privacy is demanded by foreign 

regulators involved in a deal, for all 

transactions barring those involving 

mainland China. 

Mainland China

VAT changes released
China has released a range of VAT 

reductions, effective from 1 April 

2019, with the China state taxation 

administration reducing the standard 

rate of VAT for companies from 16% to 

13%, with reduced rates of 10% falling 

to 9%. Companies importing agricultural 

products for manufacturing will be able 

to pay VAT at 10% and charge 13% to 

customers. However, those exporting 

products or labour services will now be 

able to reclaim VAT at 13% of the cost of 

their supplies, down from 16% before. 

VAT rebates for overseas travellers who 

want to benefit from tax-free shopping 

in China will also fall – to 11% from 13% 

as a basic rate and to 8% from 9% for 

specific products including agricultural 

products, cooking oils, books and CDs.

Benefits for start-ups
The Chinese government has issued 

tax policies favouring Chinese start-

ups listing on overseas exchanges who 

issue depository receipts in China (DRC) 

to attract China-based investors. The 

three-year pilot programme started 

operating on 3 April. According to the 

China state taxation administration, 

China-based individual and corporate 

investors purchasing these investment 

vehicles (which act like de facto 

shares in foreign-listed companies) 

will pay no income tax for any income 

generated from DRC dividends or 

their sale. Individual, corporate and 

institutional investors will also not pay 

VAT on financial gains from selling DRCs 

in China.

52 Accounting and Business June 2019

AP_T_update.indd   52 09/05/2019   10:21



New guidance on Hong Kong listed companies
The Hong Kong Stock Exchange has released guidance for accountants involved in 

transactions and stocktaking regarding listed companies in Hong Kong. It includes, 

for instance, that if a material change in accounting standards or policy is expected 

within a company, listing documents should explain how such actions might affect 

the interpretation of financial results. 

Cambodia have signed a memorandum 

of understanding on strengthening 

cooperation in fintech innovation. They 

will share information on emerging 

market trends and developments, while 

conducting joint training programmes. 

Ghana DTA agreement
An avoidance of double taxation 

agreement between Singapore and 

Ghana has entered into force. The 

deal covers transactions involving both 

countries and their liability for taxes on 

profits, royalties, interest, capital gains 

and more.

Advance ruling updates
The Inland Revenue Authority of 

Singapore has released updates on its 

advance ruling system for GST, which 

allows taxpayers to secure usually 

binding decisions on GST returns before 

they are filed regarding particular 

business arrangements or transactions. 

EU trading recognition
Singapore and the European Union (EU) 

executive, the European Commission, 

removing requirements for physical 

share certificates or other ownership 

documents. This includes dispensing 

with requirements to deposit jumbo 

certificates with the bursa depository 

and removing requirements for using 

physical forms, on the content of share 

certificates and submission of specimen 

share certificates. 

Banks cooperate
Central banks Bank Indonesia, Bank 

Negara Malaysia, Bangko Sentral ng 

Pilipinas and the Bank of Thailand have 

agreed to cooperate to increase the 

amount of their local currencies used 

to settle transactions. The goal is to 

reduce companies’ use of international 

hard currencies to reduce foreign 

exchange risks. 

Singapore

VCC consultation
The Monetary Authority of Singapore 

(MAS), the city state’s central bank, is 

consulting on draft detailed regulations 

on how variable capital companies 

(VCC) should be administered. This 

follows the legalisation of VCCs under 

the VCC Act passed in October 2018. 

These corporate structures are designed 

to accommodate collective investment 

schemes. The MAS is consulting on how 

VCCs should comply with Singapore’s 

anti-money laundering rules. 

E-payment protection update
The MAS has updated Singapore’s 

e-payments user protection 

guidelines to clarify that financial 

institution customers can choose 

not to be informed about certain 

electronic transactions. The guidance 

recommends customers are notified 

about all e-payments. 

Cambodia MoU signed
The MAS and the National Bank of 

have struck a formal deal where the 

EU recognises Singapore trading 

platforms, authorising European traders 

to use them to trade derivatives with 

Singapore counterparties. Meanwhile, 

Singapore traders will deal with EU 

counterparties on certain EU trading 

venues, while following Singapore 

derivative trading rules. 

China support in ASEAN
The Singapore Stock Exchange (SGX), 

United Overseas Bank (UOB) and 

the China Chamber of International 

Commerce (CCOIC) have signed a 

memorandum of understanding to 

help Chinese companies expand into 

the ASEAN region via Singapore. 

The MoU says more than 180,000 

Chinese enterprises under CCOIC can 

henceforth use SGX’s trusted capital 

market infrastructure and deep liquidity 

for ASEAN business ventures, and utilise 

UOB’s banking expertise and integrated 

ASEAN network. AB

Keith Nuthall and Wang Fangqing, 

journalists 
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Digital dilemma
Deciding how best to tax digital business is proving a tough nut to crack internationally, 
with the UK and the rest of Europe taking matters into their own hands

a ‘signifi cant step forward’ toward 

resolving the tax challenges arising from 

digitisation. He says: ‘Countries have 

agreed to explore potential solutions 

that would update fundamental tax 

principles for a 21st-century economy, 

when fi rms can be heavily involved 

in the economic life of different 

jurisdictions without any signifi cant 

physical presence and where new and 

often intangible drivers of value become 

more and more important.’

Saint-Amans adds that the digital 

economy exacerbates risks, enabling 

structures to shift profi ts to entities that 

escape taxation or are taxed at only very 

low rates. ‘We are now exploring this 

issue and possible solutions,’ he says.

Domestic solutions
But in the meantime, some jurisdictions 

are pursuing their own solutions. The 

UK has concluded a consultation on 

the introduction of a digital services tax 

from April 2020 ‘to ensure certain digital 

businesses pay tax refl ecting the value 

they derive from UK users’.

The proposed tax will come in the 

form of an additional 2% tax on certain 

UK-generated revenues of search 

engines, social media platforms and 

online marketplaces. It will apply only to 

companies that are profi table and make 

annual global revenues from certain 

services of at least £500m.

The European Commission has 

already proposed its own digital services 

tax, with a rate of 3% on companies 

with worldwide taxable revenues above 

€750m (€50m of which must be in the 

EU), from 1 January 2022. However, if 

discussion on the OECD proposals has 

Amid growing concerns that large, 
multinational companies are failing 
to pay their ‘fair share’ of corporate 
tax, the tech giants have been singled 
out by governments for particular 
attention, as they can sell their services 
into foreign jurisdictions without 
creating a permanent establishment, 
and thus avoid signifi cant tax bills.

With the consultation ended on the 

latest proposals from the Organisation 

for Economic Co-operation and 

Development (OECD) on the tax 

challenges of the digital economy, now is 

a good time to take stock and evaluate 

how close the international community 

is to consensus on how best to tax such 

companies by the end of 2020.

Going right back to the original 

OECD BEPS (Base Erosion and Profi t 

Shifting) project, the fi rst of its 15 

‘actions’ for equipping governments 

with tax avoidance tools looked 

specifi cally at how digitisation is 

affecting international tax rules. 

The fact it was action 1 shows the 

importance attached to the issue at an 

international level. 

The OECD released an interim report 

in March 2018 and a discussion report in 

February 2019, and further policy notes 

in October 2018 and January 2019. This 

2019 note focused on two ‘pillars’ for 

further discussion. 

The fi rst pillar considers how the 

existing rules that divide up the right 

to tax the income of multinational 

enterprises between jurisdictions could 

be modifi ed to take into account the 

changes digitisation has brought to 

the world economy. This will mean re-

examining the ‘nexus rules’ (namely, how 

to determine the connection a company 

has with a given jurisdiction) and the 

rules on how much profi t to allocate to 

the business it conducts there.

The second pillar aims to resolve 

remaining BEPS issues and will explore 

two sets of interlocking rules designed 

to give jurisdictions a remedy in cases 

where income is subject to no taxation 

or only very low taxation.

Pascal Saint-Amans, director of 

the OECD Centre for Tax Policy 

and Administration, believes the 

international community has taken 

The digital 
economy 

exacerbates 
risks, enabling 

structures to shift 
profits to entities 

that escape tax
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Digital tax in the region
The economies of South-East Asia have not been immune to the impact of 

global digital services, and a number of governments in the region have either 

implemented or are considering the introduction of a digital services tax.

The Malaysian government announced in its 2019 Budget that, with effect from 1 

January 2020, it will impose a tax on digital services that are imported by domestic 

consumers. The law is currently passing through the Malaysian parliament, but under 

the proposed regime, a 6% service tax will be imposed on the value of any digital 

service that is provided by a foreign service provider to any consumer in Malaysia. 

The tax will cover services such as music and video streaming, cloud storage, 

online software and digital advertising services. It will apply to foreign service 

providers that charge Malaysian consumers collectively more than a threshold of 

MYR500,000 (US$121,000) a year. The 6% tax rate is in line with Malaysia’s wider 

services tax.

The move follows in the footsteps of Singapore, which earlier in 2018 announced 

that it would charge a sales tax on digital services supplied by foreign providers from 

2020. Announced in its 2018 Budget, Singapore will extend its goods and services 

tax (GST) to capture downloads, subscription and streaming services, as well as other 

consultancy and marketing services provided online by overseas suppliers.

Overseas sellers are required to register with Singapore’s tax authority if they have 

a global turnover in excess of SG$1m (US$735,000) and sales in Singapore of more 

than SG$100,000 (US$73,500). Currently the tax rate is 7%, but is set to rise to 9% at 

some point between 2021 and 2025. 

In South Korea, cross-border digital sales are subject to 10% VAT, while Taiwan 

charges 5% VAT on digital services provided to domestic consumers by foreign 

businesses. Japan has applied an 8% consumption tax on digital services since 2015, 

while Thailand is currently considering a 5% charge on all e-commerce transactions.

economy discussion paper, published 

last October. While the Treasury 

paper does not provide any clear 

recommendations, according to 

EY it implies ‘that an interim digital 

services tax may be warranted given 

the likelihood that no long-term global 

solution is in sight’. The firm adds: 

‘Australia has a strong record as a leader 

in tax policy initiatives internationally 

including its adoption of BEPS actions 

and two measures largely unique to 

Australia and the UK – namely, the 

made sufficient progress, the EU may 

postpone or cancel its own proposals.

Of course, much of the tax burden 

created by these proposals will be 

borne by companies based in the 

US. Steven Mnuchin, the US Treasury 

secretary, responded to the release of 

the OECD’s interim report by stating: 

‘I fully support international cooperation 

to address broader tax challenges 

arising from the modern economy and 

to put the international tax system 

on a more sustainable footing,’ but 

also declared: ‘The US firmly opposes 

proposals by any country to single out 

digital companies.’

A number of US companies in the 

firing line of such proposals have their 

European headquarters in Ireland. 

Dublin opposes the European digital 

tax and, alongside Sweden, Denmark 

and Finland, has filed objections to the 

Commission’s proposals, which need the 

unanimous approval of the EU states for 

a digital services tax to go ahead.

But this is not preventing European 

countries unilaterally introducing digital 

taxes. Spain and Italy have already put 

forward their own proposals, both with 

a 3% tax rate. And in December 2018, 

France announced it would introduce 

such a tax from 1 January 2019 after 

the difficulties of reaching an EU-wide 

agreement became clear. However, 

noises from Paris suggest that a deal at 

EU level might still be possible. Austria 

has also announced a similar move, 

although not until 2020, which is when 

the OECD is expected to reveal its own 

final proposals.

Outside Europe, Australia is 

considering responses to its digital 

multinational anti-avoidance law and 

diverted profits tax.’

Meanwhile across the Tasman Sea, the 

New Zealand government announced 

in February that it too will consult on 

introducing a digital services tax. AB

Philip Smith, journalist
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Conceptual reframing
In the first of two articles on the IASB’s conceptual framework, Dean Hezekiah assesses 
the key changes, including new definitions of reporting entities, assets and liabilities

or chooses to prepare financial 

statements. It also contains guidance 

on how to define the reporting entity’s 

boundaries, including situations where 

it is not a separate legal entity or forms 

part of a group of entities connected 

through a parent-subsidiary relationship. 

An important idea in this determination 

is that the boundaries of the reporting 

entity are set with reference to its 

economic activities, and with a focus on 

the information needs of the primary 

users of its financial reports. 

Significant changes have also been 

made to the definition of assets and 

liabilities – see box below. 

The most important change to 

the definition of an asset in the 

revised framework is that it is now a 

right. This new definition provides a 

much clearer basis for approaching 

recognition and measurement. 

Importantly, the revised framework 

departs from viewing the asset in 

terms of an expectation of future 

economic benefit in preference for 

the view that an asset is defined by its 

potential to produce. We are entering 

a new era where we define assets by 

their inherent qualities and not by our 

subjective expectations. 

The main changes to liabilities are in 

wording and emphasis. As with the asset 

In March last year, the International 
Accounting Standards Board (IASB) 
published a revised conceptual 
framework for financial reporting 
(effective for preparers from 1 January 
2020). It sets out the financial reporting 
concepts that guide the development 
of IFRS Standards and the preparers 
of IFRS-compliant financial statements. 
One of its key objectives is to ensure 
that financial reports help users assess 
management’s stewardship.

The new framework makes 

little fundamental change to the 

characteristics of useful financial 

information, but clarifies the role of 

prudence, which it defines as: ‘The 

exercise of caution when making 

judgements under conditions of 

uncertainty. Prudence does not allow 

for overstatement or understatement of 

assets, liabilities, income or expenses.’

It also clarifies that hard-to-measure 

information, while not worthless, may 

not be as useful as less relevant but 

more definite information that is easier 

to measure. 

Other than this there is little change to 

the qualitative characteristic guidance: 

useful information must still be relevant 

and faithfully represented; and its 

usefulness can be enhanced by making 

it more comparable, verifiable and 

understandable, and by presenting it in 

a timely manner.

New definitions
For the first time, the framework 

provides a definition of a reporting 

entity – that is, an entity that is required 

Assets and liabilities redefined
The new definitions remove the underpinning of subjective expectations.

Previous definition Revised definition

Asset An asset is a resource 
controlled by the entity 
as a result of past events 
and from which future 
economic benefits are 
expected to flow to the 
entity.

A present economic 
resource controlled by 
the entity as a result of 
past events.

An economic resource 
is a right that has the 
potential to produce 
economic benefits.

Liability A present obligation 
of the entity arising 
from past events, the 
settlement of which is 
expected to result in an 
outflow from the entity 
of resources embodying 
economic benefits.

A present obligation of 
the entity to transfer an 
economic resource as a 
result of past events.

An obligation is a duty 
or responsibility that the 
entity has no practical 
ability to avoid.
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Under the older, superseded standards, 

recognition was inconsistent with the 

defining attributes of the elements.

As the IASB looks to align its other 

existing standards with its revised 

framework, we are likely to see more 

of rights and obligations in how 

recognition criteria are articulated. 

Examples of standards that lend 

themselves to these changes are 

IAS 19, Employee Benefits, and IAS 20, 

Accounting for Government Grants and 
Disclosure of Government Assistance, 

both of which involve reporting 

requirements that can be reduced to 

obligations and rights. 

These changes are not expected 

to have much impact on the actual 

amounts recognised under the 

elements. However, as the IASB revises 

and creates other standards, we’re likely 

to slice and dice those amounts in more 

useful ways. 

The second part of this article will 

explore the new thinking around 

recognition and measurement of the 

elements. We’ll also consider some 

clarifications regarding derecognition 

and the new chapter on presentation 

and disclosure. AB

Dean Hezekiah ACCA is a technical 

writer at Darlo Higher Education.

definition, there is now less subjectivity in 

determining what is within scope. While 

it is debatable whether the wording 

‘no practical ability to avoid’ provides 

meaning beyond the ordinary sense of 

the word, it certainly places emphasis on 

the present nature of the obligation. 

True, the revised framework 

stresses the need for prudence and 

management stewardship, and it now 

defines the reporting entity, but it is the 

new definitions of assets and liabilities 

that are most significant.

Trickling through
We are already seeing this new 

thinking reflected in the more recent 

IFRS Standards. For example, in 

IFRS 15, Revenue from Contracts with 
Customers, revenue recognition is 

based on contractual performance 

obligations. Of course, this presupposes 

that contracts should be viewed 

as divisible, and that performance 

obligations are an ideal basis for 

the separation. 

This focus on identifying performance 

obligations makes IFRS 15 far more able 

to cope with the complications that 

arise in recognising revenue (especially 

when dealing with complex contracts) 

than its predecessors, IAS 18, Revenue, 

and IAS 11, Construction Contracts. 
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Be a digital marketing pro
By spending just one hour a day for a month you can revolutionise your organisation’s 
online presence and digital marketing performance, says Tim Butler

or obtain their details in exchange for a 

free useful guide or video. Remember, 

every single micro-conversion goal 

builds trust and reassurance.

Analytic tools such as Google 

Analytics allow you to monitor how 

many people are visiting your website, 

when they visit and how they are arriving 

there. It will also offer insight into which 

of your website’s pages perform best in 

terms of attracting traffic and engaging 

the user.

Action
Each day set aside an hour to build your 

plan. In the first day align your digital 

marketing objectives with your overall 

business goals; over the next three days 

address each stage and, on the final 

day, ensure that Google Analytics is set 

up to capture all of the relevant goals 

you have defined.

To find an hour in an already jam-
packed day can seem like a big ask, but 
devoting just 60 minutes a day towards 
changing your digital marketing 
performance could transform your 
business. The key to making the most 
of your hour is to create a strategic 
digital marketing plan.

Week 1: planning and data
The first week is all about defining the 

plan for the next month and beyond. 

First, consider how your digital 

marketing objectives align with your 

overall business goals. What will be set 

as the return-on-investment target? 

These could include:

* improved conversion rates

* greater market share

* increased website visits

* increased brand awareness.

Whilst the measurability success 

may differ from business to business, 

every plan should consider the steps 

a customer goes through on their 

customer journey:

* awareness – how a customer will 

become aware of your brand, 

company, products or service

* acquisition – why they will feel 

compelled to visit your website

* conversion – how easily will they be 

able to make a purchase or register 

their interest once on your website.

Different pages of your website 

should appeal to a different stage 

of a customer’s journey. One way of 

measuring the effectiveness of a page is 

by conversion goals: these are outcomes 

you expect for a website page. The 

overall goal for an accountancy firm may 

be to ultimately obtain more clients. 

However, on a single page level it could 

be to build the trust of a potential client 
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* Is it useful and does it help my 

visitors’ understanding?

Consider the questions your audience 

are seeking answers to when they visit 

your website. Once you’ve researched 

what your audience is looking for, use 

this information to help you target the 

right key words. Start by reviewing what 

you’re already offering them:

* Are you focusing on the right 

keywords?

* Are the branch terms, jargon and 

brand names your prospective 

buyers use to search the same ones 

your website is optimised for? 

Keyword research and analysis can 

help answer these questions. Ideally, 

come up with the top 40 most popular 

keywords and phrases that have high 

search volumes.

Make sure you vary the length of 

the content you write. Multiple small, 

succinct social posts are great for 

building brand awareness, whereas a 

blog/insights section on your company’s 

website that regularly publishes longer 

articles on key challenges faced in 

your industry helps increase your 

organic ranking.

Action
First identify the keywords and titles of 

the content you are going to write, then 

get writing.

Week 2: usability
Increasingly people are visiting websites 

to research solutions to a problem and 

to investigate possible products or 

services. They’re often at the start of 

their buying journey and are looking 

to define requirements, consider 

alternatives and evaluate options. 

Your job is to make their experience 

a reassuring, enjoyable and hopefully 

fruitful one.

Consider the usability of your website 

and the way in which a visitor will 

navigate around it. Content should 

be presented in a clear and concise 

way, with the placement of important 

items in appropriate areas. Try to 

review your website from a visitor’s 

point of view:

* Does the navigation flow 

seamlessly?

* Does your contact form work?

* Is your phone number clickable?

* Is your website responsive and 

optimised for both mobile and 

desktop devices?

* What is your conversion flow?

If the usability of your website is good 

but people don’t convert, it is because 

you are not presenting enough value to 

them. If you want someone to give you 

their email address, then you have to 

show that they will receive value from 

this action.

Action
Work through the website on a desktop 

computer, laptop and mobile phone 

to make sure it is easy to navigate and 

interact with. Spend the last two days 

of the week making the improvements 

identified in the first three days.

Week 3: content development
Your website’s content needs to be 

evaluated on a regular basis. Be ruthless 

when asking yourself these questions:

* Is the content still accurate?

* Is there anything missing? 

Week 4: driving traffic
Having planned, reviewed and written 

the content, it’s time to drive traffic to 

your website. Google Ads is an online 

advertising platform with a number of 

features to enhance your campaigns, 

such as ad scheduling, location targeting 

and ad extensions. Track if someone has 

clicked on your ad and use the data to 

ascertain your cost per acquisition to see 

if your campaigns are profitable.

Your social media strategy is next. 

Use the information gathered already 

about your target audience to make 

informed decisions about the platforms 

to engage with and the type of posts 

they would like to see.

Link building is the process of 

acquiring inbound links that point to 

your business’s website from other 

websites. So if your company writes 

an industry blog featured in an online 

platform or receives a favourable review 

posted on another website, make sure 

the post links back to your website.

Action
Days one and five this week should be 

focused on your Google Ads account. 

The reason you go back to it at the 

end of the week is because it will 

need optimisation, regularly. On day 

two you should work on your social 

media targeting, day three writing and 

scheduling messages and on day four, 

as these messages are going out, you 

can start following the people with 

whom you want to engage.

Review, adapt and repeat
Now you have started to see positive 

results, continuous reviewing of your 

data and the gentle adaptation of your 

strategy will hone your digital marketing 

skills and lead to even better results. 

Tim Butler is founder of Innovation 

Visual, a digital marketing consultancy 

specialising in digital effectiveness.

If your company 
receives a 

favourable review 
posted on another 

website, make sure 
the post links back  

to your website

AB
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Basicsi

EY Thailand 
Established in 1959 under the name 

Turquand, Youngs & Co, EY Thailand 

has more than 2,000 employees and 

is based in Bangkok. The firm audits 

more than 2,500 companies in the 

country, of which nearly 250 are listed 

on the Stock Exchange of Thailand, 

representing about one third of 

all listed companies. In addition, it 

provides professional services to many 

of the largest local and international 

companies. Worldwide, EY has 

more than 270,000 employees in 700 

offices in 150 countries, with global 

revenue of US$34.8bn for the year to 

30 June 2018.

Taking a stand
Suchada Tantioran FCCA, a partner at EY Thailand, describes how the support she 
received early in her career inspired her to support other women in the workplace
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hands-on experience in managing the 

inner workings of a private company.

On graduating from university in 

2000, Suchada joined EY in Bangkok, 

where she has remained ever since. 

She credits the firm with taking a 

progressive approach to recruitment 

and development policies. ‘At EY, 

we pay attention to equality and 

inclusiveness,’ she says. ‘People are 

included regardless of their gender 

or other characteristics, and are given 

equal opportunity at the firm.’

Still, the extra level of personal 

encouragement she received at the 

office helped her realise that all the hard 

work would be both manageable and 

worthwhile. ‘I got a very good level of 

support when I was a junior,’ Suchada 

recalls. ‘When I was promoted to 

supervisor and partner later on, I 

continued receiving support from 

my team.’

Passing the torch
Having benefited from the kindness and 

expertise of those who came before 

her, Suchada made a commitment 

to enable women to achieve their 

professional ambitions. That pledge has 

led her to mentor several people each 

year – an extra responsibility that has 

the added benefit of helping EY’s talent 

pipeline develop high-performing team 

members. ‘This is a time I appreciate 

and enjoy,’ Suchada says. ‘This is 

my chance to make a difference in 

someone else’s life. It’s beyond my job 

description, but it’s very meaningful.’

EY also has its own programmes 

in place to nurture young talent, and 

these are led by people like Suchada. 

‘As an engagement partner, it’s my 

direct responsibility to advance 

the juniors and to catalyse their 

opportunities to grow and develop,’ 

she explains.

Suchada soon realised that many 

of the most complex barriers towards 

advancement affected women in 

particular. ‘In Asian society,’ she 

says, ‘women are more expected to 

take care of family members. At the 

same time, they need to advance 

in their own career as well. It’s quite 

challenging. They have to manage 

not only their own children, but also 

their vulnerable parents and their 

extended family. They have to juggle 

sometimes between two homes and 

one job.

‘One of my young female managers 

had to attend to one of her parents. 

At the same time, work required a lot 

from her as well. She was frustrated 

because she couldn’t give her best to 

both sides, and so she began thinking 

about whether to quit her job. So I 

sat down with her and discussed the 

circumstances, and we realised the key 

problem was flexibility.’

Suchada found a way to adjust the 

manager’s schedule, to enable her to 

work a three-day week. This solved 

the problem, letting her find the right 

balance between life at home and at the 

office. ‘We just need to take the time 

to learn how to support our people,’ 

Suchada says. ‘This arrangement was 

not usual, but I hope that in the future, 

we can offer this kind of help and 

support for others as well.’

The need for flexibility is important to 

‘This is my 
chance to make 

a difference in 
someone else’s life. 
It’s beyond my job 

description, but it’s 
very meaningful’

As a partner with 19 years of 
experience at EY in Bangkok, Suchada 
Tantioran has spent her career 
developing the qualities of persistence, 
objectivity and independence that she 
sees as the keys to success in her field. 
These qualities allow accountants to 
provide the best possible service to 
clients, while also preparing themselves 
for the challenges that they may 
experience during the course of their 
own careers.

Suchada takes a particular interest 

in the difficulties faced by professional 

women. ‘If I could, I would encourage 

every woman to put fear aside, be 

confident and believe in herself. I 

think they should also be honest and 

realise their strengths and weaknesses. 

Sometimes this takes effort, but only 

then can they improve and solve these 

problems,’ she says.

One problem Suchada sees is a 

general reluctance among women 

to stand up, step forward and ask 

for the recognition they deserve. But 

she acknowledges that this level of 

assertiveness can be difficult to achieve 

without a great deal of personal and 

professional assistance.

Suchada is thankful for the continuous 

encouragement she has felt ever since 

she discovered her love for accounting 

at a young age. At her high school in 

Chonburi, she did well in mathematics. 

She then pursued several opportunities 

in this field throughout university, with 

help from her peers and professors.

Suchada gained practical experience 

outside of class as well, as her 

enthusiasm for accounting opened the 

door for participation in several other 

projects. One of these involved taking 

a key role in her student union, where 

her position as a bookkeeper saw her 

monitoring expenses and helping 

manage the activities. Suchada later 

took on a similar role in a student-run 

summer business, where she gained 
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Suchada – not just among employers 

but for team members as well. Finding 

the right balance means being able 

to adapt to the changing needs of the 

present moment.

Other key attributes, Suchada says, 

include self-development, persistence, 

independence and keeping an 

objective mind. These qualities can 

help professional accountants navigate 

through challenges from stakeholders, 

looming deadlines, work-life balance 

issues, changes in accounting 

standards, and countless other issues 

that characterise the field. Suchada 

also recommends staying physically fit, 

to maintain the energy needed for long 

periods of consistent work.

Firms like EY continue to seek new 

talent with these types of personal 

qualities. Increasingly, however, they 

seem to be in short supply – as the 

younger generation tends to focus less 

on long-term commitments and more 

on the ability of technology to solve 

problems more quickly.

Employee retention
This preference among younger workers 

makes employee retention an even 

bigger priority for EY. It takes time 

to train a workforce in the effective 

use of artificial intelligence, while 

also keeping everyone up to date on 

new financial reporting requirements. 

Moreover, the world of accounting is 

stunningly complex. ‘Even after nearly 

20 years, I’m still learning new things,’ 

Suchada says.

Looking back over her long 

professional journey, Suchada 

considers how it all could have 

gone differently. ‘When I was younger, 

I considered working at a smaller 

firm,’ she recalls. ‘I even thought of 

opening my own accounting business 

– or going into another profession 

entirely. But when the opportunity came 

to join EY, I started to appreciate the 

value I could add to other businesses 

by joining.’

International perspective
EY has also allowed Suchada to gain 

the kind of experience that a smaller 

firm would have difficulty replicating. 

In 2006, she went to Sydney as part of 

the firm’s global exchange programme, 

remaining there for 18 months. ‘I got 

to know my international colleagues 

and expand my network while I was 

there,’ she says. ‘I also learned more 

about EY’s worldwide network, and 

saw how accounting was done outside 

of Thailand.’

Suchada also earned her ACCA 

Qualification, which has enhanced 

her profile. ‘The qualification has 

helped me stand out in the eyes 

of my clients and supervisors. Not 

too many people in Thailand have 

the ACCA Qualification, and so it is 

considered prestigious.’

Now an FCCA, Suchada is also 

approved by Thailand’s Securities and 

Exchange Commission. In addition, 

she is a member of committees 

and subcommittees set up by the 

Federation of Accounting Professions in 

Thailand, to examine policies created by 

international standard-setting boards.

Suchada credits her success to a 

healthy work-life balance, as well as 

a determination to work hard and 

improve herself at every opportunity. 

‘Find something you love doing,’ 

she says, ‘and don’t feel guilty about 

enjoying your work. Life is full of 

challenges, but if you are prepared to 

meet them, you’ll be surprised at how 

far you can go.’ AB

Steve Callerame, journalist
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More information

For more information on the ACCA Smart Finance series, 
see accasmartfinance.com.

Manik Bhandari: autonomous 
decision-making carries risks.

Checks and balances
In our series of Smart Finance articles, EY’s Manik Bhandari describes the need for 
CFOs to become risk managers for artificial intelligence across their organisations

Governments and 
businesses are looking 
to harness data analytics 
technologies to make more 
accurate and effective 
decisions across the entire 
organisation. At the 2018 
ACCA and EY Smart Finance 
conference, CFOs discussed 
how real-time and accurate 
insights are enabling them 
to become more effective 
business partners. 

While CFOs are better 

informed today, their time 

is still being monopolised 

in reviewing and approving 

routine decisions. Applying 

artificial intelligence (AI) 

technologies to data analytics 

systems could relieve humans 

of some decision-making 

duties. But there are risks 

as well as opportunities in 

implementing autonomous 

decision-making.

Unlike other technologies, 

AI mimics the learning 

function of the human 

brain, meaning it could be 

deliberately or accidentally 

corrupted and even adopt 

human biases, potentially 

resulting in mistakes and 

unethical decisions. The 

public is increasingly 

concerned about the control 

and use of AI systems falling 

into the wrong hands, 

particularly with the recent 

cyber attacks on Singapore’s 

public health database 

systems. Any AI system 

failure could have profound 

ramifications for security, 

decision-making and 

credibility, and may lead to 

costly litigation, reputational 

damage, customer revolt, 

reduced profitability and 

regulatory scrutiny.

In view of the potential 

impact of AI, the Singapore 

government’s Personal Data 

Protection Commission 

has published A Proposed 
Model Artificial Intelligence 
Governance Framework. The 

framework is guided by two 

principles: the AI decision-

making process must be 

explainable, transparent 

and fair; and the AI solution 

should protect the interests 

of human beings.

Creating a framework for 

using AI and managing the 

risk may sound complicated, 

but it is similar to the controls, 

policies and processes 

already used for humans. 

We’re already evaluating 

human behaviour against 

a set of norms, and the 

challenge is to now design 

and deploy an AI solution 

that is aligned to the nation’s 

laws, the organisation’s 

corporate values, and societal 

and ethical norms.

This will impact the very 

strategic purpose of the 

system, the integrity of data 

collection and management, 

the governance of model 

training, and the rigour of 

techniques used to monitor 

system and algorithmic 

performance. While all 

technologies require 

supervision, the dynamic 

and learning nature of AI 

means that its behaviour will 

continue to evolve even after 

it has been implemented, 

demanding a new level 

of agility and vigilance in 

its governance.

This responsibility to 

implement checks and 

balances in an AI system 

will require the active 

oversight and input of the 

entire leadership, including 

the CFO. Based on our 

observations of our clients, 

the leading best practices 

of CFOs include setting up 

a multidisciplinary advisory 

board that will provide 

independent guidance on 

the ethical considerations 

in AI development, 

proposing governance and 

accountability mechanisms 

in the AI code of conduct, 

and rolling out regular and 

independent AI ethical, 

design and risk audits to test 

and validate the systems. 

As organisations continue 

on their intelligence 

transformation journey, 

the CFO’s role will evolve 

beyond an adopter to a risk 

manager of AI technology. In 

the age of AI, CFOs will need 

to ask their business: What is 

intelligence without trust? AB 

Manik Bhandari is Asean 

partner – data and analytics 

leader at EY.

The views reflected in 

this article are the views 

of the author and do not 

necessarily reflect the views 

of the global EY organisation 

or its member firms.
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ACCA AccXelerator
The ACCA AccXelerator programme helps small and medium 

practices to accelerate their growth and transformation, 

develop new and innovative capabilities to adapt to 

emerging challenges, and to exploit new opportunities. It is a 

collaborative effort between ACCA, the Singapore National 

Trades Union Congress and AI Singapore.

Each run will be adjusted to suit the needs of every cohort. 

The first cohort will be limited to 10 participants. The cost 

of the six-month AccXelerator programme (11 CPD hours) is 

S$388 per person (non-refundable). Interested members can 

register at employers.sg@accaglobal.com.

Dr Koh Poh Koon: ‘There 
is a growing demand for 
professional services.‘

Sharing a platform
Singapore and London’s growing importance as hub cities was discussed at 
the inaugural Global Connect event hosted by ACCA Singapore

In March, ACCA launched 
the inaugural Global 
Connect event, ‘Professional 
Services of the Future – 
Singapore and London’, 
in partnership with the 
Singapore Accountancy 
Commission, the Law 
Society of Singapore, the 
Law Society of England 
and Wales, and the British 
Chamber of Commerce. 

Held at the NTUC Centre 

in Singapore, the event 

focused on exploring the 

roles and collaborative 

opportunities of the financial, 

legal, accounting and other 

professional services sectors 

in the development of 

Singapore and London as 

economic hubs, as well as 

regional gateways into the 

ASEAN region and Europe.

In his welcome speech, 

Stephen Shields, ACCA’s 

market director, partnerships 

and recognition, said that, as 

a global accountancy body, 

ACCA has always kept an 

eye on the future with the 

aim to develop capacity 

in the profession and 

encourage the adoption of 

consistent global standards.

‘The Global Connect 

event provides a great 

platform to share best 

practice around business 

models and partnerships, 

allowing banking and finance 

professionals, accountants 

and lawyers from both 

Singapore and the UK to 

network, share ideas and 

perhaps even germinate the 

next big joint crossborder 

project,’ he said.

Guests of honour at the 

event were Dr Koh Poh 

Koon, senior minister of 

state for trade and industry, 

and Natalie Black, HM 

trade commissioner for 

Asia Pacific, Department for 

International Trade, UK. 

Growing demand
In his keynote address, Koh 

noted that with ASEAN’s 

GDP expected to grow 5% 

annually, and the region 

becoming the fourth largest 

global economy by 2030, 

there was a growing demand 

for professional services.

‘To seize these growth 

opportunities, ASEAN 

companies and foreign 

multinational corporations 

are steadily expanding their 

operations here and will 

in turn require more legal, 

accounting, marketing and 

financial advisory services. 

This presents significant 

growth opportunities for 

UK firms in the financial and 

professional services sectors 

that are looking to expand 

beyond Europe,’ said Koh.

To successfully penetrate 

the ASEAN market, however, 

Shields felt that it was crucial 

to leverage hubs such as 

Singapore to generate 

and capture international 

connections. He said: 

‘[Hubs] are instrumental in 

developing a country and 

its surrounding region. 

Momentum builds as hub-

based firms are incentivised 

to adopt new technologies 

and business models, 

making them pace-setters for 

the regions.’

Specific to Singapore, 

Shields identified the 

nation’s status and 

reputation as a hub in areas 

such as finance, transport, 

infrastructure, intellectual 

property and professional 

services, among others.

Similarly, he added that 

London benefited from a 

growing, mutually sustaining, 

concentration of financial 

and professional services. 

‘The co-location of expertise 

and capacity stimulates 

greater efficiencies, 

accelerates productivity and 

fuels more rapid innovation.’ 

This ‘cluster effect’ makes 

London an ideal starting 

point for countries looking 

to invest in Europe. The UK 

is the world’s leading net 

exporter of financial services.
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Reuter Chua launched 
the ACCA AccXelerator 
programme for SMPs.

Natalie Black: ‘Scope for 
further collaboration.‘

Black highlighted in her 

keynote speech Singapore’s 

already significant 

investment in the UK, which 

was represented by more 

than 40 Singaporean financial 

firms employing nearly 

1,000 people. However, she 

said there was still scope 

for further collaboration 

‘particularly in technology 

and innovation’.

‘The UK is the top 

destination for technology 

investment in Europe, 

with the sector growing at 

2.6 times faster than the 

rest of the economy. With 

everything else going on, 

it is easy to forget the UK 

has more venture capital 

funding, produced more 

unicorns and IPOs, and has 

more skilled tech workers 

than any other country in 

Europe,’ said Black.

A new era 
A keenly discussed topic 

at the event was that 

of the changing face of 

globalisation. Guest speaker, 

James Crabtree, associate 

professor in practice, 

Lee Kuan Yew School of 

Public Policy, said in his 

keynote address that while 

globalisation of the past 

was defined by physical 

trade, global value chains, 

labour cost arbitrage and 

blue collar outsourcing, 

future globalisation would 

be characterised more by 

services trade, regional value 

chains, locating hubs closer 

to customers and innovation, 

and white collar outsourcing.

‘The good news is that 

this vision of a future 

globalisation is one in 

which knowledge hubs 

will become much more 

important and not less; 

labour cost arbitrage will 

become a less important 

part of globalisation, and 

knowledge insights and 

digital connections will 

become more important. 

Then places like London 

and Singapore are going 

to become the hubs of this 

new era – an era in which 

new partnerships will be 

particularly important.’

In his presentation on 

the ‘Growth of economic 

hubs’. Anthony Walters, 

head of public affairs, ACCA 

Global, shared that by 2050 

an estimated two-thirds of 

the world’s population was 

expected to live in cities, 

and that there would be 

an exponential rise in the 

number of mega-cities (10 

million-plus inhabitants).

‘We’re seeing 

unprecedented pace and 

scale of change with rapid 

population growth, rapid 

urbanisation, rapid changes 

in technology, and major 

demographic and social 

shifts,’ said Walters. ‘Cities 

need to adapt fast and 

change fast.’

He added: ‘We are in 

the process of launching a 

high-level forum to discuss 

the role of global economic 

hubs, including Singapore, 

in developing professional 

accounting, legal and 

financial services. We’ll be 

bringing together thought 

leaders, professionals, 

our own members and 

government organisations 

to consider how to deal with 

some of the core challenges, 

as well as deliver on the 

opportunities.’

Another key topic of 

discussion was the rise 

of small and medium 

enterprises (SMEs). Crabtree 

said: ‘It used to be that only 

large companies [could] take 

advantage of globalisation. 

But what’s interesting about 

this coming era is that 

smaller companies are also 

going to be able to take 

advantage of many of the 

global opportunities. This 

is particularly true because 

of the advent of digital 

platforms. Crossborder 

e-commerce is growing 

substantially, largely because 

of platforms like Tmall and 

Taobao in China.’

He added that even for 

professional services such as 

accounting and legal, SMEs 

were now able to enjoy the 

same kind of advantages 

to source global talent and 

trade globally that were 

previously restricted only to 

big companies.

SMP opportunities
During the event, ACCA 

announced the launch of the 

AccXelerator programme, 

which is aimed at enabling 

small and medium practices 

to capture new opportunities 

in new markets and adopt 

scalable technology to grow 

rapidly and innovatively 

(see box). 

Reuter Chua, head of 

ACCA Singapore, said: 

‘There is no better time 

than now for companies in 

the professional services 

sectors to establish 

solid partnerships in a 

globalised world. With the 

rise of online marketplaces 

and crossborder 

e-commerce, the 

expectation is for SMPs to be 

equipped with the relevant 

knowledge, skills and 

abilities to help them to stay 

ahead of the game.’ AB

Rufus Tan, journalist
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More information

Find out more at accaglobal.com/CPD/robotics. 
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Robo opps
ACCA’s new online robotics course explains fi nance automation 
and offers a practical guide to capturing the benefi ts

With disruptive technology 
playing a critical role in 
transforming fi nance 
capability, business leaders 
are increasingly recognising 
the opportunities and 
challenges that a digital 
transformation of their 
business can deliver.

In response, ACCA has 

developed an online CPD 

course called ‘Robotics 

in fi nance: the future’. It 

has been designed and 

delivered in collaboration 

with ACCA’s strategic partner 

CA ANZ and is based on the 

bodies’ report Embracing 
robotic automation during 
the evolution of fi nance, 

written in collaboration with 

KPMG Australia.

The course consists of six 

modules, includes videos, 

interactive assets, case 

studies and quizzes, and is 

worth a total of four CPD 

units. There is an assessment 

at the end of the course, 

and those who pass get a 

completion certifi cate. It 

is free to ACCA members 

and available to non-

members for £99. 

The course aims to 

help those who take it to 

understand the following:

* the major disruptions 

impacting businesses 

and the opportunities for 

finance teams

* what is meant by 

robotics and the role of 

robotics in finance teams

* some of the key benefits 

and challenges of 

different automation 

options

* the criteria for whether 

a task or process is 

suitable for automation, 

and the sorts of activity 

that robots can perform

* the process for applying 

robotics software

* the challenges and 

lessons from early 

adopters of robotic 

process automation 

(RPA) technology. AB
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Riding the wave
Accountancy practitioners are surfing the 

opportunities of digital change

Tech specialist
Darren Kong, MD, corporate strategy 

and alliance, Fusionex International

Sky high
For business-focused digital 

transformation, you need the cloud

Crypto regulation
Next steps for driving growth in 

the tokenised economy
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