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Abstract

There has been much effort on the part of the Singapore government to attract and retain global talent in Singapore. This paper sets out to review the key issues that would influence the decision-making process of these potential "settlers" as they weigh the pros and cons of making Singapore their home. In addition to the employment opportunities available for them in Singapore, the other important conditions that need to be fulfilled include a workable taxation system, access to suitable types of housing that would meet the needs of their family, education opportunities for their children, and an environment that would allow them to integrate with the larger part of the society in Singapore. The decision for settling down is not just the choice of the individual concerned, but it is a decision that would involve the ‘global talent family’. Recommendations suggested here seek to address the gaps indicated, so as to provide a more attractive Singapore for global talent to call home.

Key Recommendations
The key recommendations from this report are to review the issue of “dependants’ passes” to allow the spouses of global talent to seek employment in Singapore, possibly based on a points mechanism related to qualifications and experience; and that the property restrictions on non-Singaporean Permanent Residents and Employment Pass holders are removed, so that the global talent is allowed to buy currently restricted residential property.

Rationale 

1. Budget 2002 was a very ‘talent’ friendly budget. It indicated, if further indication was needed, the  Singapore Government’s clear commitment to the recruitment and retention of global talent, to add value to the Singapore economy and society, and to act as a strategic dimension in the future growth of Singapore. The budget went a long way towards addressing the concerns of ‘talent’ regarding issues of taxation, particularly tax reductions and exemptions. The question is what are the issues, beyond the purely economistic, that really influence decisions by global talent to settle in Singapore or indeed return from abroad to live in Singapore.

2. It is assumed for purposes of this paper that there is a common understanding of what is meant by ‘global talent’. In order to find out what the real issues influencing the thinking of ‘talent’ in Singapore are, I interviewed informally, a number of individuals, all examples of global talent, in the corporate and academic world. They included Asian, European, and Australasian talent. My informants, some of whom would be readily identifiable in the Singapore community, wanted anonymity, so I have provided minimal details and the names are also changed for anonymity purposes.  I set out a number of questions to assist their thinking on the issue, and beyond that drew on the extensive literature available on the matter from politicians, academics and commentators. 

A Question of Economics 

3. Global talent consists of a heterogeneous group, and was described by a European ‘talent’, Luke, a senior manager for a multinational oil and gas company as encompassing the ‘high end, middle end and low end of the talent pool’. He went on to point out that, it depended where they came from, and what alternatives they had, whether they were happy with the economic packages they were offered in Singapore. Luke would be at the high end of the talent pool spectrum. Certainly the profile of global talent shows that they come from Malaysia, China, India, Australia, New Zealand, Japan, Britain, Europe, South Africa, Canada and the US. They can also be divided into Employment Pass holders and PRs, depending on income levels and length of time in the country. About 30,000( + )employment pass holders (and their spouses) take up permanent residence annually and the numbers are growing. Foreign spouses of Singaporeans, including husbands of Singaporean women may apply for Singapore PR. A much smaller number apply for and become Singapore citizens.  Gray (2001: 102) makes the point that given the choice of talented Singaporean and talented foreigner of the same skills, traditionally companies would chose the Singaporean on the basis of cost. However he indicates that this no longer applies as ‘foreigners from higher cost countries are now often willing to accept local terms and talented people from low cost countries are working at lower salaries than equivalent Singaporeans’.  In fact, from the research undertaken, several examples of global talent indicated a strong preference for local packages where the range of benefits available to Singaporeans were preferable to purely monetary rewards they may have received in an ‘expat package.’ It also needs to be said at the outset that purely economic factors are quite clearly not the only significant factors operating in decisions about settlement in Singapore for global talent. 

4. Direct tax changes emerging from the budget had little impact on those interviewed here, and additionally for those quoted in the media. This may be because a reduction in direct tax for the top band to 22% is still high by comparison with Hong Kong at 15% and Ireland at 12.5%. In addition, below the highest band, the reduction is only between 15-19 %.  Ben, a Singaporean of Indian descent with a ‘talent’ profile, made the following point, when asked if the tax changes would encourage him to stay or return to settle in Singapore: “ Not really. For me personally the tax rate in Singapore is very reasonable and not a significant determining factor at this stage. As far as general sentiment goes the tax changes have been a disappointment … After all the talk about a radical change and high level committees all that seems to have transpired is a shift from Direct to Indirect Tax and the hope that talent that fall under certain tax brackets might consider shifting over to Singapore and with it their business”.

5. However for Luke, the tax benefits included in the budget addressed some of his concerns on the issue of taxation, stock options and retirement packages. He described the ‘big ticket items’ for the high end of the global talent pool in Singapore as being :

· Housing

· Education

· Tax/retirement issues

6. Stock options had been one of the items of concern to Luke prior to the Budget, the news that stock options exercised in Singapore but granted for non-Singapore employment will be exempt from tax here was seen as a very positive development, as was the tax free status of pension plans established overseas. The new class of taxpayer NOR (Not Ordinarily Resident) has been a long established practice in the UK, I have myself occupied such a classification for the UK since 1993, this allows me tax free banking, and investment, and is clearly a plus factor. The NOR classification enables non-Singaporean citizens to pay no tax on their employer’s contribution to overseas pension plans. This measure has been established for a period of 5 years. The Director of KPMG Tax services Ms Olivia Tan, said “This new concept goes a long way to attract foreign talent as well as to entice the return of local talent working abroad”. There is no reason why this cannot be extended, as it is in other countries for longer periods and would certainly be attractive to retaining talent and attracting returning talent to Singapore . 

Recommendation

· That the category of NOR taxpayer be extended for a longer time period, upwards of 10 years or more to compare favorably with other countries.  

7. While private sector talent seemed unimpressed with joining the CPF scheme, provided they were not disadvantaged in terms of investments and pension schemes, public sector talent were rather more interested in the CPF. A European academic, Alan, currently on an Employment Pass responded to a question on the CPF which asked about alternative packages for those outside the CPF scheme, by saying that he would prefer to be within the scheme. I checked with the CPF office and employers on the situation. Global academic talent coming into Singapore is usually offered an ‘expat package’ which means they get a gratuity, almost equivalent to CPF employment contribution when their contract ends.  Talent on employment passes are exempted from the CPF, however employers or employees can make voluntary contributions to the CPF. It may be advantageous for those on employment passes and their employers to be encouraged to make voluntary contributions to CPF for a brief period of time, say, 6-12 months. Clearly the retention of such talent requires that they are encouraged to become PR and in that case then a transfer to the CPF system should be possible. Application to become PR can be made by those holding an employment pass after 6 months. It would seem possible in terms of the retention of such talent that PR status be encouraged by employers and the transfer to CPF be facilitated . It is difficult to assess how far employers promote this process and support the retention of talent in this regard …..this issue merits further research and a survey with recommendations.

Recommendation
· That a survey  be undertaken of employers to establish what mechanisms are in place in regard to advising global talent of their position as regards both PR status and the benefits of CPF

· That employers and Employment Pass holders are encouraged to make voluntary contributions to CPF for a  period of 6-12 months, contingent upon application for PR status 

A Question of Housing

8. Housing is a crucial factor in the thinking of global talent in questions of settling in Singapore. Several individuals interviewed felt that affordable housing was the main factor or obstacle to putting down roots in Singapore. Most were in expensive rental accommodation, paid for, and sometimes found, by the company. The development of such ‘expat-enclaves’ does little to encourage integration of ‘talent’ into the Singapore community and creates a sense of isolation for the expats involved. The obstacles to house purchase in Singapore were seen as the inflated cost of property, and the 20% down payment required for purchase. While the price of property in Singapore is typical of global cities, it is generally the high costs of condominiums which was unattractive to global talent. The Singapore Land Authority indicated that under the Residential Property Act which came into operation in 1973, non - Singapore citizens (including PRs and Employment Pass holders) must obtain approval from the Government before they can purchase restricted residential property. PRs and Employment Pass holders are able to buy the following without seeking Government permission:

“(a) any flat within a building of 6 and more levels; or 

(b) any unit comprised in a condominium development”

9. If approval is given for the purchase of a restricted residential property, it is subject to the condition that the property shall be used for ‘his’ own occupation and not for rental or other purposes. 

10. These restrictions on purchase of property are designed to stop speculation in the property market, but they do have the effect of creating two classes of residents in Singapore, and can be seen to be exclusionary. Many expat families are quite large, with three+ children and need space like gardens and yards for children to play. Condo living is not really conducive for families to setting up a ‘home’, particularly for ‘western’ expats who have a tradition of living in houses and not apartments.  Expat wives who spend a lot of time at ‘home’, if unemployed (see later section), need to feel a sense of rootedness and owning a house as opposed to a condo is important here.

11. From my own experience, I owned houses in London before I moved to New Zealand and bought, and subsequently sold, a house in New Zealand. I probably would have left New Zealand at a much earlier point if I had not bought a property and felt a sense of being part of the local community. It is unlikely that global talent will take out Singapore citizenship simply in order to allow them to purchase a property. In New Zealand, despite multiple -citizenship on offer, I personally would not have opted for this in order to purchase a property and my departure from New Zealand would have been more rapid. Selling my property in 1998 in New Zealand was an important factor in deciding to leave, just as for many of my academic colleagues in New Zealand buying a property is a commitment to stay.      

12. With the deflationary spiral of the property market in Singapore, which will not recover quickly, even if both economic growth and retrenchment are turned around, it seems beneficial that the property market is opened up more fully to non-Singapore citizens (those holding PR and Employment Pass holders ). This would go some way to hold property values at their present levels, as it would introduce high income earners, many of whom have assets offshore, into the market. If proposed policy changes to the CPF for ’local talent’, caps their ability to purchase property at the upper end of the market, there is an even  greater reason to open up the housing market to global talent to avoid further deflationary pressures. Deflationary property values have a depressing impact on the economy more generally as can be seen in Hong Kong currently.

13. Luke complained bitterly, not just about the 20 % down payment, but also the cost of borrowing and mortgages in Singapore. Certainly, for many, a 20% down payment is prohibitive and individuals do not want to have their funds tied up in this way, which simply means heavier borrowing and debt. This is not a competitive situation compared with the situation in the UK, Australia, New Zealand  and  the US where house purchase is the norm, and where a small deposit is required. This is accompanied by highly competitive mortgage lending, as banks and other lenders compete in a lucrative market. Many lenders in these countries offer lending on a non- deposit basis. Similarly those outside the benefits of the CPF system for house purchase are not benefited by any form of tax relief on mortgages. This was a big complaint by Luke who felt that house purchase in Singapore was uncompetitive. This needs to be addressed as many talents invest offshore where there is tax relief or NOR status. These individuals are currently buying property in the UK and elsewhere and continuing to rent in Singapore. This is unlikely to encourage the retention of this group. There are three recommendations in regard to house ownership in Singapore for global talent:

Recommendations

· The property restrictions on non-Singaporean PRs and Employment Pass holders are removed, so that talent is allowed to buy currently restricted residential property

· Attractive tax relief packages on house purchase are offered to those prepared to shift substantial funds from offshore into Singapore in order to buy a property

· A reconsideration on lending and mortgages for talent buying property in Singapore in the form of a reduction in the 20% down payment or a reduced interest payment, particularly if funds are being brought into Singapore from offshore 

A Question of Education

14. I asked the informants whether education was a factor in the family’s thinking about settlement in Singapore and if so what was the thinking on this issue. Ben’s answer was as follows: “Yes. In order to be successful one has to be part of the Global Talent pool. Singapore’s education system doesn’t produce Global Talent. And the education system is rather rigid and I think it would be difficult for students used to other systems to fit into it. Both these factors would eventually influence me when I have kids of schooling age”.

15. These views were echoed by all those interviewed and there was clearly great unhappiness with the education system as it now stands. Clearly real integration for global talent in Singapore requires an understanding and integration with the local community and beyond the work situation there seems to be very little of this going on. The involvement of both global and local talent with the education of their children would clearly be a way of increasing integration. Most of the global talent community reject entirely the option of sending their children to local schools because of the pressures and rigidity which many see as inherent in the education system in Singapore. It was argued that the “force-feeding” of children causes anxiety and does not develop creativity, innovation and drive necessary for the development of well rounded individuals. Thus ’talent’ generally opt to send their children to independent schools which separates off the children of global from those of local talent . In some cases the fees for these children are covered in others they are not. A number of suggestions emerged from the interviews with global talent on this subject. These included covering the fees of children of talent attending these schools. A further suggestion and one which could be seen as crucial if integration is going to take place, is the opening up of independent fee paying schools on a reduced fee paying basis to all Singaporean children (fees could actually be graduated depending on residential status e.g., Citizens, non-Singaporean PRs and Employment Pass holders ). To the immediate and obvious objection around the question of local schools and mother tongue policy, one of the global talent interviewed said he thought there was a distinct economic advantage to having Mandarin, Malay or Tamil  available among the range of languages on offer at independent schools as an enhancement to the languages already available An additional factor here would be the retention or attracting back of local/global  talent to Singapore who have sent their children overseas to be educated or leave Singapore because they dislike the local school environment for their children. 

Recommendations

· Where global talent is paying school fees outside of any subsidized ‘package’, that tax relief is granted to these individuals on the fees paid 

16. An additional factor raised by one of the informants is the issue of attending or undertaking education courses at higher education institutions in Singapore. Currently global talent  on employment passes who may want to study for additional qualifications for example, are categorised as ‘foreigners’ and have to pay fees for this category of student. This is clearly unlikely to increase a sense of belonging or ‘welcome’ in a society. In addition global ‘talent’ can quite easily take their interest to an offshore campus e.g., Australia or New Zealand  who are very likely to welcome their custom, and may even attract them to move. It is also likely that the spouses of global talent may equally want to undertake additional courses and should be given the same opportunity on a reduced fee paying basis. 

Recommendation

· That those on Employment Passes, and their spouses, be categorised as resident in Singapore for the duration of their employment and thus be categorised as ‘resident’ and not foreigners for purposes of paying fees at higher education institutions in Singapore when undertaking courses

A Question of Integration 

17. This issue is wide ranging and is as much about attitudes of Singaporeans to global talent as about the attitudes of global talent themselves. As regards the attitude of Singaporeans to global talent there is a natural defensiveness towards global competition and the matter needs to be handled sensitively. The issue as Lim (2002) points out is encouraging an understanding that competition and innovation is essential to Singapore’s future. As Lim (2002: 40) notes ‘Foreign talent is vital for Singapore to make the successful transition to a knowledge-based economy’. The Singapore government is working hard to get that message across, the media could do more to emphasise the role and contribution of  global talent in Singapore to adding value to Singapore society. As regards the attitude of global talent to integration, most indicated that a less grudging attitude would be welcome among Singaporeans. I would argue that their visibility as contributing members of Singapore society needs to be enhanced. I will look at the issue of inclusivity as regards representation and visibility, and addition consider the position of that crucial decision maker in the global talent family …the spouse and settlement.     

18. ‘Expats in Singapore happy but miss art and information’ so reports Agence France Presse on March 8, 2000. The article in effect summed up the views expressed by global talent I interviewed in Singapore : “ In terms of satisfaction, both Asian and non-Asian expatriates were highly satisfied with the provision of utilities, public safety, land transportation, sea and air transportation, health care services …The expatriates’ dissatisfaction was mainly focused on the lack of an art and cultural scene( both Asian and non-Asian expatriates), relatively more expensive consumer goods and services (Asian expatriates) as well as censorship issues in information and media coverage (non -Asian expatriates).”  Debates around the arts, censorship and a society more open to new ideas and debate is already established on the Remaking Singapore agenda. There are extensive efforts to access the views of a wide range of individuals and to create the basis of a more open society. Global talent has frequently occupied an important consultative role on social and economic policy, as in the work of the newly appointed Dean of the School of Economics and Social Sciences at SMU, Professor Robert Mariano who has been working with the Ministry of Manpower to develop analytical tools to assess the best proportion of global and local workers in various sectors. 

19. The representation of global talent on consultative committees in the area of arts and culture is difficult to assess. Certainly such representation would bring new and fresh perspectives and add diversity. For example the newly established Committee on Censorship does not appear to include any representation from the global arts/media world or any representation from the global talent community in Singapore. Of course lack of representation does not equal lack of consultation, however consultation may or may not provide effective feedback, representation indicates a clear commitment to inclusivity and a reflection of the views of different communities in Singapore.

Recommendations 
· That consultative committees in the arts and culture and in other areas, represent a cross section of views from different groups particularly those with expertise in the area, and specific interests in the recommendations.  The need to represent the global talent community in this regard should be noted

· More emphasis is given in the media to how global talent contributes to all aspects of Singapore life through regular features and a focus on 

people in the global talent community

20. In an interesting paper on the Media and the Flow of Information (Ang 2002), Professor Hwa Peng Ang, Vice-Dean of the School of Communication Studies at NTU, comments on the need for a free flow of information in the business arena if Singapore hopes to be a financial centre. He notes that: “This means more foreign business journalists must be allowed in.” He notes that this is already happening and needs to be encouraged. In addition he interestingly observes that“ … materials touching on technology and business are lightly censored, if at all. But there are no qualms about censoring other area, such as art. In the author’s view, the major objection is that it is a bundled package … Censorship strives for consistency of norms across media. Its impact therefore cannot be isolated. And because the ultimate goal of censorship is to turn both producers and audience into self-censors, it means self-censorship in all areas.” (Ang  2002 :261). 

Integration and the Global Talent Family

21. Whether global talent decides to settle in Singapore is ultimately a decision which involves the ‘global talent family’, and integration into Singapore society, and settlement will hinge on the decision, made by, what Brenda Yeoh of NUS calls the other side of  the migration story…women. Global talent is not of course only defined in terms of men, and there increasingly women international migrants as examples of global talent. Spouses generally are strategic decision makers in this regard, and the degree to which the accompanying spouse settles in Singapore and integrates into the community may be a more important factor than other factors already considered. 

22. In Yeoh and Khoo’s (2000) study of skilled expatriate women in Singapore, Jane, a Canadian, highlighted the importance of spouses in decision making about the move: “The move is definitely a ‘we’ decision. My husband would have rejected the position in Singapore, even though it is a good career opportunity for him, if I had said ‘no’.” Yeoh and Khoo’s study highlights some important issues for expatriate spouses, one issue was that of work While 81 percent of the expatriate women in the survey had been engaged in paid work in their own countries, only 44.8 percent had secured work in the local market. This implies as Yeoh and Khoo point out that about half the women experienced a loss of productive roles as a consequence of relocation. This is particularly significant given the fact that  the majority were highly educated, with more than half, university graduates. Many had wanted to take up part-time work but found this in short supply in Singapore.

23. Barriers to employment  identified by Yeoh and Khoo from their research included: administrative barriers governing immigration, expatriate women accompanying their spouses are automatically issued ‘dependants’ passes’ which do not permit employment. Many faced the dilemma of finding companies were not keen to employ them unless they possessed an employment pass , while immigration authorities would not issue such passes without proof of employment. Others, particularly from Japan experienced language barriers. Some of the women in the survey argued that racial and sexual discrimination practices in the labour market acted to restrict their opportunities. Other barriers identified included the fact that expatriate women are not eligible for state-sponsored childcare unless they are Permanent Residents who are economically employed, nor can they avail themselves of childcare subsidies offered to female citizens in full-time employment. Priscilla, an American summed up the situation for a large number of women: “I felt lost and angry …feeling like a servant and a chauffer .. I felt the disintegration of my intellectual faculties …I needed an avenue to channel my energies and to preserve some of my sanity.”  Most of the women involved themselves in clubs and associations and undertook voluntary work but clearly this is not a situation which many women would see as a way of life. As Sarah noted : “ Such [community] work not only keeps me occupied, it makes me feel good about myself  …particularly since I have no real job … at least when I return to Britain, I can look back proudly and say these are the things I’ve done in Singapore.” Any policy development regarding the retention of global talent in Singapore needs to address issues around facilitating the employment of spouses.

Recommendations
· A review of the issue of “dependant’s passes” to allow the spouses of global talent to seek employment in Singapore, possibly based on a points mechanism related to qualifications and experience 

· A website established through Contact Singapore to provide networks for spouses of  global talent to seek job opportunities 

Conclusion

24. I can do no better in concluding this submission than to end with the words of  Yeoh and Khoo ( 2000: 432): ‘In aiming to become a cosmopolitan and creative city of the twenty-first century with a world class labour force, Singapore must provide an inclusive environment to accommodate both men and women of diverse nationalities. As skilled international migration increases in scope and complexity and draws from both Asian and western sending countries, the diversity of the expatriate experience must be recognized.’   
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