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Budget 2020

After a decade-long flirtation,
S’pore gets serious about EVs
Switching from petrol and
diesel to electric vehicles is a
no-brainer: It can cut Singapore’s
emissions by 30 per cent and
give us cleaner air
Jessica Cheam
For The Straits Times
Singapore’s Budget 2020 – coming
at a time of heightened uncertainty
– was highly anticipated and did
not disappoint: It is a thoughtful
policy response, with a good
balance of short-term measures for
businesses and the workforce hit
by the coronavirus outbreak, and
long-term strategies to build
Singapore’s resilience and provide
social safety nets.
My favourite part of the Budget is
the bold and significant
announcement by the Government
that it will phase out internal
combustion engine (ICE) vehicles
by 2040, which took many industry
observers by surprise, towards the
end of Deputy Prime Minister and
Finance Minister Heng Swee Keat’s
21/4-hour speech.
As a former environment
correspondent for The Straits
Times, I have been writing about
Singapore’s complicated
relationship with electric vehicles
(EVs) for the past decade. I recall
that when EV technology first
emerged as a viable contender
against ICE, there was excited talk
of the “electrification of our
transport sector”. An EV task force
was set up in 2009, led by the
Energy Market Authority (EMA)
and the Land Transport Authority
(LTA).
Experts predicted that Singapore
would be an early adopter, given the
ideal conditions of being a compact,
dense city state with a stable power
grid and efficient policy
mechanisms. The fact that EVs
have zero tailpipe emissions and
emit no particulate matter also
made them a no-brainer for this

small island, which has prized clean
air – and regulated it fiercely – since
the early years of independence.
In 2011, the EMA and LTA
launched a $20 million test-bedding
pilot to bring EVs here.
In the years that ensued,
however, EV programmes seemed
to remain in perpetual pilot mode.
The LTA made efforts to provide
incentives such as the Carbon
Emissions-based Vehicle Scheme
that offers rebates to consumers
buying lower-emission vehicles,
but these were convoluted and not
enough for EVs to be priced
competitively against regular
petrol or diesel vehicles.
In 2016, a Tesla-versus-LTA row
even made news headlines when it
emerged that the first Tesla EV
imported into Singapore attracted
a $15,000 emissions penalty from
the LTA.
The penalty was calculated by
looking at the emissions of the EV
from a power consumption test and
from the electricity used to charge
it from the national grid. It sparked
debate on whether the LTA was
using an appropriate measure.
At industry dialogues in recent
years, the most common question
posed to me by business leaders,
foreign government officials and
concerned consumers alike has
been: “Why is Singapore not doing
more with EVs?”
A few major obstacles are often
quoted: limited driving range and
vehicle models, cost of battery
technology, and the biggest of all –
a lack of charging infrastructure.
But the latter is a
chicken-and-egg situation: The
lacklustre demand for EVs meant
no substantial investments in
infrastructure were made, but no
investors wanted to step in before
there was any demand. In this
limbo, the obvious solution is
government intervention.
In Norway, EVs have the largest
market share today precisely
because the government took an
active role to provide infrastructure
and support EV buyers with tax
breaks and other perks such as
subsidised parking and charging.
While the Singapore Government
has been flirting with EVs for years,

it had until now seemed largely
content to let the private sector
take the lead. Recent initiatives
include plans by SP Group, BlueSG
and Bollore Group to install up to a
few thousand charging points in
the next few years to provide
charging services for their
customers, with a proportion made
available for the public.
But even this was too slow and
insufficient for large-scale
adoption. Some sceptics even
wondered if Singapore’s reluctance
to fully embrace EVs was due to its
deep links with the petrochemical
industry, which depends on petrol
car ownership as a source of
revenue. Jurong Island also hosts
several large oil refineries and
provides a sizeable number of jobs.
That is why this week’s
announcement that Singapore is
finally ready to be serious about
EVs – the Republic will have
28,000 charging points by 2030 –
took many by surprise.
CHANGES TODAY

So, what’s changed? For one thing,
climate change has risen right to
the top of the national agenda.
Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong,
at the National Day Rally last year,
spoke in detail about climate
change and rising sea levels as an
existential issue for Singapore.
Globally, the pressure is on
governments to raise their carbon
emission pledges under the Paris
Agreement. Singapore’s pledge has
been under heavy scrutiny, with
Climate Action Tracker – a tool by
European non-profits NewClimate
Institute and Climate Analytics that
tracks government climate action –
ranking it as “highly insufficient”
given the country’s high economic
capacity.
DPM Heng has encouragingly
stated that Singapore will update its
commitment, with details soon to
be released by the Prime Minister’s
Office. This means Singapore will
have to work harder than ever to
reduce its carbon emissions – and
one of the lowest-hanging fruit is
the electrification of our transport
system.
About 75 per cent of energy is
wasted, owing to the inefficiencies

of the combustion engine. In
comparison, EVs consume about
four times less energy for every
100km driven.
A 2016 study by Nanyang
Technological University’s Energy
Research Institute observed that
moving to EVs could slash our total
emissions by as much as 30 per
cent – and this could increase to 64
per cent if the electricity generated
is from clean sources such as solar
energy.
Second, from the public health
perspective, EVs win hands down as
ICE vehicles’ tailpipe emissions are
the leading cause of air pollution.
And according to the World Health
Organisation, air pollution kills an
estimated seven million people
worldwide every year.
Third, activism is growing among
our citizenry. A group of young
people staged Singapore’s first
climate rally last year, during which
one activist declared: “You ask us to
turn off our lights. But the lights at
Jurong Island never go off.”
Singapore society is an
increasingly vocal one demanding a
more equitable, sustainable,
resilient future. We expect our
political leaders to make bold
decisions in that vein and keep
their promises.
The EV announcement is the
right policy response to the trends
above, and one that’s long overdue.
IMPLICATIONS FOR THE FUTURE

Singapore now joins the ranks of
about 20 cities and 14 countries
around the world that have already
announced ambitions to eliminate
ICE vehicles from their transport
systems.
This global trend spells
significant disruption to businesses
– especially those in the energy and
transport sectors that are heavily
reliant on fossil fuel for revenue.
The International Energy Agency
has predicted that the growth of
EVs will result in a reduction in oil
demand of about 2.5 million barrels
a day by 2030 – that’s about 2.5 per
cent of the daily global demand for
crude oil today.
Oil giants will have to rethink
their business models. Some are
still linked to campaigns trying to

crush the EV movement. They
would do better to join it instead.
BP made the news this week
when it announced it will be a net
zero company by 2050, meaning
that any emissions it produces will
be taken out of the atmosphere. It is
the first of the energy giants to
make such a pledge, unthinkable
just a few years ago. Others will
need to do likewise.
The vehicle manufacturing
industry is similarly disrupted.
After dragging its feet for years, it is
awakening to EVs as an
opportunity, not just a threat.
Volkswagen recently announced
a €60 billion (S$90.8 billion)
investment in electric mobility, and
will launch 75 EV and 60 hybrid
models by the end of 2029. It joins a
long list of carmakers such as
Renault, Mitsubishi, Nissan, BMW,
Daimler, Ford and General Motors
that have been playing catch-up to
launch EV models to rival Tesla’s.
Closer to home, the move to
phase out ICEs has not been
entirely unexpected for transport
operators such as ComfortDelGro
(where I am an independent
director), which operates a fleet of
41,000 vehicles in seven countries.
There have been discussions in the
boardroom on how to prepare for
such a future. The top concern has
been that moving ahead of
regulation to convert the fleet
would exact higher costs.
The industry needed a clear policy
signal, and now that we have it, the
big task ahead would be to
transform all levels of the business to
not just respond, but also capitalise
on this transport revolution. In time
to come, political aversion to ICEs
will drive down their market share
and resale value, EVs will get
cheaper, and the skills and
technology needed to run charging
stations and maintain EVs instead of
ICEs will also need to be developed.
Singapore might not be the first
in Asia to make this move – we join
China, India, Taiwan and Hong
Kong – but we are the first in Asean.
Done right, our EV story could be a
model for other cities across Asia,
and our EV capabilities another
exportable strength.
Consumers can now look forward
to a wider range of choices, cleaner
journeys and, above all, clean air for
all. It might have taken 10 years, but
I’m excited that this relationship
with EVs is finally being taken to
the next level. And I’ll bet we will
achieve our vision before 2040.
stopinion@sph.com.sg
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Silver Support enhancements welcome but consider indexing payouts to inflation
Seniors at a void
deck singing
session in Ang
Mo Kio last
December. The
Budget 2020
enhancements
to Silver Support
– a scheme
which
significantly
strengthened
social protection
for the needy
elderly – are
timely because
the purchasing
power of
payouts has
fallen over time,
says the writer.

Walter Theseira
For The Straits Times
In 2016, the Government
introduced the Silver Support
Scheme, the first permanent
entitlement-based scheme for
old-age support in Singapore.
Silver Support significantly
strengthened social protection by
filling a crucial gap for the needy
elderly who did not apply, or
qualify, for public assistance.
Budget 2020 further strengthens
Silver Support by significantly
raising payouts by 20 per cent for
current recipients – to a maximum
of $900 per quarter – and by
expanding eligibility. All in, nearly
250,000 Singaporeans aged 65 and
above will benefit once the
enhancements are rolled out.
The enhancements to Silver
Support are timely because the
purchasing power of payouts –
which have remained at 2016 levels
– has fallen over time. From 2016 to
last year, the lowest-income
households in Singapore faced a 4.5
per cent increase in the cost of
living – as measured by the
consumer price index (CPI) minus
housing costs.
Some of our policies recognise
that costs of living often go up. The
Central Provident Fund’s Basic
Retirement Sum and Basic
Healthcare Sum rise every year to
accommodate increases in the
expected costs of retirement.
Public transport fares are revised
annually, and generally rise
because operating costs have gone
up. The allowable income tax
deduction for per diem expenses
overseas is revised annually.
While payments are quick to be
adjusted, when it comes to payouts,
policy appears much less nimble.
Our social protection policies
such as Workfare Income
Supplement, Silver Support and
ComCare assistance schemes do
not have their payouts adjusted
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annually. Instead, payouts and
qualifying criteria change only
when policy reviews take place.
This periodic policy cycle creates a
structural gap between benefits and
needs, where the effective strength
of social protection in Singapore is
the greatest immediately following
a policy review, and weakens
gradually over time.
Of course, periodic and
systematic policy reviews have their
place, and have resulted in notable
improvements in social protection.
Budget 2020’s enhancements to
Silver Support have gone

significantly beyond just adjusting
for inflation, and changes to other
social protection policies over the
years have likewise resulted in
increased coverage in real terms.
The policy solution is
straightforward.
Social protection benefits and
qualifying criteria can be indexed
to official measures of changes in
costs of living, standards of living
and wages. An independent policy
body can be created to manage the
indexation method and to
determine the changes, if any, to
benefits and eligibility.

The Public Transport Council
already performs a similar function
by referencing the fare formula
when determining annual public
transport fare adjustments.
Indexation of benefits is also
widespread outside Singapore.
For example, since 1975, social
security benefits in the United
States have been adjusted annually
based on changes in the CPI.
Indexation, moreover, does not
preclude periodic systematic
reviews of social protection policy,
any more than the fare formula
prevents changes to the formula

when the structure of operating
costs changes.
However, indexation of benefits
will have political costs. A politician
must not only deliver, but be seen
to have delivered. A minister who
delivers a significant increase in
social protection payouts is more
likely to be remembered by voters
than one whose ministry simply
administers automatic increases in
indexed benefits.
But politics aside, indexation
clearly provides a more consistent
level of social protection to needy
Singaporeans. So there is a policy

solution, but no simple political
solution, to the structural policy
gap in social protection.
The Government must be willing
to forgo some political benefit to
implement changes in social
protection that, if successful, may
be unremembered and hence harm
its own electability in the future.
The electorate, likewise, must
understand that – as Chinese Taoist
philosopher Lao Zi noted – a good
government should be that which
looks as though it governs the least.
stopinion@sph.com.sg

