
Beijing
PROFIT growth for China’s industrial 
firms cooled for a third straight 
month in July in a further indication 
that  demand  in  the  world’s  
second-biggest economy is cooling 
even as US trade pressure mounts.

Weakening consumption, rising 
credit defaults, high financing costs 
and escalating Sino-US trade tensions 
will likely pressure China Inc’s profit 
growth  even  further  in  coming  
months, analysts at Nomura said in a 
note.

“We expect the economy to get 
worse before it gets better,” they said, 
noting it will take some time for re-
cent government stimulus and policy 
easing measures to kick in.

Industrial profits in July rose 16.2 
per cent from a year earlier to 515.12 
billion yuan (S$103 billion), easing 
from a 20 per cent pace in June and 
the slowest since March, data from 
the National Bureau of Statistics (NBS) 
showed on Monday.

Profit growth slowed in July as pro-
ducer price inflation moderated, bur-
eau spokesman He Ping said in a state-
ment accompanying the data.

For the first seven months of the 
year, industrial firms reported profits 
of 3.9 trillion yuan, up 17.1 per cent 
from the same period last year.

But the strong headline figure is 
being driven largely by producers 
and refiners of raw materials such as 
oil companies and steel mills, which 
account for roughly two-thirds of the 
gains.

Smaller firms are facing much 
tougher business conditions that are 
squeezing profit margins.

Oil, steel, building materials and 
chemical sectors were key drivers be-
hind the profit growth in the first 
seven months of the year. But profit 
growth in non-ferrous metal smelting 
and processing, furniture, railway 
and aircraft manufacturing fell dur-
ing the same period from a year 
earlier.

A spate of weaker data in the last 
few months has shown investment 
growth has slowed to a record low 
and consumers are turn more cau-
tious about spending. Industrial out-
put growth has also remained soft.

China’s  factory  price  inflation  
cooled in July amid a slowdown in 
economic growth, although econom-
ists expect punitive Chinese tariffs on 
US goods to add to wider price pres-
sures in months ahead.

China Petroleum & Chemical Corp, 
the country’s largest refiner, reported 
its best quarterly profit in years on 
strong upstream and refining busi-
ness.

Meanwhile, China’s steel market is 
also enjoying a sustained boom as 
China continues its production re-
strictions to crack down pollution. 
Shanghai rebar steel futures rallied to 
a seven-year high last week.

Jiangsu Shagang, China’s biggest 
private-owned steel mill, reported a 
242.3 per cent increase in net profits 
for the first half this year, while Shou-
gang in the capital city of Beijing saw 
net profits rise 50.1 per cent.

The slowdown in China’s indus-
trial profits could translate into a 
weakening in investment in the manu-
facturing sector, according to Betty 
Wang, senior China economist at 
ANZ.

“Downside risks (to fixed-asset in-
vestment growth) still outweigh the 
upside risks,” said Ms Wang, adding 
that a low base from last year should 
have provided support to Monday’s 
data.

China’s investment growth may 
slow even further in the future and au-
thorities should continue to make 
good use of  fiscal  and financial  
policy, the state planner said on 
Monday.

However, industrial profit growth 
is unlikely to see a huge decline, Ms 
Wang said. China’s efforts to reduce 
industrial overcapacity and reduce 
air pollution will continue to help 
boost commodity prices.

China is also speeding up infra-
structure spending to boost invest-
ment growth and keeping liquidity 
reasonably ample to prop up growth, 
while ruling out a return to strong 
stimulus seen in the past which could 
add to high debt levels.

Officials have also said that they 
will offer more help to companies 
which are struggling with high costs 
or having trouble obtaining finan-
cing.

Finance Minister Liu Kun told Reu-
ters last week that taxes and fees will 
be cut by more than 1.1 trillion yuan 
this year.

US and Chinese officials ended 
two days of talks on Thursday with 
no major breakthrough as their trade 
war escalated with activation of an-
other round of duelling tariffs on 
US$16 billion worth of each country’s 
goods.

Earlier this month, Ning Jizhe, 
head of the Statistics Bureau, said 
China is confident and capable of 
meeting the full year’s economic goal 
of around 6.5 per cent, according to a 
Xinhua report.

“We will take targeted measures to 
cope with impact on employment 
that might brought by trade fric-
tions,” said Mr Ning.

Profits  earned  China’s  
state-owned  industrial  firms  in-
creased 30.5 per cent year-on-year in 
January-July period, slowing from a 
31.5 per cent growth in the first half.

The liability to asset ratio for 
state-owned industrial firms was at 
59.4 per cent by the end of July, low-
est since 2016 and down 1.3 percent-
age points year-on-year.

Liabilities of industrial firms rose 
6.5 per cent on an annual basis as of 
end-Judy, according to the Statistics 
bureau. REUTERS

Singapore

CHINA  Taiping  Insurance  Group  
(CTIG), one of four state-owned insur-
ance groups directly managed by 
China’s central government, will work 
with Enterprise Singapore to promote 
greater collaboration between Singa-
pore and Chinese companies on re-
gional infrastructure projects under 
the Belt and Road Initiative.

The insurer also announced on 
Monday at its 80th anniversary celeb-
rations at the St Regis hotel that both 
parties will work together on CTIG’s 
Singapore Innovation Lab to explore 
fintech and innovation opportunities 
in the region.

The group’s vice-chairman and 
general manager Wang Si Dong said 

that the insurer intends to designate 
its Singapore office as the regional 
headquarters to drive CTIG’s growth. 
“Singapore’s political stability, strong 
financial and legal fundamentals, eco-
nomic  vibrancy  and  warm  and  
pro-business policies have helped 
our group prosper over the past 80 
years,” he said.

CTIG on Monday signed memor-
andums of understanding with Enter-
prise  Singapore,  the  Singapore  
Chinese Chamber of Commerce and 
Industry and Raffles Medical Group.

As part of the deal with Raffles 
Medical Group, the insurer will ex-
plore the possibility of a joint venture 
company in China to offer a range of 
medical and healthcare insurance 
products, as well as healthcare man-
agement services.

The group has total assets exceed-
ing HK$666.5 billion (S$116 billion) 
and 24 subsidiaries with a compre-
hensive range of services including in-
surance, securities brokerage, asset 
management, non-financial  invest-
ment and other fields.

Subsidiary China Taiping Insur-
ance Singapore (CTPIS) received its li-
cence from the Monetary Authority of 
Singapore to carry out its life insur-
ance business in Singapore.

The event was attended by the Min-
ister for Trade and Industry Chan 
Chun Sing and the Chinese Ambas-
sador to Singapore Hong Xiaoyong. 
As part of the day’s events, CTPIS 
presented a cheque of S$90,000 to 
The  Straits  Times  School  Pocket  
Money Fund.

By Koh Buck Song

Crazy Rich Asians is putting Singapore in 
the international spotlight like never be-
fore, but how will this movie affect its 
country brand?

This question can be considered in 
four dimensions: General awareness of Singapore, and 
in terms of the three “Ts” of nation branding: tourism, 
trade and talent.

In some corners of the globe, people still think that 
Singapore is in China. This is probably why the film has 
a scene in which the visiting Asian-American Rachel 
Chu (Constance Wu) gets a geography-cum-history les-
son from her Singaporean best friend Goh Peik Lin 
(Awkwafina), who uses a map design on her luxury 
handbag to point out Singapore, to explain how mi-
grants from mainland China moved to this part of 
South-east Asia. 

Curiosity sparked by the movie should mean pro-
gress, with more people realising that this Republic is 
actually quite far from China, and is also not part of 
Malaysia. General knowledge of Singapore’s location 
will be increased by Crazy Rich Asians, more than the 
rather static backstage role of a  venue for the 
Trump-Kim Summit earlier this year.

Beyond the film itself, also extremely helpful are the 
many references to Singapore by the country’s new en-
thusiastic brand ambassadors in the film’s director, 
writers and actors such as Michelle Yeoh (who calls 
Singapore her “second home”) in media interviews and 
other forums.

Game changer
Tourism,  obviously,  is  where  Singapore  scores  
big-time with this movie, which showcases big-ticket 
visitor attractions from sweeping vistas of Marina Bay 
to the intangible cultural heritage of Newton Hawker 
Centre, where Nick Young (Henry Golding) orders fa-
vourite dishes while speaking Malay, Mandarin and 
Hokkien. This is a game-changer, to sweep away linger-
ing cobwebs of  misperceptions about Singapore 
among people who have yet to visit.

The film’s actors tell the media that one common re-
action of viewers stepping out of cinemas in the United 
States is to ask: “Where do I get a ticket to Singapore?” 

Such fresh interest in Singapore will win tourism 
mindshare not only on social media, but also as long as 
this Hollywood production is available after its theat-
rical run on cable TV or as inflight entertainment.

Trade (which includes business and investment) is 
a close cousin to tourism in terms of impact. With 
Singapore portrayed as a hip, sexy place of wealth, 
sophistication and futuristic infrastructure, the needle 
has already moved, and will do so even more, for posit-
ive brand recall.

It is on the facet of talent that the picture gets a bit 
more complicated. This aspect includes would-be im-
migrants, as well as those who might want to move to 
Singapore to study or work.

Some debate has surfaced over whether the movie 
represents Singapore adequately, especially its Indian, 
Malay and other minorities. 

Based on the narrative core of Singapore-born Amer-
ican writer Kevin Kwan’s trilogy of novels, the film’s dir-
ector Jon M Chu is telling a story from, and for, an 
Asian-American perspective – which is why the movie 
foregoes more meaningful depictions of Singapore’s 
non-Chinese characteristics, because this would be a di-
gression from his chosen focus on the world of the 
Chinese diaspora.

This is where the movie stops short of reflecting 
Singapore’s true multiculturalism, when this is, in fact, 
the main X-factor of its country brand.

Those considering relocating here to study, work or 
reside will take the trouble to learn more, and come to 
realise the full multicultural nature of this place.

But for everyone else, the movie’s incomplete pic-
ture of this island-state is an understandably limited 
cinematic snapshot that, hopefully, will inspire deeper 
discovery. 

Singapore’s unique societal milieu is expressed in 
cultural products such as the homegrown TV series 
Tanglin, which features two Chinese families, one 
Malay family, one Indian family and a few Eurasian 
characters, with lots of inter-racial friendship and ro-
mance weaved in.

Such “racial harmony” (a very Singaporean term) is 
especially precious today. The sharpened awareness in 
post-2016 America of how fragile ethnic inclusiveness 
truly is may well be a sub-conscious factor that under-
lies the warm opening reception in the US for Crazy 
Rich Asians from Caucasian, and also African-Amer-
ican, audiences and critics, not only in major coastal cit-
ies with larger Asian populations such as San Fran-
cisco, but also across the whole country.

Marginalisation of Asian minorities in popular cul-
ture might persist more in countries in which Asian im-
migrants are insignificantly few, or have become 
resigned to languishing on the sidelines of more seg-
mented societies. In contrast, the way this movie’s eth-
nic representation has been queried in Singapore is per-
haps a feature of ethnic inclusiveness, a sign of a more 
integrated society accustomed to multicultural repres-
entation as a norm and always expecting to see this por-
trayed.

Perhaps, one day, a Hollywood producer will find a 
story worthy of the big screen to present the breadth 
and depth of the kind of multiculturalism that Singa-
poreans have embraced for decades. That is when this 
facet of brand Singapore will reach another new level.

� The writer, a country brand consultant, is the author 
and editor of more than 30 books, including ‘Brand 
Singapore: Nation Branding After Lee Kuan Yew, 
In A Divisive World’.
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The movie showcases big-ticket visitor attractions from sweeping vistas of Marina Bay (above) to the 
intangible cultural heritage of Newton Hawker Centre. PHOTO:  AFP
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