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A
T a time of rising protec-

tionism, China’s Belt and 

Road Initiative (BRI) may 

mark the next phase of 

globalisation.  The  BRI  

not only burnishes China’s image as 

the champion for globalisation but 

helps encourage further cooperation 

within the country. An important as-

pect of the BRI is the development of 

the Greater Bay Area (GBA), which is 

expected to promote economic integ-

ration among Hong Kong, Macau and 

the Guangdong province and act as 

the gateway for Chinese companies 

looking to expand their business over-

seas. 

AN UPGRADED VERSION OF
THE PEARL RIVER DELTA (PRD)
There is often confusion between the 

GBA and PRD as they both comprise 

Hong Kong, Macau and nine cities in 

Guangdong province. The concept of 

the GBA first surfaced in a 2011 re-

port, “The Action Plan for the Bay Area 

of the Pearl River Estuary”, and the 

idea  was  revived  after  Chinese  

Premier Li Keqiang talked about devel-

oping the GBA at the National People’s 

Congress session in March this year. 

Three reasons underlie the GBA ini-

tiative. 

First, the PRD needed a new devel-

opment plan to serve as the gateway 

for Chinese companies expanding 

overseas as its traditional manufactur-

ing industry was faltering. The PRD 

concept first surfaced in 1994. Its geo-

graphical advantages and lower la-

bour costs attracted manufacturers 

and trillions of dollars in foreign dir-

ect investments flowed into the PRD. 

This validated the country’s open-

ing-up strategy of “Bringing In” to 

boost economic growth. 

The PRD also benefited from demo-

graphic dividends (See table). With 

less than one per cent of China’s territ-

ory and 4.3 per cent of China’s popula-

tion, the PRD’s GDP (excluding Hong 

Kong and Macau) of about US$1 tril-

lion represented 9.1 per  cent  of 

China’s GDP. The GDP of the PRD (ex-

cluding Hong Kong and Macau) grew 

by 8.3 per cent year-on-year in 2016, 

outpacing Guangdong (7.5 per cent 

year-on-year) and China (6.7 per cent 

year-on-year). 

However, these demographic di-

vidends are diminishing. An ageing 

population and rising labour costs 

have driven manufacturers away as 

many moved their factories to the in-

ner cities or South-east Asia. Against 

this backdrop, the central govern-

ment needed a new plan to help sus-

tain the PRD’s growth. 

Second, the GBA could act as an in-

novation centre for the BRI. In fact, 

the PRD has witnessed successful in-

dustrial upgrades, which allowed the 

area to recover soon after the global 

financial crisis with its GDP growth 

far  outpacing  Guangdong’s  and  

China’s since 2013. Previously, the 

East Bank of the PRD (Shenzhen, 

Guangzhou) was famed for electron-

ics and IT products while the West 

Bank (Zhuhai, Foshan, Zhongshan) 

manufactured mostly household ap-

pliances. Leveraging these strengths, 

the eastern and western part of the 

GBA will specialise in advanced IT in-

dustries and advanced equipment 

manufacturing respectively.

This transformation is borne out 

by the numbers. In 2016, advanced 

manufacturing and high tech indus-

tries accounted for 54.9 per cent and 

32.5 per cent of the PRD’s total pro-

duction respectively and invention 

patent  applications  increased  by  

more than 50 per cent. The number of 

high-tech companies in the PRD in-

creased by 78.8 per cent to 18,880 in 

2016 and is expected to rise to 23,000 

in 2017. In addition, government in-

vestments in science and technology 

in the PRD jumped 88 per cent  

year-on-year in 2016.

Third,  the  central  government  

aims to develop a city cluster that 

could rival bay areas such as San Fran-

cisco or Tokyo. Under the new plan, 

four cities will drive development. 

Hong Kong will continue to play its 

role as a financial centre and serve as 

a platform for mainland companies to 

go global. Macau, together with its 

neighbour, Hengqin, will form an in-

ternational gaming and tourism hub. 

Meanwhile, Shenzhen will build on 

its innovation and technology capabil-

ities, while Guangzhou leads the way 

as an advanced manufacturing and 

modern  services  centre.  Further-

more, as Guangzhou represents the 

starting point of the “Silk Road”, the 

PRD will be able to support the BRI. 

The “Going out” strategy is clearly the 

foundation for the PRD’s future devel-

opment.

With the new development plan, 

the PRD may be able to overcome the 

challenge of waning demographic di-

vidends; lead the industrial upgrade 

and economic transition in China; 

compete with the world’s rival bay 

areas; and facilitate the BRI. 

SINGAPORE’S ROLE
The BRI is a boon to further strength-

ening of China-Singapore relations, 

and both countries have agreed to 

work on boosting connectivity co-

operation, financial cooperation and 

cooperation  with  third  parties.  

One-third of China’s investments into 

Belt and Road countries have flowed 

through Singapore, while Singapore 

contributed 85 per cent of the inward 

investments into China. 

This underpins the connectivity 

role that Singapore and OCBC Bank 

can play between China and Singa-

pore, and for that matter, China and 

South-east Asia through Singapore. 

South-east Asia in particular could 

present interesting opportunities for 

Chinese companies. The GBA can act 

as a springboard to resource-rich 

countries such as Indonesia, Malaysia 

and Myanmar. 

As a leading global financial hub, 

Singapore is well placed to fulfil the 

BRI’s capital financing needs. OCBC 

Bank’s strengths – our in-depth mar-

ket knowledge, ready access to local 

funding, and seamless connectivity 

within the wider OCBC network (over 

100 branches and offices in Hong 

Kong, China and Macau) – support 

cross-border financing opportunities 

for our customers along the “Belt and 

Road”. 

With the GBA and Belt and Road ini-

tiatives coming onstream, Singapore 

companies will do well to continue po-

sitioning themselves as a bridge not 

just between Singapore and China, 

but between China and South-east 

Asia.

z The writer is head of Greater China 
Research, OCBC Bank

T
HE  Business  

China Awards for 

2017 was presen-

ted by Prime Min-

ister  Lee Hsien  

Loong at a gala 

dinner on Friday, 

July 14. This was 

the  eighth  year  that  the  annual  

awards were presented in three cat-

egories.

The Business China Excellence 

Award was given to Chen Deming, 68, 

standing committee member of the 

Chinese People’s Political Consultat-

ive Conference, president of China’s 

Association for Relations Across the 

Taiwan Straits and former Minister 

for Commerce, People’s Republic of 

China.

The Business  China Enterprise 

Award went to Lien Ying Chow Legacy 

Fellowship, which is administered by 

the Nanyang Technological Univer-

sity and supported by an endowment 

of the Lien Foundation.

The  Business  China  Young  

Achiever Award was presented to Lee 

Chee Koon, 42, chief executive officer 

of The Ascott Limited for which China 

is its biggest market with more than 

2,900 staff there. It grew from about 

5,000 units across 25 properties in 

2009 to about 19,000 units today, sur-

passing its 100th property milestone 

in China this year with its recent addi-

tion of seven new properties.

Singapore-based Business China, 

the organiser of the Business China 

Awards, says that it aims to honour 

outstanding businessmen, entrepren-

eurs, professionals and organisations 

for their successes and contributions 

to Singapore-China relationships and 

the appreciation of the Chinese lan-

guage and culture. The awards also 

aim to promote Singapore with the re-

cognition of these exemplary role 

models. 

Besides being highly successful in 

their respective domains, the awards 

recipients had exhibited sustained ef-

forts and deepened relational initiat-

ives in their engagements with Singa-

pore and China. Their contributions 

to Singapore-China relations have 

had far-reaching impact in their vari-

ous spheres of influence.

The annual awards organised by 

Business China are jointly presented 

by OCBC Bank and supported by The 

Business Times and Lianhe Zaobao, 

which are published by Singapore 

Press Holdings.

Launched 10 years ago in 2007 by 

Singapore’s founding prime minister 

Lee Kuan Yew, Business China’s mis-

sion is to nurture an inclusive bilin-

gual and bicultural group of Singapor-

eans through extensive use of the 

Chinese language as the medium of 

communication, so as to sustain the 

multi-cultural heritage, and to de-

velop a cultural and economic bridge 

linking the world and China.

This year’s Business China Excel-

lence Award winner Dr Chen Deming 

has been actively promoting China 

and Singapore relations over several 

decades while holding public office. A 

highlight of his many contributions 

to the promotion of bilateral ties was 

the signing in 2008 in Beijing of the 

China Singapore Free Trade Agree-

ment (FTA), when he was China’s Min-

ister for Commerce. It was the first 

comprehensive bilateral  FTA that  

China has signed with another Asian 

country.

Lien Ying Chow Legacy Fellow-

ship’s executive director Liu Hong, 

who is chair, School of Social Sci-

ences, NTU, said: “We are extremely 

honoured and profoundly encour-

aged on getting the award. Winning 

this prestigious award is a recogni-

tion of what we have done in the past 

and it will motivate us to continue to 

excel in future. This is an excellent bo-

nus for us as we celebrate this year 

the 10th anniversary of the Lien Fel-

lowship.”

The fellowship provides a plat-

form for outstanding senior govern-

ment officials, distinguished profes-

sionals and academics from Singa-

pore and China to gain first hand in-

sights from each other’s expertise in 

public administration, public policy 

making and corporate governance. 

This is done through their self-driven 

research projects with inputs from 

their counterparts and site visits in 

the other country.

“The  Fellowship  aims  to  

strengthen ties and promote under-

standing  between  Singapore  and  

China through a people to people ex-

change programme that fosters intel-

lectual and cultural sharing in the in-

terests of social development and eco-

nomic prosperity,” Prof Liu told The 

Business Times.

“Most of our Fellows are in senior 

positions of either policy making or 

policy implementation. Hence, their 

recommendations can have a direct 

impact on relevant policy discus-

sions, such as issues of public hous-

ing, the reform of state-owned enter-

prises, talent development, and so-

cial management.”

Going forward, the Lien Fellow-

ship will continue its efforts to make 

the fellowship an effective bridge 

among influential people in both 

Singapore and China. In addition to re-

cruiting 100 Lien Fellows by the end 

of this year, it will further focus on 

key strategic areas, such as enhan-

cing Singapore’s role in China’s “Belt & 

Road Initiative”, deepening transna-

tional knowledge exchange through 

joint projects and strengthening col-

laborations in Chongqing, Tianjin, 

and Guangzhou, etc.

“As a matter of fact, we have Lien 

Fellows in all these regions. We are 

confident that with continuous sup-

port from our stakeholders, govern-

ment leaders, and the general public, 

we will be able to scale new heights in 

the years to come,” Prof Liu added.

Meanwhile, under Business China 

Young Achiever Award winner Mr 

Lee’s leadership, The Ascott Limited, 

which is CapitaLand’s wholly-owned 

serviced residence business unit, has 

clinched seven new contracts to man-

age over 1,300 apartments across six 

cities in China. These properties mark 

The Ascott’s first foray into Kunming 

and Yichang while deepening its pres-

ence in Chongqing, Dalian, Shenzhen 

and Xuzhou. To date, Ascott has ad-

ded more than 2,700 units across 15 

properties in China this year. This is a 

56 per cent increase compared with 

the more than 1,700 units and 10 

properties secured in the first half of 

last year.

Ascott says that it is on track to ex-

ceed its target of 80,000 units glob-

ally by 2020.

Asked how he felt on getting the 

award, Mr Lee  told The Business  

Times: “I am honoured to receive this 

prestigious award on behalf of Ascott. 

This award belongs to everyone in the 

Ascott family, and the leaders before 

me who have built Ascott’s business 

with their strong vision. Ascott has 

grown to become one of the leading 

international  serviced  residence  

owner-operators in China and the 

world, and this is a culmination of the 

team’s efforts at Ascott.”

As for his career plans and aspira-

tions in life, Mr Lee said that as an en-

gineer by training, he has been taught 

to look at complex problems and 

design or improvise solutions. “These 

skills have come in handy having to 

lead Ascott, a fast-growing global com-

pany with a constant drive to innov-

ate, having to operate in multi-fa-

ceted environments with diverse cul-

tures and regulations, and to lead and 

inspire a team of over 7,000 employ-

ees comprising more than 80 national-

ities. 

“It has been most meaningful and 

a privilege to be given the opportun-

ity to grow the company and the 

people at Ascott, a Singapore com-

pany that has started from one prop-

erty here to  become one of  the 

world’s leading international serviced 

residence owner operators with more 

than 67,000 units across over 500 

properties and 124 cities globally. 

“Ascott is very much a part of my 

life and I hope to continue to work 

alongside my colleagues to seize new 

opportunities and bring Ascott to 

greater heights.”

Ascott has achieved remarkable 

growth in China, which is its biggest 

market. “We have also grown Ascott’s 

footprint from 12 cities to 29 cities in 

China, in line with the Chinese govern-

ment’s emphasis to not only develop 

the first-tier cities, but also to tap the 

potential of other high growth cities 

by bringing investments and employ-

ment there. Through our expertise in 

managing world-class serviced resid-

ences globally, Ascott has in a way 

contributed to China’s attractiveness 

as a place to live in,” adds Mr Lee. 

In addition to catering to the de-

mand from expatriates in  China,  

awareness of The Ascott has also 

grown  significantly  among  the  

Chinese. In 2016, about 62 per cent of 

its guests in China were Chinese. The 

Chinese are also among Ascott’s top 

customers at its properties globally. 

The Greater Bay Area: China’s gateway to the world 

Under Mr Lee’s leadership, The Ascott Limited, which is CapitaLand’s 
wholly owned serviced residence business unit, has clinched seven new 
contracts to manage over 1,300 apartments across six cities in China. 

Strengthening Singapore-China ties
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The Business China Awards honours those who have contributed much to deepen relations between the two countries. BY NARENDRA AGGARWAL

Demographic dividends

Cities Land area
(sq km)

Population
(million)

Guangzhou

Shenzhen

Zhuhai

Foshan

Huizhou

Dongguan

Zhongshan

Jiangmen

Zhaoqing

Total

China
Guangdong
Pearl River Delta

6.7
7.5
8.3

2016 GDP growth (%)

7,434

1,953

1,688

3,848

11,158

2,465

1,800

9,541

14,856

52,943

13.5

11.38

1.63

7.43

4.76

8.25

3.21

4.52

4.06

55.53

Sources: Government of the PRC and OCBC Bank

The Greater Bay Area

Sources: Government of the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region and OCBC Bank
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“Most of our Fellows are in senior positions of 
either policy making or policy implementation. 
Hence, their recommendations can have a 
direct impact on relevant policy discussions, 
such as issues of public housing, the reform of 
state-owned enterprises, talent development, 
and social management.”
Professor Liu, executive director, Lien Ying Chow Legacy Fellowship

Chairman of Business China Lee Yi Shyan (left) and Dr Chen at the book launch last year of 
Economic Crisis and Rule Reconstruction, a full translation published for the first time in English 
of the original Chinese work by Dr Chen.
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