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UOB-SMU Institute to
needs of SMEs

serve

It will equip SMEs
with information
they need to
expand regionally

By ZEINAB YUSUF
SAIWALLA

LOCAL enterprises looking
for additional skills and ex-
pertise to grow and thrive
domestically and regionally
can now turn to a new insti-
tute launched by United
Overseas Bank and the Sin-
gapore Management Uni-
versity.

Called the UOB-SMU
Asian Enterprise Institute,
it is hailed as Asia's first in-
stitute set up specifically to
serve the needs of small
and medium enterprises
(SMEs).

The institute builds on a
seven-year partnership be-
tween UOB and SMU.

“A core focus of the insti-
tute will be to equip SMEs
with the information they
need to deliver upon their
regional expansion ambi-
tions. The institute will also
give them access to exper-
tise to address challenges
such as business planning,
productivity issues and em-
ployee development, often
seen as barriers to
growth,” UOB and SMU
said in a joint announce-
ment.

UOB has donated $3 mil-
lion to the new institute and
an additional $2 million
has been pledged by UOB'’s
business banking, commer-
cial banking and corporate
banking customers.

A matching grant from
the Ministry of Education
will bring the total donation
to $10 million.

“We donated the money

because we have a long and
steep history with SMEs
and it is true that if the
SMEs are performing well,
the bank performs well
too,” said Eric Tham, man-
aging director and head,
group commercial banking,
UOB.

According to a survey
conducted by UOB in De-
cember last year, more
than a third of businesses
had plans to expand into
other Asian countries this
year, hence the timeliness
of this development.

“The institute also plays
an important role in the de-
velopment and contribu-
tion of young talent by ena-
bling them to experience
the realities of business
sooner,” said Wee Ee
Cheong, deputy chairman
and group chief executive
officer of UOB Group.

“Our ambition is for the
institute to become the cen-
tre of excellence and learn-
ing for SMEs in Asia.”

Not only will the insti-
tute provide business con-
sulting for SMEs, it will also
conduct Asia’s first biannu-
al business intelligence sur-
vey. This will provide SMEs
with in-depth commentary
and analysis of the global
and Asian economic out-
look of SMEs in the region;
expansion strategies of
SMEs in Asia; and insight
into the reality and opportu-
nities found when SMEs
venture beyond their home
countries.

A third focus of the insti-
tute is creating knowledge
by launching an online re-
source centre for SMEs to
exchange ideas and to
equip them with the right
knowledge and tools for

productivity enhancement
and regional expansion.

The interactive portal
will beJdaunched next year.

The partners set up the
UOB-SMU Entrepreneur-
ship Alliance, the forerun-
ner of the new institute, in
2005. More than 560 sen-
ior-year SMU students have
provided consultancy ser-
vices to over 170 compa-
nies.

The students provided
consultation on projects re-
lating to marketing, brand-
ing, human resource, opera-
tions management, custom-
er satisfaction and business
expansion.

One such SME, Dyna-
force, a supplier of fitness
and wellness products and
services in South-east Asia,
implemented the recom-
mendation to relocate an in-
ter-generational fitness
club from Hougang to Dako-
ta.

The students spent
10-12 weeks working on
the project and took into
consideration traffic condi-
tions, user demand and the
demographic of Dyna-
force’s customers before
providing recommenda-
tions.

“When we first came in,
we were not expecting
much. It was like cheap la-
bour but we got much more
than we thought we
would,” said Jimmie Lee,
founder and chairman of
Dynaforce.

SMEs which choose to
participate in the consulta-
tion programme are re-
quired to submit a request
sheet and upon approval,
based on the institute's
committee's criteria, will
have to pay between $500

and $1,500 for the consulta-
tion.

According to Ang
Ser-Keng, director of the
UOB-SMU Asian Enterprise
Institute, the consultation
fees are a fraction of what
SMEs would have to pay if
they engage a consulting
company.

Project advisers, consist-
ing of SMU faculty and in-
dustry players, take on the
role of quality controllers
for the consulting projects
and provide practical ad-
vice to students such as on
the feasibility of their rec-
ommendations.

“It is clearly a win-win
for both our students and
the SMEs. The SMEs re-
ceive professional service
at a highly subsidised rate,
while our students gain
new perspectives about lo-
cal businesses and indus-
tries,” said Arnoud De Mey-
er, the president of SMU.
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