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Singapore builds up local expertise for commodity trading sector 
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Singapore 

EVERY two or three minutes, a ship ar
rives or leaves from Singapore carry
ing everything from cocoa to electron
i cs, mak ing Singapore the busiest 
port in the world by tonnage, accord
Ing to a 2014 Global Trade Review 
(GTR) Asia report. 

Meanwhile, local talent supply re

mains slow off the mark, especially 
since Singaporeans make up only 
about 60 per cent of the more than 
14,000 workers in the industry, ac
cording to GTR Asia. 

A lack of talent with the right skill
sets may also pose a challenge for 
commodity trading companies. 

For global agri·commodity firm 
Olam, positions in dairy farming, 
plantations, agronomy, manufactur
ing as well as trading an d supply 
chains "require very specialised skill
sets that are not always immediately 
available in the local market'', said 
Olam president and global head of hu
man resources Joydeep Bose. 

As a result, the company is taking 
a "long view" on Its talent. The group 
has operations in 65 countries, includ
ing many emerging markets. 

To create a talent pipeline for Its 
trading roles, Olam ensures that em
ployees get a minimum of five to six 
years of experience in managing com
plex supply chain operations In one 
or more of the firm's operating coun
tries. it also fosters employee develop
ment along five to 10-year time hori
zons. 

This duration, however, may be 
shortened with the expansion of 
Singapore's tertiary education scene. 
Local programmes with a focus on in
ternational trade are springing up, 
equipping more graduates with the 
skillsets to thrive In the commodity 
trading industry. 

Nanyang Technological University 
(NTU), for one, Is rolling out a new In
ternational Trading Programme (ITP) 

that will adopt a multidiscipllnary ap
proach to commodity trading, said 
professors at the university in an ex
clusive interview with The Business 
Times. 

"If you look at trading, especially 
in the mining area and the commodi
ty area, you need to understand the 
geology of it-often, these commodi
ties have to be extracted, stored, 
shipped, and finally, priced, before 
they are distributed to customers," 
said Shaw Chair professor and dean 
of NTU's Nanyang Business School 
K Ravi Kumar. 

Describing the physical commodi
ty trading industry as a "value chain", 
Prof Ravl said: "All the way-from the 
geology side of it to the selling and fi
nance side oflt-we must have it all to
gether, otherwise we really can't be 
successful in this Industry." 

Professor and dean of NTU's Col
lege of Engineering Ng Wun Jern add
ed: "I n physical commodity trading, 
you need somebody who possesses 
two sets of skills - one, of course, 
would be the engineering skills, and 
the other, the business skills.· 

At Olam, employees should have 
an •entrepreneurial spirit, ownership 
to deliver, and a customer and suppli
er focus• among other principles, said 
MrBose. 

He also noted that "the next level 
of assessment would be more techni
cal-on their mathematical and finan
cial abilities as well as commercial 
adeptness and inclination". 

Touching on the strengths of the 
ITP, Prof Ng highlighted the 
university's "unusual set of circum
stances". 

"We're able to bring together two 
very strong schools at NTU, an d  
merge their strengths in such a way 
that we create a new person - a per
son that carries two sets of skills: 

Prof Ng also emphasised the im
portance of the commodity trading in
dustry, especially at a time when In
dia and China, two economic giants in 

Prof Ng (left), dean of NTU's college of Engineering. and Prof Ravl, dean of the Nanyang Business SChool. The 
two schools are jointly rolling out the International Trading Programme this year that aims to equip students 
with the unique skills to be successful in the trading industry. PHOTO: ARTHUR LEE 

close proximity to Singapore, are rap
idly developing. 

"Look at Singapore's geographical 
position - it sits in between two eco
nomic giants that are taking off. For In
dia and China to fully develop, they 
need commodities, which is where 
trading comes In," he said. 

As the trading industry sometimes 
"falls between the cracks", people 
may overlook the career prospects in 
the industry, said Prof Ravi. 

"We're looking at how we can cre
ate awareness-we all know that there 
are high-tech industries, and that 
good jobs are there. 

"But people don't realise that the 
trading sector falls in between a lot of 
these Industries- banks have trading 
areas, manufacturing companies 
have trading areas. People may not 

see that there are clear opportunities 
in a career in the trading industry." 

Jointly helmed by the university's 
Nanyang Business School and the Col
lege of Engineering, In collaboration 
with International Enterprise (lE) Sin
gapore and industry partners, the pro
gramme offers freshmen a variety of 
options. 

Starting this August, undergradu
ates will be able to choose from ITP 
tracks and specialisations. 

Business students will be able to 
take the ITP track If they choose to 
specialise in banking and finance, 
while engineering students can opt 
for the track within a second major In 
business. 

The ITP will also be available as a 
specialisation for students doing mar
itime studies, those in maritime stud-

ies with a second major in business. 
and as a second specialisation for sin
gle degree accountancy and business 
students. 

The programme includes courses 
in international tax and trading law, 
commodities trading and risk man
agement, and commodities' geology 
and metallurgy. 

lt will begin with a modest intake 
of SO students this academic year, be
fore Increasing this number over the 
years across the business and engi
neering schools. 

The programme will be hosted un
der the university's new Centre of Ex
cellence in International Trading, 
which will oversee its curriculum as 
well as hands·on learning In the form 
of internships and study missions un
der the programme's tripartite agree
ment. 
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NTU is not the only institution 
here that has been encouraging stu
dents to enter the physical commodi
ty trade. 

In 2007, the Singapore Manage
ment University ($MU) set up the Inter
national Trading Institute (ITI) in col
laboration with lE Singapore and In
dustry partners. 

The institute, aimed at developing 
talent in the arena of international 
trading, has produced more than 300 
graduates thus far under its interna
tional trading concentration, offered 
to students majoring In finance. 

Education gives Singapore's physi
cal commodity trade a competitive 
edge ·as local talent is a very sticky 
factor in building comparative advan
tage for any country", said professor 
of finance (practice) and academic di
rector of m, Annie Koh. 

When ITI was established seven 
years ago, many of the 200 global 
trading firms operating in Singapore 
were "asset light", said Prof Koh. 

"Most of the trading talent were 
not home-grown but recruited from 
head offices as far away as the US, Eu
rope, Africa and other parts of the 
world where there are commodities 
and resources." 

This landscape has changed as 
many of these firms are setting up 
their Asian headquarters in Singa
pore, said Prof Koh. 

Riding on the Industry's growth, 
the International Chamber of Com
merce (ICC) is now no stranger to the 
local education scene as well. 

l aunched last month in partner
ship with lE Singapore, the ICC Acade
my Involves a digital platform that 
will cater to ''distance learning", grant
ing users around the world access to 
ICC Academy courses. 

The academy will draw on ICC ex
pertise in specialist fields, featuring 
around 70 online courses and two glo
bal certificates In trade finance. Fol
lowing Its Initial trade and finance fo
cus, it will also broaden its scope to in
clude new competencies from interna
tional law to anti-corruption. 


