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Businesses sputter as 
haze comes with bill 
Tourism may take worst hit; companies worry about safety costs, fall in productivity 
By JOYCE HOOt 
[SINGAPORE] As the city 
gasped for air yesterday, 
the economic fallout of the 
haze threatened to choke 
businesses. 

Consumer-driven indus
tries were the first to get 
hurt, with the taxi business 
seeing a 25 per cent drop in 
the number of. commuters. 
"The livelihood of taxi driv
ers has been directly im
pacted," the National Taxi 
Association sombrely noted 
yesterday. 

The Singapore Flyer, al
ready under receivership, 
cut an even more woeful fig
ure yesterday, when it sus
pended operations. "The 
health risks posed by the 
haze have Jed us to close 
the Singapore Flyer for the 
time being to protect staff 
members, many of whom 
work outdoors," said Tim 
Reid of Ferrier ijodgson , 
the Flyer's recovery firm. 

At a press briefing yes
terday, Prime Minister Lee 
Hsien Loong raised the pos
sibility of the haze lasting 
for as long as three or four 
months - the length of the 
dry season in Sumatra 
where forest fires are rag
ing. 

Companies will not be 
able to take much more of 
this, warned Victor Tay, 
chief operating officer of 
the Singapore Business Fed
eration. "(The haze is) dis
ruptive to business opera
tions, and there will be seri
ous environmental, finan
cial and economic implica
tions if the situation per
sists," he said. 

The last time haze beset 
Singapore for three months 
iri 1997. it cost the country 
almost US$300 million, ac
cording to estimates by an 
expert on the matter, 
Euston Quah, head of 
NTU's Department of Eco
nomics. Extrapolated to the 
current situation, the haze 
is costing Singapore US$3 
million a day, before ac
counting for inflation. 

Of that sum, the tourism 
industry's loss forms the 
bulk: US$2.34 million. An
other US$50,000 a day is 
lost on health costs, which 
includes direct costs, 
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self-medication expenses. 
loss in productivity and pre
ventive e}\penditures. A sur
prising US$791 ,000 loss 
per day is caused by the 
loss of scenic views, visibili
ty and recreational activi
ties. 

Even so, these figures 
cannot be wholly trans
posed to fit the current situ
ation- at least not for now, 
Prof Quah stressed. "The 
1997 one lasted three 
months. This one is just 
starting. So we have to wait 
and see how prolonged this 
is," he said. 

But if this particular 
spell lasts three months 
and has a higher average 
PSI reading than in 1997, 
Prof Quah's numbers will 
actually be an underesti
mate. Earlier this.week, the 
PSI soared past the all-time 
1997 high of 226, setting 
new records yesterday af
ternoon. 

Other experts, while not 
dabbling in the business of 
estimates, are certain that 
this haze period will cost 
more than the 1997 one. 
"The pollution is more se
vere (and) the economy and 
populations are larger. So 
more businesses and peo
ple are victimised," said 
Ivan Png, professor of strat
egy and policy at NUS Busi
ness SchooL 

Already, businesses are 
chalking up haze-related 
costs·. Companies and 
banks such as SingPost, 
CapitaLand, United Over
seas Bank and Kepp e l 
Group are giving masks to 
their employees. And then 
there is the equipment. 
ANZ llas hired additional 
air purifiers for aU its offic
es and branches, while 
OCBC and DBS have opted 
to install carbon filters in 
their buildings. 

Even as firms make 
their premises safer, many 
have sent workers home. 
Yesterday, more than 750 
employees at Bosch were 
given the option to work 
from home, while Allen & 
Gledhill staffers headed 
home at 4.30pm. At Sing
Tel, staff have the option of 
using flexible work arrange
ments such as telecommut
ing. 

"This week we have ob
served an increase in com
panies ... deployit:lg flexi 
work arrangements and en
couraging their staff and 
customers to stay indoors," 

said Brad Gray, a regional 
director at Polycom South
east Asia, which specialises 
in video conferencing. 

Smaller companies were 
also quick to declare yester
day a work-from-home 
day. Start-up firm KidStart
Now, for example, will have 
its four-person team work
ing from home over the 
next few days. While the 
firm is getting by \vith Goog
le Docs and Skype. 
co-founder Dan Tang con
ceded that this will not be 
ideal over the long term. 

"The best interaction 
happens when you're di
rectly talking to each oth
er." he said. 

Prizing employee wel
fare carries a trade-off. 
This weekend, StarHub will 
suspend activities happen
ing outdoors such as road
shows if the air quality con
tinues to be in the un-

healthy range, it said, while 
McDonald's, Pizza Hut and 
KFC suspended delivery ser
vices from yesterday. 

For observers, however, 
thjs is set to be part of the_ 
cost of doing business. "At 
the end of day, it's not 
about contracts .. . it's 
about doing the right thing. 
We are facing not just high
er absolute cost, but reputa
tion and confidence costs." 
said Annie Koh, vice-presi
dent of the office of busi
ness development and ex
ternal relations at SMU. 

The haze also cast a 
shadow on the shipping 
and aviation sectors. Sele
tar Airport diverted two ar
rivals to other airports and 
cancelled eight departures 
because pilots couldn't see 
the runway clearly. 

"Air transport and sea 
transport may be reduced 
or put to a halt due to se-

vere haze and this will dis
rupt the transportation of 
output," warned Tan Khay 
Boon, senior lecturer at 
SIM Global Education. 

Even as businesses 
struggle to come to terms 
with this week's hazv trials, 
the fundamental p~oblem 
of a lack of preparedness 
risks being neglected. said 
Janson Yap, regional man
aging partner of Deloitte 
Southeast Asia Enterprise 
Risk Services practice. "My 
worry is that once this is 
over, people will go back to 
business as usual. The prin
ciple of continuous monitor
ing and enforcement must 
be carried out,'' he said. 

But for now, in the 
words of Prime Minister 
Lee yesterday: "Life must 
still go on." 
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