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I am dellghted to be here today for the opening of the International Furnlture
Fair Singapore 1999 and the 16th ASEAN Furniture Show. Over the years, the Fair has
grown both in size and quality. It is now one of the largest and most prestigious
international furniture trade events in the Asia-Pacific. It is also the first
event to be held in this splendid Singapore Expo, the newest and largest exhibition
centre in the region.

2 Singapore’s total trade in furniture fell 21% in 1998 to S$777 million.
This sharp decline has put pressure on our furniture companies to look at new
markets and new activities. They must also cut cost and become more flexible.

3 Companies locate their manufacturing facilities where they can maximise
their returns on iInvestments. In the face of relatively higher cost in Singapore,
many Singapore furniture companies have moved their low-end manufacturing operations
to other countries where the cost of production is lower and raw material is readily
available. Their Singapore operations then concentrate on higher value-added and
more profitable activities like product design, product development, quality
control, marketing and distribution.
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4 To _add value in a very competitive marketplace, our furniture companies must
be strong in three areas — creativity, competence and connections.

Creativity

5 In January this year, | visited Silicon Valley and New York City, both of
which are home to an incredible number of exceptionally talented and creative
individuals. They are also home to many multinational companies despite the high
cost of doing business there. Many companies find it worthwhile to locate in these
places to tap the creative energies in international finance, marketing, high tech
and the arts.

6 There are many ways to look at furniture. In some ways, furniture has
changed little because the human anatomy has not changed. But furniture also
reflects culture and lifestyles, which means it changes all the time across time,
space and climate. As lifestyles in Singapore become more sophisticated, we become
a good urban environment for the development of new concepts iIn international
furniture design. Our particular strengths are our cosmopolitan Asian way of life
and our sense of the tropics.

7 As we enter the 21st century, the greatest value added will be in knowledge
and innovation. It is knowledge and lifestyle which will differentiate us from
other urban environments. For the furniture industry, we must not only identify
what is trendy, we must also begin to set new trends in the industry. Thus, the key
to the long-term prosperity of the furniture industry in Singapore is to make it
another creative iIndustry.

Competence

8 However, creativity alone is not enough. We also need high competence. To
implement good ideas, we must have the best skills and technology. As in any
industry, the furniture industry can only do well if we have individuals who are
professionally trained to world class standards.

9 We no longer compete on a local or even regional basis. With globalization,
we have to compete worldwide. Therefore, we need good training and retraining
facilities for those who work in the industry.

1 -, We have also, to ké piup wit ' anging-life tylesg"'A our. customers, hecome
m$>é di‘sxge#d\i ol aha ‘Sgphisgiéated, 5th\)\‘vvi\lIg@makekSHate\r ddmands. on -produce) quakity
and service levels. Our best customers are those which insist on_quality and
service. Cost will still be important. When we can outsource more cheaply outside
Singapore, we must. All this means high competence in product designs, product

development, manufacturing, marketing, distribution and service.

Connections

11 I now come to the third crucial factor for success - connections. The
Singapore Furniture Industries Council has done an excellent job in building up the
International Furniture Fair Singapore into one of the most successful home-grown
fairs in Singapore. It provides a good opportunity for our local businessmen to
strike deals and forge alliances with overseas exhibitors and participants. These
connections strengthen our marketing and distribution networks, and help us to
upgrade our merchandising capabilities. This annual event not only contributes to
the growth of the furniture industry, it also reinforces Singapore®s position as a
venue for international trade fairs and exhibitions, as a venue to network and make
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connections.

Singapore Expo

12 The strong growth of such trade events led to the construction of the
Singapore Expo. Asia is down for the moment, but it will recover. In due course,
the strong demand for exhibition spaces will resume its pre-crisis growth path.
Built to meet the growing needs of the region, the Singapore Expo, with its 60,000
square meters of contiguous exhibition space, will complement the current stock of
exhibition spaces in the Singapore International Convention & Exhibition Centre and
the World Trade Centre. Together, Singapore now offers more than 100,000 square
metres of quality exhibition space. Such a critical mass will enhance significantly
the reputation and capabilities of Singapore as an International Exhibition City.
This is not only good for the exhibition industry, it will also help the development
of other industries and services, like the furniture business.

13 I wish all exhibitors and participants a most successful Furniture Fair and
Show, and my heartiest congratulations to the organisers for an outstanding job.
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