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SPEECH BY MR PETER SUNG, MINISTER OF STATE 
(NATIONAL DEVELOPMENT) AND (FOREIGN AFFAIRS), 

AT THE CLOSING CEREMONY OF ZERO DEFECTS CONSTRUCTION 89, 
AT VICTORIA LOUNGE, WESTIN PLAZA HOTEL 

ON SUNDAY, 22 JANUARY 1989 AT 7.30 PM 

I am delighted to be with you this evening at the 
close of a week of activities focused on the theme, 'Zero 
Defects Construction 1989'. 

FIRST GENERATION CONTRACTORS 

The first generation contractors in Singapore started 
as towkays (big or small). Many did not have much formal 
education. Their success was based on the traditional 
qualities of hard work, honesty and entrepreneurship. Many 
of them have become very successful and of course very rich. 

In many cases, success was related to property 
development which was an adjunct to their contracting 
business. Contractors developed the odd bungalow or block 
of houses or apartments here and there. 

PRESENT GENERATION CONTRACTORS 

Not all the present-day contractors can use the same 
route to success. 

(a) To begin with, land has become more' scarce. 
Developers have a smaller choice of land. 
They have to concentrate on more intensive 
developments which require higher financial 
resources. 
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(b ) Besides, buildings are getting more complex 
and sophisticated. This requires contractors 
to improve their management skills and 
construction techniques. 

(c) Also, the entry of international contractors 
into the local construction scene has 
increased the level of competition. 

So, our contractors face a different environment from 
their predecessors. To meet these challenges, contractors 
have taken a number of measures to upgrade themselves. 

(a) The first measure was to mechanise their 
operations. Many contractors have taken 
advantage of various government incentives to 
raise the level of mechanisation. Since 
1984, a total of $46 million of investment 
have been approved for construction 
mechanisation under the Investment Allowance 
Scheme. The Scheme has been expanded to 
include equipment such as computers and 
project management software to enable 
contractors to improve their productivity. 

The second measure was to increase their 
capitalisation. Ten years ago, it was rare 
for construction firms to have a paid-up 
capital of $1 million. Today, we have 120 
firms in this class. Seven are publicly 
listed. Twenty have qualified for the 
highest financial category of registration 
which requires a capitalisation of $5 
million. 

The third measure was to improve their 
management and supervision capabilities. The 
number of qualified personnel employed in 
contracting companies have increased 
substantially. A survey conducted by the 
CIDB last year found that: 



i) one half of the key management and 
supervisory personnel in local 
contracting firms hold university 
degrees or professional qualifications. 

ii) Another one-fifth are Polytechnic 
graduates. 

(d) The fourth measure was to train their workers 
and tradesmen. Since the Construction 
Industry Training Centre (CITC) was set up in 
1984, some 6,400 have undergone full-time 
craftsmen training. Another 5,400 workers 
have completed part-time courses. The 
national construction trade testing programme 
has seen an increase from 320 in 1984 to 
1,660 in 1988. The CITC is expanding these 
programmes to ensure that all tradesmen in 
the industry are fully certified by 1995. 

THE BENEFITS OF UPGRADING 

This upgrading of the construction industry has 
served the contractors well. An indication is their 
penetration into foreign markets. 

More than 20 local contractors have secured overseas 
projects worth $1.2 billion in the last five years. 

(a) In China, for example, we know of nine 
construction companies and six consultant 
firms providing various services on a wide 
range of construction projects. Although 
commercial developments have tapered, 
opportunities are still available for 
infrastructural projects. The projects to be 
funded by the World Bank and Asian 
Development Bank alone are expected to be 
some US$3 billion a year over the next few 
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years. 
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(b) The construction market in Japan is presently 
experiencing a boom. The business 
partnerships established with Japanese 
contractors in Singapore could be extended to 
provide supporting services to their Japanese 
counterparts. I am told that a number of 
firms have started negotiation for 
subcontractors in Japan. 

THE NEED TO CONTINUE UPGRADING 

Notwithstanding past successes, we cannot rest on our 
laurels. There is always room for improvement. And there 

are also good reasons to do so. 

Over the next three years, the volume of contractors 
to be placed by the public sector is estimated to be $7.6 
billion.. 

For this year, about $2.6 billion worth of 
construction work is likely to be tendered out. Of this 
$2.6 billion: 

(a) 

(b) 

more than $1.3 billion will go into building 
projects - flats, schools, hospitals etc. 

Infrastructural projects such as roads, 
utilities, sewerage and drainage, and coastal 
projects will provide $1.1 billion 
construction works. 

(c) Upgrading of buildings and infrastructure 
will make up the rest. 

In the private sector, commercial and residential 

development projects worth about $3 billion are likely to be 
tendered out within two years. 
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With rising income levels, there will be increased 
demand for a better quality living environment. This means 
additional work in terms of renovations and retrofitting. 
There will be business not only from the private sector but 
also from HDB estates as town councils decide to upgrade the 
physical environment. 

IMPORTANCE OF QUALITY 

We are all too familiar with complaints by house 
owners that the contractors are slow, irresponsible and 
produce poor quality work. It is not our purpose to 
allocate blame. But, 

(a) many of the problems could be avoided if 
contractors could improve the quality of 
their supervision and workmanship. 

(b) also, scheduling and planning are important. 
For example, a construction team that arrives 
at a job site only to realise that it has not 
brought along all the necessary equipment or 
materials will have to make another trip. 
This adds to the cost of the project without 
adding to its value. 

Conscious of the need for high quality, the HDB has 
developed a system for the assessment of construction 
quality. The use of such a system has resulted in better 
quality construction and finishes for recently completed HDB 
blocks. 

To extend this success to the rest of the public 
sector, CIDB and major public sector agencies have jointly 
developed a system of assessment referred to as CONQUAS, the 
acronym name for Construction Quality Assessment Score. 
With the use of CONQUAS, Singapore contractors can improve 
the quality of their works. 
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The CIDB has a comprehensive strategy to help improve 
quality in the construction industry. At the launching of 
this week's programme, Minister Dhanabalan has outlined the 
key elements of CIDB's strategy and programmes. All 
forward-looking contractors would no doubt pay attention to 

them. This is because there is still a lot of projects in 
the pipeline. 

Those contractors who are able to improve their 
construction quality and productivity will be well poised to 
bid for projects in Singapore and also to widen their 
horizons as they continue to go international. 

G8 AWARDS 

Finally, I am happy to recognise 20 Singapore 
construction companies and 11 foreign ones which have 
qualified to be G8 contractors. This is CIDB's top category 
and enables the contractors to bid for the largest and most 
complex projects in Singapore.. To these contractors, let me 
offer you my heartiest congratulations and best wishes for 
your continued growth and prosperity. 
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