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Manager of Singapore’s Billions
Siong Guan Lim embodies Singapore’s virtues: industry, humility, and great agility in
thinking. At the SWF GIC, he manages the wealth of the small nation.
---------------------Just imagine: A man who has spent his entire career as a civil servant in the government
holds a lecture on leadership and modern business management. He does this with clarity,
humour and depth, at the level of a Harvard Business School professor. This would be
unthinkable in most European countries. Lim Siong Guan, however, is a civil servant of
Singapore, a representative of one of the best civil service in the world. And he himself has a
hand in making the island city one of the most competitive and efficient countries in the
world.
Lim held the lecture a few days ago at the “Stars Symposium in Stein am Rhein,” where he
provided deep insights into how Singapore functions. He has been the head of the SWF GIC
for six years, and through that, chief of an enormous investment vehicle which manages the
foreign reserves of Singapore. Officially, GIC manages “well over $100bn”. In the finance
industry, the unofficial talk is of more than $300bn. The fund has more than 1200
employees. In Switzerland, GIC is famous for being a large shareholder of UBS, with 6.4%
ownership. The Singaporeans bought the stake in December 2007 during a round of capital
raising through mandatory convertible bonds– too early and too expensively, as it would
turn out.
Lim, who gave no interviews in Stein am Rhein, revealed in a conversation with “Finanz und
Wirtschaft” that the UBS stake met with criticism initially. However, with the new strategy
and management at the UBS in place, he is confident that the big bank is on the right path.
GIC manages the foreign reserves which the central bank does not need. The investment
horizon is 20 years. The GIC’s mandate is to preserve and enhance the purchasing power of
the nation’s assets. Over the last 20 years, it achieved an annual real return of 4%. Under
Lim, the GIC recently embarked on a new investment framework which has a reference
portfolio made up of 65% equities and 35% bonds. Over and above this, the fund runs an
active portfolio which seeks to outperform the reference portfolio. At the moment, the
active portfolio has an overweight in emerging market equities.
Lim (1947) studied engineering at the University of Adelaide, Australia. In the 70s –
Singapore left the British crown in 1963 and gained independence from the Malaysian
Federation in 1965 – he entered the civil service. Between 1978 and 1981, he was the
Principal Private Secretary of the Prime Minister and “Father of the Nation” Lee Kuan Yew,
and later Permanent Secretary at the Ministries for Defence, Education, Finance, and the

Prime Minister’s Office.
From 2006 to 2009, Lim was the Chairman of the EDB, whose responsibility is to attract
foreign companies to Singapore. In addition, he sat on the Board of Temasek, the other SWF
in Singapore, as well as DBS Bank and Neptune Orient Lines. Actually he had wanted to
retire thereafter, but the call to head the GIC came in 2007.
What is Singapore’s secret to success? Every three years, the government reviews its future
scenarios. “We are way too small to influence the direction of world politics,” says Lim. “But
we can think and anticipate faster and with more agility, the direction which the world is
heading in, and adjust ourselves accordingly.” He reveals that Singapore, which is not an
OECD member, has long prepared for a future with automatic information exchange
concerning its finance industry. Singapore counts as one of the first countries which has
signed the FATCA agreement with the USA.
“The only way to avoid making mistakes is not to do anything,” Lim quotes the first Deputy
Prime Minister Goh Keng Swee, “and that will be the ultimate mistake.” Perhaps Switzerland
can learn something from Singapore occasionally.

