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12 FOCUS: INDUSTRIES

The Business Times, Thursday, April 28, 2005

FURNITURE INDUSTRY

The tables

are turned

Far from dying out as a sunset industry, the local
furniture trade has transformed itself from a local to
a global player with double-digit sales growth.
CHUANG PECK MING reports

@ OR an industry that has been
written off as a sunset industry,
the furniture trade is doing very
nicely. “The industry is at its
peak and is, in fact, growing,”
says Tan Li Lin, deputy director
for lifestyle services at Interna-
= tional Enterprise Singapore.
“The leaders in the Singapore furniture in-
dustry such as HTL International and Koda
are reaching new heights, with the companies
achieving more than 20 per cent increase in
turnover over the previous year.”

That's five times the global market growth.

While the number of local furniture mak-
ers has shrunk to 170 from 400-500 in the
heyday in the 1970s, the industry’s total sales
have crossed US$2 billion since 2001.

And sales are not confined to Singapore,
but take in Japan, Europe and the United
States. The industry has been transformed
from a local to a global player. At home, it has
also spun off activities that have swelled the
number of related companies to 1,300, which
provide jobs to 11,000 people.

If things go according to plan, the industry
will take off and move up the value chain,
carving off a bigger slice of the global market
pie and contributing more to the Singapore
economy.

Indeed, the local furniture industry has
come a long way. “It is one of the oldest and
most established businesses in Singapore,”
Mrs Tan says. ““Most of them were small and
family-run — and the industry was seen as a
cottage industry.”

But the industry has re-invented itself. To-

day, it's run by professionals, has gone high-
tech and expanded overseas.

The industry started in the 1960s, a con-
temporary of the textile and garment indus-
tries. Then labour shortage and high costs in
the 1980s threatened to hollow it out. The
problems were compounded by raw materials
which were hard to come by.

“Instead of buckling under pressure, many
local furniture manufacturers bit the bullet
and moved their manufacturing operations to
neighbouring countries with lower overheads
and readily available labour and raw materi-
als,” Mrs Tan says.

Using Singapore as a base — where they
carry out marketing, design, branding and
product development — the manufacturers
have set up factories in Malaysia, Indonesia,
China and Vietnam.

“The industry responded well to Singa-
pore's regionalisation drive with almost 65
per cent of furniture manufacturers having
subsidiary manufacturing plants in the re-
gion,” Mrs Tan says. “'It not only enabled the
local industry to survive, but it also allowed
our Singapore furniture industry players to
carve out a niche for themselves in the inter-
national arena.”

Singapore’s furniture industry, according
to Mrs Tan, is highly market-driven and
boasts good designs that meet international
standards. “Local manufacturers are now ex-
perienced in international markets and have
developed a wide range of furniture products
and styles to cater for overseas as well as local
markets,” she says. “The materials (they) use
consist of a wide variety of woods, ranging

from rubber wood, teak to oak, pine, birch
and ash.”

She says Singapore furniture makers have
established a reputation for prompt delivery
and service in overseas markets. “The proba-
bility of default is a rarity in the Singapore fur-
niture industry — and it is this high level of
trust and reliability that has increased our lo-
cal furniture’s standing in the eyes of the
world.”

However, global competition is mounting,
and Singapore furniture makers are trapped
between two groups of rivals.

“On the one hand, in the high-end market,
Singapore is competing with long-established
European and American manufacturers who
are churning out high quality furniture with
attractive original designs, using sophisticat-

the previous year.’

ed manufacturing and business models,” Ms
Tan says. “On the other hand, in the mid- to
low-end markets, Singapore is facing aggres-
sive competition from emerging markets like
China and Vietnam who are leveraging their
low-cost production to compete based on low-
pricing strategies.”

But at the same time, the global markets al-
so look promising as economic boom fans ris-
ing demand in China, India and Russia. And
manufacturers in America, Europe and Japan
are outsourcing work to low-cost production
centres in Asia. This provides opportunities
for the Singapore industry, which does a big
chunk of sub-contracting manufacturing.

Accordingly, the Singapore Furniture In-
dustries Council has mapped out a blueprint
to give the industry “a shot in the arm” and
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Up to date: Companies like Koda, led by managing director James Koh (above) have re-invented themselves

‘The leaders in the Singapore furniture industry like HTL
International and Koda are reaching new heights, with the

companies achieving more than 20 per cent increase in turnover over
— Tan Li Lin (left), deputy director for lifestyle services at IE Singapore

spur local manufacturers to pool their efforts
to upgrade and equip themselves with what it
takes to meet the challenges and seize the new
market opportunities.

At the heart of the blueprint are six strate-
gic thrusts — grow and expand business glob-
ally; raise design standards; start a furniture
learning institute; set up an international fur-
niture centre to promote Singapore as a furni-
ture hub; take immediate steps to help indus-
try players ride through current uncertainties;
and develop and maintain a growth profile
that will boost the industry’s image.

The eventual goal is to double Singapore’s
global market share to one per cent by 2014
and, at the same time, increase value-added
per worker in the industry from $32,600 in
2001 to $114,000.





