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S’pore firms step up as corporate
investors take ESG more seriously

Their reports focus
on the intricate tying
of business strategy
with sustainability

Sue-Ann Tan
Business Correspondent

Sustainability reports should not
be an afterthought for retail inves-
tors as these documents provide
the complete picture of the compa-
nies’ approach to doing business in
the future.

They are not just an add-on to
the annual report and financial
statements, but provide vital infor-
mation on where the firm is going,
said corporate governance expert
Lawrence Loh.

In fact, many corporate investors
are taking environmental, social
and governance (ESG) considera-
tions more seriously, adding pres-
sure on firms to disclose such mea-
sures.

Some companies here appear to
be rising to the occasion, going by
the latest sustainability reports re-
leased by listed firms which have
focused on the intricate tying of
business strategy with sustainabil-
ity.

Professor Loh, who is director of
the Centre for Governance and
Sustainability at NUS Business
School, said: “The sustainability
report goes hand in hand with the
annual report that tells about the
business activities. They’re two
sides of the coin, and sustainability
completes the story of the compa-
ny, so they can’t be read separate-
ly‘”

Companies like Sembcorp Indus-
tries, UOB, CapitaLand Invest-
ment, City Developments Limited
(CDL) and Singtel have produced
sustainability reports in the past
month, showing their commit-
ment to working on the ESG as-
pects of their businesses.

Nanyang Business School Asso-
ciate Professor of Accounting Kel-
vin Law said: “In recent years, we
have witnessed a significant shift
in corporate mindset, with an in-
creasing number of companies
recognising the strategic value of
integrating sustainability into their
core operational strategies and
long-term planning”

Prof Loh said for the layperson,
reading a sustainability report is
about discovering the story it tells.

“Each sustainability report is a
storybook,” he said. “It’s not just
about checking boxes against stan-
dards, but about building a com-
pelling story.”

For instance, CDL’s report is
about taking leadership and mea-
suring its impact on nature, while
CapitaLand Investment’s is about

resilience.

Meanwhile, Singtel’s report em-
phasises the social aspect, by driv-
ing home its purpose and goals in
the community. For UOB, its report
looks at the bank’s responsibility
as a financial institution.

Prof Loh said readers of a sus-
tainability report should first look
at the material ESG factors that are
core to the business, and gauge if
they are reasonable and sensible,
and benchmarked to industry
peers.

For example, UOB highlighted
how they engage in fair dealing asa
bank besides conventional regula-
tory compliance. Fair dealing re-
fers to the way it aims to put cus-
tomers first, and includes practices
such as providing clear, relevant
and timely information so that cus-
tomers can make informed finan-
cial decisions.

Prof Law said the reports allow
shareholders to assess whether the
company is effectively managing
its ESG footprints and targets, and
positioning itself for long-term
success.

“This information is extremely
vital for shareholders to determine
whether a company’s sustainabili-
ty efforts genuinely align with
their own values and investment
objectives, and to identify poten-
tial risks and opportunities that
may impact the company’s finan-

cial performance,” he said.

Investors should also get a quick
sense of how the companies com-
ply with regulations and align with
standards, Prof Loh added. “It is
important to see if they are just
‘check-the-box’ descriptions by
evaluating the specificities of the
descriptions.”

For example, Singtel disclosed its
focus on the community and de-
tailed its work through its diversity
initiatives and how it empowers
employees, customers and sup-
pliers.

It also laid out specific targets,
such as having 32 per cent of fe-
male employees in management
by its 2050 financial year. It was
recognised by the 2023 Bloomberg
gender equality index for the fifth
year running.

In the opening remarks of the re-
port, Singtel chairman Lee Theng
Kiat and group chief executive offi-
cer Yuen Kuan Moon said: “En-
gaged employees deliver superior
business results, boost customer
satisfaction levels and enable a vi-
brant company culture and work-
place. This is why we make engage-
ment a priority for our people”

Besides caring for employees,
the Singtel report also looks at sup-
porting the community, such as
improving the digital inclusion of
seniors and migrant workers.

In assessing sustainability re-

(Above) A Singtel
volunteer
guiding a senior
at a Digital
Silvers session in
2020. These
sessions help
seniors learn how
to use digital
devices. Singtel’s
sustainability
report focuses
on its purpose
and goals in the
community.
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(Left) CDL's 80
Anson Road will
feature an
energy-efficient
glazing on the
facade. CDL has a
policy which
promotes
biodiversity
protection and
urban greenery
across its
operations.
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ports, Prof Loh said readers should
also look at the role of the board
and management in driving initia-
tives, and how sustainability gels
with the company’s strategy.

He commended CDL for the way
its strategy is enhanced along the
triple bottom lines of profit, planet
and people.

CDL is also the first company in
Singapore to commit to nature-re-
lated disclosures based on the
Taskforce on Nature-related Fi-
nancial Disclosures (TNFD) rec-
ommendations.

“Nature goes beyond climate and
the TNFD guidelines show why
firms should worry about this, be-
cause businesses have an impact
on natural habitats. This spans
supply chains and even how cus-
tomers use their products,” Prof
Loh said.

“Climate change is only half the
story. We need climate action to
protect nature and biodiversity —
that is the end point, which is why I
feel that the impending focus on
nature is the right way to go for-
ward,” he added.

CDL noted that in 2023, it had no
sites located within or adjacent to
protected areas. It also has a policy
which promotes biodiversity pro-
tection and urban greenery across
its operations.

The companies also noted in
their reports that rather than just
posing challenges, sustainability
can also be an opportunity.

For instance, CapitaLand Invest-
ment retrofitted heritage buildings
in Clarke Quay to improve environ-
mental performance, resulting in
cost avoidance of $120,000 a year.

Meanwhile, Sembcorp is riding
the momentum for renewables
growth in response to growing
global demand for energy security
and resilience.

“This trend would generate posi-
tive impact for our business as we
support the global energy transi-
tion,” Sembcorp said in its report.

It aims to grow its gross installed
renewable energy capacity to 25
gigawatts by 2028. As at Dec 31,
2023, its gross installed renewable
energy capacity reached 9.4 giga-
watts.

This also enhanced its bottom
line, as net profit before exception-
al items from the renewables seg-
ment grew to $200 million.

Meanwhile, UOB also found op-
portunities in sustainability, by ex-
tending $44.5 billion in sustaina-
ble financing to corporates as at
the end of 2023.

Deputy chairman and chief exec-
utive officer Wee Ee Cheong said in
the report: “As a responsible orga-
nisation, we want to create real and
positive impact for the economy,
environment and society.

“We believe in a fair, equitable
and just transition that considers
the socio-economic diversity of
our region.”

The Singapore Exchange already
requires listed firms to produce
sustainability reports, with climate
reporting progressively made
mandatory for those in specific
sectors like finance.

But from the 2025 financial year,
all listed firms will have to make
climate-related disclosures. And
by the 2027 financial year, it will al-
so be required of large non-listed
companies.
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