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P
resident Donald Trump’s Liberation 
Day announcement on April 2, un-
leashing a barrage of global tariffs far 
exceeding market expectations, has 
fundamentally altered the international 

trade landscape. While Singapore faces only 
the baseline 10% tariff, neighbouring Asean 
economies confront more punitive tariffs: 
Vietnam (46%), Thailand (36%), Malaysia 
(24%) and Indonesia (32%). This disparity 
upends conventional supply chain diversi-
fication strategies and closes any rerouting 
of Chinese exports through Southeast Asian 
countries en route to the US. The Singapore 
Straits Times Index plunged 7.5% on April 7, 
its steepest single-day decline since the 2008 
Global Financial Crisis, as markets grappled 
with the implications for the city-state’s ex-
port-driven economy. With a trade-to-GDP 
ratio of 311% — the highest among devel-
oped economies —Singapore’s vulnerability 
to global trade disruptions cannot be over-
stated. As Prime Minister Lawrence Wong 
announced, Singapore is forming a national 
task force to support businesses and work-
ers through this transition. The Ministry of 
Trade and Industry is already reviewing its 
2025 growth forecast of 1%-3%, with a like-
ly downward revision. For Singapore board 
directors, this represents not merely a trade 
challenge but a fundamental test of govern-
ance capabilities that will separate resilient 
companies from vulnerable ones in the com-
ing months.

A global trade reset
Trump’s April 2 announcement represents a 
significant escalation from previous trade pol-
icy positions. The administration’s decision 
to implement broad tariffs across virtually all 
trading partners signals a fundamental shift 
toward economic nationalism.

Unlike the more targeted approach of his 
first administration, these universal tariffs sug-
gest a comprehensive restructuring of Amer-
ica’s trade relationships. The philosophy is 
simple: if you want access to the American 
consumer, you either make it in the US or 
you pay for the privilege.

Singapore’s extraordinarily high trade de-
pendency means that tariff shocks reverberate 
throughout the economy with a magnified im-
pact compared to larger, more self-sufficient 
nations. The universal nature of Trump’s tariff 
announcement means that even Singapore’s 
strategy of diversifying trade relationships 
beyond the US provides limited insulation.

In addition, the Trump administration has 
explicitly mentioned potential additional sec-
toral tariffs on semiconductors and pharma-
ceuticals — areas where Singapore maintains 
significant manufacturing interests. Semi-
conductor manufacturing contributes about 
7% of Singapore’s GDP and is the country’s 
largest manufacturing segment, while phar-
maceutical production accounts for approx-
imately 3.5% of GDP.

Board fiduciary responsibilities
The current trade crisis elevates board directors’ 
fiduciary responsibilities to new levels of urgen-
cy and complexity. Directors must navigate their 
fundamental duty of care within an environment 
of extraordinary trade volatility and geopoliti-
cal uncertainty.

This requires deeper engagement with man-
agement on trade exposure assessment, contin-
gency planning and strategic repositioning. Un-
der Singapore’s Companies Act, directors have 
specific obligations regarding risk management 
and disclosure that take on heightened signifi-
cance during trade disruptions of this magnitude.

Despite the flurry of emergency board meet-
ings post-Liberation Day, many boards are still 
only focusing on the immediate impact of the 
tariffs and assuming a business-as-usual envi-
ronment once the current market volatility sub-
sides. If it isn’t already obvious, Liberation Day 
is more than just tariffs — it’s a clear sign that 
rules-based globalisation is over.

As Scott Bessent, the US Secretary of the 
Treasury, put it bluntly: “Globalism had a great 
run. But it’s over. This is about leverage now.”

The new US tariff structure is not about trade 
imbalances. It’s about reasserting control over 
semiconductors, AI chips, clean energy, rare 
earths and medical supplies. Unfortunately, 
small open economies like Singapore got caught 
in the crossfire.

Immediate priorities
Boards should request management for a com-
prehensive analysis of first-order direct tariff ex-
posure, second-order effects through suppliers 
and customers and third-order broader econom-
ic contagion. Where possible, the financial im-
pact should be quantified to the extent feasible 
to identify critical vulnerabilities requiring im-
mediate attention, as well as to incorporate di-
verse perspectives, including operations, finance, 
legal and government relations.

Best practices include modelling tariff im-
pacts on margins, cash flow and balance sheet 
strength, with clear mitigation plans for each. 
Given the extreme uncertainty underlying the ex-
posure modelling and the likelihood that this is 
not yet the end, Singapore boards need to chal-
lenge the assumptions underlying these models 
and ensure appropriate stress testing.

Watson EP Industries exemplifies this ap-
proach, as group executive director Joyce Seow 
noted: “April will be a busy month for us as we 
study the costs involved and continue discussions 
with our customers on the viability of shifting 
some of these productions to Singapore.”

Review liquidity and financial resilience
Boards should scrutinise updated cash flow pro-
jections, debt covenant implications and capital 
allocation plans in light of likely margin compres-

sion and market volatility. Directors should pay 
particular attention to financial flexibility, ensur-
ing the company maintains sufficient liquidity to 
navigate extended periods of trade disruption.

Engage with key stakeholders
Boards should ensure management is proactively 
communicating with critical stakeholders. This 
reality must be communicated transparently to 
stakeholders while avoiding creating unneces-
sary anxiety.

Strategic recalibration for resilience
Singapore has many advantages entering this 
storm: trust, stability, world-class infrastructure, 
an AAA credit rating, 27 FTAs and a reputation 
for neutrality and integrity.

While the 10% tariff increase is significant, it 
is still much lower than Malaysia’s 24% or Viet-
nam’s 46%, giving Singapore manufacturers a 
clear cost advantage. As Spaze Investment man-
aging director Alex Ng noted, this puts Singapore 
in a “relatively better position.”

By narrowing the cost differential vs oth-
er lower-cost countries, this helps improve the 
business case to re-shore high value-add man-
ufacturing back to Singapore, especially when 
all else is considered.

Already, Watson EP Industries has been re-
ceiving enquiries from its US clients if produc-
tion could be done in Singapore instead, since 
a 20% tariff was imposed on China goods ear-
lier this year.

SGTech chair Nicholas Lee also noted: “We 
may see opportunities for non-US firms to step 
in as alternative providers. In fact, some large 
regional enterprises already facing rising costs 
from US vendors are considering switching pro-
viders — this could accelerate that shift.”

Re-assess business model resilience
Boards should engage management in evaluating 
the fundamental resilience of the current busi-
ness model in a potentially prolonged high-tar-
iff environment. This may require considering 
structural changes to production locations, cus-
tomer segments, or even core product offerings.

The most forward-thinking boards will use 
this disruption as an opportunity to reconsider 
strategic positioning more broadly. The contrast 
between proactive and reactive boards is already 
becoming apparent – companies that started their 
risk assessment and mitigation strategies per the 
strategic risk framework discussed in my earli-
er February article are navigating the disruption 
with greater confidence, while those that delayed 
comprehensive risk assessments now face com-
pressed timeframes for critical decisions.

Leverage FTAs to accelerate geographic  
diversification
While the US accounts for 11% of Singapore’s 

total exports and constitutes 14% of global trade, 
board directors should guide management teams 
to explore the remaining 86% of international 
trade by leveraging Singapore’s network of 26 
FTAs globally.

Different FTAs have different Rules of Origin 
criteria, ranging from 35% to 55% Regional Val-
ue Content. The EU-Singapore FTA offers par-
ticular advantages for pharmaceutical and chem-
ical products, while the CPTPP provides strategic 
access to markets like Japan and Canada. Giv-
en the complexity of the FTAs, companies will 
need to educate themselves adequately to ben-
efit fully. A good source to start is EnterpriseSG.

Diversified growth portfolio strategy
From a risk management perspective, companies 
reliant on a single product line or geographic 
market face existential risk. A strategy of devel-
oping growth opportunities across multiple di-
mensions, ranging from innovation, new prod-
ucts and geographies, distribution channels, etc., 
ensures that the company has diversified drivers 
of growth, leading to topline resilience.

Growth diversification also enables the compa-
ny to differentiate sufficiently to justify premium 
pricing to offset tariff costs or create unique value 
propositions less sensitive to price competition.

Double down on Industry 4.0 and automation
Singapore will never outcompete other  
Southeast Asian countries solely based on la-
bour costs. But Singapore companies can scale 
more productively with precision robotics, 
AI-applications and machine vision technolo-
gies. Singapore already boasts the second-high-
est robot density globally, with 730 industrial  
robots per 10,000 employees, trailing only South  
Korea and ahead of Germany, Japan and China.

Strengthen financial resilience
More than ever, Singapore companies need to 
optimise their cost structure. Working capital 
efficiency, reduced energy consumption, busi-
ness restructuring, digitisation and AI — every 
improvement helps to reduce costs and build re-
silience against tariff impacts.

Beyond crisis to opportunity
While Trump’s tariff announcement represents 
a significant challenge for Singapore compa-
nies, boards that provide thoughtful guidance 
and strategic oversight can help their organisa-
tions not merely survive but potentially thrive 
amid the disruption.

The experience reinforces a fundamental 
principle of effective corporate governance: for-
ward-looking risk management is not merely a 
compliance exercise but a source of competitive 
advantage. A proactive risk management capa-
bility that provides boards with value-added in-
sights to support decision-making now finds 
companies better positioned than reactive peers.

For Singapore, the current tariff shock un-
derscores both vulnerability and resilience. The 
country’s economic success has always depend-
ed on navigating shifting global currents with 
agility and foresight.

Singapore boards now face a historic inflexion 
point — a moment that will distinguish boards 
with the foresight to transform vulnerability into 
advantage from those that merely manage the cri-
sis. This is not simply about weathering a trade 
storm but about reimagining Singapore’s posi-
tion in a fragmented global economy. E  
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