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SINGAPORE — The empty warehouse trans-

forms, by night, into an oriental courtesan 

house, with top chefs flown in from around 

the world to prepare five- to 12-course Miche-

lin star meals. For the post-dinner entertain-

ment, there are renowned circus acts or ce-

lebrity performances, also specially jetted in.

The good times are back, as they say. 

And big spenders here — corporations, for-

eign private bankers and hedge fund man-

agers out to impress their pampered clients 

— can attest to that, with extravagant parties 

that could easily top $100,000 for an eight-

person event.

MONO-E, a boutique events organiser 

that conceptualises customised events for 

clients, said this year has seen not only 

an unprecedented scale of spending, but 

also an increased frequency. Last year, the 

company was tasked with such “signature 

events” once a month on average; this year, 

it can “easily do four to five” a month, said 

MONO-E’s director Shaun Markus Lee.

“The mood is definitely better this year. 

The high net worth individuals and the ultra 

high net worth individuals (UHNWIs) are 

making a lot more money now,” said Mr Lee, 

adding that the firm’s revenue has increased 

threefold this year from last year.

Alcohol is another telling barometer. At 

more “casual settings” such as drinking holes 

like KPO or Balaclava frequented by bankers, 

open bars are slowly regaining popularity, 

and Mr Lee said clients can easily consume 

10 crates of Dom Perignon — premium cham-

pagne selling from $360 to $500 per bottle in 

clubs and pubs — within two hours. 

While the biggest spenders are usu-

ally UHNWIs working in foreign banks or 

private hedge funds looking to celebrate a 

good year with their equally high net worth 

clients, Mr Lee said looser purse strings have 

been observed across industries, from life-

style and consumer businesses to oil and 

gas companies.

“Sometimes they (clients) can literally 

just say: ‘Shaun, just go. Let me know the bill 

at the end of the day.’ And it’s scary — the bill 

will easily max out at least two credit cards 

of very high limits,” he said.

aLL eXPenSeS Paid triPS
With Singapore firmly shaking off the shad-

ow of a downturn — the economy is ex-

pected to grow by up to 15 per cent this year 

— the lavish ebullience is being witnessed at 

many entertainment outlets here. If a recent 

New York Times article is anything to go by, it 

mirrors the trend of indulgence among Wall 

Street’s and Hong Kong’s corporate elite. 

When approached by Weekend Today, 

Singapore-based companies were tight-

lipped about their corporate entertainment 

budget — one communications director 

expressed concern about appearing in a 

story about “conspicuous spending”. But 

interviews with nightspots, hotels and res-

taurants confirmed a spike in spending and 

higher volume of bookings for corporate 

events. 

One assistant vice-president who runs 

the Asia-Pacific sales operations of a telco 

solutions vendor said his team’s overall 

entertainment budget was up 15 per cent 

on-year. This has allowed him to splurge 

US$15,000 ($19,700) on his customers for 

an all-expenses paid trip to Sydney for a 

site visit, something he could not have done 

last year. 

Mr Nigel Moore, director of food-and-

beverage services at Swissotel The Stam-

ford — which owns the dining hub Equinox 

Complex perched on the tallest hotel in Sin-

gapore — cited how one well-known luxury 

jewellery company recently held a black-tie 

appreciation event for its most valued cus-

tomers. It got exclusive access for 100 guests 

to the Equinox Restaurant and City Space bar, 

which it brought in designers to transform, 

and hired models to escort guests through 

the red-carpet entrances. The whole evening 

cost “close to a mid-range five-digit figure”.

“Events on such a scale have been on the 

rise in 2010 and we look forward to hosting 

more in 2011,” said Mr Moore, adding that 

revenue from Equinox’s private dining rooms 

grew by a quarter from last year.

Even the humble gift hamper — budgets 

for which would typically be the first to go 

in times of corporate austerity — is seeing a 

resurgence in size and pomp.

At Noel Gifts International, hampers 

priced $500 and above are seeing a brisk 40 

per cent increase in sales compared to last 

year, said the gift company’s business de-

velopment manager Kim Wong. In fact, the 

top-selling item is a premium “Pinnacle” col-

lection — a 2m tower of imported chocolates, 

champagne and gourmet cheese crackers 

that can cost up to $950 per package.

“As the economy is doing better, we see 

that companies give to multiple recipients 

in the receiving company, spending differ-

ent amount tiers based on seniority,” said 

Ms Wong. In the thick of the downturn, she 

observed, “it would generally be one hamper 

for one company”. 

Nightlife guru Dennis Foo’s 17 nightspot 

outlets across St James Power Station at Har-

bour Front, Clarke Quay and Orchard Road 

have witnessed a 70-per-cent increase in 

corporate event revenues. Companies spend 

up to $100,000 at his bigger venues, such as 

Dragonfly and Shanghai Dolly, which hold 

up to 800 people.

On occasion, Mr Foo has had to shuttle 

among three concurrent events. “Last year, I 

could count with a few fingers the number of 

events I was invited to on my premises. This 

year, I can’t count on both hands!”

Iconic nightspot Zouk, meanwhile, has 

seen a 25-per-cent jump in corporate event 

bookings in the fourth quarter. “Corporate 

clients usually spend on drinks and catering 

with requests ranging from free-flow pack-

ages to loose drinks and minimum spending. 

Spending can go as high as $50,000 a night,” 

said Ms Sofie C, Zouk’s business develop-

ment manager. 

GeneroUS StaFF rewardS
With 2010 drawing to a lucrative close, com-

panies are also more generous with reward-

ing staff — in the words of a Hong Leong 

Group spokesmen, “willing to pull out all 

the stops for their employees”.

“For example, the Grand Copthorne Wa-

terfront recently hosted an outdoor event 

with an ‘under the sea’ theme. Props which 

included an ice sculpture and specially de-

signed buffet centrepieces came up to an 

additional $9,800,” said Hong Leong, which 

owns the Millennium & Copthorne Hotel 

brand. Corporate bookings for its six Singa-

pore hotels have risen by as much as 30 per 

cent, with clients ranging from those in the 

banking and finance sector, shipping and oil, 

to pharmaceutical industries. 

Last month, DBS threw a 4,160-seat din-

ner and dance for staff at Resorts World 

Sentosa’s (RWS) Compass Ballroom — the 

biggest corporate event to date at the inte-

grated resort. While DBS declined to provide 

details, Weekend Today’s checks with bank 

staff showed it has been more than five years 

since the bank — which employs 7,500 peo-

ple here — last held a combined D&D across 

its various departments.

In its first year of operation, RWS has 

been hosting an average of 150 events a 

month, said spokesman Robin Goh. And 

since Universal Studios Singapore opened 

on March 18, “we have done more than 50 

events of various sizes for major corporate 

clients such as DBS, JP Morgan, Singtel, Canon, 

IBM and EMC, with many more lined up for 

next year”, he said. 

Still, the fun and games are 

not all what they used to be in 

the heydays of 2007, when corpo-

rate merrymaking among banks 

reached its peak before the col-

lapse of Lehman Brothers and 

the ensuing global financial crisis 

brought entertainment spending 

to a standstill.

According to a 27-year-old 

priority banker at a foreign bank 

with a large retail presence in 

Singapore, gone are the incen-

tive trips to expensive locales like 

Paris or Milan once awarded to 

the bank’s top revenue earners. 

“After the sub-prime crisis, 

there’s definitely a major differ-

ence in how the bank rewards 

its staff. 

“They may be making the 

same efforts and getting the same 

recognition, but they just don’t 

get the trips anymore. It really 

used to be a ‘work hard and play 

hard’ environment, now it’s a lot 

more prudent,” she said.

A private banker at a French 

bank added: “Although they 

(banks) are less tight on cost-cut-

ting, which means you can travel 

more for your business trips and 

spend a little bit more for your 

clients, the general mood is still 

quite cautious.”

Still, managing director 

Lynette Foo of upmarket cooking 

school Palate Sensations finds cli-

ents are generally “happier com-

pared to last year”. 

“Definitely, the expenditure is 

more fun and elaborate this year,” 

she said. Corporate bookings at 

the school, which offers team 

bonding sessions, have jumped 

at least 25 per cent.

“One of our clients had a 

good year, so they gave everyone 

iPhones and a good quality knife 

which they all used to chop and 

slice and dice while imagining 

their competitors!” she quipped.

Professor Jean Yeung, a soci-

ologist at the National University 

of Singapore’s Asia Research In-

stitute, reiterated that anxieties 

among citizens must continue to 

be eased. This can be done through 

more education and outreach ef-

forts to highlight the contributions 

of immigrants, for instance. 

Said Prof Yeung: “(There is the 

need) to affirm that Singaporeans 

are the priority of Singapore soci-

ety, making sure that their life is 

well taken care of, infrastructure is 

well ... You need to increase the im-

migrants, but the local population 

shouldn’t feel threatened about it.”

concernS oVer the eLderLy
The review also found that under 

half of active Central Provident 

Fund members were able to meet 

the Minimum Sum requirement 

upon reaching 55 years old. The 

proportion has fallen steadily since 

2005 — from 55.6 per cent to 49 per 

cent last year. 

The review pointed out that 

this was partly due to the raising 

of the Minimum Sum to keep up 

with inflation. 

It noted that a falling trend 

was reversed for the proportion of 

members attaining Minimum Sum 

after lump sum withdrawal, due to 

tweaks to the withdrawal rule. 

Nevertheless, observers noted 

that the figures raise concerns over 

the ability of the elderly to depend 

on themselves in retirement, at a 

time when family ties appear to be 

under stress. 

The review found that the pro-

portion of Singaporeans who agree 

they have a close-knit family fell 

from 96 per cent in 2006 to 89 per 

cent last year. 

The decline “may be due to the 

stresses of the economic down-

turn”, said the review, which added 

that the Government “will continue 

to monitor this trend”.

Prof Yeung pointed out that 

some Singaporeans do not marry 

or have children. 

“That means they are going 

to need to accumulate enough on 

their own — or the Government 

will have to increase its support to 

the elderly,” she said.

extravagance is back,  
as corporates and 
financial elites pull out 
all the stops to pamper 
clients and fete staff

resorts world Sentosa’s compass 
ballroom, one of the largest in the 
region, has seen a rise in lavish 
corporate events such as a 4,000-seat 
dinner and dance for a bank. 
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return of the big spender
companies book venues like Zouk for 
events such as private concerts. 
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