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Aspire to be a technopreneur, 
rather than a doctor or lawyer 

What Singapore has achieved 
today is an amalgamation 
of attentive economic poli-

cy and its move to rise up the value 
chain of production and services. 

What Singapore needs for tomor-
row, however, is to push the bounda-
ries of its productive capacity, and this 
is where technopreneurship comes in-
to play. Technopreneurship can play a 
role in solving problems and improv-
ing the standard of living of a society 
as a whole. 

The recent introduction of taxi-
booking mobile applications such as 
GrabTaxi, as well as those by foreign 
players such as Uber and Hailo, is only 
one example of how technology start-
ups are helping to improve process-
es and increase the efficiency of the 
transport system. 

Such innovations and new players 
challenge conventional practices and 
norms, and no doubt generate vari-
ous controversial issues that need to 
be addressed. 

Other examples include websites, 
such as Chope and HungryGoWhere, 
that help users make reservations 
in advance and avoid waiting in long 
lines at popular dining places. 

developing an ecosystem to support technopreneurship 
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How Europe should  
tackle migration crisisEurope is facing a historic mo-

ment. By the end of this year, 
the number of people applying 

for asylum in the European Union will 
exceed one million. The human cost of 
this refugee crisis is appalling. How-
ever, in all but a handful of cases, the 
response of Europe’s governments has 
been tentative, at best: Acknowledging 
the need to do more, while fearing the  
implications.

Some politicians fear the burden 
that migrants will impose on local 
communities and taxpayers. Oth-
ers fear extremists masquerading as 
genuine refugees. Above all, many are 
scared of public opinion, which — for 
all the heart-warming scenes of wel-
come and support for asylum-seekers 
— remains hesitant and even hostile 
to the prospect of still more migrants 
from war-torn, troubled countries, 
especially if they practise a different  
religion.

European leaders cannot afford 
to be afraid. The refugee crisis is not 
one from which they can opt out. No 
magic wand will empower leaders to 
transport more than a million people 
back across the Aegean and the Bos-
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phorus to Mosul and Aleppo, or across 
the Mediterranean to Eritrea, Soma-
lia and Sudan.

The reintroduction of border con-
trols and the construction of fences 
may buy time for over-stretched coun-
tries, but no one can seriously expect 
to keep out people who are so desper-
ate to move. Given the dire conditions 
in the countries from which they are 
fleeing, perhaps half of the asylum-
seekers will qualify for residency un-
der even the strictest rules. So, what-
ever the sensitivity or ambivalence of 
public opinion, European leaders will 
have to find a bold, coordinated and 
unified response.

INTEGRATING MIGRANTS  
INTO SOCIETIES

There are three challenges. The first 
is to agree on a fair allocation of ref-
ugees within Europe; despite their 
vast numbers, these desperate peo-
ple must be provided with shelter, 

food and support. This will be diffi-
cult enough.

The second challenge is to start the 
process of integrating refugees into 
Europe’s societies and economies. 
Some refugees will find it relatively 
easy to find jobs. A university-edu-
cated Syrian civil engineer arriving 
in Munich will need to learn some Ger-
man; but, once this is done, he or she is 
unlikely to have to wait too long before 
employers come knocking. Other asy-
lum-seekers have lower levels of edu-
cation, and many may well be trauma-
tised by their experience of war and 
exodus. It will take time and effort to 
integrate them — and many voters 
will be sceptical of the process, espe-
cially given that successful integration 
or assimilation will not come cheap.

However, paying the price to ac-
cept and integrate today’s asy-
lum-seekers could reap signif i-
cant benef its for the Europe of 
tomorrow. Our work at the Organi-
sation for Economic Co-operation  

and Development shows that migra-
tion, if well managed, can spur growth 
and innovation. Unfortunately, in the 
past, migration has not always been 
well managed: Migrants have been 
concentrated in ghetto-like condi-
tions, with few public services or em-
ployment prospects.

Even so, the evidence from the 
OECD’s 34 member countries is that 
immigrants generally pay more in tax-
es and social security contributions 
than they receive in individual bene-
fits. Today, we have released a policy 
brief on the current refugee crisis. Put 
simply, Europe needs migrants and 
the new skills they can bring. Oth-
erwise, as its population falls, it will 
struggle to pay pensions and health-
care costs in the future (already in the 
decade to 2010, immigration account-
ed for 65 per cent of the increase in the 
EU workforce).

Many will argue that refugees 
who lack the skills that the economy 
demands will be harder to integrate 
than other newcomers. Perhaps so. 
But, because we now know a great 
deal about what has worked in reset-
tling migrants, we can hope to avoid 
the mistakes of the past — not least 
by documenting and sharing the ex-
periences of the countries that have 
managed migration well.

Technoprenuership, with its em-
phasis on disruptive innovations and 
agile processes, will help in the push 
towards an adaptive economy. Social-
ly and culturally, being at the cross-
roads of East and West, Singapore 
has a society that fosters diversity  
of ideas. 

Its strategic position has attracted 
and will continue to attract foreigners 
who are likely to contribute to the tech-
nopreneurship scene in Singapore. 
They include Skype co-founder Toivo 
Annus, who has already made notable 
investments in Singapore-based start-
up companies, and Mr Eduardo Saver-
in, the co-founder of Facebook.

DEVELOPING 
TECHNOPRENEURSHIP

As a forward-looking nation, Singa-
pore has long appreciated the need 
for developing a vibrant technopre-
neurship scene. 

Back in 1991, the National Science 
and Technology Board (now the Agen-
cy for Science, Technology and Re-
search) had a US$1 billion (S$1.41 bil-
lion) Technopreneurship Innovation 
Fund to push for Singapore’s techno-
preneurship initiatives.

This interest has continued to the 
present day, as seen in government-

led initiatives such as the commitment 
to invest S$16.1 billion in research, in-
novation and enterprise from 2011 to 
this year, with this sum likely to in-
crease further. 

In addition, numerous start-up 
grants and schemes are available. 
They include the Early Stage Venture 
Fund run by the National Research 
Foundation to partner with venture 
capital firms to invest in start-ups 
on a one-to-one basis, and Accredita-
tion@IDA, which aims to help start-
ups to obtain contracts with bigger 
companies. 

Most recently, a new start-up fa-
cility named BASH (Build Amazing 
Startups Here) was launched to serve 
as an integrated start-up space, boast-

ing a prototype lab and community 
networks. 

No government can, nor will want 
to, claim all the credit, as the private 
sector has also contributed immense-
ly to the development of technopre-
neurship. 

There is a growing number of 
highly-active venture capital firms 
and start-up incubators such as Ra-
kuten Ventures and JFDI, which not 
only provide the funding and mentor-
ship required to groom technopre-
neurs, but also help to increase the 
interest in start-up companies among  
Singaporeans.  

Local bank DBS has also launched 
a venture debt programme for tech-
nopreneurs to provide financing for 
technology start-ups in their growth 
stages. Consequently, the number of 
technology-related start-ups has bur-
geoned, and a handful of technopre-
neurs have already managed to clinch 
international deals. 

In 2013, venture capital deals 
for Singaporean technology firms 
amounted to a total of US$1.71 billion, 
placing the country ahead of Hong 
Kong, Japan and South Korea. 

Last year, Singapore had around 
160 Internet-related firms for eve-
ry million inhabitants, putting it 
ahead of countries such as Spain and  
the Netherlands.

CREATING A CONDUCIVE 
ENVIRONMENT

 
It is hard to say which industries these 
technopreneurs will shake up the 
most. Two of the largest venture cap-
ital investments made in 2013 were in 
e-commerce fashion start-ups Zalora 
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This brings us to the third, and 
greatest, challenge that European 
leaders have to overcome: The fear of 
migrants. Integration is a precondition 
for the public acceptance of future le-
gal flows. The presumption is that “we” 
are integrated, whereas “they” are 
not. And yet almost everyone has a mi-
grant somewhere in their family tree, 
often not many generations back. The 
distinction between “us” and “them” 
is not as sharp as we might assume.

None of today’s leaders expected 
to face a human tragedy on the scale 
of what we now see in the Mediterra-
nean and across Europe. But how they 
respond will determine how they are 
judged by their citizens and by history.

This is not a numbers game. Lead-
ers should shift their attention from 
questions concerning “how many” and 
“where” to the “what” of the crisis — 
namely, what they should be doing to 
integrate these newcomers into their 
societies and economies. They must 
exercise their leadership to convince 
the public that migrants — above all, 
those most in need of protection — 
give more than they take. 

In this moment of crisis, we should 
all heed the words of the Mexican nov-
elist Carlos Fuentes: “Recognise your-
self in he and she who are not like you 
and me.” pROJect sYNDicate

and Reebonz, reflecting the huge po-
tential e-commerce has.

The e-commerce trend is likely to 
continue. For example, SingPost has 
set up SP eCommerce to provide inte-
grated e-commerce solutions. Other 
industries likely to flourish are those 
that are able to capitalise on Singa-
pore’s social, geographical and cultur-
al comparative advantages. 

Start-ups related to big data are al-
ready discovering the value of apply-
ing analytics insights to various indus-
tries that have a high growth potential 
in Singapore, such as healthcare given 
the country’s ageing population. 

The country’s strategic positioning 
between Western and Asian markets 
will also allow data analytics compa-
nies to play an integral role in provid-
ing insights into Asian markets that 
are of value to Western companies, 
and vice versa. 

It cannot be assumed that the mo-
mentum in technopreneurship devel-
opment in Singapore today will con-
tinue in the future. 

To ensure its continued develop-
ment, it is essential for Singapore to 
nurture an internal technopreneur-
ship sector akin to the Silicon Val-
ley in the US. This will require three 
key factors: Engaging and retaining 
top talent; supporting the technopre-
neurship ecosystem; and changing  
mindsets. 

At present, a key barrier to at-
tracting technopreneurship-related 
talent to Singapore is that the envi-
ronment is still at a relatively early de-
velopment stage. While giants such as 
Google and Facebook have offices in 
Singapore, their key product develop-
ment work remains in Silicon Valley. 

If Singapore can shift towards be-
coming a more significant hub for pro-
gramming, product design, branding 
and other key areas, talent who come 
to the Republic to work are likely to 
develop their own technopreneurship 
ideas in the country later on. 

The Lion City should continue to 
further support other key parts of 
the technopreneurship landscape, 
including idea incubation, funding, 
training and mentorship, which it has  
already done. 

Just as how a substantial amount 
of effort has been placed on attracting 
foreign direct investment from large 
multinational corporations, Singapore 
needs to ensure that the effort to at-
tract international venture capital and 
incubators is sustained so as to build a 
stronger technopreneurship network. 

It is more likely for Singapore tech-
nopreneurship to have an enduring 
success if, at the start, an endearing 
culture can be imbued that will moti-
vate its population to want to develop 

an enterprising mindset. 
This involves moving away from 

the traditional focus on job security 
and wealth accumulation, and cre-
ating a hunger for innovation and  
impact. 

Hopefully, the new generation of 
Singaporeans will grow up aspiring 
not only to be doctors, lawyers and 
bankers, but innovative technopre-
neurs who will help to create not only 
a better Singapore, but a better world 
for all. 
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