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Little CNY cheer for  
retailers as consumers  
curb their spending
SINGAPORE — Usually, at this time of the 
year when Chinese New Year (CNY) is 
just around the corner, Ms Evelyn Ng, a 
shop assistant at a candy store, would 
be very busy at work. These days, how-
ever, business has been lukewarm — so 
much so that the shop will be moving 
out of 112 Katong in a few days. 

“Look around — does it feel like 
it’s just days away from CNY?” said 
Ms Ng, pointing to the mall’s vacant 
atrium space, which, in better times, 
would be filled with vendors, espe-
cially during the festive period. “I am 
managing some S$200 worth of sales 
like I do on usual days,” she said.   

The uncertainty plaguing the 
economy and the jobs market have 
dampened shoppers’ mood at malls 
in the run-up to CNY. Shops in sev-
eral malls TODAY visited over the 
past few days reported lower earn-
ings compared with the same period 
in previous years, and atrium spaces 
were uncharacteristically empty. 

A cashier at an international fash-
ion store at 313@Somerset, who de-
clined to be named, said that sales are 
“40 to 50 per cent” lower, compared 
with the CNY period in the past two 
years. “We now have two to three 
assistants per floor, compared with 
about six last year,” she said. 

Mr Pushpendra Sharma, founder 
of SpacesGenie.com — an online re-
tail spaces booking and listing plat-
form — said demand for atrium space 
has been lacklustre amid the slump for 
brick and mortar retailers. 

Singapore’s traditional retailers 
have been hit by a double whammy of 
an economic slowdown and the rise 
of e-commerce. But those who have 
adapted to the new landscape are far-
ing better. For example, home decor 
retailer Crate and Barrel said its busi-
ness this festive season had improved 
from the past year. “We are certainly 
responding to the trend of consumers 
going digital through our communica-

tion efforts,” said Mr Samuel Stephen 
Wright, brand manager at Crate and 
Barrel Singapore.

Responding to TODAY’s queries, 
some mall owners noted that the unu-
sually short period this time — of about 
one month — between Christmas and 
CNY may have resulted in consumers 
cutting down their spending.  

A City Square Mall spokesperson 
said the shopping centre has seen 
“healthy level of footfall and in-mall 
spending redemptions” during Christ-
mas, which is expected to continue 
through CNY. Similarly, a Frasers Cen-
trepoint Malls spokesperson said its 
promotions have been “well-received 
through Christmas, and we expect it to 
carry on into the CNY period”. “How-
ever, with such a short gap between the 
celebrations for the two festive periods, 
there is a higher tendency for shoppers 
to combine their spending.” 

With the first two days of CNY 
falling on a weekend, mall managers 
expect a large number of shops and 
eateries to be open during the public 
holidays. Mall owners said there has 
been no let-up in promotional efforts 
to spur consumer spending. For exam-
ple, at Northpoint in Yishun — which 
is owned by Frasers Centrepoint — 
there is an ongoing lucky draw pro-
motion that runs until June 30. A lion 
dance performance and red packet 
giveaways, among other initiatives, 
are also on the cards. 

Ms Ameerah Khairudin, 20, who 
works in the Orchard Road area, said 
there was “no point spending when 
it is so tough to find jobs”. She said: 
“We see so many people losing jobs. It 
worries me.” Retiree Gloria Leong, 68, 
noted that the malls are quieter. But 
with retailers desperate to drive up 
sales, she said: “I have not seen shops 
offering such hefty discounts during 
peak season before. Given the smaller 
crowd, we find it easier to shop around 
these days.” RumI HARdASmAlANI

Shoppers at Centrepoint mall in Orchard yesterday. A Frasers Centrepoint spokesperson said it  
expects its Chinese New Year promotions to remain well-received among shoppers. PHOTO: JASON QUAH
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Fish and veggie prices soar, but customers undeterredSINGAPORE — Singaporeans will be pay-
ing twice as much as usual to dine on 
pomfret this Chinese New Year, as 
prices at wet markets continue to soar 
— par for the course when the festive 
season rolls around.

Some vegetables also cost more 
than usual, not just because of Chi-
nese New Year, but also because bad 
weather is affecting supply, said stall-
holders TODAY spoke to. 

At the Chinatown Wet Market in 
Chinatown Complex, prices of pom-
fret range from S$70 to S$100 per ki-
lo, double the usual amount. 

Selling pomfret at about S$70 to 
S$80 per kg, seafood stallholder Ed-
die Seetow said that the prices of some 
seafood items have been decreasing 
in the past week due to low demand, 
but the price of pomfret has continued 
to increase due to limited supply and 
high demand. 

“The Chinese market is very big, 
and there is a high demand for Chi-
nese pomfret, so the supply to Singa-
pore is very low,” he said. 

At the wet market at Tekka Centre, 
prices of pomfret ranged from S$60 to 
S$80 per kilo — twice the usual price. 
The Lee Chuan Seng Fishery stall sold 
prawns for S$25, 20 per cent more 
than the usual price. Grouper was sell-
ing for around S$80, up 50 per cent. 

The owner, who did not want to be 
named, pointed to high demand dur-
ing Chinese New Year as the reason 
for the hikes. 

Pomfret at Ghim Moh Market also 
saw an increase in price, selling for  
about S$80, compared with S$35 usu-
ally. Mr James Lee, owner of James 
Monger, said prices of most fish rose 
30 per cent. Bad weather, coupled with 
the need to meet the huge demand from 
countries such as China, Indonesia and 
Malaysia, also crimped supply, he said.

Pomfret being sold 
at a Chinatown 
wet market. The 
price of the fish 
has increased by 
more than double 
at some markets, 
selling for as  
high as S$100 per 
kg during Chinese 
New Year.  
PHOTO: ERNEST CHUA

Clan, NGOs to bring festive 
cheer to migrant workers
TOH EE MiNg
toheeming@mediacorp.com.sg

SINGAPORE — While thousands of Chi-
nese nationals are flocking back to 
their hometowns to welcome the Year 
of the Rooster — a period marked by 
feasting, merrymaking and family re-
unions — a large group of Chinese mi-
grants here will be spending the fes-
tive season far away from home.

To help these foreigners experience 
the warmth and joy of the season, the 
Huang Clan Association (Singapore) 
will treat about 150 migrant workers 
to a meal of yu sheng and traditional 
Chinese steamboat, as well as a kara-
oke session, at its complex in Geylang 
on Feb 4.

While the event is aimed at reach-

ing out to workers from the Chinese 
mainland, the organisers will also in-
vite workers of other nationalities.

This is the first time that the as-
sociation is organising the event in 
partnership with social enterprise 
Love Action Project. Aimed at pro-
moting cross-cultural exchanges, its 
supporting beneficiary is the Migrant  
Workers’ Centre.

Apart from being treated to a 
hearty meal, the workers will also 
be given hongbaos, Mandarin orang-
es and international phone calling 
cards, each with 180 minutes worth of  
talk time.

Noting that youths may equate clan 
associations with “a thing of the for-
gotten past”, Mr Stanley Ng, 32, the 
association’s secretary-general of the 

youth committee, said they are look-
ing to refresh and rejuvenate the im-
age of clan associations and make it 
more “palatable” to the young. One 
way is by adopting social causes and 
providing platforms for youths to be 
engaged in.

Mr Ng and long-time friend from 
his university days, Mr Joe Tan, 
co-founder of Love Action Project, 
hopes to make this Chinese New Year 
gathering for migrant workers an  
annual affair. 

“(We want) to get more clans in-
volved in this, so that we can unite 
the clans in Singapore for a common 
cause,” said Mr Tan, 34.

Meanwhile, other organisations, 
such as HealthServe and Humanitar-
ian Organisation for Migration Eco-
nomics (Home), are also doing their 
part to help bring some festive cheer 
to migrant workers. 

For example, HealthServe is organ-
ising an outing to the Istana on Sun-
day, and holding a reunion dinner ear-
ly next month.

A HealthServe spokesperson noted 
that there are many Chinese workers 

who, after being injured on the job, are 
unable to work while waiting for their 
compensation claims to be settled.

“HealthServe community ends up 
being these workers’ ‘family’ while 
they are here in Singapore. As the 
workers are not able to celebrate 
CNY with their families back home 
in China, we organise these outings 
and dinners so that they are able to 
celebrate a holiday that is extremely 
important to them … (It’s) a way to get 
their minds off of their situation, see 
a bit of Singapore, and enjoy them-
selves,” said the spokesperson.

Ms Jacqueline Tan, the commu-
nications/partnerships executive for 
Home, which is organising a joint cel-
ebration with HealthServe on Feb 10, 
noted that some Chinese workers are 
staying back in Singapore while wait-
ing for their salary- or injury-related 
cases to be resolved. 

“Celebrating the Chinese New 
Year with them is just our small way 
of bringing some cheer into their lives, 
and that we are a community and 
they are not alone in their problems,”  
she said.

The price hikes, said stallholders, 
was largely in line with the increases 
last year.

As for vegetables, some varieties 
saw little change in price, but bad 
weather has pushed up the cost of cer-
tain vegetables such as tang-oh (gar-
land chrysanthemum), which is popu-
larly used as a steamboat ingredient.

Chew Brothers Trading at the Tek-
ka Centre wet market reported a 30 
per cent increase in the price of vege-

tables. “(The increased prices are) not 
really because of Chinese New Year ... 
But because of the rainy season, (sup-
plies of vegetables) are not coming in,” 
said the owner, who did not want to 
be named.

Another stallholder selling vege-
tables at the Ghim Moh Market said 
tang-oh usually costs between S$8 
and S$10 per kg, but now costs S$20  
per kg. 

He said: “This year (the prices are) 

worse, because of the bad weather ...  
and the increase in demand in Malay-
sia and Singapore.”

However, some customers re-
mained unfazed by the higher prices, 
shrugging it off as the norm for the 
festive season. 

Said Ms Khimmy Lim, 40, who 
was shopping for fish and prawns: 
“It’s a once a year thing, so everyone 
wants to make a profit out of it. It’s  
expected.” JEONG HONGBIN
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