
 

 

1 In-Focus! 

 

Welcome to In-Focus! This edition marks the launch of what we intend to be a regular digital report 

from the Research and Information Division on key topics and issues of importance to POIC Lahad 

Datu. The inspiration of In-Focus! comes from POIC Sabah’s stance as a knowledge-based 

organisation; it is also in line with the Research and Information Division’s role in providing and 

responding to pertinent data requests and analyses, both internally and externally.   

The key objective is to provide a quick overview and analysis of the current subject matter. For 

readers who may choose to further pursue a particular subject matter, the citations and references 

provided would be pertinent entry points.   

In this first edition of In-Focus!, we looked into the CEO’s request to study the inter-plays between 

the growth of Singapore and the development of its port and logistics sector and identify possible 

lessons they may offer for POIC Lahad Datu.   

  

I. Introduction  

The phenomenal growth of Singapore from a 
backwater entre-port to first world economy within 
the span of a generation is linked in important 
ways with the growth of the port of Singapore. 
With scarce natural resources, the island nation 
capitalised on its longstanding strategic maritime 
trade location within the Asia-Pacific region. Today, 
the maritime industry contributes around 7 per 
cent to Singapore's GDP, or 10 per cent of the 
services sector that in turn accounts up to three-
quarters of the Singapore economy.1 

This brief report starts with a summary of the key 
milestones in the evolution of Singapore port. This 
is followed by an overview of some key statistics 
and information on the port development and its 
contributions. A SWOT analysis of Singapore’s 
transport and logistics industry is then presented to 
further underline the development dynamics of the 
port of Singapore. The last three sections provide 
some observations and outline possible lessons 
that POIC Lahad Datu may consider vis-à-vis the 
Singapore’s experience.   

 

                                                             
1 http://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/business/singapore/how-singapore-s-port/1796336.html 

        

                

 

 

Research and Information Divison 

 

 

 

Economic Growth and Port Development:  

The Singapore Experience 

1 Introduction 

2 Development of the Port of Singapore 

3 Some Important Facts and Statistics 

4 Key Contributing Factors, Economic 

Contributions and Advantages 

6 SWOT Analysis  

7 Parallels with POIC Lahad Datu 

9 Some Lessons for POIC Lahad Datu 

10 Conclusions 



 

 

2 In-Focus! 

II. Development of the Port of Singapore            
Table 1: Key Milestones 

  

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(a) History 

1819: Arrival of Sir Stamford Raffles. Founding of modern Singapore as free port. 

1946: Singapore Port Workers Union (SPWU) is formed.  

1964:  Port of Singapore Authority (PSA) formed as a statutory board.  

1967: Port Officers' Union (POU) is formed.  

1971: Takes over British Naval Base at Sembawang and establishes Sembawang 
Wharves. 

1972: Arrival of the first containership to Singapore, M.V. Nihon on 23 June. 
Operations at first container berth commence at Tanjong Pagar Terminal.  

1982: Singapore becomes the world's busiest port by shipping tonnage. Achieves 
one million TEUs in a year for the first time. 

1984: Introduces the first version of PORTNET® - a one-stop 24-hour paperless 
electronic system, linking PSA ports and the shipping community.  

1988: Implements CITOS®, a proprietary Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP) 
system that coordinates and integrates PSA's entire port operations.  

1990: Crosses five million TEUs mark in a year and becomes the world's largest 
container port for the first time.  

1991: Keppel Terminal starts operations. Singapore Port Institute is established.   

1992:  Official opening of Brani Terminal. 

1994: Achieves 10 million TEUs in a year.  

1996: Establishes first overseas project, Dalian Container Terminal, in China.  

 

Victoria Dock, Tanjong Pagar, 1890’s 

Port of Singapore, Present 

Table 1 provides a snapshot of the historical 

development of the port of Singapore. It shows 

notable milestones in the evolution of the port 

of Singapore in its continued efforts to maintain 

its competitive edge in the global maritime 

sphere.   

(b) Corporatisation and Beyond 

1997: PSA corporatises and is renamed PSA Corporation Limited.  

1998: PSA becomes the first terminal operator to achieve handling 100 million containers since the start of operations. 

2000: Pasir Panjang Terminal officially opens. 

2002: Celebrates 30 years of containerisation. 

2003: PSA International Private Limited becomes the main holding company for PSA Group. Officially launches COSCO-PSA Terminal 
(CPAT) at Pasir Panjang Terminal.  

2005: Achieves 20 million TEUs in a year. Enters into a joint venture with Mediterranean Shipping Company (MSC)  to jointly manage and 
operate a container terminal for MSC at Pasir Panjang Terminal.   

2006: MSC-PSA Asia Terminal Pte Ltd (MPAT) officially opens. EMMA MAERSK, the world's largest containership with a declared 
capacity of 11,000 TEUs makes her first Asian call at Pasir Panjang Terminal.  

2007: Enters into a joint venture with NYK and K Line to operate Singapore's first dedicated car terminal, Asia Automobile Terminal 
Singapore (AATS), at Pasir Panjang Terminal. 

2008: Enters into a joint venture with PIL to operate a dedicated container terminal, PIL- PSA Singapore Terminal, at Keppel Terminal.  

2009: Pasir Panjang Automobile Terminal (PPAT), which houses AATS, begins operations. PSA Club celebrates its 60th Anniversary.  

2012: PSA celebrates 40 years of containerisation and 15 years of corporatisation. 
 
PSA announces the development of Pasir Panjang Terminal Phases 3 & 4, which will be fully operational by end 2017. 

2014: PSA Singapore is the first port in the world to have cumulatively handled 500 million TEUs. 

2015: Official opening of Pasir Panjang Terminal Phases 3 & 4 by Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong. 

Source: https://www.singaporepsa.com/about-us/history 
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III. Some Important Facts and Statistics 

 

The port of Singapore has seemingly been fortuitous in being able to align itself with the evolving needs 

and demand of the global transport and logistics industry. As indicated by the compilation of key facts and 

statistics below, Singapore had been able to parlay its strategic geographical location to its great advantage 

through timely measures to strengthen its position as a global maritime hub.   

 

 Logistics contribution to GDP in 2015 is 7.4% (Transportation & Storage)2 

 

 Network of free trade agreements with major economies of the world such as AFTA, EFTA, USA, China, 

Japan, South Korea, Australia, New Zealand, Panama, India and Jordan. The world’s busiest port with 

the largest container transhipment hub and topmost bunkering. Excellent network of 250 shipping 

lines with linkages to 600 ports in 123 countries. In 2000, there were only 15 shipping groups. By 2014, 

this has grown to 130.3  

 

 In 2007, 27.1 million TEUs of containers were handled by the Singapore Terminals with the group’s 

global throughput at 58.9 million TEUs.4 By 2014, total TEUs handled had grown to 33.55 million.5 

 

 The logistics sector is known for its technological capabilities such as TradeXchange®, which facilitates 

information exchange within the trade and logistics facility. TradeXchange® also offers a single 

electronic window for integrated workflow, submissions as well as enquiries to the sea ports, airports, 

maritime authorities, Customs and Competent Authorities 6 

 

 Navigational safety and maritime security are very crucial for a busy port and Singapore had invested 

heavily in advanced systems including the Port Operations Control Centres (POCCs) and Vessel Traffic 

Information System (VTIS) to monitor the movement of every vessel in its waters.7 

 

 An average of about 60 ships and 91,000 containers are handled per day. About 6% or 5,000 of these 

containers end their journey in Singapore, while the remainders are shipped out to other destinations 

around the world.8  

 

 The development of Singapore’s pertrochemical industries has been helped by Singapore’s strategic 

position between oil producing countries in the Middle East and big consumers like Japan, Hong Kong, 

Taiwan, South Korea and the western United States. With a capacity of 1.1 million barrels per day, 

Singapore is the largest refining centre in the world. Twenty five percent (25%) of its trade value 

comes from petroleum products and Singapore serves as the oil refining and distribution centre for all 

of Southeast Asia. Singapore can accommodate large tankers, process the oil and re-export it because 

of its efficient port infrastructure, deep water berths and shore-based refineries.9 

 

                                                             
2 http://www.singstat.gov.sg/statistics/visualising-data/charts/share-of-gdp-by-industry      
3
 http://www.sgc.org.sg/fileadmin/ahk_singapur/Newsletter/Industry_Report_-_Logistic.pdf 

4 Ibid. 
5 https://www.globalpsa.com/wp-content/uploads/nr150623.pdf 
6 http://www.insis.com/articles/se/the-logistics-industry-in-singapore-the-past-present-and-future 
7 See note3 
8 See note1 
9 http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.729.7964&rep=rep1&type=pdf  
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 The logistics behind regional oil distribution obviously requires heavy use of maritime transportation. 

The spectacular growth of containers handled in Singapore since 1980 (+510.6%) underlines its 

importance as a load centre. Singapore is also a major hub for the round-the-world container shipping 

introduced in 1984 by the Evergreen maritime company. The average turnaround time in 2014 was 

1.38 day with an average waiting time of 8.2 hours. The round-the-world container service uses very 

large, high speed container vessels that require a maximum handling capacity of the port's intermodal 

infrastructures and a limited number of ports of call. The regional accessibility and convergence that 

the intermodal transportation system of containers offers is tremendous.10  

 

 The strong growth  of  containers  can  also  be  used  as  an  indicator  of  a  structural  shift  in  the  

economy. Considering the nature of freight carried through containers, which are consumption goods 

with high added-value, Singapore is not only producing more goods of that type, but also spreading 

this type of production over a larger territory. It thus plays an important role as a maritime 

transhipment centre for bulk goods (mostly petroleum) and containers (manufactured goods).11 

 

 

IV. Key Contributing Factors, Economic Contributions and Advantages 

 

The port of Singapore is intricately linked with the economic development and growth of Singapore. As 

shown by the following compilation of its key attributes, contributions and advantages, the port of 

Singapore had played and continues to play a vital role in facilitating the economic well-being of Singapore 

and her citizens.  

 

 The establishment and development of its port, which was officially declared as a free and open port 

by Sir Thomas Stamford Raffles in 1823, had a very significant contribution to Singapore historical 

economic growth. The country was always conceived and designed as a free port, which remained so 

throughout the 19th and much of the 20th centuries. The country’s strategic geographical location at a 

crossroads of the East and West also contributed to its success as a trading port.12  

 

 Singapore became established in the 19th century as a port of call for the East and Southeast Asian 

British trade and became an entre-port because it is strategically located at the straits of Malacca, at 

the crossroad of important maritime routes between Europe and Japan.13 

 

 Soon after independence in the 1960s, Singapore become an important manufacturing center and 

transportation hub and shortly joined the ranks of the so-called “four Dragons” with Hong Kong, South 

Korea and Taiwan forming the Newly Industrialized Countries (NICs) of the Pacific Rim.14 

 

 With limited natural resources, Singapore had to import almost everything using containers. These 

include, among others, building materials, foods and cosmetics as well as refrigerated units, which can 

                                                             
10http://shipandbunker.com/news/apac/811044-report-suggests-singapores-container-port-lags-behind-malaysia-

and-china-in-productivity 
11 https://people.hofstra.edu/jean-
paul_rodrigue/downloads/Transport%20Territorial%20Development%20Singapore.pdf 
12 See note1 
13 See note9 
14 See note11 



 

 

5 In-Focus! 

carry pharmaceuticals and flowers – anything that Singapore's 6 million population need on a day-to-

day basis.15 

 

 A number of important historical developments contributed toward Singapore’s port development 

including:16  

 

- Opening of the new harbour, later renamed Keppel Harbour; 

- Opening of trade with Siam (Thailand) in the middle of the 1850s; 

- The arrival of the first steamships in Singapore from the mid-1840s onward; 

- The abolition of the British East India Company;  

- The founding of the Straits Settlements in 1867; and 

- The opening of the Suez Canal in 1869. 

 

 The presence of international maritime transportation firms and services like insurance and shipping 
contributed greatly to the development of the country’s maritime transportation sector17 

 

 

Containerisation 

The birth of containerization was an important milestone 

in Singapore's maritime history. The newly-built Tanjong 

Pagar container port, which was also Southeast Asia’s first 

container port then, welcomed its first container ship on 

June 23, 1972. 225 personnel were specially trained for this 

momentous event ranging from giant crane operators to 

all-purpose workers. Through larger cranes, deeper berths 

and longer quay lengths, today Singapore is one of the few 

ports in the world capable of handling mega ships.18 

              

 

  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                             
15 See note12 
16 Ibid. 
17 See note14 
18 See note1 

 

PSA's Tanjong Pagar Terminal at the 
Singapore port. 
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V. SWOT Analysis 
 

The SWOT analysis depicted in Table 2 summarises they key factors at play for the transport and logistics 

industry in Singapore. While there are obvious strengths and weaknesses, the prevailing opportunities have 

to be prudently balanced with the identified threats as well.  

Table 2:  
SWOT Analysis of Singapore’s Transport & Logistics Industry 

 

STRENGTHS WEAKNESSES 

 Strong physical infrastructure 
 Relatively high costs of operation (especially land 

rental and wages) 

 Good connectivity to major trading hubs and 
manufacturing bases (by both air and sea) 

 Small geographic space and domestic market 

 Major shippers and logistics service providers have 
their regional headquarters and offices in 
Singapore. 

 Industry is fragmented and lack scale, with very few 
global players with global aspirations 

 Stable political, economic and social conditions  Instances of lack of a logistics cluster / ecosystem 

 An educated workforce  Lack of responsiveness to customers’ needs 

 A strong legal system and business-friendly tax 
structure. 

 

 Shortage of skilled, experienced and 
entrepreneurial logistics professionals 

 Government is pro-active in opening doors for 
businesses through bilateral and multilateral 
initiatives e.g. FTAs 

 Inadequate technological capabilities to carry out a 
wide range of SCM (supply chain management) 
activities 

 

 Weak marketing of Singapore as a logistics / supply 
chain hub 

 Lack of collaboration between different players of 
the supply chain 

OPPORTUNITIES THREATS 

 Strong growth potential for logistics outsourcing in 
Asia  

 Relocation of manufacturing and distribution bases 
to other regional hubs (e.g. China) 

 Specialised capabilities, dovetailing with other 
sector expansion plans (e.g. bio-medics and 
chemicals) 

 Other government are aggressively improving their 
logistics infrastructure and marketing themselves as 
logistics hubs, giving rise to intense competition. 

 Leverage on Singapore’s good connectivity to the 
Asia Pacific region to provide total supply chain 
management services to shippers i.e. expand 
hinterland, especially to China (expected to have 
annual growth rate of 7.4%) 

 Technological advances such as the increase in size 
of ocean liners and jetliners may result in vessel / 
aircraft operators bypassing Singapore if the trade 
route becomes too ‘thin’ 

 Tap on offshore trade conducted by Singapore-
based trading companies, which is estimated at 
US$120b.  

 Establish a reputation as a secure logistics hub. 

Source: 
https://www.mti.gov.sg/researchroom/documents/app.mti.gov.sg/data/pages/507/doc/erc_svs_log_main
report.pdf 

https://www.mti.gov.sg/researchroom/documents/app.mti.gov.sg/data/pages/507/doc/erc_svs_log_mainreport.pdf
https://www.mti.gov.sg/researchroom/documents/app.mti.gov.sg/data/pages/507/doc/erc_svs_log_mainreport.pdf


 

 

7 In-Focus! 

 
VI. Parallels with POIC Lahad Datu 
 

Adapting the experience of another port to suit local environment is always a challenge. Yet in looking at 

the experience of a world class port such as Singapore, there are arguably many valuable lessons for POIC 

Lahad Datu as it continues to develop and move forward.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

     Figure 1: Cobweb Analysis of POIC Lahad Datu 
While POIC Lahad Datu has continued to develop 

and progress since the POR’s assessment was 

conducted in 2011, the analyses of the strengths 

and challenges for POIC Lahad Datu still stand. 

Nonetheless, the security issue, which was not 

directly dealt with in the POR’s assessment, has 

since become a key concern. Recent incidences of 

kidnapping in the high seas have led to the tri-

lateral decision by Malaysia, Indonesia and the 

Philippines to agree to conduct joint and co-

ordinated naval patrols along their common 

borders.19  When implemented, this step would 

clearly contribute greatly towards maritime 

security in the east ASEAN region.     

 

 

  

 

 

                                                             
19 As reported in the Daily Express, May 6 , 2016 

 

Source: Port of Rotterdam, 2011   

Based on the SWOT analysis of Singapore’s transport and 

logistics industry shown in Table 2, there are some 

similarities between the position of Singapore port and POIC 

Lahad Datu. For example, a summary of the assessment of 

POIC Lahad Datu by the Port of Rotterdam (POR) are shown 

in Figure 1 and Table 3 respectively.  Comparing Figure 1 and 

Table 3 with Table 2 show some inherent strengths as well 

as likely challenges that POIC Lahad Datu would have to deal 

with if it is to successfully evolve into a world-class port. 

These include a strategic location, construction of modern 

infrastructure and facilities and a resource rich regional 

hinterland to name a few.  
POIC Lahad Datu 
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Table 3: SWOT Analysis of POIC Lahad Datu 

Strengths Weaknesses 

 Easily nautical assessable port with well sheltered port 

 Sufficient water depth 20m 

 Short arrival/departure times 

 No restrictions (locks, bridges) 

 Good infrastructures 

 Good location with extension possibilities to 5,800ha 

 No dredging required 

 Centre of Kalimantan, Philippines, Papua palm oil production 
areas 

 Favourable climate conditions 

 POIC is 100% government own 

 Landlord port model 

 Open for participation with foreign partners 

 Present port users are satisfied with POIC developments 

 POIC personnel is highly educated and business minded 

 POIC has a bilingual staff 

 POIC is an associated member of RSPO ( Round Table 
Sustainable Palm Oil) 

 POIC has good connections/dialogue with NGO’s 

 At all plots, utilities as power supply, fresh water, glass fibre 
cables and sewage are available 

 Sufficient tug boats and pilots available 

 POIC Lahad Datu is ISPS proved 

 Customs have business minded approach 

 Foreseen good balance in import/export (Import: cement, 
fertilizer, CPO consumer goods. Export: downstream palm oil 
products, CPO, timber, plywood, bio fuels and biomass) 

 No rail connection 

 Only 2 land road to hinterland 

 99 years concession contract period 

 Unclear discussions on harbour dues 
between SPA and POIC 

 Delay of execution of new plants 

 Almost no general cargo, container and dry 
bulk handling 

 Lahad Datu is not considered yet as an 
International Maritime Hub 

 POIC has no port management experts in 
service, only consultants 

Opportunities Threats 

 Oil and Gas fields nearby (40km) 

 Surrounding ports in Sabah, Sarawak and Kalimantan have 
limited water depth 

 Malaysia has trustworthy and tested legal systems 

 Malaysia is a politically stable country 

 All decisions are made in Kota Kinabalu  

 Sufficient investment funds available 

 Strong support from State and National government 

 Open for foreign investments, many tax incentives 

 Fastest growing economic region in world emerging markets 

 Sufficient and cheap labour force available 

 Mainliner (Evergreen Marine) shows strong interest in direct 
call 

 2nd generation biomass with value added activities and export 

 Value added activities in relation to downstream palm oil 
productions 

 Limited Infrastructure towards Hinterland 

 If government would stop subsidises or 
investments in POIC 

 Question marks about sustainability of 
import palm oil from Indonesia and 
Philippines 

 Competition with Sabah Port Authorities 
(SPA) 

 Ethnic rules(equity/jobs) 

 Further development of Bintulu (Sarawak) as 
container Hub 

 Limited trained/ educated labour for 
processing in industrial complex 

 Low density population in Hinterland 
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VII. Some Lessons for POIC Lahad Datu 
 

Caveated by the obvious leeway and control that the PSA wielded over the port of Singapore vis-à-vis the 
more limited framework that the POIC Lahad Datu port currently operates under, there are some important 
lessons that can be drawn from the experience of Singapore port. These include:   

 
 Strengthening the service sector activities for POIC Lahad Datu’s port and logistic operation (Singapore 

port contributes about 7% to the nation’s GDP or 10% of the services sector). 
 

 Capitalize on the abundant resources readily available in Sabah and within the region (i.e. BIMP-EAGA) 
as one of the key throughput variables for the POIC Container Terminal (with the lack of natural 
resources Singapore can still progress) 

 
 Marketing POIC’s strategic location within the region and beyond (Singapore effectively capitalised on 

its geographical location at the crossroad of the East and West trade routes)  
 

 POIC has similar advantages to further develop along the course that Singapore took - i.e. deeper 
berths and longer quay lengths, capable of handling large ships. 

 
 Cognisant of competition from existing/new ports, POIC must be able to address the evolving need 

and demands of the transport and logistics industry to stay ahead and be competitive (Singapore port 
managed to reduce the impact [competition/business dropped by 10%] from the opening of Johor’s 
Tanjung Pelepas Port in 1999. Singapore has been experiencing increase in regional competition from 
countries such as Malaysia, Hong Kong and Taiwan).  

 
 Strategise on POIC Lahad Datu port’s container capability (container operation is one of the key 

milestone to Singapore port’s long-term success). 
 

 Streamline the operational efficiency of POIC Lahad Datu port right from the start (this approach 
attracts large ships to call at Singapore port. The whole operation of the port comes together using 
sophisticated technology - from ship docking, movement of containers from ships to trucks to storage 
warehouses). 

 
 Seek out strategic partners (e.g. MAERSK, Evergreen, etc.)  to develop POIC Lahad Datu port as a 

regional hub for the round-the-world-container-shipping (EMMA MAERSK, the world's largest 
containership with a declared capacity of 11,000 TEUs made her first Asian call at Pasir Panjang 
Terminal, Singapore in 2006). 

 
 A strategic partner would also be explored for possible joint-venture management and operation of 

the POIC Container Terminal (Singapore port entered into a joint-venture with MSC [Mediterranean 
Shipping Company] to jointly manage and operate a container terminal for MSC at Pasir Panjang 
Terminal, Singapore in 2005). 

 
 Anticipate and planned for new terminals to cater for other business activities apart from container-

based throughputs (i.e. dedicated automobile/car terminal). 
 

 Systematic personnel training program to handle a wide range of port-related tasks (Singapore trained 
over 200 personals during the initial operation of its new container port in 1972). 

 
 Work with the relevant authorities to promote the long-term development of a global integrated 

logistics hub linking aviation and land transport networks with POIC Lahad Datu’s maritime linkages.  
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VIII. Conclusions 

 
Looking at the remarkable evolution of Singapore port from a sleepy trading spot to a world-class maritime 
hub, three things come to mind: proactive, anticipative and innovative. Could the same approach be 
applied to POIC Lahad Datu port?  
 
Similar to Singapore, the long-term success and sustainability of POIC Lahad Datu would no doubt be 
directly tied to the success of its port operation. POIC Lahad Datu has the advantage of raw materials 
readily available within Sabah plus a resource-rich regional hinterland. Singapore did not have the former 
and have to depend on the latter to propel it to where it is today.  

 
Likewise, POIC Lahad Datu shares some key attributes with Singapore that could potentially propel it to 
prominence in the regional and, indeed, global transport and logistics industry. The question is, will and 
could it emulate the path that Singapore took?  

 
Only time will tell, but the deal-breaker may well hinge on three critical factors: 1) a conducive transport 
and logistics framework, 2) financial wherewithal and, 3) an operational set-up that continually meet the 
evolving needs and demand of the global transport and logistics industry in a timely manner.       
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
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