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‘You get heard if you participate’
Finance professionals must do more to ensure Singapore’s needs are understood at
international level, says Accounting Standards Council deputy chairman Nagaraj Sivaram
Singapore follows the
International Financial
Reporting Standards (IFRS)
framework very closely, and
will introduce an identical
framework for Singaporeincorporated companies
listed on the Singapore
Exchange for annual periods
beginning on or after 1
January 2018.
The example of IFRIC
15, Agreements for the
Construction of Real Estate
(see boxout), however,
clearly shows that the
principles in IFRS are not
always sufficiently robust to
cater to the diverse business
and economic environments
of different jurisdictions.
When this happens, some
form of mediation is
needed, and the Accounting
Standards Council (ASC),

derived through being part
of the Asian grouping and
being able to provide the
Asian context. And we are a
financial centre, so the IASB
[International Accounting
Standards Board] is very
interested in how business
is done here and whether
standards are appropriate
for the transactions or
issues here.’
As the local standardsetter, the ASC represents
Singapore in the AsianOceanian Standard-Setters
Group (AOSSG), which was
formed in 2009 to give the
countries in the region a
joint voice in matters related
to IFRS and to ensure
that the Asian perspective
receives due consideration in
the international standardsetting process.

ACCOUNTING STANDARDS
COUNCIL
The Accounting Standards Council (ASC) was
established in 2007 and comprises representatives
from a range of stakeholder groups including the
accounting and legal profession, the users and
preparers of financial information, academia and
regulators. The ASC adopts a formal and rigorous
process in prescribing Singapore Financial Reporting
Standards so as to ensure that the accounting
standards prescribed are of a consistent high quality.
The chairman, deputy chairman and members are
appointed by the Minister for Finance.

influence the international
standard-setting process.’
The ASC has been
rapidly increasing its
regional and international
engagement since its
establishment. In 2010,
it hosted the fourth IFRS

űűű’ASIA IS NOW PLAYING A BIGGER PART ON THE
WORLD ECONOMIC STAGE; SINGAPORE’S INFLUENCE IS
DERIVED THROUGH BEING PART OF THE GROUPING’
Singapore’s independent
body for standards-setting,
fills that role for Singapore
in the international arena.
As small as Singapore is
geographically, it does have
a fair degree of influence
internationally, says ASC
deputy chairman Nagaraj
Sivaram.
‘At this point there
are three broad blocs in
international standardsetting: America, Europe
and Asia,’ he explains.
‘Asia is now playing a
bigger part in terms
of the world economic
stage, and in that sense
Singapore’s influence is
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The strength of that
perspective is reflected
in the AOSSG’s growth;
it currently comprises
accounting standard-setting
bodies from 26 jurisdictions
and holds a seat on the
Accounting Standards
Advisory Forum – a small
and select technical advisory
group to the IASB.

‘Much bigger role’
‘The AOSSG plays a much
bigger role today than it did
some years back, and it is
expected to play a bigger
role in the future,’ observes
Sivaram. ‘Participating
in it is one way for us to

Regional Policy Forum
in Singapore and, in
May 2014, it partnered
the IFRS Foundation in
organising the Asia-Oceania
IFRS conference.
More importantly, the
ASC has a good relationship
with the IASB. In 2012, it
hosted the IFRS Foundation
trustees’ meeting and
organised a multi-party
meeting with the IFRS
Foundation Trustees and the
local business community.
It has also played
host to several IASB
roundtable and outreach
meetings, including public
roundtables on the IASB’s

agenda consultation 2011
and leases project as
well as various outreach
sessions on the hedge
accounting, impairment
and insurance projects.
The most recent was a
2013 forum on revenue
recognition and leases
where stakeholders could
interact directly with the
IASB to gain information
on the upcoming new
standards, and raise
their own concerns
and questions.
‘You get heard if you
participate,’ says Sivaram
of the ASC’s ongoing efforts
to project Singapore’s
voice into the international
standard-setting process.
The ASC has accordingly
been highly active in
providing comments and
feedback to the IASB on
discussion papers and
exposure drafts.

Involve stakeholders
Ideally, a national standardsetter’s feedback to the
IASB should incorporate
the views of as many
stakeholders as possible,
and the ASC has often
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attempted to involve these
in discussions, including
organising workgroups
comprising different
corporates to try to gather
representative views of
the industry.
But the wider community,
especially corporates,
industry groups and users
of financial statements, are
not as active in the process
as they could be; the ASC’s
engagement efforts, says
Sivaram, tend to draw
only a small number of
participants. This situation
is not ideal; without
meaningful stakeholder
involvement, a gap can
develop between accounting
standards and business
arrangements, as well as
information needs on
the ground.
‘Standard-setters are not
always able to understand
all the practical issues
that corporates face,’ he
explains. ‘So we would like
the corporates, especially
the listed entities, to
become more involved in the
standard-setting process.
If they can bring their
business arrangements to
the table, look at the draft
of a standard and tell the
standard-setters what the
implications are for them,
the standard-setters
would be better able to
understand the issues and
give due consideration to
these issues. The same
is true for users, the key
beneficiary of high-quality
financial reporting.’
And the corporates,
industry groups and users
need to involve themselves
early on, at the draft stage,
he emphasises. By the time
a standard is finalised, it
will be too late for their

»

Ź TIME TO TALK
The ASC’s Nagaraj Sivaram
is encouraging Singapore’s
finance professionals to
get involved
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feedback to affect anything.
Hence, when a discussion
paper or an exposure draft
is released for comment,
stakeholders need to
provide the ASC with input
on how well the standard
caters to their situation
and whether the resulting
financial statement will be
useful to them. They also
need to identify and justify
what they want to get out
of the standard and the
statements, so that the ASC
can make a stronger case at
the international level.

ź PART OF THE WIDER PICTURE
The Accounting Standards Council aims to ensure that
Singapore’s business and economic context is considered in
the international standards-setting arena

Presenting the facts
‘It is not enough to tell
the IASB we have an issue
and expect them to solve
it for us,’ notes Sivaram.
‘We must be able to
present them with all the
facts, we must be able to
demonstrate rigour as to
whether the facts and the
principles marry, and we
must be able to offer a
solution to the issue.’
The need to develop
an inclusive, watertight
case means that raising
comments to the IASB
can take a long time. The
results may also be barely
noticeable – sometimes
no more than a matter
of semantics. But in the
application of accounting
standards, one small change
can mean a great deal to
how a company’s viability is
perceived on paper.
That, says Sivaram, is
why the ASC constantly
puts in effort to engage
stakeholders at home
while ramping up its
presence internationally.
‘We need to follow an
international regime of
standard setting or we will
not be relevant to the rest of
the world,’ he says. ‘But we
need to make sure that what
we follow is fit for purpose
for Singapore.’ Ŷ
Mint Kang, journalist
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IFRIC 15: PUTTING SINGAPORE’S CASE
The International Accounting Standards Board (IASB) issued IFRIC 15, Agreements
for the Construction of Real Estate, effective from 1 January 2009.
This interpretation was intended to standardise revenue recognition for the sale
of real estate depending on when control and the significant risks and rewards of
ownership of the work-in-progress is transferred to the buyer, but its key concepts
were narrowly defined with insufficient guidance.
In Singapore’s real estate industry – and in fact around much of the Asian region – it
is very common for buyers to purchase property that has not yet been built or is still
under construction. Practice diversity could result if Singapore companies were to apply
IFRIC 15 as issued by the IASB, with considerable loss of comparability of financial
results within the industry. Singapore companies were also concerned that IFRIC 15
would not reflect the economic substance of certain real estate sale transactions.
Fortunately for the industry, the Accounting Standards Council (ASC),
Singapore’s independent body for standards-setting, has raised this issue with
the IASB, highlighting the need for a more robust transfer of control concept that
could be applied across industries and jurisdictions. To support its case, the ASC
commissioned research on the concept in the context of real estate sales, and worked
hard to obtain the feedback of stakeholders such as the Real Estate Developers’
Association of Singapore.
In the meantime, the ASC issued INT FRS 115, the Singapore equivalent of IFRIC
15, together with an accompanying note.
Finally, in May 2014, the IASB issued a new revenue recognition standard: IFRS 15,
Revenue from Contracts with Customers, effective from 1 January 2017. This addresses
the concerns raised by the ASC and introduces concepts that are consistent with its
recommendations and supported by local stakeholders in the real estate industry.
For real estate sales, the defining difference between IFRIC 15 and IFRS 15 boils
down to just one paragraph, says ASC deputy chairman Nagaraj Sivaram, but it
was significant because of its impact. That paragraph allows companies to comply
with international standards and, at the same time, recognise revenue to faithfully
represent the economic substance of real estate sales.
And that, explains Sivaram, is the purpose of the ASC: to ensure that the local
business and economic context receives some consideration in the international
standards-setting arena and adds to the rigour in the development of high-quality
international accounting standards.

