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Challenging Norwegian 
Businesses Abroad

PHOTO: THAI-NORWEGIAN CHAMBER OF COMMERCE
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Starting afresh in 2018 it is time to reflect on 
important events and experiences from the year 

that has past, and to plan for the year ahead.

Plenty of opportunities are open to all of us, but at the same 
time, we know we will be facing many challenges.  

Change is often a catalyst for improved performance. 
For Norway, the changes in government following the 
September elections finally gave us our first female Minister of 
Foreign Affairs. This is a historical win for gender equality in 
Norwegian politics. Ine Marie Eriksen Søreide is only 41 years 
old, but she has already served as Minister of Defence and as a 
parliamentarian. With the appointment of Ms Søreide, three 
skilled women now hold the most powerful positions in the 
Norwegian government.

For those of us living abroad it is also good to see that 
Norway is considered one of the most gender equal countries in 
the world. Within the Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 
we see an increasing number of female top diplomats. In the 
Southeast Asian region, more than 50% of the Norwegian 
Heads of Mission are women. Norwegians should be proud of 
this fact, but not complacent. In this latest issue of Business 
Review, we have chosen to focus on Women in Leadership, not 
least because when looking at Norwegian businesses in Asia; 
the trend of female leadership is very different. 

In Thailand, 45% of CEOs are women according to the 
Grant Thornton Business Report. Norwegian companies in 
Thailand have a very different profile.  While we have not been 

able to find statistics on Norwegian women CEO’s outside of 
Norway, the number of female leaders in Norwegian businesses 
in Asia seems to be significantly lower than in Norway itself. 
In this issue of Business Review, we have interviewed  some of 
the women who uphold leading positions in Asia; Ms Vibeke 
Lyssand Leirvåg, who has her own business in Thailand, Ms 
Kristine Anvik Leach, who is head of Jotun in India, and the 
Finnish Ambassador to Thailand, Ms Satu Suikkari-Kleven, 
who has strong ties to Norway. They serve as leading examples 
for the business community. 

Also featured in this volume of Business Review is 
another important challenge:  The massive global problem 
of marine garbage or marine plastic pollution. An exclusive 
interview with the pioneering scientist in her field, Ms Jenna 
Jambeck of the University of Georgia. Her appeal to the 
business community is clear: we need to look at our activities 
in order to solve this global threat in the year(s) ahead. 

Let us move into 2018 with optimism and by challenging 
ourselves to do even better in the year ahead. 

Anne-Kari Gulliksen

Executive Director
Thai-Norwegian Chamber of Commerce
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world. Participation of women in the 
labour force is amongst the highest in the 
world. Norway has one of the greatest 
shares of higher educated women in 
the world and boasts one of the highest 
percentage of women in ministerial 
positions. All this reflect the efforts and 
priorities of the Norwegian government 
to ensure equal opportunities for men 
and women. But in stark contrast to the 
strong emphasis on gender balance at 
home, Norwegian companies abroad are 
performing exceptionally poor. 

Compare this with Thailand itself: 
Over the past 20 years, the share of women 
in senior level positions in Thailand have 
increased by 30%. According to the 
Grant Thornton Business Report, 45% 
of CEO positions in Thailand are now 
occupied by women. This is significantly 
greater than the global average and better 
than other ASEAN countries and China, 
where the numbers are just above 30%.  

Why is it then, that virtually none 
of the registered Norwegian companies 
in Thailand have women in a CEO 

Norway is considered to be one of the most gender equal
countries in the world, but looking at Norwegian businesses 
abroad, this is not the case;

Where are the Women?

In addition, we see that countries 
that used to be isolated from international 
trade, are gradually opening up to the 
outside. We have for instance recently 
achieved the normalisation of political 
ties between Norway and Thailand. 
This normalisation will presumably 
lead to a resumption of Free Trade 
Agreement negotiations between EFTA 
and Thailand, which in turn should lead 
to an increase in trade between our two 
countries, meaning greater Norwegian 
investment in Thailand. 

Although Norwegian companies 
are bringing their business to Asia, they 
are seemingly leaving female leadership 
behind. Amongst Norwegian companies 
in Asia, very few have women in leadership 
positions. In an attempt to understand 
the reasons behind this gender disparity 
in Norwegian Companies in Asia, we 
have conducted interviews ambassadors 
and business leaders across the region. 

Where are the Women?
Norway is considered to be one of 

the most gender equal countries in the 

position? Why do Norwegian companies 
accept such a gender disparity, especially 
when they are operating in a country 
that has achieved gender balance in the 
business sector?

A study on the Fortune 500 
companies conducted by Catalyst 
Inc., a non-profit organisation that 
promotes inclusive workplaces for 
women, pointed out the positive link 
between number of women directors 
and economic performance. Those 
companies with the highest number of 
women directors on their boards had a 
higher return on sales and equity than 
the rest. Although some critics claim 
that there are methodological flaws in 
the research, female representation in 
decision-making positions is necessary 
for expanding perspectives at a top level. 
In order to sustain performance in a 
rapidly changing business environment, 
having a vast pool of opinions and a 
broad perspective at a management level 
is undeniably a great advantage.  

We have interviewed one clear 
example of strong female leadership 
in a Norwegian business in Thailand; 
founder and owner of the jewellery 
company Felicia Design, Vibeke Lyssand 
Leirvåg. Although, not belonging to one 
of the main sectors where Norway is 
strongly represented in Asia, Ms Leirvåg 
sets an important example that we can 
learn from. 

Ms Leirvåg came to Thailand 
at the age of 19 to realise her dream of 
developing her own jewellery company. 
28 years later she has established 
herself as a successful business leader in 
Thailand, owning a company with over 
150 employees and designing jewellery 

The number of Norwegian companies in Asia have steadily increased 
over the last decade. Many countries in East- and Southeast Asia are 

now becoming middle-income countries, providing further incentives, 
and a greater need for foreign investment, technological innovation and 
skilled labour.

MARGRETHE BEATE HAMMOND ROSBACH

PHOTO: FELICIA DESIGN
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for world-renowned brands. “When 
I first was offered a job in Thailand I 
asked; where is Thailand?” Ms Leirvåg 
jokingly recalls. Having spent almost 
three decades in the country Ms Leirvåg 
has integrated well in her community, 
and although she hesitates to admit it 
she also speaks Thai very well, so well in 
fact that she was awarded the ‘Foreigners 
who speaks Thai like the Thais award’ 
this year.

In addition to running a high-
end business, Ms Leirvåg was recently 
elected as the first female Vice Chair of 
the Joint Foreign Chamber of Commerce 
(JFCCT). The Joint Foreign Chamber 
of Commerce is an umbrella body for 
31 foreign Chambers of Commerce 
and business associations operating in 
Thailand. It is the primary vehicle for 
foreign businesses dialogue with the Thai 
government.

And it doesn’t stop there; The 
Thai-Norwegian Chamber of Commerce 
is another example where Norway has 
taken the female lead; Ms Leirvåg as one 
of the two vice presidents of the chamber 
as well as the president, Ms Aina Eidsvik 
(Aibel), the executive director, Ms Anne-
Kari Gulliksen and the treasurer, Ms 
Thitikul Opdal (WebOn) are all women.   

The JFCCT is not new to Ms 
Leirvåg; through her presidency at the 
Thai-Norwegian Chamber of Commerce 
she has been involved with the JFCCT for 
many years. “When I was the president 
of the Thai-Norwegian Chamber of 
Commerce, I was mainly working to 
promote Norwegian Business interests. 
As the Vice Chair of the Joint Foreign 
Chamber of Commerce I promote the 
interests of all members”.

Throughout her time at the Thai-
Norwegian Chamber of Commerce, 
Ms Leirvåg has also been particularly 

concerned with promoting the interests 
of Small and Medium Sized Enterprises, 
and encouraging female entrepreneurship 
and women in business.

Why was it important for you to 
encourage female entrepreneurship and 
women in business?

I think it is important to share of 
your knowledge and your experiences 
regardless. However, since Thailand has 
improved so much in terms of female 
leadership in the business sector the last 
few years, we need to make it a priority 
to encourage more female leadership 
amongst foreign companies as well.

You say that Thailand has improved 
over the years. How were you received as a 
female business leader when you first arrived 
in Thailand 28 years ago?

During my first years in Thailand, 
I undoubtedly received less respect than 
my male counterparts. This has changed 
tremendously. Today, I feel people 
admire that there is a woman in the 
driver seat.

In spite of the fact that there is a great 
improvement in the number of female leaders 
in the business sector in Thailand, there is a 
comparatively low number of female business 
leaders in foreign companies in Thailand. 
What do you think is the reason behind this?

In my experience Norway and 
Canada are already doing relatively well 
in encouraging female leadership in the 
region. However, it is true that overall 
the number of foreign female business 
leaders is low in Asia. One reason could 
be that women simply choose to stay in 
their home country out of comfort. Due 
to longer working days and less vacation, 
there is limited time with family, which 
might affect their decision of going 
abroad. The other evident reason is that 
many women are simply not given the 
opportunity to lead companies abroad. 

They experience the glass ceiling in their 
home country before they reach Asia. 
This is the major issue.  

Do you think women are more suitable 
for leadership positions in Thailand compared 
with men in some cases?

I don’t think your leadership skills 
depends on your gender. Yet, I believe 
women possess certain qualities that are 
greatly appreciated in Thailand, such as 
humility and patience.

Is there any reason for women not to 
become business leaders in Thailand?

Absolutely not. Today foreign 
companies should send the one candidate 
that fits better, regardless of gender. I 
actually think that women in many cases 
integrate better than men. But again, 
integration is all about character. If you 
look at Norwegians in general, they are 
not similar to Thais, but they have a 
mentality that match well with Thais. 
Businesswise I would therefore claim 
that Norwegians have an advantage in 
Thailand.

How do Norwegian businesses have an 
advantage? 

Our respect and our morals, the 
way we treat people and the way we 
treat our staff. At my company, Felicia 
Design, I don’t have a big turnover of staff 
because I respect my staff regardless of 
position, whether it is a manager position 
or a maid. Some people are simply more 
fortunate than others in the sense that 
we have received better education. A key 
focus point for me is therefore to give 
back to my community by educating 
my staff. I think as foreigners living in 
Thailand we shouldn’t just come here to 
take, we should come here to give back 
as well. In this regard, I think Norwegian 
companies are already doing a lot.

You have received several awards for 
your jewellery design. Your most recent award 
was the Swarovski GemVision Design 2018? 

Swarovski had a new blue-grey 
stone at the time and it reminded me 
of the ocean. We were asked to make a 
sketch for a design based on a theme we 
selected ourselves. I chose nature and 
made a piece inspired by an iceberg. My 
sketch was one out of three that won, 
so I was asked to make the piece. The 
competition was a collaboration between 
Harpers Bazaar and Swarovski. 

Throughout your 28 years in Thailand, 
you have developed a very successful business. 
Do you have any advice for entrepreneurs 
and companies that wants to develop their 
business in Asia? 

Firstly, make sure you have a 
good product. Secondly, work hard 
and don’t expect results right away. 
Thirdly, manage your cash flows. It is 
also important to know that in Thailand 
everything is about relations. Without 
connections everything is difficult.

Continued on page 29

.Above left: Felicia Design CEO Vibeke Lyssand Leirvåg with her team 
matching colours and materials for her conic bracelet line based on the Nordic aurora, 
an element of which has become the symbol of the brand. Above: One of Ms Leirvåg’s 
great-great-grandfathers was a rosemaling painter, drawing floral details on furniture; one 
of her early collections was inspired by that heritage.

PHOTO: FELICIA DESIGN
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A Male Dominated Company
Although a relatively male 

dominated company (out of the 
company’s 9,819 worldwide employees, 
only 1,776 are female, according to the 
2016 annual report, and the eight-member 
board of directors consists only of men), 
Jotun is actively trying to employ more 
women in leadership roles. 

One of them is Kristine Anvik 
Leach, Managing Director of Jotun 
India. Before starting her career in Jotun, 
Ms Leach graduated with a Master 
of Science degree from BI Norwegian 
School of Management in 2006. Looking 
for international experience and 
exposure, she moved to the UK shortly 
after graduation where she worked within 

Although female work participation rates are high, women still lag 
behind men when it comes to leadership roles. 

Women in Leadership

According to the Asian Development 
Bank, female work force participation 
rates in East Asia and the Pacific are 
estimated at 64 percent, and in some 
countries, like China, it is estimated that 
74 percent of women work. However, 
when it comes to leadership positions 
and representation on boards, the 
numbers decrease significantly.

One of the companies trying to 
change this picture is Jotun. Established 
as a private company in Sandefjord in 
Norway in 1926, Jotun is still privately 
owned and today is one of the largest 
paint companies in the world. While still 
headquartered in Sandefjord, Jotun is 
present in over 100 countries with hubs 
in Malaysia, Dubai and China. 

fast moving consumer goods (FMCG) 
in British companies for four and a half 
years.  

“After graduation, I wanted 
international experience so I moved to 
Leeds and started looking for work,” 
says Ms Leach. “It was so interesting; 
the recession hit the UK shortly after I 
arrived and the market was incredibly 
tough. For a new graduate, it was a steep 
learning curve but I look back at that 
time with appreciation now because I 
learned so much.”

While in the UK, Ms Leach met 
her husband and had her first child, and 
after four and a half years decided to 
move back to Norway. In 2011, she joined 
Jotun.

“Jotun had kind of always been 
on my radar,” she says. “The company 
has a strong international profile and 
a reputation for being a good place to 
work. There is a focus on development 
and progression that was and still is very 
attractive.”

After two years with Jotun in 
Norway, Ms Leach got the opportunity 
to move to Malaysia to become Regional 
Marketing Director for South East Asia 
and Pacific. After four years, in the 
middle of 2017, there was an opening 
as Managing Director of Jotun’s India 

Rapid economic development, increasing rates of urbanisation, higher 
female education and lower birth rates are commonly cited as some 

of the reasons behind increasing rates of female labour participation in 
Asia.

PHOTO: JOTUN

SOFIE LISBY
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operations and she jumped at the 
opportunity.

“India is a huge country and it was 
a great opportunity to continue to work 
with such a dynamic organisation and 
team,” explains Ms Leach.

A Positive Reception
Jotun has been present in India 

just over ten years and Ms Leach is the 
first female Managing Director. “My day-
to-day activities revolves around driving 
the business and performance through 
people,” explains Ms Leach. “We have 
a fantastic team in place, making sure 
we stay focused on the right activities, 
support strategy, grow in line with or 
ahead of the market and making sure that 
our factory operation is safe and efficient 
and in line with our health and safety 
policies. A lot of that is also being out in 
the market, meeting and getting insight 
from our customers to ensure we stay 
relevant and continue to improve.”

According to Ms Leach, the 
reception in India has been positive, with 
some dealers’ wives even wanting to come 
to the shops specifically to meet her. “I 
haven’t been here for that long but so far 
the feedback has been mostly positive,” 
she explains. “A lot of people have said 
that employing a female Managing 
Director is a good thing, showing that 
the company is moving forward. Some 
have been slightly surprised, I guess, but 
mostly because it is unusual, it is not 
the norm. But in general, I have been 

very positively received when meeting 
customers.”

More Women in Leadership 
Roles

Norway has one of the most 
progressive gender quota policies in 
the world, with a 40 percent quota for 
female directors of listed companies. 
Companies that do not comply can in 
theory be dissolved by law. As a privately-
owned company, Jotun is not obliged 
to meet such quotas, however, it is still 
taking steps to employ more women in 
leadership roles.

“When I was in Malaysia, the ratio 
in the regional management team was 
actually 50/50,” explains Ms Leach. “This 
is something that has only happened in 
the last 2-3 years but the result is a very 
dynamic management team.”

She admits that Jotun globally still 
has a way to go. “We are still a very male 
dominated company and industry, and 
we are probably lagging a bit behind 
when it comes to employing women in 
leadership roles in comparison to other 
Norwegian companies. But the company 
is working very consciously to change the 
ratio and appoint more female managers, 
which is fantastic to see.”

“Generalising types of leaders 
based on gender is very dangerous, 
because female leaders are as different 
as male leaders, but I think one of the 
most important aspects of any successful 
management team is diversity. If the 

Facts.Jotun is a privately-owned company, 
established in Sandefjord in Norway in 1926, 
where it is still headquartered..Today Jotun is among the biggest paint 
companies in the world, with a presence in 
over 100 countries and over 9,800 employees 
worldwide..Jotun specialises in decorative paints, 
marine coatings, protective coatings and 
powder coatings..In 2016, the company reached a total of 
USD 2.2 Billion in operating revenue..Jotun has worked on a number of famous 
landmarks including the Eiffel Tower in 
Paris, the Petronas Towers in Kuala Lumpur, 
the Burj Khalifa in Dubai, West Tower in 
Guangzhou, and Marina Bay Sands in 
Singapore to name a few.

members of the team are too similar, you 
are missing out on a lot of opportunities. 
It is important to facilitate and 
accommodate different ways of thinking 
so that you can have those valuable 
discussions. When everyone is awarded a 
seat at the table, it has an impact on the 
bottom line.”

Not a Lack of Skilled Labour
According to a study by The 

Economist, “Women in Leadership in 
Asia Pacific”, many companies complain 
of a drain of mid-career female talent. 
However, Ms Leach does not see lack 
of skilled labour as an explanation for 
the underrepresentation of women in 
leadership roles. “Not at all,” she says. 
“There are many qualified, passionate 
women out there who are skilful and 
highly knowledgeable. And if you look at 
Norway, there are more women in higher 
education than men.”

So why the lack of women in 
leadership roles? “It is important to 
understand that the decision to go 
abroad and work in a different country is 
not always an individual decision but one 
that is taken by a family,” she says. 

And companies could do more 
to accommodate issues specific to 
women, she suggests. “My first day in 
Jotun Malaysia was my first day after 
maternity leave. One of the things we put 
in place in our Kuala Lumpur office was 
a breastfeeding room because I had a lot 
of women in my team. Maternity leave in 
Malaysia is not very long, so I knew that 
if we had a nice dedicated space where 
employees could sit and breastfeed, we 
were more likely to retain them after 
motherhood.”

The move proved successful. “I 
have already had the conversation with 
the management team here in India to 
look at solutions to make ourselves more 
attractive to female applicants,” says Ms 
Leach.

Above: Jotun’s team in India; men are still in majority, but the team is now 
headed by a female CEO.

PHOTO: JOTUN

.
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or decision. They either need to choose 
family or career and this is not the case,” 
Ms Suikkari-Kleven points out. “When 
taking a job in a country like Thailand, 
you may worry about things like building 
a new network and how your children 
will adapt. When we first moved here, 
we had these worries. The first week was 
tough.”

Ms Suikkari-Kleven says the 
transition for her family in Bangkok 
was quite smooth overall after the first 
week. She found a number of networking 
opportunities to help build a support 
system. She also found an international 
school for her daughter where new 
friends were quickly made. And with 
her husband providing support at home, 
the family grew comfortable with their 
new life in Bangkok while Ms Suikkari-
Kleven was able to pursue her duties as 
ambassador. 

The lack of women holding leadership positions at Nordic 
companies operating in Asia is evident. However, finding the causes 
and solutions requires a deeper look at the problem.

A Complex Solution

It was a great opportunity, but it 
would also mean her Norwegian partner 
would have to put his career on hold for 
their first year in Thailand to take care of 
their daughter and help the family settle.

“My husband has been amazing. 
He was supportive of the decision to take 
this position even if it meant he wouldn’t 
be working,” Ms Suikkari-Kleven 
explains. “He is an entrepreneur and a 
photographer, so it was a easier for him 
to do this. Still, it was important to have 
his support during this time.”

Family issues can play a key role 
in women declining to take leadership 
roles abroad. Many people hold the 
misconception that it is difficult to have 
or maintain a family when working 
outside of their home country. There are 
challenges, yet these can be overcome.

“Many women see taking a 
leadership position in Asia as an either/

“Nordic countries are traditionally 
more inclusive when it comes to gender 
roles and the family dynamic. My 
husband didn’t see staying at home with 
our family as a negative,” Ms Suikkari-
Kleven details. “He viewed it more as 
an opportunity. He was able to spend 
more time with our daughter and help 
our family establish itself in Bangkok. If 
women have this support and understand 
the transition isn’t as difficult as they 
may think, more may consider taking on 
leadership positions in Thailand.”

The disconnect  
Even if women from Nordic 

countries had the family support 
required to make the professional jump 
to Thailand, leadership opportunities 
seem to be lacking. Looking at the bigger 
picture, there is a disconnect between the 
hiring practices of Norwegian companies 
domestically and in Asia.

At home, Norway is lauded for its 
female workforce participation rates and 
inclusive environment. The government 
enacted quota legislation that requires 
40 percent of a listed company’s board 
to consist of female directors. This 
number does drop slightly for non-listed 
companies, but the number of women in 
leadership positions is among the highest 
in the world. Ms Suikkari-Kleven adds 
the story is similar in Finland as well.   

Meanwhile in the Asia Pacific 

Before H.E. Satu Suikkari-Kleven accepted the role of Finnish 
Ambassador to Thailand, it was important to her that this was a 

decision supported by her family.

PHOTO: EMBASSY OF FINLAND

CHEYENNE HOLLIS
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region, Thailand has the third-highest 
rate of women in senior leadership 
positions trailing only the Philippines 
and Indonesia. With businesses in 
Thailand and Norway both employing a 
large number of women in senior roles, 
it would make sense for that trend to 
carry over to Norwegian companies in 
Thailand.

Unfortunately, that isn’t the case. 
Most women qualified for management 
positions run into another, much larger 
issue. Many Norwegian firms with 
operations in Thailand tend to be in 
what are considered male-dominated 
industries such as fishing, shipping and 
oil and gas.  

There are a few women in Asia who 
were hired for management positions in 
some of these industries, but ultimately 
the numbers still lag. In some ways, the 
situation is similar to what Ms Suikkari-
Kleven encountered when she first 
entered the Finnish foreign service back 
in 1998.

“I remember when I started, there 
were not that many female ambassadors. 
During the past 20 years, the number 
of women entering the foreign service 
has increased significantly and now you 
see a lot of female ambassadors,” Ms 
Suikkari-Kleven says. “Regardless of the 
profession, it is important for women to 
see a career ladder where they can reach 
the top. If there is a glass ceiling or lack 
of women in the industry’s workforce, it 
will be a lot harder to attract and retain 
qualified candidates.” 

Thailand is currently facing a 
similar problem. While there are plenty 
of women in senior management and 
executive roles in certain industries, 
they remain severely underrepresented 
in others where there are limited female 
leaders.

“Accounting is a field that is 
Facts.H.E. Satu Suikkari-Kleven was appointed 
the Finnish Ambassador to Thailand in 2016.She has 20-years experience working in the 
Finnish foreign service.During her time there, it has gradually 
become more inclusive and there are more 
female ambassadors then when she joined.Thailand has a high percentage of women 
holding senior management and executive 
roles in the banking and insurance industries .For some women, taking a leadership 
position in Asia is seen as having to choose 
between family or career.Many Norwegian firms operating in 
Thailand are in male-dominated industries 
where women are underrepresented in the 
workforce .Only 26.3 percent of those studying 
engineering, manufacturing and construction 
in Norway are women.Finland has been pursuing more inclusive 
education that encourages women to pursue 
typical “male” fields of study

accessible to women in Thailand, and 
therefore they have been able to advance 
in this sector and are highly visible 
across several levels of jobs,” Ms Voravan 
Tarapoom, chairperson of BBL Asset 
Management Company, told Bloomberg 
in 2017. “The chances are better for 
women to advance to the highest levels.” 

Building new foundations
Family support and clearly-defined 

career ladders are important to encourage 
more women to apply for leadership 
positions in Asia at the present time 
even if this won’t solve the problem 
entirely. Ultimately, gender equality 
in management, both domestically 
and internationally, is only going to 
be accomplished by building better 
foundations. 

Education will play the most 
important role in this change. There 
are many fields or professions that are 
seen as being either male or female. 
This causes significant imbalances of 
participants that eventually leads to 
gender dominance in the industry at the 
management level. 

“In Finland, we are trying to 
incorporate more inclusive learning 
ideals. More women are being encouraged 
to study math, science and technology, 
disciplines that historically lack female 
participation,” Ms Suikkari-Kleven 
reports. “It is important to break the 
traditional male/female divide. The early 
results have been promising and you’re 
seeing more young women learning how 
to do things such as coding which will 
hopefully lead to them pursuing careers 
in technology.”

Norway is currently trying to find 
ways to end its own problem with uneven 
distribution of women’s education 
choices. The results of a study sponsored 
by the European Commission found 

the percentage of women studying in 
what were deemed to be “typical” female 
disciplines were high. For example, 
women composed 75.8 percent of the 
population studying teaching, training 
and education science while 81.8 percent 
of people studying health and welfare 
were women.

On the other hand, “typical” 
male fields of study had low female 
participation rates in Norway with 
only 26.3 percent of those studying 
engineering, manufacturing and 
construction being women. The 
percentage of women studying science, 
maths and computing was slightly better 
at 35 percent, but there is still significant 
room for improvement. 

“If we are to have more women take 
leadership positions at Nordic companies 
that operate in Asia, we need to encourage 
them to study in the fields where they 
are currently underrepresented,” Ms 
Suikkari-Kleven notes.

In addition to improving 
education, inspiring women to either 
study abroad or apply for jobs outside of 
Norway earlier in their career could lead 
to them being more comfortable taking 
leadership positions in Asia later on in 
their careers. Ms Suikkari-Kleven cites 
her own life experience as to how this 
could be possible.

“When I was in school, I studied 
outside of Finland. I think when you live 
outside your home country, either when 
studying or earlier in your career, you 
gain a better understanding of what the 
experience is like,” Ms Suikkari-Kleven 
says. “When you reach the point in your 
career when you’re ready for a leadership 
role, the decision to take a job in Thailand 
won’t be as scary if you already have a 
similar experience.”

Above left: H.E. Satu Suikkari-Kleven in discussion with students at a 
demonstration school in Bangkok. Above: The  Ambassador addressing the Nordic 
Chambers of Commmerce at a networking function in January 2018.

PHOTO: TNCC

.



12 N O R W A Y - A S I A  B U S I N E S S  R E V I E W  I S S U E  1  2 0 1 8

officials, academia and media for a discussion on how Norway 
can affect and be influenced by the world’s biggest continent. 

Since Singapore hosts the largest number of Norwegian 
enterprises in Asia, the summit represents a magnificent 
opportunity to expand your network of contacts as healthy 
attendance is expected.

The summit takes place from 16 to 18 April 2018 at the iconic 
Fullerton Hotel. The hotel is a waterfront landmark and often 
described as “one of the most iconic colonial buildings” which 
has defined Singapore’s skyline since the 1920s.

Norway-Asia Business Summit is Norway’s largest 
recurring Asian event and gathers business leaders, government 

ANTON BENTZON

The Norwegian Business Association (Singapore) recently announced the seventh edition of the Norway-Asia 
Business Summit.

S P E C I A L  R E V I E W N O R W A Y - A S I A  B U S I N E S S  R E V I E W      I S S U E  1  2 0 1 8

NORWAY-ASIA BUSINESS SUMMIT 2018
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This year, the main topics for the Summit will be within 
shipping, offshore, energy and new technologies. The Summit 
will focus on how the rapid digitalisation and transformation 
process will impact the industries and the business environment 
in which the Norwegian companies in Asia are operating. 
Further, the summit will focus on new opportunities for start-ups 
and involve successful entrepreneurships and up and coming 
companies in Asia. Finally, the Summit will give attention to 
the ASEAN region, especially on political and economic trends.

The list of speakers at the 2018 summit is power-packed 
and articipants can expect to come away from the summit 
motivated, perhaps enlightened and hopefully equipped with 
lots of new contacts to facilitate your work.

The interactive website www.norway-asia.com is open 
for registration and will be continuously updated as new 
information and programme details become available.

Up to 12 February, registrants are offered Early Bird Fees of 
SGD 790, thereafter, participation fees of SGD 890 apply.

N O R W A Y - A S I A  B U S I N E S S  R E V I E W      I S S U E  1  2 0 1 8 S P E C I A L  R E V I E W

NORWAY-ASIA BUSINESS SUMMIT 2018

.

PHOTO: SHUTTERSTOCK

SINGAPORE 16-18 APRIL 2018

http://www.norway-asia.com
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Norwegian ambassador so why the need 
for an additional ambassador? “It’s very 
important to talk with a body that sets 
the long-term goals, the direction all 
of the ten countries strive towards. It is 
quite rational to seek a common set of 
understanding and agreement with all 
these ten countries,” says Mr Høglund.

During the last 50 years, there 
hasn’t been an interstate war since 
ASEAN was established. According to 
Mr Høglund, that’s pretty astonishing. “It 
is quite difficult to imagine a more diverse 
group of countries from communist states 
to democracies, authoritarian states and 
kingdoms. With that as a background 
one can be impressed.”

There are irregularities along the 
Southern Thai border, in Marawi in 
the Philippines and Myanmar, but no 
interstate wars. “We want to share our 

A few months into the job, H.E. Ambassador Morten Høglund finds 
time to speak to us.

First Ambassador to 
ASEAN

Bigger economies like Canada 
and the United States had dedicated 
ambassadors to ASEAN before and so 
did the European Union (EU), but no 
individual EU country. 

The new ambassador has an 
extensive list of ambitions in a broad 
range of areas. Included are peace and 
reconciliation, maritime cooperation, 
energy, connectivity, trade, private sector 
development, climate change, education 
and culture to name a few. 

Luckily, Mr Høglund has extensive 
experience with ASEAN. As state 
secretary, he was responsible for setting 
up the partnership with ASEAN in 2015. 
Before the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 
Mr Høglund was a member of the 
Norwegian Parliament for 12 years. 

Of course, every one of the 
ten ASEAN countries already has a 

knowledge and experience for example 
on peace building,” Mr Høglund shares. 
“That being said, we’ve never denied 
we have a business interest in a stable 
region. Asia is the growth engine of the 
world. China’s growth is flattening a bit 
and Europe is still growing, but not with 
5 to 7% like some countries here.” 

Mr Høglund’s priorities for the 
upcoming years are energy, education, 
business, peace and oceans meaning 
maritime, aquaculture and cleaning up 
of the oceans. “The list might sound 
ambitious and it is, but some can be 
combined like maritime and education 
in an educational project in fishery in 
Vietnam,” Mr Høglund explains. At the 
moment more than 20 projects are in the 
pipeline.

An example of the knowledge Mr 
Høglund wants to share with ASEAN are 
the lessons learned from the successful 
peace process in Colombia. The activities 
in the area of peace are not limited to 
peace processes, but also deradicalisation 
and prevention of radicalisation. 

“Stability of ASEAN is important 
for Norway and Europe, so we combat the 
growth of fundamentalism in the region. 
Prevention is now a global concern, that’s 
why we partner up with ASEAN in this 
issue.”

Marawi, for example, saw an influx 
of foreign fighters from Syria and Iraq, but 

The first-time ambassador is also the first dedicated Norwegian 
Ambassador to the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). 

PHOTO: THAI-NORWEGIAN CHAMBER OF COMMERCE

ANRIKE VISSER
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PHOTO: ASEAN SECREATARIAT

also terrorists from Malaysia, Indonesia 
and the Philippines coming together 
and destabilising a huge community, 
Mr Høglund continues. “This kind of 
security setbacks can scare off investors 
and of course make it a living hell for the 
people.” Norway has been involved in 
two peace processes in the Philippines; 
one with the communists and another 
with Muslim separatists.

“Another thing we’re doing is 
building capacity by mapping resources 
and people within the region. An example 
is a list of women in peacebuilding like 
mediators, in the police, military or civil 
service. Women and children are often 
the victims of conflict, but we want to 
involve them in the peace process,” Mr 
Høglund states.

Another priority with a personal 
drive for Mr Høglund are the oceans. On 
Twitter, Mr Høglund shared a picture of 
the “Tsunami of Trash” front page of the 
Jakarta Post on 23 November 2017.

“Microplastics in the ocean is a 
major issue all around the world and 
also in Asia where many of the biggest 
polluters reside. But the ASEAN 
countries are dedicated to combat the 
issue also just like us. Of course, the 
problem is massive and complex, but 
there are new solutions coming up.” At 
the moment the embassy is considering 
four projects aimed at combatting the 
plastic soup. 

Mr Høglund explains his personal 
drive to clean up the ocean. “Growing up 
as a young boy I would think of nature 
as a clear blue sky and blue ocean. If 
pollution ruins the clean nature that 
previous generations have taken for 
granted, we have destroyed the future for 
coming generations. Besides that; it’s not 
just an environmental issue, it’s really a 
human health issue. The microplastics 
that are polluting the sea, are being eaten 
by the fish, the same fish that we have on 
our tables.” 

After Norway’s appointment, other 

countries also intensified their relation 
with ASEAN, Mr Høglund explains. 
Switzerland and Turkey became 
sectoral dialogue partners, like Norway, 
and Germany formed another type of 
partnership with ASEAN. 

“Speaking for Norway, we want to 
be here when the economic development 
flies.” According to Mr Høglund, we’re 
just witnessing the beginning of the 
economic possibilities for ASEAN. “The 
economic integration will pick up quite 
rapidly. In general, the ASEAN countries 
are positive towards greater economic 
trade cooperation. Some countries like 
Indonesia, the Philippines, Malaysia and 
Myanmar have not unleashed their full 
potential.”

PWC, in its report The World in 
2050: How will the global economic order 
change?, estimates that Indonesia will 
become the fourth biggest economy in 
the world by 2050. 

What will cause this major 
increase in spending power in just a few 
decades? According to Mr Høglund it is 
technology. “There is a lot of enthusiasm 
and technology allows some countries to 
leapfrog development.” Mr Høglund sees 
youth absorbing technology instantly 
and major challenges of a couple of years 
ago becoming less of a problem. The 
major issues like electricity, connectivity 
and infrastructure are less of an issue for 
these countries. 

With 640 million people, ASEAN 
is an interesting market. Major economic 
players like the United States, China, 
Russia, India and Australia already 
had an ambassador to ASEAN. Mr 
Høglund says “We were the first 
midsized economy to deploy a dedicated 
ambassador to ASEAN. It shows long-
term commitment. Ambassadors are 
dialogue partners.”

ASEAN is after the EU, the most 
successful regional cooperation in 
the world according to Mr Høglund. 
“ASEAN has brought more openness 

Facts.In 2015 Norway became a sectoral 
dialogue partner with ASEAN;.On 21 July 2017, H.E. Ambassador Morten 
Høglund presented his letter of credence to 
ASEAN Secretary General Le Luong Minh;.Mr Høglund was a member of parliament 
for 12 years followed by almost three years at 
the Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs; .There are 11 non-ASEAN dedicated 
ambassadors accredited to ASEAN; these 
ambassadors are from Australia, Canada, 
China, European Union, India, Japan, 
Republic of Korea, New Zealand, Norway, 
Russian Federation and the United States of 
America.

Above left: Morten Høglund, then State Secretary for Foreign Affairs at 
the Norway-Asia Business Summit in 2014. Above: On 21 July 2017, Ambassador Morten 
Høglund presented his letter of credence to ASEAN Secretary General Lê Luong Minh, and 
thus made history as the first separately designated Norwegian ASEAN ambassador.

and economic integration to the member 
states. They have a consensus model and 
some would argue that decision-making 
can be slow, but the list of achievements 
is good.”

The challenge now is closing the 
development gap between the higher and 
lower classes to maintain peace in the 
region, says Mr Høglund. Many countries 
in Asia have a large young population. 
“You don’t want a large young population 
that’s frustrated and don’t see any hope. 
It’s the same in some parts of Europe 
or North Africa. This should be on the 
agenda for the region. Otherwise you 
risk setbacks, you risk stronger radical 
tendencies. I refer to Marawi. I think that 
was a wake-up call.”

A policy of inclusiveness is not 
such a stretch for ASEAN countries says 
Mr Høglund. “The region has a history 
of tolerance with people living side by 
side between religions and ethnicities. 
When you look back in history, at least 
among religions, it has not been a history 
of hatred. This needs to be valued and 
celebrated. In Indonesia, thankfully, this 
has been the policy of the day. But there 
are negative tendencies as well and that 
are some of the risks for a setback.” 

A dedicated ambassador provides 
the time needed to address these risks. 
“Before the Embassy in Jakarta was in 
contact with ASEAN, but the tasks were 
too large to do on the side.”

ASEAN also embraces intensified 
external relations. On 25 January 
2017, the Committee of Permanent 
Representatives to ASEAN (CPR) met 
for the first time with all the non-ASEAN 
ambassadors accredited to ASEAN. The 
new meeting is to be held twice a year 
“to further enhance engagement and to 
support the ASEAN Community Vision 
2025” as stated on the website of ASEAN.

Mr Høglund has his work cut out 
for him. With a long list of ambitions 
and proper dedication, he sets out to 
strengthen the relationship with ASEAN 
and foster economic development, 
political stability and environmental 
improvements. .
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out there,” says Ms Jambeck. “What is 
different about the studies we did is that 
we tried to quantify how much plastic 
is making it into the oceans every year, 
what are some of the potential sources 
and what can we do to mitigate the 
problem.”

Becoming Part of the Food Web
The findings of the study are 

deemed so important that Jambeck and 
her colleagues at the Center for Circular 
Materials Management are part of the 
US State Department’s International 
Information Program whose mission it 
is to facilitate conversation with foreign 

Every year, an estimated 8 million metric tonnes of plastic waste 
enters the oceans. 

The Problem with 
Plastic

And that is what is going in every single 
year.”

Professor Jambeck was recently 
in Phuket to present a paper on the 
production, use and fate of plastic. Part 
of the University of Georgia College 
of Engineering, she is the Director 
of the Center for Circular Materials 
Management and recently took part in 
a study trying to quantify the amount of 
plastic entering the oceans. 

“Most of the initial science or 
investigation into plastic in the ocean 
was simply looking out to the ocean and 
reporting what they were finding, but no 
one really knew how much plastic was 

publics about US policy priorities. 
According to Ms Jambeck, the 

most known impact of plastic in oceans 
began from an ecological and wildlife 
standpoint. This line of research gave 
us images of entanglement, indigestion, 
malnutrition and even death by starvation 
of animals that consume the plastic and 
die due to a lack of nutrition. “The focus 
then started to shift towards the fish 
that we eat,” explains Ms Jambeck. “For 
example, other researchers have found 
plastic in the stomachs of fish sold at 
markets and we know that some fish that 
have been exposed to plastic show liver 
lesions, which is a precursor to cancer.”

The problem, according to Ms 
Jambeck, is not just the plastic that we 
can see. A lot of the plastic that ends up 
in the ocean is in the microplastic range, 
i.e. larger pieces of plastic that don’t 
biodegrade but fragment into smaller 
pieces over time, or microfibers that 
come off of synthetic materials such as 
fleece clothing.

“These issues raise questions about 
human health,” says Ms Jambeck. “We 
don’t know the full impact of plastic on 
humans but we know that plastic is being 
consumed by the tiniest animals in our 
food web all the way up to larger animals, 
and those food webs include us.”

What Can We Do?
The response to these issues 

Why has is come to this and what can we do to stop it? To fathom such 
quantities, Associate Professor Jenna Jambeck paints the following 

picture: “If we were to stand hand in hand covering all of the coastline in 
the world, each one of us would have in front of us five grocery size bags 
filled with plastic.

PHOTO: UNIVERSITY OF GEORGIA

SOFIE LISBY
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Facts.It is estimated that 8,300 million metric 
tonnes (Mt) of virgin plastics have been 
produced to date. The weight of that plastic 
is equivalent to approximately 822,000 times 
the Eiffel Tower, 25,000 times Empire State 
Building, or one billion elephants. Global 
plastic production was an estimated 2 million 
Mt in 1950 and is projected to hit 34,000 
million Mt in 2050. .Plastic has three fates: It can either be re-
cycled, incinerated or discarded, where is ends 
up in landfills or in the environment. As of 
2015, approximately 6300 Mt of plastic waste 
had been generated, around 9% of which had 
been recycled, 12% was incinerated, and 79% 
was accumulated in landfills or the natural 
environment. If current production and waste 
management trends continue, roughly 12,000 
Mt of plastic waste will be in landfills or in 
the natural environment by 2050.

.

PHOTO: BO ELDE

involve both individuals, corporations 
and governments, stresses Ms Jambeck. 
“Because population density is a huge 
driver of plastic waste, our individual 
choices matter,” she notes. “For example, 
if you use a reusable bottle, over a year 
how many plastic bottles have you saved? 
Over five years how many have you saved? 
It doesn’t seem like a lot on a day-to-day 
basis but those choices over time really 
matter. And if you and a million of your 
neighbours make those same choices, it 
can really have an impact.

“Of course, many people around 
the world do not have the luxury of 
making these choices. For example, 
in many places in Asia economic 
development has happened so rapidly 
that proper water management hasn’t 
been able to keep up. Commonly there 
is a lack of clean water infrastructure and 
that bottle of water may be the only way 
you can get clean water.

“That’s where industry can come 
to the table. Industry and corporations 
can help with the shared responsibility 
of managing their goods distribution 
and waste created from it. In fact, 
Norway has one of the strictest extended 
producer responsibility policies that I 
have heard of, the PET beverage bottle. 
The government creates incentives 
for companies to increase the rate of 
packaging returns.”

Not just a Technical Issue
One of the main challenges to 

waste management on a global level is 
regional differences, according to Ms 
Jambeck. 

“Waste management isn’t just 

a technical issue, it has cultural and 
social issues embedded as well,” she 
says. “Any effective waste management 
policy therefore must fit in with the local 
culture so that people will be accepting 
of it. Take for example the informal 
waste sector, which is expansive in many 
parts of Asia. This sector is made up of 
independent people who pick through 
the waste stream, sometimes through 
house-to-house collection, sometimes 
through trash cans in public spaces, and 
sometimes even from dumps or landfills. 
Their activity is not well quantified and 
they are not looked upon as contributing 
to society when in fact they are. 

“If in your efforts to develop 
proper waste management systems in 
those areas you were to ignore informal 
waste sector, you could put thousands of 
people out of work, depending on what 
kind of solution you employ, or you could 
exacerbate the issues these people are 
already facing, such as working in poor 
conditions at best or horrific conditions 
at worst. So, thinking about solutions 
that could still incorporate these people 
but raise their recognition status and 
acknowledge them and their health and 
safety could be a good solution.”

Not All Plastic is Created Equal
Another issue in many parts of 

Asia is a lack of awareness. “In places 
where natural materials have been used 
more recently and where plastic has 
only become an issue in recent years, 
managing waste on your property often 
meant sweeping natural materials into 
a pile and burning them. Once plastic 
becomes a part of that pile, it’s a problem 

Above: Even as far as the “pristine”northern Norwegian coastline, beached 
marine litter abounds. Different kinds of plastic are predominant, a lot of it originating from 
shipping and fisheries, but also from plain household garbage. In this area, currents and 
wind patterns form both south and north converges, so that one can find litter originating in 
Denmark and Russia on the same beach.

but there is a lack of awareness of the 
impact of open burning of plastic,” 
Jambeck points out.

Then there is the issue of portion 
packaging. “High value plastic, like 
bottles, is often collected, but we see 
an increase in sachets and portion-size 
packaging such as individual servings 
of food or personal care products. As 
people’s economic status rises, they can 
afford to buy these things but they can’t 
afford to buy them in large quantities 
so people are buying lots of products 
in smaller serving containers which 
exacerbates the packaging problem. 
This kind of plastic is of such low value 
that no one wants to collect it so it ends 
up in the environment.

“The other thing is that in many 
places, including South East Asia, there 
is a lot of organic materials in the waste 
stream, such as food waste and green 
waste. But very few of these countries 
practice source separation so the 
recyclables get mixed with organic waste 
that is rotting, which makes it hard to 
get clean and valuable recyclables out of 
this mixed waste stream.”

If Nothing is Done
According to Ms Jambeck and 

her colleagues’ research, the amount 
of plastic entering the oceans each 
year will double by 2025 if we continue 
with business as usual. With increasing 
population and increasing plastic 
consumption, it’s a dire picture. 

But Ms Jambeck is optimistic. 
“One thing this problem has going 
for it is that it is tangible,” she says. 
“People can see it, they can see that the 
issue is there once they become aware 
of it. People agree that we don’t want 
plastic in the ocean. There are of course 
different perspectives and solutions 
to the problem but everyone agrees to 
that.”
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political risk has more impact on the 
price. It is a very different situation then 
we had four months ago when the price 
was at USD 45 a barrel. The price is now 
up to USD 64 per barrel. People forget 
just how fast the market can change 
and it is pleasant to see the situation 
rebound.” 

One of the biggest shifts in the 
oil market has seen demand surpass 
supply, something last recorded back in 
2013. The change has been due in large 
part to OPEC and its allies outside the 
group, including Russia, agreeing to cut 
production to 1.8 million barrels per day 
in 2016. This move has been the catalyst 
for recovering oil prices, but in Mr Kjus’ 
view, neither banks nor the media have 
reported on the falling inventory.

“There was an assumption from 
the Wall Street banks that the OPEC 
deal would collapse, but now we are 
seeing Wall Street revise their estimates, 

Demand for oil has surpassed supply for the first time in years and 
this has seen prices start to recover after a dramatic fall between 
2014 and 2016.

Return of Demand

Things happen quickly in the oil market, 
but as DNB Markets Oil Analyst Mr 
Torbjørn Kjus notes, people become 
complacent when things stay in a tight 
range for an extended period of time. 
Eventually, when the market moves, it 
takes a while for it to get noticed. This is 
a lesson many have learned in 2017. 

“The narrative regarding the 
oil market has changed. To start 2017, 
the narrative from commentators was 
Organisation of the Petroleum Exporting 
Countries (OPEC) is cutting production 
and inventories are not growing. That 
was because US shale kept filling the 
inventory gap. The conclusion was 
nothing would work to reduce global oil 
inventory,” Mr Kjus pointed out during 
the Norwegian Business Association 
luncheon talk held in Singapore.  

He continued, “Now the narrative 
is OPEC discipline is high, inventories 
are down and because they are down, 

as OPEC discipline remains strong,” he 
stated.

Despite the scepticism, OPEC was 
able to stay true to the agreement with 
the majority of countries having fully 
complied or reached at least 80 percent 
on average of the cutback target. Some 
countries, such as Saudi Arabia, Angola, 
Qatar, Brunei and Mexico, slashed 
production beyond what they had 
initially promised.

In November, OPEC, along with 
its allies, agreed to extend the production 
cuts until the end of 2018. Nigeria and 
Libya, who were exempt from the 
production agreement when it was 
first signed, joined with it as part of the 
extension. 

“Fundamentally, the cuts have 
worked well,” Patrick Pouyanne, chief 
executive officer of Total SA, told 
Bloomberg. “I’m not surprised they 
decided to extend. ”

OPEC’s ability to follow through 
with production cuts wasn’t the only 
surprise the oil market saw in 2017. 
Where the increase in oil demand is 
originating from has been a revelation 
to some in the industry. Despite expert 
predictions, oil demand from the 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (OECD) has come 
back to growth in the past few years. 

“That wasn’t supposed to happen. 
OECD demand was believed to have 
peaked ten years ago. It peaked in 

Meanwhile, shipping industry fuel burning regulations set to take 
effect in 2020 could change demand trends in the bunker oil market.
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Europe in 2006 and fell every year up 
until 2014,” Mr Kjus reported. “It started 
turning around in 2015. There was also 
a large growth in 2016 and again in 2017. 
The growth in 2015 and 2016 suggest it 
may be due to price elasticity since there 
was no economic growth in the OECD 
during this period.”

The jump in demand was shown 
in the prices. Mr Kjus notes that if prices 
are at USD 100 per barrel, demand from 
Europe shrinks by 250,000 barrels per 
day. However, when prices are at USD 
50 a barrel, European demand jumps by 
250,000 barrels a day. 

“This is a very meaningful number 
and surprisingly elastic. The situation 
went from minus to plus on the demand 
side,” Mr Kjus said.

Shipping industry looks to 2020
The shipping, oil and refining 

industries already have their sights set 
on 1 January 2020. This is when shipping 
vessels will no longer be allowed to burn 
3.5 percent sulphur mass by mass (m/m) 
fuel. New regulations ratified by the 
International Maritime Organisation 
stipulate that shipping vessels are only 
allowed to burn 0.5 percent sulphur m/m 
fuel. 

The policy was approved in 2008 
and confirmed by the IMO’s Marine 
Environment Protection Committee 
in 2016. The 3.5 percent sulphur fuel-
burning limit took effect in 2012.

“This is a huge change. It’s the 
largest specification change in the oil 
industry and it is going to have the 
biggest effect,” Mr Kjus stated. “There are 
three options available to those needing 
to become compliant. They can either 
switch fuels to a compliant type, invest in 
scrubbers and de-sulphurise on the ship 
or utilise LNG fuel engines.”

DNB Markets believes scrubbers 
won’t have a meaningful impact by the 
2020 deadline. Investment in this method 

have been rather limited thus far due to 
timing uncertainty and the challenging 
economic environment for most shipping 
sectors. At the moment, less than 0.5 
percent of the total shipping fleet uses 
scrubbers.

Dual fuel engines capable of 
burning either LNG or liquid fuels are 
also unlikely to be widely implemented 
before the 2020 deadline. They are cost 
prohibitive and while this is something 
the shipping industry could adopt in the 
future, it doesn’t make sense for most 
firms at the present time. 

“LNG makes up around 2.5 
percent of marine fuel consumption and 
both technology and infrastructure are 
evolving slowly meaning this method 
will only have a limited impact in 2020,” 
Mr Kjus noted. This leaves switching fuel 
type as the most likely option for many 
firms.

The groups most likely to be 
impacted by the new IMO bunker 
standards change are container lines, 
tankers and dry bulk since they currently 
use the most high sulphur fuel oil. 
According to Maersk, the ten largest 
container lines will be 100 per cent 
compliant with the new sulphur burning 
regulations once they kick in on 1 January 
2020.

Some cheating is to be expected 
in the short term as firms still use high 
sulphur fuels, but even if this is the case, 
compliance rates will still be relatively 
high. For example, an IMO GHG study 
in 2014 found that if there is 50 percent 
cheating taking place within tankers 
and bulkers, the overall compliance rate 
would be 67 percent. 

Demand of 0.5 percent sulphur 
blend fuels is expected to increase by 
2.5 million barrels per day in 2020 and 
refineries will be under pressure to 
produce the on spec material. One key 
issue facing refineries is how will they 
meet demand for low sulphur fuel oil. 

Facts.Demand for oil has surpassed supply for 
the first time since 2013, according to DNB 
Markets.OPEC and its allies have agreed to extend 
its pledge to reduce production to 1.8 million 
barrels per day through 2018.Oil demand from the OECD has grown 
since 2015 after declining nine consecutive 
years between 2006 and 2014.Oil prices have reached USD 64 per barrel 
after bottoming out at USD 45 per barrel 
earlier in 2017.New IMO regulations require shipping 
vessels to burn 0.5 percent sulphur m/m fuel 
starting on 1 January 2020.Maersk estimates that the ten largest 
container lines will be 100 per cent compliant 
with the new sulphur burning regulations 
when they go into effect.Companies needing to become complaint 
can switch fuels, invest in scrubbers and 
de-sulphurise on the ship or utilise dual fuel 
engines

DNB Markets predicts that even when 
using all their tools, such as cokers and 
crackers, to produce low sulphur fuel 
oil, they won’t be able to meet demand 
from the shipping industry in the coming 
years. 

According to Kjus, this means 
refineries will also need to feed crude 
oil into distillate towers. When using 
these, for every three barrels of crude 
put it, only one barrel of marine gas oil 
is produced. 

“The only way refineries are able 
to produce enough marine gas oil is 
to increase throughput. If they don’t 
increase throughput of crude oil, they 
won’t be able to meet the increase in 
demand,” Mr Kjus said. “We see that 
there is enough spare capacity in the 
refining system to meet the increase in 
demand for low sulphur marine gas oil 
as long as utilization rates improve.” 

And while increasing throughput 
into distillate towers may allow the 
refining industry to meet the spike in 
demand, it will also create more high 
sulphur resid fuel that must also be 
moved. Mr Kjus noted there will be an 
oversupplied high sulphur resid fuel 
market once refineries move to produce 
the low sulphur fuel the marine industry 
will require in 2020. Refineries must 
look at ways to reduce the expected glut.

“The other uses for high sulphur 
fuel are power generation and industrial 
production. Refineries will need to find 
a way to move this fuel onshore which 
will most likely be of use in Africa, the 
Middle East and Asia,” Mr Kjus noted. 
“The high sulphur resid fuel will need to 
be really cheap. Demand for it won’t be 
great, so it will have to push its way onto 
the market.

Above: The ten largest container lines will be 100 per cent compliant with 
the new sulphur fuel burning regulations when they take effect in 2020.

PHOTO: PORT OF ROTTERDAM
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Mongkut’s Institute and a former World 
Bank Consultant, explains. “The Kra 
Canal would relieve this pressure and 
improve shipping flow between the 
Indian and Pacific Oceans.”

The first step for the project is a 
feasibility study, which the government 
has yet to sign off on. According to Dr 
Wagner, the approval is very close to 
happening and could be granted as soon 
as early 2018.

“It is important for the government 
to authorize a feasibility study on the Kra 
Canal and get it completed. Both China 
and Japan have stepped up and offered 
to finance the feasibility study meaning 
the Thai government won’t have to spend 
a single Baht on this,” Dr Wagner says. 
“The study itself will be comprehensive 
and provides the next government the 
base to make a decision on how best to 
proceed.”

Should the feasibility study be 
approved, a realistic timeline for the 
building and completion of the Kra 
Canal would then start to take shape. 

The much talked about Kra Canal project may get underway 
as soon as next year with an assist from China’s Belt And Road 
initiative.

Now or Never for 
Kra Canal

The idea of the Kra Canal is nothing new. 
It was first floated in 1677 and both the 
British and French surveyed potential 
areas for the canal around Songkhla 
during the 19th century. King Rama IV 
even gave permission to the British to 
build it in the middle part of the century, 
but the plan was eventually abandoned. 

In the early 20th century, King 
Rama VI reportedly had an interest in 
building with the canal yet it never moved 
beyond the idea phase. Various attempts 
since then to get the canal built have 
failed to gain any traction until recently. 
With China continuing to emphasis the 
Maritime Silk Road as part of its Belt 
And Road initiative, the Kra Canal is a 
project firmly on the country’s radar.

“When you look at the sea routes 
of Southeast Asia, and in particular 
the Straits of Malacca, the Kra Canal 
is needed. The Straits of Malacca are 
very congested and the number of 
ships passing through it is only going 
to increase,” Dr Harald Wagner, 
Civil Engineering Instructor at King 

“The feasibility study would take 
two years to complete. There would 
also be a one-year negotiation period 
that would include the agreement of 
construction contracts with multiple 
firms and a risk management plan 
after that. Once that is completed, 
construction could then proceed,” Dr 
Wagner details.

He continues, “Should the 
feasibility study be approved in 2018 and 
everything moves ahead as planned, the 
Kra Canal could be operational as soon 
as 2027. This factors in the five years it 
would take to build the actual canal as 
well as the feasibility study and other 
necessary steps. However, in order for 
this ambitious target to be realistic, 
action must be taken soon.”

Once the feasibility study is 
completed, plans will need to be 
presented to the government for approval. 
The Nikkei Asian Review reports that 
there has been pressure from retired 
Thai generals, politicians, academics and 
businessmen to get the Kra Canal project 
moving, but the current government has 
said it will not act on the project given its 
size and scope. 

“The current government will 
let the next government decide what 
to do since it will have the necessary 
conditions and legislative framework in 
place to approve it,” Dr Wagner says. At 
the moment, the current government has 
several other projects it is working on and 
wants to get these completed.”

Elections in Thailand are 
tentatively scheduled for 2018 with the 
next government set to take office in 
2019. However, should these elections 

However, with nothing currently signed and a history of failing to get off 
the ground, the canal is far from a done deal.

PHOTO: SHUTTERSTOCK
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be delayed, the feasibility study may be 
completed before the new government is 
in place. 

In this scenario, the current 
government would either need to make 
a decision on how to proceed or delay 
the project’s approval until the elected 
government is installed. With China 
eager to get the project it is willing to 
support both financially and logistically 
off the ground, any delay on a decision 
from the Thai government may 
submarine the renewed efforts to get Kra 
Canal built. 

“Thailand should take advantage 
of China’s position now and start the 
Kra Canal project. Don’t delay the 
project, now is the right time. If Bangkok 
delays the project it might not get the 
backing from China,” Mr. Jingsong 
Song, a professor at Shanghai Jiao Tong 
University, warned during a recent 
conference. 

The hold up
Even with both domestic and 

international players trying to persuade 
the government to move forward with 
the Kra Canal project, the sheer size 
and scope of it combined with a lack 
of tangible information has left some 
skeptical as to its impact and cost.

“There is still some uncertainty 
surrounding the project from a Thai 
perspective. It is a large project and one 
that will need to be studied thoroughly,” 
Dr Wagner pointed out. “However, it 
is impossible to calculate the detailed 

Facts.The Kra Canal would link the Pacific and 
Indian Oceans and shave 1,200 kilometres off 
the current shipping route through the Straits 
of Malacca.China has identified the project as an 
important component of the Maritime Silk 
Road, a part of the country’s Belt And Road 
initiative.The Chinese government could help with 
the project, both financially and logistically, 
but experts from the country warned action 
must be taken soon.A feasibility study on the Kra Canal 
project is pending Thai government approval 
that could come as early as 2018.Until the feasibility study has been 
completed the exact cost of the project won’t 
be known.Experts claim the canal could be built in 
as little as five years and the most ambitious 
timeline has the Kra Canal operational in 
2027.Plans for the Kra Canal date back as far 
as 1677 but for various reasons the project has 
never been started

impact until a feasibility study is 
conducted. Once that happens, the 
impact of the project will be known and 
we will also have a fact-based idea of how 
much it will cost.”

After more than 300 years of false 
starts, the Kra Canal just might yet 
become a reality. Dr Wagner believes a 
leap of faith is the only thing now needed 
for the project to navigate the choppy 
waters of uncertainty facing it. 

“It is important for people to 
believe in the Kra Canal project and 
commit to it. Forget about the doubts. 
This is a project that both Thailand and 
the ASEAN needs. It is feasible and it is 
sustainable as long as everyone believes 
in it and acts accordingly,” Dr Wagner 
proclaims. 

Why it’s needed now
Experts such as Mr Pakdee 

Tanapura, Vice Chairman of Thai-
Chinese Culture and Economy 
Association and Head of the Kra Canal 
Study Team note that building the Kra 
Canal will solve two major issues: the 
struggling economy in the South of 
Thailand and the congested Straits of 
Malacca.

Opponents of the canal claim the 
project would cause further division in 
the conflict-plagued South since it will 
create a physical separation between 
Thailand and its southern provinces. 
However, those living in the South are 
championing the project as a way to 
improve the region’s economy which 

could possibly help end the conflict.
“Thai people, especially those in 

the South, agree that the Kra Canal is the 
kind of mega-project that will effectively 
stimulate economy due to massive 
investment, creation of jobs, new trades 
and development opportunities and 
development of new technologies it will 
bring,” Mr Pakdee notes. “I can tell you 
that a majority of Thai people in the 
South want it. It’s now up to the present 
Government to listen to the people.”

It is not just the people of the 
South eagerly watching how the Kra 
Canal plans develop. Businesses are 
also keeping an eye on the situation 
with the Straits of Malacca perpetually 
congested and nearing capacity. 
According to World Bank estimates, 
the passage could have as many as 
122,640 ships passing through it, which 
would be above its estimated capacity of 
122,000 set by the Maritime Institute of 
Malaysia. 

Mr Pakdee believes the World 
Bank predictions to be a bit high, but 
predicts that capacity will be reached 
within the next 10 years. Without the 
Kra Canal, ships might need to divert 
their route, something that will cost 
businesses both time and money.

“If the Kra Canal is not completed 
on time, ships will have to go through 
Lombok Straits in Indonesia which is 
about 3800 kilometres away. That will 
for sure increase the shipping cost and 
logistics,” Mr Pakdde says. “Besides the 
Straits of Malacca are too shallow to 
accommodate modern vessels which are 
designed to become bigger and bigger to 
satisfy the expansion of trade between 
two oceans.” .

Above left:  A ship navigating the Panama canal. 
Above: Map showing various projections of the proposed Kra Canal.

MAP: MAXIMILIAN DÖRRBECKER
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This year’s Seafood under the stars dinner turned out to be a great 
success with 230 guests enjoying many delicious seafood dishes 
from Norway.
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Seafood under the 
Stars 2018

We would like to thank Norwegian Seafood Council for sponsoring the 
2018 event. This year we had two chefs flying in from Singapore to 

prepare the wonderful food for this special evening.
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1.  H.E. Ambassador Kjetil Paulsen 
receiving a gift from Mr Isara 
Vongkusolkit, former Secretary 
General of Thailand’s Board of 
Trade

2. The Embassy Team sharing a fish 
moment

3. The evening’s star chefs Markus 
Dybwad and Sylvester Luah

5. Norwegian Seafood Council’s 
Director for Southeast Asia, Jon 
Erik Steenslid delivering his 
opening remarks

11. H.E. Ambassador Kjetil Paulsen 
joined by Aina Eidsvik, President 
of the Thai-Norwegian Chamber 
of Commerce (right), former 
President Vibeke Leirvåg Lyssand 
(now VP) and Kristian Bø (Honorary 
member) 









From CSR to RBC

at Responsible Business Advisors, 
states. “Inspections are not effective. 
Everyone focuses on inspections, 
but these don’t find the root cause 
of the issue. They only serve as a gap 
analysis,” Ms Winum notes. 

She explains that ultimately 
this process does a disservice to both 
buyers and suppliers, especially in 
Southeast Asia where problems 
keep arising from a desire to keep 
prices low. In some industries, 
such as apparel or manufacturing, 
buyers place pressure on suppliers, 
which forces them to cut corners 
or ignore labour and human rights 
guidelines. Even if the issue turns up 

For businesses with supply chains in Southeast Asia, 
inspections have been regarded as a necessity.

Nordic businesses with suppliers 
in Asia are familiar with the need 
to regularly inspect factories or 
operations to ensure they meet all 
required compliance guidelines, 
both those set forth by the company 
and local governments. And while 
the findings of these inspections are 
widely accepted, this doesn’t mean 
they are an effective practice.

“There is no such thing 
as free compliance. There is 
always someone who pays. The 
ones paying for non-compliance 
today are the workers, the local 
community and the environment,” 
Ms Gunelie Winum, senior advisor 

in an inspection, it can be difficult to 
establish why it occurred or how the 
problem can be rectified.

“There are cases where an 
inspection finds employees working 
excessive hours, but doesn’t find out 
why. In the consumer industry, buyers 
can be the cause of this because they 
require rushed orders which squeeze 
the lead time,” Ms Winum points 
out. “They may also put pressure on 
their suppliers by demanding lower 
prices. The suppliers must find ways 
to meet these requests and often the 
solutions infringe on labour rights 
unless there are systems in place to 
prevent it from happening.”

The social inspection industry 
is estimated to be worth USD 15 
billion globally, but Ms Winum 
stresses its size shouldn’t be equated 
to its effectiveness. In fact, she 
believes that as the industry as grown, 
the more convoluted it has become. 

One of the largest problems 
for suppliers is that preparing for 
inspections can be difficult if they 
work with multiple buyers. Each 
buyer tends to look for the same 

However, with more firms adopting a policy of responsible 
business conduct (RBC), the role inspections is coming under 

greater scrutiny.

CHEYENNE HOLLIS
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things during an inspection, but there 
will be small differences in guidelines 
and protocol. Suppliers need to focus on 
what it takes to pass these inspections, 
neglecting other issues such as 
implementing safer labour conditions.

“For example, we found a factory 
in China had undergone 183 inspections 
in one year. Each inspection takes one-
to-three days. This means they are 
basically being inspected all year round 
leaving little to no time to work on 
improvements,” Ms Winum details. 

Moving to RBC
There are a number of supply chain 

issues facing firms who have operations 
in Southeast Asia despite guidelines 
being set up by both companies and 
governments to eliminate these. Current 
problems include labour standards, 
non-regular employment and forced 
labour. The troubles vary depending 
on the industry. For instance, the 
fishing industry struggles with forced 
labour among migrant workers while 
the manufacturing industry has trouble 
maintaining standard labour conditions.

“Companies need to set clear 
guidelines on what is acceptable from 
their suppliers and follow up ensuring 
the guidelines are understood and 
followed. The understood part is what 
many businesses miss,” Ms Winum 
says. “Legislation and regulations are 
in place in most countries, but aren’t 
always followed by suppliers who may 
not understand these. It’s up to buyers 
to explain the guidelines to suppliers 
through training, dialogue and capacity 
building. Inspections alone cannot do 
this.”

Corporate social responsibility 
(CSR) is one tool used by businesses 
to reach stakeholders, but this hasn’t 
always been enough. The key difference 
between RBC and CSR, according to 
Ms Winum, is stakeholder engagement 
that assesses not only a company’s own 
operations and that of its supplier, but 
the needs and wants of the employees, 
the surrounding community and others 
who may be impacted. 

“Inspection and CSR efforts have 
become expected by the media and 
public, but these can lack methodology 
and don’t look at the root causes 
because there is no engagement with 
stakeholders,” Ms Winum says. “On 
the other hand, through genuine, RBC 
stakeholder engagement, businesses 
can see what issues exist and then take 
steps to eliminate them. It is a scenario 
in which both buyers and suppliers 
benefit.”

RBC sees buyers invest in capacity 
building, training and stakeholder 
engagement which can help make sure 
suppliers don’t infringe on human or 
labour rights. This has become more 

important with cases now being pursued 
by the Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OCED). 
National contact points in OCED 
member countries have been set up for 
reporting violations of human or labour 
rights.

Ms Winum explains a Nordic 
company with suppliers in Southeast 
Asia must be compliant with all 
guidelines and regulations. If they are 
not, they can be reported via OCED 
contact points in their home country 
who will investigate these claims.  The 
process is far from perfect, but she 
stresses it is a step in the right direction.

“Repercussions are slowly starting 
to happen and we will see more and 
more of this. If you have systems in 
place to prevent rights violations, you 
aren’t likely to be punished. But if you 
don’t have any systems to check, then 
you will likely face consequences,” Ms 
Winum states. 

The benefits of RBC 
Responsible Business Advisors 

has helped firms from a wide-range 
of industries make the transition 
from being inspection and CSR 
based to RBC focused. The shift from 
inspections to stakeholder engagement, 
capacity building and a focus on good 
practices will require all parties to look 
at the business benefits.

“Suppliers can save hundreds 
of thousands of dollars by adopting 
decent work practices through the help 
of RBC,” Ms Winum says. “Buyers can 
benefit because their suppliers will have 
better reporting data. They will also save 
resources by eliminating inspections 
and being more engaged with their 
suppliers through open dialogue.”

With a dedicated team based 
in the 100 countries they operate, 
Responsible Business Advisors is able 
to work with suppliers continuously 
and bridge the gap between factories or 
operation hubs and buyers. Whether it 
be through online solutions that help 
improve factory management, worker 
engagement and reporting, or assisting 
with on-site capacity building, the 
firm is dedicated to working with all 
stakeholders.

“It really comes down to trust. 
Buyers and suppliers must trust each 
other and build a long-term relationship. 
Production management must trust in 
that engaging workers will benefit their 
business,” Ms Winum states. “RBC 
sees all parties involved and engaged 
in finding a positive solution since each 
one is invested in the process. This 
allows issues to be easily resolved and 
eliminated.” 

She continues, “If you look at the 
big picture, adopting RBC is the only 
way to identify and eliminate human 

rights violations, labour issues or other 
problem that can occur along in own 
operations or in the supply chain. It is 
also the best way to create meaningful 
stakeholder engagement which leads to 
the tangible improvements all parties 
want.” 

One should, however, not 
underestimate the complexity of 
human rights violations, environmental 
damages and other RBC issues. Current 
international guidelines strongly 
recommend the use of external expertise. 
Responsible Business Advisors is able 
to help companies implement RBC 
practices which ensure operations are 
kept in line with international norms 
and standards.

Drawing on broad experience 
in research and evaluations from 
the development field, Responsible 
Business Advisors also has the ability 
to find key performance indicators, 
monitor performance and impact, 
complete assessments and carry out 
other vital tasks that are in line with 
RBC. 

“We encourage all companies 
to adopt RBC practices. This allows 
them to operate in ways that are 
good for business, the supply chain 
stakeholders as well as local people 
and the environment,” Ms Winum 
concludes. 
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.
Facts.Responsible Business Advisors is a 
Scanteam initiative and a partnership of 
senior advisors with expertise in core fields 
of RBC .RBC is an evolution of CSR that is not 
a form of philanthropy, but part of core 
business.Assessing the human rights and 
environmental impact of a business plus 
that of suppliers by engaging with key 
stakeholders is a key tenant of RBC.Some RBC issues in Southeast Asia 
include migrant working standards, child 
labour, sub-standard labour conditions, 
corruption and environment.According to the International Labour 
Organisation, 1 out of 14 children in Asia are 
engaged in child labour .OCED has set up national contact points 
in member countries for reporting violations 
of human or labour rights.The global social inspection industry is 
valued at USD 15 billion annually.The traditional inspection method many 
businesses use for compliance may not be 
able to identify what caused a problem. 
MicroBenefits is an online solution being 
used by companies that helps with factory 
management, worker engagement and 
reporting. .For more information on Responsible 
Business Advisors visit www.rbadvisors.no
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Struggles in Singapore

only 7 % of representatives in boards 
are women. However, the proportion 
of female executives is increasing, even 
in big companies. We find that the 
largest representation of women is in the 
banking- and public sectors. This is not so 
different from the general development 
we see in other countries.

If so, why is there relatively few female 
leaders in foreign/Norwegian companies in 
Asia? 

The reason that there are relatively 
few female executives in Norwegian 
companies in Singapore is in line with 
the situation in Norway, where the 
representation of women in the maritime 
sector has been and still is relatively 
low. About 80% of the Norwegian 
companies in Singapore are within the 
maritime sector. In general, there is a low 
percentage of women in this industry, 
including on the management level. 

We see the same trend in startup 
companies. Here in Singapore there 
are mostly tech companies that have a 
market potential. They recruit students 
in mathematics and technology, fields 
of study where boys have traditionally 
been in majority. We also see the same 
within the entrepreneurship programs 
and events.

 What do you think is the perception of 

Despite a desire to increase the proportion of female 
executives and directors in Singapore, they remain significantly 
underrepresented at the leadership level.

Even with more women wanting to take 
on management roles and a national 
willingness to embrace inclusiveness, 
societal and family challenges must be 
addressed before it can happen. 

Ms Torunn Aass Taralrud, who is 
Director of Innovation Norway Singapore 
and Commercial Counsellor at the Royal 
Norwegian Embassy in Singapore, has 
witnessed the situation in Singapore first 
hand. Before embarking on a career in 
Asia, Ms. Taralrud served as Innovation 
Norway’s Regional Director for South 
and Southeast Asia. She has many years 
of experience with management from her 
family business, as it grew from being a 
small local business to a medium-sized 
international business. She has served as 
board representative in both public and 
private companies, and mentored young 
leaders, especially young women with 
managerial aspirations. 

There is a high ratio of female 
business leaders in many Asian countries. 
In your experience, is this also the reality in 
Singapore? 

I have no official report that I can 
refer to, however, there is no doubt that 
there is a political and national will to 
facilitate for a more diversified labour 
market and increase the proportion of 
female executives and directors. Today, 

female business leaders in Asia? 
There is a will to increase the 

proportion of female leaders. My 
impression is that there is an increasing 
number of women who have an ambition 
of becoming a leader and want a career 
in leadership. It is in general perceived 
as positive, though the traditional gender 
roles are still very much present in the 
perception of women as leaders. At the 
same time, the Asian culture is also 
characterized by an age hierarchy. It is 
probably more difficult for older workers 
to have younger leaders, regardless of 
whether they are women or men.

Are there any good reasons for women 
not to lead business operations in Asia? 

Norway has one of the best 
welfare systems in the world. It allows 
both parents to have a career. The 
system secures the family economy and 
takes care of the practical issues such 
as childcare. In Singapore, the child’s 
mother is entitled to 12-16 weeks of 
maternity leave. There is no system that 
secures the right to proper childcare, so 
this must be organized within the home. 
In addition, many people also have old 
parents / in-laws, and it is expected that 
the family will take care them. This means 
that women to a large extent have to care 
for both their children and the elderly, 
with the result that their professional 
career is delayed. This is the main reason 
why women have fewer opportunities for 
a managerial career in larger companies. 
However, many women in Singapore 
choose to start their own business within 
sectors where you can have an office at 
home and with flexible working hours. 
This may be the reason why there is a 
relatively higher proportion of female 
managers in small businesses. 

The same holds true for Norwegian companies in Singapore, most of 
which operate in the male-dominated maritime sector.

MARGRETHE BEATE HAMMOND ROSBACH/CHEYENNE HOLLIS

PHOTO: RUNE K. ELLINGSEN
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International ASA. In our previous 
edition, we showed how Yara is building 
an autonomous ship, so they are no 
stranger to innovative products. 

The company has been dedicated 
to a hunger-free world ever since its 
founding in 1905 to combat an impending 
famine in Europe. This mission now 
extends from fertilisers all the way to 
data analysis and autonomous shipping.

In regards to Digital Farming, 
Yara already has several digital solutions 
on the market to help farmers increase 
productivity. CheckIT is an app using 
images to identify nutrition problems, 
Yara Water Solution measures the water 
pressure in a leaf and in the Megalab™ 

With 9.8 billion people expected to populate the planet by 2050 
feeding all of them is a daunting task.

Farming to the Max

The only remaining option is to increase 
the productivity of farmlands. Chemical 
fertilisers and pesticides can only do so 
much and even destroy the soil in the 
long run. This is why digitisation is left 
to save the day. 

Monitoring growth across fields, 
preventing overlap when spraying to the 
inch and checking nitrogen levels of a 
plant are some of the ways technology 
assists farmers. Drones, digital modelling 
and handheld readers respectively 
provide answers where previously only 
questions lingered. 

One of the companies very much 
aware of the need for and opportunities 
in Digital or Precision Farming is Yara 

the nutrients in the soil and leafs are 
tested providing online results and 
advice. 

What is Yara’s definition of Digital 
Farming also called Precise Farming? 
“Digital Farming as we see it has the 
potential to revolutionise agriculture, 
and bring significant benefits for farmers 
and the society overall, as we need new 
ways to find ways to grow more food 
more sustainably. Concretely, it means 
applying new technologies such as data 
science, advanced sensors in the field 
and from space, digital communication 
channels, and automation on the field. 
This way more and more farmers have 
access to better insights to take more 
optimal decisions, drive up yield, reduce 
waste, and – particularly in emerging 
markets such as in Asia – drive up 
wealth in rural areas. In short – it means 
applying digital technology to do the 
right thing, at the right time, in the right 
place,” says Mr Stefan Fürnsinn, Senior 
Vice President Digital Farming at Yara.

Yara has been active in Digital 
Farming for the last decade says Mr 
Fürnsinn. “Yara was one of the early 
movers in precision farming more than 

Especially when you know that until now the increase of farming output 
mainly stemmed from using additional farmland. That is not possible 

anymore since the best farmlands are already in use. 

ANRIKE VISSER

PHOTO: YARA ASA/OLE WALTER JACOBSEN
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globe,” states Mr Fürnsinn.
Mr Fürnsinn explains the need 

to produce much more food, with less 
resources in a more responsible way. “The 
first major step-growth in agricultural 
production happed more than 100 years 
ago with the advent of nitrate based 
mineral fertiliser, in which – amongst 
others. Actually, already then Yara 
played a pivotal role. As our challenges 
grow – demand for higher quality food, 
climate change, water scarcity, pollution, 
reducing biodiversity, significant 
population growth, wealth driving higher 
value nutrition, …we need new weapons 
to even maintain, let alone improve the 
way we grow food. We believe Digital 
Farming is one key answer to these 
challenges.”

In such case, agriculture in 
the future will be more productive 
with a connected farm in a dynamic 
environment. “The future of agriculture 
will unlock yield reserves that we 
critically need to sustainably feed a 
growing population. This will mean 
smarter farming, and helping millions 
of farmers take optimised decisions. 
We clearly see the future of the farm 
more connected. Different devices 
will collect information and – in a 
quite automated way – lead to direct 
optimised application: the “internet of 
things” on the farm. Finally, we see a 
highly dynamic environment, with fast 
development of technologies, and quite 
substantial changes to the way farming 
is done. This is also driven by “agile 
development” – high paced technology 
development that is characteristic for 
Digital Farming applications,” according 
to Mr Fürnsinn.

“We can’t predict the future, 
but what we do know is that it will 
be an exciting future, with lots of 
opportunities for farmers to exploit need 
ways to increase productivity, while 
protecting the earth’s limited resources,” 
Mr Fürnsinn concludes.

Facts.The world population is expected to reach 
8.6 billion in 2030, 9.8 billion in 2050 and 
11.2 billion in 2100, according to the United 
Nations in June 2017;.Yara has been active in Digital Farming 
for over ten years and is planning to 
accelerate its investments in the area;.In November, Yara acquired Adapt-N by 
Agronomic Technology Corp (ATC);.Some Digital Farming solutions of Yara 
are CheckIT an app using images to identify 
nutrition problems, Yara Water Solution 
measuring the water pressure in a leaf and the 
Megalab™ where the nutrients in the soil and 
leafs are tested;.Yara was founded in 1905 and its website 
is yara.com/

ten years ago, with an advanced offer of 
sensor-driven tools and solutions, like the 
N-sensor, picture technology that allows 
to diagnose a field’s health with your 
cell phone camera, or our water sensor 
technology, to optimise irrigation and 
thus save one of the planet’s most scarce 
resources.”

The activities of Yara in the area 
of Digital Farming span a broad range 
of activities, Mr Fürnsinn continues. 
“We pursue a broad agenda. Some 
initiatives aim for higher connectivity of 
our tools and services, some for adding 
new and more advanced sensors and 
ways to collect information, such as 
drones. Some are directed to optimising 
the digital information and knowledge 
flows with farmers or food companies. 
In some areas, we invest into advanced 
modelling and big data, for instance, to 
simulate the optimal treatment of a farm 
depending on the weather.” Yara also 
builds partnerships with other players 
and optimises digital commercial models 
at the Digital Farming department. 

In November 2017, Yara acquired 
a major US-based crop nutrition 
recommendation platform. The platform, 
Adapt-N by Agronomic Technology 
Corp (ATC), is big in the US corn sector. 
The acquisition of ATC strengthens 
Yara’s position in Digital Farming and 
as a crop nutrition provider. “ATC will 
help us implement our farmer-centric 
strategy and is an important building 
block in expanding our position in 
Digital Farming,” said Mr Terje Knutsen, 
Executive Vice President, Crop Nutrition 
at Yara on their website. 

“We are impressed with the 
accuracy and quality of Adapt-N’s 
recommendations compared to other 

products in the market, and are excited 
about the opportunities that arise from 
combining the highly complementary 
digital solutions of the two companies,” 
said Mr Fürnsinn.

ATC is based in both the financial 
and technological centres of the U.S.; 
New York City and Silicon Valley. Its 
employees are agronomists, modellers, 
software developers and entrepreneurs 
and it boasts decades of research initiated 
by Cornell University. Recently, the 
Adapt-N team receive a USD 1 million 
grand prize in the Nitrogen Reduction 
Challenge by Tulane University. 

The plan of Yara is to expand 
the Adapt-N platform beyond United 
States boundaries and include other 
crops as well. “Our team is excited 
about Yara’s digital solutions and the 
company’s genuine commitment to 
helping farmers improve their financial 
and environmental performance. Joining 
our advanced technology and data-driven 
capabilities with a leading crop nutrition 
company like Yara provides a tremendous 
opportunity to scale globally, innovate 
across a wider product portfolio and 
crop base, and maintain focus on the 
success and sustainability of all farmers 
and those who serve them,” said Mr Steve 
Sibulkin, CEO of ATC on Yara’s website.

The goals of Yara’s Digital Farming 
activities, in general, are helping farmers 
improve profitability, quality and yield 
while simplifying farming. The question 
that lingers is then if Digital Farming 
can solve the food problem for the 
earth’s bulging population. “We are 
convinced that Digital Farming can be a 
key contributor to exactly this objective! 
Certainly, in sync with other efforts and 
in collaboration with partners across the 

Above left and above: Farmers using a tablet in their work. 
Digital farming help farmers increase profitability and quality of their products.

PHOTO: YARA ASA/ANDRE CASELANI
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by the 600-strong workforce in in 40 offices 
around the world, working with many of 
the world’s leading media companies, 
including CNN, CBS, Fox, BBC, BSkyB, 
Sky Sports, CBS Sports, Fox Sports, Al 
Jazeera, NDR, ITN, ZDF, VICE, The 
Washington Post, TF1, CCTV, and NHK 
among others. Furthermore, many world-
class production houses and corporate 
institutions such as the London Stock 
Exchange use Vizrt systems.

“Digital media is starting to play 
a major role in digital broadcasting 
since the changes in consumers’ media 
consumption behaviour, meaning 
they are moving away from television 

How a Norwegian technology firm is helping the largest 
broadcasters stay relevant in the digital age

Visualising the Globe

Norwegian Vizrt - short for 
visualisation in real-time - is one of the 
companies they turn to.

Vizrt is a worldwide market leader 
in the areas of real-time 3D graphics, 
studio automation, sports analysis 
and asset management tools for the 
media and entertainment industry. 
This includes interactive and virtual 
solutions, animations, maps, weather, 
story and video editing, compositing, 
multiplatform VOD (video on demand) 
and live playout tools.

It has customers in more than 100 
countries worldwide and the list keeps 
growing each day. This is made possible 

to second screens, demanding access 
to content anytime, anywhere,” says 
Yupapak Tawanna, Managing Director, 
Greater Thailand. “Since our new CEO 
Michael Hallen joined the company in 
August 2016, he has been actively revising 
the global business plan and strategic 
policy to align the company with these 
market changes in order to deliver the 
best tools for our clients.” 

Thailand serves as the headquarter 
for the Asia-Pacific region, which the 
company considers to have higher growth 
potential in relation to mature markets 
in Europe and the US. In Thailand and 
Asia-Pacific, Vizrt is targeting an annual 
revenue growth of 20% within 2017, and 
to double its revenue over the next three 
to five years globally.

The way Vizrt intends to achieve 
this is by reducing complexity, increasing 
efficiency and transparency, all the while 
offering complete solutions and one-
stop services to support the media and 
entertainment industries.

“One of our current key offerings 
is Viz One, a cutting-edge media asset 
management platform, which creates 
a solid backbone for TV channels and 

As the world continues to embrace digital technologies, traditional 
television broadcasters are turning to software companies in order 

to gain a ‘digital edge’ and help retain the younger, ‘cord-cutting’ 
generations.

HENRI VIIRALT

PHOTO: VIZRT
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.

helps manage all digital media assets 
that can be repurposed via multiplatform 
channels, depending on necessity,” Ms 
Yupapak says.

Viz One makes it easy for teams 
across entire organisations to find, 
upload, preview, log, cut, send, and 
manage media. The primary tool, Studio, 
is web-based and accessible from any 
desktop, so users can edit and approve 
media remotely. Assets are searchable 
within seconds of ingest, and can be 
browsed and edited directly on a laptop 
or desktop using proxy-based video 
editing tools. According to Vizrt, many 
customers do more than 90% of their 
editing with Viz One proxy-based video 
editing tools.

“Another solution we’re really 
focusing on in Thailand and Indochina 
is VIz Opus, to help automate workflows, 
increase efficiency and lower headcount 
in production control rooms – cutting 
down from 20 to 4-5 people.”

It is an all-encompassing system 
to provide all vital components for the 
production control rooms, such as error-
free automation and highly configurable 
user interface, providing users with 
the ability to store and instantly recall 
interface configuration settings. Story 
elements such as cameras, clips, and 
graphics are assigned to buttons, 
allowing quick and easy access. Designed 
with multi-channel/multi-platform news 
delivery in mind, Viz Opus is the heart of 
the TV station of the future.

“In moving towards new media, 
there are several pros and cons, especially 
in developing regions like Southeast 
Asia, where internet bandwidth speed 
is still a massive hurdle to overcome for 
broadcasters that want to stream their 

content to second screens.”
The numbers certainly seem to 

back it up. According to Akamai’s State of 
the Internet Report in Q1 2017, Thailand’s 
broadband bandwidth averages 13.7 
megabytes per second (Mbps) and 
mobile at 5.8 Mbps, Indonesia at 5.9 
Mbps and 6.9 Mbps respectively, and 
Vietnam at 5.1 Mbps and 2.8 Mbps.

“We at Vizrt still believe that the 
presentation and the overall quality 
of content are crucial factors that 
broadcasters and media companies 
have to focus on in order to retain their 
audiences in the long term, especially 
the younger generation who expect great 
quality and information presented in a 
fast, accurate and interesting way - and 
this is where we definitely can provide 
the most value to our clients.”

Apart from having a professional 
TV-programme production team, 
stations are now tasked with building 
social media teams to create and publish 
compelling stories, utilising video and 
interactive, high-quality graphics which 
can be repurposed from on-air to online 
and social media channels, such as 
official websites, Twitter, Facebook and 
Instagram. 

In Thailand, Vizrt is already 
working with most of the major 
broadcasters, such as Channel 3, which 
has been their client since they were 
and analogue channel and Vizrt is now 
offering one-stop solutions for four of their 
channels. Other clients include Channel 
5, Channel 7, True Corp, PPTV, and 
Thai PBS. Ms Yupapak jokingly refers to 
Thairath TV as their national showroom 
since they have already implemented 
most of Vizrt’s latest technologies.

“One of our faster growing countries 

in Indochina is currently Myanmar. 
Since they opened up the country we’ve 
been observing several improvements 
to the infrastructure and their media 
capabilities. There is significant growth 
in the country, which will help it become 
a regional powerhouse in the long run.

I’m personally very excited to be 
working with our partners there and 
one of our key projects is currently the 
rebranding of MRTV, the only state-
owned TV channel. The first phase of the 
rebranding started two years ago because 
we had already been a technology 
provider to them, so they asked for our 
assistance. The project covers everything 
from logo design to modernising how 
they present graphics. We’ve now entered 
the second phase with the support of 
the newly elected government and the 
Ministry of Information.”

In eyeing the future, Ms Yupapak 
considers digital publishing as a key 
driver for growth, and says Vizrt is 
developing an online production suite, 
which can serve as a digital publishing 
platform and a content production tool.

“We believe that augmented reality 
and virtual reality will become even more 
important in the media landscape in the 
near future, and we are also implementing 
artificial intelligence in our product 
line. The media industry continues to 
develop and so must we keep innovating 
and developing our products, growing 
alongside our partners. Their success 
is ultimately what will determine our 
success, too.”

Facts.Vizrt, short for Visualization in Real-
Time was originally a Norwegian company 
founded to create content production, 
management and distribution tools for the 
digital media industry..Vizrt traces its roots back to TV2 Norway 
in 1997 when TV2 needed a solution for 
creating graphics in the newsroom for 
journalists.Today, Vizrt is a worldwide market 
leader in the areas of real-time 3D graphics, 
studio automation, sports analysis and 
asset management tools for the media and 
entertainment industry..Vizrt has customers in more than 100 
countries worldwide and the list keeps 
growing each day..600 engaged and very competent 
employees work at 40 vizrt offices around the 
world..Vizrt’s products are used by the world’s 
leading media companies, including CNN, 
CBS, Fox, BBC, BSkyB, Sky Sports, CBS 
Sports, Fox Sports, Al Jazeera, NDR, ITN, 
ZDF, VICE, The Washington Post, TF1, 
CCTV, NHK and the list keeps growing..Vizrt is privately owned by Nordic Capital 
Fund VIII.

Above left: Ms. Yupapak Tawanna, Regional Director, Greater Thailand. 
Above: vizrt is actively marketing their brand and product, here at the IBC 2017 event in 
Amsterdam.

PHOTO: VIZRT
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and development firm headquartered in 
Colombo. 

In 2013, Mr Worm-Petersen 
initiated dialogue with Sri Lanka 
Association of Software and Service 
Companies (SLASSCOM), the national 
chamber for IT/BPO outsourcing, to help 
establish a professional relationship with 
ICT Norway, in order to leverage each 
other’s resources to develop the event in 
an annual conference format.

“Essentially, we started out trying 
to address two issues: attracting great 
speakers to Sri Lanka and creating a 
platform for the local tech industry to 
promote the nation and to showcase 
what’s happening here. Over the years 
it’s become a very important tool for 

Sri Lanka is gaining prominence as a prime destination for tech 
investments and outsourcing

In the Fast Lane

Founded in 2013, Dev Day has risen to 
become the nation’s prime platform for 
tech industry’s experts, both domestic 
and international, to share their 
knowledge, experience and insights with 
the community.

“I feel that sometimes there’s a 
sound barrier between Sri Lanka and 
India – while India has managed to 
create a lot of buzz and attract significant 
investment, the Sri Lankans haven’t really 
received the exposure they deserve. That 
was one of the reasons for us to create 
an annual industry event that would 
draw prestigious international speakers 
and companies to come and experience 
Sri Lanka,” says Finn Worm-Petersen, 
Group CEO of Tiqri, a global technology 

international companies to come and 
visit Sri Lanka as a destination for either 
investment or outsourcing,” says Mr 
Worm-Petersen.

He notes that these days, there are 
several tech conferences taking place in 
Sri Lanka, but most of them either tend 
to be regional or have been unsuccessful 
in attracting renowned international 
speakers. He sees that the goal of Dev 
Day is to steadily raise the bar while 
accelerating the development of the Sri 
Lankan ICT industry.

“Our slogan is ‘by developers, 
for developers’, and conceptually the 
event is to keep us in line with what’s 
happening internationally; making sure 
we are exposed to the latest technologies 
and innovation. This is crucial since 
the local market has historically been 
lagging behind when it comes to the 
latest technologies, so we need to actively 
create and nurture these relationships, 
with both visitors and speakers.”

The 2017 Dev Day, held on 9 
November at the prestigious Cinnamon 
Grand Colombo Hotel, focused largely 
on robotics, the Internet of Things (IoT) 
and cloud technologies. 

Now in its fifth consecutive year running, Dev Day is an international 
software developer conference, held annually in Sri Lanka.

HENRI VIIRALT
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One of the highlights included 
a keynote by Satyajeet Singh, Head 
of Platform Partnership in India at 
Facebook, who shared their vision of 
bringing the world together and their 
responsibilities beyond it. 

After the main keynotes, the event 
was split into parallel sessions, one of 
which had Ragnar Harper, Telenor’s 
Chief Architect for Infrastructure and 
Security, confirm that the cloud is here 
to stay and talk about its vital role in 
eliminating the days of troubleshooting 
infrastructure. Another great parallel 
session was conducted by Ben Saghedi, 
Advanced Analytics Technology 
Specialist at Microsoft, focusing AI 
systems and the Microsoft Cognitive 
Services APIs.

Sri Lanka’s competitive advantage 
in IT/BPO is built around agility, cost, 
a niche talent base, ethics, cultural 
adoptability and a pro-business 
environment. Since the 1970s, Sri Lanka 
has worked toward creating conditions 
favourable to foreign investment. 
100% foreign ownership is permitted 
across most areas of the economy 
with no restrictions on repatriation of 

earnings, fees, capital with safety of 
foreign investment guaranteed by the 
constitution. Tax holidays for corporate 
and tax incentives for individuals are in 
place to attract high value investments in 
priority sectors, including IT/BPO sector. 

The country’s IT/BPO client 
portfolio includes the London Stock 
Exchange, Microsoft, Emirates, Qatar 
Airways, Lenovo, JP Morgan and Google 
among others, and companies like 
HSBC, IFS, Intel, Motorola, Pearsons 
and Accentura have already set up shop 
in Sri Lanka.

The government has set forth an 
ambitious goal of achieving USD 5 billion 
in BPO exports while creating 200,000 
jobs and 1,000 startups by 2022. This will 
mean a lot of investment in creating a 
mature startup ecosystem, complete with 
initiatives for skills development and 
talent management, but also fostering 
and bringing in foreign venture capitalists 
and incubation programs.

In an effort to support Sri Lanka’s 
IT industry hit that USD 5 billion target 
by 2022, SLASSCOM and ICT Norway 
signed a memorandum of understanding 
in 2016, vowing to enhance startups and 
entrepreneurship in the local ICT sector.

In September 2017, this resulted 
in a unique opportunity for the best Sri 
Lankan startups to be able to participate 
in a pitching session during the Oslo 
Innovation Week. This is an event that 
has earned a reputation as an important 
global event looking for business 
solutions to address the United Nation’s 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 
The solutions combine three important 
areas - entrepreneurship, technology and 
innovation.

Three startups that were selected 
to represented Sri Lanka at the 
Oslo Innovation Week: BotFactory, 
ShoutOUT, and Right Posture. 

ShoutOUT is a mobile marketing 
platform, which allows companies to 
send personalised and targeted messages 
in bulk to their customers to help 
customer conversion and retention, either 
via email or SMS. It also helps aggregate 
all customer data from different sources 
to the ShoutOUT dashboard, allowing 
to create dynamically updating segments 
based on several factors, such as gender, 
interests, purchase history, etc. 

Right Posture is a startup offering 
a smart chair with sensors that monitor 
posture. In case it detects that the user 
is sitting with an unhealthy posture, the 
chair sends push notifications through 
the smartphone app to correct it.

Chatbots have been a sweeping 
tech trend that began in 2016, comprising 
a program which conducts a conversation 
via auditory or textual methods, and they 
are widely used for various practical 
purposes, including customer service or 
information acquisition. The problem is 

Facts
Sri Lanka has been:.Ranked among the top ten emerging global 
destinations by Global Services Magazine.Awarded “Offshore Destination of the 
Year” by National Outsourcing Association 
in 2013 and 2014. Shortlisted for the Award 
in 2015..Ranked in Gartners’ 30 leading Location 
for Offshore Services. Included among the Top 
6 in Asia Pacific..Ranked at 11 in the A.T. Kearney’s Global 
Services Location Index (GSLI) in 2017 
against financial attractiveness, people skills 
and availability, and business environment..12th in the top-ranking destinations in 
IBM Global Location Trends Report.The United Nations e-Government survey 
ranks No 1 in South Asia in the e-Government 
ranking.

that they’re notoriously difficult to create 
from scratch, but BotFactory promises to 
create and deploy chatbots to Facebook 
Messenger in as little as 5 minutes, 
utilising a simple flowchart to generate 
the dialogue patterns.

In November 2017, the Sri Lankan 
government also announced its plans to 
launch an exclusive fund to develop the 
IT industry with the assistance of the 
island’s universities.

H.E. The Minister of Finance, 
Mangala Samaraweera announced the 
“angel fund for the IT industry”, which 
will invest LKR 3 billion in various 
projects over the next five years, in 
projects supporting and developing 
the local startup ecosystem through 
establishing incubators and attracting 
foreign startups to Sri Lanka. The fund 
will also support the acquisition and 
augmentation of skills and knowhow in 
collaboration with the local universities. 

H.E. Prime Minister Ranil 
Wickremesinghe also said the 
government will provide further tax 
concessions for the IT industry to 
expand and provide funding to train the 
workforce. The government is starting 
a new Bank for Development Finance, 
targeting the IT industry growth.

“There are very interesting things 
happening in the Sri Lankan IT sector, 
and at Dev Day we’re seeing a lot of 
renewed interest in the country, and 
international companies are recognising 
this, too. There are numerous ones 
that have either set up offices here or 
integrate with existing ones, and while 
we can’t take full credit for it, we’re very 
proud that we’ve managed to create an 
important platform to help facilitate new 
partnerships and ventures,” Mr Worm-
Petersen concludes.

Left: Microsoft's Data & AI Specialist, Ben 
Sadeghi presenting at Dev Day 2017.

.
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with a chip instead.
Because it’s new, I don’t know 

enough about it yet,” Ms. Timmins said. 
“I’m a little nervous about implanting 
something into my body.”

Still, “I think it’s pretty exciting to 
be part of something new like this,” she 
said. “I know down the road, it’s going to 
be the next big thing, and we’re on the 
cutting edge of it.”

To acquire the microchips, Three 
Square Market partnered with Swedish 
company Biohax International, who had 
already made the technology available 
for a Swedish startup hub, Epicenter, in 
April.

Epicenter offers to implant its 
employees, as well as members of the 
hub to open doors, operate printers or 
buy smoothies with a wave of the hand.

“The biggest benefit, I think, is 
convenience,” said Patrick Mesterton, co-
founder and chief executive of Epicenter 
in an interview with the LA Times. “It 
basically replaces a lot of things you have, 
other communication devices, whether it 
be credit cards or keys.”

Essentially, an RFID chip is a tiny 
two-way radio, capable of containing 

Technology enthusiasts are pioneering data storage directly in 
their bodies

The Cyborgs Among Us

Back in August, a small Wisconsin-based 
technology company, Three Square 
Market, was widely covered in the media 
for providing an option for its employees 
to have a chip the size of a grain of rice 
injected between their thumb and index 
finger.

Reportedly, 50 out of the 80 
employees decided to volunteer to be 
“chipped”, allowing them to utilise the 
radio-frequency identification (RFID) 
technology in the microchip to swipe 
into the office building and pay for food 
in the cafeteria.

“It was pretty much 100 percent 
yes right from the get-go for me,” said 
Sam Bengtson, a software engineer in 
an interview with the New York Times. 
“In the next five to ten years, this is going 
to be something that isn’t scoffed at so 
much, or is more normal. So, I like to 
jump on the bandwagon with these kind 
of things early, just to say that I have it.”

Jon Krusell, another software 
engineer, and Melissa Timmins, the 
company’s sales director, were more 
hesitant. Mr. Krusell, who said he was 
excited about the technology but leery 
of an implanted device, might get a ring 

various types of information. Embedded 
under the skin, once scanned, the chip can 
provide information containing a unique 
identifier for each individual, which can 
be linked to further information about an 
individual, such as medical history.

While the technology has been 
around for more than five decades, it was 
Kevin Warwick, professor of cybernetics 
at Reading University in the UK, who 
was the first person to implant an RFID 
chip into his arm in 1998, in order to see if 
his computer was able to wirelessly track 
his movements within the university.

Applied Digital Solutions in 
Florida began experimenting with their 
VeriChips in the early 2000s, resulting 
in the “historic chipping of the Jacobs 
family” in June 2002, with a total of 
eight people having a unique identifier 
injected under their skin due to the 
various medical ailments that plague the 
family. The technology got its legs and 
received FDA approval in 2004.

While it’s undeniable that the 
RFID chip can be a useful tool in 
emergency situations, where having 
instant access to the pertinent medical 
data can mean the difference between 
life and death, there are several other 
advantages and potential applications for 
using the technology in humans.

Biometric passports, IDs and driver 
licenses already contain microchips and 
it wouldn’t take much to change the 
infrastructure from scanning passports 
to scanning hands at border crossings. In 
fact, scanning would comprise of merely 
walking past a scanner in such cases.

RFID technology is also used in 
correction facilities around the world, 

Companies implanting microchips under employees’ skins might 
have once sounded like a plot to a dystopian sci-fi novel, but it is fast 

becoming reality – and employees are lining up for the opportunity.

HENRI VIIRALT
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Facts.The Vatican has been using RFID to 
keep track of more than 2 million ancient 
manuscripts in the Vatican Library..The smallest RFID tag is manufactured by 
Hitachi. It is 0.15 mm2..The FDA has approved the use of RFID 
to track blood..RFID tags were initially invented by a 
Soviet spy..Embedded RFID sensors will likely be an 
integral part of driverless cars..A company called Nutrismart has created 
edible RFID tags. The idea is to let people see 
exact nutritional numbers of what they eat. 
Literally putting data into the food you eat..In 2007, a Korean McDonald’s became 
the first restaurant to offer an RFID enabled 
payment system VIA flip phones..Schools in and around Cincinnati 
have adopted RFID to make sure kids are 
getting to and from school. Kids have to check 
in, so no more sneaking into school late..Passive RFID tags can be read from as far 
as 90 metres away.

chips are either read-only or read/write, 
in the case of the latter, it means that 
the data could not only be stolen, but 
corrupted or wiped entirely. 

However, MIT and Texas 
Instruments have teamed up to create 
hacking-proof RFID chips.

What this new chip does is guard 
against “power glitch attacks” which cut 
password-protected gadgets’ power and 
allows unlimited password attempts. 
This grants the hacker thousands of 
tries to squeeze out the device’s secrets. 
But the new chip comes with an on-
board power, something normal RFID 
chips lack. That makes the chip’s power 
“virtually impossible to cut,” the press 
release says.

Although RFID chips are already 
widely circulated and the technology 
seems to have some potential for making 
our lives more convenient, whether or 
not human chipping should see mass 
adoption remains highly debatable, not 
only due to the medical and privacy 
reasons, but because there may be better, 
less invasive technologies just around the 
corner.

Aside from storing data directly in 
our DNA - which has seen exponential 
progress being made this year - 
holographic laser etching is another 
technology that could potentially allow 
encoding data directly on the lens of a 
human eye, or on the fingernails. While 
the technology is still in its infancy, and 
there are several technical hurdles to 
overcome (currently it’s challenging to 
overwrite or erase data more than once), 
it certainly seems that sooner, rather 
than later the concept of carrying keys 
and plastic cards may very well be a thing 
of the past.

but usually in the form of wrist or 
ankle bands, which is much easier to 
circumvent than something embedded 
under the skin.

“When implemented correctly, an 
RFID system could help keep inmates 
out of restricted areas and away from 
other inmates that they could potentially 
harm or be harmed by. Additionally, if 
an officer needs help, the system could 
pinpoint his or her exact location for 
quick assistance. The technology is 
intended to reduce violence, disciplinary 
actions, and escape attempts, improve 
incident investigations, and improve 
overall control in the prison,” found a 
study by Hickman et al. 

The same tracking technology 
could potentially be used to monitor 
babies in hospitals that oftentimes get 
mixed up or elderly that tend to wander 
off from care facilities.

Going beyond the obvious 
convenience of swiping doors, RFID 
could be used in tandem with various 
smart home systems, including switching 
on your favourite TV channel as you sit 
down on your couch, or making sure the 
temperature is set to your preference as 
you walk home – basically controlling 
every aspect of the home.

Firearm producers Smith & Wesson 
and Browning, too, have developed an 
implant system for firearms, allowing 
only the registered owner to fire their 
weapon. 

“There are more than 310 million 
guns in the United States, and more 
than 30 percent of Americans report that 
they have a gun in their home. Children 
under age 12 die from gun accidents in 
the United States about once a week, on 
average, and 89 percent of unintentional 
shooting deaths of children take place 
in the home, while their parents are out. 
American children are nine times more 

likely to be killed by a gun than are kids in 
other developed nations,” writes Dahlia 
Lithwick in a recent article for Slate. 

Naturally, there are also several 
concerns about implanting RFID chips, 
mainly centred around medical and 
privacy issues.

“There are many different digital 
identification systems, and we use many 
different cards. We have a credit card, 
an ID card, a medical aid membership 
card, a public transport card and so 
on. We would probably also need to 
implant more than just one RFID chip. 
A potential problem with these chips is 
that they don’t always stay in their place. 
They sometimes migrate to a different 
location, making it hard to find them, 
which would be particularly problematic 
in medical emergencies. Some other risks 
include electrical hazards, adverse tissue 
reactions, infections and incompatibility 
with medical equipment such as 
MRIs machines. During an MRI scan, 
patients cannot take anything metal, 
including microchips. Then there’s 
the potential risks associated with 
certain pharmaceuticals and the issue 
of electrosurgical and electromagnetic 
interference with devices and 
defibrillators.

Research studies from 2007 have 
indicated that microchips caused cancer 
in between one and ten percent of lab 
animals implanted with the chips. 
Even though these cases are too rare to 
be distinguished from the cancer risk 
associated with any other implanted 
(medical) device, the fact remains that 
there are various potential RFID chip 
related health issues that are currently 
not adequately studied,” writes Richard 
van Hooijdonk, trend watcher and 
futurist, in his personal blog.

RFID implants are also sensitive 
to exploitation by hackers, and since the 

.

Above: Microchip implants have been used on pets for years. Humans are 
starting to discover the benefits of microchip implants for access controls and other areas 
where personal identification is needed, however, privacy concerns are still outweighing 
the benefits, as such chips may be hacked for criminal purposes.
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applications developers is projected to 
grow 30 percent, and employment of 
systems developers is projected to grow 11 
percent. The main reason for the growth 
in both applications developers and 
systems developers is a large increase in 
the demand for computer software.”

Because we are surrounded by 
technology, learning to code, even at an 
elementary level, has several benefits, 
like teaching problem solving and 
simulating creativity. In order to expose 
children at a young age to the basics of 
computer science, several EU countries 

Programming can be seen as a window to the modern world, and a 
new trend aims to get children hooked on it from the earliest age 
possible

Kids Can Code!

The world’s growing reliance on 
technology to get things done is making 
developers more important than ever. 
They are the people who are capable of 
building things for a digital world, and 
that is precisely why the demand for 
developers will grow exponentially over 
the next decade. 

According to the Bureau of 
Labour Statistics, in the US alone, 
“employment of software developers is 
projected to grow 24 percent from 2016 
to 2026, much faster than the average 
for all occupations. Employment of 

have already introduced coding to their 
core curriculum at the primary level. 

Elsewhere, a new trend of setting 
up coding clubs, where voluntary 
groups teach children and youth basic 
coding skills, has become very popular. 
It reached Norway in 2013; first the 
metropolitan areas, but soon even in rural 
communities across the long-stretching 
country, reaching far to the north.

One of the initiators in Norway, 
Simen Sommerfeldt, CTO at Bouvet 
ASA, wrote the following in his blog in 
May 2013: “I had been pondering for 
a while about the idea of establishing 
a local Meetup aimed at teaching the 
kids in Oslo to code. I had mentioned it 
to my partners on the eastern board of 
the Norwegian Computer Society. So, 
I casually responded to a tweet by Olve 
Maudal, a Software Engineer at Cisco, 
and challenged him to join me in making 
a programming course for children. 
He responded favourably, as did many 
others. 

Just like in the U.S, people and 
companies came in hordes. The first 
month was an unreal experience. The 

In the last three decades, computers have changed the world beyond 
recognition. Not only have digital technologies permeated every aspect 

of our daily lives, but an increasing number of critical systems that were 
once controlled mechanically, or by people, now run on code.

HENRI VIIRALT
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Facts.Kids Can Code sessions at TIQRI initially 
started at Dev Day 2016 and now happens 
every month with around 30-40 kids.A coding session for kids took place at 
Bogawanthalawa Tea Estate with 30 kids in 
March 2017.Conducted two sessions for volunteers at 
ICTA (Information and Communication 
Technology Agency of Sri Lanka) and at 
TIQRI premises early this year.In August 2017, conducted a session on 
“How to start a Kids Code Club in your 
company” for other IT companies in Sri 
Lanka who are interested in starting their 
own Kids Code Club.Millenium IT and British Council are 
starting their own Kids Code Clubs after the 
above session and TIQRI is supporting them 
for the initial phase.Kids Can Code at Dev Day 2017 was a 
success with over 40 kids and the kids played 
a game they created by themselves using 
Micro bits

the logical and creative thinking, and to 
improve the problem-solving capabilities 
of the students. The programme is now 
running on a trial basis at select schools. 

According to Mr Worm-
Petersen, there have been discussions 
on implementing coding to the school 
curriculum at a primary level for a while, 
but previously ICTA lacked the full 
curriculum, which ICT Norway is now 
providing. 

Arunesh Peter, ICTA’s Director of 
Projects commented on the All Children 
Coding initiative at a press conference, 
“ICT is already taught as a subject in 
general from grade 6 upwards. However, 
we believe that programming and coding 
shouldn’t just be limited to computer 
science majors in schools, so we are 
introducing a curriculum for students 
from the age of six upwards to help them 
to develop and master problem-solving 
skills and computational thinking. 
Once they enter the workforce, these 
students will accelerate the move of Sri 
Lanka into a knowledge-based economy 
that leverages on the benefits of the 
technological advances to support our 
overall economic growth.”

Mr Worm-Petersen says that 
SLASSCOM has been actively opening 
up new coding schools and he invites 
other international companies to partner 
up in establishing a network of coding 
schools nationwide in Sri Lanka.

“It’s still early days of course, but 
there is definitely a lot of interest in 
coding now in Sri Lanka and not just by 
children – even the parents are getting 
in on the action. Just recently we held 
a Kids Can Code session where around 
40 curious parents accompanied their 
children to see what potential coding can 
unlock for their future.”leaders in the developer communities and 

some members of academia in Norway 
all tweeted to make their followers 
join in, and soon enough we had sister 
meetups in the major Norwegian cities. 
Then came Torgeir Waterhouse, director 
of Internet at ICT Norway. The two of us 
hit it off, and decided to run this project 
together. 

We have 650 members in nine 
cities, and tens of schools already busy 
introducing programming in their 
curriculum. The «inner circle» of the 
project counts some 80 persons in several 
working groups. We are a movement of 
doers, not bureaucrats.”

Finn Worm-Petersen, Group CEO 
of Tiqri, had been contemplating setting 
up a similar programme for the youth in 
Colombo a few years later, recognising 
the need for setting up an entirely free 
of charge coding club, where every child 
can come, no matter their socioeconomic 
status, to be introduced to the world of 
programming.

“We knew that ICT Norway had 
a conceptually similar event running in 
Norway, so we started discussing it with 

the industry leaders and the Norwegian 
embassy in Sri Lanka, framing it as a 
CSR initiative, so rather than companies 
going out and painting schools, it 
became something to provide intrinsic 
value for the children and help with 
their professional skill development,” Mr 
Worm-Petersen says.

Tiqri is also the organiser of Dev 
Day, Sri Lanka’s premier development 
conference, and they inaugurated 
‘Kids Can Code’, in collaboration with 
SLASSCOM and ICT Norway as a 
workshop session for children between 
the ages of 9-14, as part of the annual 
conference in 2016. This workshop was a 
prelude to the launch of Kids Can Code 
Club in Sri Lanka, which Tiqri now hosts 
in-house every month on Saturdays. 

“It’s a full-day event, targeted 
towards kids that might not necessarily 
have the resources to take expensive 
courses, and coding is unfortunately 
not yet part of the school curriculum at 
primary levels either. The idea behind 
Kids Can Code is to eventually make it 
accessible to every child in Sri Lanka, to 
show that coding is part of the future,” 
Mr Worm-Petersen says. “Obviously, our 
long-term goal is to ensure that the ICT 
industry here thrives and we recognise 
the need for fresh blood and perspectives, 
and we think the industry will always 
have a very important cooperation with 
academia, so we try our best to tap into 
the early stage development, way before 
the school system will introduce them to 
computer science.”

Mr Worm-Petersen notes other 
organisations in Colombo are now 
becoming actively involved in helping 
to develop the next generation of ICT 
workforce, and there has been more and 
more interest from rural areas, which 
lack the technological infrastructure, to 
partner up with companies in Colombo, 
who can help set up the coding schools 
and teach the instructors.

For their code club, Tiqri uses the 
micro:bit, an inexpensive pocket-sized 
computer, developed by the BBC. IT 
was designed to encourage children to 
get actively involved in writing software 
for computers and building new things, 
rather than being consumers of media. 
At half the size of a credit card, it’s 
surprisingly versatile and packs quite a 
bit of hardware – including 25 LED lights 
that can flash messages, a motion sensor, 
Bluetooth Low Energy (BLE) connector 
to interact with other devices and the 
internet, as well as two programmable 
buttons. 

ICT Norway also visited Sri Lanka 
earlier this year, to discuss adding coding 
to the school curriculum at the primary 
stage. Information and Communication 
Technology Agency of Sri Lanka (ICTA) 
has recently introduced ‘All Children 
Coding’, an initiative with the support 
of Ministry of Education, to improve 

.
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adopting digital payment systems, where 
the likes of Alipay and WeChat Pay have 
seen massive uptake in recent years, and 
only 25% of responders to PayPal’s recent 
APAC report indicated they preferred 
using cash for transactions.

Other places in Asia are lagging far 
behind. The same PayPal report revealed 
that more that 70% of the respondents 
in India, Philippines and Indonesia use 
cash most often. Even financial hubs 
Hong Kong and Singapore say 44% 
and 43% respectively would rather use 
physical currency. 

Perhaps quite surprisingly, 
Somaliland may become the first country 
in the world where cash will go extinct. 
Although no official statistics exist, a 
lack of international investment has 
enabled Somaliland to nurture, from the 
ground up, a locally unique and broadly 
successful mobile payment ecosystem. 

Demonetisation is gaining traction around the world, but are we 
truly ready to let go of physical currency?

Going Cashless

Consulting firm Capgemini recently 
projected that electronic payments will 
grow 11% per annum between 2015 and 
2020 while Statista, an online business 
intelligence portal expects the total 
transaction value in digital payments to 
deliver an annual growth rate of 14.8% 
between 2017-2021 worldwide. The pace 
at which countries are moving away from 
cash is, however, happening at varying 
paces around the world.

According to the Federal Reserve’s 
most recent survey of payment options, 
American consumers used cash in 32% 
of all retail transactions in 2015, down 
from 40% just three years prior. In a 2016 
survey, payment processor TSYS asked 
over 1,000 US consumers which payment 
form they prefer. 40% chose credit cards, 
while 35% selected debit cards, and only 
11% specified a preference for using cash.

China is one of the frontrunners in 

According to a BBC reporting the, 
“use of mobile payments has increased 
from around 10 to 20% a year ago to 
nearer 50% now, the technology is fast 
becoming the preferred way to make 
transactions in tiny Somaliland, a 
country with a minuscule economy and 
where camel is the largest export. In 
Somaliland, some employers have even 
began paying through mobile.”

In 2009, Somaliland’s largest 
mobile network operator, Telesom, 
rolled out their mobile payment 
system, Zaad. It allows for transfer, 
receiving and depositing, and it is used 
for paying for anything from groceries 
to utilities and rent. In Somaliland, 
there are no international commercial 
banks operating, because of the lack of 
recognition as an independent country. 

In 2013, Somalilanders carried 
out 30 ZAAD transactions per month 
on average, compared to the global 
average of 8.5 transactions, according to 
GSMA. What sets ZAAD apart from 
other mobile payment services and the 
success behind its meteoric growth is 
that Telesom doesn’t charge service fees 
– instead ZAAD profits from different 
services, such as airtime recharge.

In Europe, all eyes are currently on 
Sweden, where barely 1% of the value of 
all payments made in 2016, used physical 
currency, compared to around 7% across 

E lectronic and digital transactions are fast gaining traction and 
surpassing cash as the preferred medium of transactions in many 

corners of the world.
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the EU and US. According to Sveriges 
Riksbank, Sweden’s central bank, cash is 
now used in less than 20% of transactions 
in stores – down from 39% five years 
prior.

Sweden is considered a 
hotbed of innovative startups and 
entrepreneurship, so it is natural that 
Swedes are embracing digital payment 
systems. ‘We don’t accept cash’ signs are 
becoming commonplace in Stockholm, 
and coins and banknotes have been 
banned on buses for several years, after 
concerns for the drivers’ safety had been 
raised by the unions.

“In general, consumers are very 
interested in new technologies, so 
we’re quite early to adopt [them],” 
explains Niklas Arvidsson, a professor 
at Stockholm’s Royal Institute of 
Technology in an interview with BBC.

This is partly down to infrastructure 
(Sweden is among the most connected 
countries in the EU); a relatively small 
population that is an ideal test-bed for 
innovations; and the country’s historically 
low corruption levels, he argues.

“Swedes tend to trust banks, we 
trust institutions... people are not afraid 
of the sort-of ‘Big Brother’ issues or fraud 
connected to electronic payment.”

Sweden’s central bank is currently 
exploring the viability and necessity of 
introducing a digital currency, the so-
called e-krona, to complement other 
payment options. The opponents argue 
that this trend of going cashless could 
ultimately make society more vulnerable. 
They claim that the payment market 
would be concentrated among a small 
group of private participants. The claims 
are similar to criticism against Telesom 
in Somaliland where international 
watchdogs warn of the potential to 
let telecoms run amok with little to 

no repercussions due to the lack of 
transparency and oversight.

According to McKinsey Global 
Institute, digital finance could provide 
an additional USD 2.1 trillion of loans 
to individuals and small businesses. 
Additionally, moving to digital payment 
systems is expected to potentially save 
around USD 400 billion in annual 
servicing fees globally.

Tax evasion is another key area 
that would see increased transparency 
to transactions, which would help 
governments better track and analyse 
citizens’ financial activities - especially 
with innovative technology like 
blockchain, where the ledger for all 
transactions is available for anyone to see 
at all times.

Demonetisation in India has also 
seen a positive effect on crime rates 
related to financial motives.

In November 2016, India’s Defence 
Minister Manohar Parrikar announced 
that India’s demonetisation move had 
seen the rate of crime in Mumbai and 
Delhi, including contract killings, 
murders, extortion and drug trafficking 
come down drastically.

“The decision taken by Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi is a historic one. 
The ‘black money’, corruption money, 
terror funding and drug money has 
received a jolt,” he said while addressing 
a rally in Aldona constituency in North 
Goa.

Aside from having a positive impact 
on society, digital payment systems tend 
to offer more security and convenience. 
The technological advances and ease of 
setting up digital accounts means that 
there will be increased access to credit 
for people who do not fall in any banking 
network. Between 2011 and 2014, the 
unbanked population fell by 20%. Based 

on information from more than 140 
countries, there are still around 2 billion 
people globally that don’t have access 
to credit, according to the World Bank’s 
Global Financial Inclusion database. 

As with any complex topic, there 
are obviously going to be naysayers.

“Banning cash is inherently 
discriminatory. It doesn’t distinguish 
between legitimate and illegitimate uses 
of paper money, assuming that anyone 
holding large amounts of cash must be 
guilty of something. This disadvantages 
the clear majority of the population in 
order to punish a minority.

More importantly, abolishing 
cash isn’t likely to solve the problems 
it’s meant to address. Criminals 
and terrorists will simply seek out 
alternative methods of transferring 
funds, even if they happen to be more 
expensive. Unless taken unawares, tax 
cheats can easily convert their illicit 
hoardings into gold, foreign currency 
or property. Even in India, where 
Modi’s decision came out of the blue, 
most of the outstanding currency was 
redeposited into bank accounts without 
providing the predicted increase in tax 
collections,” writes Satyajit Das in a 
recent Bloomberg article.

Africa, Latin America and 
emerging Asia-Pacific still rely heavily 
on hard cash. While digital payment 
methods may hold several advantages 
for the poor and the underbanked, many 
poorer regions in the world still lack the 
necessary technological infrastructure 
to make this a reality. 

It seems the consensus is that cash 
is on the way out, but in the interim, the 
pros and cons of demonetisation should 
be explored further. In the end, though, 
it is very likely that the future of money 
will not be determined by policymakers, 
but rather the fintech industry’s 
successes in cutting out the middlemen 
and lowering service fees, all the while 
making it easier than ever for us to pay 
for our lunch or morning coffee without 
having to reach for our wallets.

Above left: Thailand's 7-Eleven allows cashless payment through TrueMoney 
Wallet, an app developed by C.P. All. Online shopping and cashless shopping at retail stores 
in Asia is quickly catching up with the western world.

.
Top cashless countries
Countries Cashless 
 transactions
Singapore 61%
Netherlands 60%
France 59%
Sweden 59%
Canada 57%
Belgium 56%
UK 52%
USA 45%
Australia 35%
Germany 33%

Source: Mastercard Advisor’s Measuring 
progress toward a cashless society
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foreign companies to take a stake of up 
to 35 percent in Myanmar companies. 
U Aung Naing Oo, Head of the 
Directorate of Investment and Company 
Administration, said the law should be 
implemented no later than 1 August 2018. 

Even though the implementation of 
the reform takes longer than expected, it 
is expected that FDI welcoming policies 
like these are to be implemented within 
the next year. When that happens, the 
islands are definitely an interesting area 
for investors. 

So far the tourism development has 
seen its greatest success in other locations 
around the country. Bagan’s temples 
and Inle Lake are already major tourist 
destinations for foreign and domestic 
tourists. The Myeik Archipelago has all 
the elements to become one too. 

It has everything tourists might 

800 islands are scattered along the southern Myanmar coast in 
the Myeik (or Mergui) Archipelago.

Is the Myeik 
Archipelago Ready?

This is about to change though, because 
of the government led by, de facto 
leader Daw Aung San Suu Kyi, initiating 
ways to boost and reform the economy 
including the development of the Myeik 
Archipelago for tourism. 

The Myanmar Investment 
Commission (MIC) approved the 
construction of ten hotels to be built 
on the islands in July 2017 according to 
U Myo Myint, director of the Ministry 
of Hotel and Tourism according to the 
Myanmar Times. 

And on 29 July 2017, the 
government presented their new 
economic policy. One of the elements 
of the policy is welcoming more foreign 
direct investments (FDI). 

On 11 December 2017, two 
government officials told Reuters of 
the delay of a corporate law allowing 

desire: cultural heritage, pristine islands, 
diving destinations, good seafood, 
and most importantly the reputation 
of a pristine holiday destination (awe 
guaranteed of friends and families).

One reason for the lagging 
development of the region are the special 
permissions required to visit the islands 
further off the cost that are owned by the 
military. Travel agencies can arrange the 
needed permissions, but it’s an added 
price tag to an already expensive location. 

At the moment, there are only a 
couple hotels on the islands and they 
do not come cheap. The Myanmar 
Andaman Resort costs USD 1,500 for 
seven nights in a Double Suite.

Day trips are possible to the islands 
just off the cost, but the best diving areas 
are deeper into the archipelago away 
from the muddy Tanintharyi River water. 
And the area is huge. According to the 
Ministry of Hotels and Tourism, the 
Myeik Archipelago spans 43,344 square 
kilometres, that is equal to the area of 
Denmark.

So tourists wanting to explore the 
archipelago, have to stay at the hotels on 
the islands or book a multi-day yacht trip. 
The price tag of the Myeik Archipelago 
kept large numbers of tourists away for 
now. It is unclear what the prices will 
be of the ten additional hotels under 
construction, but the extra hotels are 
likely to draw extra tourists as well. 

But before large numbers of tourists 

Among them the stunning Emerald Heart Island (or Cocks Comb 
Island). While the beauty of the place might suspect otherwise, until 

now, herds of tourists haven’t reached the archipelago yet.

PHOTO: SHUTTERSTOCK
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can be hosted on the islands, several 
issues have to be resolved. Issues like the 
transport of fresh water, trash disposal 
and wastewater management. Also, there 
is no emergency response and in some 
locations, not even cell reception. 

This means the archipelago is one 
fatal diving accident away from a bad 
reputation among tourists. Managing 
these practical issues would go a long 
way in developing tourism in the long 
run. 

Another focal point for investors 
looking to set up tourism initiatives 
are the locals living on the islands. The 
Myeik Archipelago houses several ethnic 
minorities of which the most well-known 
are the Moken people, in the West often 
referred to as Sea Gypsies.  

The Moken live along the coasts 
of Cambodia, Thailand and Myanmar. 
Traditionally the Moken live on boats 
only to come ashore in the rainy season. 
Mothers with young children and elders 
also stay ashore. 

Their reclusive lifestyle has 
become next to impossible in the tourism 
hotspots of the Cambodian and Thai 
islands. Some Moken decided to stay 
in government-sponsored villages and 
participate in cultural tours. Ms Cecile 
Clerc, Head of Fundraising at Minority 
Rights Group, describes tours to among 
others the Moken at the Ko Surin 
Archipelago in Thailand as visiting a 
“human zoo”. 

Other Moken people looking to 
maintain their lifestyle have believed to 
move away from Cambodia and Thailand 
to the Myeik Archipelago. But now their 
lifestyle is also under threat there. 

Tourism can of course bring 
additional revenue streams, especially 
now that dynamite fishing is threatening 
the fishery revenue of the Moken and 

other locals in the Myeik Archipelago as 
stated by Agence France Presse. That is if 
the Moken want tourists to come to their 
village at all. 

In other tourism areas in Myanmar, 
“engagement and genuine two-way 
communication and transparency 
by business with stakeholders has 
historically been almost completely 
absent” according to the Myanmar 
Tourism Sector-Wide Impact Assessment 
by Myanmar Centre for Responsible 
Business (MCRB). So the question is, to 
what extent locals have a say in tourism 
projects. 

As such, there have been negative 
impacts of hotel zones relating to 
“livelihoods, including the opportunities 
for future community involvement in 
tourism, land rights, environmental 
conservation and transparency” states 
MCRB. MCRB warns that these 
negative effects can drive forth conflict 
which is not good for local communities 
and businesses. 

And according to Human 
Rights Watch (HRW), the Moken are 
already faced with “deepening poverty, 
marginalisation, and discrimination”. 
The reason for this is that most Moken 
are stateless “making them more 
vulnerable to human rights abuses and 
depriving them of access to other rights, 
including the medical care, education, 
and employment opportunities that Thai 
and Burmese nationals enjoy”.

A way forward is including 
local communities like the Moken in 
the decision-making process. Local 
communities deserve to have a choice if 
tours are to be organised to their villages 
and their picture to be taken. 

MCRB states that “engagement, 
consultation, and participation of a wide 
range of stakeholders should form the 

basis of tourism development projects 
from the very start” especially in “ethnic 
minority and post-conflict areas”. 

Tourism itself will also benefit from 
an inclusive approach with locals. First of 
all to avoid conflict, but also to select the 
right villages to engage in community-
based tourism. Communities that can 
and want to set up facilities for tourists 
like restaurants and souvenir shops.

Additionally, tourism initiatives 
can only succeed if the environment is 
protected. As stated above, many locals 
depend on fishery which is in a dire state 
already. 

Flora and Fauna International 
(FFI) conducted a 4-year long research 
project to identify core conservation 
areas for protecting biodiversity. 

According to FFI the “Myeik 
Archipelago, once a haven for biodiverse 
[sic] coral reefs, seagrass [sic] areas, 
mangroves and pristine beaches, has 
experienced a dramatic decline of 
its fisheries in the last decade due to 
overfishing and illegal fishing practices”.

The research resulted in the Myeik 
Zonation Map dated 30 April 2017 
identifying important biodiversity areas. 
“The government has currently pledged 
to review the pending concessions [of 
hotels] to make sure they really fulfil 
environmental requirements and have 
proper environmental and social impact 
assessments,” says Mr Frank Momberg, 
Asia Director for Program Development 
at FFI, on 24 May 2017.  

Keeping the recommendations of 
FFI and MCRB in mind to make sure 
local communities prosper instead of 
crumbling under tourism pressure, 
could pave the way to a flourishing 
tourism industry in the Myeik 
Archipelago. A tourism industry that 
learned from issues in other touristic 
areas to bring benefits to domestic and 
foreign businesses, communities and 
tourists alike. 

Above left: The crystal clear waters of the Myeik (Mergui) archipelago has 
started appearing on the adventurous tourist's itinerary. Mass tourism has still not entered 
this part of Myanmar, but it is only a matter of time before that happens unless tourism is 
regulated. Above: Tourists at Cocks Comb Island at the southern tip of Myanmar

Facts.The Myeik Archipelago are around 800 
islands in southern Myanmar;.The archipelago spans 43,344 square 
kilometres;.10 new hotels with in total 438 rooms are 
to be built on the islands;.On 29 July 2017 the government announced 
their economic policy welcoming foreign 
direct investments;.Implementation of a law allowing foreign 
companies to acquire a stake in Myanmar 
companies of up to 35 percent is postponed to 
no later than 1 August 2018;.A booklet by Lampi Marine National 
Park in the Myeik Archipelago with Do’s 
and Don’t for tourists can be downloaded 
at http://www.istituto-oikos.org/files/
download/2016/LampiMNPGuideBook_1.pdf 

.

PHOTO: SHUTTERSTOCK

http://www.istituto-oikos.org/files/download/2016/LampiMNPGuideBook_1.pdf
http://www.istituto-oikos.org/files/download/2016/LampiMNPGuideBook_1.pdf
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Basic Figures Norway (2016)
GDP Growth 2016 1.0%
GDP Growth 2017 projected 0.55%
Export Growth 2016 2.4%
Export Growth 2017 projected 1.9%
Trade Balance NOK 140.4 bill
Current Account Balance NOK 59.0 bill
International Reserves NOK 511.3 bill
Unemployment 4.4% 
Corporate Income Tax 28%
Value Added Tax 25%

Norway’s Top 10 Exports 2017
 %/value NOK bill
Petroleum 30.5% 257,386
Gas 26.0% 219,043
Fish 10.9% 92,312
Engineering products 9.7% 81,935
Chemicals 6.5% 54,649
Non-ferrous metals 5.6% 47,298
Raw materials 2.0% 16,505
Iron and steel 1.8% 15,048
Scientific instruments 1.2% 10.286
Others 5.8% 59,100
Total (+12.2% vs 2016) 843,286

Geography
Geographic Area: 385,199 sq. km
Highest peak: Galdhøpiggen 2,469 m
Inland water areas: 16,360 sq. km
Coastline: 25,148 km

Demographics 2017
Population Norway: 5.3 mill
Population Oslo: 975,000
Life expectancy M/F NO: 80/84
Inhabitants per sq. km land area: 14.4
Population Growth: 0.84%

Sources:
GDP/Capita: Wikipedia/IMF; GDP Growth: 

Wikipedia/CIA Factbook; Global Competitiveness: 
World Economic Forum; Inflation 2015: CIA; Ease of 
Doing Business and Days to Start a Business: World 

Bank; Corruption: Transparency International; 
Democracy Index: Economist Intelligence Unit; 

Mobile Telephone Penetration: World Bank; Electric 
Consumption: International Energy Agency

Basic Figures, Norway: Statistics Norway. Data was 
downloaded from sources on 30 January 2018.

The Graphs

In order to give the readers 
an understanding of where 

the Asian countries are in their 
development, we have assembled 
an overview of various indicators 
for Norway, USA and the most 
important South and Southeast 
Asian markets. The graphs in the 
two right columns are the result. 
Countries are listed by their two-
letter ISO 3166-1 code. The data 
is assembled from a number of 
sources. See below for a full list. 
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Global Competitiveness 
Ranking 2017-18

The Graphs 
In order to give the readers an 
understanding of where the Asian 
countries are in their development, we 
have assembled an overview of various 
indicators for Norway, USA and the most 
important South and Southeast Asian 
markets. The graphs in the two right 
columns are the result. Countries are 
listed by their two-letter ISO 3166-1 
code. The data is assembled from a 
number of sources. See below for a full 
list. 
 

Basic Figures Norway (2016) 
GDP Growth 2016 1.0% 
GDP Growth 2017 projected 0.55% 
Export Growth 2016 2.4% 
Export Growth 2017 projected 1.9% 
Trade Balance NOK 140.4 bill 
Current Account Balance NOK 59.0 bill 
International Reserves NOK 511.3 bill 
Unemployment 4.4%  
Corporate Income Tax 28% 
Value Added Tax 25% 
 

Norway’s Top 10 Exports 2017  
 %/value NOK bill 
Petroleum 30.5% 257,386 
Gas 26.0% 219,043 
Fish 10.9% 92,312 
Engineering products 9.7% 81,935 
Chemicals 6.5% 54,649 
Non-ferrous metals 5.6% 47,298 
Raw materials 2.0% 16,505 
Iron and steel 1.8% 15,048 
Scientific instruments 1.2% 10.286 
Others 5.8% 59,100 
Total (+12.2% vs 2016) 843,286 
 

Geography 
Geographic Area: 385,199 sq. km 
Highest peak: Galdhøpiggen 2,469 m 
Inland water areas: 16,360 sq. km 
Coastline: 25,148 km 
 

Demographics 2017 
Population Norway: 5.3 mill 
Population Oslo: 975,000 
Life expectancy M/F NO: 80/84 
Inhabitants per sq. km land area: 14.4 
Population Growth: 0.84% 
 

Sources: 
GDP/Capita: Wikipedia/IMF; GDP Growth: 
Wikipedia/CIA Factbook; Global Competitiveness: 
World Economic Forum; Inflation 2015: CIA; Ease of 
Doing Business and Days to Start a Business: World 
Bank; Corruption: Transparency International; 
Democracy Index: Economist Intelligence Unit; 
Mobile Telephone Penetration: World Bank; Electric 
Consumption: International Energy Agency 
Basic Figures, Norway: Statistics Norway. Data was 
downloaded from sources on 30 January 2018 
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Indonesia Norway Business 
Council
C/O Royal Norwegian Embassy
Menara Rajawali 20th Floor
Jl. DR Ide Anak Agung Gde Agung 
Lot #5.1 Kawasan Mega Kuningan
Jakarta 12950, Indonesia
W: www.inbc.web.id
E: execsec@inbc.web.id 
T: +62 2157 63343

Malaysia Norway Business 
Council
c/o Royal Norwegian Embassy,
P.O. Box 10332,
50710 Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia
W: www.mnbc.com.my
E: malaysianorwaybc@gmail.com   
T: +60 3217 10000

Myanmar-Norway Business 
Council
c/o Royal Norwegian Embassy
Nordic House
No. 3, Pyay Road, 6 Miles
Hlaing Township
Yangon, Myanmar
W: www.myanamr-norway.com
E: contact@myanmar-norway.com

Nordic Chamber of Commerce 
and Industry 
c/o Maersk Bangladesh Ltd.
4th Floor, Plot 76/A, Road 11
Block M, Banani, Dhaka 1213
Bangladesh
W: http://nccib.com 
E: info@nccib.com 
T: +88 0171 5991907

Nordic Chamber of Commerce 
Cambodia
#30 Preah Norodom (corner st. 148)
Bred Bank Building, 3rd fl.
Khan Daun, Phnom Penh, Cambodia
E: kjeld@danfilcarz.com
T: +855 17 822 821 (Kjeld Olsen)

Nordic Chamber of Commerce 
Vietnam
Petroland Tower, 17th Floor
No. 12 Tan Trao Street, Tan Phu Ward, 
District 7 Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam
W: http://nordcham.com 
E: contact@nordcham.com
T: +84 85 416 0922

Norwegian Business 
Association (India)
c/o Innovation Norway
92, Golf Links New Delhi 
110 003 India
W: http://www.nbai.in 
E: nbai@nbai.in 
T: +91 1149 099200

Norwegian Business 
Association (NBA), Korea
Royal Norwegian Embassy
13th fl. Jeong-dong Building 
21-15 Jeongdong-gil 
Jung-gu Seoul 100-784, South Korea
W: http://www.norway.or.kr 
E: yky@mfa.no
T: +82 0272 77157

Norwegian Business 
Association Shanghai
Royal Norwegian Consulate General
Rm. 1701, Bund Center, No. 222  
East Yan’an Road, Huangpu District, 
Shanghai 200002, China
W: http://www.nbash.com 
E: nbash@nbash.com

Norwegian Business 
Association (Singapore) 
c/o The Royal Norwegian Embassy
16 Raffles Quay #44-01
Hong Leong Building
Singapore 048581
W: http://nbas.org.sg 
E: admin@nbas.org.sg 
T: +65 6622 9100

Norwegian Business 
Association Sri Lanka (NBASL)
c/o Tiqri
201, Sir James Peiris Mawatha
Colombo 02, Sri Lanka
T: +47 95923712

Norwegian Business Forum, 
Beijing (NBF)
Rm. 1701, Bund Center, No. 222  
East Yan’an Road, Huangpu District, 
Shanghai 200002, China 
W: http://norbachina.com
E: secretary@norbachina.com 
T: +86 1305 1611164

Norwegian Chamber of 
Commerce, Hong Kong
Rooms 1510-1512, West Tower, 
Shun Tak Centre, 168-200 Connaught 
Road Central, Central, Hong Kong.
W: http://www.ncchk.org.hk 
E: info@ncchk.org.hk 
T: +85 2254 69881

Norwegian Chamber of 
Commerce, Japan 

c/o Innovation Norway in Tokyo, 5-12-2 
Minami Azabu, Minato-ku, Tokyo, 
Japan 106-0047
W: www.nccj.or.jp 
E: michal.berg@nccj.or.jp 
T: +81 3344 09935

Philippines Norway Business 
Council
c/o The Royal Norwegian Embassy
12th Floor, DelRosarioLaw Centre 
21st Drive corner 20th Drive  
Bonifacio Global City, 
1630 Taguig City, Metro Manila 
Philippines
W: http://www.pnbc.ph 
E: info@pnbc.ph 
T: +63 2317 2700

Singapore-Norway Chamber of 
Commerce
W: www.sncc.no
E: ruby.sncc@gmail.com 
T: +47 930 54 259 

Thai-Norwegian Chamber of 
Commerce
14th Fl., Mahatun Plaza
888/142 Ploenchit Road
Bangkok 10330, Thailand
W: www.norcham.com
E: contact@norcham.com 
T: +66 2650 8444

Norwegian Chambers of Commerce and Business Associations 
are established in most major Asian countries. The organisations 
work to create venues and channels for exchanging and 
sharing information, to improve local business conditions and 
opportunities for Norwegian companies and to increase trade 
between their respective host countries and Norway.

Norway in Asia

http://www.inbc.web.id
http://www.mnbc.com.my
http://www.myanamr-norway.com
http://nccib.com
http://nordcham.com
http://www.nbai.in
http://www.norway.or.kr
http://www.nbash.com
http://nbas.org.sg
http://norbachina.com
http://www.ncchk.org.hk
http://www.nccj.or.jp
http://www.pnbc.ph
http://www.sncc.no
http://www.norcham.com
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