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Singapore’s economic growth in the 
second quarter slumped to its worst 
showing in a decade, far below what 
analysts had anticipated. 

Growth slowed to 0.1 per cent in 
the  second  quarter,  according  to  
flash estimates by the Ministry of 
Trade and Industry (MTI).

Deputy  Prime  Minister  Heng  
Swee Keat, however, put out word 
yesterday that a full-year recession 
is not on the cards at this point.

Mr Heng, who is also Finance Min-
ister, said in a Facebook post that 
the Republic is “prepared for the cy-
cles the economy will go through” 
and the authorities are working with 
employers and unions to prepare for 
all scenarios. For now, he does not 
expect a recession in which the econ-
omy for 2019 will shrink compared 
with the year before, he said.

Trade and Industry Minister Chan 
Chun Sing added in a separate Face-

book post that Singapore remains 
confident its fundamentals will help 
it  ride  out  current  challenges de-
spite near-term headwinds.

The country’s investment pipeline 
keeps it assured that it is on the right 
track, he added, even as the econ-
omy saw its slowest growth since it 
contracted by 1.2 per cent in the sec-
ond  quarter  of  2009,  during  the  
Great Recession.

The  latest  quarterly  figure  was
a far cry from the revised 1.1  per 
cent expansion last quarter, which 
analysts  expected  would  be  
matched this time.

This prompted warnings of worse 
to come. They pointed to a deeper 
technical recession – or two consec-
utive quarters of slowdown – which 
could hit employment growth and 
worsen retrenchments.

HSBC  economist  Joseph  Incal-
caterra  called  the  latest  quarterly  
figure a “harbinger of further growth 
deterioration across the region”.

On a quarter-on-quarter season-
ally adjusted annualised basis, Singa-
pore’s economy shrank 3.4 per cent, 
changing  course  from  its  3.8  per  
cent growth in the three months be-
fore. There was weakness across all 
key sectors, which contracted from 
the first quarter.

Mr Incalcaterra said: “What sur-
prised us is how broad-based the de-
terioration was in Singapore,  sug-

gesting that unlike other neighbour-
ing economies, domestic-facing sec-
tors are not strong enough to offset 
external headwinds.”

Manufacturing was the key drag, 
shrinking 3.8 per cent from the previ-
ous year and 6 per cent from the last 
quarter. ING chief economist Robert 
Carnell said the manufacturing dip 
this time has “strong drivers”, with 
Singapore’s  highly  export-driven  
economy leaving it very exposed to 
the trade war between the United 
States  and  China,  as  well  as  the  
broader slowdown in world trade. 

The risk of a technical recession 
looks to be growing, said Ms Selena 
Ling, head of treasury research and 
strategy at  OCBC  Bank.  Maybank  
Kim Eng economist Chua Hak Bin 
added that a deeper technical reces-
sion could hit employment growth 
and worsen retrenchments in manu-
facturing and trade-related services.

Ms Ling noted an “emerging soft-
ening” in services, which grew 1.2 per 
cent year on year this time compared 
with 2.9 per cent this time last year. 
This suggests consumer confidence 
may be dented and people are tight-
ening their purse strings. “Given the 
importance of the service sector as a 
jobs engine, we are wary if this could 
start to impact hiring intentions if 
sentiments  remain  lacklustre  into  
the second half of the year,” she said. 

Ms Ling added that the odds now 
are higher that the Republic’s cen-
tral bank, the Monetary Authority of 
Singapore (MAS), will  ease mone-
tary policy in October, a move that 
could help Singapore exports.

A  Reuters  poll  yesterday  found  
that seven in 11 economists expect 
MAS to  loosen  policy  in  October,  
with  four  others  forecasting  no  
change. Some, like Mr Carnell, be-
lieve an imminent move is probable, 

as waiting would put the economy 
“in greater than necessary jeopardy”.

Policymakers here are already re-
viewing their 1.5 per cent to 2.5 per 
cent growth forecast for the year, 
and some like Dr Chua expect the 

MTI to downgrade the range to 0.5 
per cent to 1.5 per cent.
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As Singapore blossoms into a city in 
a garden, wildlife encounters will  
no longer be as rare as hen’s teeth.

But Singaporeans seem to have 
some way to go before  they em-
brace all such meetings wholeheart-
edly, particularly when it comes to 
creatures that can sting, bite or cre-
ate mischief.

While free-roaming otters, wild 
chickens and hornbills  are Insta-
gram darlings in Singapore, this is 
not the case for other animals such 
as monkeys, snakes or wasps, a new 
study has found.

Killing wildlife such as pythons or 
monkeys is generally not the first 
option, according to a joint survey 
by Nanyang Technological Univer-
sity and Tokyo Metropolitan Uni-
versity,  but  people  would  rather  
have the animals moved away from 
their living space than be left alone.

“If people had a choice, they would 
choose not to kill the animal. There 
is still some kind of empathy with an-
imals  even  though (some respon-
dents) don’t want these animals to 
coexist  with  them,”  said  Dr  Ngo  
Kang Min, lead author of the study.

The team polled around 1,000 peo-
ple to find out how welcoming Singa-
poreans would be towards animal 
neighbours.  They  were  asked  for  
their reactions towards three crea-
tures – a macaque, a hornet and a 
python – each in three scenarios 
causing varying levels of harm. 

The respondents then rated how 
acceptable it was to do nothing, to 
monitor the situation, to inform oth-
ers in the vicinity about the pres-
ence of the animal, to move the ani-
mal elsewhere, or trap and kill it.

More  than  50  per  cent  felt  it  
would be most appropriate to move 
the animal somewhere else.

Simply moving  animals  away  is  
not  the  solution,  though,  said  Dr  
Ngo,  who  is  from  NTU’s  Asian  
School of the Environment. “If you 
consider that these green areas are 
closer to our homes in future, it will 
cause more and more conflicts go-
ing  forward.  There  wouldn’t  be  
enough space for us to translocate 

all these animals.”
Earlier this year, the Urban Rede-

velopment  Authority  announced  
plans to add 1,000ha more of parks 
and park connectors across the is-
land. The 13 per cent increase of 
green  spaces  over  the  existing  
7,800ha is expected to put nine in 
10 Singaporeans within a 10-minute 
walk from a park in 15 years’ time.

As encounters become more com-
mon, people will also get more ac-
customed to animals in their midst, 
say experts.

The survey  bears  this  out:  The 
findings  suggest  the  higher  the  
level  of  exposure  to  nature  and  
wildlife in childhood, the more tol-
erant participants are of problem-
causing animals.

Mr Louis Ng, an MP for Nee Soon 
GRC and founder of wildlife rescue 
group Animal Concerns Research 
and Education Society (Acres), said 
the results do not necessarily indi-
cate an aversion to the animals. 

“Some of the respondents might 
feel that the animals don’t belong 
(outside of their natural habitats) 
and that it would be kinder to put 
them back in the forest. But these 
people don’t understand that some 
animals, such as the macaques, are 
peripheral species and thus live at 
the edge of the forests.”

Mr Ng also said the general public 
cares for animals and cited a recent 
survey among residents of Sin Ming 
Court regarding free-ranging chick-
ens in their neighbourhood. Over 
90 per cent had voted for the au-
thorities to leave the fowl alone in-
stead of moving them elsewhere. 

The  National  Parks  Board  has  
pointed out that many wild animals 
would much rather not encounter 
humans,  and  would  attack  only  
when  provoked.  “Living  in  close  
proximity  with nature  means we  
need to know how we can coexist 
harmoniously with wildlife so that 
we can continue to enjoy the bene-

fits  of  living  in  a  well-balanced  
ecosystem,” it said on its website.

Ms Anbarasi Boopal, deputy chief 
executive of Acres, said awareness 
has risen over the last decade, al-
though there was more to be done on 
teaching people the dos and don’ts 
when encountering wild animals.

“We  hope  that  with  increasing  
awareness, the willingness to coex-
ist  will  also  improve,”  she  said,  
pointing out that if people wanted 
to see the animals they like around 
them, they would have to expect 
others as well. “It is not possible to 
have  greenery  and  certain  pre-
ferred aspects such as birds and but-
terflies  only.  Insects  will  attract  
geckos and bats, which can in turn 
attract garden snakes,” she added.
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A macaque 
stealing a bottle 
at MacRitchie 
Reservoir. When 
it comes to 
creatures that 
can sting, bite 
or create 
mischief, people 
prefer that the 
animals are 
moved away 
from their living 
space rather 
than be left 
alone, a joint 
survey by two 
universities 
showed. 
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Robot  expert  Andy  Flessas  is  an  
artist at heart.

In 1995, when he joined industrial 
robot manufacturer ABB Robotics 
in the United States as a computer 
animator, he felt it was strange that 
the company’s robot arms moved in 
a rigid, jerky manner. 

Mr Flessas wanted to see the ro-
bots  move  in  a  fluid  and smooth 
fashion, much like a cartoon charac-
ter or a ballet dancer.

So a year later, the then 27-year-
old enrolled in ABB’s robotics train-
ing school. 

Armed with his animation and ro-
botics  knowledge,  Mr  Flessas  de-
signed software in 2004 that can 
transform  stiff  industrial  robots  
into  graceful  dancers  and  musi-
cians.

His software, called Robot Anima-
tor, is a plug-in for computer anima-
tion software Maya which allows ro-
bots to glide, sway and loop, among 
other stunts.

Mr  Flessas  also  invented Robo-
Screen,  a  TV  screen  with  robotic  
arms. The screens move as they dis-
play video clips, thus becoming ac-
tors themselves in the shows. 

In 2006, the RoboScreen caught 
the eye of American rock band Bon 
Jovi and they roped in Mr Flessas – 
whom they called andyRobot – to 
build massive RoboScreens for their 
2009 world tour. 

The giant moving screens – the 
band’s main stage prop – were pro-
grammed  to  groove  along  to  the  
band’s  hits,  show  high-resolution  
images of lead singer Jon Bon Jovi, 
and also act as a floating stage for 
the rock star to perform on. 

The  Las  Vegas-based  roboticist  
also created a dancing robot piano 
to accompany Lady Gaga during her 
performance at the 2016 Grammy 
Awards show. 

“My payout for every single show 
is when the crowd erupts. I like that 
I  don’t have to take videos of my 
work  any  more  as  YouTube  is  
flooded with clips taken by fans,” he 
said.

Closer to home,  Science Centre 
Singapore’s new engineering exhibi-
tion features four RoboScreens that 
bow, glide and spin in sync while 
showing the audience, through ani-
mation,  storytelling  and  videos,  
how engineering has evolved. 

The  Future  Makers  Exhibition,  
opened last month,  is  the newest 
permanent  exhibition  at  the  Sci-
ence Centre. Mr Flessas, 50, was in 
town for the exhibition’s launch.

The key to smoothing out a ro-

bot’s motions is to teach it to move 
like a human arm and include the el-
ement of time, said Mr Flessas.

The brain controls how a person 
lifts a glass of water.

Mr Flessas’ robots were fed with a 
series of calculations that instruct 
them to curve over every end point 
instead of rigidly halting at an end 
point. The calculations act as a brain 
for the robot. 

Over 50,000 programs, with rows 
of numbers stacked on top of one an-
other, were used to run the seven-
minute show at the Science Centre. 

“When  you  hear  the  robots  go  
‘ghirr’ as it moves, that is the maths 
happening,” said Mr Flessas.

Users do not need programming 
skills to use Robot Animator.

With the calculations embedded 
in the software, users just have to 
connect their robots to their com-
puter and use the cursor to move vir-
tual robots on screen. This gets the 

real robots to seamlessly mimic the 
virtual movements. 

“It’s like puppeteering and not get-
ting lost in the maths. I want people 
to get  lost  in  their  creativity  and 
what the robot is doing,” said Mr 
Flessas.

About  20 companies  use  Robot  
Animator  and  it  costs  US$6,000  
(S$8,150) to program one robot.

His RoboScreens are also headlin-
ers  on  some  of  cruise  operator  
Royal Caribbean’s ships. 

And the  robots  have  even  ven-
tured into outer  space.  Nasa’s  Jet  
Propulsion Laboratory (JPL)  used  
Robot Animator on the 2015 Nasa 
Asteroid  Redirect  Mission  to  en-
hance the movements of a gravity-
defying robot.

The  JPL  also  employed  Mr  
Flessas’ robotics expertise for the 
2020 Mars Sample Mission. 

Mr Flessas is currently preparing 
for  acclaimed  Chinese  director  

Zhang Yimou’s third concept the-
atre show, 2047 Apologue, that will 
premiere in Beijing in September.

The show will feature the Robo-
Screens  and  other  big  robots  de-
signed by him.

But the  robotics  and animation  
whizz is not invincible. He has had 
close shaves with naysayers.

During  rehearsals  for  the  2016  
Grammy Awards show, the  back-
stage crew handled his robot piano 
roughly  despite  his  repeatedly  
telling them to be careful with it. 

“The  crew  were  not  excited  to  
bring my robot in because they have 
this misconception that robots will 
replace them,” said Mr Flessas.

The pushback did not end at the 
rehearsals. 

One  minute  before  Lady  Gaga  
went on the stage for her musical 
tribute to late British singer David 
Bowie, a crew member bumped the 
piano on purpose, he claimed, caus-

ing one of the robotic arms to bend 
away from its neutral position.

This would have led the robot to 
malfunction on stage. 

“I  was  thinking,  ‘I’m  dead.’  The  
curtain is going to open and every 
pop star in the world is in the audi-
ence and billions of people world-
wide will watch this. My career is 
over.”

With  just  45  seconds  left,  Mr  
Flessas dived under the piano and 
tried to recalibrate the robot.

He lifted the piano and realigned 
the system. Normally, it would take 
an hour to fix a robot, he said. 

He dashed backstage just as Lady 
Gaga appeared.

Miraculously, the rose gold robot 
piano swayed to the music and its 
microphone  bopped  along  to  the  
pop star’s singing, stealing the show 
for 37 seconds.

“When Gaga returned backstage, 
she went, ‘What did you think, andy-

Robot?’  and  smiled.  I  was  so  re-
lieved. 

“I don’t know how I fixed it in 45 
seconds, but I knew I had to. This is 
my career and this is how I feed my 
family,” said Mr Flessas, who is mar-
ried  and  has  a  nine-year-old  son  
nicknamed andyRobot 2.0.

Since then, his robots have been 
surrounded by security before ev-
ery show.

But rather than expending energy 
on the robot haters he encounters, 
Mr Flessas chooses to draw inspira-
tion from children,  whom  he be-
lieves will advance robotics further.

“I think robots will be used to save 
the oceans, and it will take the kids 
to come up with a solution.

“A kid somewhere might be think-
ing: ‘A whale eats algae and swims. 
So why can’t we make a robot whale 
that eats plastic and digests it?’”
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Most S’poreans prefer to relocate 
animals spotted near their homes 
than to leave them alone: Survey

Mr Andy Flessas 
with his 
RoboScreens at 
the Science 
Centre 
Singapore. With 
the help of 
flexible and fluid 
robotic arms 
that can glide, 
bow and spin, 
the moving 
screens put on a 
show that 
explains the 
evolution of 
engineering. The 
robot show is 
part of the 
Science Centre’s 
new permanent 
exhibition on 
engineering. 
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>50%
Percentage of respondents in a 
survey who felt it would be most 
appropriate if animals living near 
them were moved to another 
location. The survey polled about 
1,000 people to find out how 
welcoming Singaporeans would be 
towards animal neighbours.
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