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PANDU Sjahrir was working in the
United States about a decade ago
when his uncle, Luhut Pandjaitan,
rang him and asked him to return
to Indonesia to manage his fast-
growing coal gompany.

Pandjaitan is currently the Coor-
dinating Minister of Maritime and
Investment Affairs, and under
Sjahrir’s leadership, that company
– Toba Bara Sejahtra (TBS) – went
public in 2012, raising US$75 mil-
lion in what was then the largest
coal-related initial public offering.

“I came back to Indonesia to
work for my uncle, but I really
wanted to go into investing,” the
43-year-old told The Business Times
in a recent interview in Jakarta. 

“He told me to remain at TBS, so I
started investing my own money in
tech startups.”

As fate would have it, Sjahrir
was introduced to a group of young
technopreneurs around the same
time as his uncle was roped in to
help Joko Widodo’s bid to become
Indonesia’s president. 

In 2013, Sjahrir met Wilson Cua-
ca, who co-founded venture capital
firm East Ventures, one of the first
investors in unicorns such as Toko-
pedia and Traveloka. 

A year later, Widodo ran for the
presidency and Sjahrir met Farina
Situmorang, who was leading the
future president’s social media
campaign strategy.

The confluence of politics and
the explosion of social media
would forever change Indonesia’s
economic growth trajectory and
lay the foundations of the coun-
try’s current dynamic digital econ-

omy.   “We saw that there was po-
tential for digital absorption, as Jo-
kowi had the fastest growing Face-
book page at that time,” he added. 

“We became bullish and realised
that this digital thing was real, so
we doubled down and focused
most of our campaigning on digital
platforms.”

There was no turning back, and
Sjahrir went on to become one of
the most influential tech investors
in Indonesia. In 2015, he was ap-
pointed chairman of Shopee, an
upcoming e-commerce platform
under Sea. 

His first big break, as he puts it,
was when he took Garena – an on-
line gaming company under Sea –
public, because he realised that
“this asset class was real”. 

In the 5 years that followed, he
also launched his own venture cap-
ital firm, AC Ventures, with market
veterans Michael Soerijadji and
Adrian Li. 

In 2017, Sjahrir joined Indies
Capital Partners, which is head-
quartered in Singapore.

AC Ventures currently has
US$500 million in assets under
management across different
funds. More than US$1 billion has
been invested under Indies Capi-
tal, with US$800 million in capital
returned to investors. 

Both firms have grown signifi-
cantly in terms of funds under
management as well as staff num-
bers which now exceed 50 com-
bined. But according to Sjahrir, he
is just getting started.

“For all our initial success, we
are just entering ‘primary school’,
and we still have a lot to learn,” he
noted. “We must now prepare for
the next wave of digitalisation and
growth.”

To this end, he is focusing on 3
pillars: e-commerce, e-logistics,
and fintech. 

These sectors will ride on the

transition from 4G to 5G infras-
tructure, especially in second and
third tier cities across Indonesia.

“The next decade will be golden
years for tech in Indonesia,” Sjahrir
said. “As the country gets wealth-
ier, technology will get better pric-
ing and we aim to double our reve-
nues.”

Economists expect Indonesia’s
per capita GDP to double from the
current US$4,500 over the next
decade, with the capital Jakarta’s
per capita GDP expected to exceed

US$30,000 over the same period.
“That would be a US$600 billion
economy in Jakarta alone, so we
want to tap that emerging opportu-
nity,” he said.

Through TBS, Sjahrir set up a
50:50 joint venture with Gojek to
provide electric vehicles to the 3
million Gojek riders in Jakarta,
which would include financing and
end-to-end solutions marrying en-
ergy transition and technolo-
gy. Sjahrir is currently serving as a
board member of Gojek. 

“This could be a gamechanger
for the country and we are the ma-
jority owners of the company that
is providing the solution,” he said.
“I see myself as an enabler and pro-
vider of capital that can add value.”

The fact that he wears multiple
hats, including being a commis-
sioner of the Indonesian Stock Ex-
change and vice-president of TBS
Energy Utama, allows Sjahrir to
have a bird’s eye view of the econo-
my and the role technology can
play beyond the tech sector.

While he sees the enormous op-
portunities that could open up, he
is also acutely aware of the chal-
lenges the country and his compa-
ny face, chief among them the
growing income inequality as new
billionaires are minted. 

“A lot of focus should be on the
economy and promoting social
equality,” he noted. “There is grow-
ing income inequality in the coun-
try, which is also true for many oth-
er nations. In the sectors that we
are present, our job is to voice our
concerns and the needs of the
country.”

When he started out, Sjahrir in-
vested all his money, including bo-
nuses, into the companies he
helmed. Today, he has more than
6o companies in his portfolio and
over US$1 billion in investments.
His investors include global funds
and institutions as well as some of
the most prominent Indonesian
business families.

If, as he says, he is just getting
started, the signs point to Sjahrir
playing a key role in charting the
next phase of Indonesia’s digital
economy’s growth and develop-
ment.
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our people learning something new
every year”.

“If we only depend on the flow of
30,000 to 40,000 graduates from
our education system, we are only
renewing our workforce at a rate of 1
to 2 per cent per year,” 

Group chief executive officer of
Singtel Yuen Kuan Moon, a panellist
in the event’s discussion of the fu-
ture of work, said: “With the current
great resignation, or great reshuffle,
we are looking at a 15, 20 per cent an-
nual attrition rate. How are you go-
ing to replace (workers) fast
enough? There’s no way… we have
to look inwards.”

James Dyson, chairman and
founder of tech giant Dyson, who
gave a speech at the event, said:
“The future of work, and the future
of education, is one and the same.
Education is a never-ending contin-
uum.”

Chan said that institutions
should work with industries, “pro-
viding just in time, specific training
modules for workers to enable the
industry transformation to take
place”.

In the evolving work environ-

MORE than the local-foreign compo-
sition of Singapore’s workforce, a
bigger challenge of work today is
“how wide and how deep a talent
network a company or country can
command, to determine our speed
of evolution to outrun the competi-
tion”, said Education Minister Chan
Chun Sing on Tuesday (Sep 20).

This is because the nature of
work, especially for high value-add-
ed work, is no longer confined to a
specific geographical locality, he
said in a speech at the Singapore In-
stitute of Management’s Future of
Work series. 

“The real matrix of success for
Singapore is… how many good op-
portunities we create for Singapo-
reans in Singapore and beyond
through our ability to combine our
talents with those from around the
world,” he said.

To remain competitive, he add-
ed, we must be able to “refresh the
entire workforce at scale and at
speed, which will require a stretch
goal of having 20 to 30 per cent of

ment, individuals who can com-
mand a premium are those who can
continuously learn, look ahead to
seek solutions and collaborate with
others, he added.

He believes that rather than pro-
viding short-term education, insti-
tutions should nurture a culture of
lifelong learning to “sensitise our
students to shortened career cycles,
and the need to constantly upgrade
themselves”, as the lifespans of For-
tune 500 companies shrink.

Microsoft Singapore’s managing
director Lee Hui Li, who was also on
the future of work panel, added that
in the company’s culture: “You don’t
need to know it all, but you need to
learn it all”.

The curricula employees studied
may not be relevant in 10 years, she
said. What is important is a good
mindset, willingness to learn and
soft skills such as critical thinking.

Chan said that individuals, in-
dustries and institutions need to “go
beyond the basics of solving yester-
day’s problems with yesterday’s so-
lutions”.

“Lifelong learning is a whole of
society movement,” he said.

Wide talent networks, continuous learning
are key in future of work: Chan Chun Sing 
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MALAYSIA’s exports increased by
48.2 per cent year-on-year to
RM141.3 billion (S$457 million) in
August, driven by higher exports
of electrical and electronic (E&E)
products, petroleum products, op-
tical and scientific equipment as
well as machinery, equipment and
parts.

The exports growth exceeded
an earlier forecast of 34.4 per cent,
according to 13 economists sur-
veyed by Reuters.

August imports rose 67.6 per
cent year-on-year to RM124.4 bil-
lion, according to data released by
the Department of Statistics Malay-
sia on Tuesday (Sep 20). The im-
ports growth was also higher than
the economists’ forecast of 49.4
per cent in that same Reuters poll.

Malaysia continued to enjoy a
trade surplus of RM16.9 billion in
August, albeit 19.9 per cent lower
than a year earlier.

In a statement, Senior Minister
of International Trade and Industry
Azmin Ali said the country’s trade
remained sturdy as it has achieved
double-digit growth for the last 13
months.

For the first 8 months of that pe-
riod, exports expanded 30.3 per
cent year-on-year to RM1 trillion,
said Azmin, adding that this is the
shortest period the country has
achieved the milestone of surpass-
ing RM1 trillion of exports value.

He noted that the imports and
trade surplus also registered the
highest value for the same period.
Imports for the first 8 months in-
creased 36.7 per cent to RM858.8
billion, while the trade surplus in-
creased by 3.7 per cent to RM155.5
billion.

On Malaysia’s trade perform-
ance in August, Azmin said trade
with other South-east Asia coun-
tries jumped 61 per cent to RM70.8
billion in August, constituting 26.7
per cent of Malaysia’s total trade.
Imports from South-east Asia also
increased by 61.9 per cent to
RM28.85 billion.

Singapore and China were the
biggest export destinations for Ma-
laysia, contributing 27.8 per cent
to the country’s exports in August.

In the same month, Malaysia’s
exports to Singapore totalled
RM20.8 billion, an increase of 54.5
per cent year-on-year, driven by
higher exports of E&E and petro-
leum products as well as machin-

ery, equipment and parts.
China was the second largest ex-

port destination, with an export
value of RM18.5 billion – up 21.3
per cent year-on-year – on higher
exports of E&E products, musical
instruments, parts and accessories
as well as phonographs.

Malaysia’s imports in August
continued to outpace export
growth, with higher imports of in-
termediate goods (RM66.4 billion
or 53.4 per cent of total imports),
capital goods (RM10.3 billion) and
consumption goods (RM9.1 bil-
lion).

China and Singapore were also
the major countries of origin for
Malaysia’s imports in August, to-
talling 30.5 per cent of the imports
in August.

China, as the biggest import
country to Malaysia, has seen the
import value grow by 49.5 per cent
to RM25.4 billion, stimulated by
growing demand for E&E, petro-
leum and chemical products as
well as machinery, equipment and
parts.

Malaysia’s imports from Singa-
pore surged 83.3 per cent to
RM12.6 billion in August, attribut-
ed to higher imports of petroleum
and E&E products.
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Malaysia’s exports up 48.2% in Aug,
exceeding economists’ forecast
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