
                                                                                     

 
 
 

UNITED NATIONS INDUSTRIAL DEVELOPMENT ORGANIZATION  
Vienna International Centre, P.O. Box 300, 1400 Vienna, Austria 

Tel: (+43-1) 26026-0 · www.unido.org · unido@unido.org 

 

 

 

 

OCCASION 

 

This publication has been made available to the public on the occasion of the 50
th

 anniversary of the 

United Nations Industrial Development Organisation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

DISCLAIMER 

 

This document has been produced without formal United Nations editing. The designations 

employed and the presentation of the material in this document do not imply the expression of any 

opinion whatsoever on the part of the Secretariat of the United Nations Industrial Development 

Organization (UNIDO) concerning the legal status of any country, territory, city or area or of its 

authorities, or concerning the delimitation of its frontiers or boundaries, or its economic system or 

degree of development. Designations such as  “developed”, “industrialized” and “developing” are 

intended for statistical convenience and do not necessarily express a judgment about the stage 

reached by a particular country or area in the development process. Mention of firm names or 

commercial products does not constitute an endorsement by UNIDO. 

 

 

 

FAIR USE POLICY 

 

Any part of this publication may be quoted and referenced for educational and research purposes 

without additional permission from UNIDO. However, those who make use of quoting and 

referencing this publication are requested to follow the Fair Use Policy of giving due credit to 

UNIDO. 

 

 

CONTACT 

 

Please contact publications@unido.org for further information concerning UNIDO publications. 

 

For more information about UNIDO, please visit us at www.unido.org  

mailto:publications@unido.org
http://www.unido.org/






id / wg. 323/24
14 January 1981

United Nations Industrial Development Organization e n g l i^

Seminar on Furniture and J o in ery  In d u str ie s  
L a h ti, F in lan d , 3 - 2 4  August 1980

THE FURNITURE INDUS!HT OP SINGAPORE»

by

LIM Check S in  * ** 

P eter TAN Boon Kim *** 

and

KOH Tee Ooi ****

01)0 ■1 O 
o  v  O

it

*  The view s expressed in  th is  paper are those o f  the authors and do not
n e ce s s a r ily  r e f l e c t  the view s o f  the s e c re ta r ia t  o f  UNIDO. This document 
has been reproduced w ithout form al e d it in g .

** Managing D ire c to r , Wood Products (S) P te . L td .

* * *  Manager (F urniture D iv is io n ) ,  Khiam Kee Sawmill Company P te . L td .

**** Managing D ire c to r , Splendid Woodwork In d u stries  Company P te . L td .

V.81-20313



-  1 -

1. Exports o f furniture:

Singapore furniture exports, like othe~ coomodities, develop 
with expanding Industrialization. Naturally, i t  Is influenced by 
the state o f world economy. For instance, In 1975, when the world 
economy encountered a slunp, our corn.'try's total exports dropped. 
Although our furniture experts did not decline Its growth rate was 
reduced. On the other hand, during the recent two years, our total 
export growth rate has risen and this goes similarly for furniture 
exports.

However, these exports are s t i l l  in their preliminary stages, 
with no well-established markets. Hence, although the total exports 
have Increased, the growth rate fluctuates. Strictly speaking,
Singapore started exporting furniture only in the past ten years.
He can divide the development of our exports into three stages:

(a) Declining period (1965-1970):

In the early 1960's, Singapore furniture exports were mainly 
channelled to Malaysia, Borneo, Indonesia and other nelgnoounng 
countries. The exports took the foru of "complete" furniture rather 
than that o f  knock-down. The production was carried out by small 
and medlm labour Intensive factories, most of which were family 
concerns, with simple equipment. In the mid of the six ties, notably 
In 1965, when Singapore broke t .4. from Malaysia, furniture experts 
dropped In the face of ta r iff  protection. Furthermore, the neighbouring 
countries had begun to develop their own labour-intensive fum ltrre 
factories. In fact, many Singaporeans or those paople from neighbou­
ring countries who had undergone apprenticeship In Singapore went 
back to their countries to set up their factories, as a result, Sin­
gapore furniture exports f e l l  sharply from Singapore $ 6 m illion In 
1966 to 3.8 m illion In 1970 as showt. In Table 1.
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Year Amount 
Singapore $

Increment 
Singapore $

Percentage of 
Incranent

7967 5,896,263 -  245,671 -  4:. Z
!?68 4,443,661 -  1,452,602 -  24.6 Z
1969 3,947,528 -  436,133 -  11,162
1970 3,821,220 -  126,308 -  3,2 Z
1971 4,341,730 520,510 13.62Z
1972 5,410,580 1,068,850 24,61?
1973 9,322,955 3,912,375 72,3 Z
1974 13,712,931 4,389,976 47 Z
1975 14,367,452 654,521 4,77Z
1976 32,813,782 18,446,330 128 Z
1977 39,709,091 6,895,309 21 Z
1978 59,790,607 20,081,516 50,5 Z
1979 69,975,498 10,184,891 17 Z

(b> Transitional period (1971-1972);

In 1971, furniture exports took a better turn, returning to a »ore 
stable footing. Within two years, i t  resumed the export level o f 
the mid s ix ties . This was mainly due to the Government pursuance o f 
a more aggressive industrialization policy . During this period, a 
few larger factories were established and they took the lead in 
the export drive. However, this period coincided uith the severe 
world-wide in flation , in  which prices of goods sky-rocketed. As a 
result the furniture export volixe did not Increase significantly, 
though its  values rose. Nevertheless, i t  was s t i l l  a favourable 
turning point.

(c) Developing period (1973 -  until now):

Since 1973, other than the traditional market of neighbouring 
countries, our export/ to Australia have increased apparently, .'peaking 
in terms of overall export volume, the Australian market absorbed 
7.11 percent of our exports in 1971. Within two yesrs, i t  raised its  
absorption percentage to 20.55 percent. The 1973 total export value 
has increased 72.3 percent over 1972 (as shown in Table 2):

I i
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During this period ( i . e .  1973 d l l  now)the Singapore Industriali­
zation prograse attained reaarkable results. The furniture Industry 
progressed with i t .

1m 1974 and 1975, the world wide slusp affected the furniture In­
dustry, though the latter s t i l l  maintained a growth rate o f 4.77 percent.

Hooetheless, 1975 Is s t i l l  a year worth noting. In this year, 
the aarket o f our neighbouring countries contracted. The percentage 
o f exports to these countries dropped drastically fro* 50 percent In 
1974 to 11.64 percent In 1975. Fortunately, the expansion o f Australian 
and Aaerlcan markets simplied the v ita l balancing e ffe ct , thus pre­
venting a fa l l  in overall exports.

In 1976, Singapore furniture exports growth rate reached it s  
peak .with an Impressive record o f 128 percent due to a further expansion 
o f the American aarket. Since then, furniture exports continued to 
surge forward and exhibited a great potential stop upon a prosperous 
and stable path.

2. Export area;

As wentinned above, the main market for Singapore furniture exports 
from the 1960's to 1974 was the neighbouring Aslan countries. In 1970 
they occupied 82 percent o f the value.

However, froa 1975 onwards, iaerloan, Australian and Middle Eastern 
markets came to play more Important roles.

Since 1973, Australia becaae our aajor aarket, rising froa 10,37 
percent o f our export volume In 1972 to 20,55 percent In 1973. After 
Its peak in 1975, It started to decline. In 1976, Its f ir s t  position 
was taken over by the United States which accounted for 39 percent 
o f our export value. On the other hand, the Middle Eastern countries 
becaae our second largest market, leaving Australia to the third 
position (as shown in Table 2).
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3. Export Items:

Of'the exported furniture, 57.6 percent consisted of chairs (refer 
to table. 3), among which the mcst prominent ones are vooden chairs fo l ­
lowed by lounge chairs (refer to table '«). These chairs are produced 
mainly by bigger factories which wanted to take advantage o f our country's 
nearness to tropical hardwood, relatively cheap labour, e ffic ien t harbour 
and good Infrastructure.

Table 3: Chairs and other furniture exported In 1979:

Areas Chairs Other
Furniture

Total

AMERICA (27,006,998) (14,915,238) (41,922,236)
1. D.S.A. 21,661,063 12,146,970 33,808,033
2. North America 5,345,935 2,766,318 8,112,253
3. Central + South America — 1,950. 1,950

AUSTRALIA ( 3,564,321) ( 2,707,303) ( 6,271,624)
1. Australia 3,555,092 2,699,313 6,254,405
2. Christmas Islands 9,229 7,990 17,219

ASIA ( 4,032,480) ( 9,014,171) (13,046,651)
1. Asean countries 122,730 709,450 832,180
2. Middle Eastern countries 2,214,634 4,791,577 7,006,211
3. Brunei 273,941 962,841 1,236,782
A. Others 1,421,175 2,550,303 3,971,478

EUROPE ( 5,165,579) ( 2,469,322) ( 7,634,901)
1. Denmark 2,139,278 41,408 2,180,686
2. U.K. 1,513,294 1,208,631 2,721,925
3. Fed.Rep.of Germany 1,419,303 314,638 1,733,941
4. Others 93,704 904,645 998,349

OCEANIA ( 337,064) 301,751 638,815

AFRICA ( 231,208) ( 230,063) ( 461,271)
1. North Uest COoM 122,530 326,778
2. Central,East + South 26,960 107,533 134,49 3

Total 40,337,650 29,637,848 70,075,498
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Areas Lounge
chairs

Air
chairs

Folding
chairs

Deck
chairs

Infants
high
chairs

Other wooden 
chairs

AMERICA 36,586 *,764 19,915 0 0 26,940,733
1. U.S.A. 36,211 9,764 14,355 - - 21,600,733
2. Canada 375 - 5,560 - - 5,340,000
3. Central + Soul :h - - - - -

AUSTRALIA 112,018 38,702 5,674 0 0 3,407,927
1. Australia 111,058 38,702 5,674 - - 3,399,658
2. Christmas IsL inds 960 - - - - 8,269

ASIA 813,409 276,195 19,134 7,002 852 2,915,888
1. Asean countrii 
¡2. Middle Easten

is 15,892 13,521 2,635 52 - 90,630

countries 635,989 112,5x6 - - - 1,466,12?
3. Brunei 38,319 21,041 1,933 - - 212,643
4. Of.h“YS 123,209 129,117 14,566 6,950 852 1,146,481

EUROPE 0 2,588 60 0 0 5,162,931
1. Dennark - - - - - 2,139,278
2. U. X. - - - - - 1,513,294
3. Fed.Rep. o f

Germany - 2,588 60 - - 1,416,655
4. Others - - - - - 93,704

OCEANIA 84,656 42,799 2,736 - - 206,873

AFRICA 11,701 24,837 0 0 0 194,670
1. North West 11.301 24,537 - - - 168,410
2. Central,East

and South 400 300 - - - 26,260

Total 1,058,370 394,885 47,519 7,002 852 38,829,022

Table 4, Details of chairs exported in 1979.

Next сове wooden tables which.are closely linked to chairs, since 
both are used together. Cupboard cabinets hold the third pcsition .

The firs t  two items are exported mainly to the United States while 
the third item mainly goes to the Middle Eastern countries (refer to 
Table 5).



Table 3: N n r fu r t  »p o r te d  by I f »  In 1979 (Slnprpora 3)

Areas Bedroom
s e ts

M a in e  
rooa  aat

l iv in g
roan
SfttS

Othar 
o f f l e a  
wood 
f u r n l t .

Bad» Cupboard
cab ln aca
e t c .

Puma
cup­
board

Voodnn
i c r u n i

S e r v l i«
t r o l la y a

Wooden
ta b la a

D isp lay
stands

Othar
fu r n itu r e

fu r n itu r e
n a a (v a l)

H archandlaa
d is p la y
stand

P a rts  o f
fu rn ltu rn

A a tr lc t 20 ,919 39,005 6 ,0 00 19 ,020 151,630 699,226 0 52,536 70,068 6 ,9 5 8 ,7 7 3 17 ,073 786,983 2 6 ,7 7 o 0 8 ,0 7 1 ,2 2 9

1 . U .S .A . 16 ,576 38,805 6 ,0 00 19 ,070 166,330 567,203 - 69 ,196 65 ,618 6 ,1 68 ,6 3 2 17 ,073 610,667 6 1 .77 8 - 6,661,661.

2 . Morth J M r l c i 6.3A 1 200 - - 5 ,250 152,021 - 3,360 6 ,6 5 0 790,361 - 176,586 - - 1 ,6 29 ,3 8 :.

3 . C en tra l ♦ South 
A aarlca - - - - - - - - - - - 1 ,950 - -

A u stra lia 10 ,955 56 ,620 35,691 6 ,9 68 56 ,967 178,960 - 11 ,255 50,516 1 ,9 0 3 ,2 9 0 966 87,916 1,360 0 307,68:i

1. A u a tra lta 10 ,955 55,950 35,691 6 ,9 6 8 56 ,757 178,960 - 11 ,255 50,516 1 ,8 9 8 ,8 9 0 966 85 ,206 1,560 - 307,6811

2 . Christm as Is la n d - 670 - - 210 - - - - 6 ,6 0 0 - 2 ,7 1 0 - -

Asia 522, A N 260,961 579,686 101,976 309,969 ,8 9 7 ,0 6 1 9 ,8 29 65 ,608 36,790 2 ,6 6 2 ,8 6 3 126,356 1 ,7 1 6 ,3 1 5 235,327 6 ,186 526,9711
1 . Aaaan co u o tr la a 6 1 ,A15 18 ,297 22 ,519 3 .8 50 18 ,857 9 9 ,895 280 12 ,759 30 88 ,605 6 ,926 113,786 137,636 2,686 722,61!.

2 . M iddle Baat 1 3 6 ,2A1 28,792 269,923 32 ,363 75,787 1 ,3 51 ,6 7 6 - 18 ,910 18 ,569 1 ,6 9 6 ,3 3 8 31,766 1 ,1 6 3 ,6 2 8 59 ,926 860 103,000

3. S risia l 109,189 55 ,538 9 7 ,2 » . ' 17 ,750 76,321 168,550 9 .5 69 5 ,036 2 ,086 166,621 6 ,017 167,861 6,662 1,290 99 ,100
A. Ocharr. 21S.6A3 138,336 189,951 68 ,013 138,806 276 ,960 - 28 ,705 16,105 913,679 63,751 267,262 33,303 1,550 198,66!!

Europe 1 ,0 00 61,675 26 ,815 7 ,033 2 ,360 138,256 0 62 .355 18,916 1 ,2 6 2 ,2 8 6 11,659 923 ,768 6 ,070 6 ,2 8 0 363,09!.
1. Denmark - - - 3 ,528 - 1 ,165 - 580 - 28 ,752 - 7,299 - - №.
2 . Unica<l Kingdom - 8,835 6 ,6 1 5 - - 33,691 - 11 ,950 66 ,026 721,062 - 66 ,666 - 6 ,860 332,92«.
3. T ad .S ap .o f  Germany 200 16 ,150 8 ,9 50 200 - 25 ,559 - 10 ,655 1,365 100,826 5 ,735 51.861 1,000 - 92,17(1
A. Othara 800 16 ,690 11,250 3,305 2 ,3 60 77,861 - 39 ,170 3,565 611,666 5 ,726 189,922 3,070 1,620 137,90!!

Ocaanla - 6 ,1 70 5 ,761 16 ,200 550 20,295 - - 16 ,166 160,550 6 ,8 60 25 ,039 130 1,930 68,10!!

A fr ic a 1.21A 1 ,5 00 66 ,993 0 12,221 950 2 ,710 3,635 3,960 101,731 0 27 ,708 373 - 7 ,08!'
1 . North Uaat 1.21A 1 ,500 6 6 ,99 3 - 12,221 - 2 ,7 10 - 860 30,765 - 3 ,7 58 - - 569
2 . C entral/E aat+South - - - - .J 950 - 3,635 3 ,1 00 70,985 - 21 ,950 575 - 6 ,5 30

T ota l 556,576 383,931 718,926 167,177 533,677 2 ,9 3 6 ,7 6 6 12 ,539 196,989 226,392 1 1 ,029 ,671 160,712 2 ,9 3 3 ,7 0 9 266,660 16,396 9 ,5 2 2 ,1 7 0
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4. Prospects and conclusion:

In Asia, the largest fum iutre exporter is  Taiwan. Our exports 
only attain 12 percent of theirs. Our market is  similar to theirs, with 
the United States, Australia and Middle Eastern countries as our main 
clien ts. The only difference is  that our progress in Japanese market lags 
far behind Taiwan's. We have only achieved 0,95 percent o f Taiwan's 
exports to Japan. This can be attributed to geographical and h istorica l 
factors. In the case of the American market, ve have only reached 10 
percent of Taiwan's export value, while in Australia, which is 
nearer to us, we achieved 50 percent of that of Taiwan. For Middle 
Eastern countries, we only attained 35 percent of Taiwan's export value 
(refer to table 6 ). Hence, we can Lay that our fum iutre export develop­
ment is  s t i l l  in it s  preliminary stage. The broader market o f foreign 
countries are yet to be reaped by us.

Table 6. Exports by Singapore and Taiwan of furniture to selected 
countries in 1978: (Singapore $)

Taiwan Singapore

U. S. A. 201,934,040 19,031,436
Australia 17,430,400 8,542,743
diddle East 30,273,600 10,132,940
Japan 90,547,600 863,488

In fact, our country enjoys better conditions, e .g . better bsrbour 
and central geographical location, nearness to wood supply region, clear 
cut p o litica l background and greater influx of investment. With suitable 
doses o f encouragement, we have a potential. In fact, under our govern­
ment's second industrial revolution and urban renewal, many small local 
factories found themselves compelled to merge or expand in order to survive, 
thus enlarging our exports, especially to the Middle Eastern market.

I
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Singapore fu rn itu re  exported  in  1966-79

million




