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Overview
Singapore’s financial regulators have issued a wide range of policy changes, deadline extensions and
reminders to the industry in response to COVID-19.
This briefing provides a single list of those regulatory changes pertaining to financial institutions, with links to
original documents to help you navigate these amendments and notices.
Ongoing COVID-19 developments are also featured in our global financial regulation weekly update –
see a recent edition here. If you would like to subscribe to this update, please click here and select
“Financial regulation weekly updates (global)” under “Hong Kong/Greater China”.
Further insights are also available on our COVID-19 hub.
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The guidance provided and measures implemented by the Singapore regulators in respect of financial
institutions so far cover the following areas:

Operational resilience and business continuity

Adjustments to selected regulatory requirements and supervisory programmes

Measures for real estate investment trusts listed on Singapore Exchange

Guidance on measures consistent with safe distancing

Financial and other support for financial institutions and fintech firms

Relief measures for banking clients
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Operational resilience and business continuity
The Monetary Authority of Singapore (MAS) expects financial institutions to:
•

maintain key financial services to customers and sustain the flow of credit to the economy; and

•

ensure operational resilience and sound risk management, including being vigilant to heightened risks
such as cybersecurity threats, fraudulent transactions and scams, money laundering and terrorism
financing.

When the Singapore government announced the raising of the disease outbreak response system condition
alert level to orange, MAS issued an advisory to financial institutions on 7 February 2020 reminding them to
ensure the following when carrying out their business continuity plans:
•

Continue to maintain effective internal controls across their operations should split team arrangements
be implemented;

•

Anticipate and be prepared to manage any increase in demand for certain financial services, such as
cash withdrawal or online financial services;

•

Inform customers promptly of the availability of services and operating hours; and

•

Monitor and support staff morale.

Adjustments to selected regulatory requirements and
supervisory programmes
MAS announced on 7 April 2020 a series of adjustments to selected regulatory requirements and
supervisory programmes to enable financial institutions to focus on dealing with issues related to the COVID19 outbreak.

Utilising capital and liquidity buffers
The following are aimed at supporting banks’ lending activities:
•

MAS encourages banks to utilise their capital buffers as appropriate. Sustaining lending activities
should take priority over discretionary distributions and the release of capital buffers should not be used
to finance share buybacks.

•

MAS will allow banks to recognise as capital more of their regulatory loss allowance reserves. It will
allow full recognition of such reserves as Tier 2 capital. This relief will apply until 30 September 2021
and may be extended if necessary.

•

MAS will adjust the net stable funding ratio requirement. The amount of stable funding that banks
must maintain for loans to individuals and businesses that are maturing in less than six months will be
halved from 50% to 25%. This relief will apply until 30 September 2021 and may be extended if
necessary.

Setting accounting loan loss allowances
When financial institutions assess COVID-19’s impact on future economic conditions in estimating
accounting loan loss allowances under accounting standard FRS 109, they should also consider the
extraordinary measures taken by the government to bolster economic resilience.
MAS does not expect financial institutions to maintain higher accounting loan loss allowances solely because
COVID-19 relief measures are applied to these loans. Instead, financial institutions should assess a
borrower’s risk of default comprehensively.
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Deferring implementation of regulatory reforms
Basel III reforms for banks
In line with the Basel Committee on Banking Supervision (BCBS)’s recent announcement, MAS will defer to
1 January 2023 the implementation of revised standards for:
•

Credit risk, operational risk, leverage ratio, output floor and related disclosure requirements (with the
accompanying transitional arrangements for the output floor extended to 1 January 2028); and

•

Market risk and credit valuation adjustments for supervisory reporting purposes (for the purposes of
compliance with capital adequacy and disclosure requirements, these standards will be implemented
from 1 January 2023 or later).

Margin requirements for non-centrally cleared derivatives for banks and merchant banks
In line with the recent joint announcement by the BCBS and the International Organisation of Securities
Commissions, MAS will defer by one year the implementation of the final two phases of the margin
requirements for non-centrally cleared derivatives. The new timeframes are:
•

1 September 2021 for a bank or merchant bank whose group’s aggregate non-centrally cleared
derivatives exposure is more than SGD80 billion; and

•

1 September 2022 for a bank or merchant bank whose group’s aggregate non-centrally cleared
derivatives exposure is more than SGD13 billion and up to SGD80 billion.

Reporting of OTC derivatives trades
MAS has extended the final phase of the reporting requirements for OTC derivatives trades by one year to 1
October 2021.
Certain licensing and conduct requirements
MAS has extended the transitional period for the implementation of certain licensing and conduct
requirements under the Securities and Futures (Amendment) Act 2017 (see description here) by one year to
8 October 2021.

Consultations
Implementation of the following new policies (in respect of which consultations have closed – see brief
details here) will be deferred. Financial institutions will be provided sufficient time to transition to the new
policies when the new dates are announced:
•

Requirements on controls against market abuse;

•

Guidelines on Individual Accountability and Conduct and Information Paper on Culture and Conduct
Practices of Financial Institutions;

•

Complaints handling and resolution regulations;

•

Requirements on execution of customers’ orders.

With regard to ongoing public consultations, MAS will provide a longer response time for financial
institutions and other interested parties to provide feedback.
The public consultations on outsourcing requirements for banks and environmental risk management
guidelines will be deferred until further notice.
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Extending reporting timelines and considering need to defer implementation of new
reporting regime
MAS will provide more latitude on submission timelines for regulatory reports and will work with financial
institutions to review submission timelines, while taking into account the need for timely information by MAS
to facilitate supervisory reviews.
MAS will seek feedback from banks and merchant banks on potential challenges they may face in
transitioning to a more comprehensive reporting regime under the revised MAS Notices 610 and 1003
respectively. It will assess the need to defer the targeted implementation timeline from January 2021 to a
later date, in light of the substantial investment and good progress already made by the industry.

Deferring non-urgent industry projects
MAS will defer non-urgent industry projects, such as the launch of a new electronic system for banks and
insurers to submit applications for approval of key appointment executives. The new system was scheduled
for launch in Q2 2020 but a new date will be announced in due course.

Suspending on-site inspections and supervisory visits
MAS will suspend all regular on-site inspections and supervisory visits to financial institutions until further
notice. Those already in progress will proceed on an off-site basis via tele-conferencing.
MAS will focus its supervisory reviews on how financial institutions are managing the impact of COVID-19 on
their business and operations, such as on-site visits to financial institutions’ customer-facing locations to
verify and enforce the implementation of safe-distancing measures in line with guidelines from the Ministry of
Health.

Extending digital bank assessment period
MAS announced on 9 April 2020 that it would extend its assessment period for the award of digital bank
licences. Successful applicants will now be notified in the second half of 2020, rather than June 2020 as
originally planned.

Measures for real estate investment trusts listed on
Singapore Exchange
On 16 April 2020, MAS, the Ministry of Finance (MOF) and the Inland Revenue Authority of Singapore
(IRAS) jointly announced new measures to provide real estate investment trusts listed on the Singapore
Exchange (S-REITs) with greater flexibility to manage their cash flows and raise funds amid a challenging
operating environment.

Extension of permissible period for distribution of taxable income
MOF and IRAS will extend the timeline for S-REITs to distribute at least 90% of their taxable income from 3
months to 12 months (after the end of the 2020 financial year) to qualify for tax transparency. This extension
is only applicable for distributions made from taxable income that is derived by an S-REIT during the 2020
financial year.
This is intended to provide S-REITs with more flexibility to manage their cash flows. Further details on the
above will be provided by IRAS by early May 2020.
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Increase in leverage limit
In order to provide S-REITs with greater flexibility to manage their capital structure, MAS has raised the
leverage limit for S-REITs from 45% to 50%. Notwithstanding the increase, MAS expects S-REIT managers
to carefully assess their ability to service financial obligations before taking on additional debt.
S-REITs will be required to disclose their leverage ratios in their annual reports and interim financial results.

Deferral of implementation of minimum interest coverage ratio requirement
The implementation of the new minimum interest coverage ratio requirement will be deferred to 1 January
2022.
S-REITs will be required to disclose their interest coverage ratios in their annual reports and interim financial
results.

Guidance on measures consistent with safe distancing
Safe distancing in business operations
MAS issued an advisory to financial institutions on 23 March 2020, requiring them to implement safe
distancing measures in all aspects of their business operations, especially customer touch points. This
includes:
•

Reducing traffic at customer facing locations, for example, by encouraging customers to use electronic
platforms for financial transactions where available, and by limiting the number of people waiting at the
locations and ensuring a one-metre distance between customers;

•

Cancelling or deferring all non-critical face-to-face events, such as marketing and promotional
roadshows and investment seminars;

•

Adopting safe distancing measures at workplaces, such as allowing employees to work from home or
another location, ensuring a distance of at least one metre between staff at workstations, meetings
rooms and other common areas, and staggering start times for work and lunch hours.

Use of digital channels for provision of financial services
MAS has encouraged financial institutions to actively promote the use of digital channels for providing
financial services and performing customer verification.
In addition to the financial institutions’ individual efforts to encourage customers to adopt e-payment
solutions for their financial transactions, the Association of Banks in Singapore will mount a sustained
campaign to promote the use of PayNow, PayNow Corporate, and SGQR in the coming months.
MAS also urges individuals and businesses to use digital, email, and telephone channels for financial
services and e-payment platforms and to minimise visits to the premises of financial institutions. This was
reiterated on 17 April 2020 by MAS.
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Financial and other support for financial institutions and
fintech firms
Financial Sector Development Fund support package
On 8 April 2020, MAS announced a SGD125 million support package for the financial services and fintech
sectors to sustain and strengthen their long term capabilities.

Workforce training and manpower costs
The support for workforce training and manpower includes:
•

New training allowance grant
MAS will launch a new grant which provides allowances for completing training in courses accredited by
the Institute of Banking and Finance (IBF), to encourage financial institutions and fintech firms to make
use of the downtime in business activity to train and upskill their employees.
It applies to courses that commence between 8 April and 31 December 2020, and complete no later
than 31 March 2021.

•

Course fee subsidies
MAS and IBF will increase course fee subsidies for Singapore citizens and permanent residents
attending relevant IBF courses to 90% (from the current range of 50% to 70%), and extend the
subsidies to include employees of fintech firms.
The subsidies will be disbursed in advance to help alleviate cash flow issues, and apply to courses that
commence between 8 April and 31 December 2020.
Plans are underway to further expand virtual e-learning offerings to meet training needs at times when
safe distancing is required.

•

Talent development programmes
MAS will double the salary support for financial institutions to hire Singapore citizen fresh graduates or
workers from other sectors and place them in talent development programmes under the Finance
Associate Management Scheme.
This applies to scheme applications submitted from 8 April 2020, for hires in 2020-2021.

See further details here.

Digitisation and operational resilience
MAS will set up a new Digital Acceleration Grant to support digitalisation in smaller financial institutions and
fintech firms (ie, those with not more than 200 employees) . The grant will help such firms adopt digital
solutions to strengthen operational resilience, process efficiency, risk management and customer service.
The scheme will have two tracks – the Institution Project track and the Industry Pilot track – with funding
periods of 1 year and 2 years respectively. See further details here.

Access to digital platforms and tools by fintech firms
MAS will provide all Singapore-based fintech firms six months’ free access to API Exchange, an online
global marketplace and sandbox for collaboration and sales. This will enable fintech firms and financial
institutions to integrate and test solutions via a cloud-based architecture.
MAS will work with the Singapore Fintech Association to set up a new digital self-assessment framework for
MAS’s outsourcing and technology risk management guidelines hosted on the API Exchange. The selfassessment helps fintech firms provide a first-level assurance to financial institutions about the quality of
their solutions.
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Low cost funding for banks and finance companies
As part of the package of measures announced by MAS and various industry associations on 31 March 2020
to support individuals and SMEs affected by the COVID-19 outbreak, banks and finance companies may
apply for low-cost funding through a new MAS SGD facility for loans granted by them under Enterprise
Singapore’s Enhanced Enterprise Financing Scheme – SME Working Capital Loan and Temporary Bridging
Loan Programme.
MAS announced further details of the SGD facility on 20 April 2020, including the low interest rate of 0.1%
per annum. Banks and finance companies participating in Enterprise Singapore’s loan schemes above can
apply for funds under the facility until April 2021. The facility is intended to help banks and finance
companies make loans to SME borrowers more affordable.

Measures to ensure liquid and well-functioning funding markets
In announcing the package of measures referred to above, MAS also discussed the measures it had taken
to ensure liquid and well-functioning funding markets.
MAS has been providing ample SGD liquidity and has significantly stepped up its provision of USD liquidity
to the banking system through its daily money market operations.
On 26 March 2020, MAS announced that it would provide up to US$60 billion of funding to banks in
Singapore through a swap facility with the US Federal Reserve. MAS will lend the USD obtained from the
US Federal Reserve to banks in Singapore via the new USD facility, allocated through auctions.

Relief measures for banking clients
Helping individuals meet loan and insurance commitments
MAS and various industry associations announced a package of measures on 31 March 2020 to support
individuals.
Further details can be found in an MAS document and FAQs.

Residential property loans
Individual borrowers may apply to their respective bank or finance company to defer either (a) the principal
payment or (b) both the principal and interest payments up to 31 December 2020.
Lenders will approve the request for deferment as long as the individual was not in arrears for more than 90
days as at 6 April 2020.
Interest will accrue only on the deferred principal amount, and no interest will be charged on the deferred
interest payments.
Borrowers may also choose to extend the loan tenure by up to the corresponding deferment period.

Personal unsecured credit
Individuals with unsecured credit facilities from banks or other credit card issuers may apply to their
respective lenders to convert their outstanding balances to term loans at a reduced rate of interest (capped
at 8%), any time from 6 April to 31 December 2020.
The term of the converted loan can be up to five years, depending on the individual’s ability to meet the
minimum monthly repayment.
Applicants must have suffered a loss of 25% or more of their monthly income after 1 February 2020 and are
at risk of incurring substantial arrears.

Life and health insurance

04/16514877_18

Life and health insurance individual policy holders who are facing financial difficulties may apply to their
insurer to defer premium payments for up to six months while maintaining insurance coverage during this
period.
An eligible policy is one that has a policy renewal or premium due date between 1 April and 30 September
2020.

General insurance
Individuals holding general insurance policies (such as those for property and vehicles) who are facing
financial difficulties may apply to their insurer for instalment payment plans while maintaining insurance
protection.

Supporting SMEs with continued access to bank credit and insurance cover
MAS and various industry associations announced a package of measures on 31 March 2020 to support
SMEs.
Further details can be found in an MAS document and FAQs.

Loans

Deferring payment of principal on secured loans
SMEs may opt to defer principal payments on their secured term loans up to 31 December 2020, subject to
banks’ and finance companies’ assessment of the quality of the security.
SMEs may also opt to extend the tenure of their loans by up to the corresponding principal deferment period.
This relief will be available to SMEs that continue to pay interest and are in good standing with their banks
and finance companies (not more than 90 days in arrears as of 6 April 2020).
The government has enacted legislation to prohibit a party to scheduled contracts from taking court and
other legal actions against the non-performing party.
•

Scheduled contracts include secured loan facilities granted by a bank or a finance company to
qualifying SMEs (where, among other things, the turnover of the group to which they belong is not more
than SGD100 million in the latest financial year).

•

The measure will be in place for an initial period of six months (from 20 April 2020), and will cover
relevant contractual obligations that are to be performed on or after 1 February 2020, for contracts that
were entered into or renewed before 25 March 2020. Scheduled contracts also include those that are
renewed automatically after 25 March 2020.

•

Banks and finance companies are therefore prohibited during the prescribed six-month period from
commencing legal action for a default on a loan meeting the above criteria. Their contractual right to
charge fees and interest for non-payment or late payment of loan obligations due is however unaffected.

Loan repayment schedules for other types of loan facilities
Banks and finance companies are prepared to work with SME customers to adjust their loan repayment
schedules for other types of loan facilities.

Insurance premium payment
SMEs and other corporates holding general insurance policies (to protect business and property risks) that
are facing financial difficulties may apply to their insurer for instalment payment plans while maintaining
insurance protection.
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