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THE PROBLEM E COUNTERED BY JAPANESE IN SINGAPORE AND MALAYSIA 

I was approached by a staff member of one of the Japanese firms in Singapore to write this 
article on the problems encountered by the Japanese in Singapore and Malaysia (both East and 
West) and to make suggestions on how to overcome them. I was told to be as practical as I could . 

To start with , I wou ld have to narrate a very brief historical background of Singapore, Malaysia 
and South East Asia. 

When the Second World War (Pacific regions) broke out in 1942, there were only a few Japanese 
trading & shipping fi rms in Singapore, Malaya and South East Asia. I believe MSK & MBK were 
two of them plus a few tex tile firms in Singapore's Middle Road, M/s Echigoya (Mr. Fukuda, 
one of the past presidents of your Japanese Association was with this firm) being one of them. 

Singapore with Penang and Malacca fo rmed the Straits Settlements. Malaya had an Unfederated 
Malay States as well as a Federated Malay States . Brunei was a British Protectorate , Sarawak and 
British North Borneo (Sabah), Hongkong, were part of the British Empire. Siam (Thailand) 
then was and still is an independen t co untry. French Indochina was a French possession , Macau­
Portuguese , Philipines-American, Java and Sumatra-Dutch . 

With the defeat of the Dutch, B'ritish, French and Americans in I 942, almost all the countries 
mentioned plus a portion of China were controlled by the Japanese. After World War II , the 
colonies and other countries went back to their former masters. In time , most of the colonies 
became independent and formed part of the British Co mmonwealth. The Federated Malay 
States , the Unfederated Malay States, Penang, Malacca, Sabah and Sawarak and Singapore be­
came Malaysia. Howevf' r in 1965 Singapore became a Rep ublic. 

During the occupation years, Syonan-to that was what Singapore was known as, was under the 
Japanese Military Administration. There was little contac t between the Japanese personnel 
(military and civilian) and the local population. The language used in running Singapore was 
stilt English although there was a slow conversion to Japan ese. The laws were still basically 
British wi th decress by the JMA. From the litt le contac t I had with the Japanese during the 
war years, I found tha t most of the Japanese could read and write but were unable to speak 
the language. It wa~ obvious th at most of the schools in Japan taught English as a language 
subject fo r possibly one or two years just as Latin was taught in the English stream schools 
here before the war. 

A short time after the war, Japanese trading firm s started tri ckling in and setting up their branches 
in quite a number of countries. In Singapore and Malaysia a good number of the personnel in 
these firms read and wrote English but a few of them, especially those in direct contact with the 
local population spoke reasonably good English~ Some spoke Hokkien and Mandarin Too. 

The problems of the Japanese in Singapore and Malaysia appear to stem from language difficulties, 
a slight ignorance of the regulations and a lack of knowledge of the laws existing in the two 
countries. 

I have taken a few topics for the purpose o f enlightment and I hope that they will be useful to 
the Japanese community in Singapore. 
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Language Difficulties 
I have mentioned before that most Japanese can read and. write English but only a few speak it 
well . This I believe is due to the lack of practice . The only way to improve is to speak English as 
much as possible. I know of Japanese construction finn which makes it a rule that all members 
of their staff on a particular job site should converse in English among themselves during office 
hours. Another way of improving is to have local English speaking friends and to socialise with 
them. In -business meetings where English only is spoken, howev~r I would advise that only 
Japanese who can speak and understand English very well should attend. This is because quite a 
number of idioms or words are used in such a way tha~ a positive may mean a negative or vice 
versa. Where there are no proper English speaking Japanese to attend such meetings then local 
English speaking members of the staff should accompany them. 

At meetings where decisions are required, a knowledge of English is most important. If it is 
possible to have a tape -recorder at a meeting then please have them at all meetings provided the 
other party does not object. 

Letter Writing 
Almost all business transactions in Singapore are carried out through correspondence. Enquiries 
must be made or answered, quotations requested or given , orders placed, complaints dealt with, 
transport and insurance arranged and accounts settled . There is therefore the need to create a 
good impression of the firm. 

Every business letter is written for a purpose. There are normally three parts to a letter. They 
are: -
i) The opening 
ii) The main contents or body 
iii) The ending 

Some of the rules of good business letter writing are as follows:-
a) In writing, think first of the reader and address yourself to his interests . Tell him all he 

wants to know and don't leave him to guess between the lines. 
b) Adopt a tone suited to the occasion and the purpose of the letter. 
c) Write naturally as you would talk, using plain and familiar words . 
d) Write clearly and to the point. The dominant need in all business writing is conciseness 

in language that is absolutely clear. 
e) Writ.e co urteo usly and make your letter sound friendly anq sincere. 
f) Avoid wordipess, but at the same time remember that it is more important to be clear 

and courteous eveo if it means using more words. 
g) Avoid commercial jargon with its rou11dabout and meaningless forms of expressions. 
h) Write effectively - by using simple language, by being consistent and precise . 
i) Avoid monotony - by introd ucing variety . 
j) Write to a plan if your letter is long or specially important. 
k) Pay special attention to the opening and closing paragraphs - first and last impressions 

leave a special mark on the reader. 
I) Check your letters . 

Litigation 
I understand that before any Japanese national leaves for Singapore or Malaysia especially to 
work in his company's branch office, he is normally briefed on the rac\al composition, housing, 
languages used, dialects spoken, population, weather, trading affluence, etc. Generally he would 
also be that the laws and regulation existing in Singapore are quite the same to that in Japan . 

However, as much as he is told about Singapore and Malaysia, he arrives in a state of apprehension 
especially when he does not know enough of spoken English. He is apprehensive as to what 
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should be done when he is caught for infringing the laws or when he intends to t~ke legal action 
against another person. Due to this apprehension, the Japanese tend to live in groups. 

A person residing in Singapore would have to obey the current laws failing which he may be 
char~ed with committing an offence . This is taking for granted that he is caught with committing 
the offence. 

There are many offences a person can be charged with and generally they are classified as criminal 
and/or civil offences. 

Criminal offences inciude:-
a) Cnrninal breach of trust 
b) Assault and battery 
c) Murder and gape 
d) Manslaughter 
e) Theft and burglary 
f) Possession of firearms 
g) Possession of drugs and trafficking in them 
h) Accident 

Civil offences include:-
a) Traffic offences 
b) Evasion of income tax 
c) Public nuisance - noises, pollution 
d) Tenancy - failure to pay rent, etc. 
e) Jaywalking 

lllustrated hereunder are two hypothetical cases and brief explanation of some common offences: 

i) Criminal Breach of trust 
You have given a:1 employee your pers~nal cash cheque for cashing at the bank and he has 
absconded . You are then advised to report to the police . The police apprehend the em­
ployee and he is charged with criminal breach of trust. 

ii) Assault and battery 
A person attends a fun ction/party and gets drunk . He picks a quarrel with another person 
and a fight ensues. This kind of offence is called assualt and battery and if the police were 
to come into the picture it would be considered an criminal offence. In addition the injured 
perso~ may seek damages in the civil court for any injury sustain~d . 

iii) Murder and rape 
This criminal offence is commonly known and if convicted can carry a capital sentence . 

iv) Possession of frrearms 
Should one possess firearms without a licence this would be considered a capital offence. 

v) Possession and trafficking in drugs 
Generally possession of drugs is a criminal offence and trafficking in them is a capital 
offence so too if a person is found with drugs exceeding the quantity permitted . 

vi) Traffic offences 
Failure to abide by traffic laws such as parking, overtaking, making aU-turn where there is 
no U-tum sign , crossing of double lines , car pollution , speeding, etc are traffic offences 
liable to be fined and in some cases points are given for them. A person can have a maxi-
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mum of 12 points in a year and should he exceeds this he is automatically disqualified 
from driving for the rest of the year. 

vii) Public nuisance - noise, pollution, etc. 
Creating a nuisance of oneself in the public and disturbance such as switching the radio to 
full volume in the middle of the night, throwing rubbish into neighbour's garden, spitting 
are civil offences liable to be fined and jailed . 

viii) Tenancy 
Failure to pay rents , damaging properties whilst in occupation of the premises are civil 
offences which the house owners can sue the occupants in the civil courts. 

Much as we are discussing about criminal and civil offences there are also occasions when a 
person would try to take court action against another for breach of contract, provided that in 
the contract nothing is stated about Arbitration. Arbitration is usually the remedy for disputes 
in construction contracts and this would certainly concern the construction firms here. 

The question arising is that if a person is charged with an offence or seek to proceed against 
another for breach of contract, what should he do. For committing a criminal offence he should 
have a lawyer to defend him. 

Briefly, a lawyer is a person with a law qualifica~ion and who has been admitted to the Bar, 
the admission of which entitles him to practise law. In Singapore and Malaysia there is practi­
cally no distinction between solicitor and barrister. Both are generally called lawyers. As in the 
construction, there are also specialists in law such as conveyancing of properties, shipping, 
insurance, construction criminal ~ etc. 

Criminal offences such as murder and/or rape, assault and battery etc are considered serious 
offences and when one is charged with such a,n offence, a good criminal lawyer must be engaged. 
For other offences which are also considered to be serious, a good lawyer is also necessary. 

When one is the defendant or plaintiff in a case whether it be a criminal or civil case, the problem 
is whether one should engage a lawyer and which lawyer should one engage. 

There are a few established firms of lawyers some of which were established in the early 19th 
century. These firms have quite a large complement ot' staff and it is most certain that there is 
a specialist in each type of case in the firm . Of course , on the hand there are also well-known 
lawyers who have their own practices. 

A good lawyer is one who spends his entire tim~ on your case and not leave the detail reading up 
to a junior lawy((r . It is most difficult to pick out names of the branch of law each lawyer 
specializes in. The only advice that can be given in the choice of lawyers is to approach other 
Japanese firms who have experience in dealing with lawyers .. For example if you wish to engage 
a lawyer experienced in conveyancing then approa<;h a Japanese development firm. Should you 
want a lawyer for arbitration on construction disput,es then the right firm to see will be a large 
Japanese construction firm. Should you be in trouble with insurance problems then approach a 
Japanese trading firm or in fact a Japanese. insurance company. Names of lawyers cannot be 
mentioned as it would be deemed to be advertising. 

By: Eric Lim 
H. Otsuka 
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A BRIEF SURVEY OF RETURNED UNIVERSITY GRADUATES 

Gan Siang Kiong 

In the late fifties, about fifteen years 'after its defeat in Taiheiyo Senso (the second World War) , 
Japan started to emerge as one of the fastest economic growing countries in the world with an 
average of more than I 0 percent growth rate each year. This economic miracle attracted aspiring 
youths from South- East Asian countries to further their studies in the Land of The Rising Sun . 
This attraction was further encouraged by the Japanese Government under the Kishi Cabinet, 
who reali zed the important of inviting young men and women to have their higher education in 
Japan . Since then , the number of scholarships given each year has increased tremendously. 
As a result , more than five hundred students go to Japan each year under the invitation of the 
Japanese Government . 

Accordingl y to the unofficial record , since the Second World War, a total of about three thousand 
Japan ese University Graduates· come from the ASEAN Countries. If including those trainees, 
either sponsored by Japanese Government, loca l Government , enterprises or institutions, the 
figures exceeds 20,000. 

In Singapo re, according to our Association reco rd , the first batch of two students left for Japan 
in 1955 to take up medical science. By the early sixties des pite the traditional trend to go to 
th e United Kingdom, Australia, New Zealand and Canada for higher education more than twent y 
students went to Japan each year. Though this number is very insignificant when com pared rn 
those who went to Australia or Britai n , it shows a big jump. The reasons can be summ ed up " ' 
follows: -
(1) The impact of the miraculous economic growth in Japan 

Japan has not only recovered from the devastation of the war, but has also beco me one o f 
the biggest exporters to Singapo re . Besides , Japanese enterp rises also start ed to in vest in 
the Republic. 

(2) Her achi eve men ts in th e medi cal, techn ologica l and scientific fie ld s were full y rcc.:ogni sccl 
by th e world. 
Japanese-mad e products such as cameras, and electri cal/ electroni c equipment wnc accept ed 
and acknow ledged by all to be of high quality . 

(3) Insuffi cient t ertiary inst ituti ons in Singa pore 
Intak e of Students by University of Singapore , Nanyang Universit y and th e Po ly techni c 
was limited. 

(4) Misco ncep tion o f the similarit y between the Chinese language and th e Japanese langu age 

But fortunate ly or unfortunately, the number of students wh o went to Japan dropped sharpl y 
in late sixties. The figures shown below will point out the facts: 

~ 
- - ,.---- - -- --·· 

1969 1970 197 1 1972 197 3 1974 197 5 y 

Schol arship students 27 17 2 1 25 26 :26 33 ~ 
Non-Schol"<lr sh.i p students 32 32 27 24 24 24 23 

If taken into co nsideration the average stay of five years for every students , (one year language 
course and four yea rs in university , and there are no ways or means to shorten th e period) it 
gives an average of only five students each year from Singapore to further their studies with th eir 
own ex penses. In June this yea r (197 8) , I was told by the President of International Language 
School , Mr. Taro Negishi, th at no Singa porean to enrol in the language school and the requested 
our association to help them to recruit . 
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This stagnation can be considered as (1) high cost of living and tuition fees in Japan. In the 
early sixties an average of $250 is needed per month . Today about $1,200 is essential for those 
studying in private universities such as Waseda University or Keio University and about $800 
for those studying in National Universitie~ such as Tokyo University or Osaka University (2) 
National Service for youths in the Republic· (3) The rumour that foreign students were badly 
treated in Japan was widely spread in Singapore, eg. strikes in International Language School. 
(4) Returned graduates.: were not given equal treatment in the civil service. Though four full 
years have been spent to obtain the basic degree, some returned graduates were taken in as 
Division II office~s (5) Returned graduates were not properly utilized by the Japanese enterprises . 
In Japanese management philosophy, seniority and years of service are the main factors for 
increments and promotions . On the other hand, Japanese returned graduates were treated as 
" Benriya" - an utility because of his/her knowledge of Japanese (6) The Japanese University 
curriculum is not suited to the Singapore society. During the first Jlh or 2 years the students 
have to take up two foreign languages besides Japanese, history, psychology, etc. (7) Difficulties 
for self-supported students to enrol in University of good private universities . Besides the high 
tuition fees, students from Singapore have to face keen competition from students from Taiwan 
and Korea who are more familiar with Japanese system and the language. Furtherf(lore certain 
National Universities refused to take in non-scholarship students due to limited. budgets or the 
preoccupied concept of poor perform.ance of previous ex-foreign students . Owing to the above­
mentioned reasons, the number of students in Japanese Universities was reduced. Today after 
about a quarter century since the first batch left for Japan in 1955, there are only 170 returned 
graduates including the permanent residents . Among them 140 joined the Japanese University 
Graduates Association of Singapore as members . 

The following lists show the years they went to Japan, course studied and employment after 
return. 
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• • • • 
Co.urses Taken No. of Students 

Agriculture 
.. 

2 

Architecture/Civil Engineering 8 • 
Arts .. 2 

Broadcasting 3 

Chemical Engineering 9 

Commerce/Economics II 

Educational Science I 

Electrical/Electronic 25 

Fisheries 17 

Geography 3 

Industrial Design 2 

Industrial Management 

Industrial Relations I 

Japanese Language 2 

Landscape Design r I 

Mechanical Engineering 8 

Medical Science 6 

Metallurgy 2 

Mining 
; 

2 

Naval Architecture 19 

Navigation 

Oceanography 

Psychology 

Pharmacy 

Photographic Engineering 

Printing Technology 2 

Public Administration 2 

t Science 
!" Veterinary Science 2 

Others 3 

TOTAL : 
., I 

140 

• 
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NO. OF 
EMPLOYER RETURNED PERCENTAGE 

GRADUATES 

Civil Service 40 28.6% 
(Including Statutory Board , 
National Service) 

Japanese Enterprise/Organization 26 18.6% 

' 

Japanese Joint-Venture 24 17 .1% 

Own Company /Partnership 22 15 .7% 
(Not with Japanese) 

Non- Japanese Foreign Enterprises 10 7.1 % 

Local Enterprises 7 5.0% 
' 

Others II 7.9% 

TOTAL: 140 100.0% 
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60 students 

60 persons 

40 persons 1960 

I 3 1 studen ts 
1964 

20 persons 
23 students 

1965 
I 18 students 

1955 
1969 I 1970 

1959 ~ 
1974 

1958 1960 1965 1970 1975 Yr. 

not recorded : 8 students 
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4. ~ ~t fa 'a-

E7kMm ~ffilJ: tJ, 7 A:51-<ll~~t¥&'6-iV><b !J, 7Jk~~~tL1~ o 

5. })..~lfzlfGRADE UP $;\6.7}. 

"E:mllll.$.l:!J , A~lfzlfGRADE UP $;\6)}.f&'efiO><btJ ,i:. <ll;b (:~~ 

<ll*5* , ~<l)J.ffi !J lJkM!~ ;hf~o 

(l) NIKKI KOJI (SINGAPORE) PTE. LTD. 

(2) SINGAPORE NICHIEI PTE. LTD. 

(3) YUSEN AIR & SEA SERVICE (S) PTE. LTD. 

(4) SHOFUKUJ STEAMSHIP CO., LTD. 

(5) TOKYO LEASING (SINGAPORE) PTE. LTD. 

(6) S'PORE ELECTRICAL STEEL SERVICE PTE. LTD. 

( B~ffilcV>?i:~t:b-?1~iO> , ~B:f!l.~llll.~<ll~~<ll*6* , 

C ~ ffil VC #!: 5Eo ) 

(7) SHIN NIHON KENTEI KYOKAI 

(8) SOUTH EAST ASIA IRON AND INSTITUTE 

( 1 9 8 o !iF 4 A J: t> , c ~ ~ ~ i>· J9JJ. V> -:t 6 <::. c VL #!: 5E o ) 

0 GTADE UP 

(l) HITACHI ZOSEN ROBIN DOCKYARD (PTE) LTD. 

D~ffil - C~ffil 

GRADE : 1979~8A1B 8AA~ 8 A :ii!~ 3" v - n~:J!. r-~-t ·-· 1 
46 0 0 0 1 46 A 

I 

B 70 0 0 0 I 70 I 
! 

c 138 6 0 + 1 I 1 4 5 

D 64 2 0 -1 I 65 
i 

~t 318 326 0 0 326 
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$ 55; 1; fl'f) 55; ~ ~I] i'l'~ 55; ~ :fl! ~ Jll[ -$-

m 1 I~i'l'~55: ]JP.p r,!ij;t +:# . :m:fi ~!llf llf;jlj 

(Singapore Kobe (Hitachi Metals (Jurong Ship-
Pte. Ltd.) Singapore Pte. Ltd. yard Limited) 

Tel : 2610788 Tel :' 653466 Tel : 651766 

m 2 .::r::~i'l'~55: 
- p 
=Po %7\: ~~ r~oo ~Jli ~~ 

(Enplas Co. (S) (Sekisui Singe- (To:ny Singe-
Pte. Ltd.) p:>re Pte. Ltd.) po~e Pte. Ltd.) 

Tel : 2921311 Tel : 2680125 Tel : 2583277 

m 3 I~ fl'~55: itr:Jii {j(j$ JI[D ~~~ t.m J1i ~~ 
(Murata (N E C Singe- (San yo Elect-
Electronics p:>~e Pte. Ltd.) ro:-~ics (S) 
(S) Pte. Ltd.) Pte. Ltd) 
Tel : 2554233 Tel : 2923616 Tel : 2829755 

~ mrR 1~'-fljt i'l'~ 55; YoJD i1'll +1:1E ,\!;, ?$ ~JII ¥1$ 
(The Taiyo (Nippon Fire (The Bank of 
Kobe Bank, Ltd .) & Marine Insurance Tokyo , Ltd.) 

Co. Ltd) 
Tel : 912343 Tel : 2222311 Tel : 2208111 

f 

32 



1m ~ ~ 
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ti!EJm. -lj- - 1:: .A~~~ 

g-g?i'f~~~~ 

H!~l1l~ :;*;:ij( 

~~~ /lffi 

if: um ~'1=' 

~c ~ L[JD 

~ ~ 1'10# 

~~ ~ ~ 

.;ftll* * 
(Nippon Ex-
press Singapore 
Pt.e. Ltd. ) 
Tel : 2212377 

~'1=' *f!B 
( Knitcraft 
Co. (Pte) 
Ltd. ) 

Tel : 515327 

~~ ~­
(Sumitomo Che­
mical Co. Ltd .) 

Tel : 93421 

iiJ~~~~ 

~$ 1¥ 
(Sankyn In-
corpo~oted) 

Tel : 2617455 

P'3LIJ 75'M 
(Apollo Hotel 
Enterprises 
Pte. Ltd. ) 

Tel : 432081 

J/?1* ~J$: 

( ldemitsu lnternati onal 

(Asia)Pte. Ltd) 

Tel : 2226477 

~ Chiyoda Singapore (Pte) Ltd. 

~ Shimano (S) Pte, Ltd . 

*f!B Knitcraft Co. (Pte) Ltd. 

lttw N A C Singapo:e (Pte) Ltd. 

~- I seton Emporium (S) Pte. Ltd. 
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if! ~ l]l ~ 

fi ffi ¥ -
(Nippon Yusen 
Kaisha, Ltd) 

Tel : 2227742 

MJ# iljj$ 

( lsetan Emporium 
(S) Pte. Ltd.) 

Tel : 432191 

+Lll ~~ 

(Sumito:no 
Corporation) 

Tel : 93421 

Tel : 653444 

Tel : 654777 

Tel : 515327 

Tel : 7753111 

Tel : 432191 
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** CHANGE OF ADDRESS 

* OMRON SINGAPORE (PTE) LTD. 
1298A, Siong Hoe International, 
1300, Lorong I , Toa Payoh, 
Singapore, 1231 . 

* NSK SINGAPORE (PTE) LTD. 
Suite 852-853 , 8th Floor, 
World Trade Centre, 
I, Maritime Square , 
Singapore, 0409 . 

* NIPPON EXPRESS (S) PTE. LTD. 
Suite 858, 8th Floor, 
World Trade Centre, 
Maritme Square, 
Singapore , 0409 . 

** CHANGE OF TELEPHONE NO. 

* OM RON SINGAPORE (PTE) LTD. 
TEL : 2556988 

"' NSK SINGAPORE (PTE) LTD. 
TEL : 2761711 

* NIPPON EXPRESS (S) PTE. LTD. 
TEL : 2761811 

** CHANGE OF NAME OF REPRESENTATIVE 

* SHIMIZU CONSTRUCTION CO., LTD. 
MR. H. INADA 

* KAWASAKI HEAVY INDUSTRIES LTD. 
MR. Y. OGURA 

* JAPAN AIR LINES, LTD. 
MR. S. HOTTA 
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