
US-China Trade War Impact on Singapore



Background on Singapore’s Trade Economy

Singapore is known to be an open economy and it is highly dependent on world trade. Singapore is at the cross-
roads of major air and sea routes within the APAC region and serves as a hub and major transshipment center for 
much of the SEA region and the Indian subcontinent. 

World Trade Ranking (2018): 14th largest exporter, 17th largest importer 

Total Merchandise Trade (2019): SG$1,022 billion

Singapore has the highest trade to GDP 
ratio in the world
Averaging 400% from 2008 to 2011

Averaging 326% in 2018

Singapore is an Entrepot Country 
In 2019, re-exports accounts for 52% of 
total exports. Singapore is a big exporter of 
petroleum products, but Singapore doesn't 
not produce a single barrel of crude oil. 

Singapore’s Main Trading Partners

US, China and Malaysia

Main Export Items
Electronic components, refined petroleum, 
gold, computers, packaged medications

Main Import Items
Electronic components, refined petroleum, 
crude petroleum, gold, computers



A closer look into Singapore’s Trade Statistics 
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Exports to China (2018): US$179bil
Main export items: Aircraft, machinery, electrical machinery, 
vehicle, soybeans

Imports from China (2018): US$558bil
Main import items: Electrical machinery, machinery,
furniture and beddings, toys and sports equipment

Total US tariffs on Chinese goods: US$550bil 

Total Chinese tariffs on US goods: US$185bil 

Biggest buyer Biggest supplier

Exports to China (2018): US$44.3bil (13.7% of total export)
Main export items: Integrated Circuits (22%), Refined Petroleum 
(7.7%), Ethylene Polymers (5.48)

Imports from China (2018): US$47.2 (14.6% of total imports)
Main import items: Refined Petroleum (17.1%), Integrated
Circuits (10.3%), Office Machine Parts (6.94%)

Exports to US (2018): US$24.6bil (7.64% of total exports)
Main export items: Pharmaceuticals, machinery, organic chemicals, 
optical and medical instruments

Imports from US (2018): US$28.9bil (8.93% of total imports)
Main import items: Machinery, aircraft, mineral fuels, electrical 
machinery, optical and medical instruments

The 3-way relationship between US, China and Singapore



Impact of the US-China Trade War on Singapore

How exposed is Singapore to US and China? How much of Singapore’s re-export goes to US and China?
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q Singapore is more exposed to the Chinese market with about 25% of 
exports bound for mainland China and Hong Kong in 2018. Majority of the 
exports compromised electronics and machinery. Whereas US only 
accounts for 7.64% of Singapore’s total exports

q Not only China is Singapore’s top export market, but also Singapore’s 
top trading partner. So in short, if China suffers, the impact on Singapore 
will be much greater compared to if US suffers. 

q In terms of the export supply chain, Singapore to China to US is much 
more important compared to Singapore to US to China. 

q Approximately 20% of Singapore’s total re-exports (SG$274bil or 52% of 
total exports) goes to US and China. 

q According to MTI, the US-China bilateral trade made up 1.1% of 
Singapore’s GDP



Impact of the US-China Trade War on Singapore
High Level Overview
Many exporters such as Singapore, Taiwan, South Korea, Vietnam and Malaysia will be heavily affect. The main reason being that many of these exporters are 
deeply integrated with China’s supply chain, supplying electronics, parts and machinery as inputs for Chinese factories, which then assemble and re-export 
electronic products to the US and other global markets. As US is China’s biggest buyer, the ripple effect is such that US will stop buying from China, and this would 
mean that there will be less demand for supply parts from China towards its suppliers, which then directly affects exporters. There will still be some demand from 
China, but not as much as before. China would need to find a new buyer like Europe or elsewhere. In general, the high-level overview is that when the Chinese 
economy slows down, its neighboring Asian countries will also suffer because in Asia, China is the main buyer of their raw materials

US tariffs implication on Singapore 
Tariffs that are directly applicable to Singapore affect a 
relatively small set of products, which include solar cells, 
modules, washing machines, steel and aluminum. 
Singapore’s exports of these products to the US accounts for 
about 0.1% of total domestic exports to the world, so it is 
negligible. Even though the amount is negligible, 
Singapore’s manufacturing companies in the sector that 
export those products to the US will be less attractive 
compared to manufacturers in the US when the tariffs are 
added on, hence possibly making this 0.1% to 0.05%. 

While many of the tariffs do not directly affect Singapore, 
they would have spillover impact due to Singapore’s role 
in China’s supply chain and also the global supply chain. 
MTI’s modelling indicates (2018) that based on the tariffs on 
product lines that have been announced, the net impact on 
the economy and workers are likely to be modest, assuming 
that there is no further escalation. 

HK-China Nationalization Dispute
Once when Beijing imposes the National Security Law, US may remove its special treatment 
towards Hong Kong. The removal of the special status could lead the US to treat HK the same 
way as it treats China. That would mean higher tariffs and it would put HK under the same 
export controls over sensitive technology that the US places on Chinese buyers. Overall, it 
would impact Hong Kong as Asia’s business and financial hub. 
Apart from that, the Chinese government will be able to track and seize rich Chinese money, 
hence now HNWI Chinese people are withdrawing their money from Hong Kong and parking 
them elsewhere. Singapore is the next best alternative as the financial hub apart from Dubai and 
Switzerland. 

More than half of Hong Kong’s estimated private wealth of over US$1trillion comes from 
mainland. Even in 2019, during the early outbreak of the protest, capital has been moving out of 
Hong Kong to Singapore. Goldman Sachs reports US$4bil outflow to Singapore because of 
concerns of the protest. 

Singapore will emerge as a winner in Asia thanks to China and the ongoing US-China 
tension. The financial ranking gap between Singapore and Hong Kong will widen even more 
and more businesses will move out of Hong Kong and relocate to Singapore. Hence, this will 
eventually boost Singapore’s financial service sector and ultimately the over trade on services.


