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Tackling
ebbs in ifrastructure

For
infrastructure
developments
to succeed, it
is crucial that
governments
build up a
legal
ecosystem
and relevant
institutions to
ensure that
contracts will
be honoured,
corruption will
not be
tolerated, and
companies
and
individuals
will be treated
fairly in courts
of law.
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National developments globally have often failed due to improper planning. By developing an
Infrastructure Roadmap, stakeholders can see light at the end of the tunnel. BY TEO ENG CHEONG

Y ALL measures, the demand for in-

frastructure investment is huge. The

Global Infrastructure Outlook estim-

ates that from 2016 to 2040,

US$94 trillion of infrastructure in-
vestment is needed globally, of which about
US$50 trillion would be required in Asia. An in-
vestment gap of about US$15 trillion is expec-
ted based on current trends.

The benefits of infrastructure are obvious,
bringing about an improvement in living stand-
ards. It gives a short-term boost to the economy
through higher GDP and employment. More im-
portantly, it lays the foundation for longer-term
increase in productivity and more sustainable
economic growth.

Financing for infrastructure is available from
International Financial Institutions (IFIs) such as
the World Bank, Asian Development Bank,
Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank, as well as
from national financial institutions, particularly
those from Japan and China, like the Silk Road
Fund, Japan International Cooperation Agency
(JICA) and Japan Overseas Infrastructure Invest-
ment Cooperation (JOIN).

Private infrastructure funds are also keen to
provide financing for bankable projects. At the
same time, many engineering companies have
incentives to design, build and operate infra-
structure on a commercial basis. The Belt and
Road Initiative has further unleashed much cap-
ital and technical expertise onto infrastructure
development. Yet, in many parts of the world,
infrastructure remains sorely under-built,
poorly constructed and often accompanied by
large amounts of wastage.

REASONS FOR UNDERDEVELOPED
INFRASTRUCTURE

I believe there are a few reasons why infrastruc-
ture is often in a state of unfulfilled excess de-
mand. First, the long duration of infrastructure
development is a major factor. Infrastructure
typically takes a long time to plan, design and
build. If it is done on a Public Private Partner-
ship (PPP) basis, the concession period required
for payback will take even longer, usually dec-
ades.

This implies that whatever legal framework
and contracts that the infrastructure de-
velopers and operators rely on, they must stand
the test of time, even when the counterparties —
usually governments — change hands. This un-
certainty may result in a risk that is too high for
many infrastructure developers and operators.

A second reason is that infrastructure devel-
opment often requires compromises from vari-
ous segments of the population. It often re-
quires the acquisition of land from land owners.
There may be years of disruption for the com-
munity as the infrastructure is being built. Even
after completion, there could be increased pol-
lution or other negative impact for the sur-
rounding areas. The government would need to
be persuasive enough to convince the affected
parties to accept these compromises for the
greater good. Governments without strong
enough support from the population may find
this difficult to accomplish.

Finally, infrastructure development is often
complex, both in its financing structure as well
as in its technical design. It is often not possible
to foresee all the complications that may arise
in the course of any infrastructure develop-
ment. It may be unexpected soil condition or en-
vironmental issues which were not detected
earlier. Or it may be a financial crisis which
throws the financial model out of the window.
This requires flexibility in government res-
ponses during implementation. However, flexib-
ility without adequate governance may also
lead to corruption or other fraudulent activities.
Unfortunately, some governments are not well
equipped to handle such complex changes, res-
ulting in badly constructed infrastructure with
budget overruns and project delays.

All these reasons may increase the level of
uncertainty of infrastructure projects to the
point where both the government and the
private sector investors back off.

SUGGESTIONS FOR
IMPROVED PLANNING

First, each government should develop an infra-
structure roadmap, clearly identifying what in-
frastructure is needed to support its economic
and social development vision and strategies.
The roadmap should coherently prioritise its in-
frastructure needs in the short and long term.
Besides explaining the benefits of the infrastruc-
ture projects, the roadmap should also explain
the necessary tradeoffs, be it acquisition of land
or co-payment for utilities or imposition of gov-
ernment fees to cover these costs, etc.

Such a roadmap would give IFIs the confid-
ence that the government knows what it is do-
ing and encourage them to finance such pro-
jects. The infrastructure roadmap should also

be widely publicised among the population to
get its support and to commit the current and
future governments to adhere to the roadmap.
IFIs that finance infrastructure projects may
want to push for the governments they work
with to move towards developing such
roadmaps. Hopefully, in the near future, voters
would expect all responsible governments to
have thoughtful and implementable infrastruc-
ture roadmaps.

Each government should also appoint a
group of officials tasked with implementing the
infrastructure roadmap. These officials may in-
clude well-trained planners, economists, engin-
eers and managers, and may be organised as
staff in one agency or they may simply be work-
ing in close collaboration across agencies.
Whatever the structure, there should be coordin-
ation and cross-fertilisation of ideas and learn-
ing. The officials should be sufficiently em-
powered to overcome resistance from interest
groups, be they government agencies or ex-
ternal parties. And they should be sufficiently
independent from short-term political consider-
ations. These infrastructure officials must en-
sure that the government gets its value for
money spent on infrastructure. But they must
also be pragmatic and recognise that without
sufficient returns, no investor will finance infra-
structure development.

Finally, the legal framework of infrastructure
development, such as those related to land ac-
quisition, property rights, contracts and invest-
ments, must be developed and institutional-
ised. It is important that the government build
up its legal ecosystem and relevant institutions
to ensure that its contracts will be honoured,
corruption will not be tolerated, and companies
and individuals will be treated fairly in courts of
law. Certainty in the commercial aspects of in-
frastructure projects will be strengthened if
there is the rule of law in the country.

Only when there is certainty will infrastruc-
ture projects take off.

If a government has a coherent infrastruc-
ture roadmap, which is well-executed by an em-
powered group of infrastructure officials under
a well-enforced legal framework, it has a good
chance of developing its infrastructure to the be-
nefit of its people.

1 The writer is the CEO (International) of Surbana
Jurong, a global urban and infrastructure
development consultancy headquartered
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