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2021: A year of 
leadership and 
community
This is the first edition of Treasury Today Asia of the new year and we approach 2021 with the 
experience and insight that 2020 has brought to us all.  2021 will be a year of rebuilding and 
coming together with a focus on leadership and community.

Firstly we want to extend our well wishes for yourselves, our readership, your colleagues and 
your families.  Secondly, we would like to thank you all for your ongoing engagement with 
Treasury Today Asia and your corporate community.  We will continue to do all we can to keep 
you informed, engaged and connected in 2021.

In this edition we look at the lessons to be learnt by the year that was 2020 and look ahead to 
our shared future.  We celebrated our Adam Smith Awards Asia 2020 winners at the end of last 
year, with a record-breaking number of submissions.  We look forward to sharing the stories of 
our 2020 winners with you this year in our podcast series and case studies and will also be 
bringing you insights from previous year winners as we create our alumni groups in 2021.  We 
also want to start 2021 by encouraging everyone to look ahead and think of this year’s award 
submissions which will open in June.  Be part of the best practice community.

The intersection of geopolitics with corporate finance and leadership has grown in recent years 
and 2021 will be a year that seems sure to be defined by large scale global geopolitical events.  
Intellectual curiosity has never been more important as we navigate the demands and 
complexities of our organisations, industries and selves.

Stay safe, take care and let us know if there is anything you would like to read, see or hear in 
2021 from Treasury Today Asia.
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Short-term investments in 
turbulent times
The COVID-19 crisis has had a significant impact on the short-term investment landscape in Asia, 
from interest rate cuts to operational changes.  As treasurers continue to focus on liquidity, what 
challenges and trends should they be aware of in the year ahead?

If a week is a long time in politics, a year is a long time during 
a pandemic.  Twelve months have passed since the world 
was first alerted to the discovery of a novel coronavirus in 
Wuhan – with the resulting crisis bringing unprecedented 
disruption for people and businesses around the world.

During this time, treasury teams have been affected in 
numerous ways.  Alongside the surge in remote working, the 
crisis has also led to myriad challenges and changes, 
including supply chain disruption, currency volatility and rising 
levels of cybercrime.  And above all, the crisis has led to a 
heightened focus on the importance of liquidity.

Aidan Shevlin, Head of Asian Liquidity Fund Management at 
J.P. Morgan Asset Management, notes that ensuring sufficient 
liquidity was a key priority early in the crisis, triggering a flight to 
cash in March and a jump in interest rate volatility.  “Having 
ready access to liquid cash was critical – especially as 
secondary market liquidity disappeared and banks were 
increasingly reluctant to trade bonds or release deposits early,” 
he says.

Subsequently, Shevlin continues, treasurers were focused on 
having sufficient funds to weather extended periods of 
lockdown and lower revenue.  “Raising cash in the bond 
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markets or via bank loans was important to keep business 
operating during an uncertain future,” he says.  “This meant 
that treasurers were managing significantly more cash than 
normal, much of which would be held for several months or 
even years.”

Beyond the focus on liquidity, the crisis has had other 
implications for short-term investments in the region:

• Interest rate cuts.  Venkat ES, head of Asia Treasury 
Product, Global Transaction Services at Bank of America, 
points out that a number of central banks cut policy rates 
to historic lows, causing low yields in many of the 
preferred investment currencies.  “This resulted in a 
significant hit in the yield pick-up for short term 
investments,” he says.  “Corporations are also concerned 
whether COVID-19 will trigger the credit downgrade of 
banks and investments that was witnessed in the 2008 
Global Financial Crisis.  As such, there is a greater 
emphasis for companies on striking a good balance 
between security and liquidity vs yield when they decide 
on their investment policies and execution.”

• Operational changes.  Operationally, Venkat explains, 
the arrival of lockdowns and extended work from home 
arrangements has led to an increased move towards 
digitalisation and the management of short-term 
investments using online methods.  “Cybersecurity 
procedures and processes were also adopted and 
implemented in quick time to ensure investments are 
managed efficiently,” he adds.

Stepping up
Against this backdrop, treasurers have had to adapt rapidly to 
highly challenging conditions, while also keeping in mind the 
complexity of Asia’s diverse markets and 
regulatory considerations.

“The primary goal of treasurers is to ensure an institution’s 
cash is liquid and secure,” explains Shevlin.  “Having 
immediate access to cash to pay bills and expenses as they 
fall due is critical.” He adds that ensuring cash is liquid – in 
other words, matures within one or two days – required 
several steps: “Treasurers sold more illiquid assets (or let them 
mature and did not roll them); they reduced risk in cash 
portfolios; and they increased the cash portfolio diversification 
across multiple different banks and products (including 
liquidity and money market funds).”

In addition, Shevlin says, treasurers have helped raise funds 
by issuing bonds or drawing down bank credit lines.  “Lower 
interest rates and specific schemes by central banks have 

helped make this more affordable and easier for treasurers,” 
he notes.

Efficiency and consolidation
Internal sources of liquidity have also been an important 
consideration for organisations across the region.  Venkat 
says that treasurers have been focusing on internal efficiency 
and consolidating funds across departments, entities and 
geographies “to get better visibility and control on available 
funds, so they can utilise them for cash flow needs before 
considering any short-term investments.”

In addition, he says, they have reviewed their investment 
policies, risk frameworks and funding forecasts and have 
taken actions such as:

• Increasing the frequency of review on financial institution 
credit ratings, credit limits and exposures.

• Rationalising relationship banks and streamlining accounts 
to core relationship banks and those that meet credit/
counterparty policy requirements.

• Moving from long-term to medium or 
short-term forecasting.

• Reducing the weighted average maturity (WAM) of 
investment portfolios.

• Carrying out more frequent reviews on how the 
investment strategy is performing, and making 
adjustments as required.

From sustainability to digitisation
Beyond the immediate focus on liquidity, the COVID-19 crisis 
has also affected short-term investments in other ways, 
driving a greater emphasis on the importance of sustainability 
and accelerating the adoption of automation tools.

“One specific observation to call out is that COVID has been 
the catalyst for many treasurers and corporate boards to 
review their sustainability commitments, given the increased 
amount people of spent working from home – making note of 
things that should not be taken for granted, like travel,” 
explains Lewis Sun, Head of Product, Asia Pacific, Global 
Liquidity and Cash Management at HSBC.

Sun adds that this introspection has translated into a more 
active search for financial products that are explicitly linked to 
a sustainability agenda.  He cites HSBC’s Green Deposits 
solution which he says “has seen a strong pickup since its 
launch earlier in the year.”

One specific observation to call out is that COVID has been the catalyst for many 
treasurers and corporate boards to review their sustainability commitments, given the 
increased amount people of spent working from home – making note of things that 
should not be taken for granted, like travel.

Lewis Sun, Head of Product, Asia Pacific, Global Liquidity and Cash Management, HSBC
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In addition, Sun highlights the increasing need for digitisation 
as treasurers embark on treasury transformation projects, 
noting that automated investment of short-term liquidity is 
gaining popularity in the market.  “In order to support 
investment decisions, corporates will demand real-time cash 
visibility and control to manage their short-term investments 
and adopt digital tools to meet their cash reconciliation, 
transparency and future cash flow objectives,” he says.

Venkat, meanwhile, predicts that innovative products being 
rolled out by banks and financial institutions, such as Virtual 
Account Management (VAM) and intelligent treasury and 
forecasting systems “will likely lead to a complete revamp of 
the traditional decision-making by treasurers on short-term 
investments.”

Changing landscape
As the crisis continues, the short-term investment landscape 
in APAC is continuing to evolve.  J.P. Morgan Asset 
Management’s Shevlin observes that while markets have 
partially normalised, “the background to how treasurers 
manage an organisation’s cash has changed dramatically.”

For one thing, he says, lower interest rates are making it difficult 
to achieve a competitive return without assuming substantial 
duration and illiquidity risk.  Also significant are changes to the 
range of issuers, instruments and counterparties.

“Banks need less funding (due to central bank lending 
programs and falling loan demand), while corporates are 
borrowing further out the yield curve,” says Shevlin.  
“Therefore treasurers need to be more cognisant of credit risk 
and diversification risk.”

Meanwhile, Shevlin says, volatility remains higher than it 
as previously – “so treasurers cannot be as reliant on 
selling securities to ensure liquidity.  Better to improve 
cash forecasting and ladder maturities to meet liquidity 
requirements.”

Trends to watch in 2021
Where the year ahead is concerned, BofA’s Venkat highlights 
some key trends that are expected, including a preference for 
short-term or overnight investments due to the importance of 
maintaining higher liquidity levels as a buffer when cash flows 
are uncertain.  He also predicts a reallocation from money 
market funds to other short-term investment products, “due to 
falling yield as well as increased focus on security and liquidity.”

When it comes to evaluating investments, he expects this will 
no longer be carried out through the metric of yield pick-up 
only.  Instead, he says, it will be “a holistic proposition across 

available liquidity and real-time (or near real-time) access to 
funds, level of automation in placement and redemption, quality 
and frequency of reporting available (including 
new technologies like API) and market/counterparty 
risk exposures.”

Sun, meanwhile, predicts that as the interest rate environment 
remains challenging over the coming months, there will be a 
focus on innovation in terms of the types of solutions 
available.  “We foresee that banks will develop and provide 
new ways for clients to invest that are aligned to sustainability 
and client ESG policies,” he says.

Navigating short-term 
investment challenges
For treasurers looking to manage their short-term investments 
effectively in APAC, there are some important considerations 
to bear in mind.  As Shevlin notes, “While there are hopes that 
the global economy can normalise as vaccines are rolled out, 
this could take some time – meanwhile, second and third 
waves of the virus are causing additional challenges.”

In this uncertain climate, the focus for treasurers, as always, 
will be on balancing the need to preserve capital against their 
liquidity and yield requirements.  At the same time, treasurers 
will need to ensure that their investment policies remain 
up-to-date and suited to their companies’ specific needs.

As Shevlin explains, “A well-written policy provides clarity, 
instils discipline, and allows the organisation to successfully 
navigate shifting markets, changing regulations and evolving 
business needs.  Treasurers should also be defining short 
term investment objectives and the strategies for achieving 
them.  In the post-COVID-19 world this can help establish 
acceptable levels of risk, identify permissible investments and 
detail relevant constraints.”

He also points out that segmenting cash allows organisations 
to optimise their investment choices by ensuring they have 
enough liquid cash available to meet their daily needs, while 
avoiding the opportunity costs associated with very high 
levels of liquidity and protecting the principal.  “This is 
achieved by diversifying across different types of cash 
investment, depending on their level of liquidity, volatility and 
diversification,” he says.

In the year ahead, Venkat notes that treasurers should be 
cognisant of the need to build flexibility into their liquidity plans 
when weighing different short-term investment options.  
Meanwhile, he notes that there continues to be uncertainty 
around the direction of interest rates and inflationary trends, 
both regionally and globally.  “While planning their investment 
policies and options, a key consideration should be risk 
diversification,” he says, adding that better rated banks and 
instruments will be under greater focus as treasurers decide 
how to invest their surplus cash.

Last but not least, he warns that treasurers should be 
prepared for the prospect of a negative interest rate 
environment as central banks around the world work to 
prevent a long-lasting recession.  “The one compelling factor 
playing on the minds of the corporate treasurers is the 
likelihood of negative interest rates,” he comments.  
“Treasuries need to have a robust strategy and plan in place 
on how they will manage the investment of such currencies 
when interest rates turn negative, mainly US dollar.” n

The one compelling factor playing 
on the minds of the corporate 
treasurers is the likelihood of 
negative interest rates.

Venkat ES, head of Asia Treasury Product, Global 
Transaction Services, Bank of America
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2020: The year that was –  
learning to expect the 
unexpected
You are all no doubt inundated with lists focusing on 2020 and the year that was.  You will also, 
undoubtedly, be surrounded with other articles, lists and notes about 2021, encouraging you to focus 
on your resolutions and plans.

Treasury Today Group pride ourselves on our editorial voice and 
objective insight.  We would rather take time to digest events, 
assess their relevance and look ahead to the ramifications for 
you, our community.  What we seek to do within this article, 
therefore, is to offer insight into the most topical pieces of 2020 
and what the learning points for practitioners can be as we 
launch into the first quarter of this year.

Anybody who made predictions at the start of 2020 with any 
confidence would have spent the majority of the remainder of 
the year feeling most bewildered indeed.  Aside from the 
events of 2020, much of the last decade has taught us that 
our ability to predict global events from the political to the 
financial has been greatly reduced.  Black swan events have 
moved to become the norm in a time where the only certainty 
is a lack of certainty.

What we can master therefore is resilience and resolve and 
focus on our purpose and mission within our professions.  
Many things fall out of our control but a commitment to quality 
and to progress can remain unshaken.

So – what do we know of 2020 for 
corporate treasurers?
The global pandemic began at the end of 2019, already spelling 
trouble for our community across Asia-Pacific.  Whilst the world 
largely assumed that the impact would be limited to China and 
its SARs, Hong Kong and Taiwan, within the corporate 
community the previous events around the SARS outbreak in 
Asia left the APAC community aware of the challenges and 
trials that a pandemic brings.  The year saw the spread of the 
pandemic across the world as headlines in the US shifted from 
the Democratic nomination to gaining control of a rapidly 
accelerating virus.

We want to look at some of the key areas which affected 
corporate treasurers in 2020 and use these thematics to 
summarise the year for our industry and keep progress and 
collaboration on the agenda in 2021.  Some of the CSR related 
topics that were front of mind as we entered 2020 have been 
affected by the events of last year and there were fears that 
issues such as sustainability and inclusion agendas would slip 

TREASURY TODAY GROUP

treasurytodayasia © January/February 2021 | 7

https://treasurytoday.com


down the priority list amidst very sobering concerns around 
balancing budget sheets and cashflow forecasting.

Sustainability
As companies across the world repositioned their priorities 
amidst the business challenges posed by the pandemic, there 
were concerns that sustainability was not the priority that it 
needs to be in order for the various commitments that the UN 
and other organisations require of the world’s 
largest corporations.

Treasury Today Group’s Global Sustainability Study was 
launched in 2020 as we are firmly committed to documenting 
our industry’s path to a more sustainable future.  Our work 
around female representation with our annual Women in 
Treasury Global Study has shown the power of data in fuelling 
our conversations and we wanted to bring this information to 
our conversations around sustainability.

The data set from our inaugural study was eye opening but 
also went some way to showcasing the need for education 
and engagement with the topic of sustainability amongst our 
corporate readership.  There are varying levels of 
comprehension and within treasury it remained unclear for 
many of our community what their precise role should be 
within treasury and what tools they could implement to 
promote a sustainability agenda within treasury itself.

We hosted digital roundtables around sustainability with a 
number of leading voices in the field.  Highlights from these 
conversations can provide some measure of clarity as we 
focus on 2021.  We will also be rolling out our 2021 Global 
Sustainability Study and mapping the evolution of the issues.

Within our universe the study exposed a number of individuals 
from a wide range of different corporations who have adopted 
activities which are making a difference.  Through their 
engagement with their stakeholders – banks, vendors and 
internal teams – they are amplifying the conversation and 
encouraging their network to pay attention.  However, for many 
of their peers, regardless of whether their organisation may 
support a sustainability initiative, there are still frustrations 
around finding the time to incorporate more sustainability 
focused activities within their day to day duties and around the 
lack of conversation and awareness building that their partners 
have engaged them upon.  2020’s study showed us that the 
appetite to learn and to adapt is there amongst our community 
and that if we collectively continue with these conversations 
fruits will be borne.

Areas for consideration:

• Broader CSR policy – this affects every individual in 
an organisation and every decision.

• Green bonds and green financing.

• Supply chain finance.

• Industry collaboration.

Diversity, equity and inclusion
Launched in March 2020 and closing in August, the annual 
Women in Treasury Global Study supported by State Street 
Global Advisors, couldnt have been timed to have been more 
disrupted by the pandemic.  The commitment of our 
community to this topic amidst the most challenging 
professional year many of us have ever experienced was not 

lost on us and we are so grateful to the support of all genders 
who gave their time, energy and experiences to the Women in 
Treasury initiative in 2020.

The impact of the pandemic in both literal and figurative ways is 
not equally distributed across populations.  The most vulnerable 
amongst us have felt and are still feeling the heaviest burden of 
the pandemic and women have been more impacted.

There are grave concerns raised by studies released by the 
World Health Organisation and the UN amongst others of the 
disproportionate impact of the pandemic upon women and 
fears as to the long-term impact on some of the key areas for 
female progress which have been at the centre of equality 
campaigns for the last decade.  Whilst it may take us some time 
to see what the real impact of the pandemic has been upon 
women, and particularly women with intersectional identity, the 
knowledge of this additional challenge can permit us a renewed 
focus and increased vigour around our work on inclusion.

Racial equity was also massively impacted by the events of 
2020, as black communities across the US and much of the 
Western world faced the most risk from the pandemic at the 
same time as broader inequalities were highlighted around the 
George Floyd murder in May 2020.  This shone a light on a 
huge systemic problem in the US and across much of the 
world.  The events of last summer have positioned racial equity 
and equality in a way none of us could have predicted, as most 
large corporations and financial institutions responded with 
pledges and promises to tackle systemic problems within the 
whole professional ecosystem that we exist in.

For our corporate community what this meant was 
the following:

• Listen and learn – we should be constantly and 
consistently reaching out to colleagues and co-
workers to understand and hear their individual 
issues and priorities.

• Advocacy and engagement – get involved in 
Employee Resource Groups (ERGs), get involved in 
advocacy for groups within your organisation.  Have a 
voice and make a difference.

• Data and progress – we need better data on systemic 
issues in organisations.

• Transparency and accountability.

Wellbeing
2020 was a trial and tribulation for everyone’s physical and 
mental wellbeing.  Remote working and managing working 
from home whilst many juggled children that needed home 
schooling or battled the loneliness that came from a lack of 
physical interaction with friends, co-workers, family and loved 
ones.  People coped with grief and illness all without the usual 
professional and personal interactions and relationships which 
humans so desperately need in order to thrive.

What emerged from our conversations with our partners 
and readers during 2020 around the subject of personal 
and employee wellbeing were the following:

• The power of vulnerability: being open with our 
co-workers and professional contacts was the mantra 
of 2020.  It is no longer shameful to admit that we are 
struggling as our personal and professional stressors 
overlapped in location and time.
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• Honesty, flexibility and adaptability: there is no right 
way to manage your wellbeing, being flexible and 
changing things when something isn’t working is 
critical in all aspects of our lives.

• Balance, balance, balance: making time for yourself, 
stepping back and saying no.  All of these are a must 
in an era of multiple burn out points.

Leading and managing teams (remotely 
during a crisis)
Much of the work that we conducted in 2020 with roundtables 
and discussion groups focused at least in part on the very 
particular challenges to leadership that the year created.  
Keeping teams engaged and galvanised and moving everyone 
to working from home for an uncertain and potentially endless 
amount of time was a source of great challenge for the 
majority of our community.

The advent of technology as the oil behind the wheels of 
remote working saw great changes to how we work.  There 
were also some constants as the human side of teamwork 
was felt in its absence.  Many of our audience shared their 
insights on using Zoom to connect their employees through 
games or classes, with walks in the park being conducted 
during more sociable calls, all designed to replicate the 
bonding and problem solving nature of the tea-break and 
water cooler moments that the office provides.

The unifiers were there for all the leaders that we engaged 
with and the lessons were as follows:

• Stay connected personally as well as professionally.

• Give people space to share how they are really feeling.

• Trust those who work for you.

• Be vulnerable and share your own experiences 
and challenges.

• Stay learning with reverse mentoring, actively 
reaching out to junior staff.

• Take the opportunity to find your own mentors and 
attend seminars and leadership events.

• Develop skillsets outside of the ordinary – you never 
know what they may show you.

Awards
The 2020 Adam Smith Awards and Adam Smith Awards Asia 
moved to digital delivery across the board.  Our usual 
luncheon events were replaced with a livestream 
announcement which took place in June for the Adam Smith 
Awards and in October for the Adam Smith Awards Asia.

The pandemic and its impact on the working priorities of 
treasurers was evident throughout all the nominations but we 
felt deserved special recognition with our new category, Best 
Crisis Management Solution.  Alongside our case studies and 
Yearbook as normal we are telling the stories of our 2020 award 
winners in our podcast series which began last year and will roll 
out throughout the first half of 2021, showcasing the resilience, 
resolve, collaboration and determination to achieve best 
practice that typified our community in the last year.

• Collaboration.

• Teamwork.

• Future focus.

Community
Starting in March 2020 we launched our COVID-19 Community 
which focused on leading voices from our industry and beyond 
sharing their pain points and lessons learnt as we all worked 
tirelessly to stay connected and communicative amidst 
challenges of working from home and managing teams at 
a distance.

This project evolved to later be named Community Voices, as 
our practitioners shared more than just their advice on 
surviving the pandemic and our coverage of the impact of 
COVID moved from reporting on the pandemic to reporting on 
the day to day dealings of corporate finance leaders across 
the world.

The project was jointly conceived with the Association of 
Corporate Treasurers in Singapore (ACTS), long-term partners 
and collaborators of Treasury Today Group’s and the 
strongest community resource that exists for the APAC 
community.  The articles were created in response to our 
conversations with the ACTS and with corporates across the 
world as our role evolved and we sought to understand the 
challenges that you were facing and ensure we could share 
best practice and tips on any and all of the day to day 
issues arising.

Amongst the phenomenal voices who shared their insights and 
experiences with us were Claire Babineaux-Fontenot, CEO of 
Feeding America.  Feeding America is the largest hunger relief 
organisation in the US and through its network of 200 
foodbanks and 60,000 food pantries and meal programmes it 
provides meals to over 46 million people a year.  It also 
champions food waste prevention programmes and aims to 
improve food security through education and advocacy.  Claire 
comes from our corporate community and has made the 
graceful leap from working for corporations to leading a 
fundamentally important organisation like Feeding America.  
Before starting at Feeding America, Claire held positions at 
Walmart leading up to her last role as Executive VP of Finance 
and Treasurer.  In between featuring on Trevor Noah’s show 
and being listed in TIME 100 most influential people of 2020, 
Claire shared her thoughts with our global readership on her 
journey, the impact of the pandemic on Feeding America and 
her advice on best practice in leadership.

Moving forward: together
So that's what we saw and hopefully what we have learnt 
together.  At the Treasury Today Group we realised the unique 
position we occupy with a platform that brings together the 
various powers in our industry.  We have a renewed focus to 
bring you spaces to collaborate and communicate, whether 
that be physically or virtually.  We have a responsibility to listen 
to your challenges and take the time to come back to you with 
solutions and connections, using data and dialogue to 
promote best practice in corporate finance.

If there is anything more that you feel we should be delivering 
in 2021 please do not hesitate to reach out to 
editorial@treasurytoday.com with format or topic ideas.  We 
want our digital platforms to be community spaces that evolve 
according to the needs of you, our readers, so please stay 
engaged and help us to keep you better informed.  Our new 
Masterclasses and roundtables join our regular roster of 
activities and we will be further adding to our digital family with 
our Women in Treasury Within hub in 2021. n
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Corporates opening up 
to APIs
While limited business-focused applications and aversion to change have held back adoption of open 
banking by corporates, there are tentative signs that treasurers are increasingly coming around to the 
potential of APIs.

The potential of open banking services is undeniable.  A 
November 2020 report published by Allied Market Research 
suggested the market would be worth more than US$43bn by 
2026, a CAGR of almost 25% from 2019.  More immediately, 
research commissioned by Finastra in August 2020 showed 
that 72% of banks across the Americas, APAC, Europe and 
MEA had seen an increase in the integration of corporate 
banking APIs since the outbreak of coronavirus.

In excess of two thirds (68%) of the banks surveyed had started 
work on moving to corporate banking open APIs as part of their 
payments strategy.  Only half said open APIs were a priority in 
their strategy for working capital finance, cash management or 
lending, although 36% said they planned to start moving to 
open APIs for cash management within the next two years.

These are encouraging numbers, but why has it taken a 
global pandemic to inject some urgency into the corporate 
open banking market?

According to Jack Wilson, Head of Policy and Regulatory 
Affairs at TrueLayer, the complexity of corporate accounts and 
the existence of legacy systems for managing these accounts 
are two factors that could account for slower take-up 
among corporates.

Francois Masquelier, former Senior Vice President & Head of 
Treasury and Enterprise Risk Management at Luxembourg-
based international media company RTL Group and CEO of 
Simply Treasury says a cautious approach to working with 
newer service providers is a significant reason why corporate-
focused open banking solutions have been slow to develop.  
“The way forward lies in solutions that are developed jointly by 
fintechs, established banks and corporates,” he adds.

ABN AMRO has launched five new commercial APIs this year 
and upgraded its developer portal.  “Our first commercial API 
went live in November 2019 and we have learned a lot since 
then,” says Pelin Dumans, Product Owner at the Dutch-
headquartered bank.  “Corporates vary widely in their ability 
to implement APIs – in some cases we are explaining what an 
API is and its benefits, in other cases we are having in-depth 
discussions on coding and content.”

Corporate services developing
According to Sander de Vries, Senior Manager at treasury 
consultancy Zanders, there has been more focus on products 
catering to consumers than corporates but he adds that since 
the second payment services directive went live banks have 

started to offer more open banking-enabled products and 
services for corporates.  He also observes that slow take-up by 
corporates probably relates to lack of internal innovation and 
aversion to change, along with the lack of API standardisation.

Apart from increased interest in the use of APIs by corporates 
and some vendors for bank connectivity and to accelerate 
real time visibility and payment processing – and more 
collaborative/strategic investments between the major banks 
and some fintechs to bring new functionality to market faster 
– for the most part activity around open banking under PSD2 
has been taking place in the consumer banking space.

“The entry of new banks and payment service providers isn’t 
really going to be of much interest to corporates since their 
bank relationships are predicated on credit provision/balance 
sheet support – especially at the moment,” says de Vries.  
“From a corporate governance perspective, services provided 
need to be robust, proven, dependable, stable and 
appropriate to the scale of flows involved.”

The uneven pace of open banking innovation across the globe 
was highlighted in a May 2020 Finastra survey, which found 
that financial institutions in the US and UK were much more 
likely to leverage open APIs than their counterparts in France 
or Germany.

“The major US banks are well aware of the strategic 
importance of open banking and are developing API-based 
offerings in partnership with fintechs to attract new customers 
and maintain or gain competitive advantage,” adds de Vries.

Other factors in why some banks have moved at a slower 
pace in adopting open banking for the corporate market are 
that it is considered more of a relationship-based service and 
that it isn’t accompanied by the same regulatory pressure as 
PSD2.  But corporates are looking for a slick user interface 
and a smooth and seamless experience across the various 
touchpoints with their bank, plus the ability to bank whenever 
they want through multiple channels – all of which is enabled 
through the use of open APIs.

Banks pushing APIs
“Increasingly, banks are rethinking their business model and 
embarking on digitisation projects where they free up 
functionality via open APIs and modernise their systems 
through partnership with third parties,” says Finastra’s Senior 
Vice President and General Manager Corporate Banking, 
Torsten Pull.
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It is true that so far interest has been concentrated in retail 
banking rather than the corporate side, acknowledges Mario 
Benedict, Executive Director in Wholesale Payments at J.  P.  
Morgan.  “We see massive potential in the latter area and are 
focusing on how open banking and APIs will help to address 
some of the pain points for our corporate, multinational and 
financial institution clients,” he says.

As a result of the economic turmoil caused by coronavirus, 
corporates have understandably been focused on having real 
time visibility of their bank data.  APIs should enable them to 
address some of the challenges in treasury operations and 
speed up innovation.

“There is also the benefit of intelligent automation, where 
manual processes of payment status tracking and 
reconciliation can be reduced, shrinking the room for manual 
error and increasing operational efficiency,” adds Benedict.  
Masquelier refers to trade finance as an area where open 
banking has particular potential to reduce costs for corporates, 
particularly in relation to facilitating access to historical financial 
data.  In addition, he says the emergence of payment service 
providers has led to increased transparency around bank fees.

“We are already seeing cost benefits in regard to standard 
payment services,” agrees SAP’s head of solution management, 
treasury and working capital, Christian Mnich.  “Given the 
widespread availability of cloud technologies this trend will only 
become stronger in future, but most importantly the API 
technology that comes along with open banking will lead to 
more choice for corporates.”  Open banking solutions also give 
corporates the opportunity to move in the direction of a more 
plug-and-play environment for their treasury infrastructure.

Change of attitude required
One potential product is rich data for automatic reconciliation 
purposes related to both ERP systems and cash flow analysis 
within a treasury management system, suggests Richard 
Blokland, Corporate Treasurer at NewCold Advanced Cold 
Logistics in the Netherlands.  “Banks are afraid of opening up 
so this will require a change of attitude as well,” he says.  
Blokland also hopes that corporate open banking solutions will 
introduce greater efficiency and flexibility into the global 
economic system, particularly in relation to increasing KYC 
demands.  “Hopefully financial regulators will participate in the 
sense that it will help them optimise their demands from banks 
and corporates and still receive the desired but reasonable 
information they need in line with current and future legislation,” 
he continues.

Rune Mai, CEO & Co-Founder of API developer Nordic API 
Gateway in Denmark says his firm is now focused on business 
account access and payments.  “We have more than a dozen 
accounting systems consuming our API, providing huge 
automation and cost reduction benefits,” he says.  “More 
importantly, we are also powering cash management and FX 
solutions for both large corporates and treasury teams within 
large banks.  We started out as a consumer-focused personal 
finance management service before moving into open 
banking API aggregation but once we did we knew that open 
banking for business has a much stronger use case in terms 
of cost reduction and business process optimisation.”

When asked whether all markets will eventually reach the 
same level of maturity, Masquelier suggests that the approach 
of banks and cultural factors on the part of customers will 

influence the extent to which corporates in different countries 
embrace open banking.  “Global banks with a strong cash 
management business may be motivated to provide more 
detailed and better quality information, although they may not 
develop solutions in every market,” he says.

All corporates are interested in reducing their banking costs, 
but this is not the major motivation behind the adoption of 
open banking services according to Masquelier.  “The trend 
towards treasury-on-demand or real time treasury services 
will drive demand for better quality information that can enrich 
reporting and dashboarding at corporate level,” he says.

The coronavirus pandemic will inevitably have affected the 
pace of roll-out and adoption of open banking solutions 
worldwide this year.  Lockdowns, combined with uncertainty 
in the business environment have served as yet another 
reminder that it is critical for businesses to have real time 
visibility of their cash position across multiple bank accounts 
and to have better control over their treasury, as well as their 
payables and receivables.

Alternatives remain appealing
But while this environment should create opportunities for 
developers of corporate open banking solutions, it must also 
be recognised that there are proven mechanisms (such as 
SWIFT, the Electronic Banking Internet Communication 
Standard (EBICS) and Host2Host connections) that enable 
corporates to connect with their banks securely and access 
data to manage their payments and cash efficiently suggests 
Marcus Hughes, Head of Strategic Business Development at 
Bottomline.  “The availability of APIs for corporates is still too 
fragmented and not yet sufficiently global to provide that 
capability to large corporates,” he says.  “At some stage in the 
future we may see wider adoption of APIs for corporate 
treasury and cash management, but we are not there yet.”

Hughes reckons that for large organisations such as 
multinational corporations with a requirement for global 
payments and cash management, using a SWIFT service 
bureau to access their multiple banks will remain the optimum 
choice for the foreseeable future.  However, he does accept 
that the corporate open banking corporate market is maturing.

Differentiation between service providers is already shifting 
from pure connectivity with multiple banks to capture account 
data or initiate a payment, to a new phase where value-add 
applications do something beneficial for the user, solving a 
pain point and delivering value.

“This value might relate to artificial intelligence-driven cash flow 
forecasting solutions using data from accounting ledgers and 
real time bank statements, or invoice finance using machine 
learning and predictive analytics to assess the likelihood of 
sales invoices being paid on time, late or never,” says Hughes.  
“So instead of mere cash visibility and payment initiation, a 
solution provider’s next generation of open banking solutions 
will need to do more to help customers manage their business 
better in areas such as optimised working capital management 
and getting paid faster with automated cash allocation,” 
he concludes.

The kind of solutions traditionally demanded by large 
corporates – such as automated sweeping of accounts to 
maximise investment income and minimise borrowing costs 
– may also become an expectation for small and medium-
sized businesses. n
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Recipe for success
Christopher Emslie
Asian Regional Treasurer

Building a treasury from scratch is always a challenge – and doing so for a regional treasury spanning 11 markets in APAC is 
undoubtedly a complex undertaking.  But for Christopher Emslie, Asian Regional Treasurer at General Mills, taking on a project of 
this nature is also a labour of love, despite the difficulties presented by the global pandemic.

Headquartered in Minnesota in the United States, General Mills is a food company that incorporates 
over 100 brands including Pillsbury, Yoplait, Nature Valley, Cheerios and Häagen-Dazs.  The company 
operates in over 100 countries across six continents and has annual sales of over US$17bn.  General 
Mills has 35,000 employees around the world, including 3,000 in Asia Pacific.  The company first 
began operating in China 30 years ago, and now also has offices in Singapore, India, Thailand, 
Malaysia, Japan, Korea, Australia and New Zealand.

For Christopher Emslie, Asian Regional Treasurer at General 
Mills, treasury is above all an opportunity to learn something 
new every day.  “It’s multifaceted.  There are so many things 

you can do, and so many ways you can look at it,” he says.  
“We’re dealing with the banks, who are always innovating 
and looking to make our lives better.  And we’re dealing with 
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the business people, who are looking to innovate and grow 
their businesses as well.  As treasurer, you’re the one with 
the chequebook – you’re the one that needs to make sure 
there’s enough money in the bank, or find a solution if the 
need arises.”

While Emslie is passionate about treasury, it isn’t where his 
career began.  After spending some years in the audit field, 
Emslie says he “had the big wide world of corporates open 
up, and funnily enough took a job with one of my customers.” 
He then moved into general finance and took on roles in a 
number of different industries.  When he felt it was time for a 
change, he accepted a role at ABB as an SAP consultant.  
“From there, the CFO asked me to look after the liquidity and 
receivables,” he says.  “And after that, we built the first 
treasury organisation in Africa for ABB.”

Given the challenges involved in doing business in Africa, 
Emslie says he spent a lot of time planning the project, selling 
the idea internally, and making sure the organisation would 
continue to fulfil a valuable role for years to come.  “For me 
that was a great experiencing: coming into a treasury 
environment, without understanding all the mechanisms and 
dynamics, and learning as we went along.” Following the 
project in Africa, Emslie was tasked with undertaking a similar 
project for ABB in Asia, which resulted in a move 
to Singapore.

During his early years in treasury, Emslie says that he 
benefited greatly from input from several mentors, who shared 
their knowledge and helped him to progress.  “In those days I 
didn’t know much about treasury – I was very much a finance 
guy,” he says.  “But treasury was far more fun.  It was about 
being on the coalface: interacting with third parties, looking at 
projects and looking at ways to make business better.”

Joining General Mills
Then, in 2017, the opportunity arose to work for General Mills 
as the company’s regional treasurer in Asia.  “It was pretty 
much a clean sheet of paper to build a treasury for them in 
Asia – and I’ve been doing that now for the past three years,” 
he says.  “We’re not quite finished yet, but we’re moving in the 
right direction.”

The Singapore-based regional treasury covers 11 countries in 
Asia Pacific, from India and China to Australia and New 
Zealand.  The team’s responsibilities include liquidity and cash 
management, bank relationship management, foreign 
exchange and managing inter-company loans, as well as 
ensuring that short-term and long-term facilities are in place 
when needed.  The treasury also maintains close relationships 
with the legal and tax departments, as well as with 
third parties.

“It’s quite a diverse business, and quite a diverse region, 
because of the different regulations and the different way 
things work and the different ways that people look at 

business,” comments Emslie.  “It’s also quite challenging 
because the environment is continually changing.  You can 
have new regulations announced in India or China, and then 
you have a day to react before the new rules come into effect.  
So you really need to be on your toes, and have trust in your 
partners to give you the right information so you can 
overcome these challenges.”

Labour of love
Setting up a treasury organisation in Asia is not without its 
challenges, although Emslie has been able to draw upon his 
experiences in Africa along the way.  Initially he had hoped to 
carry out the project within two years – “And now we’re three 
years in, with another two years before we finish it all, and 
make sure we’ve got a fully-rounded treasury operation in the 
region.”

Nevertheless, much has been achieved in that time.  “It took 
us six months to do our networking, build a base and get 
people to understand what treasury was – what we were able 
to do, and how we were going to help them,” he says.  “And it 
was sometimes quite slow – but now the phones are ringing, 
which is great, because people are now asking for advice and 
wanting to speak to us.  Which is great.” Meanwhile, the 
company has also begun implementing a similar project in 
Latin America.

Looking back at his achievements at General Mills so far, 
Emslie describes the project as a labour of love.  “It’s been a 
great journey,” he says.  “We’ve learned from our mistakes, 
and we’ve continued to build on the foundations that we’ve 
set.  Now we want to see it through to the end and make sure 
that the final product is something that we can be proud of, 
and that will fit into the group organisation as a whole.”

Adapting to the COVID-19 environment
Last year, like treasurers everywhere, Emslie had to adapt to 
the disruption brought by the arrival of the COVID-19 pandemic 
– a development that resulted in some additional challenges.

For one thing, he notes that a key objective of the regional 
treasury is to partner effectively with the business, both by 
supporting decision making and creating process efficiencies.  
While General Mills doesn’t have dedicated treasurers in every 
APAC market, it has local finance people who help with 
treasury operations – and before the pandemic began, Emslie 
would frequently get on a plane if any issues needed 
addressing.  “Now, during COVID, it’s not so easy to do that, 
and so we rely very much on those finance people and really 
build that trust,” he says.

Reflecting on the challenges of recent months, Emslie 
emphasises that “most of us had never been through that 
before – even with SARS, or with the financial crisis, people 
were still in the office.  Now it’s about trying to get things done 
by any means.”

Instead of having meeting after meeting, there was a lot more decision-making going 
on, especially with third parties.  So I think that’s one of the positives.
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That said, as a food business, General Mills has had a different 
experience to companies in other sectors during the crisis.  
“Food is an essential service, so the business has continued to 
move forward and grow, both here and abroad,” says Emslie.

On the receivables side, Emslie says the business hasn’t seen 
much of a downturn, as customers still wanted to receive 
stock.  And where payables are concerned, he says the 
company has focused on making sure that suppliers receive 
payments on time during this challenging period.

In addition, the work that Emslie had already carried out in the 
last couple of years meant that the Asia treasury was well 
positioned to withstand the turbulence.  “The fact that we 
went to RFP last year, and put our new banking partners in, 
really held us in good stead,” he says.  “We were well 
prepared – we had all the new authorisations and limits; we 
were pretty much set for online capabilities in every market.  
So coupled with the business doing really well, and still having 
the cash in the bank, we’ve had a good experience.”

The challenges of remote working
But while treasury activities have fared well during the crisis, 
the new work environment is not without its challenges.  “One 
negative for me is that I’m very much a people person – I like 
to sit around a table and have a cup of coffee and speak to 
people face to face,” Emslie says.  “And I miss conferences 
and industry awards, and the ability to meet people and grow 
my network.  In a small community like Singapore, people are 
always doing something new, so it’s good to reach out to 
other people and find out what’s going on.”

He also feels that in a remote working environment, “virtual 
fatigue” can be a challenge, as can the tendency for meetings 
to be booked in back-to-back.  “There are far more formal 
limits on my time now – my diary is very full.” But on the 
positive side, Emslie points out that people have become 
better at making decisions more rapidly during the crisis.  
“Instead of having meeting after meeting, there was a lot more 
decision-making going on, especially with third parties.  So I 
think that’s one of the positives.”

Next steps
In the months ahead, Emslie expects the treasury community 
will spend time reflecting on their experiences during the crisis 
– including the frustrations people have experienced if they 
were not able to adapt as quickly as they would like.  “People 
will say, ‘What did you learn from COVID?  What are the 
takeaways?’” he says.  “I think one of these will be the 
importance of being as agile as possible and adapting quickly 
in order to make things work.  We’ll see a lot of conversations 
this year when everyone gets back into the virtual conferences.”

In addition, there is still plenty of work to do for the Asia 
treasury project.  Emslie says the team is now in phase three 
of the initiative: “We’re now running the TMS and getting the 
integration into SAP, and getting all our banking partners in 
that as well,” he says.  “So that will be the focus for the next 
18 months.”

In the meantime, Emslie is planning to adopt a follow-the-sun 
approach to cash management, whereby the day is divided into 
three blocks of eight hours, with Asia accounting for the first 
eight hours of the trading day.  He is also working on a 
rationalisation project in China in order to consolidate the 

company’s banks as far as possible.  “And then we’re trying to 
implement a cash pool bringing it all through Singapore and 
then onto the States,” he says.  “So those are our biggest 
projects for the time being – and then of course there are the 
day-to-day activities and everything else that we’re working on.”

Evolution of treasury
Looking at the role of the treasurer more broadly, Emslie 
remains enthusiastic about the multifaceted nature of treasury, 
particularly given the way the role has expanded in recent 
years.  “Treasury has evolved to have a proper seat at the 
table and be part of that decision-making process,” he says.  
“So you’ve got your fingers in all the pies – you can get 
involved in things that excite you and know that you’re going 
to make a difference at the end of the day.” Equally, he 
appreciates the opportunity to interact with people and hear 
new ideas, both within the business and externally.

Looking forward, Emslie predicts that the role of the treasurer 
will continue to change in the coming years.  “I really do see 
this position being elevated, and the treasurer being one of 
your big decision makers in the organisation,” he says.  “For 
one thing, they have that whole view of what’s going on.  But 
they’re also well connected both internally and externally, 
which is also good.”

Consequently, he predicts that more treasurers will move into 
CFO and CEO roles in the future.  “The treasurer is an 
individual who knows what’s going on in the organisation,” he 
says.  “We also have our fingers on the pulse of the economic 
situation and everything else that’s going on outside the 
organisation.  So I definitely see the treasurer of the future 
having far more of an important role to play in organisations.”

And while many smaller and medium sized organisations do 
not have dedicated treasury staff, Emslie predicts that this may 
also change.  Indeed, he says more SMEs are already 
beginning to engage with the importance of the treasury 
function, and look for individuals who are able to step into 
this role.

Out of the office
While Emslie has plenty to focus on in the months ahead, he is 
also well aware of the importance of finding a work-life balance.  
Of course, what switching off looks like has had to change 
somewhat in recent months as a result of the COVID-19 
environment.  “It’s amazing how people have changed their 
interests,” Emslie observes.  “Our CFO has taken up running 
during lockdown and ran his first 21K the other day.  A lot of 
people are doing things they never thought they would do.”

For Emslie, the pandemic has meant that travel plans have had 
to go on the back burner for the time being.  “My wife and I love 
to travel – we used to be on a plane on a Friday afternoon going 
somewhere, which was always nice.  Hopefully this will come 
back in the future.” But in the meantime, his other interests 
include golf, tennis, enjoying red wine and walking the dogs – 
and he and his wife have also recently learned to sail.

“When you’re working 12-hour days, you sometimes just need 
to destress,” Emslie concludes.  “We were on leave last week, 
and of course it wasn’t quite the same as in normal 
conditions.  But we tried not to answer our emails too much, 
and to make sure we were able to switch off from the 
business environment.” n
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Bright spots shine in South-
East Asia despite pandemic
The impact of COVID-19 looms large over South-East Asia’s economy, with each country’s response 
determining its prospects for the year ahead.  Despite the gloom of recent months, there are still 
bright spots in the region and reasons to be optimistic in 2021.

Economists had to work harder than usual in 2020, with their 
forecasts needing to be revised and new updates released.  In 
South-East Asia, as fresh information rolled in about 
restrictions easing, tourism resuming and a vaccine rolling 
out, economists have continued to debate whether the 
recovery in 2021 will follow a L, U, V or swoosh shape.  Given 
the diversity of the region, the prospects of individual 
countries are mixed, but overall there are reasons to be 
cautiously optimistic about the outlook for the year ahead.

Vishrut Rana, an economist at S&P Global Ratings, expects a 
gradual recovery for South-East Asia in 2021 along with a 
gradual normalisation of consumer spending and business 
activity.  However, the Association of South-East Asian 

Nations (ASEAN) region is still some way from normalisation: 
“We expect that ASEAN’s economic output will reach 
pre-Covid levels only by the third quarter of 2021,” Rana tells 
Treasury Today Asia.

In December 2020, the Asian Development Bank (ADB) 
revised its forecasts from September and South-East Asia’s 
figures had a larger contraction than originally predicted: the 
estimate for 2020’s growth was revised down to -4.4% from 
-3.8%.  The forecast for 2021 was also downgraded, with the 
region now expected to grow 5.2%.  The ADB noted that 
South-East Asia remains under pressure as COVID-19 
outbreaks continue, particularly in Indonesia, Malaysia and 
the Philippines.
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There is hope on the horizon, however, since the first 
vaccination took place in the UK in December 2020.  Ricky 
Kaura, Head of Transaction Banking, Asia Pacific, Africa and 
Middle East at Standard Chartered, comments that news of 
the vaccine has added to the optimism for the year ahead.  
“The downside growth risk is now lessened,” he says.  “One 
of the key challenges will continue to be pandemic 
management, as a widespread application of vaccines will 
take time,” he adds.

ASEAN’s recovery will hinge on the ability of individual 
countries to contain the virus, says Debopama Sen, Head of 
Citi Treasury and Trade Solutions, Singapore and ASEAN.  “In 
the near term, the spread of the virus remains a concern,” she 
says.  “In the area of trade, recovery in ASEAN will likely be 
uneven as the different countries are managing different 
challenges corresponding to how the pandemic is impacting 
their home markets and export demand,” she adds.

The pandemic has also highlighted the differences in the 
underlying economies in South-East Asia, with some 
countries being more open than others, and more dependent 
on trade and international travel.  In the case of Indonesia, for 
example, its large domestic economy of approximately 270 
million is less reliant on the external market, compared to 
Thailand, which is a major tourism destination.  Thiam Hee 
Ng, Principal Economist of the South-East Asia Regional 
Department at the ADB, says Thailand received substantial 
support from its government — more so than Indonesia or the 
Philippines — because it had greater resources available.  
This, however, was not enough to stave off an economic 
contraction because the country is so dependent on tourism.

The Philippines, like Thailand, has also suffered because of 
the dramatic drop in international visitors because of COVID-
19-related travel restrictions.  The economy in the Philippines, 
however, does not rely on tourism to the same degree as 
Thailand.  Instead, the country relies heavily on remittances 
from its overseas workers sending money home.  Many of 
them have been on the frontline in fighting the pandemic — 
the nurse giving the world’s first COVID-19 vaccination in the 
UK was from the Philippines,— but many others, such as 

those working on cruise ships, for example, have had to return 
home, says Ng.  This has yet to be reflected in the remittance 
figures, however, as inflows to the Philippines would have 
received a boost as those workers would have wired home 
their entire savings before heading home, Ng points out.

Malaysia likewise has been affected by the drop in tourists, 
but its economy is more diversified.  As a major exporter of 
rubber, it has fared the pandemic well.  “There has been huge 
demand for rubber gloves,” says Ng.  “Next year should pick 
up for Malaysia and we expect Malaysia to have the strongest 
growth next year,” he adds.

And of the countries in the region, Vietnam is the bright spot.  
“Vietnam handled Covid the best,” says Ng, adding that unlike 
other economies, it actually experienced growth and not a 
contraction.  The country has a large manufacturing industry 
and “Vietnam was able to keep producing because it had 
contained Covid,” explains Ng.  “Next year Vietnam will 
continue to grow and expand,” he adds.

Sen at Citi agrees: “Vietnam has been the shining star in 
ASEAN with its effective coronavirus containment, which has 
helped prop up the domestic economy.” She adds how, prior 
to the pandemic, Vietnam already had a lot going for it: it is 
pro-business, has a liberal investment environment and 
benefits from multiple free trade agreements.  “Even before 
the pandemic, a number of multinational firms had relocated 
parts of their supply chains to Vietnam as part of their 
diversification strategies,” she says, adding that she expects 
this trend to accelerate.

Rana at S&P Global Ratings is also positive about the outlook 
for Vietnam, “Vietnam stands out as a potential outperformer 
in 2021.  The economy is benefitting from a strong 
performance from its electronics sector, which will continue to 
support growth next year.” Like Ng, he also is positive about 
Malaysia’s prospects for the year ahead.  He adds, “Malaysia 
is another economy that could see a brisk recovery, as the 
economy has weathered the deep downturn so far.  However, 
the ongoing escalation of the pandemic is weighing on 
economic prospects for the first quarter of 2021.”

GDP growth and inflation, % per year

GDP growth Inflation

2019 2020 2021 2019 2020 2021

September 

ADO 2020 

update

December 

ADOS

September 

ADO 2020 

update

December 

ADOS

September 

ADO 2020 

update

December 

ADOS

September 

ADO 2020 

update

December 

ADOS

Southeast 

Asia

4.4 -3.8 -4.4 5.5 5.2 2.1 1.0 1.2 2.3 2.2

Indonesia 5.0 -1.0 -2.2 5.3 4.5 2.8 2.0 2.0 2.8 2.4

Malaysia 4.3 -5.0 -6.0 6.5 7.0 0.7 -1.5 -1.1 2.0 2.0

Philippines 6.0 -7.3 -8.5 6.5 6.5 2.5 2.4 2.5 2.6 2.6

Singapore 0.7 -6.2 -6.2 4.5 5.1 0.6 -0.3 -0.3 1.0 1.0

Thailand 2.4 -8.0 -7.8 4.5 4.0 0.7 -1.6 -1.0 0.8 0.9

Vietnam 7.0 -1.8 2.3 6.3 6.1 2.8 3.3 3.5 3.5 3.5

GDP growth and inflation rates for ASEAN, 2019-2021

16 | treasurytodayasia © January/February 2021

https://treasurytoday.com


The business sentiment of executives on the ground in 
South-East Asia broadly mirrors the economists’ projections.  
McKinsey conducted a mass survey of thousands of 
executives every six weeks from June 2020 asking them when 
they expected the economy to return to pre-COVID-19 levels 
(ie Q4 2019) in the country where they are based.  The survey 
results, which were released in October 2020, mapped out 
nine scenarios of the impact of COVID-19 on the economy.  
These scenarios considered the degree to which the virus 
had spread, and the effectiveness of the public health 
response as well as economic interventions.  The executives 
in ASEAN mostly opted for the scenario McKinsey dubbed 
‘A1’.  Of the ASEAN executives polled, 40% chose this A1 
scenario, which expected to see a localised recurrence of the 
virus, with an effective public health response, and a partially 
effective economic response.  In the A1 scenario, growth 
would accelerate in the second half of 2021 and would return 
to pre-COVID-19 levels in the fourth quarter of 2021.  The 
figure of 40% of ASEAN executives choosing this option is 
roughly in line with business sentiment elsewhere: 36% of 
global executives also chose the same scenario as the most 
likely path for their economy.

Looking beyond the effects of the pandemic, there are other 
features of the region that give executives on the ground 
reason to be optimistic.  Vijay Shankar, Head of Transaction 
Banking, ASEAN and India at ANZ, says that Singapore, 
Vietnam and Thailand in particular are bright spots in 
South-East Asia.  They have all effectively contained the virus, 
he says, and they also show promise because companies 
have diversified their supply chains to these markets, and also 
set up treasury centres there.

This is a trend that Kaura at Standard Chartered also sees.  
“We see many of our clients focused on establishing regional 
centres to manage treasury transformation as well as 
centralised supply chain management.” Kaura adds that many 
companies are also entering ASEAN markets because of their 
favourable demographics — a demographic dividend of a 
relatively young population that provides both a workforce and 
a large consumer market.

Of the sectors that are expected to do well in 2021, Rana at 
S&P Global Ratings notes that both financial services and 
technology have favourable outlooks.  “The technology sector 
has performed well through the downturn.  Demand for 
technology and electronics products, such as cloud services 
and consumer electronics, has remained resilient and has 
benefited from increased remote work globally.  We expect 
technology demand to remain steady over the next year,” 
Rana says.

Shankar at ANZ says, “We are already seeing that the 
COVID-19 situation has given digital services industries like 
e-commerce, e-wallets, gaming and entertainment, semi-

conductor-based electronic industries, pharma and auto 
ancillary a large boost, and expect the growth to continue 
post-pandemic.”

The internet economy is another bright spot for ASEAN, says 
Citi’s Sen.  “From food delivery, education, healthcare, remote 
work, entertainment, shopping to banking, technology has 
been the backbone keeping our society functional during 
times of lockdowns and quarantines.” Since the beginning of 
this year, 40 million people in South-East Asia have connected 
to the internet for the first time.  This is compared to a year 
ago at ten million.  And of those new digital consumers, nine 
out of ten plan to keep using at least one digital service 
beyond the pandemic.  “Suffice to say, a silver lining that has 
emerged in 2020 and beyond is the acceleration of digital 
adoption, both by consumers and businesses,” Sen says.

Of the industries that have the brightest prospects, Kaura 
says: “We would see consumption-based industries 
continuing to benefit, including fintech, e-commerce, 
healthcare, insurance and technology likely being stronger 
growth industries in 2021.  Countries that have the existing 
base for these industries will see their businesses growing, 
not just in their countries but also the opportunity for the 
expansion to other less-ready jurisdictions.” Kaura adds, “We 
anticipate emerging ASEAN advancing as a manufacturing 
hub, potentially attracting new investments in labour-intensive 
manufacturing.”

Another positive development for the region, which the 
transaction bankers point to as another bright spot, is the 
development of real-time payments which are set to underpin 
further innovations in the region.  “Today most of the major 
ASEAN markets have advanced real-time payments schemes 
with added features to enable digital commerce, and others 
are not far behind,” says Sen at Citi.  She estimates that by 
2025 digital payments will account for almost one in every two 
dollars spent in the region.  This has come about because the 
governments across ASEAN have committed to digitising their 
economies, which in turn has created opportunities that will 
help drive economic recovery, she says.

Shankar at ANZ also notes the important development of the 
acceleration of real-time payments implementation across the 
region.  “A number of countries including Myanmar, Thailand, 
Philippines are positioned to push the digital agenda and 
shape how we do business going forward,” he says.

Many are looking ahead to a post-COVID-19 environment, 
where the building blocks of a digital economy are developed 
so that South-East Asia can thrive.  For now, however, the 
region is very much focused on managing the pandemic.  
“Overall, 2021 is projected to be a bounce-back year for 
ASEAN.  However, recovery is likely to be uneven, and will 
hinge on the ability of countries in ASEAN and beyond, to 
contain the virus,” says Sen at Citi. n

We expect that ASEAN’s economic output will reach pre-Covid levels only by the 
third quarter of 2021.

Vishrut Rana, Economist, S&P Global Ratings
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Leading companies chart 
their green bond progress
Treasury teams contemplating green issuance can emulate innovation at companies like Enel and 
Novartis which have recently structured step-up bonds that pay investors more if the companies don’t 
meet sustainability targets.  Elsewhere, Daimler recounts its first step into the market.

Corporate treasury teams can no longer ignore the pressure 
to issue green debt and use the proceeds for sustainable 
endeavour.  The green bond market is still only a fraction of 
the total debt capital market but has grown from almost 
nothing a decade ago to roughly €660bn today and is 
forecast to hit €2trn by the end of 2023, according to research 
by NN Investment Partners.

Issuing green debt allows treasury teams to tap a growing 
pool of investor demand as pension funds and asset 
managers increasingly seek to integrate ESG across their 
portfolios and position for economies turning carbon neutral 
and aligning with the Paris goals.  The latest innovation 
around pricing in the evolving market is allowing treasury 
teams to tap diversified and sticky investors and cheapen 
their cost of borrowing, while green issuance is also a 
powerful communication tool, boosting corporate brands 
amongst key stakeholders.  It is more time-consuming than 
traditional corporate issuance and involves collaboration 
across the company as well as long conversations with 
banking partners that go beyond simple distribution.  But the 
rewards, in every sense, are worth it.

The sustainable debt market took a significant leap forward in 
2019 when Italian energy giant Enel, already a renowned 
issuer of green debt, put together the first ever Sustainable 
Development Goal (SDG) linked step-up bond.  In the 
innovative structure the cost of borrowing rises if the company 
fails to meet key KPIs around the UN’s Sustainable 
Development Goals.  The concept is a leap for treasury teams 
contemplating green issuance for the first time, but 
Alessandro Canta, Enel’s Head of Finance and Insurance at 
Enel, passionately believes others can follow.

Governance
Enel’s journey only began in earnest in 2016.  It started with 
key commitments like a board-level pledge for the company to 
become a benchmark in the green bond market.  A Green 
Bond Framework, where the company outlined how it would 
use green proceeds in line with the 2018 Capital Markets 
Association Green Bond Principles followed.  Elsewhere, Enel 
set up a new Green Bond Committee to internally track the 
use of proceeds and impact from its green debt issuance.  
“We wanted to get the governance, framework and 
procedures to attract investors right,” recalls Canta, who says 
raising money was never the priority of the process.

These early steps became bolder following the company’s 
pledge to help achieve the United Nations SDGs like 
combating climate change, building sustainable cities and 
fostering inclusive economic growth.  Linking the company’s 
financing strategy to these overarching goals and seeking 
investment to finance this broad SDG strategy rather than a 
subset of projects linked to traditional green bond issuance, 
was an obvious evolution.  “We started to ask ourselves if 
there was another thing other than green bonds that would fit 
with this objective,” says Canta.

Developing the concept and product internally took months.  
“There is a certain amount of reputational risk with creating a 
new instrument; we had to check the validity of the idea,” he 
says.  Once the board was comfortable with the concept 
internally, the team started to consult its banks and corporate 
peers in the UN Global Compact, the voluntary corporate 
sustainability initiative.  Roadshows with US investors ahead 
of the company’s inaugural SDG-linked five-year US$1.5bn 
bond followed.  “We chose US investors over European 
counterparts for our first SDG-linked bond because they have 
a reputation for being more receptive to new ideas.  The 
traditional green bond market is more established in Europe 
– there is more of a legacy, and this was a new idea.” It wasn’t 
long until a euro-denominated issue for European investors 
followed, however.

KPIs
KPIs and a so-called step-up lie at the heart of the bond 
structure.  KPIs decree Enel achieve at least 55% of its total 
electricity capacity from renewable sources by the end of 
2021 compared to 46% as of 30th June 2019.  Enel’s auditor 
will gauge performance during its annual audit and if the 
company misses the target, its annual interest payment will 
step up by 25 basis points offering a reward to investors.

Daniel Weiss, Deputy Group Treasurer at pharmaceutical 
giant Novartis, which became the second corporate to follow 
Enel’s lead when it issued a sustainable bond with a coupon 
step-up in September 2020, agrees that robust KPIs were 
crucial in attracting investor interest to its €1.85bn issue.  
Interest payments rise if the company fails to expand access 
to medicines and programmes to combat malaria, leprosy, 
sickle cell disease and chagas in a number of developing 
countries in a KPI structure that took six months to shape and 
drew on ICMA guidelines on sustainable bond principles.
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The value of sustainability
Success doesn’t only depend on ensuring a robust KPI.  Enel, 
selling the concept for the first time back in 2019, had to 
convince market participants that the company deserved a 
lower cost of funding if it meets its KPI because sustainability 
has a value.  “Meeting our KPI makes the company more 
resilient, profitable and less risky in the long term.  If you can 
prove all these things, then we deserve a lower cost of debt.  
If we don’t respect the KPI we are less sustainable, riskier and 
investors deserve a premium.”

Weiss, however, remains cautious of the ability of sustainable 
companies to attract cheaper funding, given that highly rated 
companies in leading industries can already price bonds at 
very attractive levels.  “Incremental pricing improvements are 
hard at these levels and the pricing was probably more or less 
the same, but this wasn’t our primary goal.”

Indeed, a key aim for all corporates venturing into the green 
debt market is attracting a wider investor base.  Ambitious 
sustainable issuance allows companies to tap the fast-
growing cohort of ESG investors.  “Our investor base in this 
bond is slightly different from the investors we usually see in 
our bond issues,” confirms Wiess, who counsels others that 
his team relied more than usual on banking partner 
J.P. Morgan to help shape key elements of the bond to meet 
investor appetite.  “The market is not established, and we 
relied on the bank more than we do for our other issues.”

These sentiments are echoed by German car maker Daimler’s 
Head of Treasury Kurt Schäfer, whose team (working with 
Swedish bank SEB) sold the company’s first €1bn traditional 
green bond in September in anticipation of a sharp pick up in 
investor appetite for green debt.  “We expect increasing 
interest in green financing in Europe backed by the EU Green 
Deal, the changing regulatory landscape and the recent 
issuance of a green bond by the German government.  We 
expect green financing to become mainstream and 
indispensable mid- to long term.”

For Enel, marketing the step-up concept for the first time, 
convincing rounds of investor panels, conferences and bank 
syndicate desks of its merits was a longer haul, particularly 
given the debt market still lags the equity market’s 
appreciation and engagement on sustainability.  However, 
Canta argues, the process is testimony to how the green 
bond market is evolving to combat the dangers of corporate 
greenwashing and that investors are increasingly driving 
the conversation.

During capital rounds treasury teams and their advisers are 
asking for cash.  It forces corporates to listen to investor 
feedback, adapt their strategies and make green promises.  
“We had in-depth conversations with banks’ sustainability 
teams to explain the company’s commitment to the SDGs and 
the story around the KPI.  We needed them on board,” says 
Canta, adding that European debt investors are a particularly 
tough nut to crack.  “We had one gruelling investor meeting 
with a very skilled sustainable team.  It lasted over an hour 
and a half with challenging questions about our numbers and 
approach.  They did invest.”

Investor demand
Breakthroughs came when Enel convinced banks that its 
SDG-linked bond wasn’t a one-off, tailor- made issue but 

represented a new asset class to help sustainability go 
mainstream.  The fact that green bonds still only account for 
2-3% of the global capital markets underscores the urgent 
need to funnel more money into sustainable endeavour, says 
Canta who stresses that SDG-linked bonds and new step-up 
coupons complement the existing green bond market and 
should not be viewed as a competing instrument.  “We were 
always convinced this instrument had the possibility to 
become an asset class.  Now other companies have followed 
us, the ICMA has issued principles and the European Central 
Bank has finally recognised this instrument universally as an 
asset class,” he says.

Canta also notes that investor enthusiasm for the structure 
spiked when they saw the issue in the context of Enel’s wider 
sustainable strategy.  It’s a point Samantha Sutcliffe, Head of 
Green and Sustainable Finance at UBS echoes, pointing to 
the growing investor enthusiasm for corporate transition 
stories.  “Investors are keen to support companies that are 
not necessarily 100% green today but have a decarbonisation 
strategy beyond business as usual in place.”

Advice
As for advice to others considering more complex green 
structures, treasury experts counsel on the importance of 
setting up a high-level corporate-wide team to knit the 
process together.  At Novartis, alignment between the internal 
and external legal teams to ensure the language was clear in 
the bond prospectus around how the coupon step is tied to 
the KPI was a priority.  “We had to align the whole 
organisation to stand behind those KPIs.  It’s substantially 
different from the usual bond and takes time to put in place,” 
says Weiss.

Similarly, Sutcliff highlights the new and often hidden benefits 
of corporate treasury teams working much more closely with 
their sister sustainability departments.  “Green bonds are a 
vehicle to enhance internal discussions,” she says.  “Such 
cross-department discussions can lead to strategies being 
revised and targets changed or met quicker than initially set 
out.” She also reassures rooky green issuers that most of the 
information they need to write a Green Bond Framework, that 
first document on the road to green issuance, will be found 
within the corporate organisation.  "Often Sustainability 
departments will have the data and methodologies required to 
define green activities and support the governance of the 
green bond framework.  It could be that such information is 
not always publicly available but tends nevertheless to be 
within the company."

Experts flag key challenges to scaling up the market on the 
road ahead.  Market participants are unanimous in their call to 
rating agencies to integrate quantitative metrics with 
sustainability so investors can see a companies’ green 
trajectory.  While Enel’s Canta urges banks to charge less to 
lend to sustainable companies to fuel the market beyond just 
bond issuance.  “If it is valid for the bond market, as we have 
shown, it has to be valid for the banking system too,” he says, 
adding that Enel has also changed its commercial paper 
programme to attract more sustainable investors.  As for 
Weiss, he is convinced that ambitious KPIs lying at the heart 
of new step-up structures will both propel corporate 
sustainability and attract investors in a win-win, virtuous circle.  
“Companies should push the boundaries of what they define 
as green or social,” he concludes. n
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Supply chain risk in China

“ To what extent is COVID-19 and the strained US-China relationship is causing 
companies to rethink their supply chains? ”

Some companies are thinking about moving their supply chains 
out of China, but it is not dramatic.  According to our recent 
survey, only a small number (15%) of US businesses are 
considering moving some of their production outside of China.  
Everyone is paying attention to geopolitics, but any shift in 
supply chains should be seen in the context of rising labour 
costs and the fact that China is no longer a low-cost producer, 
rather than rising US China tensions.

For those companies that are moving their supply chain, the 
top destinations are SE Asia, India and Mexico – the US is 
way down the list.

However, the issue that jumped out when we asked companies 
to name their biggest challenge is US China tensions.  This 
tension is particularly hurting companies’ ability to hire and 
retain staff at their Chinese operations.  This is disturbing given 
that they regularly cite not having the right people to run their 
businesses on the ground in China as a key challenge.

US companies are more optimistic about doing business in 
China with a Biden presidency.  Under Biden they believe 
there will be more consistency on policy, and hope that a new 
administration will be less combative.  But people are not 
naive about the reality of the US China relationship and 
understand that the underlying issues have not gone away.

There will be a certain amount of decoupling in key areas like 
the semiconductor sector and dual use military technology as 
a direct result of policy.  It will be increasingly difficult to 
navigate export controls in key areas wherever technology is 
concerned.  But I believe these areas will remain isolated.

Our members have located in China to serve the Chinese 
market.  They are in China, for China, in a clear distinction 
from the old model where companies made things in China 
for export to the world.  Today’s supply chains are more 
complex, and many companies do their final assembly in 
China using inputs sourced from elsewhere.

We believe our members will continue to invest in their 
Chinese supply chains.  China is the only major market fully 
open for business – COVID has been controlled and business 
is quite good.  US businesses located in China are feeling 
more optimistic and are increasing their capacity to take 
advantage of the consumer market.

One new issue on the agenda is the dual circulation economy.  
Beijing’s new economic strategy lays out the idea that the 
country will continue to expand domestic production for 
exports while also shifting the economy towards a greater 
relative emphasis on production for domestic consumption.  
Our members are concerned how Chinese polices could 
shape the idea of dual circulation, and the role of foreign 
investment in dual circulation.

I tried to develop my company from Ireland, but found it was 
challenging managing the supply chain and production from 
home.  I travelled to Shenzhen in China to meet some factories 
and suppliers,  hoping to make real progress.  However, as a 
small company at the time, we weren’t able to get the meetings 
with the big factories.

I ended up going to Vietnam to see a motorbike factory.  I was 
so impressed I skipped my flight home and have stayed ever 
since.  It has been three years now.  I am currently engrossed 
in product development and manufacturing in an industrial 
hub outside Ho Chi Min.  I’ve built a fairly big team and we are 
doing well from Europe’s E-bike boom.  Vietnam is less 
developed, so we are not competing as much to get into the 
factories.  We also got in early.  If you are a new company 
entering Vietnam today, you could struggle to get into the 
high-tech, high quality factories with a small brand.

Most of our sales are into Germany, Switzerland, the 
Netherlands and Austria.  We employ 16 people in Vietnam 
today and have produced 1,000 frames so far; we began 
shipping in December 2020 and aim to produce 1,000 bikes a 
month from next year.

Around 60% of our parts are sourced from Vietnam, the rest 
comes from China and Taiwan.  We aim to increase this to 
100% in the first half of 2021.  The majority of the inputs from 
Vietnam come from within 50km of our factory, and not having 
to go to China saves us huge amounts of time.  The bike’s 
final assembly and manual processes all take place in a 
factory in Ho Chi Min that we rent with other manufacturers.  
We are looking to open our own factory in Q1 next year.

The growth in E-bikes has led to key suppliers of bike parts 
like rims, saddles and breaks in China and Taiwan stopping 
taking orders for 2021.  Some factories are even saying if you 
place your order now, you won’t receive it until September 
2022.  It’s lucky we are in Vietnam.  There isn’t as much of a 

Jack O'Sullivan
Founder
Modmo.io

Ker Gibbs
President
The American Chamber of 
Commerce in Shanghai
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bike industry in Vietnam and so local factories haven’t had the 
same problems.  People are also working hard to convert old 
factories used in the auto sector to produce bike parts.

Tariffs are another reason for choosing to manufacture in 
Vietnam.  With the European Free Trade Association (EFTA) 
trade agreement, 99% of tariffs will go to zero over the next 
six years.  That is attractive because there are high tariffs for 
E-bikes into Europe made in China.

In some ways it’s easier to build a supply chain in China 
because you can find suppliers through Alibaba – it is a huge 
marketplace and there is nothing like this in Vietnam.  Big 
companies in Vietnam don’t even have websites.  It means 
finding suppliers involves building your network and attending 
industry trade shows.  Finding high quality factories up to IOS 
standards is also difficult; finding factories that can produce 
large quantities of a product is another challenge.  Nor do 
many factories in Vietnam have that much money to invest in 
their equipment.

Laws are also unclear in Vietnam which makes things 
challenging.  But there is a large and available workforce.  
Labour costs are also lower than in China, though higher than 
in Cambodia.

More companies are arriving in Vietnam.  The main frame 
factory we use is doing around four times more business now 
compared to just six months ago.  And Vietnam hasn’t locked 
down with COVID, so factories have been running the entire 
time.  This has bought a lot of business from China – along 
with EFTA.  The more companies that come here, the easier it 
will be to do business.

We have not seen many businesses move their supply chains 
out of China, but we are seeing businesses increasingly react 
and ‘sit up’ regarding trade tensions.  Assessing the impact of 
higher tariffs due to trade tensions on inputs to production 
then becomes a catalyst to review supply chain disruption 
risks more holistically for the business.

Unsurprisingly, the increased focus on supply chain disruption 
means that we are seeing more companies making supply 
chain disruption a board level issue.  Other key trends are 
increased use of data and digital transformation to really 
understand the risk areas for supply chains and transform 
supply chains.

It is important to remember supply chain risk doesn’t just 
include higher tariffs resulting from trade tensions or the impact 
of the pandemic on procurement.  For example, depending on 
what companies make, the complexity of their supply chains 
and where they manufacture, their supply chains could have 
modern slavery risks or face increased regulation around 
sustainability.  The supply chain issues of focus also vary 
between industries.  A particular point of focus for consumer 
goods businesses in recent times has been both investors and 
informed consumers demanding to know more about the entire 
supply chain used to produce a product.

The viability of moving supply chains needs to be assessed, 
especially if a business has its own manufacturing operations.  
If a business uses an outsourced manufacturing model, this 
might give the business more flexibility, but even this can be 
challenging because there may be significant practical and 
cost limitations in finding alternate manufacturers.

Many businesses remain heavily dependent on China as a key 
part of their supply chain.  The size and scale of 
manufacturing in China and related established transportation 
routes can make finding alternative locations and 
transportation routes challenging.  For businesses seeking to 
relocate part of their supply chain, often what they do in the 
current place of manufacturer, they can’t entirely do in another 
jurisdiction.  For example, another jurisdiction might lack the 
necessary skilled labour or critical inputs.

Achieving the objectives for a supply chain move need to be 
carefully thought-through.  A business might want to move 
manufacturing or assembly to a new location so as to qualify 
the goods as 'made in' the new jurisdiction under relevant 
rules of origin.  If the inputs to a product are not wholly 
sourced from a single jurisdiction, the business might need 
to navigate more complex rules of origin that look at the level 
of sourcing and effort that can be attributed to 
that jurisdiction.

Looking longer-term, a critical catalyst to businesses in 
deciding to move or change their supply chains will be factors 
like the business' ability and readiness to utilise robotics and 
undergo digital transformation as labour comes out of supply 
chains and more robotics and digitisation goes in.  Connected 
with this, many governments are focused on how they can 
attract more advanced manufacturing to assist to build up 
critical mass for new industries.

The past few years have made for a wild ride in trade and 
supply chains.  The many sources of supply chain disruption 
have introduced a level of uncertainty that businesses have to 
manage.  Supply chain management in the past was often 
siloed to a particular area within a business.  Now it is a whole 
of business as well as a critical business issue.  Recognising 
this, more businesses are setting up their own supply chain 
task forces with responsibilities to look at supply chain 
management risks and strategies across the business. n

Anne Petterd
Partner
Baker & McKenzie

Next question:
“With bitcoin reaching increased heights, what should treasurers be aware of and doing?”

Please send your comments and responses to qa@treasurytoday.com
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AI for treasury
As AI in various forms moves into the treasury space, this is a good time to take stock of the benefits 
and pitfalls of this increasingly popular set of technologies.  A recent McKinsey survey finds that 50% 
of businesses have adopted AI in some form and part of their business.  Less than a quarter of 
respondents report seeing significant bottomline impact, so it would seem AI is no silver bullet.

What is AI?
Despite the sometimes-creepy prescience of our phones and 
search engines, we are still far from the kind of AI popularised 
by the media – like Stanley Kubrick’s HAL.  (HAL would be a 
‘general AI’, whereas businesses today are using narrow AI; 
general AI remains a dream for the industry, and some say it 
may never arrive.) Although some AI technologies are making 
decisions in retail finance and insurance (as well as narrow 
domains such as trading), most treasury applications 
comprise AI assistance rather than control.

McKinsey breaks AI into two branches:

• Machine learning (ML) in various forms finds statistical 
relationships between different data points; treasurers can 
think of it as technical analysis on steroids (because 
machines can pile through more data and relationships 
than human analysts).

• Deep learning comprises neural networks and similar 
technologies that seek to mimic how the human brain 
operates by reinforcing data pathways that 
seem successful.

McKinsey further sub-divides machine learning into:

• Supervised ML requires human trainers to provide data 
with correct answers to train the algorithm.

• Unsupervised ML is more exploratory for example 
searching through data for interesting correlations.

• Reinforcement learning means that the algorithm tries 
different approaches and weights the most successful 
ones so that those are used more.

Deep learning sub-divides into:

• Convolutional neural networks.

• Recurrent neural networks.

• Transformers.

• Generative adversarial networks.

ML seems to be the most commonly used AI technique in 
treasury.  It is suitable for forecasting and error detection.  In 
some cases, neural networks are being used for fraud 
detection, but often this problem is similar to error detection.

Statistics
To some degree, treasurers can benefit from their experience 
with statistics to avoid some of the pitfalls with AI.  ML 

especially equates quite closely with familiar treasury 
techniques like Value at Risk (VaR).  ML will often develop 
more complex relationships than the correlations and 
volatilities used for VaR.

A common problem with VaR is that it relies on a limited 
historical dataset – often as short as one year.  When markets 
change direction, as they periodically do, the last year is not a 
good guide to potential losses.  Treasurers have developed 
mitigants such as stress testing to complement VaR’s 
weaknesses in this regard.

With ML, treasurers need to be vigilant in an equivalent way.  
This is especially true because ML may develop more 
complex data relationships that can be difficult for treasurers 
to understand – the so called ‘black box’ or ‘explainability’ 
problem.  So it is all the more important to be vigilant about 
the potential limitations of the dataset being used.  For 
example does it cover a full economic cycle?

The year 2020 has provided a good example of this problem.  
For instance, forecasts built from two or three year old 
datasets will not have captured the turmoil caused by 
COVID-19.  This is analogous to how the Asian currency crisis 
at the end of the last century ‘broke’ many VaR metrics.

Data
Most treasurers will have read that ‘data is the new oil’.  This 
allusion is based on the importance of data to ‘feed’ AI in 
order to get the desired results.  This is as true of cash flows 
as it is of clicks and visits that social media use to maximise 
their manipulation of our attention.

The answers, suggestions, and warnings that AI generates 
will at best be as good as the data that it is being fed with.  
Treasurers with effective data solutions, often data 
warehouses or lakes or oceans, have a big advantage in 
availing the benefits of AI.  Although there are some AI 
technologies that handle unstructured data, and natural 
language processing may seem to offer an easy way to cut 
through data clutter, in practice treasury AI benefits from 
clean and well-structured raw data.

So treasury AI projects often start with collecting and cleaning 
underlying data.  This can be a large project since, to obtain 
the most useful results, treasurers will often need to feed their 
AI with non-treasury data – for example, combining cash 
flows with accounts receivable and accounts payable data 
and even sales and production planning.
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Explainability
As alluded to above, there is an issue with explaining AI’s 
forecasts and suggestions and, where relevant, decisions.  AI 
will comb through datasets and find relationships in the data 
that are invisible to human observers and, even when 
exposed, do not make sense to humans.  AI is playing with 1s 
and 0s – it has no common sense.  On the other hand it has 
no preconceptions.  When DeepMind’s AlphaGo beat Lee 
Sedol in March 2016, human experts had great difficulty 
fathoming that AlphaGo had not simply played with discipline 
but had in fact developed completely new strategies never 
considered by thousands of generations of go masters.

Managers will quite naturally feel reluctant to follow tactics or 
strategies that they do not understand.  To some extent top 
management uses their understanding of subordinate experts 
to become comfortable with decisions they do not personally 
understand.  But with AI there can often be no explanation, 
and there is no silver-tongued expert to get management 
on board.

This issue is such a big problem for the AI industry that it has 
spawned a new sub industry –eXplainable Artificial 
Intelligence (XAI) refers to a set of techniques that help show 
how a ML algorithm comes up with predictions and 
suggestions.  XAI potentially enables humans to better 
understand (and trust) outputs from complex, ‘black box’ 
models and helps decision makers know the relevant data 
characteristics driving the output.

Perhaps most salient for treasurers is that this issue is another 
reason why the question is not how to replace analysts with AI 
but rather to find practical ways to augment analysts with AI.  
Treasurers will need all their domain knowledge more than 
ever, and they will have to leverage this with understanding 
what the AI is doing.  AI is a new (albeit tireless) team member, 
and must be understood and managed like the human 
team members.

Bias
Bias is often discussed as a problem with AI.  Training data 
may be skewed, especially when dealing with human issues.  
The conceptual equivalent for treasury would revolve around 
changes in historical patterns like the COVID-19 impact 
mentioned above, and to the potential for business model 
changes to trip up AIs honed as-is or business as usual 
(BAU) data.

Treasurers need to be vigilant when new product and or 
market segments are introduced because AI is definitely not 
clairvoyant.  The AI will proceed on a BAU assumption and will 
often need to be re-trained.  This is a challenge for new 
products and markets because there is no historical data with 
which to train the AI.  Layering human assumptions will at 
best reduce AI’s ability to bring new light to issues.  Even 
mixing up data from previous changes may not give the 
correct results – after all humans are also heading into 
uncharted territory.

There is no easy fix for this kind of situation.  In the end it 
comes back to the collaborative AI concept – treasurers need 
to understand the limitations of their AI team members and 
manage them accordingly.

Conclusion
AI is tireless and fast, and also devoid of common sense.  
Treasurers need to get a feel for how to use AI productively, 
just as they need to understand the strengths and 
weaknesses of their human team members.  AI is probably 
best thought of as a tireless ‘gopher’ assisting human 
treasury staff.  And any attempt to enhance treasury with AI 
must start with clean and complete data. n
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Notes
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/
mckinsey-analytics/our-insights/an-executives-guide-
to-ai

https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/
mckinsey-analytics/our-insights/global-survey-the-
state-of-ai-in-2020

Bias is often discussed as a 
problem with AI.

treasurytodayasia © January/February 2021 | 23

https://treasurytoday.com


treasurytoday.com

https://treasurytoday.com/
https://twitter.com/treasurytoday
https://www.linkedin.com/company/treasury-today
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC_VmwSlMwKooMTOEYyFtjeA
https://www.instagram.com/treasurytoday/



