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ATTRACTION & RETENTION TalenT war in asia

If you’re still thinking of your market in terms of 
the 22 million population figure, you’re behind the 
times. Today, Australia’s market is at least 3.5 billion 

just looking to our nearest Asian neighbour. 
According to the Federal Government’s recently 

released white paper, The Asian Century, “Asia’s 
extraordinary ascent has already changed the Australian 
economy, society and strategic environment. The scale 
and pace of the change still to come mean Australia is 
entering a truly transformative period in our history”. 

The paper goes on to say “within only a few years Asia 
will not only be the world’s largest producer of goods 
and services, it will also be the world’s largest consumer 
of them. It is already the most populous region in the 
world. In the future, it will also be home to the majority 
of the world’s middle class”.

While the rise of China as a low cost manufacturer 
isn’t new to multinational corporations, or those with 
a smaller footprint, the current environment is one 
of multiple heavy producers. As China develops its 
skill base, as individuals strive to better themselves, an 
associated rise in wages has given other players a chance 
to get in on the act. 

India, Indonesia, Thailand, Vietnam and Malaysia 
now all offer unskilled workforces, along with ports 
and infrastructure close to the markets companies 
increasingly wish to penetrate. 

All this means a huge increase in supply chain and 
logistics activity and demand, and the whole Asian 
region understands the significance of this trend.

Logistics Executive Recruitment Chief Operating 
Officer Darryl Judd says broadly, the concept of supply 
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chain is better understood in most regions of Asia than 
it is in Australia, from the government down.

Judd, predominantly based in Singapore, has many 
years of experience in the Asian recruitment market. 
He observes rapid growth and large populations hoping 
to improve their lives has translated to an industry 
apportioned more value than it has been by the general 
Australian populace.  

“Most companies make things and ship things and 
so the supply chain becomes a very central part of their 
business,” Judd says. 

“Certainty in countries like Singapore, logistics and 
supply chain is identified as a key industry sector for 
[gross domestic product] growth. Governments and 
CEOs are constantly telling us supply chain is a pretty 
good place to be.” 

As a result, governments are investing in new 
infrastructure. 

“They understand if they can make it easier for 
industry to manufacture, undertake production or 
source from their countries, they can attract business,” 
Judd says. “This approach is already resulting in higher 
employment which is obviously driving economic 
growth.”

For example, China has made massive progress in 
transportation infrastructure development, accelerating 
a massive boost from the ¥4 trillion(A$619.7 million) 

stimulus package initiated in late 2009. Its highway 
system now has over 75,000km of expressways, new 
airports are being constructed at the average rate of 
one new airport every five weeks, inland waterways 
are being developed and expanded, and container 
port infrastructure developments continue unabated, 
with Shanghai port handling over 31 million 20-foot 
containers (TEU) in 2011. 

The huge development of the high-speed passenger 
rail network is expected to free up some of the existing 
rail infrastructure to be converted for cargo use in the 
future, including containerised rail freight.

Another example is Vietnam. With the support 
of foreign investment and several public-private-
partnership (PPP) projects, the country has been able 
to make good progress in recent years on infrastructure 
developments, particularly in the south. At Cai Mep 
port, south of Ho Chi Minh City, a large, modern 
container terminal has been developed. In addition, 
huge industrial zones and logistics parks built in Binh 
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“In countries like Singapore, 
logistics and supply chain is  
a key industry sector.”
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Duong province, north of the city, provide better options 
for logistics activities. 

Asia supply chain thought-leader Mark Millar, who is 
Managing Partner of M Power Associates in Hong Kong, 
says major opportunities still exist to further improve 
the overall planning and coordination of the logistics 
infrastructure projects.

“Despite the Cai Mep port container terminals being 
open in Vietnam, there is limited highway connectivity 
to and from the port,” Millar points out. 

“There is also a need to develop multimodal ground 
transportation networks and corridors — specifically 
road and rail infrastructure — to connect the new 
industrial zones and logistics parks in Binh Duong 
province to the container ports — both the city 
terminals and the new Cai Mep facilities.”

In India, transportation infrastructure is nowhere 
near as developed as in China and the level of 
investment and support has not been enough to keep up 
with modern logistics requirements. 

“This has resulted in limited road infrastructure and 
congested container ports, leading to huge delays and 
inevitable inefficiencies — costing time and money,” 
Millar says. 

“A Washington Post article quoted experts as saying 
that ‘If urgent steps are not taken, by 2020 the cost of 
waste and delays [in India] will increase from $45 billion 
annually to $140 billion’.”

However Millar says, several years ago, India took the 
initiative to allow private companies to operate on the 
state railway systems. 

“One major player, Arshiya, is investing heavily in 
the rail sector in a bid to improve India’s overall logistics 
efficiency, including investments of over [$26.3 million] 
in order to double its rail capacity.”

Both Millar and Judd agree, the time is ripe for 
Australia to contribute its expertise, particularly in terms 
of supply chain talent, which, despite the Asian region’s 
aggressive approach, continues to be urgently in need. 

“As their economies rapidly expand, logistics activity 
increases, which in turn drives demand for trained, 
skilled and experienced professionals,” Judd says. 

“We simply need to get a greater pool of talent that 
is better skilled and better equipped to manage the 
complexities of the supply chains.” 

Millar says several factors are driving skills shortages 
in developing and emerging regions. 

“In many economies supply chain is a relatively 
new discipline, hence there aren’t many seasoned 
practitioners,” he explains. 

“However the supply chain function is increasingly in 
demand. Coming from a relatively low base means the 
growth curves are exponential. 

“Another key factor is there are not enough 
youngsters choosing supply chain or logistics as their 
chosen career path. The intake at the source is not 
enough to meet the increasing demand, we need more 
industry ambassadors and evangelists to promote the 
discipline and encourage youngsters to make conscious 
choice — and then nurture them to develop and grow 
within the sector.”

In China, Millar says the difficulty of recruiting 
skilled professionals is exacerbated because of the 
country’s sheer geographic scale. 

“China’s expanding role in global supply chains is 
leading to increasing demand for skilled logisticians. 
At the same time, the sheer size of the population gives 
it a larger pool of experienced workers than in other 
countries.”

A similar situation exists in India; a large population 

Australians need to culturally adapt to the region 
and become an  international citizen

“Australians can connect the 
Asian workforce with real life 
experience in the workplace.”
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provides a ‘forest’ of talent, most without the required 
skills. 

“India’s leadership role in global commerce has 
developed in areas such as telecommunications and 
business process outsourcing,” Millar says. “The impact 
for supply chain management is a smaller pool of 
experienced talent to fill the expanding demand in 
the logistics sector. As India plans to modernise many 
sectors, in particular the retail trade, there will be 
further increasing demand for experienced logisticians.”

Meanwhile the situation in Vietnam and Singapore is 
quite different. The majority of the population is young, 
well-educated, with English widely spoken. There is a 
large pool of potential workers for the logistics sector, 
but they are highly inexperienced in the workforce, lack 
soft skills and expect higher wages.

“In Vietnam there are loads of people with potential 
without the skills of their counterparts in competitor 
companies or overseas,” Judd says. “We need to bring 
in international professionals across the top to enable 
existing talent to be fostered through and educated. 

“In Singapore, it’s possible for a 24-year-old male to 
come out of national service with a degree but never 
having worked a day in his life. Meanwhile female peers 
who don’t have to serve, join the workforce two years 
earlier. The challenge is such young men lack practical 
skills and getting them to understand the concept of 
an entry-level role is difficult. They’ve got the technical 
knowledge but have no concept of how things operate in 
reality.”

Judd says Australian professionals fit into this picture 
partly by contributing practical knowhow, leadership 
and soft skills. 

“One of the things Australians do well is connect 
the Asian workforce with real life experience in the 
workplace,” he asserts. “Providing mentors and leaders 
would certainly be a lot faster than having various 
individuals struggling for three years to connect 
themselves. They need professionals to say ‘okay that’s 
good but in the real world this is a skill you need to 
overcome this problem, here’s how we can do that, here’s 
how we can engage better’. 

“Australians are very mature in people management, 
we are very mature in leadership, we are very strong in 
terms of compliance and extracting performances for 
businesses,” Judd contends. 

He also argues the key contribution Australians could 
make is education. 

“In China and India, transitioning yourself to a 
better life and greater respect is intimately tied up with 
gaining a degree qualification,” he says. “If you want 
to get approved for a position in Chinese society in 
general, you need a qualification. There’s a huge amount 
of pressure on the middle class to get their children 
educated. Similarly in India if you can afford to go to 
university and get a degree then the family will use every 
dollar they’ve got making sure their children get there.

“In Singapore you’ve got to be qualified. If you’re a 
young male you go through your three study years, you 

do your national service and then you go and get your 
university qualifications. If you’re a female you don’t go 
into the workforce when you leave high school, you go 
straight to university and you get a degree.”

Because of this universal culture, Judd believes 
opportunities in Asia abound in the commercial supply 
chain education space. 

“Many local institutions and academies are looking 
for bolt-on localised training programs,” he says. “That’s 
not to say what we charge here for training in Australia 
is applicable to say Vietnam where the margins are 
smaller and salaries are smaller. The investment cost 
ratio, the cost of an employee needs to be adjusted 
accordingly.”  

“But we have an enormous amount of talent and 
experience in the supply chain, even if education 
practitioners in that space argue we’re still relatively 
immature and fragmented,” Judd says. 

But what of the Asian view? Could we fit in and make 
it work? Judd says yes. 

“Australians are well respected in the region,” he 
confirms. “We’re known as being relatively hard workers, 
we’re down to earth, relaxed and we get on with it.”

However Judd adds Australians need to realise if they 
think working offshore will bring in pots of gold, they’ve 
got the wrong idea. 

“You need to approach it on the basis that working 
in Asia is part of your global career experience,” he says. 
“You need to work with the locals, help develop and 
train them. In other words you need to culturally adapt 
to the region and become an international citizen. If we 
do that we’re much more likely to be really accepted in 
the workplace. 

“We have to accept we’re not coming in to preach 
to our disciples. It doesn’t work that way. Nor is it 
culturally appropriate. It just makes the audience turn 
off. Engaging the workforce and being a local citizen in a 
work context is what makes people successful.”

Judd adds Australian CEOs need to take time out to 
reflect on reinventing themselves.

“What are we doing to tap into the market we’ve 
just been describing, whether it’s exporting our IP or 
redeveloping our businesses to serve that market? CEOs 
need to start thinking about the answers because if 
shareholders aren’t asking questions, they sure as hell 
soon will be.” 

Asia is set to be both the world’s  
largest producer of goods and services, 
and the largest consumer of them


