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Introduction

In the annals of global finance, few institutions can claim a trajectory as remarkable
and impactful as DBS. What began as a nascent institution in a newly independent
nation has blossomed into one of the world's largest and most influential banks, a true
titan of industry. This book, "A History of DBS: The Story of a Global Company,"
embarks on a comprehensive journey to chronicle this extraordinary evolution, tracing
the pivotal moments, visionary leadership, and strategic decisions that have shaped
DBS into the global powerhouse it is today. More than just a corporate biography, this
narrative delves into the intricate relationship between DBS and the economic
landscape it has helped to forge, offering a unique lens through which to understand
the forces that have propelled Asia's growth and integration into the global economy.

DBS's story is inextricably linked with the broader narrative of Singapore itself - a
testament to foresight, resilience, and an unwavering commitment to progress. From
its genesis, charged with the crucial mandate of financing Singapore's industrialization
and development, DBS has consistently adapted, innovated, and expanded its
horizons. We will explore how a bank born out of national necessity transformed into a
regional leader, and subsequently, a formidable global player, navigating the
complexities of economic crises, technological revolutions, and shifting geopolitical
tides. This journey is not merely one of balance sheets and market share, but of the
human spirit - the individuals who steered the course, the culture that fostered
innovation, and the relentless pursuit of excellence that defines the institution.

This book offers readers an unparalleled look into the strategic choices and
operational transformations that have defined DBS's journey. We will examine how the
bank embraced the digital dawn, pioneered FinTech innovations, and consistently
redefined the customer experience, anticipating and responding to the ever-changing
demands of a globalized world. Furthermore, we will explore DBS's commitment to
corporate social responsibility, its pivotal role in sustainable finance, and its dedication
to impacting communities beyond traditional banking services. The story of DBS is a
rich tapestry woven with threads of ambition, adaptability, and an enduring belief in
the power of finance to drive positive change.

The scope of this narrative extends far beyond the confines of a typical corporate
history. "A History of DBS" aims to illuminate the broader implications of its growth,
offering insights into the evolving nature of banking, the challenges and opportunities
presented by globalization, and the profound influence of financial institutions on
national and international development. Through detailed analysis of mergers,
acquisitions, regulatory shifts, and competitive landscapes, readers will gain a deeper
understanding of the forces that shape the global financial industry and the strategies
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employed by leading institutions to thrive within it.

Ultimately, this book is for anyone interested in the remarkable ascent of a global
company, the intricate dynamics of the financial world, and the inspiring story of how
vision and determination can transform a local entity into an international icon. It is a
testament to the enduring legacy of DBS, its profound influence on the past, and its
continued role in shaping the future of finance, both in Asia and across the globe. Join
us as we uncover the compelling history of DBS, a story of innovation, resilience, and
global significance that continues to unfold.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Genesis of DBS: Banking in Early
Singapore

To understand the birth of DBS, one must first cast their gaze back to the nascent
years of Singapore as an independent nation, a time brimming with both immense
hope and daunting challenges. The year was 1965, and a young island nation,
unexpectedly thrust into self-governance, faced the monumental task of economic
survival and nation-building. Singapore’s separation from Malaysia left it without a
natural hinterland and with an urgent need to chart its own course for prosperity. The
financial landscape of this newly independent republic was, understandably,
rudimentary, largely comprising branches of foreign banks that primarily served
established trade routes and colonial interests. These institutions, while providing
essential services, were not, by their very nature, geared towards the specific, often
riskier, needs of a developing economy embarking on ambitious industrialization
programs.

Singapore’s leaders, most notably its founding Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew and his
astute economic team, recognized early on that conventional banking structures
would be insufficient to fuel the rapid transformation they envisioned. The nation
needed a financial institution that was intrinsically linked to its developmental goals,
one that could channel capital into strategic industries, nurture local enterprises, and
support large-scale infrastructure projects. This was not merely about establishing
another bank; it was about creating a financial engine for national progress, a key
pillar in the grand design of Singapore’s economic future. The existing commercial
banks, while important for day-to-day transactions and trade finance, operated within
a framework that prioritized short-term profitability and lower-risk lending, making
them less suitable for the long-term, nation-building investments Singapore
desperately required.

The concept of a development bank, therefore, began to take root in the minds of
Singapore’s policymakers. Such an institution would be distinct from traditional
commercial banks, focusing not just on profit but also on fostering economic growth
and industrialization. It would be empowered to undertake projects with longer
gestation periods and higher initial risks, projects that commercial banks might shy
away from due to their inherent risk profiles and stricter lending criteria. The idea was
to create a catalyst, a financial instrument that could unlock the productive potential
of the economy and translate government policy into tangible economic outcomes.
This foresight laid the groundwork for what would eventually become DBS.

The initial years following independence were characterized by a pragmatic approach
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to economic development. Singapore’s government actively sought to attract foreign
investment, create jobs, and diversify its economy beyond its traditional entrep6t
trade. This involved establishing industrial estates, developing port facilities, and
investing in human capital. Each of these initiatives, however, demanded substantial
financial backing, often beyond the capacity of the nascent local capital markets or
the inclination of the predominantly foreign-owned commercial banks. The gap
between national aspiration and financial reality became increasingly apparent,
highlighting the urgent need for a dedicated development finance institution.

Discussions and studies commenced, exploring various models for such a bank. The
government looked at examples from other developing nations, analyzing their
successes and failures in establishing state-backed financial institutions. The goal was
to tailor a model that would best suit Singapore's unique circumstances and ambitious
economic agenda. It was a period of intense planning and strategic deliberation, as
the foundation for a crucial national institution was carefully laid. The decision to
establish a development bank was not taken lightly; it was a deliberate and calculated
move to address a fundamental structural weakness in the financial system and to
provide the necessary impetus for sustained economic growth.

The vision for this new bank was clear: it needed to be robust, professionally
managed, and capable of mobilizing significant capital. It also needed to be agile
enough to respond to the evolving needs of a rapidly industrializing economy. The
government understood that while it would be the primary driver behind the bank's
creation, the institution itself needed to operate on sound commercial principles to
ensure its long-term viability and effectiveness. This blend of developmental mandate
and commercial discipline would become a defining characteristic of the new bank.
The idea was not to create a subsidized lender, but a financially sound entity that
could, over time, stand on its own feet and contribute to the national coffers.

As the plans for the development bank solidified, the chosen name reflected its core
mission: Development Bank of Singapore. The stage was set for its formal
establishment. The institutional framework, legal structures, and initial capitalization
were meticulously planned, often drawing upon the expertise of international
consultants and economists who understood the intricacies of development finance.
This careful preparation underscored the importance the government placed on this
new venture, recognizing it as a cornerstone of Singapore's economic future. It was a
meticulously crafted blueprint for a financial institution designed to propel a nation
forward.

The establishment of the Development Bank of Singapore in July 1968 marked a
pivotal moment in the nation's history. It wasn't merely the inauguration of another
financial entity; it was the institutional embodiment of Singapore's aspirations for
economic independence and industrial prowess. From the outset, DBS was tasked with
a dual mandate: to provide long-term financing for industrial development and to
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support the growth of local enterprises. This was a significant departure from the
prevailing banking norms, which tended to favor short-term trade finance and
established businesses. The bank was to be an active participant in shaping the
economic landscape, not merely a passive provider of credit.

Its initial capitalization came primarily from the Singapore government, signaling the
national priority assigned to its mission. This strong government backing provided DBS
with the necessary credibility and financial muscle to undertake large-scale projects
and attract further investment. However, it was also designed to operate with a
degree of autonomy, allowing for commercial decision-making and efficient resource
allocation. This hybrid model, combining state ownership with commercial acumen,
was crucial for its success. The government understood that a purely bureaucratic
institution would not be effective in the dynamic world of finance.

The early years of DBS were characterized by an intense focus on financing
Singapore’s nascent manufacturing sector. The government was aggressively pursuing
an industrialization strategy, attracting multinational corporations to set up factories
and encouraging local entrepreneurs to venture into new industries. DBS played a
crucial role in this endeavor, providing loans for factory construction, equipment
acquisition, and working capital. It was instrumental in supporting the development of
key sectors such as electronics, shipbuilding, and petrochemicals, laying the
foundation for Singapore’s reputation as a manufacturing hub. These were often
projects with significant capital outlays and longer payback periods, precisely the kind
of investments that traditional commercial banks were hesitant to undertake.

Beyond direct financing, DBS also took on a broader developmental role. It actively
participated in identifying promising industries, conducting feasibility studies, and
even providing technical assistance to nascent businesses. This proactive approach
went beyond the typical lender-borrower relationship; DBS saw itself as a partner in
national development, working alongside businesses to overcome challenges and
achieve growth. Its involvement extended to underwriting corporate bonds and
shares, thereby helping to develop Singapore’s capital markets and provide
alternative avenues for companies to raise funds. This multi-faceted role cemented its
position as a central player in Singapore’s economic transformation.

One of the significant challenges DBS faced in its formative years was the limited pool
of local talent with expertise in development finance. Singapore, being a young nation,
had a relatively small financial sector, and specialized skills were scarce. To overcome
this, DBS actively recruited both local and international professionals, investing
heavily in training and knowledge transfer. This commitment to human capital
development was crucial in building a strong foundation for the bank and ensuring it
had the necessary expertise to navigate complex financial transactions and contribute
effectively to national development. The bank understood that its success would
ultimately depend on the quality of its people.
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The establishment of DBS also contributed to the deepening of Singapore’s financial
sector. Its presence stimulated competition among existing banks and encouraged the
development of new financial products and services. As DBS grew, it not only provided
financing but also fostered the growth of ancillary financial services, such as merchant
banking and investment advisory. This ripple effect helped to create a more
sophisticated and diverse financial ecosystem, attracting more international players
and further solidifying Singapore's position as a regional financial center. DBS was not
just a bank; it was a catalyst for broader financial sector development.

Looking back at the early days of Singapore's independence, the creation of DBS
stands out as a visionary move. It was a bold and strategic decision that addressed a
critical void in the financial architecture of a young nation. The bank’s immediate
impact on industrialization and economic growth was profound, providing the essential
capital and expertise needed to transform Singapore from a trading outpost into a
burgeoning industrial economy. Without a dedicated institution like DBS, Singapore's
journey towards economic prosperity would undoubtedly have been far more arduous
and perhaps significantly slower. The bank was, in essence, a financial manifestation
of the nation's unwavering determination to succeed against all odds.

The founding principles and initial mandate of DBS — to be a partner in national
development, to foster economic growth, and to support local enterprises — remained
central to its identity even as it evolved into a global financial institution. The foresight
of Singapore’s leaders in establishing such an institution proved to be a masterstroke,
providing the financial bedrock upon which the nation's economic miracle was built.
This strong foundation, laid in the challenging yet opportunistic environment of early
independent Singapore, would prove instrumental in DBS's subsequent growth and its
eventual emergence as a global banking giant. The story of DBS is, in many ways, the
financial narrative of Singapore itself.
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