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Compliance
‘a hot area’
in financial
industry
Sector’s increasing regulations give
rise to higher demand for skilled staff
By RACHAEL BOON
COMPLIANCE is a field that may
appear dull to many, but it is one
of the hottest niche areas in the financial industry today.
Recruitment firm Hays said in
its annual salary guide that the demand for risk and compliance professionals here is so high that pay
hikes of 20 per cent to 25 per cent
are common when they change
jobs.
What exactly do compliance
professionals do? Broadly, they ensure that their employer, such as a
bank, sticks to the growing thicket of rules governing the institution – and deal with issues such
as customer complaints.
However, the skills involved
are quite specialised.
Mr Chrisol Correia, director of
global anti-money laundering
(AML) at LexisNexis Risk Solutions, said: “Having spoken to var-

ious companies around the world,
one of the biggest barriers to
growth in the service sector is the
increasing difficulty in finding
trained and skilled people.”
He said that this is often the
greatest challenge within financial
institutions.
“It’s not the accessibility of
technology, it is very often the
availability and capacity and skillset of compliance teams that are
needed in any compliance process.”
Mr Conrad Lim, deputy chief
executive of LGT Bank (Singapore), said there has always been
a consistent demand for compliance staff since 2000, in line with
the growth of the financial industry after the Asian financial crisis
from 1997 to 2000.
He joined the Liechtenstein
bank in 2008 as its regional head
of legal and compliance.
“This did not really reduce in

The growth of the financial industry after the Asian financial crisis of 1997 to 2000, which affected countries such as Singapore (above), has seen a consistent
demand for compliance staff, says Mr Conrad Lim, deputy chief executive of LGT Bank (Singapore). ST PHOTO: KEVIN LIM
Asia even during the global financial crisis from 2008 to 2010. But
compliance recruitment has noticeably increased since 2012,”
said Mr Lim.
Mr Chris Mead, regional director of Hays in Singapore, said that
there has also been a surge in demand for controls-related people
in mid-to-late 2011. These control roles include risk, compliance, and internal audit.
Banks and financial institutions have borne the brunt of the
increase in regulation after the global financial crisis, said recruitment agency Robert Half Singa-

pore managing director Stella
Tang.
She said banks have doubled or
tripled the size of their compliance teams in Singapore, based on
the requests Robert Half gets
from clients seeking candidates
with risk and compliance skills.
Compliance professionals’ salaries have increased more than the
average salaries of other professionals, said Mr Mead. “Someone
doing a compliance role five years
ago was on average being paid
around 10 per cent to 15 per cent
less than someone doing the same
role today,” he said.

A trouble-shooter and risk navigator
BANK customers barely know
that compliance professionals exist until they want to complain,
said a veteran in the field, but that
has not stopped him from enjoying his work.
Mr Conrad Lim, 50, deputy
chief executive of LGT Bank (Singapore), said: “I am proud to be
part of the compliance profession,
and believe that we do make a difference and impact in our work.
There are many misconceptions
surrounding the role of compliance in a bank. The ignorant believe it to be an inconvenience or,
even worse, a hindrance.
“For bank customers, the role
is not visible and many barely
know it exists – until they want to
register a complaint.”
He said that as a profession,
banking compliance has grown
and evolved to become an essential function, through which
banks discharge their responsibilities such as governance and corporate social responsibilities.
“Compliance helps ensure that
the business activities of a bank
do not breach and are in accordance with its licensed scope and
the laws covering such activities,
or if mishaps or breaches do occur, to be part of the solution.”
Mr Lim, who read law at Bristol University in Britain, practised
for several years in London. He returned to Singapore in 1991, and
worked at Drew & Napier.
He recalled: “In I996, I was attracted to the international aspects of working as an in-house
banking legal counsel and joined a
European bank that covered corporate banking and private banking
in the region.
“Shortly after joining, I was
asked to take on compliance re-

sponsibilities as well. ”
He later worked at various international financial institutions,
holding regional legal and compliance roles.
He joined LGT Bank in 2008,
as regional head of legal and compliance, and later took on the role
of Singapore deputy chief executive.
The Institute of Banking and Finance Singapore (IBF) last month
conferred on him the title of IBF
Fellow for Compliance, in recognition of his career.
Said Mr Lim: “Essentially my
role is a management troubleshooter, whose job is not just to
deal with problems only when or
after they occur, but to set up
frameworks and processes that anticipate, deter or possibly prevent
them.”
The main risks for the private
banking business, for instance, include money laundering, fraud
and investment suitability.
He described a bank’s compliance officer as “a risk navigator”.
This person has to analyse the
circumstances or the situation, decide and take action in order to
protect the bank and its customers and is, ultimately, accountable
to the bank’s stakeholders.
Those who enter at a relatively
junior level will be able to get a
good overview of and insight into
a bank’s business and operations,
as well as exposure to management and key functions in a bank.
He said candidates should enjoy problem solving, have good analytical skills and must be able to
communicate well.
“An ability to cope with pressure and not shy away from difficult situations is a must.”
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MISCONCEPTIONS
There are many
misconceptions
surrounding the role of
compliance in a bank. The
ignorant believe it to be an
inconvenience or, even
worse, a hindrance. For
bank customers, the role is
not visible and many
barely know it exists –
until they want to register
a complaint.
– Mr Conrad Lim (above), deputy chief
executive of LGT Bank (Singapore)
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Mr Correia said it is clear that
there is an increase in pressure on
compliance departments.
“The scope of regulatory obligations for financial institutions has
expanded, so there are now
broader anti-money laundering requirements,” he said.
There is also a convergence
with issues like fraud, and new issues to manage, such as anti-bribery or corruption, and tax crime.
Apart from having enough of
the right people to deal with those
issues, Ms Ong Puay See, chief executive of the Institute of Banking
and Finance (IBF), said “there
needs to be more structured skills
upgrading”.
She noted that most of the existing compliance professionals
were either legally trained, former
regulators, or picked up their compliance skills on the job.
This was why the institute
launched the IBF Standards,
which was formerly known as the
Financial Industry Competency
Standards, to have a structured
set of standards and criteria for
compliance specialists.
This was done in close consultation with the financial industry in
2005, as part of efforts to raise
the bar of the compliance profession in Singapore.
Ms Ong said almost 2,700 compliance professionals have been
trained since 2005, with some
300 certified.
Besides raising competency
standards, banks are also investing in technology, said Mr Correia. “There is more work involved, but there is also great pressure for efficiency and effectiveness,” he said. “Banks are investing in both internal systems and
specialised third-party technolo-
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gy to perform more effectively
and efficiently.”
On increasing costs of compliance for banks, Mr Lim said: “To
turn it the other way round: Has
the cost of getting it wrong increased since three or five years
ago? We have seen many famous
institutions incurring large penalties.”
This is why many of these institutions have decided to increase
their investment in compliance resources, he said, in order to avoid
any recurrence of such penalties
and negative publicity.
Mr Correia has observed greater interest in outsourcing risk
management solutions in compliance, “as part of a generational
change, replacing these systems
with specialised software solutions”.
He also said banks would probably blend the approach of using
outsourced and in-house compliance services, so that they are not
fully dependent on a particular
system or location.
With demand for compliance
professionals expected to continue to grow globally, Mr Lim believes that “it is an opportune
time for any person contemplating a future in risk management in
the financial industry”.
He said: “While a bank customer doesn’t necessarily choose a
bank because of its compliance
set-up, all bank customers rightly
expect the bank to get things right
or, if unexpected problems occur,
to put things right.
“And ideally, good management – and compliance – make
the right difference between a
good bank as opposed to an unsatisfactory one.”
rachaelb@sph.com.sg
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