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Healthcare giant IHH remains
in good health despite pandemic
The impact on business will be short-lived, and the group is well prepared to handle the virus outbreak, says CEO Kelvin Loh. BY ANITA GABRIEL

T

HE going must be tough
for healthcare heavyweight IHH Healthcare as
it faces the triple blow of
withering medical tourism (once a sweet spot), overcapacity
and lower volumes as many put off
non-urgent treatments given travel
bans and lockdowns to curb the
Covid-19 pandemic.
Yet, chief executive and managing
director Kelvin Loh, who took over
the top job from long-serving chief
Tan See Leng in January this year, is a
picture of calm amid the unprecedented health crisis and insists that the
setbacks will be short-lived.
“Definitely, there’s some shortterm business impact but the business remains resilient,” said the
45-year-old healthcare veteran. It continues to search for opportunities to
grow the business, he said.
According to Dr Loh, 90 per cent of
IHH’s patient volumes or admissions
are local residents, be it in Singapore
or Malaysia – its anchor markets – or
other home markets such as India
and Turkey. IHH is the world’s second
largest private healthcare firm by market value and operates a total of
15,000 beds across 80 hospitals in
ten countries, including China and
Eastern Europe.
“Clearly, medical travel is curtailed
in all the countries that we serve right
now, but one must remember that
healthcare service delivery is predominantly local even though our brands
attract medical tourism,” he said.
Even so, dwindling foreign patients, albeit a short-term phenomenon, could still sting for the
firm with a market capitalisation of
some RM45 billion (S$15 billion). Last
year, it posted a net profit of RM552
million, a 12 per cent drop from 2018
on the back of a 29 per cent jump in
revenue to nearly RM15 billion.
According to Maybank Investment

Bank, foreign patients in Singapore –
its largest market – accounted for a
quarter of total revenue last year. In
Malaysia and Turkey, they accounted
for 6 per cent and 16 per cent respectively in 2019.
It used to be also that IHH’s hospitals, particularly in the mature homegrown markets, would enjoy an occupancy rate of 70-80 per cent. That
may be less so now with the outbreak.
Patient volumes are slowing as many
defer non-urgent procedures and services amid the outbreak.
Most analysts expect IHH’s second
quarter to June numbers to reveal the
full blow from Covid-19 although
they expect the ensuing quarters to recover as travel and movement restrictions gradually ease.

“One must remember
that healthcare service
delivery is
predominantly local
even though our
brands attract
medical tourism.”
Dr Loh

Covid-19 patients
Within the three buckets of acute,
elective and semi-elective cases, Dr
Loh said that at least half of the
group’s patients involve the acute
and semi-elective categories. Typically, the acute cases generate the
highest revenue intensity per inpatient given their complexities.
According to him, there has been
no drop in the acute procedures.
“The buckets are affected through
different stages of the lockdown. So,
the urgent cases definitely continue
to come. The semi-elective ones get
deferred for awhile but bounce back
pretty fast... we are starting to see
that recovery in many of the countries that we serve,” he added.
IHH has also been treating
Covid-19 patients in selected markets. In Singapore, some 256 patients
have been decanted over from public
hospitals while in Malaysia, 10 of its
Pantai and Gleneagles hospitals there
offer drive-through screening services. In India, nearly 1,600 suspected Covid-19 patients have been admitted as at May 5 at its Fortis hospitals. Its laboratories in these countries

According to Dr Loh, IHH is aiming to double return on equity (ROE) in
five years. In 2019, the group’s ROE stood at 2.5 per cent from 2.9 per
cent in 2018. PHOTO: IHH
have also been running tests in the
tens of thousands.
To limit the exposure to the virus
and to work around the lockdowns,
the light is now shining on remote
care or online health services that are
fast becoming a mainstream mode of
patient interaction. IHH, with a fat

cash kitty of RM4.7 billion as at
end-2019, has set aside S$80 million
to push innovative projects including
investing in startups, said Dr Loh.
Just over a week ago, IHH rolled
out a global telemedicine initiative,
which is proving to be popular. In India, since the service was launched in

late March, Fortis Healthcare, which
IHH acquired two years ago, has done
some 12,600 teleconsultations across
23 hospitals there. On average, it sees
more than 370 patients online. In Turkey, the group’s Acibadem hospitals
have conducted more than 1,100 of
such services since it went live endMarch.
Recently in Singapore, telehealth
app Doctor Anywhere raised US$27
million from a group of investors, including IHH.
“This is not to say that telemedicine is a replacement for our business. What we are trying to do is to
make sure that we create the entire
ecosystem of care for patients...it is
especially pertinent during these
times.”
In February, Dr Loh unveiled a
three-prong “refreshed” strategy for
the group that includes seeking
growth based on a cluster model in
metro areas to drive economies of
scale.
The healthcare giant is also reviewing its asset portfolio and hopes to redeploy capital to sweeten returns.
According to Dr Loh, IHH is aiming
to double return on equity (ROE) in
five years. In 2019, the group’s ROE
stood at 2.5 per cent from 2.9 per cent
in 2018.

Covid-19 has changed none of
these plans.
“It’s interesting that when we look
back at our refreshed strategy that we
put in place before Covid-19 and ask
ourselves if it is still relevant, the answer is ‘absolutely yes’. We will
double down on the (patients’) trust
and use our global reach to transform
health care and touch more lives.”
He is also least worried that the
outbreak will hurt all the hard work
that has been put into turning around
India’s Fortis, which is paying off well.
Post-acquisition, Fortis chalked up its
fourth straight quarter of pre-tax
profits for the three months to December 2019 from a loss a year ago, owing to better revenue and higher interest and cost savings.
Dr Loh said: “There is some shortterm impact, but overall, the longerterm trajectory remains intact. We are
very happy with the acquisition and
have made tremendous business improvements, restructured the balance
sheet and put in new management.”

Well prepared
This is not Dr Loh’s first round at IHH.
Between 2008 and 2017, he held several key executive posts in the firm till
he left to head Columbia Asia Group
before re-joining the group last year
as CEO-designate.
If anything, IHH seems well prepared to take on this unprecedented
health crisis, particularly after the
Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome
(Sars) in 2003 and H1N1 outbreak in
2009.
He said: “We do drills on an annual
basis on the possibility of a pandemic. So for us, it’s like a fire drill.
We are well prepared...in terms of
equipment and PPE (personal protective equipment). We never ran out at
any point.”
anitag@sph.com.sg
@AnitaGabrielBT
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Carlyle, GIC backing out of American Express deal
Washington
CARLYLE Group Inc and Singapore
sovereign wealth fund GIC Pte Ltd are
backing out of a deal to buy a stake in
American Express Global Business
Travel, which has been hit hard by
the global pandemic.
The parties were in talks to renegotiate terms of the deal, which was set
to close last week, but the groups
couldn’t reach an agreement, accord-

ing to people familiar with the matter.
The deal, announced at the end of
2019, valued the American Express
Co unit at US$5 billion, including
debt. Carlyle and GIC agreed to purchase a 20 per cent stake and American Express planned to retain 50 per
cent ownership.
The travel industry has been
roiled by the coronavirus, with companies seeing huge drops in revenue

and much of their workforce furloughed. The American Express unit
offers travel services primarily to
businesses that need to book airfare
and hotel rooms.
The corporate travel business is
growing. More than US$305 billion
was spent on such travel in 2018, a
4.5 per cent gain from the year
earlier, according to Bloomberg Intelligence, citing data from the Global

Business Travel Association.
The other half of the travel unit
was already owned by Certares, and
other investors including the Qatar Investment Authority.
Earlier last week, the sellers were
trying to keep the deal intact by filing
a motion in Delaware Chancery Court
against Carlyle and GIC. Carlyle then
filed a lawsuit against the seller.
BLOOMBERG

Covid-19 impact ‘largely confined’ to hospitality ops: Tuan Sing
By Vivien Shiao
vshiao@sph.com.sg
@VivienShiaoBT
Singapore
PROPERTY developer Tuan Sing Holdings’ business
operations impacted by the Covid-19 outbreak are
“largely confined” to its hospitality segment, with
its diversified portfolio across segments and regions ensuring a “high degree of resilience”, said
the group in a corporate update late on Saturday.
Its hospitality segment comprises less than 15
per cent of its asset portfolio, with commercial and
residential segments forming more than 80 per
cent, said the group.
Tuan Sing said that revenue and profit have “outperformed” year-on-year in its first quarter, but did

not reveal figures. It added that it is exploring a “significant dividend” in the second half of 2020.
The group said that its Singapore development
properties – Kandis Residence, Mont Botanik Residence and Peak Residence – remain on track. Tuan
Sing will also benefit from the recent government
relief measures announced on May 6, where developers get a six-month extension for the commencement, completion and sale of housing units
in residential development projects relating to Additional Buyer’s Stamp Duty (ABSD) remission.
Low inventories for development properties are
expected to be sold within approaching ABSD deadlines, added Tuan Sing.
In Australia, its Grand Hyatt Melbourne property has temporarily suspended operations, and
the group is considering the same for Hyatt Re-

gency Perth. Staff from the hotels have been furloughed during Covid-19 and the temporary suspension.
As for Indonesia, its development plans for
Batam Opus Bay and Kura Kura Bali remain on
track.
In its outlook, the group said that its fundamentals remain strong despite the impact of Covid-19
and that it is well-positioned to capture pockets of
opportunities, such as secure competitive contracts for various projects in anticipation of the
eventual upturn.
Tuan Sing’s business presence spans five geographical markets, namely Singapore, Australia, Indonesia, China and Malaysia. Its total assets
amount to approximately S$3 billion as at Dec 31,
2019.

