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GenAware | How a $2bn Meta-Manus Deal Blew Up Singapore's 'Get-Out-of-C

1. Reading Passage

When the Al start-up Manus moved its headquarters to Singapore last year, it was following
hundreds of other Chinese companies that have come to see the city-state as a launchpad for
global expansion — and a way to win Beijing's approval to do business beyond China's borders. The
practice has become so common it has a nickname: 'Singapore washing.' Less than a year later,
however, China blocked Meta's proposed $2bn acquisition of Manus, arguing the firm was still
effectively Chinese and that any sale required Beijing's sign-off. The decision, coming as Xi Jinping
and US President Donald Trump negotiate an extension to their trade truce, raises sharp questions
about whether Singapore still offers a sustainable path for Chinese companies.

For foreign buyers eyeing Chinese technology, the Manus case is a reminder that incorporating in
Singapore is no longer a regulatory shield. As HK Park, who heads the investment-screening
practice at advisory firm Crumpton Global, put it, a Singapore address still requires
national-security vetting of the actual target. The Singapore government, for its part, is highly
sensitive to the 'Singapore washing' tag and to how Chinese companies use the city-state —
especially when their behaviour risks angering two of its closest trading partners, China and the
United States.

In 2024, former prime minister Lee Hsien Loong said Chinese companies were welcome to set up in
the city so long as they were upfront about their origins. More recently, opposition MP Andre Low
captured the political sensitivity in parliament, asking whether Manus's relocation had been
opportunistic — taking advantage of Singapore's business reputation while casting its Chinese roots
aside. Singapore's Ministry of Trade and Industry declined to comment, but from a US perspective
the 'Singapore washing' template was already fraying before Manus made headlines.

The scale of the trend is striking. Chinese companies last year overtook the United States as the
largest source of investment in Singapore — not only because of the city's neutrality, but because of
intensifying US scrutiny of companies tied to China. Chinese firms accounted for just over half the
value of new business set-ups in the city-state, up roughly 27% from the previous year. Several of
China's biggest tech companies — including Tencent, Alibaba and Huawei — have built significant
Singapore presences. ByteDance, parent of TikTok and arguably the most politically exposed of all,
occupies several floors at One Raffles Quay, a landmark office tower whose facade prominently
bears its logo. The fast-fashion retailer Shein has retreated from an earlier plan to fully 'de-Chinafy"'
itself after Chinese regulators demanded approval for any overseas IPO.

For smaller firms, however, the picture is harder. 'The Singapore-washing strategy appears to be
more effective for small firms but less successful for well-known tech players,' said Feng Qu, head
of economics at Nanyang Technological University. Established companies in politically sensitive
sectors — Al, quantum computing, fintech — could still find Singapore worth the effort, said
Matthias Hendrichs, a Singapore-based adviser to Al start-ups. His advice to founders raising
global capital from China was blunt: leave the mainland early, before you are too visible to escape
quietly. That, he added, is the future of Singapore washing — and, as the Manus saga shows, an
increasingly contested one.
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2. Explanation

Move your Al startup's headquarters from Beijing to Singapore, sell it to Meta for $2bn, exit
cleanly. That was the plan — until China killed it and exposed a loophole the entire tech world
had been quietly using.

What's Going On?

When Al startup Manus moved its headquarters from China to Singapore last year, it was following a
well-worn path: hundreds of Chinese companies have rebranded themselves as Singaporean to dodge
geopolitical scrutiny and tap global investors. The practice even has a nickname — 'Singapore washing.'

Less than a year later, Beijing blocked Meta's $2bn acquisition of Manus, arguing it was still a Chinese
company that needed government approval to sell. The timing is awkward: Xi Jinping and Donald Trump
are negotiating an extension to their trade truce, and Beijing's move suggests the regulatory escape
hatch through Singapore may be closing.

How To Think About It

'Singapore washing' is essentially a corporate costume change — but Beijing is now demanding to see
what's under the costume.

» Think of a college athlete who transfers schools right before the championship to avoid an eligibility
review — the new jersey doesn't erase the old transcript, and the league can still rule on their status.

e Or think of dual citizenship: holding a Singapore passport doesn't release you from the obligations
of your original country, especially if that country considers your skills a national asset.

Key Things To Know

e Manus is an Al 'agent' startup — software that can complete white-collar tasks like screening
réesumés — built in Beijing by a company called Butterfly Effect before moving to Singapore in
mid-2025.

e China's National Development and Reform Commission blocked the Meta deal under
foreign-investment laws, citing national security review of technology, talent and data developed on
Chinese soil.

» Singapore-listed companies from China grew rapidly: Chinese firms made up just over half the value
of new business set-ups in Singapore last year, up 27% from the year before.

» Major Chinese tech players — ByteDance, Tencent, Alibaba, Huawei, Shein — already use Singapore
as a global hub, partly to dodge US tariffs and partly to look less Chinese to Western regulators.

e Most people assume re-domiciling is a one-time legal manoeuvre. It isn't — it's an ongoing strategy
that has to be set up early and run honestly, or Beijing can still claw the company back.

Why It Matters

If you're eyeing a career in tech, finance, law or international business, this is the world you're walking
into: even 'private' company decisions get filtered through US-China rivalry. The apps on your phone
(TikTok, Shein, Temu) and the Al tools your future employer uses will increasingly be shaped less by
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what's technically possible and more by which governments will allow which deals to happen.

The Bigger Picture

Singapore has spent a decade marketing itself as the neutral Switzerland of Asia — a safe place for both
Western and Chinese capital. The Manus episode tests whether that neutrality is real or just a useful
fiction. Watch for two second-order effects: Chinese founders building in Singapore from day one
rather than relocating later, and Western acquirers running far deeper due-diligence on any startup
with Chinese DNA. Expect more blocked deals before the rules become clear.
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3. Key Terms Glossary

Singapore washing
The practice of a Chinese company moving its legal headquarters to Singapore to appear less Chinese
— often to access Western capital, avoid US tariffs, or sidestep regulatory scrutiny.

Re-domiciling
Legally relocating a company's official 'home' country, which changes which laws and regulators
primarily govern it.

Al agent

Software that can plan and carry out multi-step tasks on its own — like searching the web, comparing
options and filing a form — rather than just answering one prompt at a time like a basic chatbot.

National security review

A government screening of a business deal (especially foreign takeovers) to check whether it could
hand sensitive tech, data or talent to a rival country.

Regulatory shield

Using a friendly jurisdiction's laws to protect yourself from tougher rules elsewhere — like
incorporating in Delaware in the US, or Singapore in Asia.

Flag of convenience

Originally a shipping term: registering a vessel under a foreign country's flag to dodge stricter
home-country rules. Now applied to companies that pick a headquarters country for similar reasons.

IPO (initial public offering)
The first time a private company sells shares to the general public on a stock exchange, raising money
and giving early investors a way to cash out.

Trade truce

A temporary pause in escalating tariffs or trade penalties between two countries, used to buy time for
a longer deal.
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4. Reading Comprehension Quiz

Circle the best answer for each question.

Q1. The passage most directly argues that:
(OA) Singapore has become a less attractive headquarters location than Hong Kong for Chinese firms.
(OB) Beijing's intervention in the Manus deal raises doubts about whether 'Singapore washing' still works as a
strategy.
(OC) Meta's S2bn purchase of Manus marked the largest US acquisition of a Chinese Al firm to date.
(OD) Singapore's parliament has formally voted to ban Chinese companies from re-domiciling there.

Q2. According to the passage, China blocked Meta's acquisition of Manus primarily because:

Meta failed to offer a hi enou rice for the startup's technology.

A) failed to offer a high enough price for th p's technology
Singapore regulators objected to a foreign takeover of a loca eadquartered firm.

B) Singap gul bjected to a foreign tak f a locally headq d fi
Beijing argued Manus was still effectively Chinese and required its approval to sell.

C) Beijing argued ill effectively Chi d required its approval to sell

(OD) The deal violated US export controls on advanced semiconductors.

Q3. As used in the passage, the word 'shield' most nearly means:
O A) Physical barrier
(OB) Protective legal cover
O C) Heraldic emblem
O D) Defensive weapon

Q4. As used in the passage, 'opportunistically’ most nearly means:
(OA) Optimistically and openly
(OB) Cleverly seizing a loophole
(OC) Cautiously and slowly
(OD) Generously and ethically

Q5. Which statement about Chinese tech firms in Singapore can most reasonably be inferred from the
passage?
(OA) Most have already left Singapore in response to the Manus ruling.
(OB) Their Singapore presence is partly motivated by avoiding US tariffs.
(OC) They are required by Chinese law to maintain a Singapore office.
(OD) They generate more revenue in Singapore than in China.

Q6. The passage suggests that for small, less-known Chinese startups, the 'Singapore washing' strategy
is:
(OA) More effective than for well-known tech giants.
(OB) Lesseffective than for well-known tech giants.
(OC) Equally effective regardless of company size.
(OD) Completely impossible after the Manus ruling.
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Q7. The author's tone when discussing the future of 'Singapore washing' is best described as:
(OA) Confident that the practice is finished
(OB) Cautiously sceptical about its sustainability
(OC) Enthusiastically supportive of Beijing's intervention
(OD) Dismissive of the entire phenomenon as unimportant

Q8. The author's primary purpose in the passage is to:
(OA) Argue that Meta should challenge Beijing's decision in court.
(OB) Explain how one blocked deal threatens a wider corporate strategy.
(OC) Defend Singapore's reputation against criticism from US regulators.
(OD) Predict the exact number of Chinese firms that will leave Singapore.

Q9. Which can most reasonably be inferred about Singapore's government's position on Chinese

companies relocating there?
(OA) Itis uniformly hostile to Chinese corporate presence.
(OB) It welcomes such firms but faces growing questions about screening.
(OC) It has formally aligned with Beijing against US scrutiny.
(OD) Itplans to bar all Chinese tech firms from listing locally.

Q10 Which choice provides the BEST evidence for the answer to the previous question?
(OA) The reference to Manus being headquartered in Beijing before its move
(OB) The mention that Chinese firms made up over half of new Singapore business set-ups
(OC) The Singaporean MP's question about whether the grey area for re-domiciling is sustainable
(OD) The description of ByteDance occupying floors at One Raffles Quay

My Score: /10
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5. Answer Key with Explanations

Q1. The passage most directly argues that:

Answer: B

The passage centres on whether the practice nicknamed 'Singapore washing' remains viable after China blocked
the Manus sale. D is a Trap C distractor — true-sounding but unsupported; the passage describes parliamentary
concern, not a formal ban. SAT Tip: For 'main idea' questions, the correct answer usually reflects the tension or
question the whole passage circles around, not just one fact from a single paragraph.

Q2. According to the passage, China blocked Meta's acquisition of Manus primarily because:

Answer: C

The passage states China blocked the deal arguing Manus is a Chinese company and needed Beijing's approval. D is
a Trap C distractor — semiconductor export controls are a real issue elsewhere but not the reason cited in the
passage. SAT Tip: When a question asks 'according to the passage,’ eliminate any option that adds outside
knowledge — even if it's true in the real world.

Q3. As used in the passage, the word 'shield' most nearly means:

Answer: B

The passage uses ‘regulatory shield' to mean using Singapore's laws as protective legal cover — and notes this no
longer reliably works. A is the common literal meaning (Trap B) but doesn't fit the regulatory context. SAT Tip: On
vocab-in-context, substitute each option into the sentence — the right answer keeps the sentence's meaning intact.

Q4. As used in the passage, 'opportunistically’ most nearly means:

Answer: B

The passage criticises companies for 'opportunistically’ using Singapore to gain advantages while casting their
Chinese origins aside — the connotation is exploiting a loophole. A is a Trap B distractor that confuses
‘opportunistic’ with ‘optimistic." SAT Tip: Watch out for options that look or sound similar to the target word but
mean something different — test-makers love these traps.

Q5. Which statement about Chinese tech firms in Singapore can most reasonably be inferred from the
passage?

Answer: B

The passage notes Chinese firms use Singapore both for international markets and to dodge US tariffs on
Chinese-origin tech. A and D contradict the passage; C is a Trap C distractor invented from thin air. SAT Tip: 'Most
reasonably inferred' means the answer must be supported by the passage but not directly stated — eliminate
anything the passage flatly denies or never mentions.

Q6. The passage suggests that for small, less-known Chinese startups, the 'Singapore washing' strategy
is:

Answer: B

The passage quotes an analyst saying the strategy works better for large established companies than for smaller,
lesser-known firms. D is too absolute (Trap A — right scope, wrong intensity) — the passage suggests difficulty, not
impossibility. SAT Tip: Be suspicious of options containing 'completely,’ "never,' or ‘always' — extreme language is
often a trap unless the passage uses similarly absolute terms.
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Q7. The author's tone when discussing the future of 'Singapore washing' is best described as:
Answer: B

The passage repeatedly raises questions (‘whether Singapore still offers a sustainable path’) without declaring the
practice dead, indicating measured scepticism. A is a Trap A distractor — same direction but too strong. SAT Tip:
Tone questions hinge on the author's qualifying language (‘'may, 'questions about," 'whether') — these hedges signal
a careful, sceptical voice rather than a certain one.

Q8. The author's primary purpose in the passage is to:

Answer: B

The passage uses the Manus case as a window into the broader, fragile practice of 'Singapore washing.' A is
unsupported (Trap C) — the passage never advocates legal action. SAT Tip: 'Primary purpose' answers are usually
broad and explanatory (‘to explain,’ 'to examine') rather than narrowly prescriptive (‘to argue that X should do Y').

Q9. Which can most reasonably be inferred about Singapore's government's position on Chinese
companies relocating there?

Answer: B

The passage notes a former prime minister said companies were welcome if upfront about their origins, while a
parliamentary MP captured the sensitivity around screening. A, C and D are Trap A or C distractors — wrong
direction or unsupported. SAT Tip: 'Most reasonably inferred' answers tend to be moderate and reflect tension —
the passage rarely supports extreme one-sided positions.

Q10.Which choice provides the BEST evidence for the answer to the previous question?

Answer: C

The MP's question directly captures the ‘welcoming but increasingly scrutinising' stance — the inference in Q9. B
describes scale but not the policy tension; A and D are descriptive details unrelated to government posture. SAT
Tip: On evidence-pairing questions, find the passage line that actually proves your previous answer — descriptive
facts are tempting but only the option that addresses the same idea counts.
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