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EXPLAINS
Chipmaker Nvidia briefly touched a
stock market valuation of US$1 tril-
lion ($1.35 trillion) on Tuesday,
making it the first chipmaker to hit
that major milestone.

The shares began trading at
around US$397 apiece on Wednes-
day, giving it a market valuation of
US$988.7 billion.

Fewer than 10 stocks have ever
topped the US$1 trillion threshold,
and with Nvidia’s milestone, it joins
Alphabet and Amazon.com among
US companies currently trading
above this level. Both Apple and Mi-
crosoft are valued above US$2 tril-
lion.

Buoyed by a surge in demand for
artificial intelligence (AI) technolo-
gy, Nvidia shares have soared by
about 180 per cent so far this year.

Meanwhile, the Philadelphia
Stock Exchange Semiconductor In-
dex, which includes Nvidia and oth-
er AI semiconductor heavyweights
such as Taiwan Semiconductor
Manufacturing Co and Broad-
comm, is up more than 40 per cent.

In comparison, the tech-heavy
Nasdaq Composite Index is up by
just over 25 per cent.

WHY DID AI STOCKS JUMP?

Nvidia is now the world’s biggest
maker of the specialised chips
needed to power generative AI, a
new generation of AI technology.

Demand for the chips was trig-
gered by the viral success of
ChatGPT, a generative AI chatbot
that can understand the context of
complex queries and generate co-
herent answers in a conversational,
human-like manner.

Last week, Nvidia issued an AI-
fuelled sales forecast of US$11 billion
for its second quarter, beating Wall
Street targets by a long mile and re-
sulting in its value jumping by
US$184 billion in a single day. 

During its earnings call, the com-
pany said generative AI is driving
exponential growth in computing
requirements, which in turn drove
demand for its specialised graphics
chips. It claimed that the chips can
handle AI workloads better than
standard processors.

Nvidia chief executive Jensen
Huang has since also unveiled an AI
supercomputer platform that will
help tech companies create their
own versions of ChatGPT. 

Nvidia’s share price rally has lifted
other AI semiconductor stocks,
such as Advanced Micro Devices
and Marvell Technology, which are
up by 92 per cent and 75 per cent
respectively since the start of the
year. 

Prices of shares in companies like
Microsoft, Alphabet and Meta,
which have invested in generative
AI, have also risen.

HOW HAVE SINGAPORE’S TECH
STOCKS RESPONDED? 

AEM Holdings was among the ben-
eficiaries of the AI rally in the US.

Shares of the firm, which provides
testing equipment and services to
the semiconductor industry, have
risen by 12.5 per cent over the past
week to close at $3.60 on Wednes-
day.

In a recent business update on
May 11, AEM said: “Recent excite-
ment over generative AI, such as
ChatGPT, is fuelling the demand for
AI-focused semiconductor devices
to enable these solutions to be deli-
vered to the masses at economically
feasible rates.”

AEM noted that this would, in
turn, drive demand for its products
and services.

UMS Holdings saw its shares rise
by over 8.7 per cent in the past
week, to $1.06 on Wednesday. It
provides equipment manufacturing
and engineering services to the
semiconductor industry. 

Both AEM and UMS are among
the most heavily traded tech stocks
on the Singapore Exchange.

IS THE AI RALLY JUST HYPE?

Experts agreed that demand for
generative AI will only grow in the
years to come. 

Associate Professor James Pang,
co-director of the NUS Business
Analytics Centre, said the current
surge in demand for generative AI is
warranted and is not just hype. 

“Generative AI is a big improve-
ment for AI as a whole as it can be
used across industries,” he said,
adding that over the longer term, it
will transform content generation
functions and that companies could
develop their own generative AI
models to raise efficiency. 

Mr Laurence Liew, director of AI
innovation at AI Singapore, a na-
tional AI programme launched by
the National Research Foundation
Singapore, said AI will continue to
be a rapidly growing field with a
wide range of potential applications
such as in education, construction,
healthcare and finance.

“Other parties along the value
chain will also enjoy the growth of
this sector including data centre
providers, cloud providers, and
hardware vendors like Nvidia, Intel
and AMD,” he said.

But Mr Nirgunan Tiruchelvam,
head of consumer and Internet at
Aletheia Capital, warned that inves-
tors who want to bet on this space
should watch out for share price vol-
atility arising from events such as
the US debt ceiling debate and avoid
getting over-excited about the re-
cent rally in stock prices. 

“While there is no doubt that AI
companies will perform well in the
long term, investors should avoid
placing their bets on single stocks
and go for exchange-traded funds
with AI exposure to better manage
the risks.”
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BENGALURU/SAN FRANCISCO –
When the Covid-19 pandemic
forced Nvidia Corp to hold a ma-
jor product launch virtually, its
chief executive Jensen Huang
beamed video to promote the
event from his kitchen, where he
pulled the company’s latest chip
out of his oven. 

“I’ve got something I’ve gotta
show you,” Mr Huang said while
reaching for a pot holder. 

“This has been cooking for a
while,” he said, before grunting
to lift a circuit board the size of a
baking sheet from the oven to
show “the world’s largest graphi-
cs card”. 

That is the type of showman-
ship that has turned the Taiwa-
nese-American immigrant, who
typically wears a black leather
motorcycle jacket for product
launches, into one of the best
known names in the computing
business.

On Tuesday, he joined an elite
list of tech executives to head a
company worth US$1 trillion
(S$1.35 trillion).

Mr Huang, 60, is only the sec-
ond United States chief execu-
tive after Amazon.com’s Mr Jeff
Bezos, who helmed the retailer

until 2021, to hit such a milestone
for a company they co-founded.
There are few CEOs this side of
late Apple chief Steve Jobs, who
are so synonymous with their
companies. Mr Huang even has a
tattoo inspired by Nvidia’s logo
on one arm. 

Nvidia chips have been at the
heart of major tech trends from
video games to self-driving cars,
to cloud computing, and now AI
– artificial intelligence.

The company’s shares have
been on a tear, rising on stellar
sales projections from a boom in
AI. 

Since the launch of OpenAI’s
ChatGPT on Nov 30, 2022, Nvi-
dia’s value has ballooned from
roughly US$420 billion to its cur-
rent level.

Mr Huang’s success stems in
part from a desire to solve thorny
computer science problems with
a mix of software and hardware –
a vision that has taken him three
decades to perfect. Born in Tai-
wan, Mr Huang moved to the US
as a child, earning engineering
degrees at Oregon State Univer-
sity and Stanford University.

He is hugely popular in semi-
conductor powerhouse Taiwan

and received a rock star welcome
during a visit to Taipei this week
for a trade fair, giving a keynote
address on Monday attended by
thousands of people, some of
whom surrounded him for selfies
after his two-hour speech.

In 1993, when he was 30, he
founded Nvidia along with Mr
Curtis Priem and Mr Chris Mala-
chowsky, securing backing from
Silicon Valley’s Sequoia Capital
and others.

Its first big hits were special-
ised chips to power high-intensi-
ty motion graphics for computer
games called graphics process-
ing units. Even then, Mr Huang
did not think of Nvidia as just a
chip company.

“Computer graphics is one of
the most complex parts of com-
puter science,” he told an au-
dience in Silicon Valley in 2021
while receiving a lifetime
achievement award. “You have to
understand everything.”

By the mid-2000s, Mr Huang
and his team realised Nvidia’s
chips could be used on more gen-
eral computing problems and re-
leased a software platform called
CUDA to allow software develop-
ers of all stripes to program Nvi-

dia chips.
That kicked off a wave of new

uses, including for cryptocurren-
cy. 

But Mr Huang recognised that
university labs were using his
chips for work in AI, a niche in
computer science that held
promise of powering everything
from virtual assistants to self-
driving cars. He released a pa-
rade of chips for AI, and the bet
paid off.

Nvidia also differentiated itself
by outsourcing its silicon manu-
facturing to partners including
Taiwan Semiconductor Manufac-
turing Co, bucking the model set
by Intel, which is now worth a
fraction of Nvidia’s value – which
was just under US$1 trillion as at
Tuesday’s close.

“He has helped enable a revolu-
tion that allows phones to an-
swer questions out loud, farms to
spray weeds but not crops, doc-
tors to predict the properties of
new drugs – with more wonders
to come,” AI entrepreneur An-
drew Ng wrote of Mr Huang in
Time magazine when the latter
was named one of the 100 most
influential people by Time in
2021. REUTERS

Leather-jacketed tech rock star turns
Nvidia into a trillion-dollar chip company

Nvidia co-founder and chief executive Jensen Huang speaking at Computex 2023 on Monday in Taipei, where he received a rock star welcome. On Tuesday, he joined
an elite list of tech executives to head a company worth US$1 trillion (S$1.35 trillion). PHOTO: AFP

SEOUL – South Korea’s semicon-
ductor inventory surged by the
most in seven years, underscoring
ongoing weak demand for chips
despite the global boom in artifi-
cial intelligence development. 

Stockpiles rose 83 per cent in
April from a year ago – the biggest
increase since April 2016 – and the
index tracking inventories
jumped to a record, according to
data from Statistics Korea on

Wednesday. 
Meanwhile, factory shipments

fell 33 per cent from the year-ago
period and production was cut by
20 per cent, the data shows. 

Smartphone and PC manufac-
turers are working through a glut
of inventory amid a slowdown in
global demand for tech products. 

Apple shipments of MacBook
laptops plummeted 40 per cent in
the first quarter, leading a sharp

decline across the personal com-
puter market. 

Executives from Lenovo Group,
Sony Group and Qualcomm – the
world’s largest supplier of smart-
phone processors – have all re-
cently said they expect invento-
ries to remain high through the
second quarter and markets to
normalise later in 2023.

Smartphones, however, may
take longer to rebound, they said. 

Activity in South Korea’s chip
industry is an important gauge of
global demand for electronics, as
the country houses two of the
world’s largest semiconductor
companies, Samsung Electronics
and SK Hynix. 

The vast majority of South Ko-
rean semiconductor exports are
memory chips, which go into eve-
rything from smartphones, lap-
tops and digital cameras to con-
nected cars and large data cen-
tres.

China is the biggest market for
those chips.

The technology is also a major
part of South Korea’s economy, ac-
counting for about 13 per cent of
total exports in April. BLOOMBERG

S. Korea’s chip stockpiles surge the 
most in 7 years as demand sputters 

The Corrupt Practices Investiga-
tion Bureau (CPIB) announced
that it has started investigations
against Seatrium, formerly known
as Sembcorp Marine. 

The anti-corruption watchdog
said on Wednesday it is “acting on

information received” and that it
has commenced investigations
against the offshore and marine
engineering company, as well as
individuals “on alleged corruption
offences in Brazil”. 

Seatrium is the entity formed by
the merger of Sembcorp Marine
and Keppel Offshore & Marine ear-
lier this year. The combined group,
described as one of the world’s lar-
gest O&M energy engineering

companies with a total order book
of almost $20 billion, was renamed
in early April.

When contacted by The Straits
Times, a CPIB spokesman declined
to provide further details because
investigations are ongoing.

In its statement, the bureau un-
derlined Singapore’s strict zero tol-
erance towards corruption, adding
that it will investigate “without
fear or favour”. It will not hesitate

to take action against any parties
involved in corrupt activities. 

In March, Sembcorp Marine said
its wholly-owned Brazilian subsid-
iary, Estaleiro Jurong Aracruz, was
being probed for alleged “irregu-
larities” by the authorities there. 

The proceedings were related to
past conduct linked to an ongoing
probe into money laundering and
graft activities in connection with
Operation Car Wash, it added. 

The nationwide criminal investi-
gation was launched by the federal
police of Brazil in 2014 to look into
money laundering activities and
was later expanded to include alle-
gations of corruption. 

In April, Seatrium said Brazil’s
preliminary administrative pro-
ceedings against its subsidiary had
been suspended.

Separately, six former senior
management staff of Keppel O&M
were given stern warnings by the
CPIB in January over bribe pay-
ments related to Brazil’s Petrobras
contracts.

The six allegedly conspired with
one another to give bribes amount-
ing to about US$55 million (S$73
million) to foreign consultants in-

volved in Keppel O&M’s business
interests in Brazil.

The money was then used to pay
bribes to officials of the Brazilian
state-owned company, pertaining
to rig-building contracts that it or
its related firms awarded to Keppel
O&M. 

Keppel O&M also said in January
that it had made full payment of
the fines and damages payable
worth 343.6 million reais (S$88.3
million) to Brazil under a leniency
agreement. 

Seatrium’s share price closed at
12.3 cents on Wednesday, up 2.5
per cent, after 1.3 billion shares
changed hands. 

CPIB opens investigation into Seatrium 
over alleged corruption in Brazil 
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