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Datuk Mohd Radzif Mohd Yunus

Datuk Mohd Radzif Mohd Yunus is the Group Managing Director of Malaysia’s Small Medium 
Enterprise Development Bank, a development financial institution (DFI) dedicated to accelerating the 
growth of Malaysian SMEs.

L
imited access to lending has often been cited as a hindrance to small 
and medium enterprises (SMEs) in their quest to embark on business 
expansion. For start-ups, they simply cannot kickstart their business 
without adequate seed capital, to say the least.
 With SMEs collectively making up about 95% of the total 
business establishments in ASEAN member countries as well as 

providing more than 55% of total employment, it is only sensible that financiers 
– commercial banks and development financial institutions included – be more 
sensitive to the plight of the entrepreneur community in securing financing.
 Perhaps one way is to blend innovative financing means, with the quantum 
of borrowing being based upon a common set of quantifiable criteria, which may 
include for example, duration/type of business, size of borrowing, repayment 
track record as well as a host of other freshly thought qualifiable criteria too. 
 In sharing some experiences, the SME Bank Malaysia offered what is 
termed as “beyond financing” to our clients. In essence, aside from merely 
extending loans to qualified applicants, we hand-hold them by monitoring their 
business progress; providing intervention where necessary or condition them 
to participate in business coaching sessions that could further enhance their 
business acumen, marketing skills and cashflow management.
 As the concept of an SME Bank is common in the region, given that most 
of our neighbours have their respective version of “the SME Bank”, perhaps 
it would be interesting to explore the integration of such initiatives and ideas, 
sharing of experiences and approaches that could be employed in the course 
of establishing a common regional SME Bank. 
 In line with its proposal to establish a sustainable financial support system 
as the lifeblood for the ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) integration, the 
ASEAN Business Advisory Council, for instance,  has mooted the idea of an 
ASEAN SME Bank that is primarily dedicated to improving financial access 
for micro, small and medium enterprises (MSMEs), especially those that are 
actively pursuing cross-border or intra-regional trade.
 Would such initiative be the cornerstone to realize the desired AEC? Or 
would it remain a myth? These are among the issues that need to be addressed 
collectively.

Happy reading! 

Raising the Bar in 
SME Financing 
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Reflections

SME Bank Malaysia

• Designed to function ultimately 
as a one-stop financing 
and business development 
centre, Malaysia’s SME Bank is 
dedicated to the accelerated 
growth of Malaysian SMEs.

• The principles activities of the 
Bank are to provide financing 
as well as financial and business 
advisory services to Malaysian 
SMEs residing within pre-
defined categories which have 
been framed within the SME 
classification guidelines of the 
National SME Development 
Council.

• Through better segmentation 
of financial and non-financial 
needs of SMEs by industry, 
stage of growth, and product 
and market potential, the Bank 
strives to hasten the financing 
processing of eligible SMEs to 
meet their financing needs. It 
also supports their business 
growth requirements through 
the provision of timely advisory 
services.

A Worthwhile Initiative  

A
SEAN is entering into another phase of regional cooperation 
with the implementation of the ASEAN Economic 
Community (AEC) in 2015. 
 Acknowledging the enormous potential that AEC will 
bring to the ASEAN community, the 10 member countries 
are relentlessly working to ensure that they are able to fully 

benefit from this significant initiative. 
 Our chief interest is none other than the formation of a strategic 
action plan that will enable ASEAN SMEs to thrive on a regional platform 
in their business ventures. 
 Our ultimate hope is that the AEC will be a noble initiative in that 
all SMEs have a tremendous opportunity to excel and blossom in trading 
their goods and services within an open market system.
 Having said this, it is imperative that every regional SME strive to rev 
up the tempo by identifying their individual strengths while improving on 
their weaknesses.  
 We cannot deny the fact that fulfilling the true potential of a single 
market such as AEC is very challenging. Nevertheless, the benefits that 
are going to be derived from the intra-Southeast Asian trade far exceed 
the teething problems that we are expecting.
 On this note, we urge all our regional entrepreneur friends to work 
closely together and tackle whatever issues that may occur in our effort to 
make this initiative successful. 
 There will be many adjustments to be made and if we continue to 
focus on the goals that we want to achieve, the solutions will be a norm 
rather than the exceptions.
 To all Malaysian SMEs, AEC is a golden opportunity for Malaysia to 
directly showcase our goods and services that can be of immense benefits 
to a larger intra-ASEAN customer base of 620 million. 
 Together, we should rise, take the challenge and make AEC a 
successful single economic union for the world to emulate. 

“Malaysian SMEs Boleh!”
 
Happy reading!

Datuk Mohd Radzif Mohd Yunus

Datuk Mohd Radzif Mohd Yunus is the Group Managing Director of Malaysia’s 
Small Medium Enterprise Development Bank, a development financial institution 
(DFI) dedicated to accelerating the growth of Malaysian SMEs.
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Sheikh Ghazali Abod, Ph.D

Sheikh Ghazali Abod, PhD is the Chief Operating Officer of the Centre for Entrepreneur Development and Research 
(CEDAR), a wholly owned subsidiary of the Small and Medium Enterprise Development Bank Bhd of Malaysia.

I
f ASEAN were a single country, it would already be the sixth-largest economy in the world, 
with a combined GDP of more than USD2.5 trillion in 2014. Mckinsey projected it to rank 
as the fourth-largest economy by 2050. With a population of more than 630 million people 
(larger than the European Union and North America), ASEAN bears the third largest labour 
force in the world, behind China and India, with about 60% of its consumer base below 
the age of 35, a young population with huge potentials of becoming the near future                

economic powerhouse.
 However ASEAN has its fair share of challenges too. It is a diverse group with a broad 
disparity on the pace of economic growth among its member countries. Singapore’s GDP per 
capita for instance, is more than 50 times higher than in Cambodia and Myanmar. It does not 
enjoy such a monolithic market as that of EU. As an example, the variance in average earnings 
among the ASEAN countries is more than seven times as compared to EU member states and 
the diversity extends into culture, language, religion and other infrastructural issues. How then 
could these challenges be addressed in realizing the desired ASEAN crucible of an economic 
community bloc? Could AEC be a reality?
 Although ASEAN is striving to become more integrated but the investors and business 
community also realize that they could not rely on a one-size-fits-all strategy across such widely 
varying markets. Nevertheless, the potentials and business confidence among them remain.
 Granted that the success of such dream rest upon the sustainability of the ASEAN small and 
medium enterprises (SMEs) operating beyond their shores and spurring the region’s economic 
growth, thus greater access to financing seemed to form a major pre-requisite to shore up 
such business and economic activities, while facilitating cross-border intra-regional trade and 
investments. At the moment some 25% of the region’s exports of goods go to other ASEAN 
partners; but this is only about half the size of intra-regional trade experienced in NAFTA and 
EU regions. Then again, is there a need to emulate such EU/NAFTA economic models for this 
region? Could we not have a workable and practical ASEAN model? These are but among some 
of the discussion we are highlighting.
 Nevertheless, if the AEC were to be sustained, it is still imperative for the member states 
to deepen and broaden such intra-regional trades, allowing freer movement of goods, services, 
skilled labor, and most importantly business capital financing. 
 Thence the idea of an ASEAN SME Bank mooted by the ASEAN Business Advisory Council 
becomes relevant and timely. However, while such initiative remains noble and definitely not 
impossible to materialize, but perhaps it begs answers to question of its effectiveness and its 
implementation ideals, considering the economic diversity of its member states, as well as its 
impending demands in addressing presumably broad expectations among its political leaders 
and business communities. In throwing light to these questions and challenges, it is interesting 
to note the positive and encouraging views, as well as insightful business thoughts from some 
prominent personalities in the Malaysian banking industry.

Enjoy the discussion! 

ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) 
– A Myth or Reality?

From the Chief Editor’s Desk



ASEAN COMMUNITY OF ENTREPRENEURS  |  ISSUE 4: 20158

ADVISER
DATUK MOHD. RADZIF MOHD. YUNUS
Group Managing Director
SME Development Bank Malaysia

CHIEF EDITOR
SHEIKH GHAZALI ABOD, Ph.D

EDITOR
ROY CHEN

CONTRIBUTORS
TAN SRI DR ZETI AKHTAR AZIZ
TAN SRI DR REBECCA FATIMA STA MARIA
DATUK MOHD. RADZIF MOHD. YUNUS
DATO’ HAZIMAH ZAINUDDIN 
DR VICTOR S.L. TAN 
STEPHEN NG
AHMAD AZUAR ZAINUDDIN
NATALIE TARPINIAN
SANDY SANCHEZ MONTANO
HANZO NG
LAWRENCE TAN
SAMUEL LEE
ANDREW HENDERSON

DESIGN & LAYOUT
HAJA SHARONI SHAH AHMAD OTHMAN
haja.sharoni@smebank.com.my

RAFIQ ASYRAF RAZALLI
rafiq@smebank.com.my

PUBLISHER

CENTRE FOR ENTREPRENEUR DEVELOPMENT AND
RESEARCH SDN BHD (1042601-M)

(A wholly owned subsidiary of SME Development Bank Bhd)
Level 6, Menara SME Bank, Jalan Sultan Ismail,
50250 Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia.
• Tel: +603 2615 2909 • www.cedar.my

Behind The Scene

ADVERTISING & PROMOTION
CENTRE FOR ENTREPRENEUR
DEVELOPMENT AND RESEARCH
SDN BHD (1042601-M) 
(A wholly owned subsidiary of SME 
Development Bank Berhad)
Level 6, Menara SME Bank 
Jalan Sultan Ismail
50250 Kuala Lumpur

MOHD SHAHROM SHAHRIL
mohd.shahrom@smebank.com.my
Tel: +603 2615 2077

DISTRIBUTORS
• PANSING MARKETING SDN BHD
• PUMA AGENCY

PRINTED BY
PRINT IT HERE SDN BHD (912222-A)

No. 8, Jalan Bunga Melur 3, 
Taman Suria Jaya, Cheras
56000 Kuala Lumpur
• Tel: +603-9101 2222
• Fax: +603-9102 2992 
• Email: printitheresb@gmail.com

Copyright ©The Centre For Entrepreneur Development And Research Sdn Bhd (CEDAR). All right reserved. This publication is not to be reproduced in part 
or whole without the express permission of the copyright holders. Materials on this publication are protected by copyright law. Unauthorised reproduction 
or distribution of copyright material, or any portion of it, may result in severe civil and criminial penalties and will be prosecuted to the maximum extent 
possible under the law.

DISCLAIMER
As the publisher of ACE, the Centre For 
Entrepreneur Development And Research 
Sdn Bhd, a wholly owned subsidiary of SME 
Development Bank Bhd, disclaims any liability 
or responsibility for the accuracy, reliability, 
completeness or legality of the material or 
services provided in this publication. The views 
expressed in this publication are not necessarily 
the views of the editor and publisher. 



  ISSUE 4: 2015  |  ASEAN COMMUNITY OF ENTREPRENEURS 9

Enhancing Regional Financial Integration 
With An ASEAN SME Bank

  ISSUE 1: 2015  |  ASEAN COMMUNITY OF ENTREPRENEURS 7

Finding a Balancing Act 

W
elcome to the second issue of ACE. The 
past six months since we embarked on 
Project ACE has been indeed been a 
journey of discovery – one where we 
went all out to find our strengths while 
searching for a true identity.

 Hence, our latest issue is a slight 
divergence from our maiden issue and this is most obvious 
in the design department to say the least. Nevertheless, 
we remain committed in dishing out a content that can 
serve as a bridge between Southeast Asian entrepreneurs 
and the ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) initiative 
which has a noble intention of transforming the region 
into an economic powerhouse.
 As the entire Southeast Asian economy is inching 
closer to the establishment of an economic community 
somehow identical to the European Union concept, we 
think it is only timely for ACE to explore what AEC entails 
and how best to derive maximum benefit from it.
 Towards this end, we feature some viewpoints from 
few prominent individuals who are attached to think tanks 
to gauge their thoughts on the likely scenarios of which 
direction is the AEC heading when it zooms off its launch 
pad come 31 December 2015.
 Elsewhere, we get up close and personal with 10 
ASEAN entrepreneurs – one from each of the ASEAN 
member countries – who so willingly share with us their 
recipe of entrepreneurial success. 
 The fact that these people come from a culturally-
diverse background goes to prove that entrepreneurship 
knows no boundaries – the prevailing traits among our 
10 guests include self-belief, staying focus and stamina to 
withstand a rough ride even when the going gets tough.

Happy reading!

• CEDAR is an outcome-based 
coaching outfit that is very focussed 
on entrepreneur development as 
its flagship programme and does 
not represent the generic training 
centres that offer menu-driven 
business-development courses.

• CEDAR develops its unique but 
proven entrepreneur development 
programmes based on its wide-
based industry research and market 
findings, as well as case studies.

• CEDAR complements the role of 
the SME Bank Malaysia in extending 
its intervention services through 
the conduct of various programmes 
that are customised and mapped 
against the matrix of the SMEs, 
based on the latter’s stages of 
growth, market-cycle, business-
sizes, as well as the industries 
they are involved. It employs 
the 7 Stages of Entrepreneur 
Development Roadmap.

• CEDAR’s intervention services 
span from the point of ideation 
and extend beyond the point of 
commercialisation over a period of 
12-24 months, focussing on each 
entrepreneur’s initiatives, with the 
objective of realising their business 
success and sustaining their 
growth in an all-encompassing and 
meaningful manner.

What is so unique 
about CEDAR?

The Editor’s Quill

C. S. Cheah
Editor

ACE welcomes feedback as to how the magazine can be 
better positioned as a knowledge back of sorts for the ASEAN 
entrepreneur community. Readers can submit their thoughts to 
chor.sooi@smebank.com.my.
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I
n light of the ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) transforming the 
Southeast Asian region into a single market and production base, 
facilitating capital flow would open up a wide array of opportunities for 
regional entrepreneurs to embark on cross-border or intra-regional trade. 
Moreover, with ample access to financing, ASEAN small and medium 
enterprises (SMEs) can go a step further to expand their reach beyond the 

regional shores – in short, the world is theirs to triumph.
 Anchoring on the concept of facilitating capital flow, this issue of ACE 
strives to explore – perhaps even to dream – if ever a sustainable financial 
support system in the form of an ASEAN SME Bank can fulfil the gap for 
financial needs among discerning regional SMEs while at the same time, 
smoothen the path for AEC integration.
 For the record, the notion for the setting up of an ASEAN SME Bank has 
its origin in one of the recommendations forwarded by the ASEAN Business 
Advisory Council (ASEAN-BAC) to ASEAN Leaders in 2014.
 We kickstart our cover story with some views from central banker Tan 
Sri Dr Zeti Akhtar Aziz who is Bank Negara Malaysia (Malaysia’s Central Bank) 
governor who addresses the prospects for greater regional financial integration 
and its potential to support growth for the ASEAN SMEs. According to Zeti, 
the availability of cross-border financing will enable SMEs to innovate, invest 
and further expand within the region. 
 We also catch up with Tan Sri Rebecca Fatima Sta Maria, the Secretary-
General of the Ministry of International Trade and Industry (MITI), Malaysia, 
who believes that an integrated ASEAN banking sector promotes competition 
which in turn expands the array of financial services available to consumers.
 As stronger regional banks will have improved capacity to lend to 
businesses and consumers, regional SMEs can stand to benefit from greater 
access to financing – one of the biggest hurdles for ASEAN SMEs – to expand 
their businesses. 
 Given the disparity on the pace of economic growth between each and 
every of the 10 ASEAN member countries, the noble quest of establishing 
an ASEAN SME bank is certainly not an easy task, argues Datuk Mohd Radzif 
Mohd Yunus, the Group Managing Director of SME Bank Malaysia.
 Nevertheless, having in place an ASEAN SME Bank which is backed 
by a good financial framework will ensure that each and every SME in the 
region have access to the low-hanging fruit of the AEC while at the same 
time, reducing income disparities between ASEAN member countries – a vital 
condition before economic integration can ever thrive in the region.
 Elsewhere, we continue to take pride in featuring 10 talented 
entrepreneurs across the Southeast Asian region. They are men and 
women with proven prowess in their respective field of business, and have 
demonstrated their steely determination to excel despite having to endure 
challenges that can make the faint-hearted give up easily.
 How these 10 outstanding entrepreneurs embarked on their business 
journey by battling the various hardship to reach the summit and ultimately, 
realise their business aspirations is nothing short of remarkable. 

  
Happy reading!   

Roy Chen
Editor

The Editor’s Quill
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The availability of free-flowing 
capital will enable the forging 

of partnerships among regional 
SMEs to partake cross-border, 

intra-regional or even global 
business ventures

BY ROY CHEN

H
aving arrived at the centre 
stage in the global economy 
not long ago, ASEAN has 
gone a step further to 
earn the recognition as 

one of the most dynamic regions in 
the world. The region has sustained 
high economic growth with a long-
term average gross domestic product 
(GDP) growth of 5.3% – higher than the 
global growth average of 3.6%. 
 As a single entity, ASEAN is 
currently the sixth largest economy in 
the world with a GDP close to US$2.5 
trillion. With a projected annual GDP 
growth of 5.4% over the next six 
years, the region is poised to reach 
an economic size of US$3.7 trillion 
by 2020 – four times the size it was a 
decade ago. 
 The strong growth and dynamism 
of the region is supported by its 
favourable demographic structure. 
With a population of more than 630 
million people, ASEAN is a burgeoning 
middle class – and not forgetting a very 
youthful population – that is rapidly 

SPURRING REGIONAL 
SME GROWTH 
THE ASEAN 
SME BANK WAY
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transforming into a thriving hub for 
consumer demand.
 By 2020, ASEAN is expected to 
account for more than US$2 trillion of 
additional consumption. This is being 
reinforced by rising incomes in the 
region, with per capita income almost 
trebling in this recent decade.
 With the emergence of the 
ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) 
come end-2015, ASEAN will transform 
into a region with free movement of 
goods, services, investment, skilled 
labour, and freer flow of capital. 
Therefore, the agenda involving small 
medium enterprises (SMEs) should 
be one of the top priorities as SMEs 
constitute 95%-99% of total business 
establishments in ASEAN member 
countries as well as providing 43%-97% 
of total employment overall.
 But for regional SMEs which often 
face a barricade of financial challenges 
to thrive – i.e. limited access to lending 
to undertake business expansion or to 
embark on cross-border, intra-regional 
or  even global trade – intensifying 

financial integration in ASEAN could 
serve to enhance a more effective 
intermediation of funds and thus, an 
efficient allocation of resources in        
the region.
  “It will allow for excess savings 
in one country to be channelled into 
productive investments in another 
country within the region, thereby 
acting as a catalyst to achieve a growth 
that is mutually reinforcing for the 
economies in the region,” reckoned 
the Malaysian central bank governor 
Tan Sri Dr Zeti Akhtar Aziz.
 The bulk of ASEAN’s surplus 
funds, according to Zeti, are currently 
intermediated mainly through 
international financial markets 
before being re-invested back 
into the region. In particular, more 
than 90% of cross-border portfolio 
investment flows are channelled to the                                             
advanced economies. 
 “Given the US$ 1 trillion 
infrastructure funding required by 
ASEAN in the next decade, greater 
financial integration will facilitate the 

re-channelling of at least a part of 
the region’s surplus funds towards 
productive investment opportunities in 
the region,” Zeti pointed out. (Note: 
Read “Connecting ASEAN SMEs 
through Financial Integration”.)
 A strategic mechanism for a 
sustainable financial support system 
that can function as the lifeblood for 
the AEC integration is perhaps the 
establishment of the ASEAN MSME 
(micro, small and medium enterprise) 
Bank. Such idea was first advocated 
by the ASEAN Business Advisory 
Council through the ASEAN-BAC 
2015 Chairman Tan Sri Dr Munir Majid, 
commencing from his appointment to 
the Council in February 2014. 
 Since then, Munir has 
communicated these recommendations 
at various ASEAN-BAC engagements, 
namely to the ASEAN Economic 
Ministers (AEM) at the 46th AEM 
Meeting as well as to ASEAN Leaders 
at the 25th ASEAN Summit in 2014. In 
early 2015, these recommendations 
were again presented to the AEM at the 
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AEM Retreat in Kota Bharu (Malaysia) 
and during the meeting with ASEAN 
Finance and Central Bank Deputies.
 In conjunction with the 26th 
ASEAN Summit in Kuala Lumpur on 
April 27 this year, the ASEAN-BAC 
again reiterated its proposal for the 
setting up of a regional level SME Bank 
in its Report to ASEAN Leaders. 
 This proposal was put forth 
alongside other critical issues that 
comprised the elimination of non-tariff 
measures (NTMs)/non-tariff barriers 
(NTBs) within and beyond the Priority 
Integration Sectors (PIS) of ASEAN; 
the deepening of financial sector 
integration and the development of 
sound financial infrastructure, as well as 
enhancement of the existing initiative 
of ASEAN to liberalise the movement 
of natural persons across the region.
 More broadly, the pursuit of the 
ASEAN SME Bank proposal must be 
seen in the light of strategic issues that 
ASEAN-BAC will be pursuing as part 
of its post-2015 recommendations. 
Some of the regional body’s short-term 
targets which is vital to make ASEAN 
more relevant for businesses and 
consumers in the region include:

• Comprehensive progress review 
of ASEAN’s existing Priority 
Integration Sectors (PIS) sector, and 
the reorientation of the scheme 
to facilitate greater intra-ASEAN 
trade and investment, as well as 
identification of potential new PIS, 
i.e. the retail sector;

• The development of a clear roadmap 
on how ASEAN intends to remove 
the remaining NTMs/NTBs that 
hamper trade and investment in the 
region;

• The establishment of a Financial 
Services and Capital Markets 
Expert Group to propose steps and 
measures to speed up proposals that 
have been and are being discussed 
by the Finance Ministers, Governors 
of Central Banks, and the ASEAN 
Capital Markets Forum;

• The setting up of an ASEAN 
Arbitration Centre and ASEAN 
Registry to form the rudiments of 
the legal infrastructure of the AEC;

• The streamlining of the ASEAN Tax 
Agenda which would focus on the 
alignment of standards, policies 
and administrative requirements in 
order to make ASEAN an attractive 
investment region,;

• An official commitment by ASEAN 
to expand its existing Mutual 
Recognition Agreements (MRAs) 
to facilitate greater movement of 
skilled labour in the region;

• The introduction of a special ASEAN 
Lane in all major points of entry 
across ASEAN, and the launching 
of the long-awaited ASEAN 
Business Travel Card (ASEAN-BTC) 

to facilitate greater movement of 
tourists and business travelers across 
the region;

• The inclusion of women 
entrepreneurs in the economic 
pillar of ASEAN cooperation and 
establishment of the ASEAN Women 
Entrepreneurs Association;

• Continuous support to be given to 
the establishment of the ASEAN 
Young Entrepreneurs Association 
(AYEA) which is to serve as the 
main young entrepreneurs body 
to interact with ASEAN’s highest 
decision-makers; and 

• Other short-term deliverables 
such as continuous improvement 
of the ASEAN Secretariat official 
website (to attract the growing 
youth population), the expansion 

The Myanmar Small and Medium
Industrial Development Bank (SMIDB)

ASEAN COMMUNITY OF ENTREPRENEURS  |  ISSUE 4: 2015
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of the existing ASEAN Internship 
Programme and the introduction 
of ASEAN foodstalls and cafes in 
the cities and at points of entry            
across ASEAN.

 
 In essence, an SME banking 
framework to facilitate the ASEAN 

integration and the consolidation of 
the entity’s industrial chain could be the 
answer for regional SMEs to take on a 
bigger role. After all, multinationals 
(MNCs) are bound to benefit from 
the ASEAN financial and investment 
framework which aims to facilitate the 
ease of doing business in the region.

 On the contrary, regional SMEs 
are bound to struggle in keeping up 
with the MNCs in the wake of the AEC 
which is perceived as a landmark intra-
trade community devised to empower 
regional businesses. Possessing a 
global advantage being international 
corporations, MNCs are strong enough 
to gobble up the market share of 
the local SMEs with their superior 
technology and better marketing skills.
 Hence, more efforts must be 
directed at making the AEC an 
equitable investment powerhouse – the 
ultimate success must not be measured 
from its capability of boosting foreign 
direct investments (FDIs) into the 
region, but also ensuring that regional 
SMEs continue to survive and thrive 
by being part of the regional supply 
chain, whether by forging a tie-up with 
their bigger brethren or by establishing 
global links on their own accord with 
their regional counterparts.
 This is where the ASEAN SME 
Bank can lend a helping hand. 
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Connecting ASEAN 
SMEs through Financial 
Integration BY TAN SRI DR ZETI AKHTAR AZIZ

T
he rapid progress of 
economic integration 
in ASEAN has enabled 
the region to harness 
the benefits arising 
from the diversity and 

complementarities that exist across 
the ASEAN economies.
  Amid the strengthening of cross-
border supply chains in the region, 
intra-ASEAN trade and investment 
activity have increased significantly 

over these recent 15 years. Intra-
regional trade now accounts for 
almost a quarter of the region’s total 
trade while intra-regional investment 
activity has quadrupled to 17% of 
total investment since 2000.
 The vibrant small medium 
enterprise (SME) sectors in the 
respective ASEAN economies 
have been an important part of 
this commendable economic 
progress. Indeed, going forward, the 

development and growth of ASEAN 
SMEs will have significant potential to 
contribute to the region’s prospects 
and become a key source for the 
future growth of the region.
 It is estimated that SMEs would 
account for between 20% and 50% of 
gross domestic product (GDP) across 
the ASEAN economies – constituting 
more than 96% of enterprises in the 
region – and contributing 50% to 80% 
of total employment.
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 While SMEs continue to 
contribute significantly to domestic 
economic growth, intra-regional 
trade in ASEAN remains driven 
by large multinational companies 
with the SME sector mainly having 
a supporting role in the regional 
production network. 
 The next phase of the ASEAN 
economic integration process should 
therefore be focused on enhancing 
the role of SMEs in contributing 
towards greater cross-border 
economic activity. To realise this, 
policy initiatives are being geared to 
ensure that SMEs in our region will 
be plugged into the regional and 
global value chains.

GROWTH PROSPECTS

The recent drive for the greater 
economic and financial integration 
of ASEAN has paved the way for 
SMEs to expand and thrive. Firstly, 
ASEAN has enabled SMEs in the 
region to gain access to a larger 
and more extensive marketplace. 
The realisation of ASEAN into an 
integrated economic community 
means that the potential benefits 
for SMEs in the region are no longer 
constrained by national borders. 

 With easier cross-border flow of 
goods, services, capital and people, 
ASEAN offers significant market 
opportunities for SMEs. Given the 
large consumer base in ASEAN, SMEs 
can also utilise ASEAN as a platform 
to strengthen competitiveness before 
entering into the global market.
 Secondly, the lowering of 
regulatory barriers to trade within 
ASEAN has further increased 
the potential for SMEs. The 
standardisation of trade procedures, 
the removal of tariff and non-tariff 
barriers and the improvement of 
regulatory frameworks across the 
region has been an additional 
enabling factor. 
 This will not only provide SMEs 
with a level playing field in conducting 
businesses across the region, but 
will also maximise the competitive 
advantage of the individual ASEAN 
economies. This is evidenced by 
the emergence of regional supply 
chains where reductions in tariffs on 
imported raw materials have resulted 
in lower production costs, while the 
removal of tariffs on a wide range of 
finished products for export within 
ASEAN will also benefit SMEs that 
trade within the region. 
 Thus, the lowering of tariffs 
within the region and the large 

regional market will provide an 
environment for SMEs to grow and 
achieve the production scale and 
efficiency required to compete in the 
global marketplace. Additionally, an 
integrated ASEAN market will also 
serve to facilitate the meeting of 
global standards as SMEs upgrade 
to meet the more harmonised 
compliance requirements across       
the region.
 Thirdly, SMEs will also benefit 
from the drive to strengthen 
connectivity in the ASEAN region. 
As highlighted in the Master 
Plan on ASEAN Connectivity, a 
comprehensive roadmap of strategies 
has been outlined to address 
connectivity challenges on three key 
areas, namely physical infrastructure, 
institutions and the people in ASEAN. 
Increased connectivity across all three 
dimensions will provide the physical 
and soft elements needed to create 
the enabling business environment 
for SMEs.
 Fourthly, various SME-specific 
policies by the ASEAN member 
countries will also benefit SMEs 
in the region. This includes the 
establishment of a regional SME 
internship programme which has 
assisted SMEs in seven ASEAN 
countries to enhance the skills of 
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their employees through structured 
staff exchanges and capacity                
building workshops. 
 A further initiative is the 
recent launch of the online ASEAN 
Marketplace which aims to provide 
SMEs with information on the business 
environment in each respective 
ASEAN country and a business 
directory of SMEs to facilitate the 
access to the markets in the region as 
well as the potential for collaboration 
of SMEs across the region. 
 To date, more than 1,000 
SMEs across the region have 
registered with this online portal. 
It is expected to attract more than 
20,000 businesses during the course 
of this year. Moving forward, the 
ASEAN Strategic Action Plan for 
SME Development 2016-2025 will 
also focus on promoting productivity, 

technology and innovation, access to 
financing, enhancing market access 
and internationalisation, while also 
enhancing the policy and  regulatory 
environment, and promoting 
entrepreneurship and human           
capital development.
 Fifth and finally, SMEs in the 
region will also benefit from ASEAN’s 
strategic economic linkages with 
the greater Asia and with other 
parts of the world, including the 
advanced economies and other                      
emerging regions. 
 Several countries have entered 
into bilateral agreements, including 
trade agreements with ASEAN to 
enhance economic cooperation. 
These multilateral and bilateral 
engagements have the potential 
to create many new business 
opportunities for ASEAN SMEs.

FINANCIAL INTEGRATION

Let me now turn to the prospects for 
greater regional financial integration 
and its potential to support growth for 
the ASEAN SMEs. Given the region’s 
high savings rate of approximately 
30% of GDP, there is immense scope 
to benefit from greater financial 
integration in the region. 
 An intensification of financial 
integration in ASEAN will serve 
to enhance the more effective 
intermediation of funds and thus the 
efficient allocation of resources in the 
region. It will allow for excess savings 
in one country to be channelled into 
productive investments in another 
country within the region, thereby 
acting as a catalyst to achieve a 
growth that is mutually reinforcing for 
the economies in the region.

Women workers make lacquer-wares at a workshop in Bagan in Mandalay region, Myanmar
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 The bulk of ASEAN’s surplus 
funds, however, are currently 
intermediated mainly through the 
international financial markets before 
being re-invested back into the 
region. In particular, more than 90% 
of cross-border portfolio investment 
flows are channelled to the                         
advanced economies.
  G iven the  US$1 t r i l l ion 
infrastructure funding required by 
ASEAN in the next decade, greater 
financial integration will facilitate the 
re-channelling of at least a part of 
the region’s surplus funds towards 
productive investment opportunities 
in the region.
 Regional financial integration 
will also allow for more efficient risk 
diversification of assets to include 
foreign assets from within the region. 
This will not only reduce vulnerability 

to external developments but 
will contribute to achieving more 
stable conditions in the regional               
financial markets.
 Following the development 
of the domestic financial systems 
in ASEAN, the next phase of 
development is to foster greater 
financial integration in the banking, 
insurance and capital markets and 
in the linking of the payment and 
settlement systems. The growing 
presence of regional financial 
institutions will be an important 
contributor to the development of 
SMEs in ASEAN.
  The availability of cross-border 
financing will enable SMEs to 
innovate, invest and further expand 
within the region. Beyond financing, 
SMEs can also leverage on the 
extensive networks and advisory 
services of regional banks to facilitate 
matching with regional clients and 
entry into new markets. This can be 
an important source of information 
on country-specific dynamics and 
requirements for the SMEs before 
venturing into new markets in           
the region.
 The digital age also augurs 
well for SME businesses. The use 
of technology such as mobile and 
Internet banking have enabled 
financial institutions to provide quality 
and affordable financial services to a 
regional SME client base.
 It is paramount for SMEs 
to embrace these technological 
enhancements. This includes the 
adoption of end-to-end supply chain 
management solutions that integrate 
the production and financial flows 
of SME activities, allowing for 
greater expansion into regional            
production networks.

 Together with digitalisation, 
the financial integration process 
will catalyse the convergence of 
institutional frameworks across 
ASEAN countries to create a 
more effective regional financing 
ecosystem. Such institutional 
infrastructure and instruments 
include credit guarantee schemes 
and credit and collateral registries.
 Another example is the ASEAN 
SME Working Group’s methodology 
for the ASEAN Benchmark for 
SME Credit Rating to facilitate the 
establishment of credit bureaus in 
ASEAN member states. Through 
these credit bureaus, financial 
institutions would have wider access 
to reliable credit records of SMEs, 
thereby increasing the access to 
financing for the SMEs.
 The promotion of deeper 
financial inclusion can be regarded 
as the final mile in enhancing and 
enriching the regional financial 
integration process. The ASEAN 
Finance Ministers’ and Central Bank 
Governors’ Meeting in March this 
year elevated financial inclusion as a 
regional policy priority.
 Indeed, ASEAN will continue to 
coordinate and intensify efforts to 
advance financial inclusion, including 
addressing cross-border financing 
issues for SME trade financing and 
investments. This is critical to ensure 
the benefits of regional integration 
are experienced by all in the region. 

Tan Sri Dr Zeti Aktar Aziz 
is the Governor of Bank 
Negara Malaysia, the 
country's central bank.

It is estimated that SMEs would 
account for between 20% and 50% 
of gross domestic product (GDP) 
across the ASEAN economies – 
constituting more than 96% of 

enterprises in the region ...
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The Benefits of ASEAN Integration 
in Export to Malaysian SMEs

BY DATO' DZULKIFLI MAHMUD 

T
he process of 
ASEAN economic 
integration began 
in the 1970s 
with the ASEAN 
Preferential Trade 
Agreements. It was 
only in 1993, when 

the ASEAN Free Trade (AFTA) 
Agreement came into force, did the 
process of economic integration gain 
momentum. Over a period of 17 years 
–from 1993 through 2010 – import 
duties were gradually removed on 
almost all goods traded within the 
region. Today, close to 90% of intra-
ASEAN trade is duty-free.
 Given the progress achieved 
through AFTA, the ASEAN Economic 
Ministers took the bold step of 
deepening economic integration 
through the ASEAN Economic 
Community Blueprint 2015              

T
he integration of the 
Malaysian economy into the 
ASEAN Economic Community 
(AEC) in 2015 will create a 

better trading environment and open 
up vast business opportunities for 
Malaysian exporters into the region. 
 With the creation of a single 
market and production base being 
one of the key objectives of the AEC, 
Malaysian exporters now have the 
opportunity to expand into a market 
of 620 million people in ASEAN with 
lower trade barriers and greater 
access to resources. 
 Additionally, the AEC will 
also bring better connectivity to 
Malaysia’s major trading partner 
namely China, Japan, India, South 
Korea, Australia and New Zealand 
– a market of three billion people 
– a move that will definitely bring 
more business opportunities to                          
Malaysian SMEs.

(AEC 2015). The AEC is a journey 
that the region has set out for itself. 
The success of ASEAN has to be the 
liberalisation initiatives undertaken in 
the goods sector.
   In the services sector, ASEAN 
has undertaken liberalisation efforts 
that are realistic, pragmatic and 
progressive – opting to remove equity 
caps in the services sectors through a 
series of negotiated packages, with 
the final package scheduled to be 
completed by end-2015.
 The AEC has also enhanced 
the region’s competitiveness and 
become a strong catalyst to attract 
multinational companies from around 
the world to set-up operations in 
the region. This is illustrated by the 
foreign direct investment (FDI) flows 
into the region, which have risen 
to US$136.2 billion in 2014 from 
US$117.7 billion the previous year.

 The region has proven to be 
a preferred destination for foreign 
investments, exhibiting positive 
growth in the face of global 
economic uncertainty. Despite these 
achievements, there seems to be 
some level of scepticism, especially 
among segments of the private sector 
about the AEC. Their expectations 
are high as they have a right to be. 
There is much hope, rightly so, but 
much of those are also clouded by 
fear and confusion.
 ASEAN is committed to delivering 
on its promise of the AEC. Those of us 
who have been involved in the day-
to-day work in the trenches, ironing 
out details, getting consensus among 
all 10 governments, and addressing 
the key issues, are only too aware that 
the stakes are incredibly high. It's not 
just ASEAN's credibility that's on the 
line, but also the continued prosperity 

With AEC, Malaysia’s exports with 
ASEAN are expected to increase to 
30% by 2020 from the current share 
of 27.9%.
 In 2014, Malaysia’s trade with 
ASEAN increased by 26.86% to 
RM389.24 billion (US$119 billion) 
from RM374.56 billion (US$118.8 
billion) in 2013, indicating the 
region’s importance as a key market 
for our products and services.
 During that period, Malaysia’s 
exports to ASEAN recorded a growth 
of 6% to RM213.79 billion (US$65 
billion) from RM201.69 billion (US$64 
billion) in 2013, contributed 27.9% to 
Malaysia’s total exports.
  Malaysia’s exports were mainly 
contributed by electrical and 
electronic (E&E) products such as 
integrated circuits (ICs) and automatic 
data processing machines (ADP), 
petroleum products (petroleum 
distillates and refined petroleum), 

palm oil (palm olein and palm kernel), 
chemicals and chemical products and 
machinery, appliances and parts.

COMPETITIVE EDGE

The establishment of the AEC will 
bring about healthy competition, 
particularly among the ASEAN SMEs 
where they need to adopt innovative 
marketing strategies as well as 
increase production efficiency to 
remain competitive. This competitive 
environment will provide a catalyst 
for our companies to improve their 
product quality and services.
  In addition, Malaysian 
companies can capitalise on the 
lower production costs in ASEAN by 
sourcing for cheaper components 
and services as barriers and cost of 
doing business is expected to reduce 
with the AEC. 
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 The AEC will certainly bring 
a lot of advantages to Malaysian 
companies as they expand or 
increase intra-ASEAN trade and 
investments, in 2015 and beyond. On 
consumerism, the AEC will provide 
access to a wider choice of goods 
and services to choose from in the                             
ASEAN marketplace.
 For the business community 
and investors, AEC 2015 will create 
a competitive economic environment 
in the region with the elimination 
of import duties, liberalisation the 
services and investment sectors, 
instituting trade facilitative measures, 
enhancing work in areas such as 
intellectual property rights (IPR), 
competition policy, consumer 
protection, taxation and strengthening 
economic connectivity.
 The expectations is that post 
AEC 2015, initiatives will continue to 
be undertaken to:

• Further liberalise, remove barriers 
to trade and deepen economic 
integration on a continuous 
basis towards becoming a truly        
economic community;

• Eliminate or reduce bureaucratic 
impediments and disguised 

barriers to trade and investments, 
further liberalise equity ownership 
in the services sector, allow for 
greater mobility of skilled people 
in the region and forming ASEAN 
institutions and regulatory bodies 
to harmonise standards, rules and 
regulations in the region, and

• Implement programmes for 
harmonisation of technical 
regulations, rules and regulations 
that will transform ASEAN 
into a truly single market and                   
production base.

 
Achieving the AEC aims and 
objectives will require consensus 
and cooperation among all ASEAN 
members states. So given this 
challenge of making the AEC more 
meaningful for our people and our 
business communities, the five top 
priorities are:

• First, ASEAN must continue to 
deepen economic integration by 
addressing domestic regulations 
and harmonising rules and 
regulations, harmonisation of 
standards and promoting greater 
transparency in the region.

 

• Second, expedite the use of IT in 
facilitating intra-ASEAN trade and 
investments as well as providing 
an  e-based platform for the 
private sector to do business in 
the region, including addressing                              
trade complaints;

• Third, continue efforts to narrow the 
development gap by strengthening 
sub-regional growth triangles 
and facilitating border trade                            
and investments;

• Fourth, further accelerate services 
liberalisation, including financial 
services and capital market 
integration to provide the required 
financial infrastructure and facilities 
for businesses, especially SMEs 
(including micro enterprises), and

• Fifth, the private sector to assume 
a more proactive role in economic 
integration. Partnerships between 
the governments of ASEAN and 
the private sector will continue 
to be strengthened so that 
together we can advance deeper                       
economic integration. 

Dato' Dzulkifli Mahmud is the Chief Executive Officer of 
Malaysia External Trade Development Corporation (MATRADE),             
Malaysia’s trade promotion agency.

ASEAN COMMUNITY OF ENTREPRENEURS

20

COVER STORY

ASEAN COMMUNITY OF ENTREPRENEURS  |  ISSUE 4: 2015



of the region, and that of generations 
to come.
 We are thoroughly cognisant of 
the fact that the AEC is not just about 
market liberalisation, removing 
impediments to regional trade and 
investment and cutting red tape. All 
of these are vital.
  However, they are but a means to 
the larger goal of creating an ASEAN 
where incomes and standards of living 
go up, and inequality shrinks rather 
than widens, where our talented 
and hard-working citizens can avail 
themselves of the opportunities 
to realise their full economic 
potential, and where innovation and                                   
creativity flourish.

REGIONAL BANKS

The ASEAN Banking Integration 
Framework (ABIF) was approved by 
the ASEAN Central Bank Governors 
in December 2014. The immediate 
objective of ABIF is to achieve a 
more integrated banking market, 
spearheaded by Qualified ASEAN 
Banks (QABs) that now have the 
potential for a meaningful presence 
across ASEAN.
  For a bank to be recognised as 
a Qualified ASEAN Bank, it needs 
to meet certain criteria set by the 
Central Banks of ASEAN Member 
States. With ABIF, any two ASEAN 
countries may enter into reciprocal 
bilateral agreements to provide 
QABs with greater market access, 
and operational flexibilities consistent 
with those of domestic banks in the 
respective host countries.
  The implementation of the 
Framework will be accompanied 
by the strengthening of home-
host regulatory and supervisory 
cooperation arrangements to 
support the effective surveillance and 
supervision of QABs.
 An integrated ASEAN banking 
sector promotes competition, which 
in turn expands the array of financial 
services available to consumers. It 
should also lead to more efficient 
banking operations and stricter 
compliance to regulatory standards 
especially on capital adequacy and 
risk management.

  Stronger regional banks will 
have improved capacity to lend 
to businesses and consumers, 
thereby facilitating the growth of              
economic activity.
  In particular, small and medium 
enterprises (SMEs) will benefit from 
greater access to financing to expand 
their businesses. Access to funding 
has been one of the biggest hurdles 
for ASEAN SMEs.
   An integrated banking sector 
will also play an important role in 
the financial inclusion initiative, 
by providing greater access to 
finance through cooperation with 
other institutions and employment 
of technology to provide financial 
services to the previously unbanked 
group of the economy.
 Supported by the increasingly 
integrated system of payment and 
settlement, an integrated ASEAN 
banking sector will enable businesses 
and individuals to make or receive 
cross-border electronic payments 
with greater convenience.
 We are all too aware of the 
concerns faced by SMEs across 
the region. It is in this context that 
the ASEAN SME Strategic Action 
Plan has been drawn up and will 
be launched in the later part of this 
year (2015). The Action Plan details 
actions that will be undertaken by 
the region to ensure that SMEs as 
well as micro enterprises benefit from 
regional economic integration. And 
access to finance is a key concern.

  The ASEAN Business Advisory 
Council (ABAC) works collaboratively 
with the ASEAN officials and 
economic ministers to address the 
concerns of the SMEs. ABAC is 
working on a mechanism to facilitate 
access to non-collateral finance. 
Given that the ASEAN Central 
Bankers and Finance Ministers have 
in place a track for SME financing, 
ABAC’s proposal may not take the 
form of an SME Bank.
 A key lesson has to be benefits 
that accrue from deepening 
economic integration, especially the 
wealth creation potential; the ‘rising 
tide’ that raises the development 
level of all member states; trade 
facilitation, including regulatory 
coherence, and mutual recognition 
of standards and qualifications.
  But it must be stressed that 
ASEAN never set out to emulate the 
European Union (EU). ASEAN is not 
– and likely will never be – a supra-
national being. ASEAN’s mould for 
economic integration is one that 
the region is comfortable with – 
measured yet progressive, perhaps 
even “slow” by some accounts –          
yet pragmatic.  

Tan Sri Dr Rebecca Sta 
Maria is the Secretary-
General of the Ministry 
of International Trade and 
Industry (MITI), Malaysia.
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HARD TRUTH: 
How to Make an ASEAN 
SME Bank Work? BY DATUK MOHD RADZIF MOHD YUNUS

A
SEAN is home to 
both the wealthy 
economies (i.e. Brunei 
and Singapore) as 
well as those which 
are less well off 

(Cambodia, Laos and Myanmar). 
In a nutshell, strategies that will 
narrow the income gap and allow 
spillovers from the richer, more 
technologically advanced members 
to least developed countries need to 
be strengthened and sustained.
 In this regard, the establishment 
of an ASEAN SME Bank which 
ultimate aim is to provide greater 
market access via facilitating intra-
ASEAN trade is seen as a first step 
to bring member countries closer 
from an economic perspective. It will 
provide improved banking services to 
small and medium enterprises (SMEs), 
facilitate trade and investment, thus 
spurring economic growth in the 
Southeast Asian region. 
 In particular, SMEs which have 
been acknowledged as the backbone 
to ASEAN industrialisation will benefit 
from greater access to financing. 
Improved financing services could 
include more infrastructure financing 
– especially for greenfield projects 
– which will also help to boost 
economic development in ASEAN.
 This will in turn attract the 
participation of public and private 
investors, especially if the projects 
or businesses financed are proven to 
spark robust growth in intra trade; 
this will eventually ensure good 
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return on investment (ROI) for the 
ASEAN SME Bank.  
 Moreover, the regional SME 
Bank may also tap funding from the 
ASEAN capital market to meet its 
capital requirements in the future. 
In 2011, the ASEAN Central Bank 
Governors have adopted the ASEAN 
Financial Integration Framework 
(AFIF) which was acknowledged 
by ASEAN Financial Ministers to 
provide a general approach to 
the liberalisation and integration 
initiatives under the AEC. 
 The broad thrusts for financial 
integration under the AFIF 
include equal access to financing,  
safeguarding financial and monetary 
stability in the process of financial 
services liberalisation, capital market 
development, capital account 
liberalisation and harmonisation of 
payments and settlement systems, 
as well as shared responsibility 
among ASEAN member countries for 
enhanced collaboration on financial 
stability and capacity building.

BRIDGING THE GAP

Given the disparity on the pace of 
economic growth between each 
and every of the 10 ASEAN member 
countries, below are some of the 
foreseeable issues in the quest of 
establishing an ASEAN SME bank:

• Addressing gap in micro-
financing: According to data from 
the ASEAN Secretariat, Indonesia 
alone has 57.9 million micro, small 
and medium enterprises (MSMEs). 
They represents 99.99% of the 
total business enterprises in the 
country in 2013. The Indonesian 
experience illustrates the need 
to have in place a less collateral-
based lending system vis-à-vis the 
introduction of credit guarantee 
schemes, credit ratings, credit 
information, and collateral 
registry systems.

  Such mechanisms are 
important to broaden the base 
of collaterals such as account 
receivables and movable assets 
(machinery and automobiles) 
since more often than not, SMEs 

have limited assets to be offered 
as collaterals required by most 
commercial banks. Ultimately, the 
more developed systems would 
gradually build confidence towards 
a collateral-free lending practice.

• Addressing correct mechanism 
to support the bank through 
identification of a gap analysis 
of each country: This includes 
issues such as the loan limits for 
each industry, whether new SMEs 
stand a chance and how much 
credit guarantees the SMEs need.

• Acceptance and identification 
of legal recognition and 
enforceability for cross-border 
collateral

 Having addressed the above 
issues, the following are some 
envisaged challenges with regard 
to the formation of a regional level 
SME Bank:

• Different definitions of SMEs: 
ASEAN member countries 
had come up with a blueprint 
for regional SMEs but left the 
definitions of SMEs in the hands 
of individual member countries.  
For, example, Indonesian SMEs, 
are referred to as enterprises 
with annual sales of between 300 
million rupiah (US$21,431) and 50 
billion rupiah, and asset values of 
between 50 million rupiah and 10 
billion rupiah.

  On the contrary, their 
Singaporean counterparts are 
referred to as enterprises with 
annual turnovers of not more than 
S$100 million or with a workforce 
of no more than 200 employees. 
Some countries do not have cut-off 
lines separating micro enterprises 
from their SME category. A 
viable action plan is perhaps to 
standardise the mechanism used 
to define SME category based on 
an agreed upon regional definition 
either by sales turnover or number 
of employees.

 • Different levels of access to 
bank accounts: A case in point 
is the accessibility of advanced 

members (i.e. Singapore) versus 
less advanced countries (i.e. Laos). 
Needless to say, there is a big gap 
in the access to financing of the 
less advanced ASEAN member 
countries as compared to their 
more advance counterparts such 
as Singapore, Malaysia, Thailand, 
Indonesia and the Philippines.

 Obviously, it is not an easy task 
for financial integration to take place 
given the extreme wealth disparities 
among the ASEAN member 
countries. For example, Singapore, 
the wealthiest country in the regional 
bloc, has a gross domestic product 
(GDP) per capita of around 40 
times that of Myammar, the poorest 
member. The economic structure 
is also vastly different across the 
region with the likes of Singapore 
dominated by services; Indonesia 
and Thailand led by manufacturing, 
while Cambodia, Laos and Myanmar 
are still predominantly agro-based.
 Moreover, the business 
environments of the various 
ASEAN member countries also vary 
significantly: Singapore which boasts 
one of the most efficient and free 
business environments in the world is 
well ahead of the pack, thus making 
full integration very difficult to 
achieve. 

BEST OF BOTH WORLDS

Nevertheless, having in place an 
ASEAN SME Bank and a good 
financial framework will ensure that 
each and every SME in the region 
have access to the low-hanging fruit 
of the AEC while at the same time, 
reducing income disparities between 
member countries.
 As it is, many regional SMEs 
are still struggling to adopt 
modern production technology, 
lagging behind e-commerce and 
to top it all, lacking in financial 
resources. Poor access to 
financing will limit the ability of 
SMEs to survive in the increasingly 
competitive marketplace. In this 
context, an ASEAN SME Bank 
which offers diversified SME 
financing models and products 
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could support inclusive growth, 
employment and effort to 
overcome middle-income traps.
 In all probability, ASEAN can 
learn from Europe's enlargement 
process in terms of how to prepare 
countries which have less developed 
economic structure to a level where 
they can better participate in 
regional integration.
 ASEAN isn't aiming for the type 
of sophisticated (yet not entirely 
flawless) monetary union like the 
European Union (EU).  Yet the 
problems plaguing the euro zone 
are emblematic of what can happen 
when the potential pitfalls of a 
transnational project are not given 
thorough thought.
 Notwithstanding this, ASEAN 
with a population in excess of 
625 million and a combined GDP 
exceeding US$2 trillion in 2014 is 
very different from the EU in terms of 
cultural, political temperament and 

 For now, economic imbalance 
among ASEAN member countries 
may have little influence on the 
development of the region as a 
whole. Unlike the euro zone where 
intra-European trade is more 
significant than external trade, the 
reverse is more prevailing in ASEAN 
given trade with external partners is 
thus far more significant than intra-
ASEAN trade.
 But such condition will likely 
evolve in the future as ASEAN 
becomes more integrated. When 
this happens, it has to be borne in 
mind that sustainable growth in the 
region can only be achieved if all 
member countries are in the same 
stage of development. 
 Learning from the recent euro 
zone fiscal crisis in Greece, ASEAN 
should also create a mechanism to 
ensure fast and proper response 
to a financial crisis. Such high 
level credibility is needed so that 
markets will have faith in ASEAN 
as both an investment centre and 
a viable marketplace. 
 In essence, resisting globalisation 
is like defying the law of gravity. 
Economic integration is inevitable 
and trade agreements are necessary 
to make products competitive in the 
global marketplace. But the more 
integrated countries become, the 
more vulnerable they are to each 
other’s internal problems. Hence, 
ASEAN, with its prevailing ‘prosper-
thy-neighbour’ economic sense, 
should thread in its integration path 
carefully so as to enable the region to 
thrive as an economic powerhouse in 
the near future.  

Datuk Mohd Radzif 
Mohd Yunus is the Group 
Managing Director of 
SME Bank Malaysia.

level of economic development. In 
short, what works in Europe can 
hardly be guaranteed to succeed 
in Southeast Asia. 
 For economic integration to 
thrive in ASEAN, efforts must first 
be directed at closing the economic 
disparity gap among member 
states. If ASEAN wants to deepen 
its integration, it must ensure that at 
best, all member countries grow at 
the same pace.  
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Tan Sri Dr Munir Majid, The Chairman 
of the ASEAN Business Advisory Council 

(ASEAN-BAC) 2015 is a keen advocate 
of the ASEAN SME Bank idea

The Need for an ASEAN 
SME Bank

To Dream 
     A Dream:

BY ROY CHEN

The idea for the formation of a regional bank that is primarily 
dedicated to improving financial access for regional micro, 
small and medium enterprises (MSMEs) was mooted by the 
ASEAN Business Advisory Council in 2014

  ISSUE 4: 2015  |  ASEAN COMMUNITY OF ENTREPRENEURS 25

ASEAN COMMUNITY OF ENTREPRENEURS

COVER STORY



• The Memorandum and Articles 
of association of the Bank – apart 
from the normal provisions – should 
reflect the following:

○ The ASEAN MSME Bank will 
operate on a commercial basis;

○ The Bank will not only provide 
conventional financial facilities 
but will also be active in making 
investment banking initiatives 
such as the issuance of debt 
and equity instruments, the 
establishment of MSME Funds, 
private equity or private debt with 
invitation extended to private 
and non-ASEAN public interests 
to participate in them;

○ Apart from making loans 
and providing other financial 
services, the ASEAN MSME 
Bank can also take equity stakes 
when deemed appropriate and                         
potentially profitable;

○ Apart from reporting on matters 
normal in a commercial operating 
environment, the management of 
the Bank shall also on a quarterly 
basis, report on all applications for 
financial facilities, with particular 

A
s part of its 
recommendat ions 
to ASEAN Leaders 
in 2014, the ASEAN 
Business Advisory 
Council (ASEAN-

BAC) proposed the creation of 
a regional bank that is primarily 
dedicated to improving financial 
access for micro, small and medium 
enterprises (MSMEs) in the Southeast                   
Asian region.
  According to the Council, the 
creation of such an institution would 
help stimulate income gains among 
SMEs in ASEAN amid heightened 
competition from bigger industry 
players, namely multinational 
corporations (MNCs).
  “The Bank will provide access to 
finance for MSMEs, a longstanding 
need always brought up by the 
MSMEs,” the ASEAN-BAC pointed 
out in its Report to ASEAN Leaders 
in conjunction with the 26th ASEAN 
Summit in Kuala Lumpur on April 27 
this year. “The Bank would be run 
on a commercial basis. To ensure its 
operation cross-border collateral 
must be recognised.”
 The following are proposed 
general principles underlying the 
establishment and operation of the 
ASEAN MSME Bank mooted by the 
ASEAN-BAC:

• The fact that not all ASEAN 
member states can contribute – or 
contribute equally – to the capital 
of the Bank should not inhibit its 
being set up. The main emphasis 
should be on the realisation of a 
capital base substantial enough 
for it to be credible. Accordingly, 
the contribution to its capital 
need not be equal among the 
ASEAN member states and need 
not be limited to the AMS with 
the private sector also invited as 
shareholders. Other public bodies, 
including regional and international 
institutions, should also be 
welcomed as shareholders.

• A critical enabler for the successful 
operation of the ASEAN MSME 
Bank is legal recognition and 
enforceability for cross-border 
collateral – no pan-ASEAN financial 
institution can work effectively in 
the absence of such an enabler.

• The composition of the board 
of directors should reflect 
shareholding interest – with the 
chairman being chosen from the 
single largest shareholder – but the 
numbers should not be so large as 
to make the board unwieldy.
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emphasis on the reasons 
why failed applications had                                                                
been rejected;

○ The management of the 
Bank must be independent 
but answerable to the board                       
of directors;

○ There should be no outside 
interference in the conduct of the 
management’s daily business;

○ The management need not be 
headed by, or comprise entirely 
of ASEAN citizens, and

○ One of the items of the annual 
general meeting (AGM) of the 
Bank must include a review of 
how the Bank’s MSME customers 
have fared and progressed.

• As a broad policy consideration, 
ASEAN leaders might want to bear 
in mind how important this initiative 
is – not only to the backbone of 
the ASEAN economy – but also 
to the credibility of ASEAN as the 
Third Asian force between China              
and India.

 Stretching the ASEAN-BAC 
proposal a little further, renowned 
fund manager Mark Mobius has 
described the strategic – or rather 
enviable – location of the proposed 
ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) 
caucus which borders the fast-growing 
economic giants of India and China 
as indeed a major potential benefit 
for companies within ASEAN as well                                       
as investors.
 The region lies on one of the 
“one belt, one road” trade routes 
identified by the Chinese government 
as significant focuses for investment. 
Chinese firms are already active 
investors in countries such as Vietnam, 
taking advantage of significantly 
lower wage rates in comparison with 
Southern China, and ambitious plans 
for transport infrastructure improving 
China’s links with Southeast Asia are                         
under development.
 “In our view, Southeast Asia is 
currently among the most exciting 
investment destinations available 
to emerging and frontier market 
investors,” wrote Mobius who is the 
Executive Chairman of the Templeton 

Emerging Markets Group, in his 
viewpoint entitled A Pivotal Year for 
ASEAN? (published on 21 May 2015).
 From the Malaysian perspective 
alone, a recent independent survey 
conducted by Standard Chartered 
Bank revealed that more than 60% 
of Malaysian mid-sized companies 
are keen to expand beyond the 
country’s borders. The survey also 
indicated that ASEAN is the most 
popular international destination for 
Malaysian companies, with 76% of the 
surveyed firms already doing business 
in this region.
 “There are many opportunities 
in markets beyond domestic borders. 
However, there are also challenges that 
will be faced by many local mid-sized 
firms that seek to internationalise,” 
Standard Chartered Bank Malaysia’s 
Chief Executive Officer and Managing 
Director Mahendra Gursahani pointed 
out. “These challenges include 
unfamiliar regulatory environments 
and sourcing credit facilities for 
working capital needs.”
 The Standard Chartered survey 
further revealed that close to 80% of 
Malaysian mid-sized companies are 
confident in the growth potential of 
their businesses over the next five 
years. Among the factors that are 
fuelling such expansionary confidence 
are the increasing demand for 
products and services. “Much of this 
is driven by a growing middle class, as 
well as the relatively young population 
that is entering the workforce,” noted 
the survey.
 The robust SME sector in 
Malaysia constitutes 97% of the 
total business establishments in the 
country. The SME sector is also the 
largest provider of employment 
where it provides about 60% of job 
opportunities, contributes to 32% to 
Malaysia’s GDP and 19% of exports. 

T
he range of opportunities 
available to investors is 
remarkable – from the 
highly developed and 

technologically sophisticated 
Singapore market through emerging 
markets in various stages of 
development such as Thailand, 
Indonesia and the Philippines to 
exciting frontier prospects such as 
Vietnam and Myanmar. Indonesia is 
in the midst of a significant reform 
program initiated by (Indonesia’s) 
President (Joko) Widodo, while 
Thailand’s military government is 
looking to shore up support through 
growth-oriented activities. 
 In our view, Singapore’s role as 
a global trading hub should permit 
continued growth and prosperity 
for that market. Myanmar’s opening 
to market forces could receive a 
significant boost should scheduled 
elections pass off successfully, while 
Vietnam is also engaged in a cautious 
opening to global investors and 
gradual reform of its banking sector.
 Laos has the potential to join 
compelling frontier stock markets 
as demand for its hydropower and 
mineral resources boosts economic 
growth. We believe economic reform 
proposals under way elsewhere in 
the region also have the potential to 
boost economic growth and corporate 
profitability. 
 With its excellent international 
trade links and the availability both 
of sophisticated technology and low-
cost labour, Southeast Asia has long 
been an important centre for the 
supply-chain activities of Japanese 
companies, while labour cost 
advantages have seen much basic 
manufacturing activity migrating from 
China. 
 There are still some challenges 
for ASEAN countries ahead; naturally, 
when you have a divergence of 
countries, there are going to be 
differences of opinion but collective 
cooperation is needed to make the 
AEC successful.

Mark Mobius,
Executive Chairman of the Templeton 
Emerging Markets Group

According to the 
Council, the creation 
of such an institution 
would help stimulate 
income gains among 
SMEs in ASEAN ...
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“Selling overseas is not just 
about acquiring a partner and 

then waiting for sales to happen.           
You have to do the work.”
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TRENDSETTER

BE A

GLOBAL
SALESMAN!

BY HANZO NG

H
ave you heard someone 
say, “If I understood 
Mandarin, I would have 
already expanded to 
China!” But as any 
savvy businessman will 

tell you, it takes a lot more than that.
 Expanding overseas may earn 
you bragging rights with fellow 
entrepreneurs. But you need to 
consider the many resources needed 
to make it a success. Many business 
friends and clients of mine have met 
with both success and failure. 
 Selling overseas has great 
hedging benefits because if the local 
market is affected, you still have 
other countries to support your sales, 
growth and profit. One of my clients is 
a chemical manufacturing company. 
 Malaysia has been a tough 
market for them but they are doing 
exceptionally well in Indonesia. So 
much so the owners are spending 
more time in Indonesia than they do 
in Malaysia. Risk is diversified but of 
course, their time is also divided. 
 I myself have expanded to 
Vietnam and now have trainers in 
Malaysia, Vietnam, and Indonesia 
who can run my programmes. I do this 
through a licensing and certification 
process. What channels can serve 
you well? And how do you sell your 
products anywhere in the world? Let’s 
explore some ideas: 
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• Owning office vs appointing 
local representative: Being an SME, 
resources are limited. Therefore most 
of the SMEs that sell to overseas 
markets typically use local distributors 
(who buy and sell your products), 
agents (who sell your products) or 
partners (who buy, sell your products 
and provide local support). That 
is the fastest way of entry into a                 
foreign market. 
 I have a friend who is the general 
manager (GM) of a local listed 
company. Unlike SMEs, this company 
has public funds to expand to China. 
The managing director was excited at 
the opportunity to sell his industrial 
products in China. 
 As a result, they sent the GM over 
to China without much understanding 
of the local market. What happened? 
With just their entrepreneurial spirit 
and optimism, they faced numerous 
challenges such as the local council, 
licensing laws and legality. 
 They thought they had good 
connections with the government, but 
they did not do a thorough research 
on the land acquired. As a result, their 
factory could not be built, production 
could not start and they were left         
in limbo.
  Sales Ninja is a local SME with 
a global vision. After studying the 
market for a while, we found Vietnam 
to be a fast growing market for our 
training industry. We did not have 
the resources to open an office in 
Vietnam, let alone to hire and train 
people. Instead, we found a local 
partner to sell our programmes. 
 This company had experience 
dealing with the Vietnamese. They had 
the network and spoke the language. 
For an SME, it was a no-brainer fast 
entry and a low-risk venture between 
two parties. 
 We drafted an agreement that 
consisted of duties, restrictions, 
distribution rights and went into 
business. The company started 
marketing and selling to their clients 
with our full support. The benefit of 
working with a local partner is great 
for an SME. It requires minimal cost as 
they already have market knowledge, 
the manpower and they understand 
the culture. 
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 As mentioned earlier, since this 
partnership is new, I communicated 
with my partner almost daily, 

exchanging e-mails and text 
messages just as if we were 

dating. After marriage, 
one’s communication 

with one’s spouse 
tend to slow down. 

Business partnership 
also works the 
same way where 
communication 
winds down from 
daily to weekly 
and eventually, 
monthly. 
 Although 
getting a local 
distributor or 
agent is the 
fastest way for 

market entry, we 
also lose control 

of the marketing, 
branding and sales 

effectiveness as some 
distributors and agents 

don’t really want you to 
support them so much.

 We have to make our role clear in 
the agreement. I don’t want to micro 
manage my agents but I do want to 
help them. I help them to forecast, 
do sales plans and create the right 
strategy to win sales.
 I work with SMEs overseas where 
they do not have exposure to some 
tools, technology and training. With 
all these considerations, selling to 
anywhere around the world seems 
like a good path for a small Malaysian 
company like Sales Ninja. What I’ve 
learned is, don’t rush into things; I 
tend to scrutinise the details before 
entering into a partnership. 
 As the saying goes, divorce 
can be expensive and troublesome. 
Hence, look for the right channel – 
the right strategy – and I wish you all            
the best.  

Hanzo Ng has helped many clients achieved the HIGHEST sales record ever in their 
company history. He has also turnaround many under-performers and sky-rocketed their 
sales results through his Sales Ninja training programmes. For more information on 
Sales Ninja training, visit www.SalesNinja.asia today!

•  Overseas sales & marketing plan: 
Having a local partner in the market 
you want to penetrate is no different 
than managing a local channel 
dealer. It’s the right partnership 
that defines the success. 
Since both parties are new 
to each other, constant 
communication is 
crucial to make it       
a success.
 I was coaching 
a local technology 
company a few 
years ago. They 
had developed 
a software 
application for 
the oil and gas 
industry which 
they wanted to 
export overseas. 
I met the Business 
D e v e l o p m e n t 
Manager whose job 
is to find overseas 
partners.
 I discovered that 
the manager did not 
communicate enough with 
the partners to ensure they were 
marketing and selling the software 
application correctly. Both parties 
were new and therefore they needed 
to communicate more frequently     
and consistently.
 Selling overseas is not just about 
acquiring a partner and then waiting 
for sales to happen. You have to do 
the work. I helped my Vietnamese 
partner to find out what issues his 
client was having, I helped define 
which industry and target prospects 
needed my programmes; I provided 
him with marketing materials to 
customise with local content as well as 
providing digital support.
 My team created a landing page 
(a marketing website) and an online 
tracking system for him to monitor his 
campaigns. I was involved with the 
design of his local brochures as well. 
We treated him like a genuine partner 
by offering him full marketing and 
sales support.
 As a result of such partnership, we 
landed our first deal with the largest 
mutual fund company in Vietnam. We 
delivered our programmes there and 
the client was very satisfied.

They thought 
they had good 

connections with 
the government, 
but they did not 
do a thorough 

research on the 
land acquired.
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P
eople tend to ask what made 
me took the plunge into 
man’s world simply because 
my business is associated 
with oil. Or why didn’t I find 

a more feminine option? Hence, I 
thought it is best that I set the record 
straight once and for all or even share 
my business philosophy.
 Well, Hyrax Oil is a Malaysian 
manufacturer of petroleum derivatives 
with a vast customer base worldwide. 
Hyrax has experienced different 
levels of success in its Asian markets. 
Successes in each of these markets are 
driven by different strategic initiatives 
developed over many years of trials 
and expend of resources and capital.
 For the purpose of this article, 
I have decided to divide Asia into 
three parts, namely ASEAN, South 
Asia and China. Hyrax is entrenched 
in all of these markets. However, the 
business/partnership procured in 
each of these markets is at different 
stages of development.   To ensure 
sustainability whilst fostering growth in 
other market segments and industries, 
Hyrax continually reviews these 
initiatives and refine them according 
to local rules.
 First, let’s look at some of the 
key fundamentals of these three         
different markets.

ASEAN
 
Due to our proximity, our closest 
neighbours are our natural trading 

partners. The Southeast Asian 
region is today home to some 

620 million people and has 
been billed as the world’s 

greatest emerging 
economies: a single 
market valued at 
US$2.4 trillion. From 
2006 to 2011, ASEAN’s 
average growth was 
5.14% which far 
surpassed that of the 
European Union’s 
(EU) 1.03%.  Moving 
forward, ASEAN 
continues to enjoy 
increasing urbanisation 
and is therefore an 
attractive market.

OF
HYRAX OIL

IN ASIA 

TH
E 

RI
SE

BY DATO’ HAZIMAH ZAINUDDIN
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SOUTH ASIA

This region is made up of Afghanistan, 
Bangladesh, Bhutan, Nepal, India, 
Maldives, Pakistan and Sri Lanka and is 
bound together under the South Asian 
Association for Regional Cooperation. 
Collectively, the countries account for 
about 45% of Asia’s population and is 
home to a vast array of people.
 The largest and fastest growing 
economy is India at US$2.05 trillion 
while Pakistan is in the second spot 
trailing at US$250 billion. The World 
Bank reported that in the last quarter 
of 2014, South Asia has become the 
fastest growing region in the world 
driven by India’s strong expansion 
coupled with favourable oil prices.
 However, the countries within 
South Asia face substantial variations 
in terms of resource endowment 
and progress with policy reforms                   
and institutions.

CHINA

It is the world’s most populous 
nation with 1.35 billion people.  
China comprises 22 provinces, five 
autonomous regions, four directly-
controlled municipalities and two 
self-governing special administrative 
regions – Hong Kong and Macau.
 In 2013, its gross development 
product (GDP) per capita was 

US$12,880, thus making China the 
second-largest economy with nominal 
GDP at US$10.4 trillion.
 China relies on large foreign 
investment and exports a large 
variety of products to satisfy the 
world’s populace. Its growth has of 
course resulted in urban migration. 
It registered a population increase 
of about 30% (1990 to 2014) in               
urban areas.
 With the growing affluence, 
China’s demand for modern amenities 
has also increased. This includes a 
rapid increase in road networks. Auto 
sales is expected to expand to 40 
million by 2020.  
 The prospect of doing business 
in China is therefore very exciting 
although government restrictions 
and growing competition make it a 
more difficult market to penetrate.

HYRAX’S EXPERIENCE
ASEAN: Niche Product (TFO) as 
Differentiator

Our business philosophy was to 
develop and market a niche product.  
Together with our South Korean 
technology partners and Malaysian 
investors, Hyrax has established a 
processing plant for Transformer Oil 
(TFO). This is essential for insulating 
transformers for electric generation, 
transmission and distribution.  
 In any growing economy, 
electrification must precede 
development as energy is essential for 
economic production and therefore 
economic growth.
 In ASEAN, TFO spearheads our 
market entry. With our consistent 
approach to ensure that our TFO 
meets with the exacting standards 
set by International Engineering 
Consortium (IEC) and ASTM 
International (previously known as 
American Society for Testing and 
Materials), our products are tested at 
international accredited laboratories 
and lodged with the necessary 
authority such as the National Power 
Utility company.
 With these quality assurances, 
Hyrax was able to penetrate a number 
of ASEAN countries and has been 
supplying these economies since the 
early 2000s. Competition comes from 
the multinational corporations (MNCs) 
vide imports as none of these MNCs 
have processing facilities in the region. 
Hyrax’s entry into these markets is   
thus facilitated.
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Recently awarded the National Women Entrepreneur Award for 2014, Dato’ Hazimah 
is the Founder and Group Managing Director of Hyrax Oil Sdn Bhd. She also sits on 
the Board of MATRADE, an organisation which promotes Malaysian exports to the rest 
of the world and serves as the Advisor of the Association of Women Entrepreneurs in 
Business and Professions (PENIAGAWATI). 

 Through building working 
relationships with local agents/
distributors, Hyrax piggybacked 
our full range of lubricants into 
these markets. However, with 
the proliferation of products 
available, ranging from backyard 
to multinational competition, it 
is indeed tough.  In some of the 
countries that were colonised, the 
prejudicial preference for branded 
products (belonging to MNCs) is 
still prevalent. 
 Hyrax’s success in lubricants is 
still very much a work-in-progress!

South Asia: Promoting A National 
Brand As Part of the National 
Agenda

Hyrax’s aspiration to go global 
has met with limited success. The 
limited financial resources do not 
accord Hyrax the luxury of huge 
advertising and promotions (A&P) 
spent to promote the brand.
 Therefore, with each attempt 
at market entry, much time and 
resource has been expended to 
create product awareness. The 
dedication to quality and meeting 
international standards are indeed 
a hard sell.
 At some point, Hyrax’s 
Management decided that a 
different approach was required. 
The loyalty to MNCs’ brand names 
is indeed commendable. But 
smaller and growing economies 
have their own agendas. With 
power and energy, it is usual 
for growing economies to 
create a National Oil Company 
(NOC) to protect their national 
interests. Lubricants are often the                                               
significant stepchild.
 A business philosophy to 
assist NOC of small economies 
was thus propagated. Inevitably, 
Hyrax scored its first major success 
when a NOC located within South 
Asia decided to use the services 
of Hyrax to promote its own brand 
of lubricant. Commencing in 2008, 
the partnership has seen the brand 
capturing a second place market 
share position compared to sixth 
position back in 2008.
 With this, the partnership is 
expected to expand. Given the 

economies of scale, it is likely that 
a plant would be set up in the said 
country in the near future. This blends 
well with our plan to further increase 
our presence in South Asia where 
Hyrax has made significant inroads 
selling TFO & Lubricants in the 
neighbouring countries.
 This business philosophy is also 
being rolled out to other countries in 
South Asia and around the world.

China: Quality Systems, Process & 
Products 

Hyrax decided that quality was a 
necessary pre-requisite for a successful 
and sustainable business.  Even in the 
early days – despite the limitation on 
capital resource – no effort was spared 
to ensure and promote the investment 
in systems, processes and products.
 This effort is continuing. 
Expertise in personnel and equipment 
is constantly sourced and deployed 
to assure quality. With changing 

engine technology often dictated by 
market requirements usually in terms 
of performance and environmental 
issues, lubricants serve more than 
one function. Suffice to say, product 
enhancement to meet new exacting 
standards is also very much a part of 
our quality policy.
 This effort and emphasis on 
quality is of course a long-term 
strategy and has served Hyrax well 
throughout the years. In China, Hyrax 
may have struck gold!
 An American MNC – a giant in 
auto-part distribution – was setting up 
shop in China. Looking to complement 
its auto-parts range with lubricants, it 
came across Hyrax. After a stringent 
review and audit, a partnership was 
forged. This small success has opened 
up other possibilities in China.
 There is an intention to increase 
the range and this is being put 
together in a very cordial and open 
partnership. Exploratory works are 
also being undertaken to put Hyrax’s 
products on an online platform in 
partnership with the American MNC.
 With a global brand name and 
with an extensive network stretching 
across China, Hyrax places much value 
on this relationship and will continue 
to nurture this growing business.

CONCLUSION
Asia continues to excite and promise 
growth. Hyrax will continue to invest 
in this region and given time, achieve 
branding not only for its products but 
also as a valuable and credible partner 
in TFO and lubricant production          
and marketing.  
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SMART CITIES

ISKANDAR MALAYSIA
TAKES ON SOCIAL AND
ENVIRONMENTAL WELL-BEING

J
ohor’s Iskandar Malaysia – the rapidly developing 
economic corridor at the south of the Malaysian 
peninsular – is to set a new benchmark in the well-
being of its dwellers and the environment there.
 The development region that stretches across 

the Johor Baharu city, and the towns of Pontian, Senai 
and Pasir Gudang, not only provides a new landmark for 
Malaysia but also a place for people to invest, work live 
and play in a whole new way. 
 Iskandar Malaysia is not just about high-rises, 
businesses and enterprises and wealth generation. 
There is more to it, including wealth sharing and 
inclusiveness for the dwellers and optimising resources 
to preserve the environment.
 Hence, in the bigger picture, the 2,217 sq km corridor 
not only promises the well-being of its dwellers in the 
economic sense but also in the social realm for the people.  
 Thus it is not surprising that the Iskandar 
Development Authority (IRDA) which sets the directions, 
policies and strategies along with the local authorities 
for Iskandar Malaysia has set the social and economic 
well-being of the dwellers as the benchmark to gauge 
Iskandar Malaysia’s success. 

The Johor Bahru city skyline

A sprawling 38-acre purpose-built living and working 
community for the film, television and creative industries, 
Media @ Medini is a multi-user creative environment 
designed to support and complement Pinewood Iskandar 
Malaysia Studios impressive film and television stages.
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QUALITY LIFE

 This is why apart from outlining 
the physical development, 

IRDA plays a profound role in 
planning out community and social 
development. It’s not mere corporate 
social responsibility but  an integral 
element in the development of                     
Iskandar Malaysia.
 Socio-economic mobility 
through employment opportunities 
and participation in economic 
activities will help individuals and 
households move up the economic 
ladder. However, they have to be 
prepared to grab the opportunities.
 And this is where IRDA plays a 
crucial role as well – a role that is often 
oblivious to many. IRDA believes that 
human capital is pertinent in ensuring 

Iskandar Malaysia emerges as a 
strong, sustainable metropolis of 

international standing.              
 In developing its human 

capital, and in carrying out 
the endeavour in earnest, 

IRDA has literally gone 
back to the basics 

with the emphasis 
on mindset change 

where the people 
are encouraged 

to acquire knowledge and skills, 
and participate in the economic and 
social agenda.
 In ensuring an effective outcome 
in mindset change, the stakeholders 
such as learning institutions and 
community-based organisations 
within the corridor, too, have been 
roped in to help.   
 Other than employment, 
Iskandar Malaysia provides a myriad of 
economic opportunities for the locals, 
including in eco-tourism to help the 
locals improve their livelihood.    
 The people of Iskandar Malaysia 
have been enjoying support in many 
other ways as well, including in 
moderating the cost of living through 
Koperasi Iskandar Malaysia Bhd’s 
(IMCoop) multiple retail formats and 
supply chain.
 A total of 150 IMCoop stores 
are being established within Iskandar 
Malaysia in the next three years, 
offering fair prices to its customers 
and helping them to mitigate with the 
rising cost of living.

HEALTHY ENVIRONMENT

IRDA from the onset has been fully 
aware that in developing Iskandar 
Malaysia, it has to achieve a healthy 
balance between development and 
the well-being of the environment. 
Thus, its Low Carbon Society 

Blueprint has paved the way for 
green economy and technology, 
the hallmark of well-balanced 
development in Iskandar Malaysia.
 In line with the Malaysian 
Government s effort to achieve a 40% 
voluntary reduction of carbon dioxide 
(Co2) emission intensity by 2020, the 
implementation of the blueprint will 
facilitate the low carbon development 
of Iskandar Malaysia.  
 Being one of the fastest growing 
regions in Malaysia, this demonstrates 
the realisation of how a low carbon 
society can be achieved by decoupling 
Co2 emissions and economic growth.

WHAT TO EXPECT IN THE 
FUTURE 

In Iskandar Malaysia, the gross 
domestic product is projected to 
increase from RM52.1 billion in 2013 
to RM120.4 billion by 2025 with an 
average annual growth rate of 7.5% 
between the 2016 and 2020 period, 
and 7.7% between the 2021 and 
2025 period.
 Moreover, the population of 
Iskandar Malaysia is projected to grow 
positively due to talents attracted by 
the increase of newly created jobs as 
well as improved living environment. 
By 2025, it is projected that Iskandar 
Malaysia will be a leading metropolis 
in Johor. – BERNAMA  

SMEs can now expand from Singapore, a mere 45 minute drive, to an 
efficient and affordable business location at the Medini SME Business Park
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START-UP

01

02

Execution Matters More
Than Ideation
Just because you have a phenomenal idea for a 
start-up company that doesn’t mean you’re going 
to be a successful founder. Without the tenacity to 
turn your idea into a profitable business, you’re just 
a daydreamer.

Marketing Matters
In today’s social media environment, branding 
is incredibly important. You’re going to need an 
excellent product and marketing personnel who 
relentlessly hunt for opportunities. 
 Don’t delude yourself into thinking that an 
excellent product or a hipster marketing team 
alone are enough to make your business successful. 

BY NATALIE TARPINIAN

FOR EARLY STAGE 
ENTREPRENEURS

TIPS

H
ave you made a commitment to yourself 
that this is the year you chase your 
entrepreneurial dream? Are you tired of 
trying to ignore the niggling voice of the 
entrepreneur trapped inside your current 

9-to-5 self and are ready to leave a life of safe       
choices behind? 
 Before you jump into the deep end and chase 
your dream, you might want to first consider a few 
hard truths. Following are 10 tips for early stage 
entrepreneurs to help you along your journey:
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 Without a catchy tagline, socially 
savvy marketing efforts, and a top-
notch product, you are likely to be 
beaten out by your competitors. 
Others may have an inferior product 
but if their marketing prowess is far 
more superior than yours, your start-
up is sunk.

Know Exactly Who is Your Ideal 
Paying Customer and Target 
Their Needs
Don’t let others persuade you to add 
features or develop tools if those 
additions are not relevant to your 
target customer. Trying to please too 
many parties with too many tweaks 
can cost you valuable time and money.

Be Helpful
Whether you’re a struggling 
entrepreneur or a successful founder, 
being helpful to others can help you 
build long-term valuable relationships. 
You don’t necessarily have to take 
crucial time away from your own 
endeavours, but be willing to make an 
extra effort to help others.

Reduce Replication Attempts
Make your business hard to replicate or 
at least establish a strong community 
of faithful customers. If your start-up 
proves successful, others are going to 
try to replicate your success. 
 While copycats might try to ride 
on your coattails, don’t give them 
the chance to steal your community 
members. Value your community 
members and make every effort to 
maintain their loyalty.

Maintain Cash Flow
Being profitable is not the same thing 
as having sufficient cash flow. You can 
tell others your start-up is profitable 
but if you don’t have adequate cash 
flow for ongoing expenses, you are 
on your way to disaster. Know your 
numbers and don’t let anything get 
in the way of maintaining a sufficient 
cushion of cash.

Build Your Base
Build your customer base before you 
launch. No, that’s not a list of beta 
testers or Twitter followers. If you are 
building a business based upon a 

freemium model, have your revenue 
generation plans nailed before you 
open your start-up to the public. 
 A customer acquisition strategy 
based upon freemium features is only 
good until the next shiny start-up 
comes along.

Know Your Costs and Profit 
Margins
As an entrepreneur launching a 
new business, it is essential you 
understand your operating costs 
and profit margins. It isn’t enough to 
sell your product or service for more 
than it costs you to make. You must 
know how strong your margins have 
to be if you want to remain ‘in the 
black’. This includes understanding 
how expenditures will impact your 
profitability and being prepared to 
double-down on revenue generation 
when needed.

Know Your Weaknesses
Understanding your weaknesses as 
an entrepreneur is essential. Whether 
you hire to compensate for your 
shortcomings or you train to overcome 
your weaknesses, it is crucial you know 
your own internal challenges. Remind 
yourself daily that “failing to plan is 
planning to fail”.

Communication is Crucial
Communication is crucial for long-
term success. From communicating 
with your co-founder to detailing 
activities for investors, you need 
to master the art of brevity and 
brilliance. Don’t spend unnecessary 
time explaining every nuance of your 
business’ movements, but instead 
know which points are essential and 
which can be omitted.
 Choosing to be an entrepreneur 
is definitely not for the faint of heart. 
You’re going to endure sleepless 
nights, strained relationships, and 
frayed nerves. You’re likely to feel like 
you’re constantly walking a tightrope 
between exhilaration and exhaustion. 
If you’re able to arm yourself with a few 
truths before you begin your journey, 
you might be able to lessen the battle 
scars. Hopefully the above tips will 
help protect you on your travels.   

Natalie is the Vice President 
(Sales) at SitePoint Media. 
SitePoint Media Group is a 
leading online media company 
specialising in the web 
technology market. SitePoint 
Media Group sites feature high 
quality tutorials, resources, and 
a community by and about 
web professionals.
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OPINION

P
overty remains a major 
problem in the Philippines 
despite its economic growth 
over the past decades. The 
main causes of poverty in 

the country include weakness in 
employment generation and the 
quality of jobs made available, failure 
to fully develop the agriculture sector, 
high inflation, high levels of population 
growth, high levels of inequality and 
recurrent exposure to conflicts and 
natural disasters
 The social enterprise has 
emerged as the solution to address 
poverty and other global concerns. 
A community of social entrepreneurs 
is able to identify problems in the 
community and the resources that 
help to address the problems. 
 Many of the poorest provinces 
in the Philippines are made up 
of farmers susceptible to market 
prices and natural disasters. Using 
social entrepreneurial principles, 

BY SANDY SANCHEZ MONTANO

ERADICATING POVERTY
VIA SOCIAL ENTERPRISES:

THE PINOY EXPERIENCE

communities may be able to 
access other sources of income 
and be less susceptible to factors 
outside their control.
 One way to address food poverty 
and address food security is to look 
at agriculture production.  Filipino 
farmers are ageing and no generation 
of young, educated farmers to 
develop food resources for future 
generations have been produced 
by the country. As a result, the 
agriculture sector in the Philippines as 
a whole is not competitive. Farmers 
earn little money because they are                              
less productive. 
 Moreover, young people are 
not interested in pursuing careers 
in agriculture. Farmers themselves 
tell their college-bound sons and 
daughters to take courses other 
than agriculture. They simply don’t 
want their children to experience 
the hardship they themselves had 
to go through.
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One way to address food poverty and address food security especially 
during the time of natural calamity is to boost agriculture production
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Sandy is a social entrepreneur whose main advocacy is on capacity building on 
disaster preparedness, skills training, health education, entrepreneurship, livelihood 
and nutrition. She has been an inspiration on the journey to inform, educate and 
empowering women that there’s a beautiful story behind every calamity. Sandy can 
be reached at cheers_sandy@yahoo.com.

AGRICULTURE AS A CAREER

The challenge therefore is to attract 
young people to consider farming 
or agriculture entrepreneurship as a 
career option.
 I started to take an active 
involvement in the issue of food 
security when I took the Food Safety 
Diploma at the University of the 
Philippines Institute for Small Scale 
Industries (UP- ISSI) with a focus on 
the preparation of emergency food 
reserve and ready to eat meals. 
 The Philippines is a natural 
disaster prone country with an 
increasing threat of malnutrition and 
hunger that can be aggravated by the 
effects of extreme climate change. In 
addition, the Philippine government 
has very limited resources to effectively 
and sustainably respond to rescue and 
relief operations. 
 To address these needs, the 
Emergency Food Reserve (EFR), a 
novel enterprise development on 
emergency food preparation was 
born. It’s a practical approach to food 
relief logistics with the cooperation 
of private and government sectors. 
Local production of emergency food 
rations can eliminate dependence on 
limited national/regional stocks and 
foreign aid and best of all, it generates 
livelihood and entrepreneurship 
opportunities in the community.
 The EFR comprises energy 
dense and nutritionally packed 
food. It consists of climate change 
resistant food crops such as cassava, 
moringa, sweet potato and mongo 
beans. The EFR was developed by 

Lourdes Montevirgen, a senior science 
research specialist under the Industrial 
Technology Development Institute 
(ITDI) Department of Science and 
Technology (DOST).
 The EFR products when properly 
packaged can be stored for more 
than a year and is used in the feeding 
programme during emergency relief 
and rehabilitation. EFR can also be 
used to fortify snack foods in the 
nutritional feeding programme, 
mixed with coffee  and chocolate to 
create a nourishing and filling drink, 
or mixed with soup stock or meat 
broth to create a nutritionally dense 
porridge to feed small children (six 
months to three years old), elderly 
and convalescent patients. 
 Technoville is an approach to 
address poverty in the country through 
the proper application of science 
and technology-based intervention 
to alleviate its effects, generate 
livelihood, ensure food security and 
develop a healthy, physically safe 
and sustainable environment. It is 
a community-based programme 
employing science and technology.
 A Private Public Partnership 
(PPP) between the Community 
Health Education Emergency Rescue 
Services (CHEERS) and the Industrial 
Technology Development Institute 
(ITDI) of the Department of Science 
and Technology (DOST) was thus 
signed to make quality EFR for 
distribution to calamity-stricken areas 
and evacuation centres. 

 The project involved the 
development of a nutritious vegetable 
mix food to address the problem of 
food rations during calamities and 
disasters. Around 20 farming families 
in the resettlement Botolan Zambales 
area who are survivors of the Mount 
Pinatubo eruption benefited from 
such enterprise. Another community 
of women in Cavite was also trained to 
make different recipes for use during 
calamities and disasters.
 Realising the problem on food 
ration during calamities and disasters, 
nutritious alternative vegetable mix 
food was developed and a new breed 
of young farmers was conceived 
through the Pinoy Agripreneurs 
initiative which aims to show young 
people that farm entrepreneurship is 
a viable career. 
 The programme starts from a 
high school curriculum that is offered 
in family farm and rural development 
schools. This leads to a two-and-a-
half-year post-secondary diploma 
programme. The third step allows 
graduates of the diploma course to 
finish their college degree with partner 
universities and colleges. 
 The students are then required 
to work in partner farms where owners 
and operators of these farms serve 
as mentors to the students. Finally, 
the Grow Local, Eat Local movement 
supports the programme by providing 
a ready market for the produce of 
the students and graduates and the 
farms-schools network.   
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BIZ IDEA

BY MEGAN MARTIN AND MELINDA GAINES

HOW TO 
EMBARK ON 

LAUNDRY 
BUSINESS

*Step 1 
WRITE A BUSINESS PLAN.
Describe the way your business will 
run in writing. List the services you 
wish to provide, including specialised 
ones such as wash-and-fold, ironing, 
pickup and delivery. Determine your 
target market – college students, 
apartment building residents, busy 
professionals – and research how well 
other laundry businesses in your area 
are meeting this population’s needs. 
 Brainstorm ways that you can 
distinguish your business from 
competitors such as offering lower 
prices, specialised services or a more 
inviting area for customers. Describe 
your marketing plans, pricing and 
supplies you’ll need such as detergent 
vending m achines, washers, dryers 
and folding tables.

*Step 2
FIND AN APPROPRIATE LOCATION. 
Choose an area that is accessible to or 
populated by your target market. Rent 

a space near apartment buildings to 
attract customers who do not have 
laundry machines at home. Avoid 
opening a store in close proximity 
to a competitor. For customer’s 
convenience, select a location 
with off-street parking. You may 
wish to acquire an existing laundry 
business to save time and money                                  
locating equipment.

*Step 3
PURCHASE NECESSARY 
EQUIPMENT.
Order washers, dryers, coin machines, 
laundry carts and detergent vending 
machines. Search online auction sites 
for deals on used equipment. Buy top-
load washers to save money. 
 Consider purchasing a card system 
rather than a change machine, as 
cards will track the number of loads a 
customer has done and allow you to 
change your prices more easily.

A LAUNDRY BUSINESS CAN BE RELATIVELY EASY TO START, EVEN IF YOU DON’T 
HAVE EXPERIENCE IN THE INDUSTRY. BEFORE OPENING A SHOP, IT IS CRUCIAL TO FIND 

A PRIME LOCATION, ABLE TO DISTINGUISH ONESELF FROM THE COMPETITION OR EVEN 
THOROUGHLY RESEARCHED THE COST OF SUPPLIES AND FEES. 

*Step 4
SECURE PERMITS AND 
REGISTRATION.
Visit your city clerk to apply for 
a business license. Ask if your 
municipality requires you to have 
a health department license, fire 
department permit or air and water 
pollution control permit. Pay any 
sewer connection and waste water 
fees required by your city clerk.

*Step 5
MARKET YOUR LAUNDRY 
BUSINESS.
Advertise locally by placing door 
hangers on apartment building doors. 
Include a list of your services and offer 
coupons to new customers. 
 Differentiate your laundry business 
from your competition by emphasising 
any specialised services or perks such 
as televisions, free wireless Internet 
and couches. Hang fliers on local 
bulletin boards and place ads in print 
or online newspapers.



  ISSUE 4: 2015  |  ASEAN COMMUNITY OF ENTREPRENEURS 41

» COIN-OPERATED LAUNDRY
The coin laundry or laundromat 
business is attractive to many 
entrepreneurs because it seems to run 
itself. Customers provide their own 
labour – and aside from washers and 
dryers – there are few other essentials 
needed to open up. However, several 
aspects of the coin laundry business 
should be considered before heading 
into this industry.

» COMPETITION
Most neighbourhoods 
have at least two 
laundries within 
a short distance 
of each other. 
However, because 

laundromats are all 
run so differently, 
there is always room 

for another store to open up and             
be successful.
 For instance, if a neighbourhood 
has two coin laundries that offer 
few extra services and have unclean 
facilities, it would be easy for a new 
store to come along and steal away 
some customers just by keeping their 
laundromat clean and putting in a TV 
and fully stocked vending machines.

» PROFITS
The amount of profits one can make 
owning a coin laundry varies. The 
actual profits of laundromats depend 
heavily on their expenses. For 
example, you may gross US$40,000 
one year and only make US$10,000 
in profits due to not using energy-
efficient machines, or you could make 
US$30,000 in profits due to your 
yearly expenses being relatively low.

» OFFERING EXTRAS
To stand out from the competition, 
many coin laundries have started 
offering additional services to their 
customers. This includes wash and 
fold service, dry cleaning, vending 
machines with laundry detergent and 
fabric softener, televisions to watch 
while doing laundry, free coffee, night-
time security guards, children’s play 
areas, free Wi-Fi and food cafes. What 
you should offer depends on who 
your competitors are. For example, if 
your two main competitors don’t offer 
children’s play areas or night-time 
security, you could consider adding 
these services to your laundromat to 
attract their customers.

» STAFF
It is completely possible to run a 
laundromat by yourself. However, 
many coin laundry owners employ 
a few part-time workers to check in 
at their store and keep it clean since 
they have other duties to handle. 
Some laundromats that offer 24-
hour service hire a security officer 
on an independent contractor basis 
– not only to keep their equipment 

safe – but to give customers peace 
of mind as well. Laundromat owners 
with little business experience often 
retain the services of a bookkeeper, 
accountant, marketing or public 
relations professional to help manage 
their business operations.

» DAILY MANAGEMENT
Unless you’ve hired staff to clean 
your laundromat, you will have to 
visit your store daily and perform 
basic janitorial duties. Expect for 
machines to regularly need fixing 
because they’ll be under heavy use. It 
is quite common to have at least one 
washer or dryer not functioning at any             
given time. 
 If your coin laundry has vending 
machines inside that you do not 
operate, prepare to interact with 
vendors regularly not only to collect 
your portion of their profits, but 
to handle customer complaints 
about non-functioning machines 
and lost money. Other day-to-day 
responsibilities of laundromat owners 
include public relations management, 
marketing and book-keeping. to 
have at least one washer or dryer not 
functioning at any given time. 
 If your coin laundry has vending 
machines inside that you do not 
operate, prepare to interact with 
vendors regularly not only to collect 
your portion of their profits, but 
to handle customer complaints 
about non-functioning machines 
and lost money. Other day-to-day 
responsibilities of laundromat owners 
include public relations management, 
marketing and book-keeping. 

This article is courtesy of Demand Media / Houston Chronicle. Megan Martin has more than 10 years of experience writing for trade publications 
and corporate newsletters as well as literary journals while Melinda Gaines has been a freelance writer since 2006 with her work appearing online for 

YellowPages and other websites. Her areas of expertise include business, beauty, fashion and sports.
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BUSINESS DRIVEN LEADERSHIP

T
here is a better a way to 
enhance the brand of 
your company.  It is not 
about creating a new logo 
or defining a new vision. 

Neither is it about coming up with a 
new  slogan or a set of core values. No, 
it not about enhancing your website, 
repackaging or advertising either.    
 It is a cost effective way to brand 
your company – writing a corporate 
book.  Tony Hsieh, the CEO of 
Zappos, an online shoe retailer did just 
that. He wrote the book, Delivering 
Happiness and share his company’s 
unique approach to success through 
delivering exceptional service to 
customers. The book was featured in 
the Washington Post, CNBC and the 
Wall Street Journal. The book stayed 
on the New York Times bestseller list 
for 27 consecutive weeks and certainly 
did a great job marketing Zappos as a 
company as well as creating a strong 
brand presence. 

ENHANCING YOUR
CORPORATE
BRAND WITH

A BOOK
BY DR VICTOR S.L. TAN
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the firm and its products/services to 
potential customers.  

Inspire the Staff

A corporate book is not just about 
the founder per se but is also about 
other business leaders and prominent 
employees who help build the 
company. It also captures the stories 
of outstanding individuals and their 
contribution to the success of the 
company. It becomes the pride of the 
staff.  It helps build a sense of identity, 
team spirit and ownership. 
 In essence, a legacy corporate 
book that will inspire its staff and as 
well as future generations of leaders 
to continue to lead, grow and sustain 
the success of the company. 
 In conclusion, a company need 
not spend millions of dollars each year 
trying to market and brand itself. All it 
needs is just a success story of the firm 
in a corporate book. 

 While people will throw away 
corporate brochures, most will keep 
a corporate book.   Some leaders 
even display a photo of themselves 
taken with the book and the founder 
of a particular company.  Such is the 
prestige that a book holds in the 
eyes of leaders compared to other 
promotional materials. 

Crystalising the Success Model
of the Company 

Writing a corporate book is very 
different from writing a biography 
book which only focuses on the story 
of a person.  Writing a corporate 
book requires one to understand 
the business and the industry the 
company is in. The author and his 
team will research the company and 
the industry.  They will interview key 
personnel of the firm and industry 
experts. Then they will undertake 
a SWOT (Strengths, Weaknesses, 
Opportunities and Threats) analysis 
as well as a competitor analysis. In 
the process, the success model of 
the company will be crystalised which 
can eventually become its proprietary 
intellectual capital. 

Attract Positive Publicity

A book generates a lot of opportunities 
for free publicity.  Book reviews and 
special features on the success story 
of the company are of interest to 
newspapers and magazines. Likewise, 
the success story of the company will 
also attract radio and TV interviews 
which are good ways to promote the 
company at no charge. A book launch 
is another good opportunity to market 

Dr Victor S.L. Tan is the founder and CEO of KL Strategic Change Consulting Group 
which specialises in change management consulting and training. He is the bestselling 
author of Changing Mindsets. His latest book is on Lessons of Success. For a free mindset 
profile survey tool for leaders, e-mail him at victorsltan@klscc.com or call him at +6012 
390 3168.

Capture the Legacy of                      
the Founder

In essence, a legacy is something that 
is handed down from one generation 
to the next. The legacy of a company 
is more than just cash and net assets. 
In the book, Lessons of Success, the 
legacy of the founder of Public Bank, 
Tan Sri Teh Hong Piow is encapsulated 
alongside his philosophy, values, 
leadership, insights, hindsight and 
foresights as well as the whole 
corporate culture of the bank fostered 
by him.
 A well written book will chronicle 
the entrepreneurial spirit of the 
founder and how the company 
develop from a small outfit to a 
successful corporation. It will highlight 
the lessons of success of the founder 
and how he leads his team to achieve 
his company’s goals. It will also share 
how he weathers a crisis and survives 
to grow stronger and bigger in the 
midst of challenges.   
 Airline founder, Herb Kelleher 
wrote a book called Nuts to capture 
the legacy of his work philosophy 
and culture of success for South West 
Airline. His model of success is his 
legacy which has made Southwest 
Airline well-known to the extent that 
it became a case study for business 
school and corporations 

Market the Company

A well-documented book on the 
success story of a company can serve 
as a marketing tool to market the firm. 
It differentiates the company from 
competitors who are merely promoting 
their firms through brochures, banners 
and billboards. Richard Branson, the 
founder of Virgin Group has many 
bestselling books that promote not 
only his philosophy and leadership but 
also his group of companies. Some 
of his bestselling books include The 
Virgin Way, Business Stripped Bare 
and Reach for the Skies.  

What Would Be The Objective Of Writing A Book For Your Company? 
What Benefits Can Your Company Get From A Book? 

The writer with Public Bank’s Chairman 
Tan Sri Teh Hong Piow
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MANAGING HUMAN RESOURCES

D
aniel Goleman, the 
author of the best 
selling book Emotional 
Intelligence (1995) 
defines mindfulness 

as “the awareness of one’s mental 
processes and the understanding of 
how one’s mind works”. Mindfulness 
offers leaders a path to address 
challenges and adversity in a non-
judgmental and non-threatening way. 
 A mindful leader embodies 
leadership by cultivating focus, clarity, 
creativity and compassion in the 
service of others. Mindful leadership 
is a core competence for leaders of 
the future. The effective way to deal 
with complexity and fast pace change 
is to be mindful of what is actually 
happening before choosing the best 
way forward; this means being able to 
possess clear and calm perspective.
 The new reality requires all 
leaders to have an unprecedented 
presence of mind as a starting 
point from which to lead. The road 

to success hinges on the ability to 
effectively work with constant change 
and a state of impermanence. 
Ultimately, mindful leaders are 
those that will help navigate 
through demanding times and                                               
unchartered waters.
 Mindful leaders have a sense 
of their physical presence and 
awareness how that presence impacts 
the organization, team or employee. 
Authentic leaders are genuine in their 
intentions and understand that the 
purpose of their leadership is serving 

their customers, employees and 
investors, not their self interest. 
 A leader might lead through 
official authority and power, yet 
just as often great leaders lead 
through inspiration, persuasion and             
personal connections.
 Leaders need to empower other 
people to lead, rather than controlling 
them through hierarchies. Leaders 
need to inspire those around them, 
giving them the confidence they need 
to step up to leadership challenges 
throughout the organisation.

BY SAMUEL LEE

MINDFUL 
LEADERSHIP
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 Most of these traits tie directly 
into emotional intelligence (EQ). 
Leaders with high EQ are intrinsically 
more self-aware. They understand 
their mental processes and know how 
to direct themselves. They are more 
in touch with what they are deeply 
passionate about. They naturally care 
more for others and receive more 
compassion in return. Simply put, they 
are socially in tune.
 Mindfulness aids leaders to 
remain focused on what really matters 
to them and to their companies and 
stakeholders. This permits them to 
lead from a place of authenticity. 
Authentic leaders never let their 
organisations lose sight of a shared 
sense of purpose and common 
values. With the unity that results 
from this alignment and consistency, 
organisations are able to take on 
challenging goals, overcome great 
difficulties and adverse circumstances, 
and achieve exceptional results on a 
sustainable basis.
 Mindful leadership will help the 
new generation of authentic leaders 
to restore trust in their leadership and 
to build sustainable organisations 
known for their harmony. The ultimate 
goal is to create a more harmonious 
and peaceful world for all to live in. 

Leaders need to empower 
other people to lead, rather 
than controlling them 
through hierarchies.

 Mindful leaders behave 
coherently and consistently, and 
exhibit the following ways of being:

They are present:
This means that they are in the 
moment. They aim to be right here, 
right now, rather than thinking about 
the past or worrying about the future.

They are aware:
They have an intimate knowledge 
of their inner emotional state. They 
know their capabilities and limitations, 
which allows them to push themselves 
to their maximum potential.

They are calm: 
Calmness allows them to keep 
their wits about them and increases 
the likelihood that those around 
them won’t panic. Regardless of 
circumstances, they are able to face 
any situation without losing control.

They are focused: 
When leaders are focused, they 
deliberately channel resources to 
accomplish priorities, rather than 
being scattered. They are able to focus 
on whatever they deem important in 
any given moment.

They are clear:
With clarity, one is able to make the 
best possible decisions. Mindful 
leaders understand what motivates 
them and why they are drawn to take 
certain action.

They are equanimous:
Equanimity is the ability to accept 
“what is” without resistance. To be 
equanimous is to truly have inner 
peace. There is coherence in your 
being. You do not need for everything 
to be ideal in order to be content or 
even happy.

They are positive:
This means that they are positive 
forces in their lives, organisations, 
families and communities. And in so 
doing, they become an inspiration to 
those around them. They understand 
that the role of a leader is to be                 
of service.

They are compassionate:
Mindful leaders have deep caring 
without attachment. They do their 
best each and every moment of the 
day, under the circumstances. They 
understand the importance and 
value of self-compassion because 
they are aware that without taking 
care of themselves, their ability to 
serve and to perform at a high level is                          
not sustainable.

They are impeccable:
Mindful leaders are impeccable in 
their words and deeds. They have 
integrity, are honest and courageous. 
They accept responsibility for their 
actions and do not blame others for 
genuine mistakes.
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INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY

INTRODUCTION

O
ccasionally we 
have been asked 
if there is a way 
we can protect 
our Intellectual 

Property (IP) by one single filing 
process. Unfortunately, the answer                  
is “No”.
 Currently, there is no unitary 
system enabling companies to 
protect their IP globally by one 
filing. Protection of IP is on a 
territorial basis. In other words, 
if a company wishes to expand 
its businesses overseas, it should 
register its IP for protection in the 
desired countries individually. 
 Some jurisdictions allow 
registration of IP in several 
countries by filing one application 
(also known as regional 
application). Examples include 
the European Community Trade 
Mark (CTM), African Regional 
Intellectual Property Organisation 
(ARIPO) and African Intellectual 
Property Organisation (OAPI).
 Failure to protect your IP 
in the desired countries will 
open your business to the                           
following risks:
• Someone just happened to have 

registered the same brand name 
like yours.

• Your brand being maliciously 
“hijacked” by trademark squatter.

• Do not have legal status to take 
action against infringer.

• Diminishing of brand value 
because anyone could use        
your brand.

• Spending high litigation cost 
to fight for ownership of the IP 
which you have lost.

THE BRAND BATTLES - 
APPLE VERSUS 
PROVIEW

 International giant like 
Apple Inc is well-known to 
protect its IP vigorously 
around the world. 
Unfortunately, when it first 
launched its iPad products in 
China in year 2010, the trade mark 
“iPad” had already been registered 
by one Proview Technology in China 
as early as year 2001.  
 It should be pointed out that 
Proview Technology is believed 
to have registered the trade mark 
“iPad” genuinely back in year 2001. It 
planned to use the mark for Internet 
Personal Access Device. It did not 
mean to hijack the trade mark “iPad” 
against future users for a windfall gain.
 To strengthen its foothold in 
China, Apple entered into a legal 
battle with Proview Technology to 
fight for the ownership of the trade 
mark “iPad” in China. The battle had 
hampered the sales of Apple’s “iPad” 

BY LAWRENCE TAN

FROM
INTERNATIONAL 
PERSPECTIVE

BR   ND 
PROTECTION

products in China and some of the 
products were being pulled off the 
shelves in some parts of China.  
 Eventually, both parties reached 
settlement with Apple paying US$60 
million to Proview Technology for the 
ownership of the “iPad” trade mark 
and ended the suit.
 What we could learn from 
Apple’s story is that the risk of losing 
a brand need not necessary arise from 
an attempt of “stealing” by one’s 
competitor. We are also not able to 
prevent someone from co-incidentally 
coining an identical brand name             
to ours.
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McDONALD’S VS McCURRY

McDonald’s is another role model 
for aggressively protecting its IP 
globally. One notable trade mark 
battle launched by McDonald’s 
occurred in Malaysia. In the case 
“McCurry Restaurant (KL) Sdn Bhd vs 
McDonalds Corporation [2009] 3 MLJ 
774”, McCurry is a fast food restaurant 
which offered Indian food and other 
local Malaysian cuisine. McCurry did 
not serve any food that was available 
at McDonalds’ outlets.
 McDonald’s initiated a legal 
action against McCurry for passing 
off McDonalds’ business as its own. 
McDonald’s pleaded that McCurry 
had copied and adopted McDonalds’ 
distinctive “Mc” identifier for its own 
food and beverage outlet.
 Eventually, the Court of Appeal 
ruled in favour of McCurry. It was 
found that McCurry’s presentation of 
its business was in a style and get-up 
which was distinctively different from 
that of McDonald’s. Secondly, the food 
available at McDonalds’ restaurants all 
carry the prefix “Mc” but none of the 
food items served at the McCurry’s 
restaurant carries the prefix “Mc”. 
 Thirdly, McDonald’s and McCurry 
served different type of food. 
McDonald’s served fast food (e.g. 
burgers, French fries and soft drinks). 
On the other hand, McCurry only 
served typical Indian and local cuisine. 
Fourthly, the type of customers who 
patronise McDonalds’ outlets were 
very different from those who visit 
McCurry’s restaurant.
 Therefore, the Court had 
drawn an irresistible inference from 
the totality of the evidence in that 
McCurry’s signboard could not result 
in reasonable persons associating 
McCurry with McDonald’s mark.
 The Court of Appeal further held 
that even if the name “McCurry” was 
chosen, this could not by itself lead to 
the inference that McCurry sought to 
obtain unfair advantage from the usage 
of prefix “Mc”. In addition, McCurry 
had not offered to its customers item 
that were labelled either the same or 
similar with McDonald’s.
 It is noteworthy that the action 
instituted by McDonald’s against 
McCurry is a “passing off” instead 

of trade mark 
infringement. The 
outcome of this case 
could be different 
if McDonald’s had 
registered the trade 
mark “McCurry” at 
the first place.

WHAT IS THE 
DIFFERENCE 
BETWEEN 
TRADE MARK 
INFRINGEMENT 
AND PASSING 
OFF?

Trade mark infringement is governed 
by statutory law. It occurs when an 
infringer uses a mark identical or so 
nearly resembling to a registered 
trade mark so as to likely deceive or 
cause confusion in the course of trade. 
 The action of passing off 
is a common law remedy and it 
is not available in all countries. 
The brand owner has to firstly 
establish its goodwill, followed by 
misrepresentation by the wrongdoer, 
and lastly the damages suffered by the 
brand owner. 
 The brand owner would bear 
a higher burden of proof as he has 
to first establish its goodwill and 
reputation under the brand, which 
might be difficult for new or small 
business. However, if the trade mark 
is registered at the first place, it might 
not be necessary for him to establish 
his goodwill and reputation. He may 
take action as soon as the wrongdoer 

uses a mark identical or confusingly 
similar to the registered mark in respect 
of the goods and services registered.

CONCLUSION

Therefore, it is necessary for all 
companies to take aggressive and 
proactive steps to protect their brand 
internationally to reduce uncertainties 
in the course of business and ensure 
businesses operate without obstacle.  

“... Apple paying US$60 
million to Proview 
Technology for the 

ownership of the “iPad” 
trade mark and ended 

the suit.”
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EXPAT ENTREPRENEUR

A
s I headed toward the 
Friendship Bridge and 
entered Laos, I realised 
that sometimes being 
forced to spend your 

entire day eating tuna sandwiches in 
a Thai Airways domestic lounge isn’t 
the worst thing in the world. On the 
way over, I met a western expat who 
has been living in Laos for over five 
years doing contract work for the Lao 
government.
 It’s chance meetings like these that 
make travel so important to what I do. 
You can’t learn this stuff sitting on the 
couch and reading Wikipedia. There’s 
a real dearth of information about 
places like Laos that only real, boots-
on-the-ground experience can fix. The 
people I meet and the information I 
get just being out here is invaluable.
 Where I’m from, people use Laos 
in humuor as the ultimate example of 

a hard-to-find, insignificant country. 
Yet while Laos is very small and the 
capital city of Vientiane has barely half 
a million people, it’s not as backwater 
as you might think.

BOOMING • • • • • • •
 
 Laos has, along with any number 
of other places, been called “the next 
China”. Other than a short border 
with China, the two have little in 
common. One is a country of several 
million, the other of 1.5 billion. Laos 
is not an industrial power, although it 
does have resources like rich forests 
and earth minerals. What is does 
have is 8% GDP (gross domestic 
product) growth.
 And as we rode into town, my new 
friend shared with me all of the recent 
developments in Laos.

 He started by sharing how – just 
like in Cambodia – the middle class 
is growing. Lao’s mountainous terrain 
makes it seem a world apart, as if it 
were a country that’s never been 
exposed to the outside world.
 But almost every house in central 
Vientiane has a motorbike these 
days. Decent jobs have gone from 
paying US$100 a month or less to 
several hundred dollars or even more. 
Consumers are spending more money.
 And international companies 
are taking notice. While Vientiane is 
no Bangkok, it does have the feel 
of a much quieter Phnom Penh. In 
the last couple years, Vientiane 
has added ATMs from Australian 
bank ANZ as well as local banks. 
It also has a wide variety of French 
and Italian restaurants run by real 
European expats who came here 
with a simple dream.

BY: ANDREW HENDERSON

THE LAST OF THE TRUE
FRONTIER MARKETS? 

INVESTING
IN LAOS:



CYBER SECURITY

  ISSUE 4: 2015  |  ASEAN COMMUNITY OF ENTREPRENEURS 49

Andrew is a lifelong entrepreneur who left the United States to become a perpetual traveler and offshore 
maverick after realizing he was paying far too much in taxes and enjoying far too little freedom. He has 
been providing discerning entrepreneurs with offshore strategies which can be applied to create more 
wealth/financial freedom vis-à-vis tapping business opportunities no matter how obscured they are to 
the naked eyes. His blog is accessible via http://nomadcapitalist.com. The opinion expressed above 
belongs to Andrew in its entirety.

 Laos has a growing number of 
western tourists. Considering its 
small size and weak geography, 
Vientiane has a ‘tonnes’ of 
westerners visiting. While not 
ultra-cheap, its position as a value 
destination and a notch on the 
backpacker circuit should keep 
that in place for some time.
 If you have any experience in 
the tourist space, I imagine you 
could run a decent business just 
providing information to visitors. 
There’s practically nothing online; 
one American I ran into earlier 
today said the only interesting 
information she could find was 
from blogs that were four years 
old. A lot has changed since then.
 The entrepreneur in me sees 
a lot of opportunity here the 
same way I see opportunity in 
Cambodia. Considering there 
are already tonnes of cafes here 
along with a few western brands, 
Laos isn’t exactly a blank slate.                            
But it’s close.

CONNECTIONS • • • • • • •
 
My British friend did say that any 
large scale business requires good 
connections here. You can’t expect 
to open a franchise store here 
without knowing a few people 
and paying your respects to the 
government. However, you could 
start a small business with the 
intention of growing it throughout 
the country or throughout                     
the region. 
 I doubt you’d get too big 
before anyone started to notice 
too much, since it’s not like there 

is room here to open 20 locations of 
almost anything.
 The key to doing business in Laos 
– as with most of Asia – is to keep your 
head down. Do business quietly 
and stay somewhat in the shadows. 
If you want to do something big, 
prepare to make the connections 
and do the work.
 That said, Laos feels pretty laid 
back. Especially for a self-titled 
“Socialist Republic”. People are 

very friendly and English seems 
– at first blush – to be even 
better than the weak English I 
encountered in Bangkok.
 Unlike a country like Myanmar, 
which is still rather closed off and 
inaccessible for small entrepreneurs, 
Laos has a more open feel to it. There 
is a Laos-China railway being built to 
connect the two countries via a rail line 
from Kunming, China.
 The goal, of course, it to make 
movement of goods easier, since 
Laos has no factories to speak of 
(and to give China a route to the 
Gulf of Thailand). Such connections 
could also make it easier for 
Chinese gamblers to get to Laos’ 
casinos located near the Chinese, 
Vietnamese, and Thai borders.
 The entrepreneur in me loves 
the wide open potential places like 
Laos offer. Vientiane is pretty quiet, 
so you just might go stir crazy living 
here, but the city does combine some 
nice elements of European and Asian 
culture with tree-lined streets and 
a nice path next to a park along the 
quiet riverside.
 And being next door to a 
growing nation with a monstrous 
appetite for resources doesn’t hurt 
business, either.  
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BY STEPHEN NG 

TRADING WITH 
EASTERN EUROPE:
BUILDING BRIDGES BETWEEN
ASEAN AND POLAND 

GLOBAL TRADE

M
alaysia may be Poland’s 
largest business partner 
in Southeast Asia – 
boasting an annual 
turnover of over US$1 

billion for both imports and exports 
– but the participation by small and 
medium enterprises (SMEs) in both 
countries is still below expectations. 
At present, most of the total trade 
(about 55%) is performed through 
multinational corporations (MNCs).
 “The disadvantage is that MNCs 
can shift their attention elsewhere 
if they can source for a cheaper or 
more reliable supply to meet their 
demands,” Kuala Lumpur-based 
Polish trade commissioner Artur 
Dabkowski tells ACE. 
 On this note, Dabkowski 
pointed out that right from the 
outset, the development of trade 
between Poland and Vietnam, and 
Poland with the Philippines, is more 
interesting by comparison. This 
because in the case of both Vietnam 
and the Philippines, their trading 
involved major SME participation.
 Annually, Polish exports to the 
Philippines hits US$100 million, while 
imports are around US$60 million 
per annum. “The growth potential 
can be very significant given that the 
SMEs in Poland make up about 98% 
of the total of 1.6 million businesses 
in Poland.”

UNDERSTANDING SMES       
IN POLAND

Since the change of the Polish 
political system from a socialist state 
to a capitalist nation in 1989, various 
public corporations have since been 
privatised. There are only about 16 
major corporations that are owned by 
the National Treasury, while the rest are 
either floated on the stock exchange 
or they are disposed through workers’ 
privatisation where the shares are sold 
to the employees themselves.
 “Seldom are they sold to any one 
individual,” explained Dabkowski. 
“Organisations such as hospitals or 
sewerage treatment companies are 
sold to the cities concerned where 
they are located.”
 In Poland, a micro-organisation 
is defined as employing up to nine 
workers while a small organisation can 
hire up to 50 employees. Organisations 
with 50 to 100 employees are 
considered medium-scale enterprises 

while those above 100 in staff strength 
is considered a normal enterprise. 
Then there are major enterprises 
which refer to organisations with 
above 300 employees. 
 Since Poland liberalised its 
economy in 1989, there was a boom 
of micro-entrepreneurs. “Many 
people prefer to operate as 
micro-entrepreneurs (otherwise 
known as self-employed or 
sole proprietorship in some 
ASEAN countries),” Dabkowski 
pointed out “One reason 
for the boom is because 
micro-entrepreneurs can 
enjoy tax advantages, i.e. 
the business owner can 
deduct business expenses 
and depreciation of                      
fixed assets.”
 Therefore, it is not 
unusual that people working 
in larger corporations are, 
in fact, micro-entrepreneurs 
themselves. Giving a simple 
illustration, Dabkowski said 
a doctor who operates 
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TRADING WITH 
EASTERN EUROPE:
BUILDING BRIDGES BETWEEN
ASEAN AND POLAND 

Artur Dabkowski can be 
reached via e-mail at artur.
d a b k o w s k i @ t r a d e . g o v. p l                
or phone +6012-380 5019.

from a rented room at the hospital 
– and the nurse who attends to the 
patients – can potentially be micro-
entrepreneurs themselves. “This is 
why direct trade with the micro- and 
SMEs in Poland is very important,”                       
he enthuses. 

BUILDING BRIDGES

To address the lack of participation 
between SMEs in both Poland and 
other ASEAN countries, Dabkowski 
suggests that the most important 
thing SMEs in both Poland and the 
ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) 
should do is to get acquainted with 
each other and understanding both 
the products and companies that 
manufacture them. 
 For a fact, Dabkowski highlighted 
that the main obstacle is that SMEs in 
both countries are not keen to travel 
too far abroad. Reluctant to travel so 
far away to Asia to sell their products, 
Polish SMEs are contented with the 
smaller margin selling the products 
to middlemen, who eventually supply 
the products to Asia. 
 “My task is to change the trend 
around and encourage greater 
participation by SMEs in both Poland 
and ASEAN countries,” justified the 
Polish trade commissioner.  In view of 
the limited exposure between SMEs in 
Poland and their ASEAN counterparts, 
trade missions become a necessity.
 “Every year, there are between 
two and four trade missions 
to Malaysia, Brunei and the 
Philippines,” noted Dabkowski. 
“Within each trade mission, there 
are at least 10 to 12 companies.”

 From March 4 to 9 this year, 
several Malaysian companies visited 
the cosmetics industry in Poland during 
the buyers’ mission organised by 
Dabkowski’s team. This was followed 
by a visit by a trade mission from 
Poland related to food and cosmetics 
the following month (the mission was 
headed by Polish Deputy Minister of 
Economy Grazyna Henclewska). 
 Subsequently on April 21, a 
dedicated conference and business-
to-business meeting was organised 
to attract potential business partners 
from ASEAN. 
  Additionally, a number of Polish 
companies have in recent years 
participated at both the International 
Greentech and Eco Products 
Exhibition and Conference Malaysia 
(IGEM) organised by the Ministry 
of Energy, Green Technology and 
Water as well as the Incoming Buying 
Missions organised by the Malaysia 
External Trade Development Corp 
(MATRADE), ITEX Expo, Metaltech, 
Food & Hotel Expo, among others.

WRONG PERCEPTION 

Moving forward, there are a number 
of wrong perceptions that have to be 
corrected, according to Dabkowski. 
“As a nation, we import a lot from 
Asia,” he explained. “Therefore, the 
Polish importers understand how 
business is done in Asia. However, it 
is the newer Polish exporters who are 
struggling with the way business is 
conducted here               in Asia.”
 Unfortunately, Malaysia as a 
country is considered “Risky” for trade. 
This is due to some Internet scam 
that has gain widespread publicity in 
Poland. Although the numbers are 
small – with only nine to 20 cases 
reported every year – the impact is big. 
 “For companies which are 
acquainted with Asia, this is a small 
and almost insignificant figure; 
however, for SMEs in Poland, with 
hardly any exposure to doing business 
in Asia, the moment a company 
becomes a victim, the news spreads,”                     
Dabkowski elaborated.
 Citing the example of a Polish 
company which had been duped to 
pay money into a Malaysian bank 
account, he said while this may be an 
isolated case, it has ruined business 
confidence tremendously .
 Currently, Dabkowski handles 
trade enquiries in Malaysia, Brunei 
and the Philippines out of his office in 
Kuala Lumpur. In countries where there 
are embassies, SMEs can get in touch 
with the embassies or the local trade 
commission office.  
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TECH SAVVY

C
omputing technology 
has come a long way 
since the early days 
of the first transistor. 
Thanks to the 
increasing prevalence 

of the Internet, the devices of 
today have vastly transformed how 
people connect with and relate to 
each other – bridging both time 
and distance to influence the way 
people keep in touch and stay 
involved in each other’s lives.
 The possibilities for connection 
are endless – be it via text message 
to our teenagers from the office or 
a virtual reunion dinner with parents 
in another state on video chat. 
Let’s examine how technology can 
be the ideal gateway to enhance 
close relationships, strengthen 
stretched bonds and even re-build                 
broken bridges.

TECH SAVVY SENIORS

At the age of 67, Hasnah Abdullah 
tries to keep in touch with her family 

as often as she can. Keeping up with 
every single person, however, has not 
been an easy task with her children 
and some 14 grandchildren located 
in several different states around 
Peninsular Malaysia. Things became a 
lot easier after she received a tablet as 
a gift from her eldest daughter. Since 
then, the tech-savvy granny has taken 
to the Internet like fish to water. 
 “At first, I was apprehensive about 
using the computer as I wasn’t sure 
what it was that I could or couldn’t’ 
do,” recalls the granny. “Thankfully, 
tablets are a lot easier to understand 
and every app that I need is just a 
touch or a flick away.” These days, 
Hasnah takes photos using her tablet 
and upload them on her Facebook 
account so that her family can keep up 
with her. 
 “I have also learnt to have video 
chats with friends and family members 
on Skype,” she enthuses. “Sometimes 
my grandchildren think I’m much more 
tech-savvy than they are.”
 Grandparents who may complain 
about visiting grandchildren with their 
faces always buried in tablets like the 

all new Lenovo Yoga Tablet 2 Pro 
can also take advantage of the 
latest innovations to reach out 
to them. Through familiarising 
oneself with the technologies that 
make up such an important part of 
their lives, one can demonstrate 
how much one cares about 
reaching out to the young ones on 
a common platform.

EMPTY NESTERS

Like his mother-in-law, Ridzuan 
Ali also depends on technology 
to keep up with his children. With 
one child jet-setting around the 
globe as a pilot and another just 
recently relocated to Australia to 
start a young family of her own, 
Ridzuan still tries to keep his distant 
children close – if only through the 
screen of his smartphone.
 “I recently accompanied 
my daughter to Australia and 
separating from her was one of the 
most difficult things that I’ve had to 
do,” shares Ridzuan. “This will be 
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are a lot easier to 

understand and every 
app that I need is just a 
touch or a flick away.”
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This feature is contributed by Intel 
Microelectronics Malaysia. The opinion 
expressed is entirely the company’s. Neither 
is ACE associated with the products cited in 
the article (they are only intended to illustrate 
how technology can be a life-changer of 
sorts, including facilitating business growth).

our first Eid al-Fitr apart but thankfully, 
I stay reassured knowing that they will 
always be literally within reach of my 
fingertips thanks to my smartphone.”
Indeed, with technology, ‘I love you,’ 
is no longer just a text or a picture 
message away.
 Parents with newly adult children 
can also get creative in coping 
with the empty nest syndrome 
using smartphones like the recently 
launched Asus ZenFone 2. Families 
can keep each other constantly 
updated on the goings-on in their lives 
via social media such as Facebook 
and Instagram while those seeking for 
greater synchrony with their children’s 
movements may even sync calendars 
and events with each other. 

SOON-TO-BE PARENTS

For a digital native like Ridzuan’s 
daughter, using technology to stay 
in touch with her whole family is 
practically second nature to her.
 “Even though living apart from 
my family is something that I’m still 
getting used to, I’ve been able to use 
technology to keep my parents and my 
siblings close to me,” reveals Aiman 
Ridzuan. “We’re still getting good 
laughs from the many photographs 
captured at my wedding and shared 
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on our Facebook accounts, and I 
continue to text or call my mum on my 
smartphone; the same as I used to do 
when we lived under the same roof.”
 With devices like her 2-in-1, the 
p h y s i c a l 
distance 

b e t w e e n 
Aiman and her 
family doesn’t seem all that daunting 
for she derives great comfort knowing 
that her mum is easily accessible for 
moral support and advice despite        
the distance.
 And when it’s time for Aiman to 
begin a young family of her own, 
she will be sure to find in her ASUS 
Transformer Book T100 a faithful 
companion to help ease the journey 
to parenthood. There are apps aplenty 
to help her keep track of everything 
– from records to schedules, 
appointments to reminders all in         
one device. 

 The Internet is also a rich 
resource from which to glean 
helpful insight into a newborn’s 
routine – tracking naptimes, 
feeding patterns and right 
medicine doses for the baby. 
Wi-Fi baby monitors also allow 
parents to keep their baby in 
sight while performing chores 
around the house or at work via a                    
mobile device. 
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I
swanah Resources Sdn Bhd did not begin out of the 
blue. It started because of one lady’s realisation that 
both health and beauty are equally important, an 
experience she drew from  personally nursing her ailing 
father-in-law until his full recovery despite holding on to 

a full-time job.  
 Unlike most other small and medium-scale 
entrepreneurs, Kasthury Krishnan exemplifies a well-
qualified professional who decided to venture into business 
and succeed. This dispels the myth that a well-educated, 
highly-qualified and intelligent woman entrepreneur 
cannot succeed in the market dominated by the men.  
 One of her latest ventures is providing computer 
education, since Kasthury herself was a systems engineer 
before venturing into business.
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Kasthury Krishnan
Managing Director

Name of Company:
Iswanah Resources Sdn Bhd

Nature of business:
Healthcare Industry
(marketing, distribution,
import & export)

Office Address:
6-G, Plaza Makmur, Jalan Batu 
Caves, Taman Batu Caves
68100 Batu Caves 
Selangor, Malaysia

Office Tel:
+603-6188 8955

Website:
www.iswanah.com 

E-mail contact:
kasthury@iswanah.com
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Q: What is your definition of   
 Entrepreneurship?

 
“In my opinion, entrepreneurship 
is the capacity and willingness to 
develop, organise and manage 
business ventures along with any of its 
risks in order to make profit.
 In order to do this, one needs 
entrepreneurial spirit which is 
characterised by innovation and 
risk-taking. This is an essential 
part of an entrepreneur to ensure 
sustained development throughout 
the business plan and to succeed in 
an ever changing and increasingly 
competitive global marketplace.
 As the famous saying goes, an 
entrepreneur is someone who jumps 
off a cliff and builds a plane on the 
way down.”
  

Q: What inspires you to be an   
 entrepreneur?   

 Please elaborate.
 
“It was the whole idea of gaining 
independence and securing freedom 
in terms of financial and spatial that 
drove me to quit my job as a systems 
engineer in Petronas Dagangan 
(marketing arm of Malaysia’s national 
oil corporation) and embark on 
entrepreneurship.  
 Being an entrepreneur enables 
and provides that financial and spatial 
freedom. With that freedom I am able 
to wear my many hats and fulfill my 
roles to my satisfaction.”

Q: Share with me briefly your   
 business journey.

“Although I held a good position and 
drew a good pay cheque as a systems 
engineer previously, personally I 
wasn’t satisfied.  
 There was a vacuum in me that I 
couldn’t give back to society as much 
as I wanted to. During this downhill 
moment in my life, events took a turn 
for the worst as my father-in-law took 
ill. I had to nurse him and that was 
stressful as I was on a 9-to-5 job.
 In spite of those hurdles, I managed 
to help him recover and this dawned 
upon me that health is the best way 
to give back to society and fulfill the 
emptiness in me. Thus, I began my 
journey into entrepreneurship.
 But I didn’t want to embark on 
just any business. I wanted a business 
that was constantly evolving, without 
limitations, providing the room for me 
to strive to greater heights, and at the 

same time empowering and providing 
the freedom that I much treasure.  
 That’s when I decided to merge 
health and beauty together as these 
are two entities that go hand-in-hand. 
Thus was born the holding company 
Iswanah Resources Sdn Bhd. And, 
from this holding company, Isvanah 
Health Care started.”

Q: What are the problems you   
 face along the way? Did you  

 feel like giving up?

“There were many hurdles along 
the way but I have chosen to view 
these challenges as stepping stones 
because these stones were and are 
my pathway to greater heights.
 Personally, I lacked the business 
knowledge as I come from an IT 
background. I realised through trial 
and error that that business knowledge 
is vital to develop a health-cum-beauty 
business. My immediate move was to 
take up courses in health and beauty, 
and that spurred me to earn my PhD 
in Alternative Medicine. I continued 
further by attending courses on 
hands-on practices in various forms 
of treatment and therapies for health 
and beauty solutions.
 On the physical level, capital was 
an issue. We pumped in our own cash 
and it sustained for a while but as 
the business grew and expanded to 
overseas, we felt the pinch. This was 
where my husband Krishnan came 
into the picture with his accounting 
knowledge.
 His advice was to be prudent in 
our expenses and retain the profit 
earned by pumping it back into 
the business as capital. This move 
helped us overcome our financial 
issues even when we expanded our 
business overseas. We are proud 
to note that Isvanah Resources has 
sustained thus far without any external                    
monetary assistance.”

Q: Are you satisfied with where  
 you are now? Why?

“In these past nine years, I am grateful 
to the Almighty for being able to 
reach this height in my personal and 
business life. The financial freedom, 
the ability to seek, acquire and share 
knowledge with my counterparts, and 
to be a role model for other budding 
businesswoman has been rewarding.
 But this is not the end for me as 
I constantly seek a business venture 
that is evolving and booming. When 

we started Isvanah Resources, we 
ventured into health and beauty-based 
treatment and therapies. From there, 
we expanded into a new area – product 
development. We developed and 
manufactured our own products under 
the house brand of Isvanah.  
 This was a new milestone for Isvanah 
Resources. Having established ourselves 
in health and beauty, we ventured into 
a new field – computer education to           
be precise.”

Q: Are you interested in   
 partnering with entrepreneurs  

 in the ASEAN region?   
 Please elaborate your   
 answer in terms of which  
 country and why?

“Yes, we are keen on expanding our 
business to the ASEAN region. We are 
looking at Indonesia, Singapore and 
Thailand as our future partners.
 The reason being that all these 
neigbouring countries have a huge 
market and our initial survey reveal that 
there is a need for the product that we 
manufacture.
 Besides this, the similarities that 
we share in cultural practices create 
a synergy that further supports the 
product that we wish to market there. 
The good infrastructure development 
in these countries is definitely an asset 
for business venture. Finally, the ability 
to communicate well due to language 
similarity helps a lot in our move to 
venture to these countries.”

Q: Do you think your government  
 have done enough to help   

 the young  entrepreneurs in   
 your country or not? Please   
 elaborate and provide   
 suggestion(s).

“In my personal opinion, the Malaysian 
government is doing a lot to help our 
young entrepreneurs. For example, I 
am grateful to the assistance rendered 
to me by the special Secretariat for 
Empowerment of Indian Entrepreneurs 
(SEED), an agency under the Prime 
Minister’s Department.
 Having said that, many a time, the 
good intention of the government failed 
to reach the masses. There are many out 
there who aspire to start a business or 
have business ideas that are sellable but 
are not able to do so as they are not 
aware of all these possibilities available 
within their reach. The problem lies in 
dispersing information through the right 
channel to the right people.”
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B
orn in 1939, Ir Alexjandro Teves Escano is 
not the typical entrepreneur who has dollars 
and cents as his main priority. His kind of 
entrepreneurship has, however, helped many 
lives in the Philippines, especially those who are 
in the lower income group. 

 Among others, Alex as he’s fondly referred to by his 
associates, is the founding chairman of the Philippine 
Chamber of Agriculture and Food (PCAFI) and a Trustee of 
the Association of Foundations in the Philippines. 
 A strong advocate and a practitioner of quality and 
productivity, Alex was once the president and now sits 
in the Advisory Council of the Philippine Quality and 
Productivity Movement (PQPM). Answering questions 
posed by ACE briefly, the 76-year-old shows that he may 
not a man of many words, but certainly a man of actions.  
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Alejandro Teves Escaño 
Chairman / PresidentName of Company:

Chicano Development Corporation  

Age:
76

Nature of business:
Real estate & consultancy

Office Address:
Unit 14A Rizal Tower, # 31 
Residential Drive 
Rockwell Residential Condominium 
Barangay Poblacion Makati City, 
1200 Philippines

Office Tel:
(632) 893 2991 

Website:
www.mfi.org.ph

E-mail contact:
alextescano@gmail.com 
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Q: What is your definition of   
 Entrepreneurship?

 
“Self-employed, own and operates 
the business.”

Q: What inspires you to be an   
 entrepreneur?   

 Please elaborate.
 
• No boss. 
• No office hours.  
• Make your own decisions. 
• You do only what you want to do; 

when you want to do it. 

Q: Share with me briefly your   
 business journey.

“After my graduation from De La Salle 
University in Manila with a Bachelor 
of Science in Chemical Engineering 
in 1961, I took the government 
examination, passed and immediately 
became an entrepreneur by 
establishing and operating a hotel in 
Dumaguete City without any funding 
from parents or relatives. 
 Subsequently, I packaged and 
established two Cassava flour/
starch factories, two Sugar Centrals, 
and oversaw the operation of One 
Copper mine. Along the way, I also 
set up skills training schools and 
became a consultant and director in                   
several corporations.”

Q: What are the problems you   
 face along the way? Did you  

 feel like giving up?

“Dealing with politicians and shortage 
of funds.”
 “Giving up? Never! Even when 
friends thought I was crazy for 
pursuing some projects, their doubts 
did not deter me. Instead I proceeded 
and accomplished the project. 

Q: Are you satisfied with where  
 you are now? Why?

“Yes, I’m very happy for I derived a 
lot of self-satisfaction. Why? Simply 
because I accomplished some 
projects which many thought were 
impossible, and yet, they are up and 
running today.”

Q: Are you interested in   
 partnering with entrepreneurs  

 in the ASEAN region?   
 Please elaborate your   
 answer in terms of which  
 country and why?

“I am always open for partnerships and 
networking on a worldwide basis. Why? 
Obviously, partnership and networking 
is the golden key to fast track                                                                        
one’s growth. 

Q: Are you looking for an angel  
 investor or venture capitalist?  

 Please share and elaborate.

“Yes, there are a lot of good 
opportunities in the Philippines. If there 
are available funds, many projects can 
be started and operated with good 
return of investment (ROI).”

Q: Do you think your government  
 have done enough to help   

 the young  entrepreneurs in   
 your country or not? Please   
 elaborate and provide   
 suggestion(s).

“Not enough. 
 Farmers and fishermen are 
entrepreneurs but they lack education, 
funding and government support. 
They belong to the poorest of the 
poor because of their lack of education            
and funding.  
 In view of the existing laws in the 
Philippines, there are monopolies in 
the transportation sector. The cost of 
transportation and electricity in the 
Philippines is the highest in Asia, and 
probably in the world, which makes the 
farmers and fishing communities non-
competitive in many ways.  
 As an illustration, it is cheaper to ship 
goods from New York in the US to Manila 
than to ship from Davao to Manila. 
 Moreover, there are also monopolies 
in the production of electricity that 
makes the cost of energy very expensive. 
Hence, the Filipino farming community 
does not have the economies of scale in 
their operation.  
 They also do not have access to 
reasonable funding. The government 
is aware of the existing hardship but 
very little is being done to provide the 
Filipino farming entrepreneurs with 
better opportunities.”

Q: 
 

Establish good relationship with 
the small entrepreneurs like in a big 
brother-small brother relationship.”

Q: Your aspirations for the    
 future.  

“I would like to see the farmers and 
fishermen becoming successful 
entrepreneurs with quality education, 
sufficient funding and improved 
productivity which will lead to a rise 
in their purchasing power as well 
as enable them to become a good 
market for production companies.”

• Chairman of the MAP Disaster 
Relief and Rehabilitation 
Committee

 
• Vice Chairman of the 

MAP Climate Change and 
Sustainable Development 
Committee 

• Founding Chairman of 
the Philippines Chamber 
for Agriculture and Food Inc. 
(PCAFI) 

• Founding Chairman 
of the Private Sector 
Disaster Management 
Network (PSDMN) 

 
• Chairman/President of the 

Technical Vocational Schools 
and Associations of the 
Philippines (TEVSAPHIL) 

• Member of the Bishops-
Businessmen’s Conference for 
Human Development National 
Executive Committee 

• Vice Chairman (External 
Affairs) of the MFI Foundation 
Inc (MFI) 

• Founding Chairman of the 
Fundacion Escaño Incorporada

Alex’s other professional 
positions:

What do you think the big 
corporations should do for the 
young entrepreneurs in your 
country? Please elaborate and 
provide suggestion(s).  
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T
he Landing Gold Hotel, founded in 2014 by the 
Luon Brothers, is one of finest boutique hotels 
in Siem Reap, Cambodia, boasting an outdoor 
pool, business centre and complimentary 
parking on site. 

 Nestled in Wat Bo Village in a country that is fast 
becoming an important tourist destination, its location is 
also very strategic because of its close proximity to Siem 
Reap International airport, the Angkor Wat, and city centre. 
 ACE speaks to one of the brothers, Luon, about his 
philosophy as an entrepreneur and why, after founding the 
Landing Point Villa Hotel in 2012, they are also expanding 
into the F&B business very fast.
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Luon Anchamnes 
Co-Founder

Name of Company:
Landing Gold Hotel

Age:
26

Nature of business:
Bookstore, restaurant and hotel 

Office Address:
Salakamroeuk Village,
Siem Reap, Cambodia 

Office Tel:
+855 63 969 686 

Website:
www.landinggoldvilla.com

E-mail contact:
reservation@landingpointhotel.com
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  Q: What is your definition of      
 Entrepreneurship?

 
“Entrepreneurship is about one’s 
involvement in any profitable 
enterprise which has ethical and 
social values. By ethical, I mean that 
the enterprise must be ethical to 
all stakeholders. At the same time, 
it has good social values, which 
allow us to value add to society and 
contribute towards the creation of 
employment and to the economy of 
the country. These enterprises also 
pride in being systematic, which 
means that they operate based on an 
effective system which is managed 
by competent employees.” 

Q: What inspires you to be an   
 entrepreneur?   

 Please elaborate.
 
“There are two reasons why I am 
inspired to become an entrepreneur:
 
• To Make an impact: I feel great 

and proud to be able to make 
an impact on people’s lives. 
By creating employment and 
producing more leaders through 
my businesses, I feel that I am 
also playing an important part in 
the development of our country’s 
economy. We know that SMEs 
form the backbone of our 
country’s economy.

• To achieve my dream: My 
dream has always been inspired 
by Robert Kiyosaki, especially 
after reading his book Retired 
Young, Retired Rich. This is what 
has inspired me to do what I 
am doing right now. To retire 
young and rich, and be able to 
spend time doing what you love 
to do while all your businesses 
are creating employment and 
contributing to the economy of 
the country.”

Q: Share with me briefly your   
 business journey.

“After completing my Master’s 
degree in Marketing, I worked as 
Marketing Executive at Changi 
General Hospital, Singapore for 
one year in 2011. When I returned 
to Siem Reap in 2012, I joined 

Paññãsãstra University of Cambodia 
as its lecturer of Marketing.
 I spent a year there before my 
brother and I decided to start a F&B 
outlet. This was how we started 
The Palmboo Restaurant in 2013 to 
promote traditional Khmer cuisines. 
We were among the first to adopt 
corporate social responsibility (CSR) 
by doing charity work with non-
governmental organisation (NGO) 
Kantha Bopha Jayavaman VII to 
eliminate poverty in Siem Reap.
 As the tourism business was 
booming, we thought it would 
be a good venture to set up The 
Landing Point Villa Hotel to tap 
the international tourist market. As 
business was good, we went on to set 
up the Dara Buffet Restaurant in 2014, 
positioning it as the market leader in 
local buffet and BBQ in Siem Reap.
 In 2014, we also set up The 
Landing Gold Villa Hotel. This is how 
fast we moved. We see such great 
business opportunities in Cambodia, 
and there was no time to waste.
 This year, together with my 
brother, we have started the LA5 
Bookshop and Café. It is the largest 
retail outlet for stationery and books 
in Siem Reap, which is dedicated to 
our father. This has always been his 
dream to own such a business. We are 
hoping to become one of the biggest 
wholesaler in the near future, if we can 
find the right partners from overseas.” 

Q: What are the problems you   
 face along the way? Did you  

 feel like giving up?

“In any entrepreneurial journey, 
problems ranging from financial 
management to manpower and 
shortage of expertise in managing a 
business would likely surface.
 However, all these problems can 
be overcome when one has a strong 
mentality, a great dream and an 
entrepreneur’s mindset that can see a 
solution in every problem. I personally 
believe every entrepreneur will face 
problems along the journey.
 No doubt there are many times I 
feel like giving up, but the people in 
my circle, i.e. friends, family members 
and even my own staff have been a 
big encouragement to me. It is also 
my desire to be successful that has 
kept me going.”

Q: Are you satisfied with where  
 you are now? Why?

“The word ‘satisfied’ does not exist 
in my dictionary. I am the type who 
would always make changes in order 
to maximise my potential every single 
day. I believe that even if I can achieve 
my dream earlier than what I had set, I 
will be still looking for another dream 
to achieve. Ironically, I believe we have 
to keep our brains active and a young 
mindset will help us maintain our youth.”

Q: Do you think your government  
 have done enough to help   

 the young  entrepreneurs in   
 your country or not? Please   
 elaborate and provide   
 suggestion(s).

“I think that the government has 
been trying its best to help younger 
entrepreneurs in the country to 
some extent. 
 However, more incentives 
policies for business start-up can be 
implemented more efficiently. Raising 
sufficient capital to run a business for 
young entrepreneurs is one of the 
problems that the government should 
be addressing. 
 In Cambodia, it is very difficult for 
many young entrepreneurs to raise 
enough capital even though they may 
have thousands of great potential 
business ideas on hand. The usual ways 
to raise capital for young entrepreneurs 
in Cambodia is to get help from family, 
friends and personal savings.” 

Q: What do you think the big   
 corporations should do for   

 the young entrepreneurs in   
 your country? Please elaborate  
 and provide suggestion(s). 

“Big corporations should play their 
role as good business models that can 
be emulated by the next generation 
of entrepreneurs. They can help to 
promote good business ethics, socially-
oriented businesses and a systematic 
approach to managing a business. We 
hardly see our successful entrepreneurs 
share their experiences with the younger 
entrepreneurs. All these successful 
people can play a very important role 
to inspire and mentor the younger 
generation so that they too can be just 
as successful.”
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M
in Than Htut set up his tour and hospitality 
company in 2013 with the hope of creating 
jobs for his fellow citizens. Based in Yangon, 
Pro Niti Travel and Tours Co Ltd is a vibrant 
travel company which provides group tour 

packages and a full range of other travel services such as 
personalised tour services, booking of air tickets, transfers, 
hotel bookings and car rental to most parts of Myanmar.
 Min’s business philosophy is based on one simple 
premise – travellers want to feel, taste and experience a 
destination in a way that’s real and enduring.
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Name of Company:
Pro Niti Travel & Tours Co Ltd

Age:
25

Nature of business:
Personalised tour services,
tourism, hospitality 

Office Address:
No. 196, Bogyoke Aung San Road
Botahtaung Township
Yangon, Myanmar

Office Tel:
+95-9420 065 267

Website:
www.pronititravel.com

E-mail contact:
min@pronititravel.com

Min Than Htut 
Managing Director
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Q: What is your definition of   
 Entrepreneurship?

 
“In my opinion, entrepreneurship is all 
about one’s wholehearted dedication 
to make a difference in the lives of 
others where we can help them in 
one way or another to improve their 
livelihood. An entrepreneur has to 
have a great passion that drives him 
and his team, and the faith to believe 
that he can and will achieve his goals. 
He also needs to be hard-working and 
not depend on lady luck.”

Q: What inspires you to be an   
 entrepreneur?   

 Please elaborate.
 
“I come from a poor family. This is one 
reason why I work so hard to establish 
my current business.
 I am still trying my best to build the 
business so that I could prove to the 
people who were raised up together 
with me that as long as we do not give 
up and willing to give our best shot, 
we will eventually realise our dreams.
 The other reason is because I am 
keen to create jobs for the people in 
our country. This is so that they do not 
need to work abroad and leaving their 
family behind. I believe that life is too 
short and people should be happy 
and enjoy their family lives, too.”

Q: Share with me briefly your   
 business journey.

“I started my working life since I was 
only 16 years old. In fact, I was already 
helping my parents in their shop at the 
age of 10.  
  After finishing high school, I joined 
the distance education programme 
at Yangon University. Although I had 
preferred to take up engineering, my 
parents could not really afford it.
 When I was in Second Year at 
university, I had to work as a bellboy 
at a small hotel. Subsequently, I joined 
one of the travel agents in Yangon 
and worked as a tour operator. That 
was when I started to contribute to 
international travel forums such as 
TripAdvisor.com and Lonely Planet.
 My main objective was to provide 
all the useful information about 
travelling within Myanmar. People 
were beginning to take notice of 
my contribution and they started to 

contact me to help and arrange part 
of their travel.
 After their visit in Myanmar, they 
starting talking about me on the travel 
forum. This is when I started getting 
more people writing to me and I 
decided to venture into the travel 
business. Hence, Pro Niti Travel (www.
pronititravel.com) was incorporated 
on July 2013.
 I chose this name out of belief that 
if everyone is professional and love 
his job, the world would be a better 
place to live in. Pro Niti simply means 
“professional ethic” (‘Niti’ is the Pali 
word for ethics).”

Q: What are the problems you   
 face along the way? Did you  

 feel like giving up?

“Throughout the journey, I faced 
many problems.  
 When I first started my business 
venture, it was a very challenging 
time for me because I did not 
have any education background in 
management or business.  
 To set up a business entity and 
eventually building it up can be very 
challenging and stressful. Honestly, I 
have thought of giving up. However, 
whenever I looked back at the reasons 
why I went into business, I decided to 
just press on. This is because I have 
the desire to create more jobs and 
influence and motivate poor people 
to succeed in life.”

Q: Are you satisfied with where  
 you are now? Why?

“I have to say, yes! I am satisfied 
with where I am now because I feel 
like I am on my way to accomplish 
the bigger goals in life which I have 
mentioned earlier. It is not that I have 
reached there yet, but I know we are 
closer to these goals.”

Q: 

 
“Yes, I am really interested in 
partnering with entrepreneurs from 
the ASEAN region. This is because I 
love cooperation and team work.

 I would prefer to work with 
entrepreneurs from Singapore, Malaysia 
and Thailand because they are more 
advanced in the way they do business 
and they are stronger than us financially, 
too. I believe I can learn from them 
more about technology.  
  Likewise, I would like to work with 
entrepreneurs from both Cambodia and 
the Philippines. As we are comparable 
in terms of country’s development, I 
believe, we will be able to understand 
each other better and share our common 
values while trying to help develop the 
economies of our own countries.”

Q: Do you think your government  
 have done enough to help   

 the young  entrepreneurs in   
 your country or not? Please   
 elaborate and provide   
 suggestion(s).

“I think as entrepreneurs, we have 
to be self-motivated. We have to 
find ways and means to achieve our 
own goals. Therefore, whether the 
government is helping out or not, it 
doesn’t really matter!
 But as I mentioned earlier, since 
we do not have good vocational 
training for employees, the 
government should at least improve 
on this particular area in order to 
produce qualified staff to support the 
hospitality and tourism industry.”

Q: 

 “The bigger corporations should 
avoid having a monopoly of the 
business. Some of the policies in 
Myanmar should be changed as well in 
order to introduce fair competition.” 

Q: Your aspirations for the future.  

“What I aspire to achieve for the future 
is the same as what I have set myself to 
achieve as an entrepreneur.
 I will keep creating more jobs for 
people here. Meanwhile, I hope to set a 
good example to people I have grown 
up with, so that they are aware that as 
long as they have a burning desire to 
succeed in life, they will achieve their 
goals, regardless of their background.”

Are you interested 
in partnering with 
entrepreneurs in the ASEAN 
region? Please elaborate 
your answer in terms of 
which country and why?

What do you think the big 
corporations should do for the 
young entrepreneurs in your 
country? Please elaborate and 
provide suggestion(s).  
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M
onton Roongkitchitpaisal’s love and passion 
for machineries has turned him into a 
successful entrepreneur in the printing and 
coating business. His Chiangmai-based 
factory produces anything from books, 

annual reports and company profiles to brochures, diaries, 
catalogs, folders, posters, calendars and all types of 
packaging prints.
 Because the printing business is very competitive, 
Roongkitchitpaisal hopes that there will be close 
collaboration between entrepreneurs in his type of 
industry so that everyone gets to share the pie instead of 
killing each other in the ensuing competition.  
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Monton Roongkitchitpaisal
Managing Director

Name of Company:
Smart Coating & Service Co Ltd

Age:
41

Nature of business:
Printing and packaging

Office Address:
29/18 Singharaj Rd Sribhoom 
Muang Chiangmai
Thailand 50200

Office Tel:
+66 818 835 930

Website:
www.smartcoating.net

E-mail contact:
volkbad@yahoo.com
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Q: What is your definition of   
 Entrepreneurship?

 
“An entrepreneur is like an orchestra 
conductor. He does not play all the 
musical instruments but he is a team 
player. He picks the right people, train 
them on the job and let them play their 
role. I always believe that team work is 
important. With our employees now 
capable of running the company by 
themselves, the job left for the owner 
or entrepreneur is only to choose the 
right workforce to execute the job                                 
for him.”

Q: What inspires you to be an   
 entrepreneur?   

 Please elaborate.
 
“It is all about survival. When I was 
young, I always loved machines. When 
I visited the factory belonging to my 
uncle’s friend, I always marvelled at 
the glucose manufacturing machine. 
I loved it and dreamt that someday 
that I would own a big factory where 
I would have variety of equipment to 
do the job for me. Now I do have 24 
different type of machine 555!”

Q: Share with me briefly your   
 business journey.

“I was studying to be a photographer 
in the United States where I opened a 
small Photo Express shop as my first 
business. 
 At that time, digital camera was 
making a debut in the market and 
cash was pouring in every day. This 
is because people simply fell in love 
with the first digital camera. Everyone 
needed to print all of their pictures 
(500 minimal and one rich guy printed 
6,000 of his family travel pictures). 
But after three years, the market            
slowed down. 
 Nevertheless, I picked up the skills 
in the printing business along the way. 
I sold my Photo Express business and 
began to venture into the new ‘After 
Printing Business’ before embarking 
on expanding the business into a full-
fledged printing company today.”

Q: What are the problems you   
 face along the way? Did you  

 feel like giving up?

“Yes, of course! I cannot count how 
many times I felt like giving up. I am 
tired with people, tired with human 

work, tired with customers who are 
late paymasters, etc. But at the end 
of the day, I push myself to persevere 
as I don’t wish to see all the efforts or 
hardship which I have endured to get 
my business going ended up in vain.”

Q: Are you satisfied with where  
 you are now? Why?

“No! If my employees still have to wait 
for my instructions. 
 Now I train them to think like me, 
for example, what they would do if they 
were in my shoes as the owner. It is 
indeed a task to get them to think like 
me. But there is no better way as our 
company is growing every year. Most 
of our customers have big companies, 
too, and they are also expanding; 
therefore, we must grow in tandem                         
with them.”

Q: Are you interested in   
 partnering with entrepreneurs  

 in the ASEAN region?   
 Please elaborate your   
 answer in terms of which  
 country and why?

“Yes, I am targeting at a few countries. 
China, Myanmar and Vietnam are 
my next destinations. We need raw 
material from China, and market order 
from Myanmar and Vietnam. At the 
moment, we are just having a small 
order for a start.”

Q : Are you looking for an angel  
 investor or a venture   

 capitalist? Please share and   
 elaborate.

“Our factory is in Chiangmai. It is a 
gateway to the ASEAN Economic 
Community once the gate is open. 
So, yes, we need investors to fulfill 
our capacity and upgrade some of 
our machines. We plan to import 
raw material from our neighbouring 
countries, too.”

Q: Do you think your government  
 have done enough to help   

 the young  entrepreneurs in   
 your country or not? Please   
 elaborate and provide   
 suggestion(s).

“Yes, BOI (Thailand’s Board of 
Investment) is the government 
department which helps the bigger 
companies, but there is not enough 

support for the SMEs. Freeing 
import taxes for new machines 
would be a great help. To date, it 
is so expensive to purchase new 
machines. At the moment, SMEs can 
only afford to purchase used machines                                
from Europe.”

Q: What do you think the big 
corporations should do for 

the young entrepreneurs in your 
country? Please elaborate and 
provide suggestion(s). 
 
“For now everyone is only thinking 
about the competition, and how to 
outdo each other. If only everyone 
within the fraternity and same business 
sector starts to work together, I am 
sure that we can all enjoy a piece of 
the pie. When we agree on a standard 
pricing, I am sure we can all enjoy 
good profitability in this business.”

Q: Your aspirations for the   
 future. 

“For most people, success is the 
money or cash income that one earns. 
For me, I just need to be free. I wish I 
do not have to go to office every day. 
I want to have time with my family, my 
wife and my sons. I want to have time 
to travel around the world.”
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I
n 2012, Manothip Siripaphanh’s project known as 
Naree Handbags was picked as the winner of the 
STEPS Young Entrepreneur Market Place Competition, 
a special event organised by the World Bank in Laos.
 This was what prompted her to venture into her 

handbag retailing and manufacturing business as a young 
entrepreneur. Although her company is only coming to 
three years old, its brand is already known to the Lao 
people, especially among younger generation. Manothip 
sees this as more than just making profit – she is in the 
business to groom a new generation of Lao people.
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Name of Company:
Naree

Age:
28

Nature of business:
Retail and manufacturing

Office Address:
Nongborn Village, Horm 1
Xaysettha District
Vientiane Capital
Lao PDR (PO Box 583)

Office Tel:
(+85621) 261613

Website:
www.naree.la (under construction)

E-mail contact:
nareebag@hotmail.com
manothips@hotmail.fr

Manothip Siripaphanh
General Director and Designer
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Q: What is your definition of   
 Entrepreneurship?

 
“Entrepreneurship has a wide 
meaning. Each entrepreneur 
expresses the meaning differently. 
For me, being an entrepreneur simply 
means that I have to possess three 
important quality – being visionary, 
willing to be hands-on and being 
responsible to the assigned tasks.”

Q: What inspires you to be an   
 entrepreneur?   

 Please elaborate.
 
“My passion to create, to innovate 
and to offer value to the Lao society 
is the main reason why I decided to 
move from a secure job as an office 
manager to be an entrepreneur or a 
full time businesswoman. 
 NAREE is legally registered as our 
first brand for handbags in Lao PDR. 
At present, our goal as a company 
is not only to sell our products in the 
market and make money. We are 
interested in educating our young 
people about the use and the value of 
Laos’ own brands. 
 We also encourage those 
who dream to become successful 
entrepreneurs to participate in a 
number of our seminars which are 
organised to allow young people 
to exchange their experiences as 
entrepreneurs in Lao.”

Q: Share with me briefly your   
 business journey.

“I am seriously thinking how we can 
expand the market for our products 
as widely as possible. We also work 
hard at raising the cultural values of 
NAREE’s products. 
 We know that if we want to expand 
NAREE’s products in the international 
market, we will have to focus on the 
quality and design of the products.

Q: What are the problems you   
 face along the way? Did you  

 feel like giving up?

“The market in Lao is small. We are 
a country with a small population. 
Besides, we also do not have skilled 
labourers who can do a good job. 
This is because there are not many 
professional education providers in 
the country.

 Nonetheless, I have never felt 
like giving up at all. On the contrary, 
I take every problem we face as a 
challenge for me to solve if I wish to 
expand my business.”

Q: Are you satisfied with where  
 you are now? Why?

“Yes, I am satisfied with the current level 
of exposure that NAREE has received in 
our country. Our local media people 
are interested in NAREE and we have 
been interviewed by journalists from 
a number of magazines, newspapers, 
radio and TV. 
 NAREE has just been visited by 
a  high ranking officer at the National 
level, which is gratifying for a new 
business set-up. 
 However, we still find that our 
business is small and at its infancy stage. 
We know that the road to success is still 
a long way to go. Meanwhile, we will 
strive to develop this business.”

Q: Are you interested in   
 partnering with entrepreneurs  

 in the ASEAN region?   
 Please elaborate your   
 answer in terms of which  
 country and why?

“Partnering in itself is very challenging. 
This is another way to expand our 
business and to build new markets.
 If I have opportunity to meet 
partners from ASEAN countries in 
the near future, that would be great! 
It depends on the opportunity and 
the conditions, but let’s first discuss 
the possibilities.”

Q: Do you think your government  
 have done enough to help   

 the young  entrepreneurs in   
 your country or not? Please   
 elaborate and provide   
 suggestion(s).

“In our country, there are many projects 
which help young entrepreneurs to 
showcase their ideas. This is a great 
start for most young entrepreneurs.
 For example, NAREE handbags as 
a Laos brand came into being after we 
participated in the top 10 awards in the 
‘STEP Young Entrepreneur Marketplace 
Competition’ and was selected. 
 This was a partnership project 
between the Lao Government and 
the World Bank Office in Lao PDR to 

encourage young people to build 
and develop their own business 
ideas. Our brand was eventually 
registered and we started to enter 
into the market in 2013.
 A project under the Ministry of 
Industrialisation and Commerce 
known as Business Assistance 
Facility (BAF) has also been 
providing financial assistance to new 
SME entrepreneurs in the area of 
promoting their products. 
 There are also a number of business 
associations providing a good platform 
for business networking. However, 
compared to other countries, Lao PDR 
still has limited resources that assist 
our young entrepreneurs. More can 
be done in this area.”

Q: What do you think the big   
 corporations should do for   

 the young entrepreneurs   
 in  your country? Please  
 elaborate and provide   
 suggestion(s). 
 
“I think the bigger corporations 
should collaborate more with the 
SMEs in order to help them to 
become more competitive in the 
international market. 
 After all, Lao is a small country 
and we do not have that many SMEs. 
We should work hand-in-hand to help 
develop our businesses together.”

Q: Your aspirations for the   
 future. 

“We are looking at expanding 
into the international market. We 
are still studying the potential 
markets which will be part of 
our expansion strategy. We are 
looking mainly at a few major 
countries in Asia and Europe. 
 We are currently working hard 
to turn NAREE into being the 
first online shop which allows its 
customers to shop online. We want 
to be the leading brand for quality 
handbags from Lao PDR in the 
international market. 
 Our job is to keep the 
originality of our national culture 
such as the value of specific Lao 
silk style mixed and balanced with 
the modern international fashion 
as much as possible.” 
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Nguyen Van Khuong
Managing Director

Name of Company:
Asia Senses Travel & Tours Co Ltd

Age:
24

Nature of business:
Tourism, travelling & hospitality

Office Address:
No 43, Alley 139 
Nguyen Thai Hoc Street
Hanoi, Vietnam

Office Tel:
 (+84-4) 6273 2655

Website:
www.asiasenses.com

E-mail contact:
 info@asiasenses.com
khuong127@gmail.com

S
pecialsing in customised adventure tours for 
Myanmar, Bhutan, Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos, 
China, Thailand and North Korea, Asia Senses 
Travel & Tours is Nguyen Van Khuong’s efforts to 
enter an industry which he hopes will eventually 

bring big numbers of tourist to Vietnam.   
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Q: What is your definition of   
 Entrepreneurship?

 
“For me, entrepreneurship is about 
taking the first step down the 
entrepreneurial path. Although this 
may be a long and winding road, 
this is an important first step which 
must be carefully combined with 
well-executed market research and 
strategic plans.”

Q: What inspires you to be an   
 entrepreneur?   

 Please elaborate.

“In my opinion, it is the craving for 
more money and a better lifestyle that 
inspired me to be an entrepreneur. 
 I come from a modest family. We 
were not very rich but at least we 
could make ends meet. My parents 
tried their best to feed and educate 
their four children. This was their 
biggest success as parents which I will 
always admire.
 I have dreamt of becoming 
an entrepreneur since the time I 
was thinking about my future and 
my career. I believe that being an 
entrepreneur will help lift my family 
and I out of the poverty cycle. Another 
reason is because I want to achieve 
my full potential. I have always 
wanted to achieve great success in 
life and make my parents proud of my 
achievements.”

Q: Share with me briefly your   
 business journey.

“As soon as I graduated with a degree 
in foreign language and international 
affairs, I started working with one of 
the leading inbound tour agency in 
Vietnam. I worked as the operator staff 
for one year before I moved to two 
other companies where I was involved 
in sales and product development. 
 For me, being hands-on is very 
important. Without the practical 
experience, an entrepreneur will not be 
able to execute his business smoothly. 
Therefore, when I worked for these 
companies, I always approached every 
aspect of my assignments with more 
than positive attitude.
 Over three years since my 
graduation, I realised that the time has 
come for me to start my own business. 
It has been an adventurous journey but 
I have never regretted my decision.”

Q: What are the problems you   
 face along the way? Did you  

 feel like giving up?

“For any new startup, both customer 
service and market reputation are the 
most difficult problems to overcome. 
We struggled with this by conducting 
more research to find out how we 
could create strategic products to 
meet customers’ expectations. 
 I never feel like giving up, 
although faced with tough times; 
on the contrary, I feel confident with 
my ability to conquer new frontiers. I 
never doubt my abilities.”

Q: Are you satisfied with where  
 you are now? Why?

“Of course, not! We are trying to 
expand our markets to the Middle East 
and East Asia which have big potential 
for tourist arrivals. Our journey is far 
from finish with just bringing in tourists 
from Indochina and Southeast Asia.”

Q: Are you interested in   
 partnering with entrepreneurs  

 in the ASEAN region?   
 Please elaborate your   
 answer in terms of which  
 country and why?

“Yes, I am. Nowadays, we can easily 
bridge and network with other 
partners, not only within the ASEAN 
region but almost anywhere in the 
world. The world is becoming smaller, 
thanks to the Internet and other 
online social networks. Partnering and 
cooperation make our business better 
and more fruitful. 
 Cambodia, Laos and Myanmar 
are the three major countries we have 
worked closely with in exchanging our 
tourism resources. We have worked with 
the local enterprises in these countries. 
These are the countries we share a 
common heritage with, and they are 
the gateways between Southeast Asia, 
China and the Indian subcontinent.”

Q: 

“To bring Asia Senses Travel & Tours to 
a higher level, we will always welcome 
any angel investor or venture capitalist. 
This will further strengthen our position 
to reach out to new markets and attract 
more tourists to visit Vietnam.

 Supposing that we have a joint 
venture with a Malaysian based 
company, we can naturally expand 
our markets to reach Malaysians who 
have Chinese roots, as well as the 
large Muslim population in Malaysia.
 Through Malaysia, we will be 
able to connect with expatriates from 
Europe and Africa who are currently 
living in Malaysia.”

Q:

 

“Our business environment in Vietnam 
is still stifling the local enterprises from 
developing their businesses further. 
However, the country is forging ahead 
to integrate with other countries and 
with a new generation of leaders, 
I believe the enterprises here will 
be able to mingle with other global 
business entities.”

Q: What do you think the big   
 corporations should do for   

 the young entrepreneurs   
 in  your country? Please  
 elaborate and provide   
 suggestion(s). 
 
“There is always competition 
in business. As the younger 
entrepreneurs, we cannot request the 
bigger corporations in our country 
to help us with marketing or getting 
more tourists. However, one thing I 
believe they can help is to assist the 
young entrepreneurs to be able to 
compete on level ground.
 Also, the bigger corporations 
should preserve the reputation of the 
country at all times. Accordingly, the 
younger batch of entrepreneurs like 
me will be more confident to pursue 
the ways we choose. 
 Besides that, I believe it is important 
that we continue to encourage more 
business investments. We cannot 
afford to neglect these two areas; 
otherwise, young entrepreneurs 
who will someday make it big in 
this country will find themselves 
restricted and getting nowhere in their                  
business ventures.”

Do you think your government 
have done enough to help 
the young entrepreneurs in 
your country or not? Please 
elaborate and provide 
suggestion(s).

Are you looking for an angel 
investor or a venture capitalist? 
Please share and elaborate. 



ASEAN COMMUNITY OF ENTREPRENEURS

ASEAN COMMUNITY OF ENTREPRENEURS  |  ISSUE 4: 201568

ASEAN ENTREPRENEURS

B
Y

 STE
P

H
E

N
 N

G

Ronald Pang Tin Pin
Managing Director

Name of Company:
Clariti

Age:
48

Nature of business:
Retailing of hearing aids

Office Address:
Centrepoint Mall 
176 Orchard Road #03-14  
Singapore 238843 

Office Tel:
 (+65) 6733-1011 

Website:
www.clariti.com.sg

E-mail contact:
ronald@claritihearing.com

W
hen Ronald Pang signed up a Master 
Franchise agreement to be trained and 
dispense hearing aids in Singapore, little 
did he know that he was going to change 
the landscape of the hearing aids industry 

in Singapore.  
 Moving away from the red ocean – and instead of 
working with Ear, Nose and Throat (ENT) specialists in the 
hospital – Pang found a blue ocean in the shopping malls. 
In the early 2000s, he had become the largest hearing aid 
chain in Singapore with five outlets, which were eventually 
sold in 2006.  
 In 2011, Pang rebranded his business and started 
Clariti – a group of hearing care professionals in 2011. 
Today, Clariti Hearing Pte Ltd is a preferred partner 
of two leading hearing brands, Siemens and Phonak,                                             
in Singapore.
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Hearing awareness and dispensing 
standards in our neighbouring 
countries are equally low, if not lower, 
than Singapore.”  

Q: 

 

“Yes, the government is doing a lot to 
promote entrepreneurship. There are 
so many grants and financial support 
to help start-ups and SMEs. We enjoy 
tax incentives in the first three years 
of incorporation; we get financial 
subsidies for training, productivity 
innovations and employing new 
technologies. Great job!”

Q: What do you think the big   
 corporations should do for   

 the young entrepreneurs   
 in  your country? Please  
 elaborate and provide   
 suggestion(s). 
 
“Mentorship. Young entrepreneurs 
make mistakes that could be avoided 
if we have a senior mentor to guide 
us. I would love to have a mentor to 
spar business ideas with me. It is hard 
to share our ideas with close friends or 
relatives because entrepreneurs think 
differently in the first place.” 

Q: Your aspirations for the   
 future.  

“I want to grow the hearing care 
industry to maturity so that many 
more can live a higher quality of 
life in their golden years. I want 
to change negative mindsets that 
old people need not hear so well 
because they are not working. 
 Everyone deserves good 
hearing. It is a basic need towards 
better living. It saddens me when 
children tell me they will not buy 
a hearing aid for their parents 
because they don’t need it. 
 By then, I want to have 
Clariti clinics in as many corners 
of Singapore as possible 
to help the general public.                                                      
That’s my aspiration!”  

Q: What is your definition of   
 Entrepreneurship?

 
“An entrepreneur is someone who 
dares to dream and take bold steps 
to achieve that dream. The action 
is important. Otherwise we remain 
a dreamer. 
 We need to think out of the box. 
If we simply follow what others are 
already doing, then we must be 
prepared to be just another player 
in the industry. A true entrepreneur 
aspires to transform, not conform.”

Q: What inspires you to be an   
 entrepreneur?   

 Please elaborate.

“I love the freedom to set my own 
goals. I set the direction, the pace 
and form the team to achieve these 
goals together. 
 I love to do things differently. I 
take calculated risks if that means 
achieving greater results.”

Q: Share with me briefly your   
 business journey.

“Due to our existing Asian culture, 
nobody wants to buy hearing aids 
unless it is an absolute necessity. 
We may have a hearing loss but that 
does not mean we want to wear 
hearing aids. 
 Hearing loss affects the loved 
ones around us a lot more than it 
affects ourselves. What we don’t 
hear, we don’t miss. Very often, we 
don’t accept that we have a hearing 
problem when loved ones tell us so. 
 The biggest hurdle for this 
business is to improve the public 
attitude towards hearing loss and 
hearing aids. A hearing impaired is 
not a handicap. Similarly, hearing 
aids should not be regarded as a 
medical product. 
 My goal is to generate a wider 
acceptance of this lifestyle product. I 
set up my outlets in malls and never 
in hospitals. I advertise on magazines 
and newspapers and minimise 
partnerships with ENT specialists.
 I am not saying working with 
doctors is wrong. Too many people 
are doing that already. That does 
not help to improve the hearing aid 
retailing landscape in Singapore. 
 Meanwhile, I conduct approximately 
eight public talks a month to raise 

hearing awareness. Despite this social 
cause emphasis, Clariti Hearing Pte Ltd 
is a profit-oriented company.”

Q: What are the problems you   
 face along the way? Did you  

 feel like giving up?

“At the moment, there is inadequate 
support from government to the many 
private companies (SMEs). Grants to 
buy hearing aids are given to the low 
income group who meets the criteria 
but these grants can only be given 
through hospitals.
 Hence, the queue to buy hearing 
aids in hospitals is long. Today, the 
wait time to get an appointment for 
a hearing test is six months in some 
hospitals. And if you have bought an 
aid from the hospital and you want to 
fine-tune or re-programme the settings, 
the patient waits a few more months. 
 Hence, if the government can 
allow the grants to be dispersed 
through private practices, more hearing 
impaired people can receive prompt 
help. It will benefit the general public 
and create a balanced competition. 
This way, the SMEs can also have more 
resources to improve their operational 
standards. 
 No, I have never felt like giving up. 
I am changing lives every day. I hope I 
can change more lives but to those that 
I have helped, I made a difference in 
their lives.”

Q: Are you satisfied with where  
 you are now? Why?

“Clariti has outperformed my business 
projections and forecasts. We are 
doing well. Yes, I am happy where I am 
today but I have plans to grow Clariti 
to give greater positive influence to 
this industry.”

Q: Are you interested in   
 partnering with entrepreneurs  

 in the ASEAN region?   
 Please elaborate your   
 answer in terms of which  
 country and why?

“One of the reasons I sold my 
previous hearing company was 
because I was not allowed to venture 
beyond the Singapore territory. It 
was a licensed business. 
 Yes, I have interest to pursue 
partnership within the ASEAN region. 

Do you think your 
government have done 
enough to help the young 
entrepreneurs in your 
country or not? Please 
elaborate and provide 
suggestion(s).
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Kiung Thiam Fatt
Managing Director

Name of Company:
Weng Foo Tailor

Age:
58

Nature of business:
Premium tailoring

Office Address:
No 1-22, 1st Floor 
Gadong Properties Centre
BE4119, B.S.B
Brunei Darussalam

Office Tel:
+67 3244 0632

E-mail contact:
tfkiung@gmail.com

M
ention Kiung Thiam Fatt’s name in Brunei 
and chances are that you will find some 
satisfied customers amongst the ministers 
who go to him for their tailoring needs. 
Kiung has done such a great job that word 

of mouth and personal recommendations have helped 
his business to expand in the past four decades. With this 
vast experience in tailoring, Kiung is looking to expand his 
business into four major markets in ASEAN. 
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Q: 

 

“Although the government has 
provided opportunities to young 
entrepreneurs in the country, much 
of these opportunities have not been 
publicised sufficiently. Perhaps due to 
a more stagnated market compared to 
other regions, there is less of a culture 
for young people to start businesses. 
 My own opinion is that the 
government can provide and publicise 
start-up funding targeted towards 
the young generation. SME support 
can be increased as well such as 
funding for specialised machine and 
equipment and subsidised license and 
patent costs.”

Q: What do you think the big   
 corporations should do for   

 the young entrepreneurs   
 in  your country? Please  
 elaborate and provide   
 suggestion(s). 
 
“From what I know, some big 
corporations here organise 
competitions for students to 
conceptualise and present 
entrepreneurial business plans. These 
corporations can also take a step 
further and provide start-up capital 
funding for the business plans that 
they think will work out. 
 In other words, we can make 
more efforts to realise the dreams 
of these young entrepreneurs other 
than educate and enlighten the 
young generation on the benefits of              
being entrepreneurial.”

Q: Your aspirations for the   
 future.  

“As mentioned above, I hope to be 
able to venture into regional markets 
and expand my business. My children 
may not share the same passion that I 
have for my trade, but I hope that they 
will be able to find a subsidiary market 
to build on top of my main business. 
As part of the business community, I 
also hope to encourage young people 
with dreams and ambitions to realise 
their ultimate life goals.”  

Q: What is your definition of   
 Entrepreneurship?

 
“To me, entrepreneurship is the 
end product of a motivation driven 
by a desire to make a lot of money 
and be in-charge of my own work. I 
see myself as an entrepreneur who 
looks for opportunities in the existing 
market and establish a niche market 
of my own.”

Q: What inspires you to be an   
 entrepreneur?   

 Please elaborate.

“When I was in primary school, my 
dream was to become a successful 
businessman and my own boss. I grew 
up in a small town in Kuching, Sarawak 
and even though we had enough to 
live by, I felt that I could achieve more 
than just surviving on a menial job 
after I graduated from school. 
 I was a bit rebellious then. I 
decided to quit school when I was in 
my third year into secondary school 
education. I ventured into the job 
market and landed my first job in a 
car repair shop. After three years, I 
felt that the business was not what I 
wanted in the long run and I changed 
course to become an apprentice in a 
tailor shop.”

Q: Share with me briefly your   
 business journey.

“In 1975, I headed to Singapore 
alone to look for job opportunities as 
a tailor. Back then, I took a salary of 
S$400 per month. I stayed in the job 
for five years and learnt everything the 
trade has to offer. 
 However, I realised that my monthly 
savings would not be sufficient for me 
to start a business. When I heard that 
a tailor shop in Brunei had a vacancy, 
I jumped at the opportunity. In 1981, 
I landed on the shores of Brunei. My 
monthly salary in Brunei at that time 
was B$1200. 
 After two years of working in 
Brunei, I had B$25,000 in capital 
and I started my own tailoring shop. 
Within two years, I realised my goal of 
becoming my own boss. This was in 
1983. I have been running my tailoring 
business for the past 32 years!”

Q: What are the problems you   
 face along the way? Did you  

 feel like giving up?

“There are, of course, difficulties on the 
road of entrepreneurship. For instance, 
lack of capital, factory and also the 
hiring of seamstresses. There are also 
problems with getting permit for my 
seamstresses and also the fact that 
people nowadays do not want to learn 
the trade (of seam stressing) anymore. 
 But, I have never thought of giving 
up. My mindset is such that only by 
facing the problems head-on, will I be 
able to conquer them, to persevere 
and win.”

Q: Are you satisfied with where  
 you are now? Why?

“In the field of tailoring, I feel that I 
am quite satisfied with what I have 
achieved. I have established good 
reputation for my work and gained 
support from a group of premier 
clientele who have since become some 
of my closest friends. 
 In gaining close rapport with my 
clients who are also my friends, my 
business is more than a money-earning 
platform; it has also shaped my life 
experience and who I am today.”

Q: Are you interested in   
 partnering with entrepreneurs  

 in the ASEAN region?   
 Please elaborate your   
 answer in terms of which  
 country and why?

“I do have interest to partner with 
entrepreneurs in the ASEAN region. 
As my business is already established 
in Brunei, I feel that ventures into other 
regions would be the next challenge 
to take. 
 I would look at countries such as 
Malaysia, Singapore, the Philippines 
or Thailand as these are the countries 
I feel that has more matured markets 
and will be able to allow my trade as a 
premium tailoring service to supply to 
their markets.
 In fact, I have established some 
business contacts in these four 
countries through a successful multi-
level marketing (MLM) business. My 
business partners in MLM will be 
strong supporters for my venture into           
regional markets.”

Do you think your 
government have done 
enough to help the young 
entrepreneurs in your 
country or not? Please 
elaborate and provide 
suggestion(s).
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 Yen Dewi Setiawan 
Founder / Art Director

Name of Company:
Nononsense Design Studio

Age:
38

Nature of business:
Communication design, wedding 
invitation and printing

Office Address:
Ruko Rch Palace
Jl. Meruya Ilir Raya,
No. 36-40 Blok B 15
Kembangan, Jakarta Barat
Indonesia

Office Tel:
+62 8111 48718, +62 8166 04601

Website:
www.nononsensegraphic.com

E-mail contact:
mail@nononsensegraphic.com

G
raphic design has always been her passion in 
life. For this reason, Indonesian entrepreneur 
Yen Dewi Setiawan who established the 
Nononsense Design Studio in 2005 says her 
company allows clients to choose a desirable 

communication channel in storytelling and messaging. 
 It can be both romantic and elegant without forgoing 
the personalised touch for individual clients. In this past 
two years, Yen whose nickname is “Nonon”, says she had 
bought her own offset, cutting and pond machines in her 
quest to control the entire production process without 
having to depend on others. 
 The processes involving laser cut, pop up, flocking 
and lace, will eventually produce a finished product that is 
both meaningful and  worth keeping.
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all things by herself. When you find a 
good and reliable partner, then the 
business will expand even further and 
it will progress more rapidly.”

Q:

 

“There are still a lot of things that 
Indonesians should learn from other 
countries; this is especially so where 
entrepreneurship programmes are 
taught to young people. There is a 
need for the government to carry out 
more of such programmes.”

Q: What do you think the big   
 corporations should do for   

 the young entrepreneurs   
 in  your country? Please  
 elaborate and provide   
 suggestion(s). 
 
“They should give opportunities for 
those who are working part-time 
and provide opportunities for direct 
practical training to young people. This 
will enable the younger generation to 
experience the real working world, a 
worthwhile experience that money 
cannot buy.”

Q: Your aspirations for the   
 future.  

“I am looking forward to give 
my current and future clients as 
much satisfaction in creative sense                               
as possible.”  

Q: What is your definition of   
 Entrepreneurship?

 
“To me, entrepreneurship is a process. 
No matter what the end results may 
be, you have to be able to appreciate 
the process. The so-called process is 
a culmination of what we have learnt 
in order to carry out the toughest 
job with a sense of responsibility. 
An entrepreneur has to be always 
responsible for their actions, whether 
in theory or in practice.”

Q: What inspires you to be an   
 entrepreneur?   

 Please elaborate.

 “Since my father passed away 
when I was eight, I have had to fend 
for myself. My family has always been 
engaged in the textile business, and 
nobody has gone into the design, 
printing or paper business. Since 
my interest lies in the latter, I had to 
motivate and inspire myself that I’m 
capable of becoming a very successful 
entrepreneur in the area of my                                                              
choice someday.”

Q: Share with me briefly your   
 business journey.

 “I graduated from the Art Center 
College of Design in Pasadena, 
California back in 2001. Upon my 
return, I moved out of my hometown 
in Bandung where I worked as a full 
time graphic designer at Nuage              
in Jakarta. 
 After eight months, I decided to 
quit and started a design studio which 
is known after my nickname – ‘Nonon’ 
and `sense’ – hence, ‘Nononsense’. 
 ‘Nononsense’ is a one-stop 
centre which offers anything from 
communication design, to printing 
and even hand-crafted wedding 
invitations. In the first five years, we 
started with zero knowledge. Through 
failures, we started learning to pick 
ourselves up. 
 We also started looking at mass 
production as well as ways and means 
to capture the market with proper 
marketing strategies. All these lessons 
are learnt in their entirety. 
 By the sixth year, our business 
started to improve and become more 
stable until today. This is the 10th year 
we have been in business, and I truly 
enjoy what I am doing!”

Q: What are the problems you   
 face along the way? Did you  

 feel like giving up?

“Working on the design is not too 
difficult because this is something close 
to my heart. What is most difficult is at 
the finishing stage and when we start 
producing the end product for the 
client. However, it is important that 
we control the entire process from the 
design stage all through production 
and the finished product.
 This requires the skills of competent 
workers throughout all the stages 
which include folding, gluing and not 
forgetting, quality control at the end 
of the process. It is our responsibility to 
train our employees to work well, fast 
and neat in order to churn out products 
that meet our customers’ satisfaction.”

Q: Are you satisfied with where  
 you are now? Why?

“Yes, I am very satisfied although it 
takes a lot of my time trying to learn 
the business on my own. Although this 
is time consuming, I am happy that I’m 
now well-versed with the entire process 
of my business. 
 Although most people find 
it difficult to do all the work by 
themselves, I’m more inclined to do 
everything by myself if possible. As 
time passes quickly, I feel like I have 
survived and continued to learn new 
things till today.”

Q: Are you interested in   
 partnering with entrepreneurs  

 in the ASEAN region?   
 Please elaborate your   
 answer in terms of which  
 country and why?

“I would love to find a partner in 
the ASEAN region. They can take 
advantage of the cheap labour that 
Indonesia has to offer in contrast to 
the rest of the world. The prices of 
handmade items are still affordable in 
Indonesia compared to countries such 
as Singapore and Malaysia.

Q:

“Right now, I am expanding my 
business in partnership with a friend 
in Jakarta. I realise that one cannot do 

Do you think your 
government have done 
enough to help the young 
entrepreneurs in your 
country or not? Please 
elaborate and provide 
suggestion(s).

Are you looking for an angel 
investor or a venture capitalist? 
Please share and elaborate.
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M
aybank, Southeast Asia’s 
fourth largest bank by 
assets, has teamed up 
with global technology 
powerhouse SAGE to 

collaborate in a new digital banking 
solution for Malaysian SMEs by 
enabling them to undertake instant 
electronic payments via online and 
mobile banking channels directly from 
their Accounting and Payroll modules. 
SAGE is a leading global Enterprise 
Resource Planning (ERP) provider 
and the world’s largest supplier to the    
SME segment.
 Through this collaboration, 
Maybank and SAGE aims to deliver 
an innovative solution that leverages 
SAGE’s Enterprise Resource Planning 
(ERP) software and the existing 
Maybank2u (M2u) Biz applications. 

 The first of its kind in ASEAN, 
this free digital solution will also help 
accelerate efficiency in the entire 
payment process for SMEs and drive 
greater usage of electronic payments 
in line with central bank Bank Negara 
Malaysia’s Financial Sector blueprint.
 The new integrated solution will 
offer a totally enhanced banking 
experience to SME business owners 
as they will be able to execute routine 
tasks such as selecting bills to pay 
directly from SAGE Accounting 
and Payroll modules, sending 
payment instructions to M2U Biz 
through a secure online channel and 
performing automatic reconciliation 
when the funds transfer transaction                                    
is completed.
 Speaking at the launch, Maybank 
Group Head of Community Financial 

Services Datuk Lim Hong Tat said 
the new solution is one of the many 
innovative ways that Maybank is 
utilizing financial technology for 
businesses in order to create value 
differentiation for customers while at 
the same time gaining competitive 
advantage within the industry.
 “We have revolutionised the 
payment processes for SMEs and 
offered them greater convenience 
when compared with their current 
practices where business owners write 
cheques and manually send them to 
the bank or supplier,” Lim pointed out 
in a media release.
 “This manual process is 
cumbersome, more costly and has 
a higher risk of fraud or error. Apart 
from this, manual bank-to-book 
reconciliation at month end is tedious 
and time consuming as business 
owners need to track information kept 
in several places.”
 Maybank’s collaboration with 
SAGE will enable its customers to 
benefit from the efficiencies and 
simplicity of e-payment through 
the synergy with SAGE’s Enterprise 
Resource Planning (ERP) software and 
M2U Biz. 
 “Now SMEs will be able to 
make payments to their suppliers 
or employees via straight-through 
processing from their accounting 
and payroll software direct to M2u 
Biz, thus providing them enhanced 
cost savings, efficiency and security,” 
added Lim.  

Re-imagining business with all-new digital 
solutions for SMEs: Maybank Group’s head 
of group community financial services 
Datuk Lim Hong Tat (left) and SAGE 
Software Sdn Bhd Managing Director 
Michael Cho Ngai Ming exchanging 
agreement document, witnessed by Bank 
Negara Malaysia’s director of payments 
policy Tan Nyat Chuan.
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THE 4-HOUR WORKWEEK

Author        :
Hardcover  : 
Publisher    :  

Timothy Ferris
416 pages
Harmony;
Expanded edition (2009)

I
n Thinking, Fast and Slow, 
Daniel Kahneman, a renowned 
psychologist and 2002 Nobel Prize 
in Economics winner, presents an 
insight as to how our mind works by 

elaborating on two distinctive systems 
which governs the way we think. Much 
of the discussion in the book is about 
the over-confidence nature and the 
biases of our intuitions. 
 “Thinking Fast” or ‘System 1” is 
the mode of thought that operates 
automatically and quickly with little or 
no effort. Activities that are attributed 
to this system includes detecting 
that one object is more distant than 
another; orient to the source of a 
sudden sound; complete the phrase 
“bread and …”; answer to “2+2”; 
drive a car on empty road, and 
understand simple sentences.
 Meanwhile, the second mode of 
thought – “Thinking Slow” or “System 
2” – is associated with effortful mental 
activities which requires attention 
and is drawn away when distracted. 

Examples of operations attributed 
in “System 2” includes focusing on 
the voice of a particular person in a 
crowded or noisy room; monitor the 
appropriateness of one’s behaviour in 
a social situation; filling out a tax form; 
park in a narrow space, and checking 
the validity of a complex argument.
 The central idea of this book is 
that the vast majority of our judgments 
and decisions for our business and 
personal lives are made using “System 
1”and we are often confident even 
when we are wrong. By being aware 
of our own biases, we will be able to 
make better judgments and decisions.
 Full of intellectual surprises and 
consistently entertaining, Kahneman 
does not obfuscate his ideas and 
elucidates them through a number of 
experiments and examples. Thinking, 
Fast and Slow is not only a must 
read for anyone interested in human 
behaviour but will also transform the 
way we think about thinking.  

TRANSFORM THE WAY YOU
THINK ABOUT THINKING

THINKING, FAST AND SLOW

Author        :
Paperback  : 
Publisher    :  

Daniel Kahneman
481 pages
Penguin Books (2011)

LIVE MORE,
WORK LESST

he 4-Hour Work Week 
attempts to answer the 
fundamental existentialist 
question of our times: how 
can we work less and start 

living more? 
 Book author Timothy Ferris is an 
investor and advisor for companies like 
Uber, Facebook and Twitter (to mention 
a few), a writer of three books ranked 
number one on the New York Times 
Bestseller List, someone who speaks 
five languages, a national champion 
in kickboxing and a Guinness World 
Record holder in tango.
 He was not born with a silver spoon 
nor was blessed with extraordinary 
intelligence. In fact, the author himself 
used to experience the drudgery 
of long hours in exchange for the 
sometimes relaxing weekends and 
brief vacations. He has escaped the 
system and lived to tell his tale.
 The premise of the 4-Hour Work 
Week is the concept of “Lifestyle 

Design” towards shifting our resources 
to areas with higher yield. This echoes 
the Pareto’s Law which underscores 
that 80% of the results come from 20% 
of our efforts. The ultimate goal is to 
become a member of the “New Rich” 
– a subculture of people who abandon 
the idea of retirement, deferred life 
plan and start living the life we want 
now, using the currency of time                                                            
and mobility. 

 The 4-Hour Work Week is jam-
packed with tools and tips to help us 
simplify life and boost productivity, 
whether it is being more effective in 
our daily communications and e-mails 
to cutting down on unnecessary 
interruptions and meetings. 
 While many of us may not be ready 
to follow every step outlined by Ferris, 
it will at least provide some practical 
answers to the question: how can we 
work less and start living more?  

Reviewed by Azuar Zainuddin
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Nurturing Excellence

NIK AHMAD   
Phone : +603 2615 2970   
Email : ahmad.muariff@smebank.com.my

Centre For Entrepreneur Development And Research Sdn. Bhd. (1042601-M)

Level 6, Menara SME Bank, Jalan Sultan Ismail, P.O. Box 12352, 
50774 Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia  •  www.cedar.my  •               cedarsmebank

LAUNCHING YOUR BRAND NEW 
BUSINESS HAS NEVER BEEN EASIER

TAN KENG LOONG   
Phone : +603 2615 2986 / +6012 207 2890   
Email : keng.loong@smebank.com.my

WAN KHALAF   
Phone : +603 2615 2006 / +6016 262 3424   
Email : khalaf@smebank.com.my

Malaysian youth today are full of ideas and entrepreneurial 
spirit. To harness this potential, the Centre for Entrepreneur 
Development and Research (CEDAR) has introduced the 
YOUNG ENTREPRENEUR PROGRAMME (YEP) with the sole 
purpose of enabling new and existing young entrepreneurs 
to start, develop and run a successful small business.

The specially designed 3-day programme provides young 
entrepreneurs with essential skill-sets for success from 
generating ideas to financial projections. The programme will 
also help you develop a full set of business proposal for the 
Young Entrepreneur Fund (YEF) financing application.

A wholly owned subsidiary of

WHO SHOULD ATTEND

New and existing young entrepreneurs aspiring to: 

•  Equip themselves with essential business knowledge  
 and skill-sets to start, develop and run a successful  
 small business. 

•	 Prepare a full set of business proposal for the Young   
 Entrepreneur Fund (YEF) financing application.

YEF ELIGIBILITY

•	Malaysian youth between 18 to 30 years of age and 
owning a business.

•	The Business is registered with SSM or other authorised 
registering bodies (Sole-proprietorship, Partnership 
firm or Sdn Bhd company).

•	For a partnership firm or Sdn Bhd company, the young 
entrepreneur (applicant) must hold majority shares of 
at least 51% AND is the key decision maker AND must 
be involved full time in the business.

*Subject to the terms & conditions

HRDF
Claimable

GIVE OUR FRIENDLY TEAM A CALL TODAY



i-Biz Cash
For Your Business 
Working Capital

Benefits of i-Biz Cash:
1.  Financing limit between RM100,000 to 

RM500,000.
2. No processing fee.
3. No collaterals.
4. Fast approval and pay out.

Introducing i-Biz Cash, a financing product from SME Bank for your business growth.

Small Medium Enterprise Development Bank Malaysia Berhad 49572-H

Menara SME Bank, Jalan Sultan Ismail, 50250 Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia
Tel: +603 2615 2020 Fax: +603 2698 1748

For business. For growth. For life. www.smebank.com.my

For further enquiries and free consultancy regarding the i-Biz Cash, please do not hesitate to contact 
our Customer Service Centre via toll-free number 1800 88 3131 or visit www.smebank.com.my

Eligibility:
1.  Small and Medium Enterprise (SME) registered 

with Companies Commission of Malaysia (SSM).
2. Minimum three years in business.
3. Fulfills the criteria set by SME Bank.
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