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PRESS CLIPPING

By CHEW XIANG
WHY should a fish farm selling fish need 1o
be listed? That was the first challenge fac-
ing Lai Chin Yee when she became chief fi-
nancial officer of Qian Hu prior 1o iis listing
in 2000. “We weni to great lengths 1o ex-
plain to people that Qian Hu is not just a
fish farm selling fishes,” she says. “We
have a diversified business model selling a
variety of fish and accessories with a distri-
bution network reaching more than 80
countries and still counting.”

It's not an argument that seems particu-
larly compelling - or necessary. Qian Hu is
after all unabashedly in the fish business,
and chief executive officer Kenny Yap even
ealls himself ‘the fish’. Its accessories seg-
ment is a natural development of the busi-
ness of, once again, selling fish, albeit
more expensive and of higher quality than
most.

But despite - or perhaps because of —
the perceived unglamorous line of busi-
ness it is in, Qian Hu has been making
waves in other seas. It won the ‘Best Man-
aged Board' gong in the 2007 Singapore
Corporate Awards. The previous year, it
won medals for Best in Investor Relations
and Best Annual Re-
port.

While most compa-
nies whose financial
year ended in Decem-
ber are now only just

nual reports and
schedule their annual
general meetings,
Qian Hu held its AGM
over a month ago, in
early March. [ts
year-end results were
released just 12 days
into the new year and
much of the credit
musi go to Ms Lai and
her finance team.

She points out that
consistency and time-
liness in reporting. g
and other forms of
disclosure generates
confidence — pracise-
ly what is most need-
ed from those who
don’t think a fish
farm deserves o be
listed. "During the
earlier years, we
needed to explain at
length the businesses of Qian Hu to the pub-
lic, the media. the bankers, the analysts.”
she says.

As well, banks needed to be convinced.
“Initially, I needed the banks to under-
stand and be convinced about our busi-
ness model.”

Openness certainly helped. “When we
underwent resiructuring in 2004, we need-
ed to obtain external borrowings to fi-
nance the setting up of our retail chain
store operations. However, our profit
dived due to the set-up costs and pre-oper-
ating expenses the retail chain stores in-
curred. Our frankness in explaining our
business performance to the banks and be-
ing fortheoming in discussing our strate-
gies and outlook with them has enabled
them 1o stand by us,” Ms Lai says.

‘Qian Hu has
always been
sartingwshipoutan-  yiewed as a
family business
largely run and
controlled by the
Yap family.
However, in fact,
it is run by a team
of dedicated

Qian Hu family”
professionals, not
solely by the Yap
family members.’

As a CFOQ, her duties encompass more
than jusi external relations with bankers
and investors. She says one of the challeng-
es today is 1o tweak the company’s finan-
cial priorities with the onset of the global
GCONOMIC crisis. "We revamped our KPls
by throwing out the traditional ones and
adopted a different mode focusing more on
generating eash flow, and not so much on
sales or accounting profit,” she says.

For instanece, the company noticed ear-
Iy on that despite good profits, much of it
was not realised. but tied up as inventory
or receivables, and Ms Lai's team quickly
started to focus on inventory and irade re-
ceivables twrnover days.

“We initiated moves to generate cash
by reducing working capital requirements
- tightening up expenses, expediting collec-
tions, enforeing payment terms and reduc-
ing inventory level.”

Cash is king now, she says, adding that
the company has since put in a mechanism
geared to preserve cash without doing it at
the expense of strategic, long-term invest-
ment.

Despite its enviable record and strong
performance in corporate governance and
investor relations,
the company does
come up against cer-
tain misperceptions,
she says. “(ian Hu
has always been
viewed as a family
business largely run
and controlled by the
Yap family. However,
in faet, it is run by a
team of dedicated
‘Qian Hu family’ pro-
fessionals, not solely
by the Yap family
members,” she says.

Another challenge
- a perennial bug-
bear of smaller com-
panies - is in human
resources, “We con-
stantly face difficul-
iies in getting good
and qualified people
who are willing to
learn and take on our
core values and cor-
porate culture work-
ing for such a niche
industry and in such
a location,” she says.
. There isn’t that much
more the company
can do. “We know we cannot dictate who
should work in Qian Hu. However, we cer-
tainly work hard to make Qian Hu a compa-
ny that everyone is proud to work for.”

For Ms Lai, who lists travelling and yo-
ga as her main hobhies, the past nine
years have been a great journey. “My CFO
role has made me realise that I should go
beyond number crunching or merely work-
ing to safeguard the assets of the company.
I have benefited from learning more about
business operations from different people
and seeing things with a different prospec-
tive,”

“It has also enabled me to further ex-
plore the leadership role of training and de-
veloping finance talents - hiring qualified
people and helping them grow in the organ-
isation.”

—Lai Chin Yee



