
his father had reservations. “He’s not 
used to the idea of running a (large-
scale) restaurant. He always had a be-
lief which was: do what you can, don’t 
go out (and expand),” Mr Sekar said. 
“He never liked the idea of self-ser-
vice. He felt that if you have a restau-
rant, you have to serve the food.” 

Undeterred, Mr Sekar rented four 
units at Upper Dickson Road from 
his father and launched a new eatery 
with a fast-food concept under a new 
name, Komala’s Restaurants. Bouyed 
by the success of his first outlet, new 
ones sprouted up quickly: There are 
currently nine self-service outlets, in-
cluding three owned by franchisees. 
His father, who died a few years ago, 
became convinced eventually that 
he was right, said Mr Sekar, who is 
Komala’s Restaurants’ managing  
director. 

Three years ago, Mr Sekar over-
hauled his Upper Dickson Road res-
taurant and turned it into a fusion 
dining spot, serving dishes that are a 
mix of Indian and Chinese vegetarian 
food. “There must be some constant 
change in any business. People today 
are all looking for what’s new. So we 
need to keep on changing and coming 
up with new products,” said Mr Sekar. 

CRACKING THE OVERSEAS 
MARKET

Given the small size of the Singapore 
market, businesses that want to keep 
growing have to set their sights be-
yond the Republic’s shores. The food 
industry is no different, and those who 
have ventured abroad rely on good 
partnerships or franchising to get a 
foot in the door.

Ms Wong, for example, partnered a 
Hong Kong-based property developer 
to open her first overseas eatery, Cobo 
House by 2am: Dessert Bar, in the ter-
ritory last month. The casual fine-din-
ing restaurant serves savoury dishes 
and desserts. Her second overseas 
eatery, a dessert restaurant in Shin-
juku, Tokyo, opened just yesterday. 

A Japanese property developer ap-
proached her in April 2014 offering her 
a space at its mall, said Ms Wong. She 
found a partner, ANA Foods, to come 
onboard, and the rest, as they say, is 
history. 

The two-time Asia’s Best Pas-
try Chef winner has seen her staff 
strength grow, from seven in 2007 to 
around 30 in Singapore, 40 in Hong 
Kong and 20 in Tokyo currently. She 
is not stopping there, and aims to open 
six eateries in Japan in the next dec-
ade, and three more in Hong Kong. 
She is also looking for an Australian 
partner to expand Down Under.

OWL, meanwhile, signed an agree-
ment last year to open franchised ca-
fes in Jakarta. The plan is to open one 
or two this year and another three 
in future. 

This year, it opened two franchised 
cafes in China and hopes to have at 

Continued from page 7
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When it comes to innovation,  
the food industry has a winning recipe 

least 10 more by next year. Mr Te not-
ed that opening outlets overseas can 
be challenging as one may not under-
stand local regulations, and it also 
takes time to build trust. 

Cat and the Fiddle’s Mr Tay, 
meanwhile, is rolling out his gourmet 
cheesecakes in Kuala Lumpur and 
China this year, after forming joint 
ventures with multiple partners. Af-
ter China, he will be targeting Indo-
nesia, the Philippines and Australia. 
Further down the road, he is eyeing 
the American market. 

Mr Tay said his “Asian-flavoured 
cheesecakes” — Milo Dinosaur and 
durian are among them — would 
appeal to overseas customers. “Sin-
gapore is just my stepping stone. If 
my market is just Singapore, it’s not 
worth my investment,” he said.

For Mr Sekar, overseas markets 
are now his priority as well. Komala’s 
Restaurants has four outlets in In-
dia and is planning to open four more 
there, and Hong Kong and the Mid-
dle East are its next targets. “There’s 
no growth in Singapore. With all the 
strict manpower guidelines, I can’t 
(open more outlets),” he said. 

As a testament to how far tastes 
travel, the Middle East is also among 
the growing markets for popiah skins. 
Mr Popiah exports products to agents 
from China, Dubai and Egypt, who in 
turn sell these to hotels there.

To the food entrepreneurs, then, in-
novation is more than a buzzword. It 
is a credo to live by.

To Ms Li, the key to success for 
food entrepreneurs is research and 
development in everything from man-
power to taste and quality.

She summed up her approach thus: 
“The world is changing and everyone 
is improving. Their expectations are 
also progressing. If you don’t follow 
the trends and continue to improve, 
you’ll definitely be eliminated.”

Mr Popiah’s Korean kimchi and beef popiah being prepared.  
Ms Li Li Hong, who co-founded Mr Popiah with her late husband 
Tan Kok Hoo, who died last year, also credits automation for the 
business’ expansion. photo: Jason Quah
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Collaboration — something 
food firms still need to chew on
SINGAPORE — Collaboration may be 
the new mantra for many business-
es these days, but keen competition 
among the players and uneven bene-
fits that arise from a partnership have 
made it difficult for companies in the 
food industry to work together.

The need for companies to collabo-
rate more closely was stressed by Fi-
nance Minister Heng Swee Keat him-
self in his Budget speech last month.

“We must come together as part-
ners to transform our economy through 
enterprise and deeper innovation ... the 
potential for collaboration has never 
been greater. We must work together 
to muster our resources, to innovate, 
scale up and internationalise,” he said.

However, it seems few businesses 
have taken up the call. The food in-
dustry here is highly competitive and 
eateries tend to want to keep their 
cards close to their chest, said busi-
ness owners.

“We gather a lot to talk about mar-
ket trends, but we don’t talk a lot about 
how to help each other. That’s our cul-
ture. I wish it would happen, though,” 
said Mr Daniel Tay, founder of Baker-
zin and who now also owns a food solu-
tions company, Foodgnostic.

On his part, he says, he helps out 
by producing items for other food 
companies, some of which are repu-
table brands, if they are unable to cope 
with large-scale orders. “I produce for 
them, and they really save a lot of mon-
ey,” he said.

Mr Richmond Te, group assistant 
general manager of Owl International,  
said it is tough for Singapore compa-
nies to form a consortium or organi-
sation because ultimately every busi-
ness has a bottom line to meet.

If, say, an organisation made up of 10 
non-competing food companies want-
ed to launch overseas, and distributors 
there wanted to forgo two members’ 
products, the organiser will be in a 
bind. While the other eight companies 
would want to continue, the two left out 
would be unhappy, said Mr Te. 

“As long as there is this conflict, 
you’d never be able to move as one 
group ... Unless your main objective is 
to push Singapore food culture and not 
to expand your own brand,” he added.

Despite such challenges, some play-
ers in the food industry have started 
to take tentative steps towards work-
ing together, including collaborating 
on initiatives to reduce their manpow-
er needs amid a tight labour market.

Mr R T Sekar, managing director 
of Komala’s Restaurants, said he is 
part of a consortium called Veg Kitch-
en Pte Ltd. It was formed in January 
with five other top Indian vegetarian 
restaurants with the aim of coming up 
with concrete ideas on “how to sur-
vive in the near future”. Among other 
things, a central food-processing unit 
has been mooted.  

The initiative is a pilot project sup-
ported by the Government. Another 
eight non-vegetarian Indian restau-

‘no talk of helping each other’
The food industry here is highly competitive and eateries 
tend to want to keep their cards close to their chest, said 
business owners. 

“We gather a lot to talk about market trends, but we don’t 
talk a lot about how to help each other. That’s our culture. I 
wish it would happen, though,” said Mr Daniel Tay (above; 
centre), founder of Bakerzin, who now also owns a food 
solutions company, Foodgnostic.

On his part, he says, he helps out by producing items for 
other food companies, some of which are reputable brands, 
if they are unable to cope with  large-scale orders.
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rants have formed a separate group too. 
When approached by TODAY, 

SPRING Singapore would only say 
that discussions about the consortium 
are still at the preliminary stage and  
a work in progress, and it is unable to 
furnish more details. 

“We have to see what we can do 
(with regard to) reducing manpower. 
If we can’t do it, all will raise hands 
(and fold),” said Mr Sekar. “The fact is, 
we’ve all got to work towards a leaner 
manpower (force).”

Mr Thomas Pek, the president of 
the Singapore Food Manufacturers’ 
Association (SFMA), said the asso-
ciation has been helping its more-
than-300 members in various ways.

The association has been getting 
funding from SPRING and Interna-
tional Enterprise (IE) Singapore un-
der the Local Enterprise and Associa-
tion Development Programme, which 
supports up to 70 per cent of eligible 
costs for qualifying projects.

The SFMA also organises 14 to 
18 roadshows, exhibitions and fairs 
worldwide every year — for example, 
in Japan, Paris and Cologne — and at 
least 40 to 50 members participate, 
Mr Pek said.

With the Government’s support 
— for example, in the renovation of 
booths and in tax rebates — mem-
bers pay only around S$9,000 for a 
small booth, he said, compared with 
forking out S$15,000 to S$20,000 per 
booth for those participating in fairs 
on their own.

On whether efforts are successful, 
Mr Pek said: “There will surely be 
deals made when they go, otherwise 
they wouldn’t want to go. We have so 
many companies involved.” JOY FANG
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