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Turnaround Success

How EcoFirst Managed To
Change Its Fortunes After
Eight Years in the Red
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During the Asian Financial Crisis of 1997/1998, a large number of building projects in Malaysia
were discontinued owing to a lack of funds. One company which was particularly affected was
EcoFirst Consolidated. A conglomerate with diverse business interests ranging from minerals to
biotechnology, its main focus is in construction, property investment & management and property
development. Due to the precarious economic conditions, it had to stop work on its 15egamat Mall
project in Segamat, Johor, while the yields from its South City Mall development in the Klang Valley
did not match the cost of building it.

With the company haemorrhaging money to the tune of RM41m (US$12.7m) by early 2008, a drastic

change was needed, and the Board of Directors made the first step by appointing tumaround expert,
Datuk Tiong Kwing Hee, as Group Chief Executive Officer (GCED) in January 2009.
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6 our main objective in our corporate social
responsibility programmes is to innovate
and develop economically sustainable
solutions that serve the communities while

adding value to both South City Plaza

and 15egamat mall.99

Datuk Tiong Kwing Hee,
Ciroop Chief Executive Cfficer of EcoFirst Consphidated

EcoFirst's Growth in Net Profit

2m

Net Profit -

RMEB.5m
(US$2.6m)

2013

Net Profit
RM23.8m
(US$7.4m)
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EcoFirsl was ool Datok Tieng's
firs emperience of such a silnation
He was widely recogmized for
overhaulmg & mam markel Barsa
Malaysia listed company, Mercary
Indugiries, from a nel loss of
RMZ 0Em in FYE 2005 to a
consecutive § years of profii from
FYE 2006 until 2013 ipialing
BEMd3 909m. Mercory has been
paying good dividend yields over
the lagi 4 comseculive years.
Leveraging on over 25 years of
experience, Datuk Tieng wenl
o weertke.

With the new GCED al the helm,
South City Pl was repositioned as
#m eduration mall Currently home
b & nambet of academe institations,
including SECH University and
the Asgia Pacific University of
Technology & Innovation [APL),
the mall was integrated with The
Academia = bwo blocks of 1 3-slorey
pervice apariments constrocied on

less than 50%. Presently, il i& over
5%, and BeoFirsl Consolidsied i in
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The Game Change

International Business Review speaks with Ecofirst Consolidateds
GCED, Datuk Tiong Kwing Hee about the group’s milestones and
turnaround success, as well as its projects and plans for the future.
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When you joined Ecofirst in 2008, the company was losiag money and the development of its 15egamat
project in Johor bad stalled. What measures did you take fo turn the company s fortunes arowrd?

The company was on lhe brink of collapse with
hindle bope of sorsivimg. Allboogh masry belead that
BevFims Compolidated was beyond sabvation, 1 studied
fiwe Chrowgs's hecamises. an gl to sruciure 3 conveptus]
turrrsiroisd Sk
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works -~ were ol even saleable | bad 1o lalt their
operalion: &nd cul our lesses, while mesonisneg the
poieniisl of the ExnFirsi brand to heerage the Groap
agRisnd AaupeBloo.

The final phases that regemed overhbaubing was the
Crranp’s corpessis draciose. | desiend o echema which
s bl seguiring & poee-ul e Dend in o Eosng,
amil rediveing The tesoed and poid wp sars, the copiial
expendriure, @l share premnn. Al 1o e malusbed
gre private plecemanl with wanunis, free wasranis
izzoe, ERDS [Bmplyvyess” Share Ophons Scheme)
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With its iovolvement in diverse business interests, how does the company bring differant
disciplines together and consolidate them into a cobesive unit?

1 balieve that hecvingg & strong cullore, vebshng acion
the backbooe of the oigpaomaion. When the stall do hot
sdvare b samee values thal spirwmses the oo, Then we
all zoffer Uhne ol the firsl preonbes afler ooy appesivimen
wis o halld mni develop ki corpresie coltore which
brings vur people mgetier

In sabdifion, the corporsie coflure maximises oo
eollesivepoiealisl b eretisn Foneisnd teem 1o st
exrtllente. Over lime, 1| heso assumbied minapers
anid w12l from Efferenl disciphimes. They fieom my
e ihe nerl lesels.

The 15agamat project had been on fiatus for 2 number of years owing fo the Asian fnancial crisis. Why did you
decide fo revive it? Was there any poini where Ecofirst’s Board thought, ‘Let’s just abandon the project ?

1Saguwnnl is & soccess siory bopund expecinibems,
Allibrngh The projest hedl ssled b Board of Directos
mnd ke bank wmpedy supported mmy plane to revive il
Mol comtinmimg with il was 8 lexery wa coold ool afferd,
ewing W componndimg Babilithes in (be form of non-
performing loems wnd (be houdeed apreed dumages
ihal accrued sver The decwle thal Uhe mall progect
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You have rightfully gained a reputation for being a turn-aroond expedt, even prior io joiming EcolFirsi. Looking
back at where yoo have managed to bring this company, which achievements are yoo most proud of?

D of the aress fhei 1 consider erueisl and one of my
proudest achievements, iz motivating, developing and
mspiring key peuple o embmice the new corporae culiure,
and 1o be passionate and show conviction | pedlormmg
their 1asks. EcoFirst Consohdated now has a wide range
of managers who are leading the various bosiness anils

Amnolber 1% bemg dble io oblan bankrg fecilibes from
the Malaysan lndustral Development Frnence {(MIDF)
o many years of poor managemenl. finencal neliSons
avolded business fransactions with ns Thenkfolly, the

MIDF and MBER believe in ouwr cormeni vison and
inspirabon 1o Tansform and innovale the Group olo &n

Oner recenl purchase of new land m Ipoh and Ulu
Kelang also marks & huge luming poinl for the Group.
Finally, 1 &am mos proad of turming the EcoFini Group
froen having eight conseculive yeers ol losses inip a
profitable business enfity for the el four years, withou
any new capital call from the sharsholders. This would
mol heve been possible withoo the costribution of my
wall and the moral zupporl shown by the coatrelhing
shwmreholders whe have given me leeway io drive fhe Ciroup.

What are the principles or values that are essential fo EcoFrst Consolidated’s success and how does the
company mstil such values across alf levels of the staiff and other staksholders?

Timelinees of decizion-making i= one of e cracial
valus practized al EcoFirel Consalidated. 1 keep my
organisstonal charl al three Gers, with mysell & the hesd
of the group, followed by all the division managers and
‘their supporting =afl. Keeping the arganisstion sirocheme
Ehmple allows we © inberac with my @il eaxier, while
reducing the cost of mamiaining my weam.

Az a Greup CED, 1 am a paszionate, self=driven,
compelitive ahd resultoriented leader. 1 believe
peteverance 1% more tmportanl than 10 foiellechal
intelligence), EQ {emotional intelligence) and CO
[collaborative intelligence). Saccesz in BeaFirst
Corenlidaied has mever come easy ard schieving whai |
wanl requeires working longer howrs than many people do.

Whers do you see EcoFirst in the naxt five years? Where do yoo think you are strongest
and where will the biggest challenge come from?

Dar markel capitalization surged from BEMaDm
{US%12m) in January 2009 to RM200m {USS62m)
in June 2014, and we are aiming 1o exceed RMi1b
{USS310m) by 2019. Property development will becomes
‘the meajor income coniribotor Tor the Group, with the
high-end boutique mized-developmenl of itz Jand in
Ipoh and Ul Eelang.

Being a listed buziness organization, obe of oot
tore values ik 1o maximike returng o stakwholders.
Az guch, one challeage s bleading and balancing oot
corporate valves and corporate social respansibility
initialives o schivee long-term =umisinable succees in
vur busimess venbores. Ultimately, 1 always 1ell my
tearm, “Everyihing thal we do here, we have o do il
fazt and do it right * That iz our corporate cultore
ul BeoFirsl
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n enclbix devslopment, after
weer & dechds since 1 was helied
comstrociion on 1Segamat Ml
te-cormmernced e 2H10, aond The
shopping cenite wee comploted s
the amd of Z011. The compleisd
el wak lamched by DY RIM
HREH e Sulem of bobor m Augues
2013 and hes since alirecied
mirstvely high demenil beadmg w
plamning of wn wore floor © be ol
oy semmoiToTIon R b Tome tenanks

According 1o Datuk Thong,
cenire: onimls more then smphy
making 2 profil. BoolFesd Coeop’s
shoppang cenires provkds 3 seecinery
Tor membes of e comommtes
in which 1bey wre Jocated, culer
i the imleresds of the society and
prosade a reawe for the omanEation
ef setiviive wnd evenls sech b

exhibilions, conceris, campaignsg
and compelitions. The company
also wsen the avemue o engage the
respongibilily programmes. Both
the Choup's shopping cenbres have

Drog Campaigns, Blood Donation
Drive, Children Sporiz & Family
Day and various events for the

These are juil some of the
achievements thal Datek Tiong has
brought about since his sppointment.
In dollars and cents terms, EcoFinst
Congolidated reconded il fird profit
in over edght vears in FYE 2011 when
it posted a net profit of RME.5m
(US32.6m), followed by RM102m
(U553 3m) in FYE 2012 and
BMZ 8m (US§74m) in FYE 2013
As ol Febraary 2014, ils unendiied
profits for the cumulative 3 quariers
stood ai over RM3dm (US$10.3m).

With a projected gross development value of more than RM2.0b
(USS606m) in projects planned on its land bank, EcoFirst
Consolidated’s future looks bright. In addition, it also plans to

turn 1,000 acres of agricultural land into a plantation for organic

gaharu or agarwood - resinous heartwood from Aquilaria trees
native to Southeast Asia. The value of the gaharu plantation
after 7 years will be astronomical. The global market for
organic gaharu is estimated to be at US$8b annually and rising
rapidly. After a very perilous time, EcoFirst Consolidated is on
the rize and the sky is the limit for its potential.
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