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THE LONG INTERVIEW | THE CHANGE-MAKERS

Floods, thugs, wild boars — Singaporean Lim Hong Zhuang has
braved them all. On a long drive to Johor, he tells Susan Long why
he spurned finance jobs and sank his life savings into becoming a
farmer and how he hopes to narrow the rural-urban gap.

Betting the farm

SMU graduate and
the land and planting

5§ WE drive past a

preen tapesiry of plan-

tations and farms 1'/2

bours away from Singa-

pere in Johor, Mr Lim
Hong Zhuang suddenly gestures
to his right. “Look, his belonged
to a Singapore guy who lest RMS
million in two years.”

Across the road, be points out
another vegetable farm, raking in
millions a year, which has its own
thuee-storey collection paint for
produce and whose owner lves in
a towering villa,

Welcome {o the high stakes
world of cash crop farming. It is
volatile, subject to the vagaries of
weather, sunny at times, stormy

lence, The ritks are heightened by
the short shelf life of fresh m-
duce and highly variable prices ac
cording to the whims of mﬂd]e-
men, market supply and demand.

Into this mix 'mmhud.l Bf(l Lim,
who is out to prove i arming
can make bagl:m:.l:s and §
lives of these in the community
too, He was then 23, a third-year
Singapore Management Universi-
ty {SMU) student. At u»b.eh.ht of
the 2007 ¢ inflation,
he and a friend started driving to
Malaysia to scout for land.

Ins January 2008, he leased his
first plot - the size of 30 foofball
fields - in Kuala Pilah, four heurs
from Singapore. He pnmped in
380,000 of savings and planted
scores of Jalropha trees, which
produce oil-bearing seeds, hoping
1o cash in on biofuels,

Fuel prices peaked in june
2008, then tanked with the global
financial crisis. Within six months
of juggling schoolwark and travel-
ling to Malaysia on weekends, his
biofuel dream crashed. Both his
partners - a businessman with
some agricultural know-how and
his friend - bailed cut. Not ready
to give ap, he started farming veg-
etables at the end of 2008, hoping
to generate cash flow before his
capital dried up.

He learnt how to speak Malay,
clear trees, plough land, raise
‘beds, and prepare seeds for plant-
ng. Most of the surrounding Ma-
laysian farmers - decades older
than him - gave him & year tops.

He Lagted five and counting, liv-
ing in a zinc-roofed bt with no
piped water and no toflet. In that
time, he weathered rampaging
wild boars and tierce Noods that
destroyed his crops and parang-

squatters who refused to
be evicted.

“1 fell Nat on my face many
times, but [ got up and moved
on," he says, estimating he has

&mmmmmumam-mmu school classmates. He damd
mmhkmmbWMMWIMﬂhmqath&w ST PHOTO: ASHLEIGH S

tost RM1 million (5$388,000) of in-
vestors' and his own money,
I.hmh to pestilence and inexperi-

Rnw 29, weather-beaten with
ruddy cheeks and calloused
hands, he can jumpstart a sputter-
ing truck, repair irrigation pipes
and diagnose plants.

He has been left in the lurch by
al least six friends and relatives,

consecutively wanted in be-
cause of the high returns on pa-
per, but opted out when confront-
ed with the hardships and pres-
sure by parents and girliriends to
find a stabls job.

From time to time, his workers
= he now has 33 Indonesians,
whaom he personally recruited, by
travelling to Jakarta’s cutlying vil-
lages = bolted too. But he says he
chung on to his “ vision”,

His old schoolmate Alicia Ng,
19, who works in & global asset
management firm, says that farm-
b!.;\smtpuuhnsingubul 250=

cial mission for him. “He always
felt there were many positive ex-
ternalitiez to farming, whether
it"s ¢reating employment or driv-
ing local economies of the rural vil-
lages," she relates.

Five years on, he is more con-
winced than ever that farming
builds solid foundations for devel-
oph!;dhﬁaldmm Tt fills
stomachs and provides jobs for ru-
ral falk, Ihlphlg to ease the urban
sprawl into cities, which he feels
is unsustainable.

After his last partner left, he
sank another RM1 mnlll.uuﬁun
eamings and

to find apaying job, convinced of
farming can make
to ties.

“If 1 do make it, the difference 1
can make is so much larger than if
I make it as a bank senmior

of his company, Geldfields Farm-
ing, as growing and delivering
safe, healthy fresh produce direct
from its farms to consumers in cit-
ies, with profits ploughed back to
production regions to “secure the
g‘:i of those employed in the
5™,

Hitting the wall

AFTER a long “sccumulation of
failures”, mmgs started looking
up this year

Mre Lim sny.i wryly: “You keep
Hitting the wall till you're almost
dead. Then, one more hit, and the
wall finally breaks.”

He adds that he has probably

ﬁnhhedpa?mshuséunto learn
sbouat

the financial industry n.mm

and lady !'msm a dt? About a
‘third of his p

from craps, to ﬂ:aﬂus to pu:s
to workers. Along thn' way, he
brushed up on his Mandarin te
read the latest Taiwanese farming
research. He studied Israell irriga-

tion methods. He explored verti-

ke other farms to spy how they
did it. At has lowest point, be was

not above other facmers
m!.eachhimthtlmluoi!he
trade. One him and agreed.

“1 had no face left to lose. My
partners had all lefl. My competi-
tors were waiting for ms to go
heme and take over my land.”

Today, his two operating farms
in Johor totalling 100 acres
{40.5ha} produce about three
tounes of brinjals, guavas, chillles

its way
1o Sm.gnpou markels, the rest is
sold in Malaysia. He conservative-
Iy estimates the farm makes at
Jeast §3,000 in revenue a day now
on a 70 per cent profit margin.

By the end of this year, he
plans to open a vegetable and frait
retail store in Sing:poro that will
“truly connect the consumer from
Il‘.rmtofosk’ He hopes to cut out

the middleman and shorten the
supply chain by controlling the
food source, quatity and price hir-
self.

“Iny an wrban setting, many of
us do net understand how our
food comes to the table, be it
meats or vegelables. We don't
know who grows our food, how it
ia processed and the work behind
it. lmmln'bfddgsihilsa'pw“h
lower prices 1can,” he

says.
He will set up operations in a

Lim Hong Zhuang on...

Why he kas not given up

“F: relatively hard, for

m'nin;na tively even ex.permm:'ugh

companies with Entry

35 it is both capital- and labour-intensive. It's @ hands-on
job that needs a strong character and a bt of patience. If
lmy&cu-u,m'sadnmhrm!wdmhpmh
my character and career a1 the same time.”

His worst day ever

“Last Chinese New Year, after paying

salacies, [ drove

back to Singapore and armived home at midnight. 1 got a
ring at 2.30am from my workers that some thugs were at
the farm accusing them of steafing Hvestock. 1 had o

rush back to Seremban,

exhausted, at 4am to resobve the

conflict. Just the night before, my then partner had rung
me to say he was pulling out of the venture. Double
wharmm

¥
Vagaries of nature

“During the monsoon season in October, it rained for
almost two weeks. The banks of the river broke, (the
‘walers) swepl away a bridge | built and flooded the faru.
Being a ity boy, I had never heard the roaring waters of
an angry river. It was terrifving. 1 was up all night
halding onto my dog, hoping the ‘water wouldn't flood the

container | slept in. Needless 10 say, the

after

moraing
weay spent dealing with the loss of a whole cycle of crops,
d d Infr and o lised workers.”

Organic farming

“It’s a hippie hoax. Organic farming is very difficult in our
equatarial climate where cverything, induding insects,
prows so fast. 1 actually consider organic as taking 3 step
back becausee fertilisers and chemicals were invented for
good resson. Going organic means taking away these two
factors of production and sefling for more money.”

500 sq ft shophouse in Teban Gar-

dens, offering online ordering and
delivery to homes direct from his
farms. Taking 3 leaf from Apple’s
expetiential stores, he has set him-
self the challenge of branding veg-
etables - now as generic as they

come = by educating consumers
on what goes inte growing a bale
of bak choy.

He plans to have a cooking area
in his store, which will sell ready-
to-go lunch boxes. He is also
working on a mobile app that
shows what's growing In his
farms weekly, leading to an order
taly,

He is trying out an integrated
Japanase farming model, where he
i growing a bunch of vegetables
and rearing free-range chickens.

His mentor Viswa Sadasivan,
54, CEOQ of Strategic Moves con-

it happen. .. Through sheer self- of-
ficacy, unrelenting zeal, strest
smartness and a good dose of reck-
lessness, Zhuang will be
change that he wanls.”

New way to compete

BRINGING ap the rear in class
made the Anglo-Chinese School
and St Andrew's |unior Callege
& new ways of compet-
ing with smarter kids, where he
wouldn't be 50 disadvantaged.
During SMLU school breaks, the
oclywnahmke!.uanlcﬂ!m
and hairdresser interned at invest-
ment banks and “Ire-
alised going to office in a nice suit
and tie wasn't my cup of tea,” he
says, resolving to do his own

By the time he was 22, he had
tried and falled in five start-ups,
dealing in Web-besting, smart-

but 1 packed up the lessons and
hnped. to apply them some Lime
the road,” he says.

H:mllodalmunhwumur-
ship module at SMU, where he
Eraduated in business and sociola-
£y with a merit degree in 2009, at
the worst of the financial crisis.
He was already knee-deep in mod
at his farm then bot poted that

for 2 good MNC fob,
uhawbenmolwhal he has
gone through, he bemoans that
Singaporeans lack the enlrepre-
neurfal, never-say-die spirit of
e, “Sim re seems to be a
Eﬂl’y high-gl?-sweatxhnp where

two farms in Malaysia, clearing trees., ploaghing

Singapoteans are fust very good
workers. 1f we look ot the Singa-

pore skyling, to Hong
Kong, not many of our great sky-
SCrapers are Inull‘ by private

funds. Many are governmenit-
linked or enabled. But we really
need to guard oor - economy
against global competition with
strong, entreprenenral Singapo-
rean companies that won't just
pack up und leave.

“We need to find pew means
and ways, other than doig terri-
bly well in school, to compete in
the global ecenomy with more
grit and wonovation, O genera-
tion needs more Robext Kuoks, Ho

Pings and Olivia Lums. Ot
there will be no move stories of
that ceazy guy who tried to
change the world to tell our chil-
dreq.”

In his own way, he is trying to
show that the p??h less travelled
- though no picnic - is possible
and profitable. He is frank that be

is betting the farm and going for
broke because he hopes to “break
out of the middie class™.

*1 don't want a life of servicing
& mortigage. The entmyremw '3
mmngculvt is exponential.™

For now, the learming curve re-

10pm - A

He returns to his family's
three-room HDB flat in Jarong cn-
1y ence 3 month in bds efght - year-
old Subaru Impreza. He saved up
to go to Brazil to watch the Warld

It is awkward dnnng Chinese
Mew Year with relatives acking
why he is poshing 30 and not yet
'making meney.  He is raring to
make his mother, in her 605 and
who still works 12 hours a day at
her salon, proud.

“She's my greatest supporter,
she believed in me even when no-
body did,” he gushes. He would
love to marry his girfriend of
three years, Stephanie, a pre-
school teacher in Hong Kong.
soon. For once, he wants to eat at
one of those swank restaurants at
Marina Bay Sands his pesrs fre-
quent, he sighs.

But all that will have to wait,

Meanwhile, he mounts his Eu-
rostar tractor in muddy Crocs, sur-
veying his land. “If I try hard
encugh and stay in the game long
enough, 1 will eventually suc-
ceed,” he says with pursed lips.
e suslongi®sph.com. sy
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