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BUSINESS FAMILY INSIGHTS

FOR THE LOVE OF FOOD

by Genevieve Cua

The Ngs have built a network of companies to serve the F&B industry, focusing in particular on smaller enterprises and hawkers

S A child, entrepreneur Nichol Ng
A was a self-described "busybody”,

i itive and irrep ible. She
— credits her grandmother with im-
buing her with an ethos that today under-
pins the businesses and charity that she and
younger sibling Nicholas Ng helm.

“At eight, my grandmother had to get
a job to feed her two siblings, but she nev-
er gave any griel to the world. She was al-
ways very positive. When I was eight or nine,
because | was a busybody all the time, do-
ing rubbish outside of books, she validat-
ed my personality. She said - it's a blessing
for you to be able to give a lot more than to
take. I personally have carried that with me
throughout my life.”

Today the Ngs have built a network of
companies to serve the food & beverage in-
dustry, focusing in particular on smaller en-
terprises and hawkers, to give them a leg up
in an extremely competitive market.

Their proposition, via the X-Inc group
and XPACE, is to create an ecosystem o en-
able F&B businesses not just to tap a range
of services for economies of scale but also
to foster a community and synergies that
may bear fruits worth more than the sum
of their parts.

Through it all, the siblings also manage
The Food Bank Singapore (FBSG), a chari-
ty whose outreach has grown tremendous-
ly in Singapore. Despite the ongoing pan-
demic, there are plans to regionalise The
Food Bank.

The X-Inc group comprises FoodXer-
vices and GroXers which are in food dis-
tribution segments. There is also LogiXtics
which offers logistics services, and XPACE
which offers a comprehensive co-work and
co-creation space for companies. It is, as
Ms Ng says, “a little bit like WeWork” - and
then some.

“We've been in the business long enough
and we see a lot of gaps in the F&B ecosys-
tem. Many players face a lot of pain points
and there is no support system to enable
them to be more successful. We thought
how cool it would be if our building embod-
ied the philosophy of collaboration with
co-sharing kitchen spaces and co-working
spaces for people from different walks of life
in the food system.

“We thought that if we could provide
solutions in our building such as office
space, kitchen space, warehousing and stor-
age, and importantly the spirit of collabora-
tion, there may be interesting partnerships
that can come up... Can we create some-
thing of a mentorship to pass down learnt
experiences or pitfalls? There are not many
successful global brands that have come up
from Singapore. Perhaps this ecosystem can
atsome point build some national brands to

fly the flag.”

T XPACE comprising 250,000 sq feet
7 of space. The building is located in
the food zone which is approved for food
manufacturing.

Ms Ng says the group hopes to reach
“downstream™ F&B players whose busi-
nesses may be in operation for five or even
15 years. They may be businesses “strug-
gling to migrate™ to a bigger scale, or “hawk-
ers who find there is no room for them to
experiment”. The services go beyond pure
logistics or ghost kitchens. "Ghost kitchens
sublet the space from someone, carve out a
kitchen and get rental. That’s not our model;
they don't seek to make other people’s busi-
nesses more creative or successful.”

The building was to have been official-
ly opened in June 2020 but Covid-19 put paid
to the plans. Still, without much marketing,
enquiries have come in from parties who
are looking for an accredited manufactur-
ing facility and those who seek value-add-
ed services such as help in developing alter-
native meat products, for instance. Garrett
Popcorn counts among the tenants.

The siblings plan to take its co-working
and collaboration concept overseas - to Vi-
etnam for astart. But Covid-19 travel restric-
tions and a renewed surge in infections in
Asia have put things on the backburner for
now. “We're still planning to go to Vietnam
or South-cast Asia,” says the younger sib-
ling, Mr Ng.

The brother-sister duo hail from an en-
trepreneurial family whose fortunes ebbed
in the wake of the Asian crisis in 1997. Atits
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“We've been in the business long enough and we see a lot of
gaps in the F&B ecosystem. Many players face a lot of pain points and there is
no support system to enable them to be more successful.”

Nichol Ng (left), co-founder of The Food Bank Singapore, with her brother Nicholas Ng

peak, the family business spanned trading
operations - as many as 40 companies in 25
countries - and generated an annual turno-
ver of $$250 million. But this collapsed and
the sibling’s father was made a bankrupt.

Ms Ng says: “We actually see our bank-
ruptcy experience as a pocket of gold, so to
speak, because it is a stark reminder that we
can't take anything for granted. One of the
biggest lessons we learned from our late fa-
ther is that when money comes in very fast,
italso goes very fast. He built an empireina
short span of 15 years, without much help as
well, but there was over-expansion. That has
keptus on our toes.”

A

T that time, the siblings were still in
school. The one surviving business
was a traditional food distribution
operation set up by their grandfa-
ther. Ms Ng made an offer to buy over the
business in 2007; Mr Ng joined in 2008 and
they set their minds to transform and repo-
sition the business, and FoodXervices was
born. Today, the group has an estimated
turnover of around S$S80 million.

Says Mr Ng: “It was very tough. Our
dad and an uncle were still in the busi-
ness. By default, the stafflooked to the old-
er generation for guidance. But we buck-
led down, we worked hard and proved to

the older generation thatwe knew whatwe  LET'S DIG IN
were talking about.” A

In the charity space, the siblings set up mmmmz;:
FBSG in early 2012. It attained charity sta-  fyoliod F8SG's outreach. In 2020, it
tus later that year, and became an Institute  redistributed 1,000 to 1,600 tonnes
of Public Character in 2015. Its missionisto  of food.

end food insecurity in Singapore, setting it-

“Familial and commercial concerns are often intertwined
in family-owned enterprises. Successful family enterprise
owners have cultivated skills, mindset, and structures so that
these concerns become mutually reinforcing. Many family
enterprises possess the DNA to create long-term sustainable
impact, enabling the enterprises to be profit generating while
also serving the community. Through thought leadership and
education, BFI aims to catalyse meaningful societal impact
through the family enterprise.”

Dr Kenneth Goh, Interim Academic Director, Business Families
Institute; Assi Prof of Strategic Management
(Education), V3 Group Fellow in Family Entrepreneurship,
Singapore Management University

This column profiles business families and how they approach i f g and dship
They support the Business Families Institute’s mission. SMU established BFI in 2012,
in response to the growing needs of business families in Asia. It encourages business families to
Think Generations, Think Growth, Think Giving and Think Global.

Source: The Business Times @ Singapore Press Holdings Limited. Permission required for reproduction
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selfa target to achieve this by 2025.

Despite ranking among the most
food-secure nations in the world, two out
of five Singapore households experience
food insecurity at least once in the past 12
months. This was based on a 2019 study by
the Lien Centre for Social Innovation, in col-
laboration with FBSG, published last year.
Affected families were likely living in one
and two-room HDB flats. Said Mr Ng: “We
really wanted to give back and we saw there
was food wastage, even of canned food. We
believe food shouldn’t be dumped... Every-
body has to eat.”

T

HE onset of Covid-19 and subse-
quent circuit breaker further fuelled
FBSG’s outreach. In 2012, it redis-
tributed two tonnes of food. By end-
2020, this volume had ballooned to be-
tween 1,000 and 1,600 tonnes. The number
of charities served has also expanded from
around 40 to 370. “It’s a crazy number and
it'sall in Singapore,” says Mr Ng.

The pandemic has accentuated food in-
security. During the circuit breaker FBSG
stepped in to deliver food to dormitories
and families in need as family service cen-
tres were considered non-essential.

“We did a lot of dormitories last year.
And family service centres contacted us.
We never used to do door-to-door delivery
but we decided to do dinner, for example.
We distributed 5,000 meals a day in the first
week, and by the second week we did 13,000
meals a day. DBS gave us their chauffeurs
and Mercedes Benzes. Pilots wanted to help
and we also had our volunteers.” he says. Be-
tween April and September last year, FBSG
distributed an estimated one million meals.

FBSG also sought to help hawkers. “We
worked with Temasek Foundation to help
hawkers who were suffering. So we bought
and collected food from hawkers and redis-
tributed that."

The siblings are now exploring an ex-
pansion of The Food Bank concept region-
ally. Mr Ng says: “We have just established
The Food Bank Asia Ltd. This has beenin the
making for two years. It's easy for us to feed
anybody in Singapore because of our small
geographical size. But the region needs a
lot of help in professionalising and corpo-
ratising how food aid is redistributed. And
we can also redirect some excess donations
from Singapore.”

The Philippines is the first destination.
“We need to redirect food to the right loca-
tions because people are dying of starvation.
For now the entity will redirect donations
first. But we also want to share the knowl-
edge we've gathered over the past nine years
on how to set up proper food banks.” )



