
THE Lippo Group should be familiar
to Singaporeans by now, with its
brand name plastered on more than
a dozen property developments
across the island, and less obvious-
ly, behind the ownership of retailers
Robinsons and River Island.

At the helm of Indonesian con-
glomerate Lippo’s business empire
in Singapore is Stephen Riady,
whose entrepreneurial spirit is well
known.

Mr Riady, executive director of
Auric Pacific Group, clinched the
Strategic Investment Entrepreneur
of the Year award in Ernst &
Young’s Entrepreneur of the Year
Awards for Singapore this year.
Among the criteria for the award
are traits like strong financial per-
formance, personal integrity and en-
trepreneurial spirit.

His group’s move into property
has been strategic, given current,
sky-high property prices, and the

fact that he went into the market
much earlier on.

“We started off with the pur-
chase of Lippo Centre on Shenton
Way at the end of 2004,” Mr Riady
told BT in an earlier interview. “You
think people come to us asking us to
buy? No. We went out, and at that
time, there were no bidders,” he re-
counted.

The building has since been sold
for $350 million – or more than dou-
ble the $151 million purchase price
– earlier this year. “There were
signs that the Singapore economy
was in good shape in 2005 and
2006, so we continued buying,” he
said.

Citing the hallmarks of a good en-
trepreneur, he said one must have
the ability to understand timing and
be willing to invest and take risks.
“We should be willing to go outside
our comfort zone.”

Recounting how he started in-

vesting in Singapore, he said:
“When the Singapore government
talked about plans to remake this
place, lots of people heard about it.
But we believed in it and took action
early.” And that, he says differenti-
ates the wise investors from the fool-
ish ones.

“Wise investors are those who
have a vision, they are the ones who
see something that other people
have not seen,” he says. “Then they
start taking action, instead of just
waiting.”

Foolish investors, on the other
hand, wait for opportunities to
come but they still don’t take it, he
said. “The opportunity leaves and
then they say they regret not having
taken it.”

The Lippo group has so far
amassed nine residential develop-
ments, five commercial properties
and two retail brands in Singapore,
with a total value of $4 billion.

Mr Riady hopes to go further, in-
creasing the value of the group’s
portfolio from US$7 billion in assets
at present to US$20 billion within
five years.

The group’s retail arm is also ex-
panding aggressively. The business
includes Auric Pacific – a distributor
of fast-moving consumer food and
non-food products, Robinsons, and
various clothing stores.

“The plan for our retailing busi-
ness is to grow turnover from the
present US$2 billion to US$5 billion
in five years’ time,” said Mr Riady.

His entrepreneurial instincts
showed up early. Every school holi-
day, Mr Riady would return to the
family business – set up by his fa-
ther Mochtar Riady – to learn the
ropes. The elder Riady started the
Lippo business with a bank and has
since built up a vast conglomerate
spanning property, banking, and re-
tail.

“My dad didn’t say that I had to
join the business, but since we al-
ready had it, somehow in university
you just naturally major in business.
You don’t think about it.”

He considers working in a family
business advantageous as there is a
“consultative environment in which
both timeliness and calculated
risk-taking strategies can be ex-
plored, discussed and implement-
ed”.

“To any entrepreneur, these two
elements are key to the success of a
business,” he said.

At 46, the businessman is at the
top of his game, and continually try-
ing to improve. “A lot of people have
mid-life crises because they get
stuck and they are not inclined to
grow or learn anymore,” he said.

“I really believe in growing be-
cause without growth, we will have
crises and problems. We must train
ourselves to learn.”

By RONNIE LIM

FORMER Singapore Navy
regular David Loke, 58, is
now looking West for new
“ports of call” in Europe
and the US for Tru-Marine
– a leading repairer of tur-
bochargers in marine die-
sel engines – which he
helped co-found and now
helms.

It is all part of his ambi-
tious plan to establish
Tru-Marine as a true global
brand.

From its home-base in
Tuas where it first set up in
1977, Tru-Marine has
spread its wings through-
out Asia. It has facilities in
Tianjin, Guangzhou and
Shanghai in China, in Shar-
jah in the Middle East and
Mumbai in India and it is
starting another one soon
in Vietnam, where it has
just secured an operating li-
cence.

As part of its expansion
Westwards, Tru-Marine
has just acquired a repair
yard in Rotterdam, Mr Loke
told BT. The Tru-Marine
group managing director
declined to give out further
details for reasons of
competition.

Next in his sights, possi-
bly in three to five years’
time, is a repair facility in

the US, somewhere in the
Gulf of Mexico area where
there is extensive offshore
oil and gas activity.

“My vision is to trans-
form Tru-Marine into a glo-
bal marine SME with a facil-
ity at every important, stra-
tegic port worldwide,”
Mr Loke said.

There is little doubt that
it is his outward-looking
stance which helped
Mr Loke clinch this year’s
Marine Engineering Entre-
preneur of the Year Award.

After life as a Navy regu-
l a r – “ I w a s c h i e f
engine-room artisan,
which was like chief engi-
neer of the ship” – he went
on to join Dutch precision
engineering firm Watt &
Akkermans (now GE Capi-
tal) as a service engineer
for a couple of years before
he was approached by a
friend, Chan Fook Kee,
about setting up their own
business.

“I was not married and
felt I had nothing to lose. Be-
sides, I was feeling restless
and always thought I could
do something better,” he
reminisced. So at age 28,
his adventure in co-starting
Tru-Marine with four oth-
ers began.

“Of course there were

many risks. When we
stepped out we had no idea
what business was about.

“It was a 15-year strug-
gle. To ensure there was
enough cashflow in the be-
ginning, we forced our-
selves to plough back all
our profits into the compa-
ny,” he said.

Tru-Marine started out
as a sub-contractor in the
shipyards and later became
a ship-repairer.

An eye for opportunity
saw Mr Loke steering
Tru-Marine towards niche
repairing of damaged turbo-
charger components in
ships’ engines in the early
1990s.

“There was just too
much competition in gener-
al ship-repairing then, so
instead of fighting in a
market with squeezed mar-
gins, we made the switch to
focus on specialist engine
repair,” he explained.

At that time, there was
no company certified to re-
pair worn or damaged tur-
bocharger parts in diesel
engines, and shipowners
had either to re-use the
parts and put up with a loss
of efficiency, or replace
them at great cost.

This is significant, he
said, as turbochargers are

the heart of the ship’s en-
gine, and can account for
as much as 20-25 per cent
of engine repair costs.

So by offering shipown-
ers a good cost-saving alter-
native, Tru-Marine’s own
fortunes grew.

Armed with certification
from various international
bodies including Det
Norske Veritas, and a solid
reputation gained from
years of experience, the
group has since grown ex-
ponentially.

Starting with revenues
of $2.5 million in the early
1990s, group revenues
have since shot to $20 mil-
lion in 2002, with this fig-
ure doubling to $40 million
today.

Tru-Marine has invest-
ed about $750,000 to
$1 million in each of its
overseas facilities, and to-
day employs over 200 work-
ers, with 125 of them over-
seas. “Measured in terms of
number of employees, we
are the largest turbocharg-
er repairer in the world,”
Mr Loke said.

Despite his ambitious
plans to go West, a cautious
Mr Loke stressed that the
company is not in too great
a hurry to expand.

“We are careful with our

expenses and our rate of ex-
pansion,” he said, adding
that it wants to consolidate
in Europe in the next two to
three years with its latest
Rotterdam yard before ven-
turing next into the US.
“We want to pace our-
selves.”

That perhaps explains
why Tru-Marine is not plan-
ning a stock market listing,
after aborting its earlier
plan in 1997 to do so. “It
was the Asian crisis then,”
he explained. “Most go for
a listing for a couple of rea-
sons. Firstly, they need capi-
tal for expansion, or they
may need the money and
want to call it quits.”

Certainly, Mr Loke –
who is born in the year of
the Ox, with such persons
bel ieved to possess
hard-working traits – is not
ready to retire yet, given
his global ambitions for
Tru-Marine.

Asked if he has any
advice today for would-be
entrepreneurs, Mr Loke
says that one has “to be
able to exploit opportuni-
t i es presented in a
situation, and to rally all
your resources behind you
so as to come up with initia-
tives or solutions which are
different or better than
your competitors”.

Tru-Marine with an eye for opportunity

CHOW PENN NEE speaks to Lippo Group’s Stephen Riady whose business acumen has led the firm make several strategic property investments

Man with a vision
YEN MENG JIIN

Big plans ahead:
Mr Riady hopes to
go further,
increasing the
value of the
group’s portfolio,
from US$7 billion
in assets at
present, to US$20
billion within five
years.
The group’s retail
arm is also
expanding
aggressively. The
business includes
Auric Pacific – a
distributor of
fast-moving
consumer food
and non-food
products,
Robinsons, and
various clothing
stores

‘Wise investors
are those who
have a vision,
they are
the ones
who see
something
that other
people have
not seen . . .
Then they
start taking
action, instead
of just waiting
there.’

– Stephen Riady,
Auric Pacific Group

executive director

Thirst for adventure: David Loke who helms Tru-Marine is a former Navy regular.
It was his ambition to ‘do something better’ that drove him to steer his company
towards the profitable business of niche ship repair services

The Lippo group
has so far
amassed nine
residential
developments,
five commercial
properties and
two retail
brands, with a
total value of
$4 billion in
Singapore.
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