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EINSURANCE company
ACR Capital Holdings was
just into its second finan-
cial year when the global fi-
nancial crisis hit. Calling it

one of the biggest challenges to
date, chief executive John Tan said
that the group’s investment results
that year were hit despite adhering
closely to a highly conservative in-
vestment approach.

Despite facing such tough condi-
tions in its early years, ACR has
emerged from the crisis alive and
kicking. Its survival strategy was a
simple one: it identified its
strengths.

Said Mr Tan: “Rather than aim
for aggressive market share which
may inadvertently result in un-
healthy and unsustainable price
erosion, we leveraged our intimate
knowledge of the Asian reinsur-
ance industry and market, and
were able to work with our clients
on risks on a selected basis accord-
ing to our risk appetite.

“We also decided from the out-
set that ACR will adhere to a pru-
dent underwriting approach in line
with our long-term objectives of
promoting reinsurance efficiency
within Asia.” This helped the firm
to maintain financial stability
through the crisis, he added.

ACR conducts its business
through its operating company, the
Asia Capital Reinsurance Group.
ACR has expanded from a 10-mem-
ber team when it was first set up in
2006 to a 300-strong firm with em-
ployees across Asia. It now has
joint-ventures in Malaysia and Du-
bai to serve the Malaysian domes-
tic and Syariah-compliant reinsur-
ance markets respectively.

Together with its associated
companies, ACR has a presence in
Singapore, Hong Kong, India, Ja-
pan, Taiwan, Malaysia, Bahrain,
and Dubai. To date, it has more
than 600 clients across 50 coun-
tries in Asia.

The group recorded strong
year-on-year growth of gross writ-
ten premiums to US$515 million in
its last financial year, and has been
ranked one of the top 50 reinsurers
globally.

Its rapid expansion is no mean
feat for a four-year-old company
that started out during a major fi-

nancial crisis, and is an example of
how identifying a gap within an in-
dustry, and plugging it, is impor-
tant to building a successful busi-
ness.

“Having witnessed widespread
losses sustained by various econo-
mies during the Asian financial cri-
sis and the high rebuilding costs in
the aftermath of the Asian tsuna-
mi, we realised the need for a ro-
bust risk transfer platform in the re-
gion to ensure the stability and se-
curity of Asia,” said Mr Tan.

According to him, the Asian in-
surance industry has traditionally
been reliant on global reinsurance
support. “The implication is that
any withdrawal of capacity from
Asia by global reinsurers due to fac-
tors outside of Asia would destabi-
lise the local insurance industry in
the region,” he said.

“The reinsurance rates that
Asian insurers pay was also de-
pendent on global developments
outside of Asia, as evidenced by the
aviation reinsurance rate hikes in
Asia following the Sept 11 attacks
in 2001.”

All these pointed to one direc-
tion, that there was a need for an in-
dependent pan-Asian reinsurance
institution that would help to diver-
sify the region’s dependence on glo-
bal reinsurers. “ACR was set up
specifically to be in Asia, for Asia,
to address this need,” said Mr Tan.

Finding a niche, however, is
just part of the equation to help
build up a firm. As with every other
start-up, ACR had to pay its dues
and work through the challenges
that often plague new firms, one of
which was sourcing for talent.

“One of our key challenges ini-
tially was to assemble the right
team with the relevant skill sets
who also shares ACR’s vision of re-
defining Asian reinsurance,” said
Mr Tan.

“ACR is fortunate to have a
strong management team and com-
mitted risk and underwriting ex-
perts who possess a balance of
both international expertise and
Asian market insight, with proven
track records.”

It also had to source for financ-
ing, and had to travel to “various
key financial hubs” to secure the
necessary funds, said Mr Tan.
“The challenge then was to identify
and select interested parties whose
interest is aligned with the long-
term potential and outlook of
ACR.”

Fortunately for the firm, it had
the support of angel investors who
were prominent figures in the local
business scene and provided valua-
ble advice and network support to
ACR. According to Mr Tan, ACR
was initially capitalised at US$620
million – the largest-ever private

placement raised for a start-up
company in Asia at the time of in-
corporation.

“I am thankful for the support I
received throughout my reinsur-
ance career. I am also especially ap-
preciative of the understanding
from my family as well as for the
commitment from the ACR team of
shareholders, board, manage-
ment, and staff. Without them,
none of this would have been possi-
ble,” said Mr Tan.

The firm will continue growing
by building up its specialised under-
writing expertise, with an empha-
sis on growing the team’s under-
standing of the unique risk environ-
ments across Asian markets, he
said.

It is also looking to enhance its
risk management and research ca-
pabilities to “bring even more inno-
vative reinsurance solutions to the
Asian insurance industry”.

“We will continue to grow our
presence in Asia, to have a close
on-the-ground view of industry
and related developments in the
various markets,” added Mr Tan.
In particular, ACR will be expand-
ing its network and product offer-
ings to a wider market through its
joint ventures in Malaysia and Du-
bai.

“We are also open to other busi-
ness and expansion opportunities
in line with our strategic aspira-
tions, which will contribute to our
vision of building a foundation for
strong reinsurance capabilities in
Asia,” said Mr Tan.

His advice to entrepreneurs is
this: to identify available niche op-
portunities, and keep in mind the
long-term sustainability of the busi-
ness with a focus on creating posi-
tive value.

Engaging shareholders to en-
sure a common understanding and
aligned goals is also key to busi-
ness success, he said. “At the end
of the day, I believe firmly in build-
ing a business with integrity.

“I hope that with the opportuni-
ties available in Singapore due to
its business-friendly systems and
strong access to capital support, in
addition to the tremendous market
potential within Asia, we will be
able to see more aspiring local en-
trepreneurs take the leap and pur-
sue their business vision.”

W
E ARE living in excit-
ing and unprecedent-
ed times. Technology
is advancing rapidly.
Within just two dec-

ades, we have moved from the pro-
liferation of computers to the Inter-
net to mobile applications.

The world is increasingly urban-
ising, with 30 per cent of the
world’s population living in cities
in 1950, to about 50 per cent now,
and expected to reach some 70 per
cent by 2050. There is increased
awareness of environmental is-
sues, particularly climate change.

The balance of world economic
powers is shifting across regions.
All these fundamental shifts are of
seismic proportions and will create
disruptions across societies. These
disruptions present tremendous op-
portunities for entrepreneurs to
rise and innovate to meet the
changing demands of the new
world.

Indeed, this is the New Era for
entrepreneurship. Unlike a genera-
tion ago, when starting a business
was a last-resort means of liveli-
hood, entrepreneurs today are driv-
en not by necessity but by opportu-
nity.

A corollary of that is that we ex-
pect entrepreneurs to create value
and employment not only for them-
selves and their families, but also
for many other people across na-
tions.

In the current landscape in Sin-
gapore, where unemployment is
virtually non-existent, many entre-
preneurs will take the plunge only
if they set their eyes on building
large successful companies. This
way, entrepreneurship will be a
key pillar of our economy, because
it will create not only many SMEs
but also some MNCs.

Therefore, I am glad that every
year, there are many enterprising
individuals who want to live their
dreams and embark on their entre-
preneurial journey.

Last year, the number of new

businesses set up crossed the
50,000 mark. This is about a 40
per cent increase from 36,000 new
businesses in 2000.

This year, the number of new
businesses is set to hit the 50,000
mark again. The first nine months
witnessed the establishment of
about 39,000 new entities.

Growing start-ups into
multinationals

For the past eight years, the Ernst
and Young Entrepreneur of the
Year Award sets apart entrepre-
neurs who have the vision and glo-
bal ambition and celebrates their
spirit of entrepreneurship.

I hope budding entrepreneurs
will be inspired by past and
present winners, and aspire to fol-
low in their footsteps. I also hope
they will set out to build globally
competitive Singapore companies.

Having a global vision is only
the first step. The real test is in see-
ing that vision through. As many
entrepreneurs would have found
out, there are many challenges that
they have to face.

They will have to convince finan-
ciers to provide funding, work with
their teams to come up with a
unique and competitive product or
service, secure customers, and find
the fastest and most effective way
to scale up the business before com-
petitors catch up.

It is thus very important that an
entrepreneur first develops the
right attitude and mindset toward
entrepreneurship, which is a “can
do”, “never say die” spirit.

Amid the many challenges, he
must believe that any problem can
be solved. If anyone claims the
problem is beyond solving, it
should not put the entrepreneur
off, but instead spur him on to find
the solution.

In the early days of UTAC, my
first start-up, my partners and I did
not have an operational factory.
However, this did not stop us from
clinching a business deal with a Eu-
ropean MNC.

We were confident of our busi-
ness proposition and our ability to
execute it. It is this winning spirit
that gave us the leg-up and I be-
lieve it applies to many other suc-
cessful entrepreneurs as well.

To build a successful business,
it is also essential to foster creativi-
ty and innovation in the company.
Most people will be sceptical of a
young start-up with minimal capi-
tal and track record. Few will want
to do business with such a compa-
ny.

It is always tough for a start-up
to survive – only half of US start-
ups survive beyond five years, let
alone succeed. To do well, one of
the few ways is to develop innova-
tive and effective business solu-
tions for one’s clients.

First, understand and analyse
the industry environment and the
problems or situations potential cli-
ents face.

Then free yourself of convention-
al business practices and models
and think out of the box for novel
ideas. Lastly, innovation should
not stop at ideation but continue in-

to execution to transform ideas in-
to workable strategies and plans.

Innovation was what enabled
several start-ups to grow into large
high-growth firms. It took just six
and seven years for Facebook and
Amazon respectively to grow their
revenue from zero to a billion dol-
lars. Both firms started off with en-
tirely new business concepts that
transformed their industries.

Having firmly established them-
selves as global leaders, they are
not resting on their laurels but con-
tinue to refine their businesses
through innovation and technolo-
gy.

Nurturing more
globalised homegrown
brands
Entrepreneurship is a difficult path
to take. However, an entrepreneur
must strive on and not forget why
he started out in the first place. He
will find that he is not alone.

There is a growing community
of like-minded fellow entrepre-
neurs, supported by government
agencies, industry associations,
and many others, including ACE
(Action Community for Entrepre-
neurship).

ACE has been promoting entre-
preneurship for the past seven
years and will continue to do so, de-
veloping and improving on initia-
tives and programmes to help en-
terprises grow.

Moving forward, we hope to
deepen our work so that we can cre-
ate the environment not only for en-
trepreneurship to thrive, but for
more global enterprises to emerge
from Singapore – the likes of Crea-
tive, Osim, and Olam.

As we celebrate the achieve-
ments of Singapore’s outstanding
entrepreneurs who are honoured
this year, we hope many more will
flourish like them.

The writer is chief executive of
Infiniti Solutions Ltd and

deputy chairman of the Action
Community for Entrepreneurship

(ACE)

The reinsurance company is an example of how identifying a gap within an industry, and
plugging it, is important to building a successful business, reports FELDA CHAY

I
T WAS a bold step that some might
consider foolhardy, but selling his
home to raise funds for his first clin-
ic proved to be the best decision
that Ng Chin Siau, chief executive
of Q&M Dental Group, made in his
career. While working at a clinic in
Bukit Batok in 1996, an opportuni-

ty arose for him to take over the practice.
Not wanting to give up the chance but suf-
fering from a lack of funds, he decided to
sell his flat – home also to his wife and new-
born child – to raise money for the acquisi-
tion.

“It was a tough decision to make as my
first child was born around that time,” re-
called Dr Ng. “Fortunately, I had the sup-
port of my wife, who not only had to look
after our newborn, but also assisted me in
operating my first clinic.”

Being trained in dentistry, it might
seem like Dr Ng made a brash decision to
own a practice, which requires business
management skills. He admits that the ear-
ly days proved tough, and that he and his
wife had to see to every single aspect of the
clinic’s operations to ensure that the busi-
ness ran smoothly and to build up its pa-
tient base. And even with the help of his
first partner Ng Jet Wei – now the firm’s
deputy CEO – who joined Q&M in 1997,
both dentists had to put in 12-hour days,
seven days a week.

Still they ploughed on to live up to the
Q&M name, which stands for “quan min”,
or for the people, in Mandarin. With two
dentists working for the clinic, its pool of
patients grew quite quickly, said the Q&M
founder. It also made him realise that
bringing in more dentists under the brand
could help Q&M expand.

“I realised that if I could bring more den-
tists together to work towards a shared
goal under a single brand, we could grow
dentistry into a business,” said Dr Ng.

Yet even with such aspirations, he nev-
er thought that taking over one clinic
would one day help him build up a busi-
ness that now has more than 40 clinics.
“Honestly, in those days, I didn’t think that
Q&M could grow to this size today. My am-
bition then for the company was to grow to
around 10 clinics,” said Dr Ng.

But expand it did. With the help of a
third partner, Chong Kai Chuan, who
joined the duo in 1999, Q&M began ex-
panding – and did so in an eye-opening
manner. That year alone saw it add four
clinics, a number not to be dismissed given
that it had never added branches before.

“Given the lack of experience, it did
seem like a bold step back then when we
opened four new clinics in 1999 after hav-
ing operated only one clinic at Bukit Batok.
However, we saw the growth potential,
and dentistry is familiar ground to us.

“We considered our investments care-
fully and took a calculated risk in order to
expand our operations and serve more pa-
tients,” said Dr Ng.

Q&M has not looked back since. By
2000, it met Dr Ng’s earlier target of open-
ing 10 clinics. Since then, it has continued
expanding by setting up between three
and five clinics each year.

The man behind the brand also at-
tributes Q&M’s quick expansion to the help
of an old map, which has accompanied
him since the days when he was serving
his bond with the Ministry of Health
(MOH).

The map, which he pored over during
his free time at night while working as a
dental officer in MOH, helped him to identi-
fy locations which did not have private den-
tal clinics. From that, he knew where he
could set up new clinics.

“As far as possible, we chose to set up
clinics at locations that would be conven-

ient for our patients, such as housing es-
tate town centres and MRT stations,” said
Dr Ng.

In Singapore, Q&M’s target is to have
60 dental outlets by 2015. It would have 42
outlets by the end of this year, said Dr Ng.
With two newly established dental centres
at The Centrepoint and City Square Mall, it
intends to capitalise on the growing de-
mand for specialist services and opportuni-
ties arising from medical tourism, said
Dr Ng.

But Singapore is a small market and the
group, which listed on the Singapore Ex-
change in November last year, has set its
sights on overseas ventures. The aim now
is to build Q&M into a regional dental and
healthcare group, and create value for its
shareholders, said Dr Ng. China and Ma-
laysia are two markets where it is building
a presence.

In China, Q&M has formed joint ven-
tures with two groups of dental clinics in
the cities of Beijing and Nanjing. It has also
inked agreements to acquire interests in
two major dental laboratory groups in
Shenzhen and Zhejiang province.

Q&M’s goal is to operate at least 50 den-
tal clinics and 20 dental laboratories in Chi-
na by 2015. “We are making headway in
our expansion into China’s dental health-
care market, which has immense growth
potential,” said Dr Ng.

Last month, it signed a conditional
share sale agreement to acquire a 70 per
cent stake in a dental practice group in Ma-
laysia. “We intend to leverage on our first
acquisition to make further inroads into
the Malaysian market,” said Dr Ng.

The targets that Q&M has set for itself
appear daunting, but Dr Ng has this to say:
“As an entrepreneur, you must dare to
dream and have a vision.” But this alone is
not enough, he said. “Not only do you have
to work hard, an entrepreneur needs to be
able to get the support of his people to
work towards the vision. An entrepre-
neur’s success is never achieved on his ef-
fort alone, but with the concerted effort
and commitment of all the people in the or-
ganisation.”

His advice to budding entrepreneurs
out there is this: Have passion for the busi-
ness, and respect the partners and employ-
ees. “From my personal experience, I be-
lieve that one must not be afraid to work
very hard to turn your dreams or goals in-
to reality. Equally important is that you
need to have strong passion for the busi-
ness that you want to build, because pas-
sion creates a motivational force that
keeps you going when you develop a busi-
ness from scratch and are facing tough
challenges.

“We must also recognise that people
form an integral component of the organi-
sation. Respect your partners and people
working together with you, and reward
their efforts justly in order to retain quality
personnel.”

Without the hard work and commit-
ment from the dentists and staff of Q&M,
the group would not be what it is today,
said Dr Ng. In August, it announced that
net profit for its first six months rose 2.9
per cent to $2 million from a year ago. Rev-
enue surged 27.4 per cent to $17.9 million.

Entrepreneurs must also strive to im-
prove the quality of service or product that
is being provided, said Dr Ng. Q&M “con-
tinually looks into upgrading the skills of
dentists and service personnel”, he said. It
also invests in the latest equipment to im-
prove the quality of its dental services.

“Last but not least, I believe an entrepre-
neur not only must know how to manage
the business operations well, he or she al-
so needs to know when to take calculated
risks to take the business to greater
heights.”

Taking the entrepreneurial plunge

Mr Tan: ‘We are also open to other business and expansion
opportunities in line with our strategic aspirations...’

It is very important that an entrepreneur first develops the right attitude and mindset
toward entrepreneurship, says INDERJIT SINGH

Knowing your strengths and
playing to them pays off for ACR

Guts, good partners, family support, hard work, and
a map turned Q&M into Singapore’s largest private
dental healthcare provider, reports FELDA CHAY

Dr Ng: Says the aim now is to build Q&M into a regional dental and healthcare
group and create value for its shareholders

Mr Singh: To build a successful
business, it is also essential to
foster creativity and innovation

Fortune
favours
the bold
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