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Artistic touch
Rasel Catering Singapore’s winning strategy is its focus
on a sensorial experience in the food business
Joyce Lin
IT WAS over lunch at a hawker centre in 1997 that
Ms Chris Loh and Mr Alan Tan, former colleagues in
the financial sector, hit upon a business idea. They
observed how one man bought numerous packets to
take with him and that inspired them to start a catering business, Rasel Catering Singapore, that year.
Rasel has since grown from a team of four to 50
staff, including chefs, consultants, designers as well
as service and operations staff. It caters to a range of
clients, from large-scale corporate events to house
parties and weddings.
The company is an honouree at this year’s Spirit
of Enterprise Award.
Mr Tan, 48, Rasel’s managing director, says: “The
road to success is always under construction.”
In a highly saturated catering industry, Rasel differentiates itself by emphasising a highly sensorial
experience that goes beyond a thematic set-up.
Ms Loh, 40, Rasel’s creative director, says: “We
are trendsetters and are able to create a sensorial
experience for clients. A successful event is not just
about food, but also encompasses a great ambience
with outstanding service. Our vision is to be the
‘Artisans of Joy’, and we discover and create joy in
every Rasel affair.”
In the beginning, Mr Tan and Ms Loh adopted a
hands-on approach. Ms Loh says: “We had to handle a wide variety of tasks. It was the hardest starting from scratch with not much knowledge about
food and catering.
“We flipped through cookbooks and talked to
veterans in the catering industry. These veterans had
been in the market for many years. We were two
young people and they didn’t see us as competition
as they were about to retire. They were very helpful
and gave us advice on how to run a business.”
Rasel became the second catering company in
Singapore to be awarded the Halal Food Certification by MUIS in 1999. As a Halal-certified business,
Rasel was able to reach out to the government sector and diversify its customer base. It was a smart
business move that led to Rasel becoming the official caterer for several government institutions
including the Esplanade-Theatres on the Bay, Gardenasia, Gardens by the Bay, The Luxe Art Museum
and National Museum of Singapore.
Business grew and by 2001, Rasel purchased its
first factory and subsequently moved to a larger site
in Pandan Loop to accommodate its rapid growth.

However, the business encountered some hurdles.
The Sars outbreak in 2003 saw Rasel’s sales drop by 60
per cent. The company decided to start a fusion Asian
restaurant in the central business district to boost staff
morale and to keep them occupied.
Unfortunately, the restaurant folded after a year
due to several factors. The losses from the venture
affected the catering business as a result.
“We decided to focus on the mothership — our
catering business — and bring business back on
track,” she adds.
Another challenging time involved the global
financial crisis in 2008. She says: “We experienced
a drop in sales and there was not a lot of confidence
in the market. Fortunately, our business recovered
in 2010 and sales grew by 38 per cent by 2011.”
The company’s collaborative culture saw them
through difficult times. “We practise participative
leadership where employees have the freedom to
speak out and improve situations,” says Ms Loh.
“Rasel is like a family business and our employees are treated like my children. We engage in open
discussions to make them feel more involved and
this motivates them to work harder.”

Both Mr Tan and Ms Loh decided to start a catering
business after seeing a man buying numerous
packets of food at a hawker centre. PHOTO: RASEL
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Striving to be the best
Honourees of the Spirit of Enterprise Award 2013 tell Teo Kuan Yee

the secret of their success

It heartens me when I see our clients see real benefit
from our solutions. We don’t merely sell a product — we
provide solutions. We insist on assessing the risk that our clients
are facing and the protection requirement before suggesting a
solution that will best meet their investment budget. We take
great pains to stay ahead on the technology curve to provide
our clients with the most optimal solutions, increase their
operational efficiency and enjoy cost savings. In the late 90s, I
wanted to set up a private wireless radio transmission system in
Singapore to offer a more secure means of alarm transmission.
This meant that I needed a frequency to be allocated to us and a license to
operate the wireless network, which we succeeded in getting after two years of
determination and lobbying. Today, over 2,000 locations across Singapore are
protected using our wireless transmission system. We set up a joint venture three
years ago with a partner in China and we have been
experiencing close to a doubling of revenue year on year.

I developed a keen interest in baking and my mother
taught me a few basic recipes. Building on that, with a
lot of research and my passion for making her pastries, I quit
my engineering job to start Home’s Favourite in 1997, with
the hope that my pastries will be every home’s favourite.
As a sole proprietor, I had no funding to grow the business
and get additional manpower. I did everything by myself —
production, packing, R&D, sales, paper work and delivery.
In 2006, I shared my company’s cash flow constraints with a
regular customer whose husband promptly approached me
to offer funding. He said hard work and honesty always pay and I have lived by
his words to always work hard and treat business partners and customers with
honesty. Innovation and constant improvement drive our business — we must
always move ahead of the market in our products, packaging and concept.
Other than the increasing revenue and profit, I am motivated
when my pastries serve as a family treat during the festive period.

— Mr Toby Koh, group managing director, Ademco Security Group, with more than eight offices across Asia that
provides consultancy, design, system integration, CCTV, biometric and other integrated security systems and
man guarding services

— Mr Jason Lee, managing director of Home’s Favourite, which manufactures and retails hand-made cookies,
durian pastries and assorted speciality pastries utilising unique ingredients and flavours for local consumers
and export distributors

I started out as a grip and gaffer in my elder brother’s
film lighting business in which I had a share. I realised
the business potential of supplying the right equipment to
film production companies. After a year, I left and used the
$30,000 my brother returned to set up Bert Lighting House
in 2001. For the first five years, I worked 17- or 18-hour days,
seven days a week. As my business grew, I bought more
equipment. Now my team comprises a driver, an office
manager, two technicians and a pool of freelance technical
crew. We have a desire to always be the best and have that
personal touch. I never stop thinking about how we can improve. If a client calls
and says he requires a new or specific piece of equipment, I will purchase that
equipment, learn to use it and understand its strengths and constraints — all in
a day. Understanding different clients’ needs — from industry professionals to
film students and consequently going the extra mile is
our commitment to clients.

When we first set up Intero Enterprise in 2006, we had
neither resources nor financial support from banks. But
we had committed partners with plenty of experience and
know-how with the same vision and desire to strike out on our
own. Although the entry barriers are high in the wholesale
and retail industry, we managed to secure our business and
procure supplies based on long-established relationships
with both customers and vendors, and our performance and
commitment. Our merchandising strategy is to meet all levels
of consumer expectations at different pricing structures. We
are the first in the industry to represent and become the appointed licensee of
international designer label, Pierre Balmain from Paris. In 2010, we extended
to distribute men’s apparel with two imported labels currently represented in
Robinsons, Isetan and John Little. To succeed, you need perseverance, self-belief
and do what you believe. You must also have the passion,
be a dreamer and possess leadership qualities.

— Mr Bert Tan, owner, Bert Lighting House, which rents out film equipment for feature films and television
commercials and has been involved in many film productions, such as Royston Tan’s movies 881 and 12 Lotus,
Eric Khoo’s Be With Me and My Magic and Hong Kong director Gordon Chan’s 2000 AD

— Mr Patrick Goh, chief operating officer of Intero Enterprise, which specialises in the wholesaling and
distribution of bed linen, bedding accessories and bath accessories in Singapore, Malaysia, Brunei
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