
WHEN Rasel Catering was set up
back in 1999, it was only the
second catering firm in Singapore
to be halal-certified.

Today, about 100 catering
firms have halal certification.

Despite this proliferation, the
two co-founders of Rasel, manag-
ing director Alan Tan and creative
director Chris Loh, have managed
to carve out a niche for
themselves and stay ahead of the
competition by using their flair
for creativity and innovation.

Rasel started out as Rasa Selera
Food Service. In 2001, it under-
went a rebranding exercise, chang-
ing its name to Rasel Food Fusion.

“At the time, there was a fu-
sion fad in the food and beverage
industry, people were fusing West-
ern and Asian cuisines,” said Ms
Loh. “But this fad faded away...
and our menus evolved as well, so
there came a time when people be-
came confused by our name and
we realised it was time to recon-
sider our market positioning.”

Rasel was also now serving a
more sophisticated and high-end
clientele, having penetrated the
corporate events market.

So earlier this year, Rasel updat-
ed itself again with new moniker
Rasel Catering and the tagline, “ar-
tisans of joy”. “It signifies that we
bring artistry to everything we
do, from our service to our food
and our settings,” said Ms Loh.

The firm showcases its artistic
flair by creating new dishes,
putting new twists on traditional
menu items, and coming up with
unique table settings and venue
decorations. Ms Loh herself has
been known to sew diamante
beads by hand onto tablecloths to
create a glamorous dinner set-up.

Recently, Rasel even started us-

ing unusual textures like leather
and fur in its table settings.

To create a name and logo en-
compassing this spirit of innova-
tion and artistry, Rasel tapped
Spring Singapore’s Capability De-
velopment Grant. This gave par-
tial funding for Rasel to hire a con-
sultant to help craft a branding
strategy for the next decade.

This process helped the firm
figure out not only how to shape
its external image, but also how to
ensure that its internal workings
would uphold its brand promise.

“In the kitchen, we have to
make sure food is prepared at a
high quality. In operations, set-
ups must be up to the mark or go
beyond expectations,” Ms Loh
said. “The sales team has to act as
the company’s eyes... And market-
ing should know what the market
trends are. These are all essential
to building your brand and fulfill-
ing your brand promise.”

Once the consultancy was com-
pleted, Rasel hired designers to re-
design its logo and everything
from its van exteriors to napkins.

Mr Tan is confident the invest-
ment will reap financial returns.

He said he already sees many
intangible benefits, the most re-
warding of which is the staff mo-
rale boost. “They are taking more
pride in their work now... If they
see that the napkins are not ar-
ranged just right, they will do it
without being asked,” he said.

Ms Loh added: “The staff feel
proud that they are now working
for a premium brand. It’s like
working in a mass-market bou-
tique and then moving up to work
for Chanel... They feel appreciat-
ed by both the firm and clients.”

Clients have also responded
positively, she said, as they feel
the new brand and logo better rep-
resent what Rasel does.

And Rasel’s productivity jour-
ney is not ending here. It is imple-
menting a customer resource man-
agement system to help it manage
and stay in touch with clients, and
an electronic resource planning
system that Mr Tan said will act
as “the brains of the company”.
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TO THE casual observer, it looks
just like the traditional luncheon
meat familiar to everyone grow-
ing up here.

Except, this new product from
Thong Siek Food Industry is differ-
ent in one crucial regard.

When they sample it, people
are surprised by the taste and the
main ingredient.

“It’s only fish?” is a response
familiar to Thong Siek chief execu-
tive Alfred Tan and his team.

The firm’s seafood product
range is exported to more than 20
countries, particularly its flagship
Dodo brand of chilled or frozen
fishballs, fishcakes, crabsticks
and such.

“People find this product very
interesting, especially when we
tell them it is made of fish, not
pork or any other meat.”

Mr Tan said that the company
embarked on developing this new
product line, dubbed Fischeon,
given the potential for breaking in-
to new markets – not to mention
a different retail section, namely
canned goods – with it.

It was also a response to a gap
in the market; public confidence
in traditional pork luncheon meat
produced in China had taken a
knock in recent years owing to
food safety scandals.

“It’s opened up brand new hori-
zons for us,” said Mr Tan. “We’ve
never exploited this gap in the
market before, and nobody’s tried
doing this before.”

In taking this opportunity to de-
velop the fish meat-loaf product,
Thong Siek has found Singapore’s
sterling food safety reputation an
added boon. The firm has also ben-
efited from its own positive track
record in developing healthy fish
and seafood products that incorpo-

rate brain- and heart-friendly
Omega-3 fatty acids.

The company, founded in
1976, has developed Fischeon
with the support of Spring Singa-
pore’s Capability Development
Grant as well as the fostering of a
collaboration with the Food Inno-
vation and Resource Centre
(FIRC) at Singapore Polytechnic.

While Thong Siek was familiar
with creating popular products in
the chilled or frozen foods sec-
tion, creating a new canned food
entailed a steep learning curve.

The firm worked with FIRC to
develop commercial sterilisation
processes to ensure the final prod-
uct would have a suitably long
shelf life.

As part of the product innova-
tion project, home-grown Thong
Siek, which has production facili-
ties in Singapore and Malaysia,
built its first automated canning
line in its local food plant-cum-
headquarters. For this, the fund-
ing support was both necessary
and appreciated, said Mr Tan.

The halal-certified Fischeon

line, with original, black pepper
and cheese varieties and contain-
ing DHA, a kind of Omega-3 es-
sential for heart health, has al-
ready been launched here and is
available at FairPrice, Giant and
Sheng Shiong.

Overseas, it is a new product
for Thong Siek’s existing markets
such as Greater China, including
Hong Kong, and Malaysia, and a
breakthrough product for new
markets in the Middle East, where
the product first debuted at the
2011 Gulfood food expo in Dubai.

The firm is also looking to the
Americas, Europe and potentially
Africa.

Calling customers’ response to
Fischeon in Singapore “pretty
good” so far, Mr Tan added that
the company is focused on contin-
uing to bring innovative, mar-
ket-relevant food to customers.
YONG SHU CHIANG
For more information on Spring’s
Capability Development Grant, please
visit www.spring.gov.sg/CDG or contact
EnterpriseOne on 6898 1800 or e-mail
enterpriseone@spring.gov.sg
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A QUICK glance at the exotic
array of offerings on any
supermarket shelf or the dazzling
range of cuisines served at restau-
rants here underlines the vibrancy
and variety of the local food
scene.

But the industry has the poten-
tial to achieve much more.

Food manufacturers and food
services companies, including
restaurants, caterers, pubs and
clubs, are among the sectors that
the Government has prioritised in
its push for higher productivity.

There are more than 800 food
manufacturers here employing

over 26,700 workers, with a total
output of $8.4 billion.

The food services sector, mean-
while, boasts some 6,400 estab-
lishments with more than 101,000
workers and contributing $7.1 bil-
lion in operating receipts.

These massive and often inter-
twining sectors are the focus of
two productivity plans that aim to
help them better overcome chal-
lenges such as stiff competition,
manpower shortages and rising
business costs.

These plans aim to lift
productivity in the sectors by, for
example, helping companies
adopt technology and automa-
tion, and redesign their processes

to optimise workflow.
They also help firms to up-

grade their manpower and human
resource capabilities for a more
productive workforce and pro-
mote innovation to produce high
value-added products and offer
better service.

A $75 million food services pro-
ductivity plan was launched in
April 2011 and a similar $45 mil-
lion plan aimed at food manufac-
turers was launched in November
2011.

“With the roll-out of the two
productivity plans, we are sup-
porting companies to create and
deliver better products and ser-
vices to their customers, stream-
line their operations and tap auto-
mation to achieve efficiency,”
says Spring Singapore’s director
of food, Ms Joanne Tan.

“We are also seeing restaurants

and food manufacturers working
closely together to explore collabo-
rations to reap economies of scale
and achieve win-win benefits.”

This series will showcase some
of these firms.

The three featured this week
have used product and concept in-
novation to better reach out to
their target market and stand out
from the crowd.

Next week, the series will focus
on companies that have adopted
technology to better manage their
manpower resources.

In the third week, the series
will look at companies that have
redesigned their work processes
to create more efficient use of ma-
terials. In the final week, it will
touch on firms which have tapped
shared resources to boost produc-
tivity.
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Rasel Catering managing director Alan Tan and creative director Chris Loh with a
buffet set-up that has snakeskin leather as a design centrepiece. The firm aims
to showcase its artistic flair with its unique set-ups. PHOTO: RASEL CATERING

Thong Siek chief executive Alfred Tan says the new fish meat-loaf product
Fischeon – developed with the support of Spring Singapore’s grant – has opened
up “brand new horizons” for the firm. ST PHOTO: AZIZ HUSSIN

There’s still potential for local sector
to improve and serve up much more

TRADITIONAL Malay cuisine and
high-tech vacuum cookers may
not sound like they go hand in
hand. But up-and-coming restau-
rant Mamanda has found this com-
bination actually works a treat.

When Mr Zulkarnine Hafiz
opened Mamanda in Sultan Gate,
in Arab Street, in August last
year, he aimed to be the first in
Singapore to offer Malay food in a
fine-dining setting.

But he knew this innovative
concept was not going to be easy
to pull off. Firstly, many Malay
dishes are quite difficult and
time-consuming to prepare. Beef
rendang, for example, can take up
to seven hours to cook. Secondly,
the quality of the food can also
vary widely from chef to chef.

That is why most Malay eater-
ies tend to be small, family-run af-
fairs offering no-frills,
over-the-counter service.

If Mamanda were to up the
game, it would have to completely
rethink the concept of the Malay
restaurant. “So I knew we had to
use technology to overcome this,”
said Mr Zulkarnine, 44.

He turned to Spring Singapore
for help, tapping the capability de-
velopment grant to hire consult-
ants who helped him figure out

how the restaurant could harness
technology to create a high-end
restaurant experience while still
staying true to the traditional
roots of Malay cuisine.

The grant also helped Maman-
da pay for training for its staff and
to buy the necessary equipment
for its kitchen.

This included a blast freezer, a
combi-oven and a sous vide ma-
chine, which uses vacuum-sealed
bags and water to cook anything
from vegetables to meat.

The combi-oven can also cook
various dishes at the same time
and has even helped to reduce
wastage, Mr Zulkarnine said. The
oven also cuts the need for Ma-
manda to have different chefs ded-
icated to cooking specific dishes.

And since the equipment is all
automated, kitchen staff can
multi-task more efficiently.

In fact, the time saved from us-
ing these high-tech tools has al-
lowed Mamanda to dig deeper in-
to tradition, Mr Zulkarnine said.

“Previously the staff may have
taken short cuts such as using arti-
ficial flavouring or colouring in
their dishes, but now they have
time to experiment and learn how
to create those traditional fla-
vours from scratch,” he said.

“Pandan flavour, for example,
is quite difficult to extract but
now instead of using a chemical
flavouring, our kitchen uses actu-
al pandan leaves. We’re going all
the way back to our roots.”

By harnessing technology from
the get-go, Mr Zulkarnine esti-
mates that Mamanda’s costs are

30 per cent lower than if it had
gone the old-fashioned route.

Its dishes also take half the
time to prepare and its kitchen ca-
pacity is 40 per cent higher, he
said. Overall, productivity has im-
proved by 30 per cent.

Despite these encouraging num-
bers, Mamanda still has further to

go to boost its productivity, Mr
Zulkarnine said.

For now, only about a third of
the items on its menu can be pre-
pared using the high-tech equip-
ment while the rest have to be
cooked the old-fashioned way.

The restaurant is in the process
of figuring out how to transfer

these dishes to the new method.
It is also working to gradually

change customers’ mindset.
“Sometimes when I tell people

how fast we cook our food they
compare us with instant rendang
even though we make everything
from scratch,” he said.
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No pork
in this
‘luncheon
meat’

Forum offers food productivity insights

In the ultra-competitive food industry, winners are those with innovative concepts
and products. These firms show what it takes to stand out from the crowd.

Push for success with food for thought

Mamanda boss Zulkarnine Hafiz says the time saved from using high-tech tools in his restaurant has allowed his staff to dig deeper into tradition, experimenting and
learning to create traditional flavours from scratch instead of relying on artificial flavouring or colouring. ST PHOTO: DESMOND FOO

THE Food Productivity
Conference returns this year
with the theme “improving
productivity across the value
chain”.

This hallmark event, to be
held on Oct 16 and 17, will
offer insights into
productivity, and showcase
the latest technologies and
developments as well as best
practices in the food service
and manufacturing sectors.

Expect networking
opportunities with industry
experts and learn from
renowned industry players like
Panda Express co-founder
Andrew Cherng, McDonald’s
Restaurants Singapore

managing director Phyllis
Cheung and Coca-Cola
Singapore human resource
director Gaurav Sharma.

It costs between $268 and
$378 to attend. Businesses can
enjoy a 400 per cent tax
deduction or 60 per cent cash
payout and dollar-for-dollar
matching cash bonus on
registration fees under the
Productivity and Innovation
Credit Scheme.

To register or find more
information, visit www.food
productivityconference.com,
call the secretariat on
6375-0933/0934 or e-mail
secretariat@foodproductivity
conference.com

Malay eatery goes tech
to go back to its roots

Beating the
competition
an art
for caterer
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