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Moving up the value chain
Works specialist Soon Li Heng started as a
transport service provider for building materials
By JEREMY LIM TAU YONG, JULIAN TANG
YOU GIN and WONG SING WEI

F

EW would guess that back in
1975 when Soon Li Heng Civil Engineering started, it operated
solely as a transport service provider for building materials. It
was not until the 1980s that the
company seized the opportunity
to move up the value chain and
began specialising in works.
Today, the four Soon brothers, as directors of the family-owned enterprise, have
helped Soon Li Heng become a reliable transporter of earthworks and heavy machinery
leasing business.
The firm has played a significant role as a
specialist sub-contractor in multiple public
and commercial projects in Singapore.
Its involvement ranges from residences to

institutions, office buildings, mixed developments and tunnel excavation projects. South
Beach, The Star Vista, JEM and the Kaki
Bukit Station (Downtown Line 3) are among
its recent contracts.
The construction industry incurs high operational costs, and a civil engineering firm like
Soon Li Heng is no exception. In land-scarce
Singapore, the administration of proper disposal methods means that companies risk
paying a hefty fine if they dump excavated materials negligently.
“A typical residential project excavates
70,000 cubic metres (cu m) of soil, and a
dump truck takes eight cu m per load, so it
easily amounts to non-trivial costs,” explained Ong Jun Quan, one of the secondgeneration successors to Soon Li Heng’s engineering business.
The company emphasises cost efficiency
and service differentiation because the homogeneity in technology has relegated competition to cost-saving and customer retention.
This first-time winner of the E50 award
says that it is distinguished for its service and
product quality. It pays much attention to getting customer feedback and maintaining client relationships, even after 38 years in the
business.

Cutting costs

Celebrating Singapore´s
Enterprising Spirit 2013
This series is part of the Enterprise
50 Educational Project between
the E50 partners and the NUS
Business School. Sudima International
was among the winners in 2012.
The annual E50 rankingis co-organised
by The Business Times and KPMG,
sponsored by OCBC Bank, and
supported by Spring Singapore,
IE Singapore, Infocomm Development
Authority of Singapore and
Singapore Business Federation.

Being a family-run business, Soon Li Heng is
able to cut down on the agency costs. Management also adopts a very hands-on approach
to operations and projects.
Management aside, the firm boasts a
young fleet of high-value assets. Its excavators are limited to operate a maximum
number of hours, whereas trucks are renewed every few years. This helps ensure
that the equipment stays in good condition.
Soon Li Heng is a strong advocate of productivity measures. For example, it has reduced its reliance on labour by automation
through the use of reverse sirens and cameras as well as rotating beacons.
Because of the labour-intensive nature of
the construction industry, Soon Li Heng is
very reliant on the skills of its workforce. For
this reason, it takes the effort to engage staff
through daily on-site briefings, so that its employees’ values are aligned with those of the
company.
The company also aims to be a responsible

Mr Ong: Is now exploring the possibility of taking Soon Li Heng through an initial public offering, so as to raise capital for expansion.
The company also has plans to enter the property business, leveraging on its expertise as an excavation specialist. PHOTO: YEN MENG JIIN
corporate citizen. To this end, it contributes a
portion of its revenue to charitable causes.
Cognisant of the adverse effects that some
of its operations have on the environment, the
company continually conducts pilot tests and
feasibility studies with relevant institutions.
In its bid to promote greener practices, it began recycling concrete waste material from
construction debris. In this way, concrete materials usually meant for disposal are re-used
in the construction of roads and drains.
Mr Ong acknowledged that “government
policies, changing demographics and increasing land constraints” have presented challenges to the business.

Chief among Mr Ong’s worries is the increasingly restricted pool of foreign labour.
To reduce its foreign manpower needs, the
company has resorted to sourcing for technologically advanced equipment.
Through the Mechanisation Credit Scheme
provided by the Building and Construction Authority (BCA), Soon Li Heng recently purchased two hydraulic clamshells which can
reach greater depths, effectively halving the
number of required excavators and workers
needed.
Singapore’s severe land constraints means
that there are not enough dumping grounds.

As a result, congestion at the few disposal facilities during peak periods is common.
Said Mr Ong: “It can take hours for our
trucks to wait in line to dump a mere eight
cu m of soil.”
Mr Ong is now exploring the possibility of
taking the company public through an initial
public offering (IPO), so as to raise capital for
expansion.
It also has plans to enter the property business, leveraging on its expertise as an excavation specialist.
The writers are students of NUS
Business School

Work starts on new hospital in Sengkang
By ONG CHOR HAO
ongch@sph.com.sg
WORK has started on what will be the
largest single hospital development to
date – Sengkang General and Community Hospitals, which will add 1,400
new beds when completed in 2018.
The hospital complex, which
broke ground yesterday, is one of the
four acute hospitals that will be built
between 2020 and 2030 under the
Health Ministry’s Healthcare 2020
Masterplan. Up to 12 more polyclinics will also be built as part of that
plan.
Yesterday, on the sidelines of the
groundbreaking ceremony, Health
Minister Gan Kim Yong was quoted
as saying that while the exact locations have not been confirmed, one
possible site for one of the acute hospitals could be Woodlands.
Considerations will include changes in demographics over the next few
years and disease patterns to see
what is relevant and important,
Mr Gan said.
Calling 2020 “still some time to
go”, Mr Gan added that is it important to remain flexible.

Sengkang General and Community Hospitals is located next to Cheng
Lim LRT station and is a short distance from Sengkang MRT station. It
will have a 1,000-bed general hospital and a 400-bed community hospital housed within the complex, which
sits on a 6.9 ha plot.
Included in those 1,400 beds are
200 “swing beds” that can be used for
either hospital.
The Sengkang integrated hospital
development will open in phases
from 2018, and both hospitals will be
fully operational by the end of that
year.
“The co-location of a community
hospital with an acute hospital will allow patients who require long-term
but less intensive care to be transferred seamlessly from the acute hospital to the adjacent community hospital,” Mr Gan said in his speech.
He added that the new hospitals
will improve access to healthcare services for residents in the north-east,
especially in Sengkang, Punggol, Hougang and Pasir Ris.
Besides the young growing population in the north-east, the integrated

Sengkang hospital development will
also serve older communities from areas such as Hougang and Ang Mo
Kio, Mr Gan said.
Managed by Sengkang Health under the umbrella of SingHealth, Sengkang General and Community Hospitals is the latest healthcare facility in
the north-east of Singapore.
Others include the Brighthill Evergreen nursing home at Punggol East
that officially opened on Saturday,
and the new Punggol Polyclinic that
will be completed in 2017.
Patients from the Sengkang hospital development can be referred to
polyclinics and general practitioners
(GPs) in the community to manage
their chronic conditions, if the right
protocols are in place.
Mr Gan noted that Sengkang
Health has already been reaching out
to GPs in the area.
Christopher Cheng, pro-tem chief
executive officer at SingHealth, added: “We will ensure that when needed, there will be direct access to comprehensive tertiary care from SingHealth’s interlinked network of physicians for our patients from Sengkang.”

A helping hand: The Bloomberg Square Mile Relay, which made its local debut in Singapore last Thursday,
saw Macquarie Bank clinching first place and a cheque for $10,000 for HopeHouse, a shelter for at-risk youth.
In addition, the bank has decided to match the prize money, and will donate a total of $20,000 to HopeHouse.
Separately, the Bloomberg Square Mile Relay is partnering SportCares, the philanthropic arm of the Singapore
Sports Council, to fund CareRunners, a running programme for disadvantaged youths and young adults.
DHL and Virgin Active were the official partners of the Bloomberg Square Mile Relay. PHOTO: BLOOMBERG SQUARE MILE RELAY

Taking Heart
Silver Lining Carnival
More than 800 needy seniors spent a day with over 1,200
volunteers from Standard Chartered Bank at its first Silver Lining Carnival.
In addition to receiving a range of health screenings
covering eye, hearing, dental, functional and mental
health, by Tan Tock Seng Hospital, participants also took
part in a broad range of activities including communication and technology skill enhancement training.
Last Saturday’s carnival was part of Standard Chartered’s Silver Lining community programme to address issues facing Singapore’s rapidly ageing population.

Assumption Pathway School
A scholarship fund-cum-mentorship programme is being
set up for the students of Assumption Pathway School
(APS). Scholarships worth $1,200 per year will be given
to deserving students over the last two years of their tenure in the school. To date, some $27,000 has been raised;
this translates to 11 scholarships.
In addition to mentoring students, the Rotary Club of
Jurong Town (RCJT) is holding a charity dinner to thank
donors who donated $100 and above. The dinner will be
held on Nov 16 at The ART, APS’s training restaurant.

First charity showcase of career-related
skills
More than 200 normal stream and at-risk students from
20 schools put up performances last Saturday to raise
$40,000 for The Straits Times School Pocket Money Fund
and Safra Community Services Club.
In addition, the students pitted their skills in cooking,
hairdressing, make-up and bartending on stage. The winners were awarded prizes and a scholarship.

Cambodia water treatment plant project
Lien AID is collaborating with BASF, the world’s leading
chemical company, to jointly launch a water treatment
plant project in Cambodia. Following the development
and launch of the project in Kampong Chhnang province,
a chosen “water entrepreneur” from the village will take
over and operate the plant, providing affordable and safe
drinking water to the community which lives entirely on
the Tonle Sap Lake.

By MINDY TAN
tanmindy@sph.com.sg
Taking Heart is a regular column
highlighting charitable causes

Coming soon: The Sengkang General and Community Hospitals will have a 1,000-bed general hospital and a
400-bed community hospital housed within the complex, which sits on a 6.9 ha plot. PHOTO: SINGHEALTH

