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Mr Lai Poon Piau, 54, was on the 
fast track early in his career work-
ing for an oil and gas company, but 
that did not make him complacent.

“One of the drawbacks of corpo-
rate life is that as you get older, you 
feel  vulnerable  and  question  
whether you are getting stale. 

“Although  I  wasn’t  affected,  it  
wasn’t a comfortable situation be-
cause I saw seniors being let go and 
the  same  thing  could  happen  to  
me.”

A seed was planted in his mind 
that he should take his future into 
his own hands.

Even as he moved to other jobs 
with  a  semi-conductor  company  
and the civil service, the idea contin-
ued to grow.

His grandfather was a rubber and 
palm  oil  plantation  owner  in  
Malaysia, which he said was his rea-
son for wanting to be a landowner. 

Then in his 40s, Mr Lai, who was 
born in Melaka but is now a Singa-
porean, considered buying agricul-
tural land in Malaysia but found it 
too expensive.

At the time, Enterprise Singapore 
was running business missions out-
side Singapore and he joined some 
to countries around the region. 

He settled on Cambodia for two 
reasons. “First is that they have the 
same rules for foreign and local busi-
nesses.

“Second is that my war chest is 
enough to make a difference there. 
Whereas in another country such 
as Vietnam, for a small player like 
me, my funds would evaporate very 
quickly  and  I  would be  left  with  
nothing.”

He said he spent about $200,000 
buying about 100ha of land in an 
area called Kampot over more than 
six years.

It took so long because most of 
the land in Cambodia is owned in 
small plots of under 1ha and he had 
to wait for the owners to sell. 

“I did not want to go the land-
grabbing  route  where  you  make  
friends with a local strongman and 
he would pay and clear everybody 
out.”

So he had to be patient and ended 
up with land that  is  “roughly to-
gether but not continuous”.

He  picked  Kampot  because  he  
thought it was a strategic location 
in the southern part of Cambodia 
near  ports  such  as  Sihanoukville  
and the capital city Phnom Penh.

What he did not realise then was 
that it is also famous for its pepper, 
which is highly prized by the Euro-
peans.

Though there were existing pep-
per farms there,  “sometimes  you 
see things and don’t notice them”, 
he said.

His  original  intention  was  to  

plant food crops, but to “make it a 
business,  you  need  thousands  of  
hectares and not just 100ha”. 

So  he  switched  to  the  idea  of  
planting  cash  crops  and  pepper  
“presented itself”. 

He found that what makes Kam-
pot different  from  other  pepper-
growing areas is that the soil there 
is a bit harsh for growing pepper. 
Also, there can be long periods with-
out rain.

“It needs some tending and hu-
man intervention to keep the vines 
healthy,  but  it’s  still  always  in  a  
slightly stressed condition. It’s that 
harshness  that  gives  the  pepper  
that special flavour.”

Kampot pepper is known for be-
ing less spicy than other peppers 
but is more aromatic and lingers on 
the palate. 

Mr  Lai,  who  spends  at  least  a  
week  every  month  on  his  farm,  
planted  his  first  pepper  vines  in  
2013. 

The first harvest was in 2017 be-
cause the plants need to be at least 
four years old to produce good qual-
ity berries.

Now, he harvests up to 10 tonnes 
of pepper a year. At about $20 a kilo-
gram,  that  works  out  to  about  
$200,000 of farm revenue, but he 
said that hardly covers costs. 

Most of that is sold to other pep-
per producers who bottle the spice 
under  their  own  brands.  Mr  Lai  
keeps about 380kg which he sells 
under his own Hong Spices label. 

That is enough for more than 4,000 
canisters.

Hong Spices sells three types of 
pepper. Black pepper, which comes 
from  green  berries  that  are  pro-
cessed  and  dried,  accounts  for  
about 70 per cent of sales. 

Red  pepper  is  from  ripened  
berries  and  accounts  for  20  per  
cent, while white pepper, which is 
the core of the berry with the pulp 
removed, makes up the rest.

These are sold in places such as 
Culina @ Dempsey, Gourmet Gro-
cery in Takashimaya and the Sprm-
rkt eateries, as well as on websites 
such as RedMart,  which sells  the 
80g  canister  of  black  pepper  for  
$13. 

In  comparison,  another  well-
known brand of black pepper costs 
about $6 for 50g.

Mr Lai is also creating a new mar-
ket for the pepper by selling it to 
more unconventional users. 

His Kampot pepper is one of the 
aromatics in the local Tanglin Gin 
and he is talking to microbreweries 
as well.

He hopes to create a network for 
his  product  in  countries  such  as  
Japan and China next. 

He said: “Asians pay top dollar for 
truffle, why can’t we pay top dollar 
for pepper? We buy the cheapest 
pepper and put it on an expensive 
steak. 

“We always undervalue our own 
ingredients and I want to change 
that.” 

Premium olive oil is not something one would expect a 
Singapore company to be producing, but that is what 
Zagro, which is located in Woodlands, has been doing 
for the past three years.

But then, Zagro is not your typical Singapore com-
pany.  Its  main business  is  selling supplements  and 
health products for farm animals and crops, a market 
that is minuscule in Singapore because of the limited 
farmland here. So its customers are almost all overseas, 
in more than 40 countries around the world.

A publicly listed company since 1996, it was taken pri-
vate three years ago by Singaporean Poh Beng Swee, 71. 

In 2014, while on a business trip to Western Australia, 
he learnt  that  an  olive  farm  called Wickham Olive 
Grove was up for sale and bought it on a whim for more 
than $1 million. “It’s an asset,” said Mr Poh. “It’s a nice 
place for a holiday.”

Located in Gingin, about 100km north of Perth, the 
67ha farm benefits from a Mediterranean climate that 
is ideal for the growing of Kalamata olives, a black olive 
originally from Greece.

To create a viable olive business, Mr Poh then bought 
over two existing olive businesses – Dandaragan Es-
tate, which produces premium olive oil,  and Eagles 
Vale Olives, which produces table olives for eating and 
infused oils.

Using the olives from Wickham Olive Grove, Dandara-
gan came up with a single-blend extra virgin olive oil 
that was bottled under the Kalamata King label about 
three years ago.

The oil is sold only in Australia now, in upmarket de-
partment  stores  such  as  David  Jones  and  gourmet  
shops, and used in restaurants such as those in the 
Crown  casinos.  At  David  Jones,  it  is  sold  for  A$28  
(S$26) for a 500ml bottle.

Mr Poh’s next step is to look for a Singapore distribu-
tor and hopes to crack the China market with the help 
of  Enterprise  Singapore.  French  restaurant  Saint  
Pierre sold the olive oil for a period at the restaurant 
last year, but it is not a distributor, he said.

“We’re not in the food industry and have no contacts 
with the business. We’re in the agricultural business 
and I don’t have a marketing person to take it to stores 
and restaurants,” he said.

Ideally, he would like to see it stocked in gourmet 
shops and used in fine-dining restaurants. 

“I don’t have a large production anyway,” he added. A 
maximum of 20 tonnes of Kalamata King are produced 
a year, which is equivalent to 40,000 bottles. 

His selling point is the oil’s freshness. “The normal oil I 
produce is about six months old, but for a big buyer, for ex-
ample, I can supply within two months of pressing. 

“The olives are harvested in May and I can supply the 
oil in July. You can get it unfiltered and murky, and it is 
freshest  from  July  to  September.  Most  commercial  
olive oils sold in Singapore are at least nine months old.

“It’s like chilled meat versus frozen meat. There’s a 
premium to it and I can do it because I have such a small 
farm.”

When Mr Adrian Chong, 36, got the 
idea to produce free-range eggs, he 
had no experience in farming.

All he knew was that he wanted 
to start something new. 

He was 25 then and working for a 
shipping company, but it was dur-
ing the global financial crisis and 
the industry was facing bleak times.

Walking  along  supermarket  
aisles one day, an idea came to him.

“I  grew up  in London and  was 
used  to  eating  free-range  eggs  
there. But I realised there were no 
cage-free eggs here in 2007. No one 
was producing them here.”

He had moved to London at the 
age of five with his mother, who is 
an interior designer, and returned 
home to serve his national service 
when he turned 18. 

He came up with a plan and called 
up egg farms here hoping to inter-
est them in working with him. 

One  responded  and  he  started  
The Freedom Range Co in 2010 to 
produce eggs on a farm in Lim Chu 
Kang.

In December 2015, he moved his 
operations to Simpang Rengam in 
Johor. 

“There  was  more  room  to  ex-
pand,  and  land  and  labour  costs  

were lower,” he explained.
He  does  not  own  the  farm,  he  

said, but he co-invested in it and de-
signed the lay houses. 

He and his Malaysian partner also 
developed the feed together, a se-
cret formula that includes natural 
plant extracts.

It is still  a work in progress, he 
said, and the objective is to get the 
best-tasting eggs.

“What sets us apart is the feed. 
We do add things such as omega-3 
and selenium, but never with the 
view of selling our product as an 
omega-3 egg. 

“The point is how it improves the 
taste and what we add is all derived 
from natural sources.” 

He is happy with the progress. He 
said of his eggs: “There is a good 
concentration  of  flavour  in  the  
yolk, a richness that our consumers 
love.”

The farm produces about 13,000 
to 15,000 eggs a day, which are sold 
exclusively in Singapore. 

They are available in major super-
market  chains  such  as  Fairprice,  
Cold Storage and Giant as well as 
minimarts  in  condominiums  and  
online  through  websites  such  as  
RedMart.

The eggs are also used in hotels 
such as the Grand Hyatt and Andaz, 
as  well  as  in  restaurants  such  as  
Zen, The Summerhouse, White Rab-
bit and Prive.

The advantage he has over other 
free-range  eggs  sold  here,  which  
come from countries such as Aus-
tralia, is the freshness.

“They can go from farm to shelf 
on the same day,” he said.

“Simpang  Rengam  is  about  
120km from Singapore; with good 
traffic, the drive can be as quick as 
1½ hours to 1 hour 40 minutes.”

On why the eggs are sold only in 
Singapore,  he  said:  “I’m  Singa-
porean. Also, the market here has 
higher spending power. But I would 

like  to  eventually  move  into  
Malaysia and Indonesia.”

Freedom Range Eggs are sold on 
RedMart at $3.20 for a carton of six, 
while most locally produced eggs 
sell for about $3 for 10.

He is launching a kampung egg 
next, using kampung chicken from 
Malaysia. 

“It’s a celebration of our national 
heritage. This is a breed of chicken 
indigenous to Singapore since our 
parents and grandparents’ time. 

“A lot of kampung eggs sold now 
refer to just the breed but not the 
farming system. We want to have 
an egg from the kampung chicken 
that is free range and ethically pro-
duced.” 

Wong Ah Yoke
Senior Food Correspondent

The lack of land in Singapore has led to a few Singapore-
ans going abroad to set up farms. And they are not go-
ing for your average food products.

Among them is Hong Spices, which sells Kampot pep-
per from Cambodia, regarded as one of the finest pep-
pers in the world.

There is also The Freedom Range Company, which 
produces cage-free eggs on a farm in Malaysia. 

Known for their tasty, orange-coloured yolks,  the 
Freedom Range Eggs are used by top restaurants such 
as fine-dining restaurant Zen.

There are others. Toh Thye San Farm, for example, 
rears a premium French chicken in Johor that it calls 
GG French Poulet and is sold to restaurants here, while 
Kalamata King is a premium olive oil created by a Singa-
pore company that bought over a Kalamata olive grove 
in Western Australia.

They are a new breed of Singapore farmers who are 
not allowing the constraints here to limit their imagina-
tion. Together, they are creating food products that are 
synonymous with the Singapore brand, one that values 
quality as a major selling point. 

ahyoke@sph.com.sg
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