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C
hew Gek Khim is a huge fan 
of origami, the Japanese folk 
art of paper folding. The ob-
jective of the origami artist is 
to transform a square sheet 

of paper into a sculpture by folding 
it in different ways. Three years ago, 
Chew, a lawyer by training, seemed to 
have her work cut out for her when, 
at the height of the financial crisis, 
she found herself at the helm of what 
was then seen as a stodgy old com-
pany. If origami artists could obtain 
intricate designs from sheets of pa-
per, she wondered whether she, too, 
could manage a corporate transfor-
mation, given a clean slate. Yet, as 
chairman of The Straits Trading Co 
(STC), a tightly held, thinly traded, 
diversified tin, properties, hotels and 
investments group flying far below 
the radar of analysts, fund manag-
ers or retail investors, her job seemed 
just as challenging as that of an ori-
gami artist sculpting a swan.  

To be sure, investors haven’t ex-
actly been rooting for her company. 
Chew had wrested control of the 
much-storied 123-year-old STC in 
March 2008 after a prolonged bid-
ding war. Tecity Group, the family 
holding company founded by her 
late grandfather, veteran banker 
Tan Chin Tuan, had offered $5.70 a 
share for the listed firm in January. 
With a 24% stake at the time, Tec-
ity said it wanted to be in the driv-
er’s seat, owing to its historical ties 
with the firm in which Tan served 
as chairman for many years. After 
weeks of counter-offers, the bat-
tle for the control of STC ended at 
$6.70 when the Lee family, which 
controls OCBC, capitulated, giving 
Tecity an 88.89% stake, or just shy 
of the privatisation trigger. 

The takeover was completed just 
five months before the collapse of 
US investment bank Lehman Broth-
ers, which sparked the global finan-
cial crisis. STC’s new management 
hunkered down and began quietly 
putting its house in order. “We looked 
at each aspect of the business, our 
strengths and weaknesses,” Chew 
tells The Edge Singapore in a recent 
interview. “We needed to clean up, 
have a simpler structure and become 
a more dynamic company.” 

Three years later, STC has emerged 
as a more focused investment group 
instead of the hodgepodge of a con-
glomerate it once was. The newly 

remade STC has four core units — 
property, hospitality, tin and its 18% 
stake in WBL Corp. “As a holding 
company, our vision is to be a cor-
porate transformer, shaping all of 
our investments into businesses of 
enhanced value,” says Chew. “We 
have focused on capital allocation 
and financial discipline in all of our 
businesses and made each one ac-
countable for its own profitability.” 
The main business units now focus 
on their core areas of strength. In-
deed, with Chew at the helm, STC 
has transformed from a passive in-
vestment holding firm into a more 
proactive group.

Two weeks ago, STC dual-listed 
its integrated tin-mining and smelt-
ing subsidiary, Malaysia Smelting 
Corp (MSC), on the Singapore Ex-
change, raising more than $40.1 mil-
lion. “In Kuala Lumpur, MSC had a 
very small float, because we control-
led 73%,” Chew explains. The dual 
listing in Singapore and the issue of 
new shares has diluted STC’s stake 
to 55%, increased the float and made 
the tin company more accessible to a 
larger pool of global fund managers. 
“We thought we’d tackle MSC first, 
because it was easier to unlock val-
ue there than in some of the other 
parts of our business,” says Chew. 
With MSC’s restructuring complete, 
she is using a similar template to re-
make the rest of STC.

Perfect timing
MSC was ripe for a quick makeover, 
as it had a Catch-22 situation. If it 
had remained listed in Malaysia, it 
would never have garnered a big glo-
bal institutional investor following or 
raised money cheaply, thus hamper-
ing its growth. On the other hand, in-
vestors shunned it because it wasn’t 
able to sell itself as a growth story. 
“As a parent, we have helped MSC 
break out of this [cycle],” Chew says. 
“What we have done with MSC is a 
microcosm of what we have been do-
ing with the whole group.”

The listing’s timing couldn’t have 
been better. MSC is riding on the wave 
of higher tin prices. Low inventories 
and buoyant industrial demand have 
propelled the metal to new peaks 
in recent weeks. On Feb 8, interna-
tional tin prices hit an all-time high 
of US$31,600 a tonne. Heavy rains 
and floods caused by the La Niña 
weather anomaly have hit tin min-
ers in Indonesia, squeezing supplies 
from the world’s top exporter. Ana-

Chew Gek Khim is transforming the venerable company that her grandfather once led into a dynamic play 
on Asian growth. Having listed Malaysia Smelting Corp in Singapore, she is now focusing on hospitality, 
property and other investments. Can she help Straits Trading regain its shine?
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Chew: Last year was when we did most 
of the cleaning-up and write-offs. In 2011, 
hopefully, we will start to see the fruits.
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lysts such as Michael Haigh, Stand-
ard Chartered Bank’s global head of 
commodities research based in Sin-
gapore, say the latest tin rally may 
still have legs. Prices could surge an-
other 10% even from these lofty lev-
els before they stabilise. 

Global investors increasingly want 
exposure to commodities, particularly 
metals, as emerging markets hungry 
for raw materials become the new 
engines of growth. While tin has 
been considered one of the less de-
sirable metals, as opposed to larger 
base metals such as copper, it is an 
essential cog in the wheel of indus-
trialisation and consumption. “It is 
used for soldering,” says Haigh. “So, 
whether you are buying an iPhone 
or any other electronics gadget, you 
are using tin.”

Until now, there were few ways 
to play the tin story apart from Lon-
don Metal Exchange futures. “Insti-
tutional investors can buy Yunnan 
Tin’s A-shares in China, [less liquid] 
PT Timah in Jakarta or they can now 
buy a growing tin company listed in 
Singapore,” says Chew. 

MSC has long been seen as a play 
on low-margin smelting. When STC’s 
board began reviewing its options for 
MSC, the question Chew asked was: 
“Do we have the concession to mine 
more tin? If we don’t, how do we get 
them?” Why not buy out small tin 
miners in Indonesia or allow a state-
owned Chinese mining firm to buy 
a stake? “We’ll look at all options, 
including working with partners to 
grow the business,” Chew says. “The 
key is whether you can work with 
the new partner and whether the two 
of you can jointly add value to the 
whole company and take it forward. 
We’d rather have a slightly smaller 
stake in a growing business than a 
large stake in a stagnant one.” Still, 
she insists, STC will “keep majority 
control of MSC until it makes sense 
to let someone else be in the driv-
er’s seat”.

When Tecity took control, MSC 
had an array of non-tin assets that 
gave it some exposure to coal, gold, 
nickel and copper, but these have 
since been written down to zero. The 
real value of the assets was actually 
very small, yet the write-down was 
still painful, recalls Chew. “We want-
ed to start with a clean slate, sweep 
away the old cobwebs and bite the 
bullet. Our strength was in tin, and 
the non-tin business was a drag, so 
we worked with the MSC board on 
a new strategic vision.”

While it may have started as a 
tin company, the bulk of STC assets 
these days are deployed in real es-
tate. “Though we are not a property 
company, we do have great assets — 
the Raffles Place head office building, 
Cable Road bungalows and Gallop 
Road and Chancery Lane projects,” 
says Chew. In March 2009, STC sold 
10 apartments at Gallop Gables at a 
knocked-down price of around $3 
million each — complete with a 7% 
rental guarantee. “We did a strategic 
review and thought it was better to 
sell some of the assets,” says Chew. 
STC also has 1.5 million sq ft of land 
in Butterworth in Peninsular Malay-
sia, while MSC has another 500,000 
sq ft of land there, right next to its 
smelter. STC is looking at tying up 
with a local developer in Malaysia 
to develop the land on the mainland 

of Penang. “Property development 
in Malaysia could be a big area of 
growth for us because of our large 
landbank there,” says Chew.

Hospitality sector
Tin and real estate aside, STC also 
has a big bet on the hospitality sec-
tor, through its Rendezvous Hospital-
ity Group subsidiary. STC owns two 
hotels in Perth, including a beach-
front property. It also owns the flag-
ship Rendezvous Hotel in Bras Basah 
Road that is on 99-year lease. The 
group manages 11 other hotels in 
Shanghai, Sydney, Melbourne, Bris-
bane, Adelaide, Port Douglas and 
Auckland under the four-star Ren-
dezvous and Marque brands. “It’s 
not a big chain, but we have a good 
footprint in Australia,” says Chew, 
who readily concedes that the Bras 
Basah Rendezvous Hotel, despite its 
great location, has seen better days. 
“We’ve got approval to refurbish it. 
We have done our numbers and, un-
fortunately, we can’t dramatically 
increase gross floor area, so the key 
really has to be improving efficien-
cy of land use.” 

STC wants to take advantage of 
the boom in intra-regional travel. 
“Tourism and hospitality is going to 
be a big beneficiary of the growing 
prosperity in the region, as people 
from Southeast Asia, China and India 
travel more and take holidays over-
seas,” says Chew. “We are not talk-
ing about five- or six-star resorts or 
luxury hotels, but about catering to 
young, middle-class Asian tourists. 
We may not be Hilton or Hyatt, but 
14 hotels under management, three 
of them owned, is a good base that 
we can build on.” 

Just how might she do that? “We 
have spent a lot of time evalu-
ating the returns we can get on 
our hospitality investment,” she 
says. Redevelopment of hotels 
is one way to maximise returns. 
Repositioning them to cater to 
a broader segment of tourists is 
another. In Perth, its beachfront 
property can eventually be rede-
veloped into a much larger ho-
tel. The other hotel is in Perth’s 
city centre. “We are trying to im-
prove efficiency and the brand 
value,” adds Chew. Few Asian 
hotel companies can match STC’s 

Australian footprint. “We can link 
up with tour operators and cater to 
Southeast Asians who are going to 
Australia,” Chew notes. 

Wouldn’t it make more sense to 
get better economies of scale for the 
hotel segment by going for a listing, 
spinning it off or growing it by merg-
ing with another group? Chew is coy 
but concedes that the hospitality sec-
tor requires scale, which her Rendez-
vous/Marque Group lacks. “A short-
cut might be a tie-up with another 
operator. On our own, it could take 
us 10 years or longer and a lot of ef-
fort,” she admits. It could also soak 
up a lot of capital. Moreover, Chew 
is aware that, historically, returns at 
smaller Asian hotel operators haven’t 
been much to write home about. Yet, 
for now, she says STC is working on 
improving branding and building 
scale, which will eventually make it 
a more attractive partner for anoth-
er hotel group. “We need to get the 
overall strategy for our hospitality 
business right.”

Investment holding is the final 
leg supporting STC. When Tecity 
wrested control of STC three years 
ago, the latter was at the centre of 
a complex web of investments in 
listed and unlisted firms linked to 
OCBC group. Tecity had a stake of 
nearly 9% in listed WBL and STC 
had another 10%. STC also had a 
12% stake in listed construction and 
property firm United Engineers and 
stakes in several small companies 
such as Sengkang Mall and Hotel 
Royal. “We swapped all those stakes 
as well as our stake in UE for Tec-
ity’s stake in WBL. Essentially, we 
have cleaned up the mess. Investors 
don’t want us holding 2% or 3% 
stakes in a dozen companies. They 

would rather have us holding a big 
stake in a company to which we can 
help add value,” says Chew. 

She says in the case of WBL, a 
flexible printed circuit board, real 
estate and auto distribution group 
in which her firm is now the single-
largest shareholder (OCBC group’s 
stake of 29% is held by OCBC, Great 
Eastern Holdings and the Lee fam-
ily), STC has engaged the board on 
how to realise value. “WBL has al-
ready made some changes. They have 
increased profits and sold some of 
their non-core properties and they 
are paying higher dividends. They 
also have a very good flexible print-
ed circuit board business, which is 
benefiting from the boom in smart-
phones and tablets, and they have 
a good auto distribution business as 
well,” she adds. 

Unlocking value
Indeed, Chew says WBL is a much-
improved company than it was a 
few years ago. “We just used to col-
lect dividends,” she says. Now, STC 
works with the board as a proactive 
shareholder. By engaging the WBL 
board, STC is already adding tremen-
dous value. STC is unlikely to sell 
its WBL stake anytime soon. “We 
believe there is still a lot more val-
ue that can be realised there,” says 
Chew. “We will continue to review 
the performance of WBL over the 
next few years to see whether it is 
worth our while to hold on to it or 
whether the capital might be better 
deployed elsewhere. That’s the way 
good investment holding compa-
nies operate.” 

While it is still perceived as an 
old-fashioned tin and property com-
pany, Chew stresses that STC is firm-

ly rooted in the 21st century. 
“We are not a dinosaur in dying 
businesses. Tin is used mainly 
in electronics manufacturing 
and, through WBL, we have 
exposure to the flexible circuits 
technology.” Moreover, WBL’s 
affiliate, Mflex, is listed on the 
tech-heavy Nasdaq bourse. “We 
may be a 123-year-old compa-
ny, but what we do and sell is 
at the cutting-edge of technolo-
gy,” she observes.

Chew says, as an investment 
holding company, capital allo-

cation will remain key for STC. “We 
need to constantly evaluate how 
much capital is allocated to each of 
our businesses, what is the return on 
that capital and assess all the risks. 
Returns are high in mining, but risks 
are higher too, and the business is 
very cyclical. In property, the yield 
is low on bungalow land if you are 
holding the property in Singapore for 
30 years, but the risks are low and 
the ultimate reward, when we do re-
value the land, will be high. In the 
hospitality sector, the risk-reward ra-
tio is very different.” 

Chew is aware that while restruc-
turing was the easy part, selling STC 
to investors as a play on growth will 
be tougher. “We’ve cleaned up the 
company, made it transparent and 
easy to understand so investors get 
what they see,” she says. But why 
buy a tin, property and hotel con-
glomerate when you can get better 
growth in pure plays? “Some inves-
tors like companies that focus on 
just one thing, while others want 
to invest in businesses that deliver 
higher growth every quarter,” she 
says. “But there are those who don’t 
mind an investment holding compa-
ny that’s conservative, has a bunch 
of good, solid assets and is seen to 
be working to realise value from its 
key businesses. Isn’t that how War-
ren Buffett started Berkshire Hatha-
way? Investors who believe in fun-
damentals and that business should 
be run in a particular way will be 
quite happy investing in a compa-
ny like ours.” 

For now, no analyst covers STC. 
Tecity’s final offer for the firm three 
years ago was $6.70 a share. The 
stock closed on Feb 10 at $3.97.”We 
paid out a big dividend of $2.50 in 
the first year from the cash we had 
and from selling some of the shares 
we held in our portfolio, such as 
OCBC,” says Chew, who has no re-
grets about what she paid for STC 
just months before the global finan-
cial crisis. “Since our own average 
cost was way below the final offer 
price, we are still in the money. We 
knew what we were buying and we 
know what we can do with what we 
have bought.” 

STC, which reported $139.9 mil-
lion net profit for 2009, up 143% over 
the previous year, will release its 2010 
annual results later this month. “Last 
year was when we did most of the 
cleaning-up and write-offs. In 2011, 
hopefully, we will start to see the 
fruits,” says Chew. 

Three years ago, when Tecity won 
control of STC, Chew said her goal 
was to make one of Singapore’s old-
est listed companies a premier blue-
chip again and restore the follow-
ing it enjoyed among investors four 
decades ago. “STC is still a work in 
progress,” she says. 

She and her team are working 
on several deals which, if they ma-
terialise, could dramatically reshape 
the firm. Looking at an origami artist 
working on a paper sculpture, one 
is unlikely to know what the piece 
might look like on completion. The 
STC of today has little resemblance 
to the company led by Chew’s grand-
father’s and, if the origami-loving 
chairman has her way, the STC of to-
morrow will look very different from 
the one she took over at the height 
of the financial crisis. E
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A tin mine in Batang Berjuntai, Malaysia. Straits Trading is riding on the wave of higher tin prices. 
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