
BY CASSANDRA CHEW

MR DOUGLAS Foo, 39, is chief
executive officer of public-listed
Apex-Pal International, the
operator of restaurant Sakae
Sushi and Crepes & Cream.

He started his first sushi
outlet here in the thick of the
Asian financial crisis in 1997. He
now has more than 90 outlets in
10 cities worldwide, including
Beijing and Manila, and employs
more than 1,200 people.

Since April last year, Mr Foo
has been a member of business
network Young Business
Leaders. It will launch a
self-help initiative called Beat
The Recession tomorrow to
share best recession practices
with young entrepreneurs, and
encourage businesses to support
needy Singaporeans.

Mr Foo is an active
community leader, serving as

chairman of the Radin Mas
Community Club management
committee since 2004. He is also
a Public Service Medal recipient
who serves on 16 advisory
boards, including the MILK
(Mainly I Love Kids) Fund and
Bright Hill Evergreen Home.

He is married to Yen Khoon,
37, the company’s executive
vice-president for strategic
development and operations.
They have four sons, Donovan,
8, Dominic, 6, Donahue, 4, and
Donaghan, 10 months.

LAST week’s recession hero was
Dr Koh Sek Khoon, 48, who has
been treating the sick at steep
discounts from his Blk 203, Toa
Payoh North Clinic and Surgery
for the past 18 years.

Since the economic
downturn, he has been charging
needy patients less, sometimes
even treating children for free to
lessen their parents’ burdens. He
charges from $8 to $10 for a

consultation, about half of what
other doctors charge.

After the article, Dr Koh has
seen his number of patients
double. Typically, there are 25
patients waiting in line, up from
10 previously. Waiting time has
also increased from about half
an hour to two hours.

Reader Karen Tan Pei Pei
wrote in to express her gratitude
to Dr Koh for the meticulous

care he extended to her late
father, a stroke victim. “Suffice
it to say that without him, we
would not have had the quality
of life as caregivers, and father
lived on for another ten
respectable years,” she wrote.

Do you know a recession
hero, someone who is going the
extra mile to help, support or
improve the lives of people
affected by these trying times?

If you do, tell us who he or
she is. Write to us at
sthero@sph.com.sg

S
AKAE Sushi founder Douglas
Foo knows all about the prob-
lems that bedevil budding entre-
preneurs caught in the
cross-hairs of a recession.

In 1997, Mr Foo, then just 26 and a
novice in the food business, launched his
conveyor-belt sushi restaurant chain at
the height of the Asian financial crisis.

His problem then was not too little
business but too much. He struggled to
find the right staff to fill positions in his
fast-expanding business – a rapid hit
with food-lovers.

His teething mistakes cost him up to
$100,000, slowing growth and cutting
profit margins just when cash flow was vi-
tal.

Mr Foo wishes someone had showed
him how to build a business that took ad-
vantage of recessionary times.

Now, at the helm of a firm with more
than 90 outlets in 10 cities, he is taking
the lead to help other young entrepre-
neurs overcome their first recession.

The Apex-Pal International chief exec-
utive, 39, is rallying 18 other members of
Young Business Leaders (YBL) in an initia-
tive called Beat The Recession.

“Beat the Recession is an effort to act
as a light for new business persons who
are on their own without much experi-
ence or fresh out of school, not knowing
what’s ahead of them. I hope it will be
helpful for them,” he said.

Other prominent leaders include Far
East Flora.com executive director Ryan
Chioh, Jian Huang Construction manag-
ing director Annie Gan, and ThaiExpress
Concepts chief executive officer Ivan
Lee.

The drive has two objectives. First, to
equip young businesses with best reces-
sion practices via its Web portal www.it-
startstoday.com.sg. These include strate-
gies for customer service improvement
and maximisation of resources.

The site boasts a treasure trove of re-
cession lessons learnt, policies implement-
ed and measures taken from YBL mem-
bers who share details of how they sur-
vived past recessions.

The second goal is to help Singapore-
ans in need by persuading businesses to
continue or up corporate social responsi-
bility activities during the recession. This
includes YBL members offering afforda-
ble skills training in their area of exper-
tise to people wishing to gain new skills
during the downturn.

This private sector-led initiative kicks
off tomorrow and dovetails with the find-
ings of a recent Institute of Policy Studies
(IPS) survey that eight in 10 Singaporeans
prefer self-reliance over government aid
in bad times.

For these YBL members, this means
finding ways to help other young
start-ups succeed.

“Today’s young companies might be
the multinational companies of tomor-
row. Without younger companies, our
economy won’t prosper, so we want to
help them find opportunities to overcome
obstacles,” said Mr Foo.

He said he is happy to help even as his
own business, with more than 1,200 em-
ployees, comes to terms with its first loss

– $3.8 million last year – since being list-
ed on the Singapore Exchange in 2003.

No jobs have been cut, but to reduce
costs, Mr Foo and about 18 other senior
management staff have taken pay cuts of
up to 25 per cent.

But there are some costs he will not
compromise on, especially staff welfare.

Last month, he made the decision to
permanently increase the value of staff
birthday vouchers from $20 to $100.

The company has also increased its
service staff training hours from nine
days last year to 12 this year.

“Our colleagues have gone through
very tough times with us. It is important
to appreciate them for working through it
with us,” said the boss who considers his
employees part of his extended family.

In fact, the father of four gets personal-
ly involved in his employees’ lives.

In 2005, when Singapore was still re-
covering from the impact of Sars, Mr Foo
offered loans to a few employees to help
cover the costs of their children’s univer-
sity education in Singapore and Australia.

His generosity goes beyond his family
and firm. The Radin Mas Community
Club Management Committee chairman
is a Public Service Medal recipient who
serves on 16 advisory boards, including
the MILK (Mainly I Love Kids) Fund and
Bright Hill Evergreen Home.

In April, Apex-Pal adopted palliative
care centre Metta Hospice Care as its
third social support group, after the
Movement for the Intellectually Disabled
of Singapore and Radin Mas Community
Club’s programmes for the elderly. Al-
though it has cut down on cash contribu-
tions this year, totalling $60,000 so far,
it is organising special events and donat-
ing gift vouchers to all three groups this
year.

He attributes his ardent support for
the elderly to the grounding in Confucian-
ism he received as a Dunman High School
student where he learned to respect his

elders. The eldest of three children of a
mechanical and electrical consultant and
housewife also recounts instances when
his father would instruct the children to
assist elderly persons they met on the
streets.

“We would see an old man walking
and if he was wobbly and couldn’t walk
properly, he would tell us to go and

help,” he recalled.
His passion for educating the young,

on the other hand, came out of a personal
encounter with teenagers during a relief
teaching stint at a neighbourhood school
after his A levels. Having attended
name-brand schools from Red Swastika
Primary School to Victoria Junior Col-
lege, he was surprised to find his students

were more interested in folding paper
planes than copying notes during classes.

“They had given up hope before they
even tried,” said Mr Foo.

“I want to help the young because
they are the generation of tomorrow so
they should be given the right opportuni-
ties and guided on a good value system.”
casschew@sph.com.sg

Do you know a recession hero?

“Today’s
young
companies
might be the
multi-
national
companies of
tomorrow.
Without
younger
companies,
our economy
won’t
prosper.”
Mr Douglas Foo
on helping young
start-ups succeed

Entrepreneur and community leader

Sushi boss serves up recession buster

Apex-Pal CEO Douglas Foo (front, far left) with counterparts in the Young Business Leader
network, who are banding together in the Beat The Recession initiative to support entrepreneurs
during the downturn. Those involved include (back row, from left) Mr Jeremy Lee Sheng Poh, 2G
Capital executive director; Mr Max Phua Dar Yang, executive director of World Scientific
Publishing; Mr Ryan Chioh Ping Zhang, executive director of Far East Flora.com; Mr Lawrence Kim,
managing director of Ebenezer NDT Service and CEO of HTT International; Dr Sam Yap Soon Guan,
group executive chairman of Cherie Hearts Group International; Mr Gunasekharan Chellappan,
vice-president of Alliance and Channels, AsPAC, JDA Software Asia; (centre row, from left) Mr

David Chiem Phu An, CEO of Mindchamps Holdings; Mr Rajesh Nair, group managing director of
Searchworks; Mr Ivan Lee Chung Hwa, CEO of ThaiExpress Concepts; Mr Charles Wong Mun Hwa,
managing director of Charles and Keith International and Mr Teo Ser Luck, Senior Parliamentary
Secretary for Community Development, Youth and Sports and Transport and chairman of the
National Youth Council. Also involved are (front row, from left) Mr Bennett Neo, general manager,
Asia Pacific Breweries (Singapore); Ms Annie Gan Giok Em, managing director, Jian Huang
Construction and Dr Tan Sze Wee, CEO and managing director of Rockeby Biomed (Singapore).
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Business community
bands together to help
budding entrepreneurs
overcome the odds
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