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A Hong Kong
Businessman’s Empire
in the Eastern Furopean Market

W | nearly had a heart attack,” joked
Kenneth Cheung, director of Styland
(Holdings) Ltd. after the August coup d'etal
in the USSR, With representative offices all
over Eastern Europe, Styland is one of the
few Hong Kong companies which has suc-
cessfully established business in this region
and now has an annual turnover exceeding
$410 million,

Kenneth believes that as long as there
exists an opportunity for profit, political
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circumstances should not be the only de-
termining factor in his business. This is
demonstrated by the fact thal Kenneth
slarted his business over 15 years ago when
Eastern Europe and the USSR were
politically and economically closed

With versalility and flexibility, Kenneth
was successful and established his com-
pany at a time when business opportunities
had yet to be explored in this forgolten
corner of the business world.

With a business network in 15 coun-
tries worldwide, Styland is the only Hong
Kong company thal is dealing directly with
Eastern European countries on a
comprehensive level without the aid of an
agent.

Kenneth wenl through a series of
difficult periods when building up his busi-
ness. Early on in his life however, he had
learnt that one often has to persevere in
order to succeed.



Alter he lelt school, Kenneth took
various jobs while at the same time attend-
ing classes in commerce, shipping and
garment production to improve his business
knowledge. Kenneth's early work experience
in garments in particular, gave him a firm
foundation for building up his business in
Europe later on

In 1976, Styland (Hong Kong) Enter-
prises - later to become Styland (Holdings)
Lid. - was set up with a founding capital of
only HK$6,000. This was the beginning of
Styland's business and also the beginning
of some hard work

With the help of a wealthy Swiss trader
whom Kenneth had met by chance at a Tsim
Sha Tsui ferry pier, he went to Switzerland
on a free round trip ticket. At the same time
that Kenneth was on his first trip to Europe,
his wife Yvonne was expected their first
child, Despite his obvious concern for his
family howerer, Kenneth was to return to
Hong Kong with the fundamental ideas as
1o how he was going lo penetrale the Eastern
European market

When Kenneth went to Switzerland, he
found that there were limited opportunities
in Western Europe while Eastern Europe
offered befter chances for a businessman
with limited manpower and resources.
Although at the time, Eastern Europe
countries were underdeveloped
ecanomically, there were no quota controls
on imports

With a list of companies supplied by
local trade development offices, Kenneth
embarked on a series of ‘cold calls.' "My
clients were all the result of ‘cold calls’, "
he said. “All | had was a map and two
boxes of samples and that was the beginning
of my business.”

Styland started inauspiciously in
Hungary. Access to the Hungarian market
was blocked by government officials,
insufficient or inaccessible information,
poor bank facilities and a hostile political
climate. Despite this initial setback, Kenneth
did not give up and within less than three
years had approached Czechoslovakia,
Poland, East Germany, Romania, Yugoslavia
and even the USSR. This wide travel
experience provided an important grounding
in understanding the Easlern European
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markets, .

According to Kenneth, his most unfor-
gettable experience al this time was a solo
exhibition in five European countries. Not
only did he prove to be the first Hong Kong
businessman in Romania, he also
miraculously managed o complete the tour
with help only from his wile and his
secretary. Despite these dilficulties the
exhibition was a success and in Romania
in particular it attracted wide publicity.

Since the development of light
industries was lraditionally ignored in the
region, consumer goods are
mostly imported which makes
Eastern Europe a suppliers'
market, This was an important
advantage quickly perceived by
Kenneth, Another peculiarity of the
Eastern European market was the
inconvertibility of local currencies
which encouraged barter trading.
The quick acceplance of products
from South East Asia however,
ensured Styland a healthy growth.

Although Kenneth maintained
a very good relationship with
producers, he established his own
manufacturing plants in China and
Burma to avoid being tied to a few
sources of supply. Currently 95%
of Slyland's garments are pro-
duced by independent
manufacturers while 5% are
manulactured by the company in
Burma.

In 1982, Styland (Holdings)
Ltd. was formally established to oversee
the company’s growing business. Styland
(Electronics) Ltd. was also set up as the
company’s business interests diversified.
Styland's market further extended to North
America and Western Europe which now
accounts for 16.4% of the turnover.

Last year Styland entered into a joint
venlure agreement with the Chinese gov-
ernment and opened an electronics factory
in Zhongshan. The company has also
promoled its own brandname ‘Stylandia,’
which is now especially popular in Poland,
Hungary and Yugoslavia.

One of the highlights of Kenneth's
career was a US$24 million contracl.

Styland quickly adapted in order to handle
the large contract and gained important
experience and credibility when it was
completed successfully.

Another important key to Kenneth's
success is his close relationship with all
levels of his stafl which has eamned him
their respect and loyalty. Styland utilises
an American devised management lech-
nique which balances the authority of
different functional unils in the company.

Now aged 38 and with more than 10
years experience in Eastern European trade,
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Kenneth's business philosophy has been to
consider his clients’ needs first, believing
that once they are catered for the company
automatically benefits.

Kenneth's opinion on the direction of
the Eastern European market is somewhat
different from that held by the mainstream
of companies wishing to do business in the
region.

“Eastern Europe is changing everyday
but this does nol mean that there is no
business there,” he said. “ With our
experience, Styland can make a reliable
assessment and decide on a business
direction according to the risk level. This is
our advantage over the competition.” [@
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