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Filipina tastes success in Kingdom
Daniel Pordes

 

S
TARTING any business 
from scratch is a chal-
lenge, but coupled with 
the premise of  selling 

unfamiliar products to a new 
country, it takes an individual 
with brains, bravery and sheer 
bloody-minded persistence to 
make it work. 

Fortunately, EXL Filmart 
President Teresa Gutierrez has 
all three.

EXL Filmart, which set up 
base in Phnom Penh in April 
2008, has expanded from a 
mini-market selling snacks 
and beverages to the Filipino 
community into an import 
enterprise that provides Phil-
ippine products to large fran-
chise stores, including Lucky 
and Bayon supermarkets and 
U-Care pharmacy, while ser-
vicing outlets in Sihanoukville 
and Siem Reap.

“I wanted to be in a business 
that served Filipinos and was 
ahead of the game,” said Guti-
errez, sitting in her second-
floor office above one of two 
mini-mart outlets on Phnom 
Penh’s Street 51. 

The businesswoman first 
came to Cambodia after being 
told of the niche for Philip-
pine products in the Kingdom 
by a friend in September 2007. 
She arrived in Cambodia two 
months later with one of her 

daughters, Charis, and two  
employees.

“We had very small initial 
capital to work with, but I 
thought I could risk it here as 
the operating costs are lower,” 
Gutierrez said. 

“But we had almost no mar-
keting budget at all to make us 
known, so we had to be very 
persistent.”

Initially looking to the capi-
tal’s Filipino community for 
custom, the firm began to tar-
get places where local Filipi-
nos would gather. 

Churches and restaurants 
known to be attended by com-
patriots were all fair game for 
a sampling campaign. 

However, moving beyond 
the 2,500 registered members 
of the Filipino community 
residing in Phnom Penh was 
crucial if they wanted to do 
more than cover their over-
heads, she said.

“We went to Lucky super-
market, and the guards used 
to always shoo us away. But 
we didn’t care, we just kept 
coming back,” she said.

Once the first mini-mart on 
Street 51 opened, dealing with 
big companies such as Lucky 
became easier. 

Now, Gutierrez holds 
monthly meetings with the 
supermarket’s representatives 
to introduce new products 
– in particular snacks from 

Caloocan City such as Boy 
Bawang garlic corn snacks 
and Regent tempura shrimp 
crackers, as well as Nestea 
iced teas. 

But despite a blossoming 
market for goods –  imported 
through Philippine-based cou-
rier service EXL Worldwide Ex-
press – EXL Filmart continues 
to face difficulties getting some 
products to wary locals.

Dried mango, one of the 
most famous products of the 
Philippines, has been met 
with distrust from some Cam-
bodians, who say it is eaten 
only by invalids.

 “We need to advertise more 
and educate potential cus-
tomers about the product – 
once they try it I’d said seven 
out of 10 will buy and have a 
strong loyalty to it,” she said, 

and added that the market for 
canned goods has also yet to 
develop.

Another pressing issue is 
the shipping costs involved 
in importing from the Phil-
ippines. Competitors from 
Thailand and Vietnam have 
an advantage with access to 
cheaper overland transport, 
she said. 

“I have to ship in every 30 

days. But at the moment, I 
have to bear with 45 days 
[shipping time],” she said. 

“The cost of the shipping 
and brokerage is very high and 
is eating up my profit.”

Despite this, and though 
she declined to disclose exact 
figures, Gutierrez said EXL Fil-
mart was running a profit and 
was set on cornering the mar-
ket for all things Philippine in 
Cambodia. 

As well as providing all the 
comfort goods missed by 
homesick Filipinos, Gutierrez  
is actively meeting with other 
Philippine small businesses 
that are aiming to set up in 
Cambodia.

 After a recent trade fair 
in Siem Reap, she was ap-
proached by several compa-
nies who wanted her to help 
them become established 
in Cambodian markets, in-
cluding food, healthcare and 
beauty products and even ka-
raoke services.

“The most satisfying thing is 
to help our country, because 
I take pride in our products, 
and to help to lift our econo-
my,” she said.

The future of EXL Filmart 
looks bright.

“Lucky started this small 
before, you know. That’s what 
some of our customers told 
us. I remember this fact, that’s 
my inspiration,” she said.

Teresa Gutierrez stands in an aisle of EXL Filmart in Phnom Penh. She has built up a business supplying 
products from the Philippines to supermarkets and customers in the capital. JULIE LEAFE

Singapore to import workers

Property giant, police cooperate

SINGAPORE will need 100,000 
new foreign workers this year 
to keep on track an economy 
enjoying a stunning rebound, 
Prime Minister Lee Hsien 
Loong said in remarks pub-
lished yesterday.

Rich but worker-starved Sin-
gapore has historically rolled 
out the welcome mat for for-
eigners, whose numbers rose 
dramatically in the boom of 
2004 to 2007.

But with one in three of the  5 
million people living on the 
tiny island now a foreigner, and 
citizens complaining about 
competition for jobs, housing 
and medical care, the govern-
ment has been looking anew at 
its open-door policy.

Nonetheless, Lee said, the 

need for more overseas labour 
was unavoidable despite efforts 
to slow the influx after com-
plaints from citizens facing 
tougher job competition dur-
ing last year’s recession.

“If we don’t allow the foreign 
workers in, you are going to 
have overheating,” the Straits 

Times quoted him as saying 
during an ongoing visit to the 
United States.

On Wednesday, Singapore’s  
trade and industry ministry 
sharply upgraded its forecast 
for economic growth this year 
to 13 percent to 15 percent 
from 7 percent to 9 percent.

That could make Singapore 
the world’s fastest-growing 
economy this year, according 
to economists.

Lee assured Singaporeans 
the government would manage 
the inflow of foreign workers 
with measures such as higher 
levies on companies hiring 
from abroad.

But even so, “I’d imagine 
there will be more than 100,000 
extra foreign workers this year”, 
he said. 

“I cannot see it otherwise, but 
we have to accept that.”

In 2007, there were 144,500 
new foreign workers and 
157,000 were hired in 2008.

Lee said Singaporeans should 
not expect such stellar growth 
every year.He also cautioned 
against comparisons with oth-
er economies, such as China.

“They may well be ahead of 
us,” he said.  AFP

ONE of the giants of Hong 
Kong’s property market said 
yesterday that it was cooperat-
ing with a police investigation 
into the collapsed sale of what 
was billed as the world’s prici-
est flat.

Henderson Land Develop-
ment said police had “visited” 
its headquarters on Wednesday 
to investigate the failed sale of 
luxury flats at its exclusive Con-
duit Road tower development 
in the city’s Mid-Levels.

The scrapped deals included 
what was supposed to be the 
world’s most expensive apart-

ment, a 6,158-square-foot (554-
square-metre) duplex that 
Henderson said in October had 
sold for US$56.6 million.

“The company provided rel-
evant documents and then 
assigned staff to assist with the 
investigation upon request,” 
Henderson said in a statement 
to the Hong Kong stock 
exchange. 

“Such investigation does not 
have any impact on the com-
pany’s business operations.

“The company welcomes the 
investigation of the police and 
will fully cooperate in provid-
ing information. It is hoped 

that the issue will be clarified 
as soon as possible.”

Officers from Hong Kong’s 
Commercial Crime Bureau 
swooped on Henderson’s office 
in the city’s financial district 
and also searched a law firm 
allegedly connected to the 
failed sales. No arrests were 
made, police said.

Henderson – which is con-
trolled by property tycoon Lee 
Shau-kee – has been at the 
centre of a brewing contro-
versy since it reported last 
month that the sale of as many 
as 20 out of 24 units had been 
cancelled.  AFP
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