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Li ghting up people's lives

Zai di |sham | smail

MR V.J. Bal an sees his business as lighting up people's lives. But his
reply to queries fromfriends and strangers about his career has the
tendency to | eave themin the dark.

"It is only after | explain that | sell lights for a living that their
puzzl ed | ook fades away and they begin to understand the nature of ny
busi ness," said the group managi ng director of Light Style, a lighting
retailer set up in Septenber 1995.

Strangely enough, he stunbled into this Iine purely by chance.
Initially, he wanted to be an accountant as he had a background in finance
and narketi ng.

But life has a way of working by itself. He started as an apprentice at
Seng Hup in Singapore when he was 22 years old. And the rest, |ike they
say, is history.

At Light Style, custoners can shop for the smallest of lights to the
bi ggest of chandeliers. There are currently 3,000 types of l|ights
available with prices ranging fromas little as RMB8 to as high as
RML5, 000.

Havi ng been in the |ighting business for the past 24 years, lights and
their related activities and businesses are a passion to Balan. And it is
little wonder that he wants the conpany to grow into a regi onal player.

"The international lighting market is extremely huge. For nme, |I'ma very
contented man. To be able to grab the market regionally is enough for ne,"
Bal an sai d nodestly.

The biggest players in the lighting nmarket are conpanies fromthe US
i ncl udi ng Lithonia whose exports are worth US$1.3 billion (US$1 = RMB. 80),
foll owed by Coopers Light with US$1 billion, Lighting Corp with US$500
mllion, Germany with US$200 million and Spain with US$100 m | li on.

"Light Style's exports are within the RVMO million to RVbO mllion per
annumrange. It is very small. But for nme, that is nore than enough,"”

Bal an sai d.

The conpany al so has a branch i n Bangkok, Thail and, which is reporting
good sales. It is in the process of setting up an office in India.

It plans to penetrate the Japanese market, which is very stringent
techni cal ly.

"We haven't discounted the possibility. Besides, we have to first build
up our contacts and ground know edge. | don't want it to be like in
I ndonesi a. We burned our pockets there because it was an extrenely
difficult market," he added.

The lighting specialist sources its diverse range of lights locally as
well as fromltaly, Spain, Czech Republic, Germany, Hong Kong, Taiwan,

Chi na and the US

Excl usi ve brand nanes i nclude Rayl o from Spain, Preciosa (Czech
Republic), Schonbek (US), Faustig (CGermany), Beby and Artenide (ltaly) and
Al abast ar (Spain).

There is even a chandelier which does not really have a nane, but "a
certain Enpress Mary Theresa from Europe liked it so much that we deci ded
to nane the chandelier after her", Bal an sai d.

Light Style's corporate office and prenmier showoomis in Petaling Jaya.
It has a branch each in Kuala Lunmpur, |poh and Johor Baru. By the year-
end, the conpany hopes to set up two nore additional branches in the Kl ang
Val | ey.



Interestingly enough, Light Style has opened a cyber retail show oom
where it offering a wi de range of products.

"We tal ked about it for the last six nonths. Finally, we tied up with
Maxis to go ahead with the launch of our website. W invested RVb0O, 000 in
its developrment. This is what | would call our sixth showoom or to be
exact our virtual showoom™ Bal an qui pped.

In a nove believed to be the first of its kind, the lighting retailer
described the online venture as a "natural extension" of its business. It
will allow custoners quick and easy access to its products and services.

Custoners can log on to ww. | i ghtstyle.comnmy and choose froma
catal ogue of lights, be they wall, pendant, floor or table lights.

"The initial offering of 100 different types of lights will gradually be
expanded to 1,000 so that online shoppers will have even nore options in
their choice of lightings," Balan said.

The conpany hopes to receive an average of 20 hits per day, nostly
| ocal. "We hope to close a deal soon and have nore “hits' fromall over
the world."

Light Style has targeted an on-line revenue of RML million a year for
the next three years and expects this to gradually growto RVb mllion to
RMB million a year after the third year.

Asked about people's perception towards this relatively new concept,

Bal an said it is natural that people are reluctant to transact a purchase
online.

"This whol e concept is very new... | assure you that given tine, this
ment al bl ock can be overcone and the whole nation will be getting into it
one day.

"You see, people are not convinced... (they ask) how can you sell big,
heavy chandeliers on the Wb? They need to see and touch it first to be
sure. It's not a problemfor a small, light table [anp, but for the big
lights we have a ot of work to do to dispel their fears.

"W have to do sone fine-tuning... alot of info-fittings on what the
products are nade of, how heavy they are, what are their main conponents
as well as educate buyers on howto trade and buy lights on the Internet,"”
Bal an expl ai ned.

He al so said that there is a solutions page on its website.

"Many people do not know that |ights have a science to it... to be
conmpatible with its surroundi ngs, such as the furniture or the room col our
to create a “mood' or anbience. W provide the best pointers or tips at no
added charge. "

Light Style has also fornmed a new subsidiary, LS Leads Sdn Bhd, which
wi || spearhead the conpany's diversification into smart traffic |ights.

LS Leds ains to tap the market's need for intelligent traffic lights
whi ch can reduce power cost by nore than 80 per cent and nmai ntenance
charges by at | east 50 per cent.

The system reduces cost of nmmintenance, saves energy and cones with a
10-year mai nt enance-free guarantee.

"The systemis already in place in Singapore. As we speak, a nock-up is
being carried out in Serenban, Kuantan, Penang and |poh. It is currently
bei ng studied by the council authorities and should be inplenmented in
Pet al i ng Jaya and Kual a Lunpur soon."

Under its retail business, the conpany has also diversified into top
quality furniture. Light Style has the exclusive rights to pronote Erpo, a
brand name from Gernmany, which Balan is confident will be enbraced by the
mar ket given its strong contenporary designs and high-end quality.

"Due to the Deutschemark depreciating in the international foreign
exchange, the inport duty has been renoved by 42 per cent, naking the
furniture affordabl e.



Its architectural and project divisions have al so nade the conpany proud
by leaving their distinctive mark on nunerous prestigi ous | andmark
projects, such as the Petronas Twi n Towers, Dewan Phil harnoni k Petronas,

t he governnent building at Putrajaya, Dataran Putra, Putrajaya nosque and
the KL International Airport's WIP |ounge.

It has fully completed its Parcel A project at Putrajaya and is
currently concentrating on Parcel B and Parcel C projects.

The conpany has al so undertaken project work for nunmerous hotels,
resorts, corporate buildings, theatres, nuseuns and shopping malls.

Light Style also designs many of its own |lights, but not on a w de-scale
basi s.

"W have tied up with a | ocal designer, whose factory is in Rawang, to
come out with new designs. W have al so signed joint venture contracts
with a design teamfromlindia to do projects there, including the Hyatt
Regency in Cal cutta and Munbai . "

Light Style also had the distinction of being the only |ighting conpany
selected to display its lights at the Ml aysi an Product Centre in London,
UK.

The centre, which received the participation of 75 conpani es, was
officially launched by Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad on
Cctober 5. It is a display area for Ml aysi an-nade products and is
specifically targeted at buyers in the UK and Europe.

"Traditionally, Malaysia is not a lighting country. W can never conpete
with countries such as Italy, Spain and the Czech Republic which have a
long history and tradition in |ight manufacturing.

"But what we can do is to learn every possible detail we can and
i ncorporate theminto our technol ogy."

The local lighting industry does not have the technol ogy nor the gl ass-
blowing facility of industry stalwarts such as the Italians.

Anmong the inported conponents of the lighting industry are decorative
gl asses, netalworks, finishings, frames and wood die casting from
countries such as Italy, Spain and China.

From a hunbl e begi nni ng of 12 people, the conpany has expanded and
currently has a workforce of 100. Over the past few years, it recorded
good grow h.

The conpany exported and secured projects worth RM0 million in 1997,
RVA6 mllion in 1998, RMA5 nmillion in 1999, and as at Septenber this year
RMBO mi | Iion

Strange enough, sales increased during the 1997 economic crisis. "I
woul d describe this as a |lagging effect. Prior to the recession, we
managed to secure projects which would take us years to conpl ete and
del i ver.

"By the time the project was over the recession had nmade its way out,"
Bal an expl ai ned.

And where does Bal an see Light Style going from here?

"There is no telling what Light Style will do next, but | can assure you
we are not resting on our laurels," he concl uded.
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