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NOT many peopl e adapt easily to change. Especially if they have to

rei nvent thenselves three tines within the span of 10 years. But that is
exactly what Tong Kooi Ong did.

The entrepreneur with a Mensa count of 180 started off as an econom st,
moved on to becone an equity anal yst, then ventured i nto stockbroking,
| ater took over a bank and is now aspiring to be a nedia baron. In short,
he has noved from stockbroking to banking to media in 10 years.

Tong, 41, gave up his job as econom st in the tin mning industry for
the securities industry in 1986. By 1991, he had transforned hinmself into
a deal naker to be reckoned with, sonetinmes even sealing deals on paper
napki ns. Three years later, at 35, Tong stepped into the banking sector by
acquiring a comercial bank, a rare thing then

Sceptics claimthat nmuch of Tong's success is due to his association
with former Deputy Prime M nister-cumFinance M nister Datuk Seri Anwar
| brahim Tong's fortunes took a dive along with that of Anwar in 1998.

The realist that he is, it did not take Tong too long to size up the
situation - he had to reinvent hinself again

Hence his plunge, albeit with a heavy heart, into the nedia world. The
financial services industry nmeant a lot to him He had built up
Phil ecAl lied Bank to beconme a respected entity. Earlier, he had thrived in
equity research and st ocbroki ng.

"He does not fret facing reality. Facts are facts. He does not take it
emptionally,' describes a long-tine associate. “Unlike others, Tong did
not | eave town when the heat was on. He did not abandon ship. He nmay be an
i npati ent manager but when confronted with difficult issues, he accepts
responsibility.’

Tong, as expected, divested his interests in the financial sector. He
sold his stake in Avenue Assets Bhd (then Phileo Land Bhd), which controls
Phil ecAl li ed Bhd (PAB), to Mdkhzani Mhathir's Pantai Hol di ngs Bhd.

Phil eoAllied Bank is said to have arranged the financing for the deal
Tong al so di sposed of whatever remaining direct or indirect interest he
had in PAB

What Tong netted fromthe sale, believed nade sonetime in August 1999,
is unclear. Tong together with his partner Rudy Koh controlled 41.3 per
cent or 61 mllion shares in Avenue Assets. Based on an average price of
RMB per share, Tong's share of the divestnent is estimated at RVBO
mllion.

Subsequent |y, Avenue Assets, afer sone haggling, inked a deal to dispose
of the bank and a brokerage of PAB to Ml ayan Banki ng Bhd for RML. 3
billion.

Seven months after divesting his interest in his nuch-treasured
Phil eoAl li ed Bank, Tong is fast making a name for hinself in the nedia
world. He is said to have set his sights on establishing an array of
financial news services. Sone view himas striving to create a network of
financial services akin to that set up by Mcheal Bl oonberg of the United
St at es.

According to associates close to Tong, the tycoon visits the Bl oonberg
office in the US once a year and is a regular visitor to the worl d-fanpus
Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MT). To keep abreast with the
fast-noving world of rmultinmedia, he al so attends conferences on the new
econony in the US once or twice a year.



"He is not an I T man but has excell ent understandi ng of the macro issues
surroundi ng the sector,' says Philip Koh, a friend of Tong. "Though he
makes short shrift of foolish argunent, he is extrenely clinical, focused,
very human, informal and warm'

H s open-collared shirt and trademark “fol ding of hands' when answering
questions marks Tong's informality. H s easygoing i mage bl ends well with
his entry into the multimedi a worl d.

Tong has put the business weekly The Edge on a firmfooting. Set up in
1994 with partners that included Land & General Bhd's Tan Sri Azm Wan
Hanzah and Datuk Effendi Norwaw , then chairman of Sarawak-based Encorp
G oup, the paper only started turning in profits from1998. Last year, he
proposed to take over the | oss-making daily The Sun

Tong is in the process of injecting the two publications into his listed
vehi cl e, Nexnews. Com Bhd, for a total of RMB7 million. Under the proposa
that is awaiting regulatory approval, Nexnews will take up 70 per cent of
The Edge and 74 per cent of The Sun.

Living up to the epithet “financial whizz kid', Tong cane out with an
i ngeni ous plan to acquire both print nedia conpani es. The proposed
acqui sitions do not burden the financial resources of sharehol ders of
Nexnews, Tong included. Under the deal, Nexnews pays for The Edge and The
Sun over a 10-year period only if the entities nmake operating profits (see
separate story on Nexnews).

To conplete his print nedia operations, Tong is said to be looking for a
strategic stake in a television station. The station said to be in his
mnd is MetroVision, which suspended operations a year ago.

This is not the first time Tong has been associated with MetroVision.
Hi s name cropped up as early as the second quarter of |ast year

However, this tinme it could be for real. Sources say that Tong has shown
genui ne interest in MetroVision, although its debts could be a deterrent.
But it is the only station up for sale at the nonent.

MetroVision is in dire need of funds to re-start operations. Its |oans
have gone sour with sone being sold to Danaharta Nasional Bhd. The seni or
managenent of the conpany did a nmanagenent buyout (MBO) |ast year for a
nonm nal sum of RML from Senandung Sesuria Sdn Bhd. This is in lieu of the
huge accumul ated | osses of the station - RM02.5 nmillion as at Decenber
1998, according to docunments fromthe Registrar of Conpani es.

Menbers of the MBO team do not have the financial resources to resune
operations. It is no secret that they are actively seeking a strategic
investor to help kickstart the conmpany by June this year.

Sone MetroVision officials, although appalled by the nunber of interest
shown that have fizzled out since the broadcast station went off air nore
than a year ago, are still hopeful they will find their saviour. They
admt that Tong has indicated interest but are still cautious over the
possi bl e out cone.

“A host of nanes has cropped up since the hype surroundi ng nedia stocks
started in the second quarter |ast year,' |lanments a forner MetroVision
enpl oyee. " Tong, Sapura and many ot hers have indicated interest at one
time or another. But nothing has happened.'

At the tine of witing, a nenber of the MBO team says that the deal to
revive MetroVisionis in the final stages. "W hope to conclude a dea
within the next one nonth', he says, "and resune operations nationw de by
the mddl e of the year.'

Wth sharehol ders' funds in deficit of nore than RVM0OO million, whoever
turns out to be the strategic partner in MetroVision will not have an easy
ride.

The el ectronic nmedia industry generates close to RML billion in turnover
a year. Stripping off the free adverti senents and pronotions, the actua



anount in advertising revenue is about RW80 million. TV3 takes up nearly
45 per cent or about RM340 million. The renainder is shared anong TV1, TV2
and ntv7. If MetroVision cones into the picture, it will be hard pressed
to get even RWO million in advertising revenue per year.

Runni ng a broadcast station saps a conpany of RMB million a nonth at the
very least. To run a fairly decent outfit with an active news and current
affairs team a nmust if MetroVision is to nake an inpact, a budget of RMo
mllionis inperative.

Unl i ke nmost ot her busi nessnen who | anguish in tines of recession,
finance does not appear to be an obstacle for Tong. Al though his net gains
fromselling his interests in Avenue Assets and PAB cannot be confirnmed,
he is still wealthy by normal standards.

The Tong clan in Klang is generally known to be weal thy and used to run
t he bus operations between Kl ang and Kual a Sel angor. However, Tong was nhot
born with a silver spoon in his nouth, though he does cone froma mni ddl e-
class famly

Tong's late father used to operate the “Tong Mtor' workshop on Jal an
Batu Tiga Lana in the heart of Klang town. It is said that the famly used
to live above the shop. Associates say Tong nade his early pile as a
st ockbroker and fromcutting corporate deals.

"He was adapt with nunbers and not greedy,' says a forner associate.

After selling his interest in the PhileoAllied Goup, Tong acquired a
45. 52 per cent stake in Gentech Resources Bhd (later renamed Nexnews) in
March | ast year for RMW4.8 nillion or R4 per share. The value of his
investnent tripled within a nonth, thanks to his reputation as a tech-
savvy entrepreneur.

Frenzied investors drove up the price to a peak of RML3.70. Nexnews
ended the year as one of the nost inproved stocks in terns of capital
appreciation. But it is also one stock that has seen wi de fluctuations in
price. Specul ators who bought at the peak woul d be counting heavy | osses
Now.

Reshaping MetroVision will not be a problemfor Tong - if he is
interested in the outfit. The bigger questionis, will the authorities
allow himto run a broadcast station? Investnments in nmedia conpanies are
subject to official scrutiny.

It is still unclear if Tong has been “acceptable' again. There are
conrasting opinions. Some industry observers feel that since he has
received the blessings to acquire a magjority stake in The Sun, things
cannot be too bad. Hs partner in the newspaper conpany is Tan Sri Vi ncent
Tan, an influential tycoon heading the Berjaya G oup.

Detractors claimthat at the height of Anwar's reign in the Mnistry of
Fi nance, Tong was arrogant, brash and was often touted as the adviser to
the mnister.

“The Phil eoAllied annual report then sounded like a text fromthe
M ni stry of Finance,' quips a Singapore-based fund manager.

He al so stepped on the toes of officials in Bank Negara and Securities
Commi ssi on who frowned upon some of his financial products. For instance,
hi s Cor porat eOne Account schene gave interest to current accounts of
corporations. This worked up the conpetitors. Tong relented after pressure
from Bank Negara. Simlarly, he also earned the wath of remi siers when he
came out with an online tradi ng schene that by-passed them (See separate
story on Tong's | T achi evenents.)

Property devel opers also viewed with envy the prine plots of |and that
Phil eo Land got. Anmpbng themare two strategic plots along Jal an Yap Kwan
Seng in Kuala Lunpur and a prine site along Jal an Danmansara in Petaling
Jaya. Tong's buddy from Kl ang, Rudy Koh, was roped in to handl e the
property devel opnent aspects of the Phileo G oup.



However, there are no dissenting views on the business acunen of Tong or
his ability to notivate staff. Even detractors concede he is highly
anal ytical and mature in handling human rel ati ons issues.

"He not only deals with strategic issues but is also committed to
under st andi ng the human resource di nension,' says an official of
Phil eoAl lied Bank. ~Tong interviews all key personnel. He designed a hunan
resource assessnent systemthat involves all-around assessnent of
personnel including general nanagers.'

When Tong left the PhileoAllied Goup, many key personnel joined himin
hi s new vent ures.

Supporters of Tong point out that he nade enenm es because he spoke his
m nd. Al so, anpbng the corporate figures aligned to Anwar, Tong was
identified as one of the few who were “real businessnmen' and who actually
built a conpany.

“Tong spear headed the recovery of |oans of the Cooperative Central Bank
(CCB) and refunded depositors dollar-for-dollar. It was an inportant
achi everrent for Anwar,' says a Tong synpat hi ser.

He al so points out that Tong did not enmbark on any dealings that hurt
the public or minority sharehol ders. "He did not build a product that
fl eeced the public,' says a fund manager. " You do not find corporate
gover nance i ssues in conpanies Tong is involved in.'

After obtaining a degree in accounting, corporate finance and econom cs
fromSi non Fraser University in Vancouver, Canada, Tong cane back to
Mal aysia to join AQivetti as a sal esnman. He joi ned the Ml aysi an Chanber
of Mnes as an econom st in md-1985 when the tin industry was on the
verge of coll apse.

"He was a guy with enthusiasmand full of ideas. He came up with sone
interesting theories like, if the demand-supply reached a certain
equilibrium the price of tin nust be at a certain level,' recalls Mihamad
Nor Muhamad, the chanber's executive director. "Conpared with sonme
(econom sts) before and after him he was one step ahead. Al ways forward-
| ooking. | sensed that he would not be Iong with the chanber."

And Muhamad was right. Eighteen nonths into the job, Tong left to join
Ar ab- Mal aysi an Securities where he nmet his eventual Bum putera partner,
Ahrmad Abdul | ah. From Arab- Mal aysi an Securities, Tong joi ned Morgan
Genfell Asia Securities in 1988.

He was riding high as an equity analyst in Morgan Grenfell until he nade
a wong call on Aokam Perdana Bhd, the tinber-based conpany. "But then,
comment s Phua Lee Kerk, a fund manager in Singapore, " every other analyst
in town also nade a wong call on the stock."

In 1991, Tong together with Ahmad and Hong Kong- based Peregrine
Br okerage Ltd, took over a | anguishing | poh-based stockbroking conpany, CS
Securities. In fact, Philip Tose, Peregrine's head in Hong Kong then, was
nmore interested in offering Tong a job. Apparently Tong's reply to the
offer was: “1'd rather you be nmy partner than | be your enpl oyee.'

In 1994, Tong received the bl essings of the authorities to take over
United Overseas Bank Ltd in Kota Kinabalu. He had al so by then finalised
the rescue of CCB. He lunped all the financial units into Linatex Process
Rubber Bhd and transfornmed Linatex into a fully-integrated financial
outfit, renaming it Phil eoAllied Bhd.

A year |l ater, Tong took over a | angui shing Kanpung Lanjut Tin Dredging
Bhd and made it his property arm The conpany was | ater renaned Phileo
Land Bhd. Unfortunately, his days as a corporate speedster |asted only
until 1998.

When Anwar fell, it |ooked like the end for the open-collared CEQ. His
tireless efforts to build a financial enpire junped the tracks. But Tong
has rei nvented hinmself in the nedia world.



However, unlike banking, the conpetition here is tough and information
is flowing for free. Reviving The Sun will be a test case for Tong. Wrst
still is the scenario if he decides to take up MetroVision. Hi s business
skills will be tested to the hilt in the next few years.

( END)
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