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Tycoon with a heart

Joanna Sze

TAN SRI Syed Modkhtar Al -Bukhary - the nane commands attention whenever
it's nmentioned. After all, he is one of the nation's wealthiest

busi nessnen, with a net worth of RML.67 billion, according to Mlaysian
Busi ness' nost recent list of the 40 richest Ml aysians

Wiile he's no newconmer to the corporate arena, having been in business
since the 1970s, Syed Mkhtar, 52, burst into the linmelight in 2000 when a
conpany linked to himacquired a substantial stake in Ml aysia M ning
Corporation Bhd (MVC), one of Pernpdalan Nasional Bhd's strategic
i nvestments. The deal got npst people to sit up and take notice of the
unassum ng entrepreneur

Since then, Syed Mkhtar's nane has cropped up in many an acquisition or
deal, putting himin control of no less than six |isted conpanies
al t hough his nanme does not appear in any annual report. H's reach ranges
from MMC, Mal akoff Bhd, one of Malaysia's |argest independent power
producers, and Johor Port Bhd to Antek Hol di ngs Bhd, Pernas Internationa
Hol di ngs Bhd and 1 JM Corp Bhd.

However, despite his nany headline-grabbi ng corporate nanoeuvres, he
remains elusive and low profile ... which only serves to add nystique and
intrigue to his nane. Renmaining in the shadow of his achi evenents and
i ncreasi ng prom nence, Syed Mkhtar continues to arrest the inmagination of
the business world and the media, both foreign and |ocal

The corporate high flyer had hunbl e beginnings. For Syed Mkhtar, born
in 1951 in Alor Star, the son of a cattle trader, hard work and networKking
have al ways been part of his life. As a school boy, he sold roti canai and
home- grown spinach in the norning nmarket before rushing off to school
Wil e pursuing his secondary education at St Mchael's |ndependent Schoo
in Alor Star, he was also helping out in his father's cattle trade
handl i ng the book-keepi ng and transport details.

This early business exposure was just the start of a career that has
since spanned nore than three decades and half a dozen sectors - valuable
experience that has nore than nade up for his lack of tertiary education
and hel ped mould himinto the businessman he is today.

“He has gone through the grind; he was not helicoptered in,' says a
source close to Syed Mokhtar. “He has been extensively involved in the
corporate scene for a long time; it's not sonething new for him'

In strategising his way through Corporate Ml aysia, he surrounds hinself
with a whole troop of experts - he has two personal teans of corporate
pl anners who work full-time to plan and spearhead his acquisition noves.
He al so appoints trusted professional managers to run his businesses
whi ch he tracks from his house-cum corporate headquarters.

"He has a knack of getting very good honest people to work for him'
says the source. "He places high priority on honesty.'

The road to success is oft fraught with setbacks and chall enges, and
Syed Mokhtar is no stranger to either. Early in the 1970s, he watched a
food and nouth epidemic wipe out the family's entire cattle holdings and
drive his father into retirement. Then, in 1997, when he had his hands
full with nmulti-mllion ringgit projects, the regional economic crisis
hit.

Both tinmes, however, he held his ground. Tenporary setbacks, it has been
sai d, make him stronger and nore determ ned to succeed. The failure of the
cattle trade was a turning point for Syed Mokhtar. He sprang back and



enbarked on the trading of essential goods. From then, his fledgling

busi ness enpire grew to include lorry transport services, rice trading and
mar keti ng, clothing, goods processing and livestock ... some of which
still continue even to this day.

It was also during this tine that he started striking partnerships with
Chi nese busi nessnen, who have influenced the way he does business - keep
it trim and keep it quiet. He also befriended several up-and-coni ng Ummo
politicians, which in later years turned out to be a boon.

In the late 1990s, the stakes were higher. At that tinme, he was
constructing the RVM2.4 billion Port of Tanjung Pelepas (PTP) in Johor, had
US dollar loans and had to cope with the rising exchange rate. "~ People
around him were doubtful, saying that this project will w pe him out,’
says another close associate. "But he was determned not to fail, and he
was determned to nmake it happen.'

Syed Mokhtar spent days on end sitting down and examining the various
facets and intricacies of the port, from narketing to projections ... and
sail ed through the storny waters. Today, the port is a living success
story, servicing shipping giants such as Dennmark's Mersk Seal and and
Tai wan's Evergreen Marine. Wiile the PTP has proved to be a formidable
challenge to its neighbouring conpetitor, it is, like nmost of Syed
Mokhtar's other ventures, part of a bigger dream a larger anbition. His
plans for PTP is to see the creation of a transportation hub, part of an
integrated multi-nodal freight operation, which includes the Johor port
and the Sultan Ismail Airport in Senai

The speed of the growmh of Syed Mokhtar's enpire has rai sed concerns
that he may be overextending and overgearing hinself, but for the business
nogul , he has been in the ganme |ong enough to know t he consequences of
both. "He often says that if we fear to take risk, we nmight as well close
shop and return to the kanpung,' says the close associate

H s business achi evenents are only rivalled by his philanthropic work.
"His notivation is not purely nonetary,' says a source. ~He thinks about
service to God and to community.'

Every year, Syed Mkhtar channels nillions of ringgit to nunerous
charitabl e, educational and social projects, via the Al -Bukhary Foundation
set up in March 1996, his vehicle to aid the poor, support Islamc arts
and culture and pronote civilisational understanding. Through his
foundation, he has built nore than 10 nobsques throughout Ml aysi a.

One of the foundation's pet projects is the RWO million Islamc Arts
Museum in Kual a Lunmpur. The brainchild of Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr
Mahat hi r Mbharmad, the four-storey museumis the first of its kind in the
Asia-Pacific region to showcase Islanic arts and culture. Wen the Prem er
first nooted the idea in 1994, Syed Mkhtar took up the chall enge and
conmpl eted the nuseumin Decenber 1998, in the mdst of the econonic
crisis. The foundation has recently been appointed the custodian of the
nmuseum

Anot her project is the RVMB00 million A Bukhary Conplex in Kedah,
expected to be conpleted in 2004. The conpl ex houses a nobsque, a nedica
centre, a comunity centre, an orphanage, an old folks hone and a
university, catering to both local and international students.

"G ving back to society has always been his passion,' Abdul Halim
Hassan, who is responsible for the conplex' operations, has been quoted as
saying in a news report. " (Business) is just sonething he can do to help
generate funds, which he can give to the needy.'

Much of Syed Mokhtar's efforts are concentrated on the pursuit of
knowl edge. The Yayasan Al bukhary Tuition Centre, for exanple, provides
academ c assistance to poor students in rural areas nationw de.

“(The tuition centre) is our founder's way of ensuring that young



students get the best tutorial help as he hinself did not have the
opportunity to go for higher education because of his inpoverished
background,' education adviser Datuk Seri Dr Abdul Shukor Abdullah said at
the centre's | aunch.

In the 1990s, he contributed to the MCA-initiated Langkawi Project that
rai sed funds for Chinese schools and provided schol arshi ps to needy
children, while in 2000, he donated sterling pounds 1.25 nmillion to the
Oxford Centre for Islamc Studies, one of the world' s pre-eninent centres
for Islamc |earning.

Even Syed Mokhtar's much-questioned nove to acquire the entire regional
book retailing and distribution business of Singapore-based MPH G oup | ast
year is said to fit into this aim as he believes in the inportance of
books for education and to pronote understandi ng.

For the tycoon, doing business is also part of nation building. "He
loves his country to a fault,' says a source. "He talks a |ot about where
we're going as a people and as a country, whether we're conpetitive
whether we're relevant. He has this overwhel ming passion to inprove the
| ot of the Buniputeras.

For all he has and all he has done, one of the nation's richest nen
remains a down-to-earth and sinple nman, an oxynoron in today's business
culture. Married to the daughter of Datuk Syed Kechi k Syed Mhamed, he has
four young children - two daughters and two sons. The nagnate gets around
town in an old nodel of the Proton Perdana, prefers |ong-sleeved batik
shirts to lounge suits, and opts for teh tarik and manmak fare over fine
di ni ng.

"He has al ways been sonmeone who cane up from the shop floor, and he has
never changed his lifestyle, although he can afford to buy a yacht or a
private jet,' says the close associate. "He does not |ike anything
excessive. He always says that no matter how nuch nobney one has, there's a
limt as to how nuch rice you can eat a day.'

Sunmi ng up such a nulti-faceted personality is not easy, but three
things are evident: Syed Mkhtar knows how to nake friends, knows how to
make noney and give it away, and prefers to be left alone to do what he
knows best.

( END)
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