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Taiwan Entrepreneurs
Launch Singapore Startups
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n recent years, tech giants like Google and Face-

book have established a presence in Singapore, in
some cases designating it as their Asian operational
headquarters, effectively transforming the city state
into a global stage for startups in Asia.

Located near Singapore’s Toa Payoh MRT station
is Vault Dragon, a Singapore-based electronic medical
records (EMR) firm with a market value of NT$300 mil-
lion. Founder Tseng Ching Tse was born in Taiwan and
left to study in Singapore when he was 11 years old.

Clawing his way up from the valley floor

It's hard to imagine that Vault Dragon is the third
startup of Tseng, who is still only 32 years old. He
launched the previous two when a freshman and then a
junior at university. Although they both failed eventu-
ally, these experiences convinced him that his firm must
be the “sole supplier of a new product or service, or a

unique adaptation of an existing one.”

In 2013, he and a fellow classmate of Indian descent
sensed the business opportunities available in the emerg-
ing “valet storage” market. With Tseng handling opera-
tions and marketing while his friend took responsiblity for
the technology, the pair partnered to form Vault Dragon. It
specialized in mini-storage, providing clients with sturdy,
waterproof boxes to pack their belongings. Vault Dragon
would then pick up the boxes and place them in a secure
warehouse. During the startup phase, when the firm’s ser-
vice offering was not yet well defined, it still managed to
attract NT$30 million in its first round of financing.

Of course, high levels of financing bring with them
strong pressure to achieve growth. During the first year
of operations, Tseng personally relocated to Hong Kong
to open up the market. Little did he expect that within
two weeks, a newly formed competitor there would clone
Vault Dragon’s service and engage in a price war with the
Singaporean firm.

After half a year of heated combat, Tseng returned to

self storage

qqqqqqqqq




H O TR GRRIE S - 4 BB R YRR - o i
FRURYEE H B IRF Y ORI RE

TOERTEAR BOb S B

R RO BT AL F] R I = A
CEBME - BN RTS  HER AN
i o MESR IR O A g - 3 At ERE)
VR - flH S IR A N F R
HBZ B AN - T RERCH &S -
ATRY O RIHT ISR B 3 S IS R B 0 2 22 (&
& e 1 flAhesE BE e AIMEIE -

B R FIGR R B B AR LU B (A 2
fhi o PLRERT SRS - B O RERA W IE S
LR B A/ MR A KIS © AT DUB R RS il
SR FERNGHAEL R AR - 1T H 2 — (AR 55
ROBCHBIESRE - T REREFCE o G
FIB A E IR Bknow how - JJsKiARY - 758 348
TRENZRWE T o fl DURE REUAE S A - £ BB
RLALRIRHRT R - RRIEE P AR ~ fah ~ R
FEFHRIARAS - Sl DU BRI CR B R il
A ~ BERIEFR S5 BH R 5 -

BRATRS - RARM - ARG -
B FRARERBE AT ~ Erat B AT E RS AT - NE
Wefh s PR - RE AR AR SR - iid
fR—2B0 - R T AR B - Vault
DragoniZilfi £ WAL B HRIGASII - (& RERIRH
ARASTR B ~ N7 PR 7 B RERC Bk - BIME— D i A
KA VAR (Enterprise Resource Planning,
ERP) - $RHtEERGL T 5 R0 B e e i
Vax ik

1453 2 Fr iy B R S B 78 =2 Vault Dragon
55 - HEFEIREE P L - A E) SRR
20 134E A HES0ES » #2018 R H3,0008 - &F
SR (10 1 S8 PR 8 T T80 B8 N7 K B g B e
B - R H B RIS -

BREBALIENRE

% R 32 #Ial 15 BT A R B AL B A i o fhi
2 THEBEEREM A% | 1 RS
SUEAEG - MUkdhZ BER AR IR & - BREFR2
G AR B E Y it 3 B B 1

20 5% Taiwan Panorama

BiEL s HEGES IR REEN - RH2
B - HAEER AT mEmeE s - &
BRA HILE - SEFAIR A GBI EL A -

EEEE IR WG HE  5 - FHEE
J@— A AR - FTInye R 3855 & ~ FHfR
B AR RSO - 2 BIRRAI A AR
FE LU AE £ i A RG-SR AR R Al 2w
fE L FLEA SR R o 5 T 1A REAE BT I %
T PR, - B2 BTN AR E) - BELS
EF R S HESEERER -

MiA—ZHAILHE TCloudMileB HIZE | mi/Efl
R A 5 G T B 7 -

201 74F- BT A LS > o o 0 2 i 4 I
MR > E AT LR B B KB 53 4 » 17

EFEINBIEIRILANT) - BRI ES EBHESEAR
EIE ~ NIDEEIBIZEKEW -

Third time lucky: Tseng Ching Tse epitomizes the
derring-do attitude of a Taiwan entrepreneur.

Singapore with his tail between his legs, only to be faced
with a new dilemma: during his absence, his partner
had emptied their venture’s bank account. A legal tussle
ensued, and eventually Tseng managed to regain con-
trol of the company’s funds. However, since his former
partner had locked the warehousing system source code,
the firm effectively had no product to sell for six months.
Customers were lost, employees resigned, and ultimately
only Tseng and an intern were left to hold the fort.

Immortalized as business school case study

A startup fails for three basic reasons, says Tseng: if
its funds run out, if its product doesn’t fit the market, or
if the partners fall out. Given that he simultaneously en-
countered two of these three negative factors, many peo-
ple, including some of the firm’s investors, advised him
to throw in the towel. “But we still had some clients, and

Vault DragoniEEsREZENEFE AL - —iBiIiH - BERHEERN
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Vault Dragon recruits talent worldwide to provide digital medical services

that better meet consumers’ needs. (courtesy of Vault Dragon)

some of our shareholders still believed in me.” Tseng
was unwilling to disappoint them.

Tseng’s Hong Kong experience taught him that he
should not rely on capital strength alone as a source of
competitive advantage. To ensure sustainable opera-
tions, specialized technology or industrial knowhow
should be employed to raise the bar for competitors,
and the target industry must be one that is resilient to
market cycles. Tseng took stock of his firm’s existing re-
sources and knowhow, and contemplated how to apply
the “mini-warehouse” concept to address unmet needs
in the digital era by providing customers with integrated
record management and digitization services.

With limited resources and background knowledge
in the healthcare sector, and no track record in that field,
Tseng cold-called one clinic after another, only to meet
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Startup CloudMile frequently hosts technology forums and
seminars in Taiwan, Hong Kong and Singapore to actively
expand the international market. (courtesy of CloudMile)
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with repeated rejections. After six months, however, he

located two doctors willing to give him a try, and over a
period of almost two years he established Vault Dragon
as a leading digital health solution provider. From stor-
ing and scanning paper-based patient records, to creating
digital medical records and even functioning as an enter-
prise resource planning (ERP) system, Vault Dragon of-
fers a suite of cost-effective record management and data
analytics solutions to healthcare institutions.

Today, many of Singapore’s healthcare groups are
Vault Dragon customers, and the firm has since ex-
panded to Shanghai. Between 2013 and 2018, turnover
skyrocketed from NT$800,000 to NT$30 million. Tseng’s
entrepreneurial journey has even become a case study in
the curriculum of the National University of Singapore
Business School.

Creating a platform for Taiwanese talent

On numerous occasions, Tseng has been invited to
return to Taiwan and work with startups here. Based on
these contacts, he observes: “They are not resourceful
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enough!” If they limit themselves to targeting the Tai-
wan market, they will have little chance of attracting
international venture capital. ASEAN, Taiwan and Hong
Kong are all part of the same investment ecosystem,

notes Tseng, but thanks to widespread use of English,

tax incentives and robust rule of law, many venture
capital firms have chosen Singapore as their base, so
startup visibility is more evident there than elsewhere.
If Taiwanese startups can establish a presence in Singa-
pore, or participate more in the local startup scene and
thereby go beyond their “comfort zone,” they will be
more likely to attract attention.

Another startup, CloudMile, is an example of a firm
that has actively chosen to extend its reach beyond
Taiwan.

Founded in 2017, CloudMile mainly provides cloud
management application services, and utilizes Al tech-
nology and big data analytics to help clients with busi-
ness forecasting and industrial upgrading.

Spencer Liu, CloudMile founder and CEO and for-
merly a manager of an international business firm’s
technical team, was deeply impressed by the abbreviated
“formula” once used by foreign management—I1, 3, 7,

10—to rank the pay packages of engineers by nationality.
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CloudMile founder Spencer Liu believes that in the
“big data” era, building trust is crucial—only when
clients have the confidence to make their data
available to CloudMile can the firm optimize its Al
and analytics services.
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CloudMile collaborates with Hermin Textile to
use Al to identify fabrics and boost production
efficiency. (art by Henry Wang)
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If an Indian engineer was paid $1, a Taiwanese one would
get $3, while second-tier European and Americans would
be rewarded with $7 and top-tier Westerners with $10.
But Liu believes that Taiwanese engineers are second to
none, and he hopes to create a marketplace that will help
them find their rightful place in the world at large.

CloudMile set up its Hong Kong operations team,
which won more than a dozen new customers in one
three-month period, and began preparations for setting up
an outpost in Singapore—all within 2018.

Singapore foothold

Winning a place in the EMBA program at the National
University of Singapore is the first step Liu has taken to
gain a foothold in the city, his goal being to amass critical
connections and resources. The Singapore government
encourages startups to expand overseas, and provided the
firm maintains its operational headquarters in Singapore,
the government will subsidize each new overseas outpost
to the tune of S$100,000 (NT$2.3 million). Liu estimates that
this is the amount needed during the initial period, when
a new team is being established. His firm’s headquarters
will gradually relocate to Singapore in the future, he says
frankly, while Taiwan will serve as the R&D center. Singa-
pore is a highly competitive market. One’s warriors must
be trained in the most challenging environment, he says, in
order to ensure survival in other national marketplaces.

Startups: Rules of the game

Vault Dragon plans to expand its footprint to include

Thailand and Brunei in 2019, and is aiming for an annual
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dMile Iéhﬁches Taiwanese talent onto the world stage.

turnover of NT$60 million, twice its current NT$30 mil-
lion. “But for an investor, even doubling revenue every
year is still too slow,” says Tseng with a smile. He notes
that for venture capital firms, out of every ten invest-
ments, seven will fail, two will break even, and only
one may exhibit growth worth 100 times the original
investment. Thus, everyone is keen to hunt down that
rare “unicorn” with such explosive potential.

To those who are keen to be an entrepreneur, Tseng
Ching Tse’s advice is to start now. Typically, seven of
ten new firms will fail in their first year, and 99% will
not last beyond five years. In entrepreneurship, failure
is the norm, so why not set your sights on the future,
and experiment as much as possible by launching big
projects that aim at large markets?

Spencer Liu says that if he set his sights firmly on the
Taiwan market, and reduced spending outside Taiwan,
CloudMile could quickly be floated on Taiwan's over-
the-counter securities market. But he prefers the global
battlefield. “After all, isn’t entrepreneurship all about
doing something you’ve never done before?”

Startups succeed when they discover real-world
problems and solve them with innovative solutions.
Founders should focus on creating sustainable competi-
tive advantages, and be fearless when entering the fray.
Do so, and whether in Taiwan or Singapore, the world
can be your oyster! 0J

(Chen Chun-fang/photos by Jimmy Lin/
tr. by Bruce Humes)
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