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A wise man once said that there are two kinds of people:
those who want to be somebody, and those who want to do
something. Mr Herbert Cheng belongs to the latter. One is
instantly struck by his total absence of ego. For this citation he
has granted us his first formal interview.

You won’t find him in society columns. Unbelievably, as
head of a world-wide business with 15,000 employees, and an
annual revenue exceeding $2 billion, with a family history of
charity, his name is nowhere to be found in Hong Kong’s
Who’s Who. But don’t let the dry-as-dust profile on the
company website fool you. Herbert Cheng, Chiaphua
Industries’ low-keyed CEO, is an exceptionally articulate,
people-sensitive leader with high ideals. Schooled in
Vancouver, Boston College, with an MBA from New York
University, Herbert straddles two dutifully
upholding his family tradition that includes honoring his

cultures,

elders by respectfully serving them tea on birthdays, while
running a modern multinational enterprise.

Herbert’s language is American, but his core values are
solidly Chinese. When other Western enterprises speak of
Corporate Social Responsibility, they seldom extend to
catering to the long-term well-being of their employees.
Herbert, by contrast, continuing a fine family tradition, pays
every single one of his Hong Kong employees, from amahs to
warehousemen, a subsidy of between 25% to 75% for the
education of their children — with no strings attached, a
beautiful way to honor his grandfather who never went
beyond a primary two education. Charity seems to run in his
family. His uncle David Lam, former Lieutenant Governor of
British Columbia, was a celebrated philanthropist in Canada.

A profile of Herbert would not be complete without
the story of his grandfather and father whom he reveres. If
you find the seemingly incongruous productline of his
business puzzling — from clocks, electrical appliances,
telecommunications equipment to healthcare products, that
is because there is a story of smart survival behind it. In those
lean post-war years, his grandfather and father found
business opportunities where others saw none. And Herbert
has taken that lesson to heart. There is something else rare
and wise in the Cheng family tradition: When his father
handed over to Herbert the reins of the company which took
40 painful years to build, he did not hover over his son,
showing that sometimes true love is proved in the letting go.
And today, the unspoken covenant in that fatherly trust has
been fully consummated.

For six years, Herbert was stationed in the US, pitching
family products to the likes of K-Mart and Walmart. That
stint in salesmanship sharpened his character-judging and
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communication skills vital in business. When he returned to
join the family business in Hong Kong, his “silver spoon” felt
more like “an iron fork”, having to do Joe jobs in the family’s
factories until he became king of the floor.

The Cheng’s
entrepreneurship writ large. As the heir to the family

business success is Hong Kong’s
business, he knows that risk-taking which served the founders
so well has to be tempered by prudence. On his shoulders falls
the burden of protecting its wealth while nursing its growth:
a delicate balance between caution and innovation. His
knowledge of the West prepares him well for partnerships
with some of the biggest global brands, from Black and
Decker, Sunbeam, to Colgate. And when time came for the
parting of ways, he knew how to nimbly negotiate his way out
of it.

Never standing still, Herbert is leading his family
business into the forefront of technology for the treatment
and purification of drinking water and air for household uses,
in collaboration with HKUST scientists. True to his business
motto: “we exist not to copy but to find better solutions”, he is
also championing the use of ozonated water and odor-free
cleaners, a one-product-fits-all application for hotels and
other establishments. In business development, Herbert
initially negated the threat of Hong Kong’s notoriously high
rent to the survival of a business with a retail arm. He
pioneered the concept of “Shopping by Appointment” at his
family-owned industrial building in Taipo, cultivating
high-end buyers whose choice of world-brand furniture is a
way of expressing their identity. That branch of his business is
aptly called “i.d.” for identity. Now on a firm footing, his
retail division has opened stores in choice locations to
showcase its products to mainland visitors, strategically
ushering in the next phase of development: setting up a string
of “i.d.” stores in major cities across the Mainland.

For Herbert, however, life is not all about doing business
or making money. He religiously believes in giving back to
society, and doing so by stealth. By founding the Chiaphua
Volunteer Group, he encourages his employees to visit
mentally handicapped children and kids in cancer wards. For
him, doing good is not just writing a check. He has been a
Council Member at HKUST for six long years, serving
superbly as Vice-Chair of its Human Resources Committee
and a member of the Standing Committee for the past four.
Through his family’s Chiap Hua Cheng’s Foundation, he has
financially supported institutions as well as students who find
themselves economically downwind — here at HKUST,
across Hong Kong and over on the Mainland. Today, we
induct into HKUST’s high temple, a kind-hearted employer, a
giving gentleman, who is comfortable lying low while
reaching high. We celebrate Hong Kong’s rare hidden gem,
Mr Herbert Cheng.
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