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Introduction:
Getting
Streetwise

Chapter
1

A tsunami of historic proportions; embryonic legal systems; a shortage of
professional managers; the SARS and bird flu panics; arrogant govern-
ments that claim that Confucianism gives them carte blanche to clamp
down on media freedom, journalists, and the internet; and companies that
pay only lip service to corporate governance: these are some of the prob-
lems with which investors in Asia must contend, be they from Asia or
outside. But Asia is also home to economies that are changing at a
dramatic and exhilarating pace, with rapid increases in spending power,
and cultures and people that are a delight.

The biggest problem in Asia is information. Much of the region is an
information-scarce operating environment, not just for outsiders but for
everyone. It means that quality information is one of Asia’s most valuable
commodities. So the trick is to be streetwise. How? Information must be
gleaned from everywhere. In Asia, businesspeople matter, more so than
companies. Personalities are important as are personal relationships. It all
means that the scope of what can be considered business information is wider
in Asia than perhaps anywhere else. Who is connected with whom, what
interests them, and what are their involvements? It all helps to build a picture
of what’s really going on and, more importantly, what might happen next. 

“Some people say that the sultans of Johor will never again serve as
Malaysia’s king,” I was told recently in Kuala Lumpur.

“Why not?”, I asked.
“They have Jewish blood, that’s the rumor.”
Jewish blood? This seemed a little far fetched for the Islamic sultanate

in the southern tip of the Malaysian peninsular that’s just opposite Singa-

1

Chapter
1



pore. Each of Malaysia’s nine hereditary rulers elect from their own
number the Yang di-Pertuan Agong or king of Malaysia who serves a five-
year term. Each is Muslim. It cannot be any other way.

Back in London I chatted with my step-mother-in-law who was visiting
from Australia. She’d spent time in London in the 1960s on a working
holiday. What kind of work did you do, I asked? One job that lasted for six
months involved keeping a wealthy, ageing Hungarian Jewish lady
company in her apartment in Grosvenor House on Park Lane.

“What was it like?” I asked. 
“Oh, it was terribly dull”, she said. “I had to go there each day, sit with

her and keep her company. She rarely went out, although most afternoons
she would get all dressed up and then we would go downstairs and sit in
the foyer. We would watch people come and go, not that many did.
Christina Ford lived in the apartment next door but you never saw her. But
there was one aspect about the job that made it interesting. Mrs Mendel
was the mother of the sultana of Johor.”

“Really?”
“But she was Jewish you said?”
“She was very Jewish. Yehudi Menhuin, the violinist, was an occasional

visitor. Family members would sometimes visit. But the main event of the
week was the delivery each Thursday of kosher Hungarian sausages. They
arrived from Harrods which had them flown in from Budapest.”

And so this is how I came to confirm, from my own mother-in-law, that
the sultan of Johor had in fact been married to a Hungarian Jew and had a
mother-in-law by the name of Mrs Mendel. Small pieces of information on
Asia turn up all over the place. 

It was Mrs Mendel’s daughter, Marcella, who became Sultan Ibrahim’s
fourth official wife. They married in the 1950s and had one daughter,
Meriam. The sultan was in his seventies. Why this should preclude future
sultans from becoming king isn’t clear. No doubt the rumor is just that.
After all, wasn’t the Prophet Muhammad’s tenth wife Jewish by birth? But
then rumor is just part of the information game. It’s a game that everyone
plays in Asia, no matter what their line of business.

Beach hawkers and souvenir sellers harass visitors to Bali incessantly
when they first arrive. But the pestering stops after a few days. Why?
Because as the hawkers themselves have told me, they determine how
long tourists have been on the island by the depth of their skin tans. The
new arrivals are the easiest targets: they are yet to buy their souvenirs, yet
to harden to the hawkers’ overtures, and, having just arrived, are cashed
up. Tourists find that the harassment eases as their stay progresses,
unaware that it is their changing skin tone that is the reason.
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Honeymooners are prime targets. They’re big spenders and usually are
interested in decorative items to adorn the new marital home. But how do
the hawkers ascertain who is newly wed and who is not? They look at visi-
tors’ wedding rings. If they are shiny and new, they know they have found a
target. And so for the hawkers on Bali, a tan or a shiny wedding band
convey competitive intelligence, commercially useful information.

It doesn’t matter whether you sell aircraft to airlines in China or
seashells to tourists at Kuta beach, much useful information about poten-
tial customers can be gained from their appearance and attire. Quick
decisions can then be made about how best to shape your pitch.
Succeeding in Asia is all about watching and noticing.

How many times have you walked into a shop in Asia and the proprietor
greets you by looking at your watch? He’s assessing how much you can
afford; how much time he should spend with you. When quality infor-
mation is in short supply, people develop proxy ways of finding out what
they need to know. They become streetwise, a skill that isn’t much needed
in the information-rich economies of the West.

No longer do all Sikh men outside India grow their hair and beards long
and wear turbans. Instead they are neatly trimmed and look like anyone
else, but for one exception: most still wear the kangan or kara, a thin metal
band usually made of pure silver but never of steel or gold, on the right
wrist. It is there on the right hand to remind the wearer to act wisely and
fairly because it is the right hand that is used to do most things. Muslim
men don’t wear gold or silk, Indonesians usually wear their wrist watches
on their right hands, Filipinos nearly always have a nickname. Details like
these lead to more details and soon one’s operating environment begins to
make sense. So information is available everywhere in Asia. It’s a question
of how to identify it and use it. That leads to the purpose of this book: the
harnessing of knowledge in Asia to provide a competitive advantage in
business, not just overtly business-oriented knowledge but all knowledge.

About this Book

Inside Knowledge is a companion book for The Asian Insider. But it’s not
necessary to have read The Asian Insider first. Like The Asian Insider, it is a
pot pourri, a smorgasbord if you like, a bit like Asia. It is not comprehensive.
How could it be? However, each of my Asia business books, Inside Asia,
The Asian Insider, Big in Asia (written with Charlotte Butler), and Asian
Eclipse, when considered together and as one body of work should provide
an almost encyclopedic coverage of much of the detail of business in Asia. 
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Inside Knowledge provides detailed information on discrete areas related
to Asian business that go beyond the usual superficial treatments provided
by most business books. After all, Asia does not have the strict divisions
between the realms of business and non-business that the West does. The
predominance of family firms is one reason. Where does the family end and
the firm begin, particularly when most firms are managed by the family?
Leisure pursuits often provide opportunities for business networking. Golf
is the most celebrated example in Asia. But art collecting is another means
by which wealthy businesspeople in Asia are brought together. And so
many ostensibly non-business pursuits in Asia have a business component.

Inside Knowledge begins with a chapter on people’s names in Asia. This
is deliberate. Connections count for a lot in Asia and an obvious starting
point is understanding Asian naming structures which vary across the
region and can be as confusing to people in Asia as those from outside.
But there are some very practical considerations too. Surnames are in short
supply in some parts of Asia; many share the same name, something which
plays havoc with credit checks, for example.

Thereafter the book is divided into two parts: “Places” and “Markets.”
“Places” includes two chapters on China, one provides a positive account
and the other a negative. Too many people in business focus on China’s
positives but prudence dictates that the negatives must also be given due
consideration. 

Chapters 5 and 6 look at the newly emerging economies of Central Asia,
most particularly Kazakhstan but also its neighbors. Why? Because Central
Asia has enormous potential and is only just beginning the path to prosperity
that the rest of Asia started decades ago. Information on Central Asia is hard
to come by so I’ve erred on the side of detail to help fill the information gap.

Chapter 7 looks at Malaysia and specifically the position of former
Deputy Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim now that he has been released from
jail. Why Anwar in particular? Because politics and business are so inex-
orably entwined in Malaysia. What happens in Malaysian politics
inevitably affects business.

Chapter 8 analyses the role that Australian expatriates play in Asia and
elsewhere. Australians have become prominent in the Asian offices of
accounting, law, and other professional services firms. In one sense,
Australians are becoming a commercial diaspora in their own right, much
like overseas Chinese or non-resident Indians. They have moved to occupy
economic space rather than geographic space, a borderless and mobile
commercial community in search of the challenges that evade them in their
own comparatively safe and well-developed home working environment.

Chapter 9 focuses on Nepal. The country is underresearched and a relat-
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ively unknown quantity among those in business. Opportunity typically
lies where information is poorest. Just maybe Nepal is more than beauti-
ful scenery. The first step is to gain more than a passing knowledge about
the country.

“Markets,” this book’s second half, takes a look at various commodities,
products, and crazes that are either unique to Asia, have come to be domi-
nated by Asian countries, or have a particular Asian flavor. The first is
business process outsourcing in which firms in India have become world
leaders. But competitors are closing in. Chapter 10 looks at some of these
competitors, including emerging competition from China. Why is China
emerging as a player? To date, two factors have driven the international
outsourcing market: cost and English language abilities. One of the most
important dynamics in the world today, one which is yet to be fully recog-
nized, are the numbers of mainland Chinese who are learning English. The
trend is difficult to quantify but I suspect that within a surprisingly short
period, the nation with the largest number of English speakers after the
United States will not be India or the Philippines, but China.

Other markets addressed are those for Asian art and antiques, birds’ nests,
rare fish, diamonds, sandalwood, arms and munitions, and bad loans and
distressed debt. Hotels in Asia (a subject close to many business travelers’
hearts) are examined and how the behavior, attitude, and expectations of
guests differ according to their countries of origin. Chapter 15 covers the
phenomenal growth of Starbucks and its imitators across Asia. There is also
a chapter on Thailand’s sex industry and Bangkok’s well-known Patpong
night strip. Why? Because the matter of the ownership of Patpong fascinates
many, particularly as prostitution is actually illegal in Thailand. That
Patpong not only exists but is world renowned shows how what passes for
the law operates in Thailand, with all the attendant implications for business.

But of course the biggest game in town in Asia today is China and
China runs through many of the chapters. As mentioned, China is set to be
an important player in business process outsourcing. It is a leading foreign
investor in Central Asia where it is constructing oil and gas pipelines
inside Kazakhstan. The bid to snare mainland Chinese gamblers is why
Asia’s governments such as Singapore’s that have always opposed casinos
now plan to allow them. New demand from China is driving Southeast
Asia’s birds’ nest industry. The extraordinary boom that’s now underway
in Chinese art and antiques is largely underwritten by mainland Chinese
speculators. China also has the potential to revive Asia’s market for bad
loans and distressed debt, as billions in bad loans are carved from its banks
and sold off. The implications of China’s dramatic economic growth are
very wide indeed.
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Table 1.1 Comparing Asia:Who ranks where?

Country or Disposable Population Corruption Adult  Ageing population 
territory income (GDP (millions) (perceived literacy (median age of

per capita: corruption: rank  (%) population, years)
purchasing out of 145 countries;

power parity the higher the rank,
basis, US$) the more corrupt)

Hong Kong 28,800 6.9 16 93.5 39.4

Japan 28,200 127.3 24 99.0 42.3

Singapore 23,700 4.4 5 92.5 36.2

Taiwan 23,400 22.7 equal 35 96.1 33.7

Macau 19,400 0.45 n.a. 94.5 35.2

Brunei 18,600 0.37 n.a. 93.9 26.7

South Korea 17,800 48.6 47 97.9 33.7

Malaysia 9,000 23.5 39 88.7 23.8

Thailand 6,900 64.9 equal 64 92.6 30.5

China 5,000 1,299.0 equal 71 90.9 31.8

Philippines 4,600 86.2 equal 102 92.6 22.1

Sri Lanka 3,700 19.9 equal 67 92.3 29.1

Indonesia 3,200 238.5 equal 133 87.9 26.1

India 2,900 1,065.1 equal 90 59.5 24.4

Vietnam 2,500 82.7 equal 102 90.3 24.9

Pakistan 2,100 159.2 equal 129 45.7 19.4

Bangladesh 1,900 141.3 equal 145 45.2 21.5

Cambodia 1,900 13.4 n.a. 69.4 19.5

Burma/Myanmar 1,800 42.7 equal 142 85.3 25.7

Mongolia 1,800 2.8 equal 85 97.8 23.9

Laos 1,700 6.1 n.a. 66.4 18.6

Nepal 1,400 27.1 equal 90 45.2 19.9

Bhutan 1,300 2.2 n.a. 42.2 20.3

North Korea 1,300 22.7 n.a. 99.0 31.4

East Timor 440 1.0 n.a. 58.6 20.0

* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *

United States 37,800 293.0 equal 17 97.0 36.0

Australia 29,000 19.9 9 100.0 37.1

United Kingdom 27,700 60.3 11 99.0 38.7

Sources: CIA Factbook, 2005;Transparency International, Corruption Perceptions Index,
www.transparency.org.



Introduction: Getting Streetwise 7

Chapter 21 looks at the role of Asia’s Parsis, a minority commercial
community that has become disproportionately wealthy compared to the
local majority population. And yet, not for them the race-based pogroms
that, say, Indonesia’s wealthy Chinese minority community sporadically
endure. Why? While building up wealth through trading and commerce is
important, the Parsis also show that it’s important to then share that
wealth, if for no other reason than self-preservation. It’s a fitting chapter to
end on. Corporate social responsibility might be the new catch phrase
among modern corporations today, but the Parsis have been doing it for
centuries. The Parsis provide a lesson for all.
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in the Philippines  118
software programming  113–14

256 Index



P

Pacific Coffee  172
Packer, Kerry  152
Pakistan

Chinese investment in  28
Parsis in  225
statistical comparisons  6

Paras, Prince of Nepal  107
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231–2
PSC Industries (Malaysia)  145–6
Putrajaya (Malaysia)  83, 119

Q

Qatar
art and antiques buying  129–31
oil/gas deals  129
plans for cultural tourism  129–31

R

racism
in Asia  96
in Australia  95–7
in Japan  96

Rahmonov, Imomali  76
Ramadan  220
Rana family, Nepal  108–9
Reliance Group  217
Reuters, in India  114
Riady, James  135–6
rifles, automatic  140–1
rosewood

as substitute for sandalwood  210
yellow, see Huanghuali furniture

Royal Nepal Airlines  101
Ruhnama 65–6
Russia

casinos in  150–1
Chinese loan to  29
military bases in Central Asia  53–4, 76

S

Samsung, art collection  135
sandalwood  209–12

Australian  210, 211–12
demand for  211–12
poaching  210

San Francisco Coffee  172
San Gimignamo  182–3
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coffee shops in  169, 170, 171, 172,

173
film industry  219
personal names  11–12, 12, 15
sex industry  201–6
statistical comparisons  6
Stock Exchange of Thailand (SET)

148
see also Bangkok

Thani, Sheikh Saud al-  129, 130–1
Tibet

antiques  132
art forgery  134
Zi beads  215–17

TPV Technology  46
triad gangs, Hong Kong  218–19
Trung Nguyen  172–3
Tsui, Tsin Tong  136
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