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From  
kampung Boy to 

Global 
PLayer
Chan Cheu Leong, CEO of 
Wah Seong Corporation, is a man 
of vision and uncommon wisdom. 
Coupled with an indefatigable 
optimism, he presents an act that 
is hard to emulate; one which has 
seen the company he founded grow 
to incredible heights. He is, without 
doubt, one of corporate Malaysia’s 
most inspiring leaders, says Ena Gill.

“From early on, we realise money is important; but 
more important is to have vision, principle and 

determination,” says Chan Cheu Leong, CEO of one of 
Malaysia’s most successful oil and gas service providers, 
smiling. He has good reason to smile. The company he helms, 
Wah Seong Corporation, is not just a Malaysian success story, 
but a global one. It is ranked among the top three pipe coating 
companies in the world.

But it soon becomes apparent that Chan’s smile has little to 
do with Wah Seong’s impressive performance. This charming, 
extremely humble CEO is driven by an uncommon optimism, 
and ‘the smile’ almost never leaves his face. His optimism, 
coupled with vision and determination, has continuously 
propelled him to greater heights.

It saw the Form Four kampung boy from Bagan Datoh march 
determinedly into the principal’s office of Horley Methodist 
Secondary School (formerly Anglo Chinese School) in Teluk 
Anson – a good 45km from his village – because he wanted 
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Chan’s performance at General Corp led to Tan & Tan 
Developments offering him a position as CEO. This proved to 
be a turning point in Chan’s career. After successfully taking 
the company public in 1993, he was approached by the late 
Tan Kim Yaw to form a joint venture with the family to 
build up a trading and manufacturing arm. Chan was game. 
The joint venture was formed, called Wah Seong Industrial 
Holdings – which literally means ‘Chinese merchant’ in 
Mandarin. It began by taking over a small building materials 
trading company and an ailing water pipe company, PPI. 

“At the time, I actually wanted to retire, and enjoy life. In 
1993-94, I’d made some money in the (bullish) stock market. 
But life doesn’t end up your way!” he says, laughing. “There’s 
such a thing called a sense of responsibility to your partners 
and the people you brought in. So I came on board full time. 
In business, they say you either break through or you drift. My 
question was, if we were going to grow, in which direction? 
Finally, I thought: oil and gas. We decided to diversify into 
this industry. The rest is history.”

Well, not quite, as this ‘history’ is still evolving. From growing 
into a force to be reckoned with regionally, Chan is taking 
Wah Seong global. 

“In this industry, if you want to grow you have no choice 
but to grow globally,” says Chan. Elaborating on the point, 
he adds that in oil and gas, one has to have three things: 
technology (and he quotes Wah Seong’s track record in pipe 
coating); critical mass or economies of scale to develop one’s 
technology (because it’s very expensive to employ people from 
the international community); and the ability to compete 
globally against the best players.

“Up to 2000, we were basically a Malaysian oil and gas service 
company, but oil and gas wasn’t that big yet. From 2002, 
we embarked on a transformation programme to become an 
Asian oil and gas company,” explains Chan. This first five-year 
plan was completed one year ahead of schedule. Now, mid-
way during the Group’s second five-year plan, Wah Seong, 
which has diversified into six main divisions – Pipe Coating, 
Pipe Manufacturing, Engineering, Renewable Energy, Trading 
and E&P Services – has undergone a reorganisation and 
rebranding. All with the ultimate objective of transforming 
into a ‘global integrated energy infrastructure group’. 

Chan elaborates on his vision. “Integrated means whatever 
businesses we have, we unify in terms of managing structures 
and processes. So we have one culture and one brand. Energy 
infrastructure means we do not just focus on oil and gas but 
the wider spectrum of energy, for example power generation, 

admission into this school that taught science. It didn’t matter 
that the distance meant getting up at the crack of dawn to 
catch a bus at 6am, and returning at only about 5pm every 
evening, having spent three to four hours on the road to and 
fro. (He got into the school, but only after having to convince 
the State Education Director in Ipoh – himself mind, and 
not his father – that he deserved to be transferred.) A few 
years later, it saw Chan bus down to Singapore to apply for a 
Colombo Plan scholarship to study Engineering Production 
at the University of Birmingham, in the UK. (And, yes, 
he got the scholarship.) Still later, it drove him to leave the 
Finance Ministry of Singapore, where he was an Assistant 
Director, to pursue an MBA at the London Business School, 
this time funding himself. He had some savings from his 
two years’ work with the Singapore Administrative Service, 
and supplemented this with consultancy services for British 
industry during time off from business school.

“I’ve always believed that you shouldn’t let financial obstacles 
block your vision and your dreams. What’s important is to 
have the commitment and determination, and to aim for 
something achievable,” he says. This belief is regularly applied 
in his professional life. “Often, managers tend to be taken 
aback and say, look this costs a lot of money. Do we really 
want to do it? My advice is, don’t let money stand in your way. 
Look at the project, see if it’s feasible, achievable, bankable. If 
it is, then there are always ways of raising the money.”

Upon completion of his MBA, Chan received several job 
offers, and accepted that from Exxon in London to work 
as an analyst. He was transferred back to Malaysia, where 
he contributed to the oil and gas major for several years, 
before being lured to Tractors as its Group treasurer. His 
can-do philosophy was put to the test during his next career 
advancement, when he took on the post of Group Executive 
Director of General Corp Bhd. Chan served the construction 
company from 1984-1990 which, in his words, was a very 
traumatic period both politically and economically. “We had 
the recessions, collapse of commodities, collapse of co-ops, the 
Pan Electric Crisis, BMF, the stock market collapse of 1987, 
UMNO and MCA crisis, Semangat 46...,” he remembers.

Needless to say, his optimism rose to the challenge. “When 
you’re thrown into the fray, you learn about management 
and how to survive. It was very tough. I was still young and 
inexperienced in many ways and trying to make a career for 
myself. But it was also very exciting because you learned so 
much... about business... about people... about politics.” Most 
tellingly, he views this difficult phase very positively. “Looking 
back, I feel very fortunate to have had that experience,” he 
says.
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renewable energy... that gives us a bigger scope. Hopefully, we 
will add more energy infrastructure companies to the group to 
get us recurring income.”

The desire for recurring income is not purely for Wah Seong’s 
benefit. Chan has built a successful corporate entity that 
truly cares about its responsibilities. “You have to look at all 
your shareholders, and every year, you have to think about 
how you’re creating value for them. You have to reward them 
with dividends that grow in line with the bottom line and 
profits. That’s where the challenge is. We have 8,000-over 
shareholders, some continuing since day one of our listing,” he 
says earnestly. “Loyalty is one thing, but you’ve got to deliver.”

This, Wah Seong has managed to do. From the day it 
was established in 1994 till today, the company has had a 
compounded annual growth rate (CAGR) of 38-39%. Its 
payout rate (in dividends) is 30-40%. “From 2002, we have 
dished out RM140 million cash in dividends to shareholders. 
The investment community expects us to deliver high profits 
every year,” says Chan. To keep its investors happy, the group 
targets a long-term growth rate of between 24-25% per 
annum. 

People are the one asset Chan believes is crucial to achieving 
the trajectory he has set out for Wah Seong. “The sustainability 
of any organisation rests on the quality of its people. You have 
to develop two or three echelons of people; you have to plan 
ahead 10 to 20 years. Train them to become future leaders. 
What is this company?” he asks rhetorically. “It’s not about 
assets, but about people.”

Needless to say, coaching and formal training are part of 
the Wah Seong culture. The company is in the process of 
setting up a mentoring system to fast-track the development 
of potential leaders and young executives. At the same 
time, trainers are regularly brought in to conduct relevant 
courses in-house while employees are also sent for external 
programmes. “Obviously, you need to be in a healthy financial 
position to do this. These are investments which will bring 
returns in the long term. We are a long-term organisation,” 
says Chan.

Part of his professional development strategy is to push 
employees, especially young managers, to the limits of their 
abilities and to constantly challenge them to do more than 
they are accustomed to. “Managers must learn how to make 
decisions. When you throw them into that situation, they 
surprise themselves and find they are much better than 
they thought. But they must be pushed and challenged,” he 
rationalises.
  

While the opportunity to develop professionally, quickly, is 
part of the attraction of working with Wah Seong, the group 
has also created quite a reputation within the industry of being 
an organisation with a heart. And this, too, acts as a positive 
magnet for quality staff. “A lot of people are attracted to work 
with us because there’s a lot of humanity in this organisation,” 
says Chan. “A couple of years ago, we started Yayasan Wah 
Seong, which does a lot of charity work. It funded about 
36 scholarships to poor students to study at local colleges. 
The primary objective is to train people to become more self 
sufficient. Our scholars have no contract (to work with Wah 
Seong), but a moral contract that says if you succeed, you do 
to others what we are doing for you.”

Yayasan is funded by individuals, including shareholders. 
“A lot of us (meaning shareholders) have made pledges to 
Yayasan. The company also channels some money towards 
it. We focus not only on education, but also the health, 
safety and environment of our people,” says Chan, adding: 
“We’re incorporating CSR (corporate social responsibility) 
programmes in our business planning and budgetary exercise. 
CSR is part of the KPIs of all divisions. Each unit has to come 
out with its own CSR programme.”

Three core values that Chan has imbibed in his people 
are represented by the acronym MPT. This stands for: 
meritocracy with humility; professionalism and transparency; 
and teamwork. This has now been translated into more 
comprehensible eight core values. He himself is very much a 
part of the entire team, maintaining an open door policy, and 
even partying with his employees. “I have to have an open 
culture. If not, nobody can speak out and you don’t know 
where the cracks are. That’s very dangerous, very unhealthy. 
Many companies fail because they could not detect any 
cracks at an early stage, and some do not even know why they 
collapse!”

From the looks of things, however, there is absolutely no 
reason to believe Wah Seong is in any danger of falling 
through the cracks. It has its fundamentals right, and is 
led by a man who has his priorities right. It further has the 
commitment of a team who share the CEO’s vision. The 
vision of becoming a ‘global integrated energy infrastructure 
group’. 

ena gill is an editorial consultant who continues to Be 
inspired By malaysia’s men oF vision.

Senior management 
at Wah Seong are 
stretched, but enjoy 
the challenge.


