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founder of Airwallex, winner of 
the HKBA Start-up Award, says 
that the award is a welcome 
recognition for the fintech 
company. “Earning the trust of 
our customers, banking and 
business partners, as well as our 
regulators is crucial to our 
business, and this award 
strengthens our credibility as a 
reputable and sustainable 
business,” says Zhang. 

“To be awarded this honour
alongside other respected 
organisations is humbling. We 
are grateful for this strong vote of 
confidence in our business 
proposition, endorsement of the 
progress we have made and the 
contribution of the entire group 
– of management and staff.”

Airwallex, which was founded
in Melbourne in 2015 and 
moved its headquarters to Hong 
Kong three years ago, offers 
customers a global, cross-border 
payment platform. 

Going digital this year has 
become a necessity for many 
businesses to survive, and 
Airwallex has capitalised on this, 
resulting in a year of tremendous 
growth.  “Despite an initial 
slowdown in February and 
March, we have seen an 
incredible bounce back in 
revenue and transaction 
volume, particularly in the 
e-commerce, logistics, digital 
and tech sectors,” says Zhang. 

“In Q3 alone, we’ve seen a 50
per cent increase in our global 
customer base and over 100 per 
cent increase in net revenue, 
versus Q2 2020. We’re also 

extremely fortunate to be 
actively hiring throughout the 
pandemic, bringing on board 
more than 140 staff in the first 
half of the year and still looking 
to fill over 100 open roles across 
our global offices.”

The company has raised 
US$200 million from top-tier 
investors this year and looks set 
for a period of impressive growth. 
“We aim to become the financial 
cloud for businesses in the new 
digital economy,” adds Zhang. 
“To deliver on this ambition, we 
will continue to accelerate our 
trademark execution velocity in 
product innovation, 
infrastructure and geographical 
expansion, while ensuring we 
continue to deliver outstanding 
customer experience.”

The SME Award went to 
Central Smile, a family and 
specialist dental practice 
founded in 2017. The company is
one of the largest private dental 
practices in Central and has 
grown to encompass over 20 
dentists and specialists, offering 
a full range of services for all ages. 

The Executive Award was 
handed to Kent Wong, managing
director of Chow Tai Fook 
Jewellery Group.

“I am truly honoured to be 
the recipient of the Executive 
Award,” says Wong. “Having 
spent 43 years in the jewellery 
industry that I love, I am 
immensely proud and humbled 
to have witnessed not only the 
incredible developments within 
our industry, but also to have 
worked alongside so many 

inspiring individuals in the 
community. The market 
continues to evolve, and our 
future success hinges on our 
agile ability and innovative spirit. 
I believe that this transformation 
is an endless journey that helps 
us to keep pace with the times 
and stay at the forefront.”

Wong and Chow Tai Fook 
Jewellery have faced a 
tumultuous year, with a shift in 
consumer buying habits 
alongside soaring international 
gold prices and rising political 
tensions, causing considerable 
challenges to the company. 

However, the company has
grown to become a leader in 
digital empowerment, through 
the use of strategies such as 
artificial intelligence and big data 
to analyse the colour and clarity 
of diamonds. 

It also implemented the 
CloudSales 365 mini-programme 
on WeChat earlier this year, 
which expedites shopping 
through mobile devices and has 
already connected with two 
million customers. 

While the award has Wong’s
name on it, he makes it clear that 
he takes pride in empowering his 
entire team to succeed during 
testing times. 

“We continually invest in our
intellectual capital and empower 
our people ... to encourage 
continuous learning,” he says. 
“As long as we stay vigilant, work 
collaboratively and bring in 
innovative insights, there’s no 
doubt that we can navigate the 
way well.”

Jack Zhang, CEO and co-founder at Airwallex, 
winner of the HKBA Start-up Award. 
Photo: Airwallex

The HKBA Executive Award was presented to 
Kent Wong, managing director of Chow Tai Fook 
Jewellery Group. Photo: Chow Tai Fook

For more than three decades, the 
annual Hong Kong Business 
Awards (HKBA) have shone a 
light on the city’s most tenacious 
businesspeople and influential 
industry leaders, celebrating 
their biggest successes and 
highlighting their achievements 
to the community.

Against a backdrop of a tough
business environment, which 
has been compounded by the 
impact of the Covid-19 
pandemic, escalating Sino-US 
tensions and the worst recession 
in decades, this year’s awards 
placed particular focus on 
celebrating businesses and 

individuals who have shown 
resilience, while seeking to 
push forward in the face of 
current challenges.

Established in 1990 by the 
South China Morning Post and 
DHL, the awards were originally 
conceived as a way to inject 
confidence into Hong Kong’s 
business sector following a period 
of financial instability, and have 
since evolved into the city’s most 
prestigious business accolades. 

Previous recipients include 
Li Ka-shing, Allan Zeman, Hari 
Harilela and Jack So. Last year, 
Fung Group chairman Victor 
Fung received the Lifetime 

Achievement Award, while Hong 
Kong Exchanges & Clearing 
(HKEX) chief executive Charles 
Li was named Business Person of 
the Year. 

Award categories have 
changed over the years, with a 
category added in 2018 to 
recognise and nurture 
outstanding start-ups in Hong 
Kong, while the China Company 
Award was retired this year. 
The Hong Kong Business Awards 
have endured partly because of 
its unique peer judging process: 
each year’s winners make up half 
of the judging panel for the 
ensuing year.

This year, awards were given
out in seven different categories: 
Business Person of the Year, 
Executive, International, 
Enterprise, SME, Start-up, and 
Lifetime Achievement.

The 31st edition was held on
December 8 and took place in a 
hybrid format, in light of current 
social distancing restrictions. 
Eschewing the usual black-tie 
gala dinner, this year’s event was 
held with a scaled-back live 
award presentation ceremony 
for winners and limited guests, 
which was recorded to be 
broadcast on the event website. 

Jack Zhang, CEO and co-

The HKBA Enterprise Award went to HKBN Group. Photo: HKBN Group

Leaders and pioneering companies are recognised for their efforts at 
the Hong Kong Business Awards, writes Anna Cummins 

CITY’S BUSINESS 
TRIUMPHS HAILED

OVERVIEW



B6 Wednesday, December 16, 2020  DHL/SCMP HK BUSINESS AWARDS                     

¢ SPECIAL REPORT ¢

Executive Award are  individual 
recognitions of the vital 
contributions made by Hong 
Kong’s most influential business 
leaders. The Enterprise Award 
honours established companies 
in Hong Kong that have 
demonstrated resilience, market 
leadership and excellent 
corporate governance over the 
years, while the International 
Award is given to companies that 
have achieved significant 
revenue and profitability as a 
direct result of developing new 
markets overseas 

The Lifetime Achievement
Award commends successful 
business leaders who have made 
lifelong contributions to Hong 
Kong’s business and social 
development. The SME Award 
aims to recognise smaller 
companies that have 
successfully demonstrated 
adaptability, innovation and 
perseverance over time. This 
award was introduced in 2007, in 
appreciation of the fact SMEs 
account for 98 per cent of the 
total number of enterprises in 
Hong Kong, making them the 
primary driving force in the city’s 
economic development. 

Added in 2018 as a response to
the city’s thriving start-up scene, 
the Start-up Award acknowledges 
young local visionaries who 
exhibit excellence in growth, 
strategy and company culture. It 
rewards business originality and 
performance that taps unique 
market opportunities, as well as 
sustainable growth.

The introduction of new 
categories seeks to broaden the 
scope of the awards programme 
and recognise more businesses 
for their contributions to overall 
economic development. Judging 
criteria and processes are 
frequently reviewed to reflect the 
evolving business landscape.

As a response to a greater 
emphasis on environmental, 
social responsibility and 
corporate governance (ESG) 
compliance, the HKBA 
programme also raised the 
weightings of ethical and socially 
responsible business practices in 
2018, measured by 
commitments to ESG criteria. 

The HKBA programme was
launched at a time when Hong 
Kong was transitioning from a 
global manufacturing centre to a 
major financial, trading and 
service hub. In the 1990s, the 

early awardees reflected this 
trend, with many winners 
hailing from the finance, 
property and trading industries – 
notable winners during this 
period include HSBC Hong 
Kong, Cheung Kong Holdings, 
Hopewell Holdings, New World 
Development, Esprit Holdings 
and Li & Fung.

Since 1990, the awards have
also recognised a number of 
influential corporate figures 
from Hong Kong and China, 
including Dickson Poon, who 
won the Young Entrepreneur 
Award in 1991. Hong Kong 
business magnate Li Ka-shing 
received the inaugural Business 
Person of the Year Award in 1990, 
and won the Lifetime 
Achievement Award in 2010. 

In 2019, the Lifetime 
Achievement Award was given 
to Dr Victor Fung, group 
chairman of Fung Group. In the 
same year, Charles Li, chief 
executive of Hong Kong 
Exchanges and Clearing (HKEX), 
was named HKBA Business 
Person of the Year. 

In recent years, with 
technological advancements 
and digitalisation, the awards 
have seen a growing number of 
tech companies entering the 
programme. The first two 
winners of the inaugural Start-
up Award were both 
biotechnology companies: 
Prenetics Group, inaugural 
winners in 2018, and Phase 
Scientific, which won the award 
in 2019. This year’s Start-up 

Award winner is pioneering 
fintech unicorn Airwallex, which 
specialises in international 
payments for business around 
the globe.

In the wake of an 
exceptionally turbulent 12 
months in the SAR, the winners 
of the HKBA awards in 2020 are a 
testament to the ability of the 
city’s business leaders to endure, 
disrupt and innovate, even in the 
most challenging of 
circumstances. 

“Each of the awardees has 
exemplified the defining 
characteristics of what makes 
Hong Kong world-class – 
adaptive, resilient, innovative 
and industrious. They serve as 
icons that demonstrate business 
acumen amid the most 
turbulent times,” says Ng.

“Hong Kong has overcome a
number of great challenges 
throughout its history, which 
proves its strength in the face of 
adversity. During these 
challenging times, we also 
applaud businesses and 
individuals who stay true to their 
commitment to social 
responsibility. Not only did our 
winners manage to overcome 
obstacles, they also found ways 
to give back to the community 
through charity and goodwill, 
solidifying their rightful status as 
this city’s business leaders. 

“Looking forward, HKBA will
continue to soldier on, inspiring 
and uniting all businesses in 
Hong Kong, which is a much-
needed boost during this time.” 

When the Hong Kong Business 
Awards (HKBA) launched in 
1990, Hong Kong was a city in 
shock, left reeling from the 
dramatic stock market crash of 
1989, which saw the Hang Seng 
Index experience a period of wild 
and unpredictable daily swings. 

It was against this unsettled
backdrop that DHL teamed up 
with the South China Morning 
Post to launch the HKBA 
programme. The initial idea 
behind the awards was to find a 

way to boost local business 
confidence and inject a dose of 
inspiration into the city’s 
entrepreneurial landscape. 

The concept was a 
resounding success: DHL and 
the Post have presented the 
HKBA together annually since, 
with the 2020 edition held on 
December 8. 

The awards recognise the 
city’s influential business elites 
and laud industry leaders for 
their contributions towards the 

collective economic success of 
the city. The programme also 
seeks to raise the bar of corporate
governance, and actively 
encourages the emergence of 
small and medium enterprises.

“Since the launch in 1990, the
Hong Kong Business Awards 
have constantly identified and 
recognised outstanding 
businesses and personalities 
who come out first among 
equals,” says Ng Chee Choong, 
senior vice-president and 

managing director of DHL 
Express Hong Kong & Macau. 
“Their commitment to the 
expansion of our city’s economic 
capabilities deserves 
recognition, and serves as an 
inspiration to the many 
businesswomen and men who 
drive growth and innovation in 
Hong Kong.”

Since 1990, the number of 
award categories has expanded 
from four to seven. Business 
Person of the Year and the 

Born in testing times in 1990 and now in its 31st year, the Hong Kong 
Business Awards programme continues to inspire business confidence 
during the current economic turbulence, writes Elizabeth Curtis

EXCELLENCE THROUGH THE YEARS 
THE HISTORY

The HKBA was launched when Hong Kong was transitioning from global manufacturing centre to major financial and service hub. Photo: SCMP

The HKBA programme was a way to boost business confidence after the 
stock market crash of 1989. Photo: SCMP

HKBN Group has been awarded 
the Enterprise Award in the 2020 
Hong Kong Business Awards. 
Considering the ongoing global 
pandemic during which 
businesses have had to change 
or perish, HKBN Group has 
successfully navigated doing the 
former and launched new 
initiatives in one of Hong Kong’s 
more competitive industries. 

“We believe that in difficult
times, or even in a crisis, there is 
both ‘opportunity’ and 
‘responsibility’,” says Billy 
Yeung, HKBN Co-Owner and 
CEO – Enterprise Solutions and 
JOS Group. “We see the exigent 
value of change amid the fragility 
exposed by Covid-19, and as a 
company that leads through 
purpose, we have been working 
to launch a spectrum of 
initiatives to continue inspiring 
the business sector to take 
greater responsibility for our 
society’s shared future.”

HKBN Group prides itself on
developing innovative solutions, 
Yeung says, through the 
application of best-fitting 
technologies with proven 
capabilities. “We are proud to 
have gained the recognition, 
especially as this is only our 
first application.”

HKBN Group is uniquely run
by 990 “co-owners” who operate 
pain-gain schemes. According to 
Yeung, these “Talents”, drawn 
from Hong Kong and across Asia, 
have invested their savings to 
buy shares in HKBN Group or to 
meet a common business KPI. 
This co-ownership, Yeung 
explains, helps align 
shareholders’ interests with 

those of fellow HKBN Group 
“Talents” and their customers. 
The company also upholds a 
“life, then work” culture. “With 
our world-class team of Talents, 
[we] continue to embrace 
innovation as the backbone in 
our operations.” 

“It is our commitment to 
address the pain-points for our 
customers that makes us stand 
from the crowd,” Yeung says. 

“By breaking down silos in 
different units and geographical 
locations, HKBN Group 
unleashes our tech prowess, 
helping customers from 
different industries to seek 
growth opportunities through an 
array of bespoke and readily 
available telecoms and 
technology solutions.”

One of the company’s 
initiatives in turning enterprise 
customers into business 
partners is through their Barter & 
Bundle programme – which 
allows partial payment for its 
enterprise solutions in the form 
of service or product vouchers to 
use in residential acquisition and 
retention programmes. 

“In turn providing free/
discounted products or services 
from our enterprise customers to 
our residential customers – a 
perfect demonstration of win-
win-win.

“By proactively responding to
Covid-19 with the decisive 
#ToughTimesTogether actions, 
we addressed the needs of 
different stakeholders and 
walked our talk by living our core 
purpose to ‘make our home a 
better place to live’,” Yeung 
points out. 

This campaign offered one-
month service fee waivers to 
about one million residential 

and business customers, two-
year free broadband service to 
10,000 underprivileged families, 
job and mentorship 
opportunities to fresh graduates, 
and mobile data plans and 
devices to help the needy. 

“Being a purpose-driven 
company, we are here to grow 
with our customers, and to 
create positive impacts wherever 
we operate.”

“Taking the chance, we also
thank our fellow HKBNers for 
their incredible work. The award 
is a recognition of our motto of 
leading change for our 
customers. We will continue to 
leverage our expertise with 
game-changing ideas to 
improve lives and experiences, 
to redefine the growth and 
future opportunities of our 
enterprise customers, 
eventually co-creating win-win-
win for our enterprise 
customers, residential 
customers and our home.”

Billy Yeung, HKBN Co-Owner and 
CEO – Enterprise Solutions & JOS 
Group. Photo: HKBN Group 

Doing well by 
doing good

HKBA ENTERPRISE AWARD 

Lee Hill-choi
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HKBN Group, which received
the HKBA Enterprise Award, 
shares  exactly the same 
sentiment. “Today, it is the world 
of ‘change or die’ ... The 
pandemic posed an 
unprecedented calling for 
everyone to accelerate 
transformation,” says Billy 
Yeung, HKBN Co-Owner and 
CEO – Enterprise Solutions & 
JOS Group. 

As one of Hong Kong’s leading
telecommunication providers, 
the company went through its 
own digital transformation a few 
years ago. 

“It has made us capable of 
acting and changing with agility 
to adjust to the changing market 
conditions.” Yeung says. 

“This is especially essential to
businesses in view of the volatile 
challenges with the Covid-19 
pandemic and technology 
disruption colliding.”

HKBN Group is no stranger to
change, having gone through the 

process of making five 
acquisitions since 2012. 

“We now only have one ‘best
of breed’ 1-HKBN HR 
programme: we retain and 
promote talent based on 
mindset and capability rather 
than whether they are from the 
acquiring or acquired company, 
and we by far recorded the 
highest growth within our 
telecom industry peer group,” 
Yeung says. 

“Yet we are hungry for more.
We continue to deliver 
innovative, best-fit solutions to 
our customers, eventually 
contributing to the co-growth 
with them.” 

One example is the debut of
FiXit, an uber IT concept offering 
comprehensive one-stop IT 
services, assisting companies to 
save IT costs and manpower 
while enjoying professionally 
accredited expert service.

The Lifetime Achievement
Award went to Luen Thai Group, 

a leading consumer goods and 
supply chain company in 
apparel and accessories. 

“I wasn’t told I was 
nominated until I received the 
winning notification email, and I 
was flattered given that 
everyone, including myself, is 
facing the challenge of Covid-
19,” says founder and chairman 
Dr Tan Siu-lin. 

“[We] received the 
International Award in 2010, 
which was a tremendous boost 
in morale back then, meaning 
we were doing things right. And 
we continue to be innovative 
and creative in working with our 
partners so that we grow 
stronger in the ever-changing 
business environment together.” 

Starting as a small family-run
business in 1965, Luan Thai 
operates sales and design offices, 
manufacturing facilities and 
logistics stations in Asia, America 
and Europe. 

“With our knowledge in 

China and consumer product 
manufacturing, we have our 
brand management and retail 
businesses. With our knowledge 
in the Western Pacific, we have 
our offshore fishing business. 
And today, they are all stand-
alone businesses able to serve a 
spectrum of markets,” Tan says. 

“We foresaw the possible 
prolonging of the US-China 
trade dispute, which led us to 
mobilise our manufacturing 
facilities at lightning speed to 
reduce duty impact on products 
made in China. 

“The once-in-a-century 
Covid-19 (pandemic) hits hard 
across the board and pulls the 
global economy to the abyss. It is 
sad to see that some businesses 
have gone, but for the surviving 
ones, it is time to rethink and 
reform, to cope with the changes 
in the environment. We are 
doing exactly the same right 
now to help us navigate through 
this storm.” 

The 2020 DHL/SCMP Hong 
Kong Business Awards have 
produced a line-up of winners 
who have shown resilience and 
above-expectation results in the 
face of an economy under siege 
by the Covid-19 pandemic. 

The Hong Kong Jockey Club
(HKJC) took home the 
prestigious International Award. 
“[This] is a tremendous accolade 
for the club and for all our 
employees,” says HKJC CEO 
Winfried Engelbrecht-Bresges. 
“Creating a globally recognised 
brand has generated significant 
benefits for Hong Kong, 
including the club’s tax 
contributions and charity 
donations as well as 
employment opportunities.”

“The club’s purpose is the 
betterment of our society, so the 
more revenue we generate from 
overseas the more support we 
can provide to the community. 
In 2019/20, for example, the club 
contributed HK$20.7 billion in 
betting duty, profits tax and 
Lotteries Fund contributions 
and approved HK$4.5 billion in 
charity donations – resources 
that were clearly greatly needed 
given the pandemic.” 

The HKJC also established 
relief programmes, including the 
Covid-19 Emergency Fund, 
which has supported 220 NGOs 
and community partners to 
implement more than 240 
initiatives for people in need. 

The CEO attributes HKJC’s 
success to its employees, who 
made tremendous efforts in 
keeping racing operations going, 
from flying in over 400 horses 
from overseas since the start of 
the pandemic to maintaining 

three million square feet of 
farmland to social housing. 

“The year 2020 has reminded
us of what really matters, and 
what we are capable of when we 
take up more, commit more and 
contribute more in these 
challenging times. As business 
leaders, we should be the engine 
for Hong Kong and the 
powerhouse for the next 
generation,” Cheng says. 

“This award is a recognition
of all responsible business 
leaders, and all our works this 
year. It is also an encouragement 
for me to further orchestrate 
collective creativity and bring 
social innovation to the next 
generation and the world.”

When the pandemic hit, 
NWD was among the first to set 
up a special fund of 50 million 
yuan (HK$59.3 million), quickly 
responding to the need to 
shoulder social responsibility, 
says Cheng. “It has always been 
the group’s belief of using the 
power of creativity and social 
innovation to give back to 
society, tying our business 
success to social progress and 
well-being, which is our Creating
Shared Value (CSV) vision.” 

Cheng adds that while 2020
has been a year of change, 
reflection and inspiration due to 
Covid-19, it has brought 
unprecedented challenges. It 
was important for 
conglomerates and business 
leaders to rethink their various 
roles and responsibilities. 

“Being a proactive driving 
force for the next generation and 
tthe world, the group keeps 
moving forward through 
creativity and innovation.” 

regular weekly horse movements. 
Through government support, 
the club created a “racing 
bubble” of strict health measures, 
enabling a full schedule of events. 

“Given that in the first months
of the pandemic many sports 
closed down, including racing in 
many countries, I think you can 
appreciate the significance of our 
achievement. In fact, I believe it 
sent a strong signal to the world of 
the strength and resilience of 
Hong Kong as a whole.” 

Another example of resilience
is property and infrastructure 
company New World 
Development Company (NWD). 
The awards recognised CEO 
Adrian Cheng as Business 
Person of the Year. Cheng 
unveiled several projects during 
the pandemic, including Victoria 
Dockside, State Theatre and The 
Pavilia Farm. NWD also donated 

DHL/SCMP Hong Kong Business Awards recognise 
organisations that have risen to the enormous 
challenge posed by the pandemic, offering inspiration 
to those facing difficulties, writes Lee Hill-choi

LEADING THE WAY BY EXAMPLE
REWARDING RESILIENCE

HKBN Group was presented with the HKBA Enterprise Award. Photo: HKBN GroupAdrian Cheng, CEO of New World 
Development and founder of 
K11 Group. Photo: New World 
Development
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When judging the DHL/SCMP 
Hong Kong Business Awards 
(HKBA) came around, it required 
some of the city’s foremost 
industry experts to come 
together to select those 
applicants most deserving of 
recognition. 

But it would be a big 
challenge to go through the high 
number of submissions that 
increase year on year, if it weren’t 
for the advisory team led by 
Dr Winnie Leung (now in her 
second year on the panel of 
judges) together with Chris Tang, 
Victor Lee and Andrew Shek 
from the Institute of 

Accountants Exchange. As the 
principal lecturer on accounting 
at the University of Hong Kong 
(HKU), Leung is passionate 
about accounting education. 

As a CPA with practical 
experience in banking, and the 
winner of the 2012 and 2018 
outstanding teacher award 
(recognised by HKU’s faculty of 
business and economics), Leung 
offers her expertise in matters 
related to financial reporting and 
corporate governance. 

She is part of a team of initial
advisers who provide analyses of 
the candidates and makes 
recommendations to support 

judges’ voting, after which a 
panel of veteran business experts 
– herself included – determines 
which company or person goes 
away with the prestigious award 
in each category. 

The Covid-19 pandemic 
might be the major event of 2020,
but this year’s company results 
may not yet reflect this in the 
financial submissions submitted 
to the HKBA. 

“The criteria that are listed on
our website are very clear,” says 
Leung. “We follow the scoring 
KPIs to conduct the analyses. 
Different awards have different 
KPIs which are clearly shown on 

the HKBA website. Apart from 
financial KPIs, there are also 
non-financial KPIs.”

The judging panel consists of
veteran business experts and 
industry professionals, such as 
the esteemed Professor Richard 
Wong, provost and deputy vice-
chancellor, chair of economics 
and founding director at the 
Hong Kong Institute of 
Economics and Business 
Strategy, who is chairman. Wong 
has been chairman of the 
judging panel of the DHL/SCMP 
HKBA since 2006. 

George Leung Siu-kay also 
sits on the panel. As CEO of the 

Hong Kong General Chamber of 
Commerce, Leung has intricate 
knowledge of Hong Kong’s 
changing business landscape. 
He was previously adviser to the 
deputy chairman and chief 
executive of the Hong Kong and 
Shanghai Banking Corporation 
(HSBC) and a member of the 
bank’s Hong Kong Executive 
Committee. 

Terrence Chiu, head of 
HSBC’s Commercial Banking, 
has held senior positions across 
APAC, from commercial to 
global banking and markets in 
Hong Kong, China and 
Singapore. He joined HSBC in 

The Hong Kong Jockey Club Scholarships endeavour to develop community leadership, the type of initiative the judges look for in the HKBA winners. Photo: HKJC
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1986 and has moved swiftly up 
the ranks to become one of the 
banking world’s senior leaders. 

Janice Choi is adviser and 
legal director at Hong Kong-
based Sun Wah Group, and is 
director at Hong Kong-listed 
Sunwah Kingsway Capital 
Holdings. Choi also holds many 
other public positions that 
include being a member of the 
Tianjin Committee of the 
Chinese People’s Political 
Consultative Conference of the 
PRC, and vice-chairman of the 
Hong Kong Federation of 
Women, among others. 

Dr Victor Fung is best known
as group chairman of the Fung 
Group and chairman of the 
Advisory Board of the Asia Global
Institute at the University of 
Hong Kong. Previously a 
professor at Harvard Business 
School before returning to Hong 
Kong in 1976, Fung is currently a 
member of the International 
Business Leaders Advisory 
Council for the Mayor of Beijing, 
and a non-official member of the 
Chief Executive’s Council of 
Advisers on Innovation and 
Strategic Development.

Joining the ranks of panel 
judges is Hong Kong Exchanges 
and Clearing co-president 
and chief operating officer, 
Calvin Tai. 

With extensive experience in
Hong Kong’s banking industry, 
his current role allows him to 
oversee the exchange, clearing 
and risk management functions 
at HKEX’s securities and 
derivatives business in Hong 
Kong. These are just a few 
names among the esteemed 
panel judges. 

With the pandemic still 
raging across the globe, and 
business slowing down or even 
disappearing, Dr Leung says 
that she did entertain the 
thought as to whether 
companies would be less likely 
to submit their applications 
this year. “But it turns out we 
received more applications than 
the previous year.” 

Start-up businesses in 
particular were keen to take part, 
to help cement their reputation 
in the industry. 

“We received many 
applications for the Start-up 
Award category,” she says. 
“There is great diversity among 
the companies, and there are, as 
you would guess, many tech 
companies, especially a surge 
in fintech.”

Companies nominated in 
this category must have been in 

operation for more than five 
years or reached no further than 
Series C funding, and 
demonstrate excellence in 
relative growth and market 
development, business 
performance and commercial 
success, according to HKBA 
rules, with a clear strategy for 
the future roll-out of products 
and services. 

Overall, the variety of 
companies grows every year – 
with some interesting winners. 
Leung adds, “The HKBA SME 
Award this year was won by a 
dental service company. I am 
surprised by its strong financials 
as their business was only started 
about three years ago, and 
they have already proven to be 
very successful.”

So what sets a company apart
in 2020? 

“Corporate Social 
Responsibility is one of the key 
KPIs that we look at,” Leung 
explains. “CSR is particularly 
important to help our society and 
economy to recover from the 
current downturn. The awards 
we have so far, and the system 
behind them, are already very 
comprehensive,” says Leung. 

“If I had to think about what
other companies I would like to 
see participate, I would say social 
enterprises. Running a business 
based on a social agenda is not 
an easy feat, but there are many 
successful examples on the 
market these days. I would 
encourage them to take part in 
the next Hong Kong Business 
Awards and have their 
recognition formalised on an 
official platform.”

The advisory team, which screens submissions, and the judging panel for the Hong Kong 
Business Awards comprise industry leaders and senior academics, writes Amanda Lee

REWARDING THE BEST OF THE BEST
THE PANEL OF JUDGES 

Dr Winnie Leung, principal 
lecturer, accounting, at The 
University of Hong Kong (HKU), 
is on the panel of judges. 
Photo: Dr. Winnie Leung

While anticipation grows for the 
global roll-out of a Covid-19 
vaccine, total economic recovery 
could still be years away for 
many sectors – particularly those 
hit hardest by the pandemic: 
travel, tourism, hospitality, retail 
and the creative industries. 

While adapting to a new 
commercial landscape, Hong 
Kong’s business leaders have 
found extraordinary ways to 
innovate this year. This 
backdrop of rapid innovation 
was a focus for the Hong Kong 
Business Awards 2020.

The winner of the HKBA 
Executive Award was Kent Wong, 
managing director of Chow Tai 
Fook Jewellery Group. As a four-
decade veteran of the jewellery 
industry, Wong was responsible 
for the brand’s expansion into 
China in 1998, and has kept a 
steady hand on the tiller during a 
tumultuous past 12 months. 

“We recognised this [year] as
an opportunity to engage 
our existing and potential 
customers and to further 
strengthen our omnichannel 
retailing,” says Wong.

Solutions that Chow Tai Fook
have rolled out as part of its 
targeted “digital empowerment” 
strategy in 2020 include an array 
of online-to-offline tools such as 
“CloudSales 365”, a programme 
built upon WeChat Work that 
helps staff to connect with 
customers. The company has 
launched over 1,000 “Cloud 
Kiosks”, which link online orders 

at physical locations to the 
company’s e-commerce 
platform, helping to reduce 
transaction time. 

Chow Tai Fook has also taken
note of the current trend for live-
streaming, hosting over 230 live-
streaming events this year on 
different platforms. By 
partnering with KOLs and 
celebrities, the company 
managed to generate increased 
online sales among a younger 
demographic. (Wong points out 
that, during one live-streamed 
charity sale of a limited-edition 
product, the company sold 5,000
items in just 30 seconds.)

“The outbreak of Covid-19 
accelerated the pace of 
digitalisation at all levels 
globally,” says Wong. 

“We will further speed up 
omnichannel development to 
take advantage of digital trends, 
as well as deepen our 
differentiation strategy with 
bespoke services and diverse 
offerings to better serve 
customers’ needs. Physical 
stores and online platforms 
should still coexist for greater 
synergy in offering a more 
complete, multifaceted 
experience for customers.” 

As the winner of the HKBA 
Start-up Award, Hong Kong-
based fintech unicorn Airwallex 
is on the cutting edge of this 
evolution towards a digital 
economy. Despite a slowdown 
in February and March, the 
international payments platform 
has had a successful year overall, 
with a 50 per cent increase in its 
global customer base in Q3 

alone. Airwallex currently offers 
coverage in over 130 countries 
and 50 currencies and shows no 
signs of slowing. Its current client 
base includes internet giants 
such as Tencent and JD.com.

“Covid has forced a shift in
the business environment – 
what once took decades to 
change has transformed in only 
a few months,” explains 
Airwallex CEO and co-founder 
Jack Zhang. “With more 
businesses now operating 
online, Airwallex has been at the 
centre of this evolution.” 

Zhang says that Airwallex 
now aims to become the 
financial cloud for businesses in 
the new digital economy. “To 
deliver on this ambition, we will 
continue to accelerate our 
trademark execution velocity in 
product innovation, 
infrastructure and geographical 
expansion, all the while ensuring 
we continue to deliver 
outstanding customer 
experience,” he says.

In 2020, Airwallex launched
its first virtual multicurrency 
debit card with Visa, which 
enables businesses to pay 
suppliers with ease and offer 
expense cards to employees. 

“I firmly believe that constant
innovation is key to finding 
product-market fit,” says Zhang. 
“This year, we doubled down on 
product innovation to support 
businesses that are looking to 
enhance their online presence – 
for example, with our virtual Visa
debit card launch.”

The Airwallex virtual debit 
card launched in Australia and 

the UK and will be rolled out in 
Hong Kong and Asia next year, 
pending regulatory approvals. 

“This is one of many new 
innovations supporting our 
growth strategy of new customer 
verticals, new products and new 
markets,” adds Zhang.

The winner of the HKBA 
Enterprise Award is HKBN 
Group, which has dealt with a 
considerable  shift in its 
customers working from home, 

and a resultant pressure to 
provide seamless, business-
capable internet and telecoms 
services. Despite these changes, 
HKBN Group has posted solid 
financial results for the year 
ending August 31.

“Over the years, innovation
goes beyond our products and 
services – it is built into the way 
we do business,” says Billy 
Yeung, HKBN Co-Owner and 
CEO – Enterprise Solutions & 
JOS Group. 

“In response to growing 
demand for business continuity 
outside the office due to Covid-
19, HKBN Group has been 
working closely with SMEs and 
large enterprise clients to 
empower them with a wide 
range of solutions and services 
so that they can work from home 
securely and efficiently.”

The company’s reactive 
approach saw it implement a 
host of solutions to help its 
customers during Covid-19, 

including free mobile office 
solutions for enterprise users. 

“HKBN Group broke market
norm by offering 
unprecedented flexibility to 
enterprises via our ‘Barter & 
Bundle’ plan during Covid-19,” 
adds Yeung. 

“We embrace win-win-win
opportunities on a massive scale 
– inviting enterprises from 
different industries to exchange 
their products or services as part 
of their payments for our range 
of ICT solutions.”

In February, HKBN Group 
launched a campaign called 
“#ToughTimesTogether”, 
offering a one-month service fee 
waiver to a million customers in 
residential and enterprise 
markets, as well as two-year free 
broadband to 10,000 
underprivileged families. 

“What makes me proud is 
how we quickly addressed and 
responded to the increasing 
demand for secure remote 

solutions as a result of the Covid-
19 outbreak,” says Yeung. “We 
offered a wide range of flexible, 
readily deployable business 
solutions to companies of all 
sizes, serving needs in 
conferencing, business 
continuity and remote access.” 

Yeung concludes that HKBN
Group seeks to define itself by 
achieving “profit with a 
purpose”; a model that has 
come into its own this year. “It’s 
how profits are achieved – in 
meaningful and purposeful 
ways – that matter to me 
personally as a leader,” he says. 

“I am proud to see HKBN 
Group achieved all-round 
growth in enterprise & 
residential businesses and made 
leading revenue growth. 
Boasting enhanced customer 
reach, service offerings and 
market competitiveness, 
HKBN Group continues to be 
the growth leader among 
HK telcos.”

Transformation in 
the face of chaos  

INNOVATION 

Chow Tai Fook, under the leadership of managing director Kent Wong, engaged in “digital empowerment” strategy, a new way to connect with clients. 
Photo: Chow Tai Fook
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