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Thomas Fung built Richmond, B.C."s Aberdeen Centre, which caters to the city’s Chinese community. BEN NELMS FOR THE GLOBE AND MAIL

B.Cs transpacific pioneer

Thomas Fung’s Fairchild Group spans media, real estate and food rooted in an Asia-Canada connection

TAIN MARLOW
ASITA-PACIFIC CORRESPONDENT
RICHMOND, B.C.

homas Fung’s fantastical
new movie script goes some-
thing like this.

A kung-fu actress is brought to
Hollywood from mainland China
so she can party with directors
and producers at a riverside
mansion. At the same time, a
boxer from the Bronx is working

Fung: Fairchild’s founder a ‘small businessman on a

there as a caterer, ferrying sup-
plies in a boat from a luxurious
house across the river. Bored,
she flees with him to the other
side.

Chased by security guards,
they take shelter in a private jet
on the property, and eventually
take off. They crash on a desert
island, and as the two navigate
their cultural differences, hijinks
ensue - including battling a
crocodile.

“It’s a love story with kung-fu
and boxing,” said a gleeful Mr.
Fung, the founder of the Fair-
child Group, over a bowl of Tai-
wanese beef noodle soup at Chef
Hung’s in the Aberdeen Centre
in Richmond, B.C.

If the plot sounds a bit unbe-
lievable, consider that almost
everything Mr. Fung attempted
in his career seemed far-fetched
in the beginning before it paid
off. Now he is worth about

$400-million, not including his
real estate holdings.

It’s thanks to the transpacific
empire that is the Fairchild
Group, a conglomerate he built

to span Chinese-language media,

international partnerships and
global retail franchises, real
estate interests, a patisserie
chain, a flight school, and
import and e-commerce busi-
nesses.

Fung, Page 3

huge scale’

)) Born in Hong Kong and now
based in Vancouver, Mr. Fung
has become a uniquely Canadian
success story. He acts as a cultural
liaison for other executives on his
travels through Asia. Business is
the pursuit of long-standing pas-
sions like his new script, which he
is working on with a Chinese
director.

“He’s a small businessman on a
huge scale,” says Michael Francis,
abusinessman and chair emeri-
tus of the Vancouver Film Festi-
val. “He’s as interested in trying it
in Richmond as Hong Kong or
Beijing.”

It was Mr. Fung who, while in
Taipei, tasted Chef Hung’s and
became convinced it would be a
global success. He’s opened sever-
al restaurants in Vancouver and is
now building locations in China
on a seven-year plan to eventually
take the noodle restaurant public.
He also wants to (eventually)
have a public offering for his
high-end patisserie chain, which
is expanding as Aime in China
and as St. Germain in Vancouver.
It has contracts with airlines’ first-
class service out of Vancouver
and various hotels in Richmond.

Mr. Fung started Chef Hung’s at
the Aberdeen Centre, a pioneer-
ing Asian mall he built (and then
destroyed and rebuilt) in Rich-
mond, just outside of Vancouver,
a community he has helped
transform since the late 1080s.

Thomas Fung predicted a surge of Chinese migrants would fuel business at
the Aberdeen Centre in Richmond, B.C. BEN NELMS/THE GLOBE AND MAIL

The mall has dumpling shops, a
branch of the popular Japanese
izakaya (casual after-work bar)
Guu, Hong Kong fashion brands
and a hugely popular “100 Yen”
discount retailer called Daiso. It
has become a laboratory of sorts
for his new ventures - he said he
owns 15 per cent of the mall’s 200
stores - and lures locals (Rich-
mond is roughly 50 per cent Chi-

‘nese) as well as tourists from

Korea, China and Japan.

When Mr. Fung first tried to get
tenants in the 1980s, he placed
ads in San Francisco, New York,
Los Angeles and Toronto, hoping
for tenants to be part of his ambi-
tious project - the first multicult-
ural mall in North America, he

says. Six months passed, but he
heard nothing.

“They were not interested in
Vancouver,” says Mr. Fung. “They
thought we were a small town.”

But Mr. Fung - whose father
arrived in Hong Kong after fleeing
the mainland and then dabbled
in foreign exchange before found-
ing a merchant bank and making
a fortune - correctly predicted the
large influx of Hong Kong resi-
dents who would land in Vancou-
ver and Richmond in the tense -
years before the handover of the
city-state from Britain back to
China.

- “I'said, sooner or later they
will come,” Mr. Fung says. “And
that will be an opportunity for

business.”

But no brands wanted to take
the risk along with him. He of-
fered tenants s1-per-cent stakes,
with the ability to walk away if
the venture failed, or to buy back
his stake - with no interest - if it
succeeded. He did the legwork:
hiring, renovations, operation.
The Aberdeen Centre was a suc-
cess, and tenants bought into Mr.
Fung’s dream. Western brands
have so far “shied away,” al- R
though Mercedes is opening up.

In the early 1990s, Mr. Fung
bought two money-losing Chi-
nese-language broadcasters and
began building out Fairchild’s
media assets - which includes
Mandarin and Cantonese radio
stations, two TV networks and a
lifestyle magazine. He said own-
ing media would create synergies
with his retail and real estate
holdings. And it has worked - so
much so that one opponentina
regulatory hearing in 2009 said
Mr. Fung might end up with a
“monopoly” in Chinese-language
broadcasting, and that Fairchild’s
news reports make “favourable
comments with regard to (Fair-
child’s) businesses and does not
remain neutral.”

Gabriel Yiu, a Hong Kong-born
activist who once ran for the pro-
vincial NDP, said Mr. Fung is a
“pioneer,” whose mall was a “big
factor in turning Richmond into
the most Chinese city outside

Asia,” although it has also contri-
buted to the decline of Vancou-
ver's Chinatown.

Mr. Fung, who says he sleptin
stairwells as his father toiled at
odd jobs in the godowns of Hong
Kong harbour, says his journalists
occasionally show a bit of bias
against mainland China in their
reports. This, he says, reflects
anti-mainland views held by
many ordinary Hong Kong citi-
zens, and many Hong Kong-born
people in Vancouver - but which
are not generally held by mem-
bers of the more “pragamatic,”
transpacific business class, like
himself.

It seems Mr. Fung earnestly
wants to achieve much broader
appeal. He wants his mall to be a
“cosmopolitan” and “Asian/West-
ern” establishment, but is effec-
tively tied to Chinese by
broadcast licences that prevent
him from producing anything of
substance in English or French. To
find a challenge, he is now push-
ing deeper into China, pursuing
his passions and philanthropy -
and preparing his son Joseph to
take over the business.

“At my stage, I don’t really push
for any projects,” said Mr. Fung,
who is 63. “It's more for my son.”

His friends aren’t too sure.

“I don’t think he’ll pass it on
nearly as quickly as he thinks he
will,” Mr. Francis said. “He loves
his life.”




