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EDITORS’ NOTE Olivia Lum started corporate life 
as a chemist with Glaxo Pharmaceutical and left in 
1989 to start up Hydrochem (S) Pte Ltd, the precur-
sor to Hyfl ux Ltd. A former Nominated Member of 
Singapore Parliament, Olivia Lum is a member of 
the Singapore-Tianjin Economic & Trade Council 
and the Singapore-Jiangsu Cooperation Council, 
as well as the President of the Singapore Compact 
for Corporate Social Responsibility. Lum has been 
recognized as Winner of the Regional Growth 
Award by Nihon Keizai Shimbun at the 11th Nikkei 
Asia Prize 2006 and was most recently chosen as 
the Ernst & Young World Entrepreneur of the Year 
2011. She holds an Honors degree in Science from 
the National University of Singapore.

COMPANY BRIEF Hyfl ux (www. hyfl ux.com) is 
one of the world’s leading fully integrated wa-
ter solutions companies with operations and 
projects in Southeast Asia, China, India, the 
Middle East, and North Africa. Hyfl ux is com-
mitted to providing cost-effective and sustain-
able solutions in seawater desalination, water 
recycling, and wastewater treatment, includ-
ing membrane bioreactor (MBR) and potable 
water treatment. Hyfl ux’s track record includes 
Singapore’s fi rst water recycling plant and fi rst 
seawater reverse osmosis (SWRO) desalination 
plant and China’s largest SWRO desalination 
plant in Tianjin City. The company is building 
the world’s largest SWRO desalination plant in 
Magtaa, Algeria. Hyfl ux has also been awarded 
Singapore’s second and largest SWRO desalina-
tion plant, which will be developed on a design, 
build, own, and operate model.

What was your vision for Hyfl ux when you 
created the company and what made you 
feel there was opportunity for the business?

my vision for the business and company was 
infl uenced by my life experiences. I grew up in 
a hut with no proper sanitation and no running 
water. From a young age, I learned to value water.

While working at Glaxo, I was looking into 
wastewater treatment. I saw how companies 
faced challenges treating the wastewater from 
their production processes. 

Issues such as the safety of the water that 
we consume, water scarcity, and water pollu-
tion have always been around. I saw that these 
problems could only multiply with rising popu-
lations, urbanization, and industrialization, and 
there could only be opportunities in this “sun-
rise” business. That said, I was also naïve to 
think that I could solve the world’s problems 
regarding water.

Would you highlight the products and 
solutions that Hyfl ux offers and your out-
look for growth for the brand?

Hyfl ux provides solutions in seawater de-
salination, water recycling, wastewater treat-
ment, and potable water treatment for the 
municipal and industrial markets. Hyfl ux is rec-
ognized as one of the world’s largest desalina-
tion suppliers.

We approach projects in a couple of 
ways: one is through build-own-Transfer 
(boT) or Public-Private-Partnership (PPP), 
where we design, build, test and commis-
sion, operate, and maintain the project, in 
addition to arranging for project financing. 
For such projects, we have a water purchase 
agreement with the main off-taker, such as 
the municipal government, to provide water 
over a long-term concession period of some 
20 to 30 years. 

some projects involve just engineering, 
procurement, and construction (ePC) works, 
and this is where we provide turnkey project 
management to ensure that the plant is com-
pleted on schedule, within budget, and meets 
the customers’ specifi cations. For such projects, 
we hand over the plant to the owner upon test-
ing and commissioning.

Hyflux’s proprietary membrane technol-
ogies play a key role in many of our water 
treatment projects. For instance, Kristal®, 
our flagship ultrafiltration membranes, are 
installed in the pretreatment systems of some 
of the world’s largest seawater reverse os-
mosis desalination plants. our membrane 
products and systems are also used for treat-
ing wastewater generated by industries in 
their production processes. To date, Hyflux’s 
membranes and systems have been installed 
in more than 1,000 plants across 400 loca-
tions worldwide.

The use of membranes in water treatment 
plants has been known to yield substantial 
benefi ts over conventional methods of fi ltration, 
the main advantage being the lower environ-
mental impact in terms of footprint and chemi-
cal use.

a lack of water impacts the economic and 
social development of countries. Increasingly, 
governments are taking a more concerted and 
urgent approach to their water management 
policies and practices, and are investing heav-
ily in infrastructure to develop and conserve 
water resources. Hyfl ux sees itself as providing 
reliable, long-term solutions to the challenges 
of water scarcity and water pollution that these 
countries face.

Hyfl ux is a company with a strong set 
of values. Would you provide an overview 
of the company values and how critical 
they are to the Hyfl ux culture?

Hyflux has an energetic culture that is 
rooted in entrepreneurship. The pace of work 
is fast here and I have people say that after 
working at Hyfl ux for three months, it feels like 
three years. 

We have the boldness to dream. We have 
a “can-do” spirit. obstacles can be overcome; 
it’s how we approach the challenges and solve 
the problems.

Innovation is very much a part of our cul-
ture and plays a role in how we develop our 
technology, our approach to projects, and in 
every aspect of our business.

Integrity is all important to us and our em-
ployees are mindful that they are our brand’s 
testimony. as a singapore company, we are also 
fully conscious that we are ambassadors of the 
singapore brand, which is synonymous with in-
tegrity and effi ciency, among other attributes.

and in everything we do, we aim for 
excellence.

These qualities and values of Hyfl ux are 
critical as they have defi ned us and helped us 
win contracts and deliver projects in singapore 
and other parts of asia such as China and India, 
and in the middle east and north africa.

You have built a culture of innovation 
at Hyfl ux. How have you retained the in-
novation edge as the company has grown 
in size and scale?

as a young company – we are only 22 this 
year – the corporate culture of Hyfl ux is still 
evolving. It will not be easy maintain this inno-
vation edge as we grow in size and scale and in 
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different geographies. Communication will be 
increasingly important to building a common 
group culture in different countries.

a lot of my time is spent speaking with 
my management team. We will also need to put 
in a lot of effort communicating with mid-level 
management and developing a system of men-
toring the younger staff. With time, the com-
munication avenues, common processes, and 
management systems that are being developed 
will be integral in transmitting our vision, mis-
sion, and shared beliefs and values to our entire 
staff across the different markets.

How strong is the global footprint for 
Hyfl ux and which key markets are you fo-
cused on for the future?

We are entrenched in our key markets of 
singapore, southeast asia, China, India, and 
the middle east and north africa (mena). 
singapore is our home market and we have 
an integral role partnering with the local water 
agency in achieving the country’s water secu-
rity. We were pioneers in the neWater (recy-
cling of wastewater for reuse) technology and 
desalination in singapore. We built singapore’s 
fi rst seawater desalination plant and are devel-
oping the second.

We entered China in 1994 and operate and 
maintain more than 20 projects there, including 
China’s largest sWro in Tianjin.

In terms of mena, we have two large-scale 
desalination projects in algeria: the fi rst is al-
ready operating, while the second, which is the 
world’s largest sWro, is scheduled for comple-
tion in 2012. The mena countries rely heavily 
on desalination for water and are increasingly 
looking at membrane-based desalination as op-
posed to thermal distillation.

We are also exploring opportunities in 
south america where there is rising interest in 
membrane-based solutions in water recycling 
and desalination by the burgeoning industries 
and increased urban populations.

How critical is corporate responsibility 
to the culture of Hyfl ux and would you high-
light your major areas of focus in this regard?

Fundamental to our mission is to deliver 
water that is clean, safe, affordable, and acces-
sible to all. as such, we view corporate and 
social responsibility (Csr) as essential to how 
we operate and how we behave as a corporate 
body, and to the success and sustainability of 
our business. 

In the area of corporate responsibility, we 
are committed to the best practices in corporate 
governance and processes that will enhance our 
group’s effectiveness, ensure the appropriate 
degree of accountability and transparency, and 
increase long-term value and return to stake-
holders. We subscribe to the Code of Corporate 
Governance in singapore and take into account 
all applicable legislation and recognized stan-
dards. We have a Code of ethics and Conduct 
that is given to every employee who is expected 
to abide by it.

our Csr initiatives also encompass areas 
such as our recruitment, retention, and human 
capital development policies and practices where 
we believe in providing a diversifi ed, inclusive, 
and fair work environment, in nurturing the full 
potential of our employees, and in open com-
munication and employee engagement.

our commitment to quality, environment, 
and health and safety standards and practices 
is affi rmed by the various third-party certifi ca-
tions that we have attained – whether it is Iso, 
bizsafe, or nsF International standards for safe 
drinking water.

our community initiatives focus on issues/
areas such as the environment, education, en-
trepreneurship, and community relations and 
outreach.

To show our commitment to Csr, Hyfl ux 
is a member of the singapore Compact for Csr 
and also a member of the un Global Compact. 
I am the president of the singapore Compact 
for Csr.

Did you always have an entrepreneur-
ial spirit and the desire to create your own 
company?

From my youth, I cultivated the ability to 
persuade and to sell, out of necessity in order 
to earn some money for my family’s upkeep. I 
was determined to get out of the poverty cycle, 
to become rich and never to be in want again.

The entrepreneurial spirit was ingrained 
and I always knew that I would start my own 
business. I seized the opportunity to fulfi ll my 
dream when the time came. I knew I would 
never be satisfi ed until I tried my hand at be-
ing an entrepreneur and found out where my 
dream could lead me.

What makes a successful chief execu-
tive and how do you defi ne the role today?

a successful chief executive has to be able 
to communicate his/her vision to the employ-
ees and inspire them to walk the talk. a suc-
cessful leader is able to inspire his employees 
to achieve their fullest potential. People man-
agement is important – and this encompasses 
motivation, development, rewards, and reten-
tion – as it is the people in the company who 
can help you succeed. and a successful chief 
executive hires people who are better than him/
her to complement his/her strengths and to add 
value to the leadership.

You have achieved great success in 
business, but there are still few women 
chief executives of major corporations 

worldwide. What more can be done to po-
sition women in these roles and are there 
strong opportunities for women to lead in 
business?

There have been women who have risen 
to head nations. There are many women who 
are outstanding leaders in business. Given the 
encouragement, the right support system, and 
the opportunities, I don’t see why more women 
cannot be leaders in business.

equal opportunities in education and at 
the workplace, female role models, and shifting 
norms and expectations of a woman’s role in a 
family will encourage more women to step out 
in the business and corporate world. 

There must be a mindset change from all 
quarters – from the schools to the agencies and 
institutions to the family units, and even with 
women themselves. sometimes women tend to 
underestimate or underplay their own strengths 
and successes.

What advice would you give to young 
entrepreneurs as they begin their careers 
and hope to create the next great company?

I would say, dream big, work hard, and 
persevere. You must have that vision to work 
towards. only you can choose to work hard 
to make your dream happen. There will be 
various obstacles along the way and you may 
stumble or fall. However, the only way to 
move forward is to pick yourself up, learn 
from the experience, and not repeat the same 
mistake.

How would your senior executives de-
scribe your management style?

my approach is very hands-on and I am 
involved in the day-to-day operations of the 
company. We have a fl at structure so decisions 
can be made quickly.

I drive my senior executives hard. at vari-
ous times, I’ve been described as a tyrant and a 
pressure cooker. but opportunities don’t wait 
for you; you have to seize them.

While impatient by nature, I can be 
patient for success. I am willing to wait for 
results from the new markets that we are ven-
turing into. However, I tell my people very 
clearly that I am intolerant with doom and 
gloom, and pessimism. It is defeatist to say 
that something cannot be done when you 
have not even tried.

What are your priorities for Hyfl ux as 
you look to the future?

a key priority is to steer our group through 
this downturn and to emerge stronger for it. We 
will continue to drive operational excellence in 
all aspects of our business and operations. With 
our expanding portfolio of water projects across 
the world, we will need to manage our assets 
more effi ciently and to create higher returns for 
our group.

We will continue to focus on our key 
markets in asia, particularly singapore, China, 
and India. The mena countries remain long-
term compelling markets for us due to their 
fundamental need for water. We are also ex-
ploring opportunities in south america and 
europe. over the long term, we see ourselves 
becoming a truly global mnC, and as our vi-
sion states, “to be the leading company the 
world seeks for innovative and effective envi-
ronmental solutions”.•

Only you can choose 

to work hard to make 

your dream happen. 
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