
Tsai Yen-ping is at
the helm of a
business operating
2,300 spa and
cosmetic centres.
She aims to have
3,150 outlets on the
mainland by 2006.
The entrepreneur
also hopes to
expand the firm’s
presence in the
United States and
make inroads into
the European
market.
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THIRTY-TWO YEARS AGO, Tsai
Yen-ping took out a $3,000 bank
loan to set up a small beauty salon
in Taiwan. Today, she is a multi-
millionaire, running China’s larg-
est franchised spa and beauty ser-
vice chain with gross profit margins
that top 82 per cent.

The 58-year-old is, however, not
content to sit back and enjoy the
fruits of her labour. Instead, she has
her sights on extensive mainland
growth.

Natural Beauty Bio-Techno-
logy, chaired by Ms Tsai, operates
2,300 spa and cosmetic centres,
mainly in China and elsewhere in
Asia, although it also has a presence
in Australia and the United States.

The company listed on the main
board in 2002 and has a market
capitalisation of $1.16 billion.

Ms Tsai hopes to boost the 850
stores she runs in China to 3,150 in
2006, and is seeking partnerships
with international companies to
expand her US operations and pen-
etrate Europe.

The highly competitive beauty
business is not just the domain of
global players, she insists.

“I’m not bothered by foreign
companies which have been rapid-
ly expanding their operations in
China. The products that we have
developed enjoy a big edge over ri-
vals because of our strong R&D.
Our beauty salons have more than
two million clients on hand,” she
says.

Ms Tai cites the success of an
anti-ageing product line – jointly
developed with Harvard Medical
School using stem cell technology –
which she says became an instant
hit after its launch in November last
year. 

About 20,000 sets of NB-1 anti-
ageing product, each worth 5,888
yuan, had sold out in the first two
months. 

“No other domestic brands
have our strength. We distribute
more than 1,000 skincare products
which are made of natural ingredi-
ents specially designed for Chinese
women.”

Foreign players have also accel-
erated their growth in the mainland
market.

Early this year, French cosmet-
ics giant L’Oreal bought mainland
rival Yue-Sai, a brand created by
American entrepreneur Kan Yue-
sai.

Japan’s Shiseido plans to open
5,000 retail outlets on the mainland
in the next five years.

According to a Euromonitor
forecast, sales of cosmetics and toi-
letries will grow 10.95 per cent year
on year to 72.9 billion yuan next
year. It said skincare would remain
an important sector, with projec-
tion of 20 billion yuan in sales next
year.

Ms Tsai said the mainland mar-
ket was similar to Taiwan’s 15 years
ago, when the island removed im-
port taxes on foreign cosmetic
brands.

“More than 1,000 foreign brands
have entered Taiwan, but the com-
pany over this time has doubled,
and even tripled, sales in spite of
the competition,” she said. 

“Our customers eventually
come back to us after finding for-
eign brands did not suit their skin
type.”

After 32 years of building up
brand recognition in Greater

China, she decided to raise the
franchise royalty fee to about
$50,000 from May. For the past 10
years, the company charged only a
“couple of thousand” dollars as a
royalty fee.

If her plans of adding 850 new
stores materialise, Natural Beauty
could generate an extra 42 million
yuan in royalty fees by 2006.

“We have been offering very
attractive terms to our franchisees
since we entered the mainland in
1992. At that time, most of the fran-
chisees were women who did not
have much money for a start-up
business,” she says.

The company set royalty fees
low and offered skincare training
courses as incentives for franchise
holders, who were supplied with
self-developed skincare and beauty
products under the brand NB.

Sales to franchisees accounted
for more than 60 per cent of $320.08
million in sales last year.

Last month, the company re-
ported net profit increased 28.8 per
cent to $31.2 million on turnover of
$150.8 million for the six months to
June.

To capitalise on the future de-
mand for skincare products, Ms
Tsai says the company plans to set
up a second production base in Pu-
dong, Shanghai.

“We are looking for a large site
for the development of a new pro-
duction plant,” she says.

Ms Tsai says mainland custom-
ers, on average, spend between 200
yuan and 500 yuan per visit to the
outlets. “Lots of our mainland cli-
ents spend more than $100,000 a
year buying our treatment courses
from facial to body sculpturing,”
she says.

To broaden its income base,
Natural Beauty will launch a new
baby-care line this year.
sandy.li@scmp.com

Mainland beauty business looking good
From a small start, trail-blazer Tsai Yen-ping has built up a
booming Asian empire that is beating off global competition
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WHO SAYS THAT civil servants cannot
move quickly if they so choose? When
their personal interests are at stake they
can be very hasty indeed.

With at least nine months before a
pay survey commissioned by the Civil
Service Bureau is scheduled for
completion, we have government
“sources” already attempting to nudge
its conclusions their way by saying it will
call for a pay freeze only if it shows
officials are paid more than their
private-sector equivalents.

Let us cut to the chase. At the
beginning of last year the General
Chamber of Commerce commissioned a
comprehensive civil service pay survey
from Watson Wyatt Worldwide.

The survey covered 69,000
government employees in 76 civil
service job families excluding disciplined
services, teachers and occupations
unique to government. It then
compared these to the closest equivalent
private-sector jobs.

The results showed such a huge gap
that the chamber decided to soft-pedal

the findings. The chamber likes to
maintain warm relations with civil
servants but there was a danger here of
the sudden appearance of icicles. It
therefore highlighted only a single
skewed finding that showed a 17 per
cent excess in civil service pay. The table
shows you the full findings.

First, a word of explanation. The P50
and P75 refer to levels of pay within job
categories. P50 assumes that you
compare the mid-range of pay within
any government job category to the
mid-range of pay within the equivalent
private-sector category. P75 assumes
that you measure the mid-range for

government against the top quartile of
the private sector.

As you can see, the chamber chose
the P75 comparison for its figure of a 17
per cent excess in government pay. It
said: “We recognise that the average civil
servant should be compared with the
better performers in the total
workforce.”

I can think of several reasons why it
should be the other way round. Let us
not quibble, however. We shall simply
take the P50 measure instead of the P75
and we now have civil service pay at a 34
per cent excess over the private sector.

But, of more importance, this 17 per
cent represents only straight salary or
wage excluding cash allowances and
other benefits and I do not pretend to
offer you a revelation when I say that the
perks of any government job are hugely
better than those of private-sector
equivalents. Let us include just cash
allowances. This gives us civil servants
paid 62 per cent more than their private-
sector counterparts.

And now for the real figure. We shall

make it a like-for-like comparison, P50
instead of P75, and on the basis of total
remuneration – salary, cash allowances,
housing, medical, educational, home
travel, annual leave, retirement and all
other benefits for both government and
private sector.

We now have civil servants paid 229
per cent more than private-sector
employees. Take special note that this is

229 per cent more than, not of, private
sector pay. At maximum pay levels the
discrepancy is even greater, 264 per
cent.

No, civil servants do not want these
survey findings widely publicised. That
is why they have been stalling since they
last conducted their own survey in 1986,
and why they are now jumping the gun
to forestall the one due out in the

second quarter of next year. Haste has
suddenly become a virtue to them.

Let me put another perspective on it.
The red line in the chart shows you total
government compensation of employees
on the basis of an index where the first
quarter of 1990 represents 100. The blue
line represents the rest of our gross
domestic product on the same basis.

My argument is, growth in the costs
of government administration should be
in line with growth in the size of the
economy administered. This was
roughly the case from 1973 (the first data
I have on record) until 1990. From that
point, however, the costs of
administration rose much more rapidly
than the economy, particularly after
1997. Relative to the size of the economy
we now spend 70 per cent more on
government pay than we did in 1990.

So, let us hear this again, fellas. You
think, do you, that we should at most
have only a freeze on government pay?
Get real. What you need, frankly, is a
whopping, massive pay cut.
jake.vanderkamp@scmp.com

Overpaid civil servants outperform in defence of salaries and perks
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GOV’T PAY IN FOCUS
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Tsai Yen-ping founded
Natural Beauty Bio-
Technology in 1972.

She is responsible for the
group’s overall management,
strategic planning and
development, and formulation
of company policies and
business strategy. 

Ms Tsai has been named
as being among the most
influential businesswomen in
Taiwan.

With her company’s
expansion on the mainland,
her contribution to Shanghai’s
economy earned her the city’s
Bai Yu Lan Award. Natural
Beauty Bio-Technology is
looking for a site in the city’s
Pudong district for an
additional production plant.

The Hong Kong-listed
company reported net profit
of $31.2 million on turnover of
$150.8 million for the first half
of this year.
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