
hile on a trip to Jordan, former Chairman Tang I-Fang 
was intrigued by the sight of an oasis in the desert across 

the border in Israel. On closer inspection, he realised that the oasis 
was full of seedlings grown in triangular plastic plant holders. He 
learnt that the man behind the seedling technology was in the midst 
of a dispute with an Israeli company, which was selling the technol-
ogy without a license in Israel. George Todd, owner of Speedling Inc, 
a Florida-based company, wanted to sue.

Tang advised against it. “Don’t waste your money. The lawsuit 
will probably take a decade to settle and you may not even win. And 
the lawyers’ fees would be astronomical.”

“Wouldn’t you rather sell the company?” asked Tang. Todd agreed. 
They discussed terms and the deal was sealed, right there in Jordan.

Today Speedling, a wholly-owned Wearnes subsidiary in the US 
and a world leader in transplantation technology for the agriculture 
and forestry industries, has eight nurseries in the US and ten nurser-
ies in China. Every year it produces more than two billion vegetable, 
fruit, ornamental and forestry seedlings. It also has horticultural 
products and a complete line of supplies and equipment offering 
customers a “one-stop shop” for their agricultural needs.

Speedling’s transplant technology gives farmers higher yields. 
Normally transplants of seedlings have a high mortality rate, but 
when grown in these plastic containers, the shape of an inverted 
pyramid, to a size where the plants are sturdy enough to take on the 
elements, the near zero mortality rate almost guarantees a 90 percent 
yield compared to the usual 60 percent yield. The extra 30 percent 
is money in the bank for the farmer.

Currently in Wearnes’ investment sector, Speedling has tremen-
dous potential, says Tang. “With good management, it can have an 
international application in farming, particularly in China and the 
US. I believe there’s a future there. But the opportunity must be 
explored.”

Wearnes now plans to grow the Speedling China ornamental busi-
ness to export fl owers to the world. Its plants in Kunming and Guang-
dong in China have good yields and low cost advantages which, to-
gether with the special technology, may be a winning combination. Its 
US nurseries are also venturing into higher yielding ornamental plants 
and are also looking into growing traditional Chinese medicinal herbs. 
With more focus, it is likely the business will continue to grow.

A
bout 10 years ago Wearnes was approached by Peking Univer-
sity and offered a product that researchers there had developed 
and which showed tremendous potential.

It was red yeast rice (hongqu in Chinese), a natural fer-
mented food that many Chinese eat. Researchers found it could 
reduce bad cholesterol, increase good cholesterol and improve 

blood lipids and circulation. In fact, according to the Chinese pharmaco-
poeia, which dates back to the Ming Dynasty (1368-1644), red yeast rice is 
said to improve blood circulation.

In its natural state, it is used to colour foods such as Peking duck and 
char siew (barbecued pork), and in the West, foods like salami. In Singapore, 
red-yeast rice chicken and noodles are popular with the Foochows.

Consumed all over China, each place has its own way of making it. 
However, the red yeast rice product that the researchers at Peking Univer-
sity offered Wearnes, was one of the best varieties in the sense that it could 
be standardised and manufactured under proper hygiene and pharmaco-
logical standards. In addition, there was solid science to back the researchers’ 
claims on the effi cacy of the product.

Work on the product began when the Cold War ended and there were 
thousands of displaced scientists and engineers. They were no longer need-
ed to make nuclear weapons so their governments redirected their intel-
lectual and professional talents, says Hoong Bee Teck, Managing Director 
of Wearnes Biotech and Medicals. In China, the government did not want 
to rely on expensive foreign drugs to treat patients with high cholesterol and 
other blood disorders, which they expected to increase as the Chinese econ-
omy continued to grow and the average Chinese enjoyed a richer lifestyle 
– and richer food!

In the 1980s, Peking University’s Professor Zhang Maoliang, a nuclear 
scientist, advanced on the earlier fi ndings of a Japanese scientist, who dis-
covered that selected strains of Monascus Purpureus yeast, when fermented 
with rice, produced metabolites called monacolins, which had a positive 
effect on blood circulation. Prof Zhang identifi ed and patented specifi c 
strains, which were developed under strict control and with the right mix 
of monacolins, had an optimal effect on maintaining healthy blood circula-
tion, without any adverse effects.

Prof Zhang and his team did clinical trials throughout China and ex-
tensive research on its effi cacy and were able to standardise effective doses 
in capsules. “They put science behind it,” says Hoong.

But the product requires FDA’s approval for sale over the counter in the 
United States because the active ingredient in the product is similar to a 
statin in a popular anti-cholesterol drug. The FDA said it could not be sold 
as a health supplement and listed it as drug in the US. That is the irony of 
the product. It is a natural product which works so well, it works as well as 
a synthetically manufactured statin, and so has to obtain regulatory ap-
proval in almost every market for the product to be sold.
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