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Guts and gumption a
rewarding formula for
entrepreneur's venture
I By FRANCIS CHAN

AT&T, Texas Instruments, Compaq, Citi·
bank and Goldman Sachs: All-American
behemoths and impressive names for any
~'oung man to boast on his resume.

But self· made local entrepreneur Vin­
cent Db. 32, is rather blase about these
past accomplishments.

:'oft Dh. who founded Uwater-from­
air-~ technology finn Aridtec last Kavern­
bet, wanted more than the prl"Stige and
fat salary offered by a big name multina­
tiOIW rmplo}"eT.

AI Wa5 sick and tired of working for
olhers, so I decided to venture out on my
own." he said.

Toda>', after barel)' one }'eiII in busi­
DesI;, Aridtec has already estab\i<;bed a
...ide dislnbutorship for its patent-pend­
ing AIrQua atmosphetk water genera­
IOlli.

TIlue generators, which sell for about
US$2.000 ($12,900) each, effectively
speed up the condensation process to pro­
duce water from air.

Aridtec's products are now sold in the
United States, Europe and emerging mar­
kets in the Middle East and Asia,

He said Aridte<: has orders and distribu­
tion contracts worth more than USSIZ mil­
lion: Not a bad result for a young
start-up with only nine full-time staff.

But the road to success for the self­
confessed polytechnic drop-out was a
long and winding one.

ul never took the conventional route in

my entire life but I must say a word of
thanks 10 my mother who si!,'lled me up
for computer c1aSl;e5 when [ was young,"
said Mr Oh. whO'll' mother is a housewife
and father. a taxi-driver_

~That ignited my interest in compu!­
ers and other technological innovations."
he said,

Mr Oh, who holds a master's degree in
CQmputer science, had his first taste of en­
trepreneurship when he tried marketing
software that he had developed.

"It was a programme I created in
school which provided a for~ast of the fi­
nancial markets," he said.

"A research hO'.l5t" herl' actv.ally tested
it and found it to be 70 per cent aCCUJate
but it failed to take off because [ did not
market it through the right channels."

That setback, however. only spurred
him on and after a brief spell running a
marketing agency. he hit the jackpot
when he came act05s the "air-to-"'llter~

techno!o!y.
"The business of waler is one of the

few things that is almost immune to eco­
nomic cycles," he said.

"When I stumbled upon the technolo­
gy of harvesting witer from air, I got \·ery
interested and spent two years figuring
out how it could be developed and com­
mercialised. ~

With just a prototype of the first water
generator that he had built, Mr Oh man­
aged to raise initial seed money of about
$500,000 from private equity investors.

By the time the company was up and
running in November last year, Aridtec
had attracted funds to the tune of 5\.3 mil­
lion - aU based on an idea the young en­
trepreneur had conceived.

When asked how he handles the chal­
lenge of running a multi-million dollar
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MOTHER KNOWS BEST

"1 never took the conven·
tional route in my entire life
but 1 must say a word of
thanks to my mother who
signed me up for computer
classes when I was young.
That ignited my interest in
computers and other
technological innovations."
,\Ir Vincent Oh, wbose mother is a
hOUSl'lIife and father. a la.d-driver

company at the relatively young age of
32, Mr Oh cited his early Introduction to
the workforce as the key.

MThe good thing about working lor
large Ml\Cs (multinational corporatioru;)
was that, as long as you pron' Y0UT5elf.
the bosses win have no qualms abo:..t en­
trusting ~'OU ",ith more responsibilities.~
he pointed out.

The l:niversity of v.;lsconsin graduate
started working at AT&T - the world's
largest telco - when he was a mere teen­
ager.

And the fact that he was just lQ did
not stop the US-based firm from sending
the young database officer to Japan to
work on a project for semi-conductor gi­
ant, Texas Instruments.

UOne day, my boss at AT&T called me
to his office and ask.ed what I thought

about going to lapan,· he recounted.
MI :;;aid: 'Sure, why not?'. thinking he

wu just joking. But he pulled out an air
tick.et and told me to go home and pack.-

The call of National Service saw a
pause in his promising career at AT&T.
After he left the armr, Mr Oh finished his
diploma, followed by a US degree before
returning to work.

After that. he worked in information
technology-related jobs at blu!' chip
firms such as computer manufacturer
Compaq and banks such as Citibank and
GDldrnan Sachs.

But while he may admit that it was a
good experience working for those big
names, Mr Oh knew he was never going
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Fluid way to
tap a bold initiative
m::BZO
to be all employ"" for lire.

MYes, it was at those big MNCs
where I h~t.l buill up my confidence
and learnoo a lot, but il W:lS lilways
my uim tu run my own !JUSllll,lSS," be
said.

lie snl(\ Aridtcc is the first (:ompa­
l1y in SingUf'(lTC - and ono 01 only"
handful In the wurld - Ill"t develops,
mnnufncll1rcs and distdbutes ils OWfl
liue uf ah"o"phL"-ic water generators.

'~I1lCre ure nul muny comp.1nics
like Arkllc<: in the world Hull oversee
the eml-tu-end business of almus­
pller\(: waler gelll'raturs.

~l"us. our line uf lirodllch can be
Olpplk!d In consumer, commercial und
industrial uses. ~

In simple tenus, ArJdlce's AirQna
water gcncrlliors arc special waler dis~
penseTli that literally produce waleI'
uul of thin air.

Ite Sllid the air-Io-water technolo­
gy, which he Ilcvclopcd, creales a fasl­
er condensation pro""" tu tl1rn water
vtll"mr into fresh drinkiIll( waler wilh­
iII ;j shod period of time.

While critics might mgne that air­
lo-water leehnology is nol exadly
new, Mr Oh "laims th"t the technolo­
gy behind his water g..nl'l'alurs allows
them to Ilroducll more water, wilh
less energy,

"t can't reveal to you how it is done
l'.X:lCtly, hut OUT products can pruduce
nllOll' water fa.o;Ier while using less ek'C­
Iric,,1 power," he said.

~And I spared no eXpt'IlSl! illlln~"Ur­

ing that it not only works, but also fils
in well in a modern home."

When The .straits Times visited
i\ridTec's 2.Z00-sq ft factory alollg
Rclllll~mecr Ro;,d last w~..,k, it hml II

I:lil1lllSIl uf how Mr Oh is ele:lrly a Illun
on the 1ll0V.,.

"I've got 10 deliver (lVI~r 3,000

wuls of the,.., atmospheric water t::en­
~atotlli by the end of the month to cli­
ents in thll Middle E...st, .. he said,
pointing to a row of half-assemhled
i\ir<lua Sllno wat.,r g"nllralors on his
factury niH".

"And lit lho same time, I have to
find, k,ISC 111ld then set up a higger
plant with al lellst 6,000 sq ft of beto­
ry "pac" lu in<:rellse production capad­
ty," he added.

On whnt truly <liff~renti~lc$

hri<llec amI hi.• products from lh"
competition, Mt Oh said il Wll:> all ill
the numbers.

~Conventiona] produtb oul lhere
can typically l'roolll.:e belween 10 lind
l2 lilrcs of water - in 60 pt'f Ct'nt hu­
midity - with t,ooo walts of electrici­
ly," he ""ro.

~But Illy wlller,gcnCTators can p£O­
duc", double that amounl with just
990 walls,"

Waler generated wilh AirQu" m:l­
ehiIles is alslI ehell('ll:r.

"Using AridTec'.• IcehnoIOb'Y, wa­
ter cosls J(l cents per litre ~ incl"siv~

of clectrlclly - much dlt~ap~r. com­
pared tu the 40 or 50 cents for bottlod
water," he said.

That high level of efficiency, said
Mr Oh, was down to his "rnpha,is on
research am] development.

~lt all slarted with my own re'
search and we intend to conlin~ with
our k&.lJ efforts," h>! slr~t,d.

~ln facl, we already hay>! a second
generatiou Sl'rit!s uf [N'oducts on line."

Asked whether Aridtec's husiness
has been affllCled by the current 1'C(t­

nom;" slowdown, Mr Oh ~'()()lIy 5'lid:
~No, 1101 really."

lie added: "We're still getting or­
dets ~ in fad, jusl yesterday,l gut:1II
urdcr for 80 units (of AirQu:l w'lter
gellefnlors) fr<J111, of all pl"ccs, Uill~la­

d~sb - nnw, th"t was sol11elhill;( I h:1l1
least ox]x:~IL"'t."
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