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Reuben Ang leveraging automation to grow 
family’s catering business Elsie’s Kitchen
B Y  J E F F R E Y  TA N

Reuben Ang, 31, grew up 
playing in the kitchens of 
his family’s catering busi-
ness. After school, he and 
his cousins would chase 

each other on trolleys. Occasional-
ly, there was work to be done too. 
Sometimes, before dawn, he would 
be called upon to help his father and 
relatives pack food into bento box-
es or catering trays. “You learn that 
work is not always enjoyable, but 
you have to [take] it as a responsi-
bility. But the more you do it, the 
more you enjoy it, because the fam-
ily is there,” he tells The Edge Sin-
gapore in an interview.

Today, Elsie’s kitchens are a very 
different place. Since joining the 
business officially six years ago, 
Ang has digitalised and automated 
many processes, refreshed the brand 
and menu and designed a more ef-
ficient workflow. He also recruited 
professionals, managers, executives 
and technicians (PMETs) to bolster 
the company’s workforce.

Ang, who is managing director 
of Elsie’s Kitchen, says the compa-
ny is now much bigger. It can cater 
for a variety of situations: corpo-
rate events, themed parties, baby 
showers, weddings, exhibitions and 
product launches. Its clients include 
both small and medium-sized en-
terprises (SMEs) and large corpora-
tions. Notable names include Sin-
gapore Telecommunications, DBS 
Group Holdings, Singapore Air-
lines, Unilever, Procter & Gam-
ble and HP. Government agen-
cies and statutory boards such as 
the National Environment Agency, 
Media Development Authority and 
Singapore Police Force are also in 
its client list.

The biggest milestone for Elsie’s 
Kitchen so far was its role as an offi-
cial supporter of the 28th SEA Games 
in Singapore in 2015. The company 
won the contract to produce more 
than 10,000 meals daily on average 
to feed athletes, game officials and 
volunteers. The event spanned June 
5 to 16. “The SEA Games was in-
tense for us. I worked 20-hour days 
and slept in the office,” says Ang.

Implementing structural 
changes
Looking back, Ang realises how 
challenging it must have been for 
Elsie’s Kitchen to have come so far. 
The company had been able to man-
age its operations “like any tze char 
stall”, but its growth had been im-
peded by its ad hoc workflow and 
operations. The company also did 
not have any proper cashiering and 
accounting systems. Finances were 
handled manually without checks 
and controls.

Among Ang’s earliest acts was 
to hire the company’s first PMET — 
a finance manager — to keep track 
of the company’s books and financ-
es. He also roped in his sister and 

brother-in-law, who are now lead-
ing the human resource and sales 
departments, respectively. He then 
appointed a consultancy to help 
refresh Elsie’s Kitchen’s branding. 
The exercise took nine months and 
included a sister brand specialising 
in international cuisine, Continen-
tal Delight. Hesed & Emet (H&E), 
the holding company of  Elsie’s 
 Kitchen, acquired Continental De-
light in late 2013. 

The operations of Elsie’s Kitch-
en were merged with Continental 
Delight’s at the latter’s premises. 
However, Ang did not immediately 
launch the revamped brands. “We re-
alised that to deliver on our promis-
es on who we wanted to be, we had 
to make sure that we were ready at 
the back end,” he says.

For one, Ang saw the need to up-
grade the central kitchen’s cooking 
equipment and infrastructure. He 
went on a study trip to Guangzhou 
to learn about automation from a 
company that serves 600,000 meals 
a day. “We saw how automation 
was done on a large scale and won-
dered what [we could bring back] 
to  [Elsie’s Kitchen],” he says. 

The company later decided to ac-
quire its customised cooking equip-
ment from Taiwan, as the quality 

is similar to Japan’s but eight to 10 
times cheaper. Ang says Japan is at 
the forefront of food service automa-
tion technology. H&E procured au-
tomated machines for deep-frying 
as well as for cooking rice and oth-
er food. It also acquired automated 
machines for cutting and washing 
vegetables. 

To minimise kitchen movement 
and wastage, the company appoint-
ed a Japanese consultancy to iden-
tify ideal placement of equipment. 
Walls and drainage systems were 
torn down and rebuilt to new spec-
ifications. Electrical systems were 
also rearranged and workflows re-
designed.

When it came to updating the 
menu at Elsie’s Kitchen, Ang chose 
to build on the brand’s position as 
a heritage caterer. It now serves 
local dishes with a twist. For ex-
ample, Elsie’s Kitchen offers rojak 
chicken katsu — inspired by both 
local and Japanese cuisines. “Food 
trends are always changing and it 
is important for us to change our 
menu,” he says. “We prefer to have 
an east-meets-east fusion instead 
of an east-meets-west fusion.” Tra-
ditional dishes such as fried bee-
hoon and fried rice are still part 
of the menu. “When you cater for 

large groups, you always have to 
find the lowest common denomi-
nator — things that are acceptable 
to everyone,” Ang says.

Finally, Ang established a crea-
tive department under H&E. Called A 
Quaint Revelry, it provides the aes-
thetic services that complement its 
catering businesses. This includes 
floral arrangements, buffet table 
and hall décors, styling props and 
photo booths. “We realised this 
business was receiving a lot of de-
mand. Customers have specific re-
quirements on how events should 
look like. [So] we realised we could 
add value,” he says. The revamped 
brands were launched early last year 
and have done well so far.

From canteen to catering 
business
Ang’s family traces its heritage in 
the F&B industry to the 1950s, when 
Singapore was still under British co-
lonial rule. Ang’s grandfather had 
operated a canteen business at the 
British Royal Air Force camps in 
Seletar, Tengah and Changi. After 
the British left, the customer demo-
graphics at the canteens changed. 
Business was poor and Ang’s grand-
father was forced to shut it down.

In the 1980s, Ang’s aunts decid-
ed to start a catering business and 
roped in Ang’s father and his un-
cles too. The business was named 
after Ang’s aunt Elsie, the best cook 
among the siblings. They also man-
aged a canteen business at several 
government agencies and statuto-
ry boards. In 1990, Elsie’s Kitchen 
centralised its operations by moving 
to a shophouse in Lichfield, Seran-
goon. “It was very good money. 

Net  margins were good,” Ang says.
Today, net margins in the cater-

ing industry are still good, ranging 
from 15% to 22%, says Ang. Ca-
tering has higher net margins than 
cafés and restaurants, which have 
single-digit net margins or are bare-
ly breaking even.

This year, Ang says, the group 
will focus on strengthening its cater-
ing businesses under Elsie’s Kitch-
en and Continental Delight. Once 
the core businesses are strength-
ened, the group intends to ven-
ture into adjacent F&B segments 
such as quick service restaurants 
and kiosks. “The food offered at 
franchised F&B chains, QSRs, res-
taurants and kiosks all come from 
a central kitchen. Once you have 
a central kitchen, it is easy to en-
ter other segments,” he says. “We 
aim to be a food solutions compa-
ny, not just a caterer. Whatever F&B 
needs you have, we aim to provide 
that.” H&E already has a food court 
business called Flavours; and a so-
cial needs organisation called The 
 Hesed Table, which provides meals 
to migrant workers and low-income 
households.

Ang is also hoping to expand the 
group’s businesses regionally, as he 
reckons the local F&B industry is 
saturated. “The economic pie is not 
growing enough. So, we realised that 
our future growth plans need to be 
scalable models, because the inten-
tion is to gain the know-how here and 
look regional,” he says. “You have to 
look at diversifying first so that you 
gain synergies from the same pool 
of know-how.”

Meanwhile, he intends to keep 
modernising the company. He hopes 
to install a cloud-based enterprise 
resource planning system that will 
provide real-time data to every sta-
tion of the catering process, includ-
ing the driver. If a change in order 
is made, this is instantaneously up-
dated and reflected in the system. 
The company’s staff would not have 
to manually inform anyone of the 
changes made. “It’s like McDonald’s. 
So everyone has a screen, which 
shows real-time updates,” he says, 
noting that the ERP will be installed 
in phases starting in May.

Ang says implementation of the 
ERP system will have a huge im-
pact on Elsie’s Kitchen. “Look at 
the daily pains of SMEs. They are 
always caught in a constant cycle of 
fighting fires. To break out of that, 
you have to look at how develop-
ment projects can create sustaina-
ble changes that translate into sus-
tainable competitive  advantages,” 
he says.

How will the group fund its growth 
going forward? Ang reveals that he 
has been approached by sovereign 
funds and private equity firms. He 
has also been advised to take the 
company public. Though Ang says 
that he will never say no to these 
options, he stresses that “it is not 
the right timing now”.

SAMUEL ISAAC CHUA/THE EDGE SINGAPORE

E

Ang went on a study trip to Guangzhou to learn about automation from a company that serves 600,000 meals a day

The biggest milestone for Elsie’s 
Kitchen so far was its role as an official 

supporter of the 28th SEA Games in 
Singapore in 2015

Reproduced by permission of The Edge Singapore., Copyright © 2018 The Edge Singapore. All Rights Reserved Worldwide.


