My Partner Jimmy Lai
黎智英之夥伴

If you think Jimmy Lai, the notorious media tycoon in the Chinese world, is just an illiterate, a lewdster, a gangster boss, a nouveau riche, or his success is only pure luck, well, as his partner and friend, I can tell you that you are completely wrong.  He is just doing his best to make a living in this competitive world of business. 

If you read his autobiography, you would know that Jimmy was born into a poor family in mainland China.  He settled in Hong Kong illegally and began struggling on his own at the age of 12, working a series of part-time jobs.  It was the time when he worked at a weaving company that became the turning point of Jimmy’s life.  As an apprentice, he observed the workers standing bare-foot on two pieces of wooden board to operate the weaving machine.  Even though they worked all day long, their wages were quite meager, for most of the profit went into the pocket of the merciless factory owner.  Oddly, although the factory owner was so merciless, he somehow favored Jimmy and treated him as his own son.  He told Jimmy about his rags-to-rich life story and the bloody trails of his success.  In order to succeed, the factory owner sold his own children in exchange for the capital for his business, despite opposition from his family and a profound feeling of torment in his heart.  “Sometimes you just have to overlook that part and keep your eyes on success,” said the boss.  Jimmy understood the boss was nice to him so as to make up for the way he treated his own son.  But Jimmy did not care.  What mattered to him was he realized that the most efficient way to get out of poverty was through business, and a successful businessman must be willing to pay whatever cost in order to survive in this cruel world. 

At the age of 28, Jimmy left the weaving factory and put all his savings into setting up his own factory.  As a new-comer into the market, he had to face fierce competition with other factories and had to strive for as many costumers as possible.  And this was what business was all about.  However, as expected for any rookie, his business not only didn’t go well but was at the edge of bankruptcy.  Until one day, an old acquaintance happened to told Jimmy that he could smuggle weaving materials for him with a very low price, but he had to get half of the ownership in exchange.  As much as Jimmy felt reluctant to accept the offer, he had to make the deal.  To ensure competitiveness in the market, Jimmy decided to maintain the highest quality while keeping to the lowest price.  In other words, his customers were kept very happy, but his employees paid the price.  And ever since that time, with his selling strategy and the recommendations of the customers, his customers gradually outnumbered other competitors.  In the end, most of the other weaving factories closed down or were merged.  Jimmy was the only one who stayed afloat.  It has been rumored that in order to get the ultimate triumph, he even bribed a fortune teller to deceive his biggest competitor into closing up the factory.  Whether this was true or not was not the point; the truth was he became one of the tycoons of the weaving industry, making a great amount of money.

But the world changed rapidly, the weaving industry was not producing enough profit for an ambitious businessman such as Jimmy.  He decided to extend his business into the ready-made clothing market and founded his own brand – Giordano – now a popular brand favored by young consumers throughout the Asia Pacific region.  It seemed that Jimmy had reached his ultimate success, but profit in the clothing business soon got smaller as third world countries began producing such items.  So Jimmy began looking for other profit-making businesses.  He noticed that the media in Hong Kong were quite timid and reserved about their content.  So Jimmy decided to set up his own media corporations, the Next Magazine and the Apple Daily, two shining stars on the tabloid block famous for their licentiousness and sensationalism.  As expected, they were both huge successes.

Many defenders of traditional ethics consider the Next Magazine and the Apple Daily extremely unethical because the latter use sensational titles, pictures and gossips to arouse reader interest, and also sensationalize the news regardless of those who suffer from the events.  However, in my opinion, Jimmy was merely carrying out the Blue Ocean Strategy.  Instead of targeting females and intellectuals as his major reader pool which traditional media did, Jimmy created his own readers out of males and lower class people, attracting those who did not use to read news at all to read his “sensationalism.”  Jimmy’s tabloid media not only outshined other media but also survived the blow of the Internet on the printing media.  The broadening of the newspaper reading public proves to be a milestone in media businesses.

Perhaps Jimmy Lai’s name is known only to a small percentage of the population, yet his Giordano, Next Magazine, and the Apple Daily are well-known even among six-year-olds.  He may be blamed for being ruthless in the media world, but there is one thing you can never deny – his success.  And that is the essence of business – a bloody game about staying in the game. 
