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Mr. Lu Mingguang

With a burly physique, Lu Mingguang was originally from the Shandong
district of China. He has a large Chinese food import business and wide
connections in Canada, but he is not well known in the Chinese community.
The main reason is that Lu, being very modest, maintains a low-key profile.
LEven though he has helped many people and performed numerous good deeds
in his life, he does not like to boast about them.

Three years ago, talks about Chinese food products past expiry dates being
sold in supermarkets caused a lot of concern among the Chinese community.
Chinese Radio invited Lu to talk to their audience. Together with Zheng
Ping, his wife and a laweyer familiar with commercial regulations, Lu
explained to the audience the good and bad aspects of the food products being
imported and sold at the many Chinese supermarkets. The couple impressed

the audience with their honesty and their sincerity.

Lu was born at an age when China was not yet open to the
world. Being 188 cm tall and adept at basketball and high jump, he
served in the army for eight years as an ’athlete’ soldier. However he
did not realize his full potential as an athlete. He immersed himself
in commerce from the start, and it has been fairly smooth sailing
for his business. A newspaper article once reported that the ladies
stretch pants, popular in the eighties, were developed by Lu. In the
early nineties, Lu and his wife Zheng Ping through their commercial
exploits were already among the relatively few Chinese millionaires.
In 1996, Lu came to Canada to investigate trade possibilities, and
decided they would immigrate to Canada as investors. At that time
the Chinese Deputy Minister of Textile was also visiting, and agreed

to set up connections with Chinese textile manufacturers for Lu. Lu
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himself visited many Canadian cities with textile industries, but found
the industry here monopolistic. Although there were Hong Kong
immigrants working in the textile business, these were usually family
businesses not open to outside investments. Lu finally gave up on

the textile industry. Since he was an athlete before, he thought about
investing in sports team exchanges with China. Lu also tried importing
Christmas crafts and ornaments, and even considered entering into the
farming business, but all of these ventures either failed or never got off
the ground. In the end, Lu chose to import Chinese food products, and
it was the right choice. Although it is a very difficult industry requiring
a lot of attention to detail and hard work to succeed in, food products

are needed by a growing population of new immigrants.

In the 2" floor office at his Markham warehouse, beads of sweat
poured down Lu’s forehead, despite the air conditioning going full-
blast. He talked about their struggles in the last ten years, and his wife,
Zheng Ping, added more details while sitting on his side. This couple
obviously shared everything together, both hardship and success.

In 2001, the increasing number of immigrants from China found
limited food imports from China in the local Chinese supermarkets,
especially those with a good brand name such as ‘China Time-honored
Brand’. The shelves were usually stocked with food items from Taiwan,
Hong Kong or Southeast Asia, but with only a few exceptions from
Guangdong;, it was rare to find products from other parts of China. Lu
recognized that there was a real need from immigrants from different
parts of China. It was a risky venture, so Lu imported on a trial basis
a few containers with a thousand different food products. Since he
did not have a supermarket of his own, he sold them to the local

Chinese supermarkets. It was not a success as he was inexperienced,
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but Lu recognized that the problem was not due to lack of market but
rather due to lack of marketing. So he and his friends opened up a
supermarket at Lawrence and Kennedy, selling all the ‘hundred year
old’ brand name food products from China. The rice he imported from
Northeast China was especially welcome; often there was not enough
supply for the demand. Since the supermarket opened, its reputation
grew, and people came from New York, Boston, and other Ontario
cities to purchase their products. Some people even wept tears of
nostalgia when they could see products from their own villages on the
shelves. In the end Lu was so busy that he had to sell the supermarket

to concentrate on his import/export business.

Since this venture was so successful, competition grew. Some
supermarkets would go around him to buy directly from the source
in China, and some would even use imitation products. To get more
business, some of the importers would cut their prices and the profits
would dwindle to nothing. In the past the supermarkets would pay
on time when they sold the imported items, but now with more
competition among importers, the supermarkets would no longer pay
on time. A few years ago a large Chinese supermarket closed owing Lu

tens of thousands of dollars.

Lu says that although he imports a large variety of Chinese food
products in huge quantities, the profit margin is not big. He sells the
imported items at a wholesale price to the supermarkets, where they
retail to the consumer. Multiple intermediaries share the profit, which
is limited. Currently he imports one container each day, about 20 to
30 containers each month. Not all the food imports are profitable. As
an example, the ‘Fishwell’ pickled vegetable is the number one selling
brand in China and each packet sells for one RIMB. Here, 10 packets
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are sold for $0.99, which includes transportation costs, the profits for
the supermarket and the importer. The manufacturer at the source
hardly makes any profit. When the supply can only meet the demand
inside China, the manufacturer is hard pressed to export their product.
However he has been able to convince the manufacturer to consider it
as a service to their fellow countrymen overseas, even if they lose money

over the transaction.

In the past many Chinese felt that the manufacturing and
packaging process for food products made in China did not meet
hygiene standards. Even immigrants from Mainland China often
insisted on buying the same type of products made in Taiwan or
Hong Kong. But these situations are evolving as the quality of the
food products and packaging improve over time. Lu’s wife Zheng
Ping pointed out that even for the same product, making it in one
geographical area will produce a different taste from another location
and it cannot be duplicated simply by others. She says that with
the brand name food products, there have been some very obvious
improvements in both manufacturing and packaging processes. Those
with famous brand names such as ‘China Time-honored Brand’ will
impose their own discipline from the top down to the staff on the
factory floor, because they will try to protect their brand reputation. At
the same time the inspection service and custom officials in China are
now examining the export food products very stringently. All products
are now sold with an expiry date, which cannot be altered in any way by

importers or manufacturers.
Specializing in commercial and monopoly law, Zheng Ping

pointed out that western countries have paid a lot of attention to food

products and toys made in China, and that these two products are
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easy targets. She does not deny that there is room for improvement,
but she feels consumers are often used as pawns in commercial

and political war between two countries. The manufacturer makes
the products according to contractual terms set by the importer. If
certain ingredients exceed regulation limits and become harmful,

the responsibility should be borne by the importer, and not the
manufacturer. In Europe, where there are anti-dumping laws and
strong protectionism for trade, Chinese exporters are often victims of

cold war and political fighting.

Lu paints a future bright picture for top name brand Chinese
food and speciality products in overseas markets. He has plans to invite
large enterprises such as Costco, to provide a better and more complete
service to the consumers in the western countries. Not only does he
import Chinese food products, he also exports Canadian products, such
as cooking oil, daily items and paper products to China, United States
and European countries. Since 2005, Lu has been building an internet
supermarket, now expanded to be a full service logistics supply chain
over the internet. This is a market with a lot of potential. Consumers
can order products online and there are service delivery points in North
America and China. There are no storefronts, no restrictions on time,
brands, or quantities. One can do business overseas with Chinese
made products, meeting the demands of the immigrants here. At
the same time one can also sell western made products within China,
where increasingly there are more wealthy Chinese, among whom
many especially like to use foreign made products. He has already built

customer service stations in Shanghai, Beijing and Dalian.

As a Chinese Canadian immigrant, Lu hopes to improve trade

exchange between the two countries. When he visited Canada in June
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this year, Chairman Hu Jintao expressed the hope that by 2015, the
trade exchange between the two countries would double to 600 million

US dollars. Lu hopes to contribute what he can to that goal.

Although he has been in Canada for over 15 years, the Lus have
always been concerned about the natural disasters in China, as well as
the difficulties faced by the local Chinese communities here. He has
always tried his best to help out, not only for those catastrophes, but
also at community events such as Chinese New Year celebrations. After
the Sichuan earthquake, the Lus collaborated with the Love Education
Foundation and World Vision Education Foundation to collect close
to $100,000 for the United Nations Children’s Foundation Canada
branch. The Lus have carried out countless similar acts of charity

without much fanfare or notice.

After 15 years, Lu Mingguang feels that he has chosen the right
path. He has tasted different foods: sour sweet, bitter, and hot, and he
has also tasted what life has to offer: sour, sweet, bitter and hot. He

looks forward with a smile to the road ahead with his wife!
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