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iamonds are one of the world’s most beautiful and precious gemstones. The Lee Heng
DDiamond Group has been in the diamond business since 1949, with its own
bricks-and-mortar stores as well as an online shopping portal. Over its long history the
company has taken on roles varying from the importing and wholesal.e of loose diamonds
to manufacturing jewellery. Lawrence Ma, the group’s CEO, shares with HKTDC Jewellery
his experience of the diamond industry, the impact of the Internet and how sweet love keeps
diamond jewellery in high demand
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How has the jewellery industry changed over AfTSE  BEHEENMTER?

SRS BEBCHE S HE AR AL R & 85
In the past few decades, ladies’ passion for pursuing MEHEEN— - M D‘!_T—EEE? El »fiﬂ\
beauty and jewellery has remained the same, and NHE - EAEEY Eﬂi;’ﬁ 1 B RAl %Ef S
similarly we try to preserve our business philosophy, FEHES ) BgmpieE - By TEME 2%2;
which is “Benefiting customers, stakeholders and BAE - E4 TR TERRIH - BEE
shareholders. Enriching the world, the people and the R T : .
family”. The development of socicty and ever-changing i B ] ROkl if/é E% B - }Eﬂ}ﬂ‘.l% i :
technologies has accelerated the growth of the diamond ~ —E =& B %I%? T E MR %L- RRERE Eﬂg
industry. Therefore, our attitude is the key to our survival. % * & FRFFH AL A ?E% p) ‘rsE s Eﬂfﬁ
It is essential to be both proactive and adaptive. mEEENEY - MEERITAE  BEHEA

Tt is said that “change is the only constant”. Thailand TERENRE  BRED - BF  HREE

o - A A _ Bk . 1 SE

and Australia used to be the main suppliers of rubies and VAR E L F - HEFIR - A ﬁif E L.Tﬁ =
sapphires. In recent years, however, Myanmar, Vietnam IR ERB T A LRF - 3— A8 - AL

and Africa have also provided high-quality gemstones. R - 28 Fﬁ}j’E E3 i\ﬂﬂ HiE Fé] ; ]\ H
This exactly reflects the evolution of the industry. On moEE - TERHIR 5’% e §% D) %ﬁi%ﬁf
the technology front, diamond polishing machinery mEEsy & [TRIVERS | MBEERS
has become computer-based, which has improved and pie - Z8LR -

simplified the manufacturing process as a result. When
compared to the one-on-one polishing methods of
previous generations, technology has had multiple effects
on the output quantity, effectiveness and even precisicn
of the process. In addition, the abundant information
available on the market has disrupted the traditional
business model. We used to go through a well-defined
value chain from polisher, importer, wholesaler, jewellery
manufacturer to retailer. In the last 10 years, hybrid
models have become commonplace.

What is your opinion on dealing with change?
How do you maintain competitiveness?

In order to play a significant role in the market,
precautions should be taken before it is too late, We

are willing to embrace uncertainties, be creative and
innovative. Despite the many challenges, we aspire to
be pioneers. As described by the famous Gandhi quote,
“First they ignore you, then they laugh at you, then
they fight you, then you win.” This has always been our
motto; which at the same time empowers our devoted
colleagues.

The establishment of our brand, MaBelle Diamond,
in 1993 marked the importance of being innovative in
the retail jewellery industry. In the early 1990s, diamond
jewellery was not affordable for the general public.

[ realised that with a wholesale cost of HK$400 per
(.1-carat diamond, it was still profitable to manufacture
and market diamond jewellery items at retail prices

of around HK$1,000. We emphasise value-for-money
diamond jewellery with fashionable designs, presented
in a customer-friendly store environment. This concept
was unusual in a very traditional retail environment.
We never stop exploring new opportunities, learning
from other industries, deploying new distribution
channels and platforms such as an online portal for
“B2B” and “B2C”.

How do you convince people to buy luxury
products such as jewellery online?

Research shows that there are two key factors driving
online transactions. They are “better deals”and
“convenience”, But our experience tells us that buying
Jewellery online has two more considerations, “product
quality assurance” and “overall shopping experience”.

A guaranteed refund/return policy would help to

Temove the former worry and ensure brand reputation.
USiﬂg MaBelle as an example, we've seen that almost
every online shopper has some common features.

They know our brand, have shopping experience at our
Physical stores, understand our brand values and most

“The rapid economic growth of developing
countries means that the demand of natural
diamonds has increased drastically,

while developed countries have shown a
steady growth”
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Performance of Hong Kong’s precious jewellery exports

EREERENORE

2012 2013 2014
Ussm Growth % Us$m Growth % US$m Growth %
AEET 1T % BEZETT 1835 % HEERT B %
Domestic exports ZxE H 0 1,118 +4 1,073 -4 972 -9.5
Re-exports ¥ 0 5,710 +16.6 6,198 +8.5 6,910 +11.5
Of Chinese mainland origin 2= B R ER i 3,002 -1.7 3,144 +4.7 3,071 -2.3
Total exports &0 6,827 +14.3 7,271 +6.5 7,882 +8.4

Total exports by major markets Share % Share %
FTEMENELD 1358 % 1835 % 138 % 1B % 1358 % HEH %
Us =g 29.5 -0.2 29.7 +7.2 27.2 -0.7
EU Bt 17.4 +4.3 17.9 +9.6 16.3 -1
Switzerland ¥+ 89 +39.7 101 +20.7 121 +29.2
UK %=E 7.6 +55.8 7.7 +8.6 6.9 -3.7
France S5 4 -16.5 T2 +38 4.4 -8.7
UAE FEsieg 53 +85.4 46 -7.6 10.9 +154.8
Macau 2P 6.1 +3.6 10.5 +83.3 6.9 -29.1
Singapore FANHE 3.7 +3.5 41 +19.4 5.6 +49
Chinese mainland =B At 46 +2.5 41 -46 | - 3.9 +3.4
Saurce: Hong Kong Trade Statistics, HKSAR Census and Statistics Department
SRR | ERRARITE (EBEAR
importantly, have confidence in our product quality. mMAENEERALES?

Tf we had not planted the right seeds over the last 20
years, we would not be able to setup a comprehensive
enline jewellery portal.

How do you manage your online platform effectively?

Frankly, we are still exploring the platform, as thisisa
learning process. As [ mentioned, both corporate and
retail buyers show concern about pricing, product quality
and delivery times. Since corporate buyers will resell

the products for a profit, cost and quality become their
main focus. For example, instead of using a (0.3-carat
solitaire diamond, we would rather use several 0.05-carat
diamonds which effectively lower the cost and allow
more creative designs, meaning the cost/performance
ratio of the jewellery then becomes higher. Apart from
this, we test our latest collections at physical stores
before putting them online. The feedback is valuable to
s when fine-tuning price point and marketing efforts.

What is your opinion on man-made diamonds
and their influence to the industry?

1 have a lot of confidence in the natural diamonds
market, and the diamond industry, with the support of
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international gem laboratories, has already made good
p;eparations for how to distinguish the two different
pfocfucts 50 as to avoid confusion. Man-made or
synthetic diamonds are not new to us; they have been
available since the 1950s. Technology and developments
have enabled an improvement in quality and quantity,
reaching a more commercial level. However, the market
value of natural gemstones such as rubies and sapphires
is more than 10 times that of their synthetic equivalents.
[ believe that natural and synthetic stones will always
find their own appropriate appeal, values and market
shares.

What role does Hong Kong play in the diamond
and diamond jewellery trade?

As a leading international diamond trading centre,
Hong Kong imported and exported US$33.3bn worth of
polished and unset diamonds last year. In this free and
compefitive trade environment, our customers and
business come from all over the world. The Diamond
Federation of Hong Kong launched the

“Natural Diamond Quality Assurance” (NDQA) scheme
with an aim of upholding the integrity and reliability of
the diamends bought and sold in Hong Kong,
reinforcing Hong Kong as one of the most trusted
leading diamond trading hubs. On the consumer level,
the Trade Descriptions Ordinance and the NDQA
scheme have become cornerstones in solidifying

Hong Kong as the world's “shopping paradise”.

Can you forecast the future demand for natural
diamonds and diamond jewellery?

.ACCGrdiﬂg to a De Beer's report in 2014, the rapid
‘economic growth of developing countries means

lthat the demand of natural diamonds has increased
drastically, while developed countries have shown a
?f&t.eady growth. In the coming 15 years, global demand
1s expected to grow on average three-to-four per cent
per annum. Thirty years ago, only a handful of couples
symbolised their engagements with diamond rings on
&LE: Chinese mainland. Ten years ago, about five per
cent of newly-weds owned diamond rings. Nowadays,
the ratio has increased to nearly 30 per cent. Last year,
60,000 couples got married in the city of Suzhou and
‘more than 10 million on the mainland as a whole.
Rﬁcent reports show that Hong Kong women own,

90 average, nine pieces of diamond jewellery. In
-Sf}aI_Ighai, a city with a population of more than 15
."ﬂﬂhon, the average is less than two. It is obvious that
the penetration of diamond jewellery in China and

':thér new markets such as India has still a long way to
80- Lthink we can all foresee how promising the future

of the diamond market could be! s
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For all the latest jewellery industry news and insight, visit
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