
MARKETS
Weekly Change

ST INDEX 3,139.01 +72.16
KL COMP 1,582.94 +18.28
NIKKEI 225 9,868.07 +189.36
HANG SENG  22,398.10 +226.15
SET INDEX  1,041.48 +18.54
JAKARTA COMP  3,927.10 +78.54
MANILA COMP  4,351.63 +60.19
SEOUL COMP  2,125.74 +34.93
SHENZHEN B  725.34 +8.67
MUMBAI IND  18,762.80 +522.12
DOW 12,582.77 +648.19
NASDAQ 2,816.03 +163.14
S&P 500 1,339.67 +71.22
FTSE 100 5,989.76 292.04

PRIME RATES

SINGAPORE ............................ 5.38
MALAYSIA .............................. 6.55
HONG KONG .......................... 5.00
INDONESIA ......................... 14.633
TAIWAN ................................ 4.956
JAPAN ................................... 1.475
KOREA ..................................... 9.33

BRITAIN ................................... 0.50

US ............................................ 3.25

CANADA ................................. 3.00

SWITZERLAND ........................ 0.54

INDIA ..................................... 14.00
Source: Bloomberg
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FOREX
US$ S$

US$ (S$ per US$) – 1.220
£ (US$/S$ per £)  1.597 1.948
EURO (US$/S$/E)  1.432 1.746
Foreign currency per US$ S$
YEN  81.30 66.70
RM  2.993 2.454
HK$  7.782 6.381
BAHT  30.24 24.79
RUPIAH  8,521 6,987
RENMINBI  6.465 5.301
INDIAN RUPEE  44.33 36.35
A$  0.928 0.761
NZ$  1.200 0.984

By JOYCE HOOI
[SINGAPORE] The go-go
business of group coupon
websites has ironically be-
come a no-man’s land for
start-ups. Even as Groupon
gears up for an initial pub-
lic offering in the United
States, cyberspace is lit-
tered with dormant group
coupon sites and virtual
cul-de-sacs of dead links.

One website, CoupCult,
soldiered on through May
before calling it a day as a
conventional group deal
site after losing ground to
the giants of the industry,
Deal and Groupon Singa-
pore.

“It’s getting very compet-
itive. A lot of merchants
had already been ap-
proached by (Groupon and
Deal),” said Gabriel Lim,
the website’s co-founder.

Group coupon sites typi-
cally get merchants to slash
their prices by 50 to 90 per
cent. After the group deal
site takes its cut of 10 to 50
per cent from the remain-
ing sticker price, mer-
chants are typically left
with close to nothing – espe-
cially those in the restau-
rant and spa industries.

CoupCult learnt the
math the hard way.

“Even though some of
our deals did really, really
well, when we went back to
these merchants and they
said they were happy with
the results, most were not
willing to do another deal,”
said Mr Lim.

“Their margins are real-
ly, really stretched thin. It’s
not something that is sus-
tainable for them.”

Another site, Joompr –
which specialised in car
deals – is revamping itself
after five months in the
business.

“The market is too satu-
rated and people here are
not that active in online
car-buying,” said Paul Poh,
a managing partner at J&P
Partnership which owns
Joompr. Instead, his firm
will be launching another
car related website next
month.

The group coupon indus-
try is a brutal one with ridic-
ulously low barriers to en-
try. Aspiring technopre-
neurs can buy a clone of the

Groupon website off eBay
for US$18 and have it in-
stalled within the hour.

This, local firms have
done by the dozen. Some
14 months after the first
coupon site – Deal – opened
its doors, more than 50
sites have emerged in Singa-
pore.

Doubtless, the indus-
try’s revenue growth has
been explosive. According
to figures compiled inde-
pendently from the voucher
values on websites by local
group coupon website re-
viewer All Deals Leak, total
revenue pulled in by 31
websites soared 56 per
cent from April to $7.2 mil-
lion in May.

The caveat lies in the
fact that 70 per cent – or
$5.1 million – of that went
to two players – Groupon
Singapore and Deal. Of the
735 revenue-generating
deals run in May, only 214
of them were by Groupon
Singapore or Deal.

While the smaller sites
run the bulk of the deals,
they are doing it for much
lower revenues per deal
and the competition is driv-
ing them to their knees.

By the time CoupCult
halted website promotions,
it had been forced to cut its
commission rate from
30-40 per cent to 10-15 per
cent.

It does not help that mer-
chants have their reserva-
tions about group coupons.

William Tan, a manag-
ing partner at Heart Bistro,
has run four different deals
in the last six months, but
has done it very selectively.

“I do not want my busi-
ness to be viewed as a dis-
counted business. No F&B
outlet can survive on 50 per
cent discounts all the time,”
he said.

And while Wilson Lee, a
partner at beauty spa Skin-
medics Singapore, reckons
that group coupons are a
good way to get new clients
in the door, whether they
come back might be anoth-
er matter.

“There’s a huge percent-
age of these people who
buy a lot of vouchers from
various sites and try every-
one. At the end of the day,
their motive is not getting

their skin or body treated.
They’re beauty-hoppers,”
he said.

The big players, howev-
er, are running a different
ball game.

Patrick Linden, chief ex-
ecutive of Dealguru Hold-
ings – the firm behind Deal
– has begun nudging the
price points beyond the
reach of the lowest of the
bargain hunters.

“You cannot keep on sell-
ing deals for $3-$5 because
it’s not viable. We might do
it as a sweetener but we
consistently increase the
price point, offer more ex-
clusive brands and gener-
ate a customer segment
which is much more willing
to spend,” he told BT.

Recently, Deal featured
a deal at Todai Restaurant
in Marina Bay Sands. “With
Todai, it was $40. With
these price points, you get a
certain segment of consum-
ers who enjoy the experi-
ence but they are not neces-
sarily cheapos.”

While smaller players
have trouble getting repeat
campaigns, websites such

as Deal and StreetDeal
have to turn them away.

On average, 80-85 per
cent of merchants want to
run another deal on the
website, said Gregory Cos-
tamagna, the co-founder of
StreetDeal.

“We get a lot of requests.
but we refrain from featur-
ing the same merchant too
often, otherwise, the con-
sumers will be bored,” ex-
plained Olivier Michel, the
other co-founder of Street-
Deal.

And even as websites
with smaller budgets have
resorted to cutting commis-
sions, both Deal and Street-
Deal say that they are in-
creasing theirs.

With competition rife in
the website arena, the next
frontier is the mobile one.

CoupCul t , having
shelved its website, is ex-
ploring a location-based
app for smartphones and
mobile phones which it will
launch at the end of the
month.

Trouble is, so are the
large players. Deal is
launching its own app this

week and StreetDeal is
launching one within the
next two or three months.

The dominance of the
top-tier sites will only inten-
sify. Deal had 13 people in
October but now has al-
most 30. The bulk of them
form a sales army that will

canvass the market for mer-
chants with a scale that
smaller sites will be
hard-pressed to match.

It would appear that in
the land of the very cheap
lunch deal, there is no free
lunch.

* The online boom: This
time, it’s different, Page 4

Fierce competition is driving smaller players to their knees

Discounting the group
coupon business

By NEIL BEHRMANN
in London
FABERGE, the iconic jewel-
ler, in which Temasek has
an interest, has unveiled its
first jewelled eggs since the
1917 Russian Revolution.

Les Fameux de Faberge
is a collection of 12 couture
egg pendants with prices
up to US$600,000; and
four were displayed here
last Friday. Faberge is also
launching Les Frissons de
Faberge, a repertoire of egg
pendants with around 60
different designs at prices
starting at US$8,000.

Temasek’s indirect
stake in Faberge is the re-
sult of an estimated 11 per
cent investment or around
US$200 million in Palling-
hurst Resources, a US$1.8
billion private equity fund.
Pallinghurst purchased the
Faberge brand from Unilev-
er in 2007 for US$38 mil-
lion. The fund is backing
Faberge which is designing
and outsourcing the produc-
tion of eggs to highly skilled
craftsmen mainly in
France, Belgium, Switzer-
land and Russia.

Brian Gilbertson, chair-
man of Pallinghurst and
former head of global min-
ing company BHP Billiton,
disclosed that the fund’s in-
vestment in Faberge is cur-
rently around US$120 mil-
lion.

Each of the Le Fameux
de Faberge eggs has a
unique and inventive de-
sign based on themes in-
spired by Russian prov-
erbs. They follow the quali-
ty of the magnificent bejew-
elled eggs that Peter Carl
Faberge presented to Rus-
sian czars from the 1880s
to 1917.

The Imperial Easter
Eggs celebrated the renew-
al of spring after the long se-
vere Russian winter. The
Bolshevik Revolution
brought an abrupt end to
the Romanov dynasty, and
the communists shut down
the House of Faberge. The
Faberge family fled Russia
after producing 50 Imperial
Eggs and private commis-
sions, including the Roth-
schild Egg which was auc-
tioned at Christies for
US$19.5 million in 2007.

Géza von Habsburg,
guest curator for the Virgin-
ia Museum of Fine Arts’
Faberge Revealed exhibi-
tion, estimated that current
values for Faberge Imperial
eggs might achieve
US$25-30 million at auc-
tion.

Almost a century after
the House of Faberge was
shut down, its famous Fab-
erge egg designs and crafts-
manship have been re-
vived. Peter Carl Faberge’s
great-granddaughter Sarah
Faberge is director of spe-
cial projects in the resur-
rected company and is com-
mitted to her heritage in

creativity, design and crafts-
manship.

The pendants are the
size of small eggs, or a ba-
by’s fist.  A unique Diaghi-
lev Egg with diamond cir-
cles shimmering with ru-
bies is based on the prov-
erb “everything has beauty,
but not everyone sees
it”.  A diamond drawer
opens when one of the gem-
stones is pushed and re-
veals a matching pendant.

Another example is the
Diamond Egg with the top
price of US$600,000. Its
theme is  “genius is simplici-
ty,” as the egg is made of al-
most weightless titanium
coated with 66.4 carats of
intricately cut white dia-
monds of high clarity. 

Faberge plans to add
boutiques in London and
New York to its present
showroom in Geneva. The
firm will accept private com-
missions from high net
worth customers to create
eggs, said Katharina Flohr,
managing and creative di-
rector of Faberge.

At a later stage, a store
will be opened in Hong
Kong, but the company is
not rushing to expand and
prefers to advance slowly
and not over commit itself.

Temasek, through
Pallinghurst, also has a
stake in Gemfields, a com-
pany that claims to be the
largest miner of emeralds
and amethysts. The mines
are based in Zambia. Re-
cently, Gemfields expanded
into rubies by acquiring a
75 per cent stake in a Mo-
zambique mine. Gemfields
is holding an emerald auc-
tion in Singapore this
week, said Sean Gilbertson,
son of Brian Gilbertson and
a director of Gemfields.

First Faberge
jewelled eggs
since Russian
Revolution

ANNA BEHRMANN

Good egg: The Diaghilev
Egg has diamond circles
shimmering with rubies
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