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Alumni Profile: Sam Ling (MBA ’04) by Jennifer Hildebrandt

Jennifer Hildebrandt: You live in
Indonesia, the country most devastated
by the tsunami. Can you talk a bit about
your experience?

Sam Ling: On December 26, 2004, I was 
in a hotel room in Manado, Sulawesi
(northeast Indonesia), spending the
Christmas holidays away from Canada for
the first time. I remember hearing the news
report: “Dozens of people dead and missing
after a tsunami hits the eastern coast of Sri
Lanka”. I woke up an hour later to hear
“Several hundred people killed after 9.0
Richter Scale earthquake/tsunami.Areas in
Thailand and Sri Lanka affected” – not one
word about Indonesia.

In the hours and days that followed,
further reports started to come in, but now
there was no mistaking the magnitude of
what had happened here. Unlike war,
which is an act of man and governments,
the events of December 26 showed no bias
for one’s faith, ethnicity, or nationality.

My experience in the aftermath has
been one of sadness for the victims and a

desire, like so many, to help in some way.
Foreign and local aid will need to be more
than a monetary effort, and will need to be
continue beyond the next major headline.
The prevailing perception that the district
of Banda Aceh is still an emergency zone is
definitely true. I cannot give a first-hand
account of what ‘ground zero’ is like in
Aceh, nor would I dare try to describe what
it is like to watch a loved one swept away
right before one’s eyes. However, I can tell
you that there are so many needs that have
to be properly addressed, such as poor
water quality, lack of food, minimal or
makeshift shelters, joblessness, mental
trauma, lack of medical supplies and facili-
ties, environmental damage, orphans, and
badly damaged industries such as crop
fields and fishing villages, to name a few.

Two contrasting things have struck me
most in the aftermath: the first is the
tremendous aid response by many foreign
nations. The second, ironically, are the
reports of disorganized relief efforts, possi-
ble corruption, and the independence
struggle of Aceh insurgents. Mixed in were

articles from the Jakarta Post of local Aceh
university students returning to Aceh not
solely for academics, but also for corpse
collection. Student volunteers combed the
districts of Banda Aceh to collect and dis-
pose of hundreds of corpses each and every
day. One can only imagine what we, as past
students, would feel if placed in the same
unimaginable conditions.

The new Indonesian government under
President Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono
(SYB) has, in my opinion, done reasonably
well to bring early relief under extreme cir-
cumstances, given the country’s limited
emergency response capabilities. But
Indonesia still needs the international com-
munity to help organize and implement all
the reconstruction efforts.

JH: Tell us about the environmentally-
focused business you run in Canada 
and Indonesia.

SL: My company, ieh! Canada®, is an inter-
national manufacturer of 100 per cent
organic-based products, and was founded in
2004. Our team of researchers has devel-
oped a product line that has applications in a
breadth of industries: agribusiness, marine
and fishery, industrial facilities (for waste
water treatment), construction and wood
production, pharmaceutical, hotels and hos-
pitals, food industries, and mining and
energy. While the 50 year-old biological
process we use (i.e. fermentation, hydroly-
sis, separation, and extraction) is hardly
breakthrough technology, the identification
and isolation of the necessary plant materials
is our competitive advantage. In fact, each
ieh! Canada® product consists of anywhere
from 20 to 30 plant species.

Our Toronto office is the company’s
corporate headquarters, and is responsible
for international trade and marketing to
North America and Europe. We recently
expanded our manufacturing, sales and
research operations to Jakarta, Indonesia
as part of the first of three phases to build
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a significant presence in Asia. We chose 
to be based in Jakarta because it is a finan-
cial centre.

JH: What impact are you hoping to
make, personally and professionally, in
the relief and reconstruction efforts? 

SL: I’m hoping that ieh! Canada® can help
at different stages of the relief effort in
Banda Aceh district. Clean water and func-
tioning sewer/sanitation systems are an
immediate need. Our waste water treat-
ment products may relieve some of the
burden on new and existing treatment sys-
tems. Specifically, our products can reduce
exposure of water-borne diseases and also
make cleaner water available for both
human and animal consumption. The chal-
lenge here, as always, will be to coordinate
with the national and local government on
how to best implement these efforts.

Secondly, we may be able to help in
the areas of agriculture and aquaculture.
For the majority of Acehnese, these indus-
tries are their livelihood, so rebuilding
them will require proper fertilization and
conditioning. ieh! Canada® will allocate
the appropriate products, particularly to
those who cannot afford to rebuild on
their own.

I think the best way to personally help
the relief efforts is through local updates
to people back in Canada or to wherever

our communities extend so that aid con-
tinues through the reconstruction period.
I urge everyone who reads this article to
lend support through their organizations,
as well as individually.

JH: Your company challenges the public
and private sectors to leave a “lighter
footprint”. How can these organizations
incorporate sustainable development
into their business strategies?

SL: Leaving a ‘lighter footprint’ can take
many forms. One way, of course, is to use
environmentally-friendly products and to
minimize or eliminate activities that are
harmful.The other way is to develop a cor-
porate culture that, as part of its mission,
strengthens the communities in which it
operates. In Compassionate Capitalism by
Marc Benioff and Karen Southwick,
Alan Hassenfeld, former CEO and pres-
ent chairman of Hasbro, Inc. writes, “You
make a living by what you do, you make a
life by what you give. We cannot have a
strong bottom line without having strong
communities around us. For it is from our
communities we draw our employees, our
customers, our supporters, and our critics.
Without vibrant, strong communities, we
lose our own vitality.”

While we will clearly be able to see
and measure the benefits of community and
environmental social programs, future

leaders should also realize that helping 
others through a corporate structure
returns untold benefits. It raises employee
morale and aids in retention. It helps
employees gain new skills in leadership,
teamwork, and thinking outside of the box,
and creates what every organization cher-
ishes: a well-rounded human being.

To quote UN Secretary General Kofi
Annan, “Those who have the power and
means – government and business – must
show that economics, properly applied, and
profits, wisely invested, can bring social
benefits within reach not only for the few,
but for the many, and eventually for us all.”

JH: What is the greatest life lesson you
gained from the tsunami?

SL: Last year, my mom passed away sud-
denly at age 58 – just weeks before the end
of my final MBA semester. It’s the loneliest
feeling in the world to lose someone so
close, but when you have the support of
friends and family, and most importantly,
time to heal, things become somewhat
more manageable.The events of December
26 reminded me about those feelings of
loss, and the struggles I went through to
cope. In a time of sorrow, I had my wife and
some very good friends around me. I also
had time to reflect. Most of the people
affected by the tsunami don’t have any of
these luxuries.
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