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Food centres

Real estate developers have found a novel gimrfu'tk P

to attract tenants for new urban properties.
Bangkok'’s nine million gourmets are major
benefactors of this side-effect of over-supply of

rental space.

BY RAMESH SHRESTHA §.

3%

used to sell fried noodles on the
footpaths of Bangkok's China-
town. *

Like all other food vendors, she had a
“moving restaurant” — a push-cart witha
charcoal oven and other necessary para-
phemnalia. Her special noodles were
famous in the district and attracted
dedicated consumers from far and wide.
Business was hectic, and the only prob-
lem was the police. Because she had no
permanent location from which to do
business, they moved her off the streets
and fined her many times. g,

Things changed for the noodle vendor
about a year ago. Representatives of the
owners of a famous Bangkok property
approached her and asked if she would
move in and set up a stall of her own in

. the building. She would be required to
pay no rent and she would even be pro-
vided with all the dishes, pots and pans
she needed. She had only to agree to pay
35 per cent of her daily revenue and she
could move in right away.

In the new premises, on the sixth floor
of the Mah Boonkrong Centre, currently
the largest shopping complex in Bang-
kok, Jay Uwan is selling Bt6,000
(USS$230) worth-of fried noodles on an

average day — 10 times the value of daily

busi on the p of China-

J AY UWAN, 45, MOTHER OF FIVE,

town. Better still, her days of arguing

with the police are over.

The Mah Boonkrong Food Centre,
also known as the Shell Chuam Chim,
said to be the largest indoor eating-
house in Southeast Asia, was opened in
February, 1985.

With 64 food stalls, each serving pre-
pared and semi-prepared specials, from

16 Asiun Advertising & Murketing

boiled noodles; curried rice, ~fried
chicken, duck-on-rice and pig's leg to
fish stomach with quail’s eggs, the 8,000-
square-metre floor is currently the most
popular eating spot in Bangkok, attract-
ing as many as 100,000 customers
during the weekend.

So successful has the food centre
become in the months since its opening,
that high-rise property and department

store marketers are secing the attraction -

of food centres as a spur to business
which has slackened off recently due to

over-supply. Almost all new properties . - °

are trying out the idea, including shop-
ping complexes like Central, Welco,
Robinson and Metro. The Gaysorn Food
Centre opened recently and another, the
Machim Food Centre, is located right
under the central Sukhumvit Express-
way. :

Bangkok food centres are like super-
markets, except that instead of groceries,
favourite dishes are on sale. From Thai
ethnic to Western fast food, specialities
are sold under the same roof, all indoors
and air-conditioned. Purchases are made
with coupons in five- and 10-baht de-
nominations. Almost all the city's food
centres are located in newly-developed
shopping complexes and most of the
stalls are branches of already-famous

restaurants. In almost all cases, instead of -

paying rent, they pay a small sum as
security, plus a percentage — between 20
and 35 per cent — of daily sales to the
property owner. The contract is signed
for one to two years, and in all cases the
pots, pans, cutlery and tableware are
provided by the owner.

Behind the success of Mah Boon-
krong and its huge following, is its 60-

N

i11e5S

¥ M.R. Thanadsri Svasti, prince of Thai gastronomy.

b The Lai , the symbol of good food.
Only about | ragts throughout
A Thailand are en f)d\k sign.

5 #
ycu-olddirecwr,M.R.Th;n sriSvasti.

Also known as Khun Chai, Prince Tha-
nadsri is the grandson o

Minister of Justice during.he reign of
King Rama V (1868-1910),-aad needs
no introduction in Thailand.

Through a syndicated zadio pro-
gramme heard by an estimated 10 mil-
lion Thais nationwide, every day, abest-
selling cookbook, a weekly television
programme, nimerods a inesjon’y
television cm i ps: [ ‘tlﬁ'ougl;‘{
photographs an the packs of food pro=.
ducts, the Pringg is one of the best- |
known and widest-recognised voices and
faces in Thailand.

r

r,

ome

T polean, &id is a'vice pre- ()
sident of the World Gastronomic Coun-
cil, started his association with gastron-
omy in 1961 by writing a newspaper

sSrcrl)

w e

were recommended through the column
and given a certificate of merit. "=

The coveted certificate has been given
so far tgyonly slightly more than 1,000

o 5 micstaurants t the Kingdom,

i “ﬁ?t’ &c icture of 4 »Lgi*
| [Kiam" bowl, ha e {0 be accépted
=" Rhroughout s a symbol of

good food.

& The Prince continues to write his Shell

- Chuam Chim colummn once awwcel;. “It
£ has givef inéa firm foundaiion| heXags.
LT
»[the restaurants Frecommend.” ! o'

It was the Prince’s own idea to try a
food centre on the sixth floor of the Mah
Boonkrong building. “It was like gambl-

-

Bangkok's population
of gastronomes has
caught on quickly to
the treats offered at
“food supermarkets”
like the Mah Boon-
krong Food Centre.

ing for me, to test whether people really
believed me. The floor was filled up
within six months. I won.

“It was the success of this floor which
attracted other stores to move into the
building. But the food centre is the most
successful of all enterprises housed
here.”

. Mere reputation, however, was not
the sole foundation for the Mah Boon-

: "krong Food Centre's success. An initial

investment of Bt70 million went into
ventilators and other systems so the
premises would remain absolutely
odourless. :

“Most others who copied our idea
failed from the start because they forgot
all about this investment,” says the
Prince. “The result is a bit like an elegant
woman with tattered underwear.” A total
of 47 department stores have opened in
Bangkok over the past few years and 10
in the last 24 months alone. Food centres
‘ate now being used by department store
owners to attract shopping traffic and to
fill up vacant premises caused by the glut
of rental property. %

The Mah Boonkrong Food Centre
was not the city's first, which was located

' tht,_;ﬁ'pbajja&r Hotel and was estab-

lished 38 a eans of offering foreign
guests a place.within the hotel precincts
to sample local dishes. But it was the
Thais who turned out to be the regular
patrons and enthusiasts.

yangkok

Thais loved the Ambassador City
Food Centre and others which copied
the concept. Not too expensive, they
offered an alternative to downtown
office workers who used to eat their
lunches at corner noodle shops or from
footpath food vendors. Thai teenagers,
considered the best patrons of Western
fast food outlets, are also turning to the
new cating centres because they offer
familiar and favourite foods in the same
pleasant surroundings offered by West-
ern properties where customers can sit
for a leisurely chat in air-conditioned
comfort.

Behind the mushrooming of depart-
ment store eateries is the belief that it is
the local and not the recently-arrived
Western fast foods which will abide.

“American fast food will never suc-
ceed in Thailand,” says Prince Thanad-
sri. “Thai eating habits are more compli-
cated. We have to have spicesto mixand
enhance the taste as we like. Western fast
food is too bland. People go to those
outlets only for fashion and sociability." ;-

The managing director of the Machim
Food Ceatre, where fare is targetted at
lower income groups and sells at 20 per

_ cent lower prices than the average, says

there are very fundamental reasons why
Western fast food products will not work
in Thailand.

“Western fast food is essentially
bread-based, so Thais seldom look to it
as a regular meal,” says Pisal Prahas-
dangkura. “Kin Khanon pang mai im;
Kin Khao im thong. (Bread does not fill;
rice does.)”

Bangkok is experiencing only the
beginning of the food centres’ impact on
Thai custom, says Pisal, who believes
their proliferation will change Thai life-
styles.

Instead of waiting in their premises
for customers, operators will go directly
to Thai homes, delivering selected dishes
in door-to-door services. The custom

already exists, he says, with aharn bin-to

(prepared meals delivered by neighbour-
hood shops to subscribing homes). The
new food centres and the extension of
their business will replace this tradition,
says Pisal. X%
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