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South Florida's tofu king gives back

Mary Thurman Yuhas

MIAMI: During the late 1970s, in the heart of one of Miami's roughest neighborhoods, George and
Einez Yap borrowed money from family and friends to launch LEASA Industries to grow and sell bean
sprouts.

When the Yaps started, they
knew  nothing  about
hydroponic farming, and their
first  year  in  business  was
brutal. Einez worked two jobs
to  enable  George  to  work
16-hour days at the struggling
company.  Making  a  meager
$175 a week to start off, the
Chinese-Jamaican couple lost
$30,000 during the first  four
months  of  operation.  They
also  managed  to  earn  only
$5,000 in gross income in the
first full year, while taking on
$50,000 in debt.

But today, LEASA Industries,
now run by son Andrew, has
become  one  of  the  largest
growers,  manufacturers,  and
processors  of  health-food

products in the Southeast US. It produces 70 percent of the tofu and soy products in South Florida,
and also distributes throughout the rest of the state, Georgia, Alabama, South Carolina, Tennessee,
the Caribbean and even Alaska.

However, more than just trying to grow the company, the Yap family has also been paying back the
inner  city community in which it  has thrived.  As a result,  last  month in Atlanta,  Andrew Yap was
named the regional minority manufacturer of the year for 2009 by the US Department of Commerce
Business Development Agency.

Marie  Gill,  director  of  the  Minority  Business  Entrepreneurial  Center  for  the  US  Department  of
Commerce in Miami,  said the company has demonstrated a staying power and created jobs in a
down economy. Gill said LEASA has also been used as a model for small businesses at Harvard
Business School and written about in "Inc." magazine.

"They help their employees develop self-esteem, develop skills, grow and groom them and promote
from within the company, and it's an outstanding company," he said.

Beatrice Louissaint, president and CEO of Southern Florida Minority Supplier Development Council in
Miami,  said LEASA has been given many awards from other  organizations including hers.  "It's  a
second generation business, and they're great employers," she said. "I love that they employ former
welfare recipients and individuals who have had trouble with the law and are being rehabilitated."

After the company made it  through its first  rough year,  things started to turn around. Health food
stores and later, supermarket chains such as Publix and Winn-Dixie became customers.

"There was a convergence because about that time people started thinking about healthy food and
lifestyles," Andrew Yap said.

In 1978, Yap's mother was able to quit her outside jobs and put her efforts into the family business.
They began buying carrots, celery, snow peas and bok choy in bulk from California and repackaged
them for individual use. A year later, the company introduced tofu.

The business flourished until 1992, when the floods in California destroyed produce and drove costs
up by 300 percent in six weeks. That same year, massive Hurricane Andrew hit Miami and destroyed
thousands of pounds of bean sprouts.

That financial hit caused George Yap to change his business model again. He moved the growing of
the sprouts inside a 30,000-square-foot building, which provided a lot of protection to the plants. By
this point, son Andrew had earned an undergraduate degree in business and a master's degree in
marketing from Florida International University.

Rather than immediately working in the family business, Yap felt he first needed to get "real-world"
experience. For the following four years, he was a consultant for Strategy Research Corp. in Coral



Gables, Fla. where he honed his consulting skills and worked with companies such as General Motors
and Chiquita Banana.

"I knew I couldn't just leave college and go out there," he said.

Then in 1994,  he joined the family business as its marketing director,  and by 2005,  Andrew Yap
became president of the company. Unfortunately, that same year matriarch Einez Yap passed away.
"She was the strong central point  and a mother to all of  the employees," Yap said.  George Yap
remains as CEO and chairman of the board, and still works at the company on a daily basis.

So far, the business has thrived under the younger Yap's leadership, as revenues exceeded $8 million
last year. "We're constantly looking for new opportunities and always developing new products that
customers want," Yap said.

But profit is only part of the company's success. Retired US Representative Carrie Meek (D-Fla.) has
known the Yap family for 30 years. She said the company hires people from the inner city who would
probably not otherwise have a job. Somehow, she explained, the family has a sweeping influence on
them and most of them are now tax-paying citizens.

Meek added that the family is committed to the community and had stayed despite the Liberty City
riots in 1980, and regular hurricanes. "Most would have run off under these pressures," she said. "And
they probably could have done better for themselves if they had moved."

Yap said the people in the Liberty City neighborhood have helped to make the company a success,
and his family has a commitment to them and the community. In 2004, the company doubled the plant
size to 66,000 sq ft and was able to hire more people.

In addition to being company president, Andrew Yap also teaches business and marketing classes at
his alma mater  Florida International University (FIU).  Galen Kroeck,  chairman of  the Management
Department at FIU has known Yap for 10 years and is a friend and business associate. He said Yap
is always one of the best instructors because of his style and the business experience he brings to
students.

Occasionally, instructors are unable to teach a class and even when he calls Yap at the last minute to
instruct a class he has not taught before, Yap is able to do it. "He is a person of high integrity and
achievement," he said. "I don't know how he does it all."
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