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Push for ‘green’ plastic bags

Winrigo has big plans to export its technology of making eco-friendly, biodegradable plastic overseas, reports LYNN KAN

OR years, wheat husks
from local food company
Prima — of Prima Deli and
Prima Taste fame — were
carted away to its wheat
milling site to be turned
into animal feed. “It’s a
typical by-product of the
milling process that we sold off, but it
did not add much value,” says Pri-
ma’s executive director and general
manager Lewis Cheng.

But since July, the husks have
been making a re-appearance in the
Prima food chain — as Prima Deli’s
cake knives and plastic bags. In an
unorthodox marriage of plastic and
rye, the husks are now whisked away
to a plastic manufacturing plant in
Johor, owned by Singapore-based
green-tech firm Winrigo.

And there — in a process that has
been quietly developed by Winrigo
over the past year — the husks are
mixed with polymer resins to create
an eco-friendly, biodegradable type
of plastic.

“It’s about 50-70 per cent renewa-
ble or recyclable source, 10-20 per
cent polymers and 10 per cent trade
secret,” says Winrigo founder Teri
Teo.

But it’s no inferior product.
“We’ve been told the wheat husks re-
inforce the plastic and make it strong-
er, and it doesn’t stay in the eco-sys-
tem longer,” says Prima’s Mr Cheng.

The idea to create this new-fan-
gled and similarly new-age sounding
R3plas Oxo-biodegradable plastic oc-
curred to Mr Teo when he realised
how wood was still being felled inces-
santly because there wasn’t anything
that could replace its look or biode-
gradable properties.

“I thought to myself, there must be
a way to make a product that is bet-

ter, more durable than wood but that
could biodegrade like wood and
wouldn’t require trees to be cut
down,” says Mr Teo.

“I’ve been told the husks have
made the plastic bags stronger and
have a higher value-add to Prima.
And at the same time, the plastic
doesn’t stay in the ecosystem,” says
Mr Cheng.

Newcomer Winrigo — whose
tongue-twisting name is short for
“We win your trust and grow togeth-
er” — did not blossom or gain trust
overnight. It was originally set up as a
plastic recycling company in 2001.
Mr Teo - then a Sanyo IK plastic resin
salesman — wanted to collect and recy-
cle good plastic that had been thrown
away.

“The trouble with me was that I
wanted to collect all kinds of plastic,”
he recalls. “But it wasn’t profitable to
recycle plastic taken from every-
where. One collection trip cost at least
$60, and unless we collected more
than 100kg of plastic per trip, we
were paying too much just to collect
the recyclable material.”

Eventually, he became more dis-
cerning, collecting only bulkier plastic
leftovers from industrial areas

The real tipping point came only
five years later, when Mr Teo hit on
the idea of creating biodegradable
plastic using the collected recycled
plastic, and selling the final product
to local retailers that used plastic
bags.

“I saw there was a change taking
place in mindset,” he says. “I thought
companies wouldn’t want their bags
to stay in the ecosystem and be found
associated with polluting.”

So with recently retrenched engi-
neer colleagues from Sanyo IK in tow,
he brought in relatively new biode-

gradable plastic technology from the
United States. Winrigo partnered
with Singapore Polytechnic (SP) to
tailor the plastic to suit the climate of
Singapore. Rigorous testing in the SP
labs was performed before Mr Teo
was confident his R3plas Oxo-biode-
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gradable plastic — which he has
trade-marked and registered — could
decompose two years after produc-
tion.

But even with sterling research
and product performance, it took
some convincing to get companies
used to the idea that a Singapore com-
pany was behind the innovation.

“When we first approached compa-
nies, we were asked why we were do-
ing it and they thought we had some
grants or were endorsing some-
thing,” says Mr Teo. “But honestly,
we were just a business that saw the
readiness of companies to reduce
their environmental impact.”

True to the essence of his compa-
ny’s name, Mr Teo went to extremes
to earn trust. He provided his R3plas
plastic free to local bakery BreadTalk
to turn into plastic bags to win its
trust. “I told them they didn’t need to
pay until they were satisfied the prod-
uct would do what I say. And it did.”

After that — and an endorsement
by National Parks Singapore — busi-
ness started to improve. Winrigo’s
trade-mark plastic appeared in ST
Marine’s sick bags, local fashion re-
tailer DCP’s shopping bags and Tesco

bags.

Mr Teo has big plans to introduce
the R3plas range of technology over-
seas, and has set his sights on green,
tech-loving Japan. Winrigo, which
has only 14 employees and turnover
of about $1 million, already has a dis-
tributor there after it was invited to
showcase its range of R3plas technolo-
gy - bio-composite, biodegradable
and recycling — at the N-Expo Kansai
annual environmental technology con-
vention in Osaka last year.

Other efforts include collaborating
with local research institute SIMTech
to develop software that tracks the
carbon footprint of R3plas products
“according to Japanese standards”,
to facilitate exports there.

In the coming months, Mr Teo will
take his new technology on a global
tour, attending distributor conven-
tions in Japan and and Germany. “My
hope is that we can have one distribu-
tor in every one of these countries,”
he says.

Eventually, he hopes Winrigo will
not just be a solutions provider but
also develop a forte in branding and
product development.

Mr Teo, again picking the brains
of local students — this time from Sin-
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‘When we first
approached
companies, we
were asked why
we were doing it
and they thought
we had some
grants or were
endorsing
something. But
honestly, we were
just a business
that saw the
readiness of
companies to
reduce their

Thailand’s house brand garbage gapore Management University — was environmental
But Mr Teo did not rest on his lau- advised to brand and package the « t.’
rels after the successful uptake of the R3plas line of technology more attrac- Impact.
biodegradable plastic product. He put tively as “we were more focused on _ Mr Teo
the profits of “about $50,000 to the hard side, the technology of it”.
$60,000” into creating a bio-compos- He is also consulting student prod-
ite product now used by Prima. And uct designers from Lasalle-SIA Col-
in July, that bit of ingenuity won lege of the Arts to design products
Winrigo recognition from the local using R3plas plastic.
green community — it bagged the Sin- Winrigo’s aim is simple: “De-
gapore Environmental Achievement signed in Singapore, technology from
Award at this year’s Singapore Green Singapore, waste from Singapore and
Summit. branding in Singapore,” says Mr Teo.
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