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Igniting the spirit of

innovation

S ome of the world’s most successful products and innovations started out as ideas and

sketches on paper. But even the brightest ideas cannot blossom without the right

nurturing environment. In our rapidly changing and competitive business environment,

the key to success must unlock many doors – doors that lead to opportunities, challenges, and

ultimately – the winning formula.

In encouraging students to explore new ideas in innovation and technology, and in continuously

striving to provide them with practical experience before they enter the workplace, the PolyU–

IDT Innovative Entrepreneur Contest has been hitting all the right notes. An integral part of

PolyU’s Innovation and Technology Incubation Programme (ITIP), this contest provides an

opportunity for student teams to pull their resources together and to follow their entrepreneurial

1st PolyU–IDT Innovative Entrepreneur Contest: Roll of honour
Category Project (Department) Winning team
General A Low Cost Internet Controlled Billy Fung Pei-lee (leader)

Video Monitoring System Chan Chak-on
(Department of Mechanical Chan Wai-hong
Engineering) Mak Sui-shing

Tang Siu-ling
e-Game & Toys Products Development of the Online Lo Chi-wing (leader)

Games in Thin-clients Devices Chan Mei-yung
(Department of Computing) Wong Ka-man

e-Learning Products FeaFur-Advanced Software Burley Wong (Leader)
Technology for Thermal
Functional Design of Textiles
(Institute of Textiles & Clothing)

Kicking off the second
contest: (from left) Dr Lui,
Mr Chan, President
Prof. Poon Chung-kwong
and Deputy President
Mr Alexander Tzang.
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dream in creating a new product. The winners can even get a taste of success if their idea

eventually becomes reality and is launched in the market through ITIP.

The first contest, co-ordinated by PolyU’s Institute for Enterprise through its Partnership

Development Office and sponsored by IDT International Limited, achieved highly encouraging

results when it was launched last year. With the second contest now running at full throttle, it

won’t be long before another batch of young entrepreneurs are born.

Winners of the
first contest
posing with staff
and guests.

Winning is only a start

The award-winning team: (from left) Chan Wai-hong, Billy,

advisor Dr Wong Wai-on, Tang Siu-ling, Mak Sui-shing and

Chan Chak-on.

P art of the reason for the increasing popularity of
the second PolyU–IDT Innovative Entrepreneur
Contest has to do with the fact that there is

already a success story involved. One of the winning
teams, led by mechanical engineering student Billy
Fung Pei-lee, is getting a taste of being a real
entrepreneur. Their project, a low-cost Internet
controlled video monitoring system, earn the highest
score and is  a l ready in  i ts  f i rs t  s tep o f
commercialization.

This ingenious device, which uses the power of
the Internet to achieve the effects of close circuit
video monitoring, will be available to the public soon, at an estimated
cost of $400 per set. “I really entered the contest just for fun and experience. I did not
expect to win,” Billy said. “Until now, I did not realize that there are so many challenges in doing business.”

Billy and his teammates are all in the same class. He wanted to do something with the Internet because
he wants more people to utilize this network. However, the team also realises that developing a product
from concept to materialization takes perseverance and patience. “We are very fortunate to get a lot of help
from our professors,” he observed.

“But the most difficult part is in writing the final business plan. We are engineering students, but we had
to learn accounting and business principles too.” Billy feels that winning the contest is only the first step –

there are many steps ahead. “To create something
and to launch it in the real world is an entirely different
issue. It is something that we can’t learn from books,
something that we have to try ourselves.” Although
he is hopeful that the product will do well, Billy said
the lessons learnt from the project had given him the
confidence to face future challenges. “In this society
we have to stay competitive, I can apply the same
principles to a future job.”
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A multidisciplinary approach
According to Dr Lui Sun-wing, Vice President (Partnership and Continuing Education), the

contest is a testimony of the University’s commitment to grooming talent for the knowledge-

based economy of the future. “This is a new concept for us, and it is in line with our philosophy

of concentrating on applied learning,” Dr Lui said. “In using a multidisciplinary approach, we

encourage our students to think creatively and to develop their business sense.”

Of course, the ‘winning formula’ can’t simply be taught in textbooks. Experience, trials and

errors also count. All these ultimately become a foundation for each student to prepare himself

for the working world. “This is a culture we want to promote in our university, that is to apply

what they have learned,” Dr Lui continued. “The role of a university is to not merely to teach

students facts and give them knowledge; it is to prepare them to manage it.”

He stressed that the real world never stays constant, but experience in handling change,

building relationship with others and using common sense and logic are all ingredients in a solid

foundation. “This is why the contest has been so successful: it combines creation and application,

giving engineering students exposure to concepts in marketing, accounting and business. We

offer for students a chance to deal with the real-life challenges of building a sound business.”

As for the first contest, the second PolyU–IDT Innovative Entrepreneur Contest is open to all

full-time students. Each team has an academic advisor and entries could be submitted under five

categories, namely, electrical appliances and health care products, IT applications,

telecommunications and personal devices, toys, and others.

The contest is staged over two rounds. The preliminary round, which closed in October,

required each team to submit a two-page executive summary for their product. Those teams that

successfully enter the final round need to complete a full business plan by January 2002, and

winners are selected by a panel of judges made up of faculty, industry advisors and sponsors.

The winning team in each category will be granted a cash prize of $25,000, plus the

opportunity to be awarded other monthly stipend allowance and subsidies for other expenses

for further developing their work. Subject to the University’s approval, each winning team is

expected to join an Innovation Incubation Unit formed under the ITIP, and may thus get a

jumpstart in marketing their products to the public through joining Innovation Incubation Units.

What it means for industries
As the contestants ultimately set their sights on penetrating

the real market, industry support plays an important role in the

contest. Mr Raymond Chan, Chairman and CEO of IDT

International Limited, has generously donated $1 million to the

contest for its first two years. He also dedicated time to sit on

the judging panel. “I am very impressed and surprised by the

quality of the projects submitted by the students,” Mr Chan

said. “The ideas are solid and the products are very sophisticated.

Obviously a lot of thought and efforts went into the projects.”

Mr Chan holds that in an ever increasingly competitive

economy, contests such as this carry multiple benefits. “It not

only affords students a chance to gain experience, but also

facilitates ideas – ideas that may materialize and benefit society,

Dr Lui: it’s about teamwork.

Mr Chan: contest carries multiple benefits.
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and create more jobs and opportunities,” he said. “This has a very positive effect for Hong

Kong’s industries as it helps groom more talent for the market.”

Mr Andrew Young, Head of the Partnership Development Office, has overseen the

implementation of the contest from its conception to fruition. “One of the roles of the

Partnership Development Office is to monitor market functions, to develop business

partnerships, and to understand what industries need,” he said.

“In this context I feel the objective of this contest is really unique, because it is through

real-life experience that students acquire the practical context. It is not an experiment; it is

integrated with outside industries, giving our students a whole spectrum of exposure and

experience.”

According to Mr Young, the model of the contest is based on a very successful

programme initiated at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT). “This is something

that not only bring together students, but academics and professionals as well,” Mr Young

remarked.

Throughout the contest, the teams receive valuable support from the University. These

include advice from academic staff, use of campus equipment and facilities, subsidy for

building product prototypes and market research, participation in forums and training

workshops presented by entrepreneurs, as well as mentorship by professionals.

So far, response from industry, staff and students have been overwhelming supportive.

While the first contest saw 22 teams competing in the final round, this year entries have

increased significantly, and 24 teams have already been shortlisted.

But winning the contest isn’t everything, it’s the process that is enriching. “An important

lesson in life is learning how to work with others,” Dr Lui said. “It’s about teamwork, and

accepting each other’s strengths and weaknesses.” This is why the university encourages

interdepartmental collaboration in the current contest. “It will be great if engineering school

students can work with, say, MBA students with more staff participation,” Dr Lui said. “I

think the last contest’s success has made more students aware of this. Perhaps in the future

we may consider giving course credit for participation, so as to attract more students to

take part in such a worthwhile exercise.”
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First PolyU-associated company
listed on stock exchange

A nother shining example of innovation is the diesel particulate trap developed by PolyU. It is now one of the leading products of
the joint venture company Eco-Tek Holdings Ltd. (company code 8169), newly listed on the GEM board of the Hong Kong Stock
Exchange on 5 December 2001.

PolyU’s wholly owned subsidiary Advance New Technology Ltd. holds 16.1 per cent share in Eco-Tek. Chaired by Dr Lily Chiang,
recipient of the Outstanding PolyU Alumni Award 1999, the company specialises in providing environmental protection solutions. The
listing was well received by the investment community, with the stock being oversubscribed 60 times prior to listing.

The diesel particulate trap is an applied R&D project was conducted by Dr Cheung Chun-shun, Mr Chan Sui-ling, Mr Chuen Chun-
wah, Dr Eric Fung and Mr Lo Kok-keung of the Department of Mechanical Engineering, and Dr Hung Wing-tat of the Department of Civil
and Structural Engineering. The low-cost device alleviates environmental pollution by trapping around one-third of particulates emitted
from the engines of light duty diesel vehicles. The technology was successfully commercialized and the listing coordinated by the Institute
for Enterprise.

Mr Young: integration with industries.
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