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Bougquets of flowers have piled up in front of
building No 160 at the headquarters of Hangzhou
Wahaha Group, China’s leading beverage maker,
in tribute to its founder and chairman Zong
Qinghou, who passed away on Sunday at the age of
79.

Past and present employees and visitors paid
their respects at the gray six—story building in
Hangzhou, Zhejiang province, where Zong, once
China's richest man, conducted his daily work.
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Ren Weifeng, a former secretary of Zong'’s,
said in a WeChat post that Zong diligently looked
at all the reports given to him.

“Every night at nine, documents and reports
would be printed out for him. With a pen, a pack
of cigarettes and a cup of tea, he would review all
the reports, making notes until midnight. The next
morning, all departments would carry out their
work according to his instructions. He did this ev—
ery day,” Ren wrote.
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Lily Xia, who operates a consultancy in Sin—
gapore for Chinese companies going overseas, said
Zong had a deep impact on her personal and pro—
fessional journeys.

She began her career as a junior cashier with
the Wahaha Group after graduating from a
leading university in 1999.

When Xia won a running competition
at the annual Wahaha Games, a corporate
sports event, Zong presented her with the
medal and gently patted her on the shoulder.
“Keep going. You have great potential,” he
said. His words gave the young woman
newfound confidence.
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In 1991, with support from the
Hangzhou government, the company
acquired an indebted State—owned
enterprise, the Hangzhou Canned
Food Product Co.

Zong initially encountered opposi—
tion from the workers but won them
over be explaining to them Wahaha’s
founding, how it operated and the
benefits it would bring them. Three
months later, the cannery began
turning a profit.
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In 1991, with support from the Hangzhou
government, the company acquired an indebted
State—owned enterprise, the Hangzhou Canned
Food Product Co.

Zong initially encountered opposition from
the workers but won them over be explaining to
them Wahaha’s founding, how it operated and the
benefits it would bring them. Three months later,
the cannery began turning a profit.
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In 1994, when the country’s credit system
was still evolving, Wahaha began to foster strong
financial links between producers and distributors.
The company’s idea involved the upfront guaran—
tee of money from the distributors to the producers,
with the products delivered at a later date. This en—
sured a steady cash flow for the producers and fos—
tered their loyalty to the distributors.
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At its peak, Wahaha boasted more than 7,000
distributors, over 100,000 wholesalers, and 5 million

sales outlets across China.

“Wahaha is one of the few private enterprises
in China that has been active in the consumer mar—
ket since the beginning of the market economy and
it is still developing rapidly,” said Jason Yu, general
manager of Kantar Worldpanel China, a market re—
search firm.
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Wahaha’s sales model allows it to
penetrate millions of retail outlets in China,
including in rural areas.

This wide distribution network is un—
matched by many international giants and
domestic companies, giving Wahaha an
edge in maintaining steady revenue flows in
the era of internet, Yu said.
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Zong was also known for his firm leadership
style, exemplified by his resoluteness during lengthy
business disputes between Wahaha and French dairy
glant Danone. A joint venture was formed in 1996
with the company producing bottled water and
congee products and Wahaha’s production doubled
from 1996 to 1997.

However, 10 years later tensions arose when
Danone tried to acquire a 51 percent stake in Wa—
haha’s non—joint venture company at a net asset
price of 4 billion yuan, along with the Wahaha

trademark.
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In 2009, a settlement was reached and the
Wahaha trademark remained with the Wahaha
Group. “Let’s not be afraid of international law—
suits. We don’t bully others, but we also
can’t let others bully us,” Zong said at the

time.
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The group operates without a deputy general
manager, with production, sales, and other respon—
sibilities handled by various directors. In 2012,
Zong said in an interview that: “It (Wahaha) is my
entire life, my dreams, values, label and purpose. It
is proof of my existence in this world.”

Last November, Zong made his final public
appearance at a dealers’ conference, the company’s
annual flagship event. Addressing attendees, he dis—
cussed his health issues and his decision to quit
smoking. He added that retirement is a concept
foreign to him.
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Since 2007, Zong Fuli, who studied in the
United States from the age of 14, has managed the
Hongsheng Beverage Group and invested in up—
stream businesses including sugar—free tea drinks
and sparkling water products. In 2020, she was ap—
pointed deputy general manager of Wahaha’s mar—
keting unit.
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Despite his huge fortune, Zong led a modest
life and diligently worked from 7 am to 11 pm. He
slept in a bedroom located in the same building as
his office and was known for his calm and
soft—spoken demeanor.

He preferred simple meals like porridge and
noodles from the company canteen. The tycoon
often traveled alone on business trips carrying a sin—
gle suitcase and once went second—class on a bullet
train, chatting to and befriending other passengers.
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Leaders of private enterprises sent their re—
gards. Geely Chairman Li Shufu praised Zong as a
pioneer of innovation and entrepreneurship in the
private sector who was representative of modern
Zhejiang merchants and their hardworkmg spirit.
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