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John H H Ho 
Insights from an Industry Icon
Interview by Stephen L. Doggett

John Ho is the former owner of Aardwolf Pestkare in 
Singapore and he recently sold his business to 
Rollins. This interview discusses his insights into the 

pest management industry. 
In truth, John Ho should be John Ohara, which has a 

Japanese heritage. I was 42 years of age when my mom told 
me that my father was Kazuo Ohara. He was an administra-
tor in the war years, not a military person.

I was so shocked that I became sick for a week. My mom 
thought I was going to die before her time.

The rest is a different story, which I intend to relate in my 
autobiography, some day.

HOW MANY YEARS HAVE YOU BEEN IN THE PEST 
CONTROL INDUSTRY?
I have spent 38 wonderful years, or three quarters of my 
working life in the pest control industry.

WHAT POSITIONS HAVE YOU HAD DURING THIS TIME?
My first job was with a beverage company, Fraser & Neave 
Group, where I was trained to manage a factory. I later went 
on to be the Group Personnel Manager, Product Manager, 
Sales Manager and finally Export Manager.

My second job was with Rentokil, where I learned the 
art of managing a pest control business. My third and final 
appointment was with Aardwolf Pestkare, from where I 
retired as Group Managing Director.

TELL ME ABOUT YOUR HISTORY IN PEST CONTROL?
I was the Export Manager in Fraser & Neave when I decided 
to take on a career in the service industry. This was simply 
because I realised that I truly enjoy dealing with people. 

But I nearly walked out of the interview with the head-
hunter who offered me the position. After the preliminar-
ies, I asked for the name of the company, “Rentokil” was the 
reply. What business are they in? “Pest Control”, was the ner-
vous reply. What is their market position? “Number 3 or 4.”

I thought to myself, “What a name, never heard of them,  
Pest Control...not sure if it is sustainable”. In Fraser & Neave I 

was familiar with position 1 or 2, not 3 or 4!
So I stood up, stretched my hand for a polite “thank you” 

shake and said “I am sorry I think I have come for the wrong 
interview.”

The interviewer was clearly surprised. He re-invited me to 
sit down and to give him the opportunity to explain, while I 
enjoyed his cup of coffee. I told myself, “John, shut up and sit 
down.” When I was younger I was very impatient, capable of 
doing few things at one time, other than breathing.

He handed me some financial reports and because of 
my economics background I looked at certain figures and I 
exclaimed, “It looks like I can make a living here!” 

“That is what I have been trying to tell you”, was his happy 
response. After two more interviews, I scored the job as 
Managing Director.

TELL ME ABOUT YOUR INITIAL IMPRESSIONS OF THE 
INDUSTRY.
Of course, it was not a smooth transition. My friends thought 
I had too much “Tiger Beer”, to change to a position where I 
had little knowledge. But at 35 years of age, I knew no fear. 
I was hungry for the experience. I was going to build some-
thing that I could be proud of.

During the first 3 years I spent at least an hour every eve-
ning after dinner, reading anything I could find on pests. 
The most educational materials were the publications by the 
National Pest Control Association of the US (later re-named 
National Pest Management Association). I also attended 
seminars and courses that could help me upgrade my 
knowledge, including on management styles.

The satisfaction came when I was asked if I graduated in 
entomology. You can imagine the look when they learnt that 

”if we carried out this...today, 
I am sure the authorities 

would...put us in jail” 
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I read economics at University. 
I realised that the secret to success is to surround myself 

with people who have skills and expertise that I did not 
have. Recruit them, pay them well, and give them space to 
perform their talents. If they are really that good, they will 
not disappoint. The challenge is how do you retain them? 
On average expect to keep them for between 3 and 5 years, 
before they will move on to seek their fortune elsewhere.

I remember once, in a single recruitment exercise, bring-
ing in four young, enthusiastic and highly intelligent gradu-
ates, only to discover that they did not share my passion for 
pest control. After four years, we lost all four. That was an 
expensive lesson, for me.

In our haste to gain maximum client satisfaction, we had a 
lucrative contract to control mosquitoes in an exclusive resi-
dential area in a neighbouring country. After receiving end-
less complaints, we agreed to a supervisor’s suggestion to 
fog the area using a long-residue termiticide. It worked. For 
more than a month there were no complaints. Of course, 
if we carried out this same treatment today, I am sure the 
authorities would suspend our licence and probably put us 
in jail. 

WHAT WHERE THE BIGGEST CHANGES IN THE INDUSTRY 
THAT YOU OBSERVED DURING THIS TIME?
The changes have been wonderful.

There is now a greater awareness of the benefits of pest 
control. Having your neighbours see a pest control techni-
cian servicing your premises is no longer a black mark. In 
fact, it is a status symbol to be serviced by an up-market, 
professional company.

Recognising this, the industry has been upgrading its 
operations through training, employing technology, and 
using only approved pesticides. The Singapore National 
Environment Agency (NEA) has played a big role in this 
upgrading. The industry is beginning to be seen as “man-
aging pests”, not just squirting some pesticides with the 
hope of eliminating the pests. Hence the name “Pest 
Management” is most appropriate.

Of course, there are the operators who are not upgrad-
ing, either because of the lack of resources or their non-
commitment to the long-term well-being of the industry. If 
they do not change, I am afraid they will be edged out.

Integrated technology is destined to play a bigger role 
in our industry. Hopefully its cost will come down, with 
greater demand.

With the intensive concern about global warming and 
the environment, the industry will have to change its mind-
set and employ more non-pesticide techniques. These are 
not as convenient as the traditional use of pesticides but 
that is the future direction. Of course, the pesticides today 
have also become friendlier in terms of their shorter resid-
ual life and the lesser amount being used.

IN FOUNDING AARDWOLF PESTKARE, WHAT WERE THE 
GREATEST CHALLENGES THAT YOU HAD TO OVERCOME 
IN ORDER TO BECOME ONE OF THE MOST SUCCESSFUL 
PEST CONTROL BUSINESSES IN SINGAPORE?
I would list my three greatest challenges:

The first was getting the Aardwolf Pestkare team to want 

to be professional, to be the best in quality. Once you have 
succeeded in getting everyone (or at least the majority) to 
think this way, half the battle is won. 

It starts with simple things like getting the company toi-
lets up to scratch, comparable to those of the better shop-
ping malls. The team will not believe your quest for quality if 
they return to the office and find the amenities inadequate 
or badly maintained. They must return and see quality, feel 
quality and smell quality.

The second challenge was developing a training culture. 
To do this, I had to make sure that the staff learnt something 
new and exciting at every session. For example, when deal-
ing with ants, they would be familiar with the life cycle but 
when you tell them that the male ant dies after a mating ses-
sion, now that is interesting.

The third challenge, and it is still a challenge today, is 
recruiting the right people for the company. In a tight labour 
market, we are no longer fighting with our fellow com-
petitors for the best talents. We are competing with Acer, 
Hewlett Packard, IBM, and even the casinos for our techni-
cians. Unless we can offer a rewarding career, we will not be 
able to recruit the best.  

BACK IN 2014, YOU ASKED ME TO SPEAK ON BED BUGS 
TO YOUR STAFF. WHAT WAS SO OBVIOUS TO ME WAS THE 
ENORMOUS RESPECT THAT YOUR EMPLOYEES HAD FOR 
YOU. HOW DID YOU MANAGE TO ACHIEVE THIS? CAN YOU 
DETAIL SOME OF THE SUPPORT PROGRAMS YOU HAD FOR 
YOUR EMPLOYEES?
Your staff know when you are faking. You have to have a 
genuine liking for them.

I have been very blessed with a supportive partner in 
Patrick Chong. We have enjoyed working together for 37 
years and the trust that has been built. 

He has designed some very effective incentive schemes. 
But the two schemes that stood out were the Profit Sharing 

John performing magic!
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Scheme and the Annual Bursary Scheme for the children of 
every employee. 

YOU RECENTLY SOLD AARDWOLF PESTKARE TO THE 
LARGE NORTH AMERICAN FIRM, ROLLINS. WAS THIS IS A 
DIFFICULT DECISION?
This was indeed my most difficult business decision. 

I suppose when you are aged 73 and have been working 
for 50 years, you have to think about retiring. Like they say, 
sell when the company is on the way up, not when it is on 
the way down.

It took me three years to finally sell it to Rollins Inc. of the 
United States. The main reason for choosing Rollins is that 
both companies share the same business philosophy and 
that is “this is a people business”.

IN LIGHT OF YOUR RECENT SALE (AND THIS MAY BE 
A DIFFICULT QUESTION TO ANSWER!), DO YOU HAVE 
ANY CONCERNS THAT SO FEW COMPANIES ARE NOW 
DOMINATING THE GLOBAL PEST CONTROL MARKET?
My concern is that this should have happened a long time 
ago.

Businesses enjoy economies of scale when they become 
bigger. The global players will have more resources 
to upgrade the industry and to provide meaningful 
employment. 

IS THERE ANY FUTURE FOR THE SMALL COMPANIES? 
WHAT WILL THEIR ROLE BE?
Although the ball game has changed, there is still a future 
for small pest management companies but they should 
have the financial resources and management know-how to 
succeed. 

They have to find a niche in the market because the global 
players tend to be everything to everybody. They should 
avoid fighting the giants but develop a place in the market 
which is ignored. Build up a personal relationship with the 
client that is hard to break. To stay in business, you have to 
provide quality service delivered by trained and motivated 
people. 

WHAT ARE THE CHALLENGES THE PEST CONTROL 
INDUSTRY WILL FACE IN THE FUTURE?
Recruitment of quality staff. That will be the biggest chal-
lenge. You must be prepared to pay for good people.

But to do that and let the company survive, you must 
charge a decent price that covers your cost. Gone are the 
days when you can charge a ridiculously low price and hope 
to survive by cutting back on your service.

Join the pest trade association and make your voice heard. 
The Singapore Pest Management Association is a good 
platform.

Stay informed of the developments on environment issues 
and observe the laws of the land.

WHAT DO YOU THINK THAT SINGAPORE CAN TEACH THE 
REST OF THE WORLD ABOUT PEST CONTROL? 
Because Singapore is a small country, we are able to experi-
ment and adapt to changes quickly. All countries have laws 
relating to public health and pest management, similar to 
and even stricter than Singapore’s. But the big difference lies 
in enforcement. We have been described as a “fine city” but 
it is because of these penalties that we have also become 
known as a “safe city”. 

Thank you John. 

Celebrating Rollin’s acquistion of Aardwolf Pestkare


