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China’s economic growth and urban devel-
opment have placed enormous pressures on 
the country’s relatively scarce water resourc-
es. Per capita water resources are less than 
one-quarter of the world average, and two- 
thirds of Chinese cities suffer from an insuf-
ficient water supply. Water pollution is also 
worsening, with all seven major river basins 
in China classified as having “top grade” 
pollution by the government. As a result, 
more than 300 million people in China do 
not have access to safe drinking water.  

The Chinese government has focused on devel-
oping water treatment facilities to alleviate this 
problem. Since 2002, China’s total water treatment 
capacity increased from 30 million tons/day to 100 
million tons/day in 2010. However, total water 
treatment penetration is still only 50% in munici-
palities and 30% overall, compared with more 
than 90% in developed countries. The government 
plans to invest US$300 billion in water treatment 
over the next 10 years and improve treatment 
quality to reduce the burden on the environment.

Dr. Lin Yucheng, a China-born, U.K.-educated en-
vironmental scientist and engineer, founded UEL 
in 2001 to help address China’s water needs. UEL 
recognized early on that membrane technology 
(MBR) is well-suited for wastewater treatment 
in countries with water shortages like China. As 
the government increased its treatment quality 
requirements, it identified MBR as a key solution 

Although UEL’s rapid growth and the 
industry’s tailwinds had previously at-
tracted other prospective investors, 
the company decided to partner with a 
private equity firm, KKR, on an exclusive 
basis for several reasons. Perhaps most 
importantly, KKR had a confirmed track 
record in China, with a history of success-
ful partnerships and staff on the ground.  
Additionally, UEL believed KKR’s global 
network could provide expertise to the 

firm, as well as business connections that 
could facilitate securing the company’s 
next batch of debt financing. Finally, UEL 
viewed KKR as a partner that had shown a 
commitment to understanding the chal-
lenges and opportunities particular to the 
water treatment industry, and that would 
create value in the firm’s operations.

Conversely, KKR saw UEL as a well-managed 
company boasting a strong pipeline of projects 
and poised to grow significantly in China due  u  

Essentials

Company: United Envirotech Limited  
(www.unitedenvirotech.com) 

Country: China 

Sector: Infrastructure

Business focus: Construction and operation 
of water and wastewater treatment facilities 

Size: Revenues of SGD85.3 million; EBITDA of 
SGD21.2 million (FY 2012)

GP: An affiliate of Kohlberg Kravis Roberts & 
Co. L.P. (together with its affiliates, “KKR”); 
KKR is a global investment firm established 
in 1976, with US$61.5 billion in assets under 
management as of 30 June 2012 (www.kkr.com)

Date of investment: October 2011  

Investment: US$113.8 million in convertible 
bonds, representing 38% of share capital if 
fully converted; US$40m follow-on in 2013

Impact Highlights

By providing growth capital and operational 
improvements, KKR contributed to an 
acceleration in UEL’s growth rate from a 52% 
CAGR in EBITDA in the past three years to 90% 
year-on-year EBITDA growth in the first quarter 
of FY 20131

KKR worked with UEL to build a managerial 
platform for rapid growth, which included 
optimizing UEL’s organizational structure 
to focus on business development and 
cost reduction, establishing performance 
management systems for continuous 
operational improvement, and implementing an 
effective management incentive program

Through its global network, KKR also assisted 
UEL in securing the long-term debt financing 
necessary to support its expansion

UEL’s large and growing water treatment 
capacity represents a key component in China’s 
campaign to address acute water shortage and 
pollution challenges 

Case Study:  United Envirotech 
Limited (China)

for China’s water shortage and water pollu-
tion problems. While MBR equipment is more 
expensive than conventional technologies, MBR’s 
advantages include higher water quality, smaller 
land occupation and lower overall CAPEX.

UEL became a market leader in China’s wastewa-
ter industry, designing and building several of the 
largest industrial MBR plants in China, as well as 
the largest underground MBR municipal water 
plant in the world. Leveraging its advantage in 
MBR technology, UEL grew its EBITDA by a CAGR 
of 52% between FY 2009 and FY 2012. Its proj-
ects have included wastewater treatment facilities 
for China’s national oil companies—including 
Sinopec and CNOOC—as well as the construc-
tion and operation of municipal water plants.

Despite its success, the financing require-
ments for its dense project pipeline began to 
outstrip its internally generated funds, leading 
the company to seek new financing as a way 
to maintain its high level of growth. In addi-
tion to funding, however, UEL saw a need to 
enhance its managerial platform as it tack-
led an ever-growing number of projects.

1 Fiscal year ending March 31, 2013.



The 
Company 
View

The Emerging Markets Private Equity Association (EMPEA) is an independent, global membership 
association whose mission is to catalyze private equity and venture capital investment in emerging 
markets. EMPEA’s 300 members include the leading institutional investors and private equity and 
venture capital fund managers across developing and developed markets. 
Contact us at www.empea.org  Email: empea@empea.net  Phone: +1 202 333 8171

Beyond the Bottom Line
Through its market-leading efficiency 
in the critical MBR market, UEL plays an 
important role in addressing China’s acute 
water shortage and water pollution chal-
lenges. China’s water resources are among 
the world’s most limited; moreover, ex-
tractive industries such as petrochemicals 
contribute to severe pollution affecting 
much of China’s natural water sources. 

Against this backdrop, UEL’s large and growing 
water treatment capacity represents a key compo-

nent in China’s campaign to bring clean drinking 
water to a greater proportion of its population. 
UEL’s membrane technology makes possible com-
pact, highly-efficient facilities that are well suited 
to China’s heavily polluted and densely populated 
urban regions. The small footprint of UEL’s facili-
ties also helps alleviate budgetary pressures on 
local governments by cutting the amount of mu-
nicipal land needed for water treatment plants, 
and reduces hazardous seepage that can arise 
from older conventional treatment facilities.

“Before our investment, we spent quite some time screening the industry very systematically. 
Although we became acquainted with quite a few players in the China water treatment space, 
UEL stood out. They had a proven track record, an industry-leading operating efficiency, a 
unique combination of entrepreneurial spirit and a high-quality management.” 
Lane Zhao, Director, Private Equity, KKR China 
 
“We have been working very effectively on the ground with UEL. They truly appreciate the 
value and different perspectives that we have brought, and together we work as one team to 
build a sustainable platform.” 
Yan Li, Principal, KKR Capstone China

“What appealed to us the 
most about partnering with 
KKR was its investment 
philosophy. We wanted to 
partner with a long-term 
investor that could work 
with us side-by-side to create 
sustainable value.” 
Dr. Lin Yucheng,  
CEO, UEL

u to its brand of compact and high-efficiency 
technologies. However, the demands of rapid 
growth also created opportunities for KKR to 
add value to the business by strengthening 
management systems, optimizing the firm’s 
organizational structure and enhancing 
management capabilities, as well as by helping 
the company to secure debt financing. 

Post-investment, KKR’s team worked with UEL 
management to maximize its growth prospects 
and build a sustainable managerial platform. KKR 
collaborated with UEL’s management team to 
develop a detailed three-year company roadmap, 
with a strategic focus on high output quality 
wastewater treatment plant acquisitions and build-
outs, as well as large-scale Engineering Procurement 
Construction (EPC) projects made accessible 
through KKR’s investment. This roadmap also 
identified the gaps in UEL’s organizational structure 
and management systems that UEL needed to 
address to support the company’s growth.

As UEL’s operating plants grew from 13 facilities 
before KKR’s investment to more than 20 in 
September 2012, it was also imperative to 
enhance the company’s internal management 

infrastructure to keep pace with the company’s 
expansion. In collaboration with KKR, UEL 
optimized its organizational structure to focus 
on business development and operational cost 
reduction, established a rigorous performance 
management system to drive improvement on 
a weekly basis, and implemented an incentive 
program to motivate the management team. This 
system includes a comprehensive key performance 
indicator (KPI) dashboard that benchmarks 
operational performance across all water plants 
on a monthly basis, which allows management to 
identify and roll out best practices across all plants.

Finally, KKR leveraged its global network to assist 
UEL in securing the long-term debt financing 
necessary to support its rapid expansion. KKR’s 
Capital Markets team connected UEL to several 
banks to help the company obtain the loans 
required to pursue a growing list of opportunities 
to construct new water treatment facilities, as 
well as to invest in pre-existing plants. Since KKR’s 
investment, UEL has significantly accelerated its 
growth rate from a CAGR of 52% in its EBITDA in 
the past three years to 90% year-on-year growth 
in EBITDA in the first quarter of FY 2013.

 

“Working with KKR, we are able to 
leverage their global resources and 
extensive operational and financial 
expertise and take advantage of 
their China team’s local experience 
and track record of success. KKR 
Capstone has been working side-
by-side with us on a number of key 
operational initiatives since the 
investment, and has already made 
substantial contributions to improve 
our operations.”

UEL Revenue (SGD Millions) UEL EBITDA (SGD Millions)

FY 2009           FY 2012*          FY 2012 Q1         FY 2013 Q1 FY 2009           FY 2012*          FY 2012 Q1         FY 2013 Q1

*KKR investment made in first half of FY 2012. *KKR investment made in first half of FY 2012.
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