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Big brands weigh up the
fun of virtual trade fairs

Shows seek to win
back absentees. By
Robin Swithinbank

hen the pandemic dis-
rupted Switzerland’s
annual spring watch
trade shows last year,
exhibitors were forced
move the party online. So, this week, 38
brands are introducing new collections
via presentations and webinars hosted
online at the Watches and Wonders
Geneva fair — with Rolex, Patek
Philippe and Cartier among the virtual
exhibitors. In addition to this, a physical
five-day W&W watch show is being held
in Shanghai next week, where visitors
and 19 exhibitors hope to replicate as
much of the pre-pandemic experience
aspossible.
Organisers say, in the circumstances,
thiswas the best anyone could hope for.
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Piguet, Richard Mille, Breitling and the
Swatch Group — which includes Omega
and Longines — are not at Geneva. A
Morgan Stanley watch industry report
last month helped identify that almost
half of Switzerland’s top 20 watch
brands had decided to go it alone this
yearinstead.

Some have questioned the event’s cost
and format. Others have considered
whether there is still any point in a
watch fair in a highly connected, glo-
bally minded world.

“In a digital world, you don’t need a
fair,” argues Georges Kern, Breitling chief
executive, who presented the watch-
maker’s latest offerings online the day
before W&W began. “You cannot see all
the journalists, retailers or customers at
afair. And, anyway, the customer doesn’t
care. The world changed.” Kern says
Breitling’s previous digital presentation
was watched by 4m people in October.

For others, the issue is control.
“Today, 100 per cent of what we do
should be Omega and not anything
else,” says Raynald Aeschlimann,
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‘We have to
reinvent the
watch fair. It
could be Art
Basel meets
fashion week
meets an

event, taking its Harry Winston and
Breguet brands with it, and saying it
would save $50m in the process.

“One thing we forgetis the consumer,”
explains Aeschlimann. “It’s important
we do it our own way, because that’s how
the consumer feels it.” Omega
announced its new watches late last
month via its own online presentation.

The effectiveness of watch fairs has
been cast into even greater doubt by
Morgan Stanley’s report. It suggests
many of the brands not taking partin a
fair gained market share last year,
including Breitling (up from 1.8 per cent
to an estimated 2.4 per cent) and Aude-
mars Piguet (up from 3.4 to 4.3 per cent).

Breitling left Baselworld in 2019. Kern
argues he can spend his money better. “A
fair for a big watch brand is SFr4m-
SFr5m [$4.2m-$5.3m],” he says. “If you
do a digital summit extremely well, it’sa
couple of hundred thousand Swiss francs
and you reach out to millions of people in
away you cannot duringa fair.”

One of the threats to watch fairs is
brands becomingretailers. Trade shows
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Santi Tech tycoons provide a rich seam to mine

| 17th century. His one-off designs take on the style
of artist jewellery, a growing niche that is attracting
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Krishna Choudhary’s Mayfair-based jewellery
business, Santi, may bear his father’s name but
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