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BASELWORLD PREVIEW
THE FUTURE OF BASELWORLD



T
he numbers attached to 
Swiss watch and jewellery 
show Baselworld are usually 
staggering; be it the expansive 

square footage, the volume of visitors, or 
just how many restaurants are secreted 
within multi-storey exhibition stands. � is 
year, however, the numbers surprise for a 
di� erent reason. � e 2018 edition of the 
show will be a shadow of its former self, 
with half the exhibitors it had last year 
and a six-day show rather than eight, and 
British retail buyers fear it could be losing 
its relevance – especially for jewellery.

Baselworld has estimated that there 
will be between 600 and 700 exhibitors 
at this year’s edition of the show. Last 
year, the number of exhibitors was 1,300, 
which in itself was a 13% drop on 2016. 
And visitor numbers have been dropping 
too: 106,000 buyers from more than 100 
countries attended Baselworld in 2017, 
which was down 4% year on year and 
the fourth consecutive year of decline.

Baselworld acknowledged that the 
change has been driven by a shift in 
the watch and jewellery industry. In 
a statement, it said: “� e watch and 

jewellery market is undergoing a period 
of profound change – � rst and foremost, 
through the increasing consolidation of 
the market in terms of production and 
marketing, but also through the challenges 
and opportunities of digital technology.” 

Despite this, it added a positive spin to 
the shrinkage, claiming a focus on quality 
over quantity would in fact improve the 
experience for buyers: “Baselworld has 
decided to maintain its outstanding 
quality for the next edition. � e show does 
not rely on quantity, but will remain the 
leading event for premier global brands.”

Longstanding exhibitor Chopard, 
returns to Basel this year, showed 
solidarity with the exhibition. “Baselworld 
2018 will be more coherent and more 
concentrated,” chimes Karl-Friedrich 
Scheufele, co-president of Chopard. “I 
look forward to participating in 2018, and I 
think Baselworld’s management has made 
the right decision to initiate change.”

Although the show as a whole will be 
much smaller, with a reduced number 
of halls, the main luxury watch halls 
remain largely unchanged, with the 
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majority of the big players returning. 
� ere have been some dropouts, 
though, including Hermès, which 
instead signed up to SIHH in Geneva 
in January. � is year’s edition of SIHH 
had 35 brands on the roster, making it 
the biggest edition of the show to date.

� ere could even be an air of positivity 
among the watchmakers staying loyal to 
Basel, as Swiss watch exports were up 
12.6% year on year to CHF1.6bn (£1.23bn) 
in January, continuing a full year of 
steady growth. Exports of Swiss watches 
to the UK were up 4.6% in January. 

“Baselworld is a central meeting 
place, where all the actors of the sector 
come together, from production to 
distribution and even clients, consumers 
and enthusiasts,” says Tissot president 
François � iébaud, stressing the 
importance of the show to the global 
watch community. “� ey come to 
discover the richness of the industry. 
Baselworld remains a unique place not 
only to look but to discuss, exchange 
and feel all the emotions behind the 
products, the brands and even just 
the atmosphere of the exhibition.”

“Baselworld 
2018 will be 
more coherent 
and more 
concentrated. 
I look forward 
to participating 
in 2018”
Karl-Friedrich 
Scheufele 
Chopard

For these times?
Following the news that Baselworld is to present a more streamlined show this 
year, Rachael Taylor considers what this might look like, and asks people across 
the industry whether this once goliath of a trade event is still relevant for them
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While Baselworld claims not to 
di� erentiate between watch and jewellery 
exhibitors, and therefore cannot con� rm 
ahead of the show how many of each will 
take a stand or the percentage divide, 
there is much speculation that the 
jewellery halls will be the most a� ected 
by the wasting exhibitor numbers. 

“Sadly, this year I am expecting the 
o� ering from jewellery manufacturers 
and brands to have fallen back quite 
considerably,” says Alex Pecko, director of 
Banks Lyon jewellers in Lancaster, where 
buyers have been attending the show 
since 1990. “We hear that some brands 
and manufacturers have pulled out of the 
fair, which has anecdotally been attributed 
to rising costs and a drop in footfall.”

Jewellers and watchmakers have been 
exhibiting side by side for a century – or 
in later years, hall by hall – since the 
exhibition was but a pavilion at Muba (the 
Swiss Sample Fair) in 1917, but Baselworld 
has always been more keenly focused 
on selling Switzerland’s most famous 
export. � is bias can be felt throughout 
the halls of the Messeplatz, and indeed 
across the city of Basel during show 
time, with the grandest booths, loudest 
launches and most audacious advertising 
campaigns all reserved for timepieces. 

“I went for many years, but last 
year decided that it was no longer that 
relevant for my business, as I do not stock 
many Swiss watch brands,” says Judith 
Hart, owner of Judith Hart Jewellers in 
Derby. “� e jewellery o� ering was OK, 
but not really worth the time and costs 
involved, in addition to so many brands 
now wanting your attention in the UK.”

Jewellery brands known to have 
dropped out of the show this year include 
Marco Bicego, Autore, Georg Jensen 
and Mikimoto. “� e jewellery on o� er 

has certainly declined in the past three 
or four years,” says Debbie McKernan, 
head of jewellery at Edinburgh store 
Hamilton & Inches, who spends just 
two-and-a-half days at the show versus 
� ve spent by the retailer’s watch buying 
team. “� ere is less variety throughout 
and the pieces that you are seeing 
are less versatile. Many brands are no 
longer showcasing at the fair, including 
some of our own partners, and in their 
place there are more fashion brands.”

While the jewellery o� er at 
Baselworld is in clear decline – and a 
spokesperson for Baselworld admits 
that “the ROI for some exhibitors in 
the jewellery industry is simply no 
longer su�  cient” – there are still some 
buyers and brands that have faith in this 
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section of the exhibition. “� e jewellery 
o� er at the show is still one of the most 
impressive in Europe, in my opinion,” 
says Max Newlan, general manager 
at Kings Hill Jewellers in St Albans.

Michael Hakimian, chief executive 
of Yoko London, one of the jewellery 
brands that will return to Baselworld this 
year is in agreement. “We already have 
many appointments with our top buyers 
in [the] Middle East, US and various 
other locations for the 2018 show,” says 
Hakimian. “We are con� dent we are 
going to come back with lots of orders 
and many enquiries. In some ways, I 
think the smaller show will mean that 
the buyers will have more time to spend 
with the remaining companies exhibiting, 
so it could work to our advantage.”

One of the major gripes from both 
exhibitors and buyers attending 
Baselworld is the cost of doing so. Indian 
jeweller Amrapali is one of the brands 
to have pulled out of Baselworld, and 
director of the UK, Europe and the Middle 
East Sameer Lilani says that “costs just 
keep on building” after securing a booth. 

With an exasperated laugh, he recalls 
one year when he had paid a logistics 
company €8,000 (£7,147) to transport a 
set of antique Indian doors from London 
to Basel – decorative accents for his stand 
– only to be charged a further €15,000 
(£13,401) by Baselworld’s own logistics 
company to transport the doors from the 
show’s loading bay to his stand. “It was 

“� e jewellery on 
o� er has declined. 
� ere is less variety 
throughout and the 
pieces that you are 
seeing are less versatile”
Debbie McKernan
Hamilton & Inches


