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50m and two flights of stairs,” he scoffs.
The exhibition acknowledges that 

attendance can be expensive, but claims 
that much of the costs are outside of 
its control. “It is important to note that 
the rental costs for exhibition space 
may account for just 20% to 30% of the 
total costs of a trade fair participation,” 
says a spokesperson for Baselworld.

“The remaining costs are accounted for 
by personnel, overnight accommodation, 
catering, logistics, etc, on all of which 
we have no influence. What certainly 
exacerbates the impression of the 
‘expensive Baselworld’ is the strength of 
the Swiss franc, in addition to Switzerland, 
which is already a fundamentally expensive 
trade fair location. This has pushed up 
costs for many foreign exhibitors – without 
our intervention – by up to 50% at times. 
By shortening the duration of the trade 
fair, we are now meeting the exhibitors’ 
needs on the cost side up to the limit 
that is economically justifiable for us.”

The shorter show seems to have 
had little effect on buyers. Baselworld 
regulars contacted by Retail Jeweller 
tend to spend between two and five 
days at the show, and many have been 
reducing the time spent at the show over 
the years. Dominic Wakefield, director 
at Wakefield Jewellers in Horsham, 
says he has cut back his attendance at 
Baselworld from five days to two days in 
recent years, and says that his attendance 
is dependent on the requirement of 
Rolex for its partners to attend.

The decline of Baselworld opens up 
questions about trade shows in general. 
With the market in flux, do buyers and 
brands need trade shows anymore? 
“Trade shows remain a platform to see 
new brands coming into the market, to 

discover emerging talent and trends, 
and to network,” says Sarah Carpin, 
owner of Facets PR, which handles press 
relations for Baselworld remainer Yoko 
London as well as leaver Marco Bicego.

“The challenge for all shows is to 
attract exhibitors and create content 
within the show to attract the buyers. It 
is a delicate balancing act. If the right 
exhibitors don’t show, then the best 
buyers are less likely to attend. The rising 
costs of Baselworld exhibitor fees over 
the past few years has meant that many 
brands are looking at other, more cost-
effective shows, like Vicenzaoro and 
Inhorgenta. Meanwhile, other brands 
are shunning the shows completely and 
instead are investing more in regional, 
corporate hospitality events for their retail 
partners as a way of building relationships 
and showcasing new collections.”

While Breitling will be back at 
Baselworld this year, chief executive 
Georges Kerns embarked on a world 
tour at the start of the year, stopping 
in locations including London, New 
York, Munich, Zurich, Shanghai and 
Singapore to present the brand’s latest 
marketing and product strategies 
to local retailers. He has described 
the tour as a huge success.

Diamond brand Royal Asscher 
has also adopted this strategy in 2018, 
presenting its brand to British retailers 
in London rather than attending a trade 
show. Vice-president Mike Asscher 
says that the strategy has worked well 
in Japan, which has since become its 
biggest market in southeast Asia. “We 
rent a beautiful restaurant, there’s 
nice food, a relaxed atmosphere, and 
time to show our collections,” he says. 
“Buyers are not overwhelmed.”

“Each approach is very different, but 
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there are benefits to both,” says retail 
chain Rox’s co-founder Kyron Keogh of 
brands’ buying meeting strategies. “Trade 
shows offer the chance to see more 
suppliers in a short period of time, but 
the meetings can be a little rushed, as you 
try to pack so much in. Basel is a stark 
contrast to SIHH in Geneva; however, you 
can’t help being impressed by the scale 
of the show and the innovation on offer. 
I do think that Bremont Townhouse in 
London [a private retailer event hosted by 
watch brand Bremont] is a great idea. You 
become immersed in the brand and give 
it your full attention, which is fantastic.”

While brands are keen to come to stores, 
retail buyers are also more willing to go 
further afield. “The world has become 
globalised and we are now going 
travelling to find things,” says Wes Suter, 
director of Northampton store Steffans. 
Like many independent jewellers, 
Steffans is investing in promoting its 
own-brand jewellery range, which he 
says is now outselling all of the branded 
jewels in his store. Suter feels that shows 
like the trade fairs in Hong Kong and 
Italy’s Vicenzaoro, with its strong offering 
of unbranded gold jewellery, offer a 
better solution than brand temples like 
Baselworld for jewellers on this path, 
although he will still spend three days 
at the Swiss show, most of which will 
be dedicated to watch appointments.

“Baselworld is definitely changing 
and losing some of its shine [but] Basel, 
together with SIHH in January, are the 
only occasions when watch brands 
launch new product, and watches 
dominate such a large proportion 
of our turnover,” says Pecko.

This makes Baselworld likely to hold 
its grip on the watch market, if not on 
jewellery. And, as for the relevance of 
stepping away from a digital order form 
on a computer screen and turning up 
at Baselworld, LVMH head of watches 
Jean-Claude Biver, sums it up: “The 
more we network with one another 
digitally, the more important eye contact 
and personal contact become. That is 
what gives meaning and importance 
to events such as Baselworld.” l


