Trade fair city says it's show time for Scots  
THINK Hamburg and what springs to mind? The Beatles getting their big break, that eponymous fast-food favourite or perhaps the famous red light district known as the Reeperbahn?
It is also the city where Kevin Keegan flaunted his footballing talent after leaving Liverpool and will be one of the host locations during next year's World Cup.
 But, while Hamburg may be the second-largest city in Germany and home to almost 1.75 million residents, arguably, it isn't the country's prettiest metropolis.
However, that doesn't stop more than one million people pouring into a host of trade fairs - around 40 - each year.
Now, delegates from Hamburg Messe and Congress, which hosts the conferences at two centres, have flown into town to spell out the range of opportunities available for Scottish firms.
And the message for home-spun businesses is clear - take up the challenge and export business could boom.
Scottish companies are being offered the chance to cash in on events that range from next month's Erotic fair to a massive international trade conference for shipbuilding, machinery and marine technology (SMM). Then there's Hanseboot, a major international boat show and the Wind Energy international trade fair due to be hosted in the northern German city next year.
Michael Degen, director of fairs and exhibitions at Hamburg Messe and Congress, says the organisation's main project internationally is SMM - billed as the world's leading fair for the maritime industry.
He says: "Every second year in Hamburg we welcome 40,000 visitors from around the world and about 2500 exhibitors. In Scotland there is a living maritime industry, which could benefit from making contact with other companies."
Housing the meetings are the twin Hamburg Messe and Congress centres. Hamburg Messe is seen as one of the key trade fair venues in Germany and - together with the Congress building at an adjacent site - is being redeveloped to dramatically increase the floor space available.
By December 2008, the hall area will be increased from 65,000sq m to about 84,000sq m, together with three car parks offering more than 2000 parking spaces. Mr Degen says this big expansion of the site, together with a huge modernisation programme, will provide seven new halls on top of the existing accommodation.
The presentations being given in Scotland's two biggest cities - entitled Welcoming the World- have received support from Clydeport, legal heavyweight Maclay Murray and Spens - host to today's Edinburgh seminar - and Scottish Chambers of Commerce.
Graham Bell, spokesman for the Edinburgh Chamber of Commerce, says: "Hamburg is a major venue for people wanting to trade internationally and people who are in the kind of markets that are addressed by these fairs.
"Scottish businesses have to look at these fairs seriously as a way of building not just European markets, but seizing opportunities in other parts of the world."
For Scottish companies that have displayed their wares to a wider market, the response has been excellent, notes Mr Degen.
"The share of firms that come back the next year is very high - over 80 per cent."
Although specific figures are hard to come by, Mr Bell says attending these fairs has proved beneficial for the Scottish economy and tourism in particular.
For example, if a firm is going to any kind of sports trade fair, it is seen as a fantastic opportunity to sell the tourism aspects that go with the sport, be it golfing, cycling, walking or climbing.
Mr Degen is confident the numbers of events and visitors will increase. "That is one of the reasons we started the expansion programme," he explains. "We have shows in Hamburg, such as Internorga, which deals with the hotel and gastronomy sector, and the SMM, both of which have been sold out over the last few years."
Hamburg Messe and Congress has built up a network of 25 representatives worldwide who attempt to attract potential exhibitors, but in the past, the relatively small scale of the halls has left some disappointed.
"We have had too many wanting to exhibit, but then we have to say sorry we are sold out," Mr Degen shrugs. "Our big hope for the next year is that we can work on this waiting list."
Nele Andersch, the Edinburgh-based representative for Hamburg Messe and Congress, has built up good contacts with Scottish business development agencies, covering, for example, ship building and renewables, in particular wind energy.
She says: "For both sectors, we have UK national pavilions in Hamburg at the respective fairs. And I have heard on the grapevine that for next year's wind energy trade fair in Hamburg, there will be some Scottish participation. Whether it will be in the form of a trade mission - which we strongly encourage - or through a Scottish stand, which would be even better, we are not sure at this stage."
Ms Andersch adds for the shipbuilding trade fair, there will be Scottish participation in terms of a national stand. But there are also a number of Scots firms and organisations that are exhibiting at other exhibitions, such as Motherwell-based Anderson Precision Gears, which was successful at last year's wind energy fair and Scottish Borders Council, which is also seen as a good candidate in the wind-energy sector for developers.
Mr Bell believes the lack of a similar large-scale centre in the Capital is holding back Scottish businesses from developing similar contacts with the rest of the world. "We only really have Ingliston, which is hardly on a national level, let alone an international level," he points out.
"There is the potential to develop such an arena. The SECC in Glasgow is much closer to the mark as far as international fairs go, but the reality is that we don't host these kind of major exhibitions very often in Scotland."
Ms Andersch does not believe that a company should go into exhibiting with their eyes closed, if it is not at the right stage in its business or if it is too young to obtain any real benefit from it.
She says: "Then we will say come and visit and we could maybe help with setting up meetings. Then, at the next stage, companies can come and take part in a group or individual stand. Through us, they would be able to reach that international market."
Mr Bell agrees. "Exhibiting blind is not advisable," he says. "It's much better to go and check out an exhibition with a view to joining in next year and to know what you are letting yourself in for. Take advice from experienced exhibitors."
Ms Andersch highlights the SMM, which attracts some 42,500 trade visitors in four days. Then there is a consumer trade fair - where she is working on a general Scottish pavilion - open to the public and which is expected to attract 190,000 visitors who either buy or order over eight days.
"So, if there was a Scottish group stand from various industry sectors, they could reach an audience that they would never reach in Scotland, not even through their websites or through a Scottish international trade fair," she points out.
Mr Bell believes that, in this day and age, with the ability to sell through the internet, trade fairs are an ideal spring board for small and medium enterprises.
"You don't have to be a big company to take part in these things," he argues. "Even quite small companies can learn to export and there is a lot of support there for people to get on track."
THE FACTS
HAMBURG has developed into a major location for international trade fairs and congresses, attracting a host of Scottish firms.
The German city now hosts 40 trade fairs each year, welcoming more than 10,000 international exhibitors and over one million visitors from around the globe.
Forthcoming events that are likely to be of particular interest to Scottish businesses include:
Hanseboot: the 46th International Boat Show from October 29 to November 6
Internorga: the "flagship" fair for catering and food services from March 3 to 8, 2006
Wind Energy International Trade Fair: from May 16 to 19, 2006
SMM: the international trade fair for shipbuilding, machinery and marine technology, from September 26 to 29, 2006.

Alistair McArthur

Edinburgh Evening News 29.9.2005

http://business.scotsman.com/industry.cfm?id=2012172005
