
Red tape and culture clashes are still
features of overseas trade, but with
help they can be overcome, says
David Maxwell of Grant Thornton
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11 HALIANIT services provider 158.06%

THE banking industry and public-sector
bodies in Britain and overseas may use
Reading-based Halian to provide them
with specialist IT personnel and services.
Inmainland Europe, the company’s big
customers include BNP Paribas, the
European Investment Bank and the
accounting software firm Oracle.
According to sales director Jonathon
Halpenny, the tough economic climate in
Britain has encouragedmore of Halian’s
recruits to seek work opportunities
abroad and this has helped the firm’s
international sales to grow 158% a year,
from £1.5m in 2007 to £10.2m in 2009.
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12 VERITEK GLOBALEngineering services 156.41%

THIS company’s expertise is in the
servicing of complex imaging equipment.
It installs andmaintains photo-
processingmachines in a number of
British stores, such as Boots, Asda,
Jessops and Tesco. In the past few years
the Eastbourne firm has also branched
out into healthcare imaging equipment,
such as digital radiography systems, and
ophthalmic imaging, which is used by
opticians to assess the health of patients’
eyes. The acquisition of A&O Imaging in
2008 turned the company international,
and it now provides services inmainland
Europe, North America and Australia.
International sales have increased by
156% a year, from £1.3m in 2008 to £8.6m
in 2010, under founder and chairman
Adrian Teulon.
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13 MPM PRODUCTSNatural pet food producer 152.52%

MAKING andmarketing premium cat
and dog food and cat litter for
independent pet shops and large pet-store
chains is the business of Macclesfield-
basedMPM Products. In Britain, the
company counts Sainsbury’s and Pets At
Home among its customers. The business
was founded in 2003 and since 2006 has
been exporting tomainland Europe and
the Far East. Its chief exportmarkets are
Germany, Italy andHong Kong, but the
company is now targeting Russia and
China, and also has its eyes on the
Americas. Co-directed by Roger Coleman,
RogerWood and Jon Kinsey, the firm’s
international sales grew 153% a year, from
£523,000 in 2008 to £3.3m in 2010.
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14 CHAIN REACTION CYCLESOnline bike retailer 143.20%

IN 1985 George and JaniceWatson started
up a small bicycle shop in the village of
Ballynure in Co Antrim. The company
grew quickly and in 1999 launched a
website, which enabled it to transcend
geographicalmarket boundaries. Chain
Reaction Cycles now claims to be one of
theworld’s largest online bike stores,
stocking 90,000 types of cycles and
accessories in its 150,000 sq ft warehouses
near Belfast, and selling to enthusiasts all
over the world. Thanks to its strongweb
presence and commitment to deliver
non-UK orders within a few days,
international sales grew 143% a year, from
£8.2m in 2007 to £48.6m in 2009.
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15 EDEN McCALLUMManagement consultancy 136.82%

FOUNDED by DenaMcCallum and Liann
Eden in 2000, this London company
provides business advice to clients
including Tesco, Lloyds TSB, Danone and
Glaxo Smith Kline. Having recently

moved into larger offices in Amsterdam,
the company expects to double its core
staff to 60 during the next five years, with
its next overseas office planned for either
Switzerland or Germany. The business
has nomanaging director, preferring to
make decisions by committee, andworks
with a network of about 400 consultants
globally. International sales have grown
137% a year, from £746,000 in 2008 to
£4.2m in 2010.
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16 THE BOOK DEPOSITORYOnline book retailer 127.09%

EXPORTS contribute 75% of sales at The
Book Depository. The online retailer,
which ships books to 101 countries
postage free, specialises in hard-to-find
works, offering 6m titles covering
anything from cake decoration to aircraft
piston engines. The Gloucester company
was founded by Irish entrepreneur
Andrew Crawford, who was involved in
launching Amazon.com in Britain.
Customers can buy in five different
currencies, and the company also offers
foreign-language titles, which has
helped international turnover to increase
by 127% a year, from £10.1m in 2008 to
£51.8m in 2010.
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17 BONDSSteel castings manufacturer 126.12%

BONDS produces valve, pump and general
engineering castings for various
industries. Operating from two foundries
in the north of England, it specialises in
precision steel castings for pump
manufacturers and heavy castings of up
to 12 tonnes used in equipment produced
by large engineeringmultinationals such
as GE and Siemens.Winning new
customers acrossmainland Europe, North
and South America, theMiddle East and
Australasia, Bonds’ international sales
have been boosted by the weak pound and
have grown by 126% a year, from £1.1m in
2008 to £5.7m in 2010.
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18 E-TECH GROUPElectrical engineer 116.56%

THIS company provides electrical
engineering services for the oil, gas and
marine industries. Its clients include big
energy producers such as Shell, BP and
British Gas. Eight years ago, the Great
Yarmouth-based firm expanded into the
luxury super-yachtmarket, fitting
electrical systems for vessels owned by the
rich and famous. Export growth has been
sustained through establishing E-Tech
companies outside Britain, including one
in Ghana, where the company runs
football training days and provides kit to
youngsters in villages near its base there.
International sales grew by 117% a year,
from £2.7m in 2008 to £12.8m in 2010.
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19 FLYING MUSICMusic producer and promoter 112.98%

IN 1982 PaulWalden started a small
music-promotion and publishing
company. The business quickly became
involvedwith organising concerts and
events in associationwith local radio
stations and promoting touring shows
featuring classic artists such as Chuck
Berry, The Temptations and The
Monkees, whose original members he
reunited after 30 years. Later on, the
London-based company began producing
its ownmusical shows and is now
responsible for world-touring hits such as
The Rat Pack— Live from Las Vegas,
Dancing in the Streets, and Thriller Live,
based on themusic of Michael Jackson.
International sales have risen by 113% a
year, from £1.2m in 2008 to £5.5m in 2010.
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20 IOKOMedia systems integrator 112.75%

IOKO helpsmedia and telecoms firms to
provide what it terms “over-the-top”
services, typically embodied by television
catch-up platforms such as BBC iPlayer,

ITV Player and 4oD. Among its current
projects, the York firm is workingwith
the Americanmedia giant AT&T to
develop its new television service,
U-Verse, whichwill use the internet as its
main viewing platform. Chief executive
Mark Christie expects that “connected
devices”, such as televisions that access
the internet, will be themust-havemod
cons of the coming year. Last month the
video-technology company Kit Digital
acquired Ioko for $79m (£49m).
International revenue rose by 113% a year,
from £2.7m in 2008 to £12.1m in 2010.
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21 DATIXHealthcare software 109.34%

FOUNDED in 1986, thisWimbledon
company produces software that enables
hospitals tomonitor and analyse patient
safety. Invited by the Canadian province
of British Columbia to bid for a tender in
2005, which it won, Datix has
subsequently expanded beyond the NHS
and British private hospitals to sell to
organisations in Canada, America and
Australia. Indeed, the company counts
the US Department of Defense and the
state of South Australia among its clients.
Datix ismajority-owned by Bowmark
Capital following a buyout in 2008, and is
led by chief executive JonathanHazan.
International sales grew by 109% a year,
from £684,000 in 2008 to £3m in 2010.
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22 MELROBChemical distributor 108.22%

THISWest Sussex firm supplies more
than 500manufacturers with chemicals
used tomake rubber, plastic, adhesives,
coatings and resin. The business was
founded in 1995 by IanMelluish and
Marie Roberts, initially to supply the
contact-lens andmedical-device sectors,
and nowhas offices in Britain, Germany,
Singapore, China and Japan. Its
international sales grew by 108% a year,
from £1.5m in 2007 to £6.5m in 2009.
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23 EAZYFONEMobile phone recycler 107.77%

EAZYFONE buys usedmobile phones
from individuals and businesses in
Europe, and reconditions and resells
them towholesalers, retailers, insurance
companies and other recyclers in China
and Africa. It handles about 1.5m phones
a year, with only a very small proportion
proving to be beyond repair. The
company also offers a white-label
recycling service to brands such as Argos
and The Telegraph. The rise in value of
mobile phones and increasing demand
have combined to push up the firm’s
international sales by 108% a year, from
£8.8m in 2008 to £38m in 2010. The
company, led by chief executive Herman
Spruit, is backed by the private-equity
firm Frontiers Capital, which first
invested in 2006.
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24 MDSLCost management consultant 106.94%

MDSL provides software and consultancy
to help clients reduce the costs of their
telecoms services and data on financial
markets. It also helps themwith contract
negotiation and assists with compliance
reporting. The TunbridgeWells company
has offices in New York,Macau and Tokyo
to serve its international client base.
Customers include large investment
banks such as UBS andHSBC as well as
multinational organisations such as BP,
Nokia, Accenture, Volvo and Estée
Lauder. International sales have grown
by 107% a year, from £1.4m in 2007 to
£6.2m in 2009, under founder and chief
executive BenMendoza.
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25 MR TYRETyre retailer 103.89%

INDEPENDENT and chain garages in
Britain,mainland Europe, North America
and East Asia are suppliedwith tyres and

other spare car parts byMr Tyre, which
was established in 1972. The company
nowhas 24 depots in England, including a
100,000 sq ft wholesale centre at its
Birminghamheadquarters. Founder and
chairman ArwynWilliams says that the
business benefited from the recession,
explaining that instead of purchasing
new cars, drivers chose the cheaper
option of refurbishing their vehicles. The
company’s international sales have
grown by 104% a year, from £1.2m in 2007
to £5.1m in 2009.
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26 ELMWOOD DESIGNBrand design consultancy 103.15%

ELMWOODDESIGNhelps organisations
to build their corporate and product
brands. Blue-chip clients include Cable &
Wireless, Durex, ANZ Bank, Nestlé, and
Kimberly-Clark.Work for Asda in Britain
led to a contract withWalmart in
America, and the brand consultancy has
since opened offices in New York and
Chicago. The Leeds-based company also
has operations in Australia and
Singapore, and will open offices in Hong
Kong and Switzerland, allowing it to
competemore effectively for global
contracts. International sales rose 103% a
year, from £1.3m in 2007 to £5.5m in 2009,
under chairman Jonathan Sands.
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27 GARRETS INTERNATIONALMarine catering agent 102.48%

A CONTRACT caterer in themerchant
shipping industry, Garrets orders and
supplies the food provisions for vessels
making voyages worldwide. Managing
director Derrick Samms started his career
as a cateringmanager on cargo-carrying
ships, and says his Essex-based company
encourages healthiermenus and the
responsible sourcing of food, for example
through sustainable fishing practices.
International sales grew by 102% a year,
from £5.9m in 2008 to £24.2m in 2010.
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28 JOSEPH JOSEPHHousehold goods maker 100.11%

WITH a keen interest in perfecting both
form and function, twin brothers Richard
and Antony Joseph started their design
companywith a single product in 2003.
Eight years on, they sell colourful
kitchenware in 65 countries, with
customers including department stores
such as John Lewis in Britain,
Bloomingdale’s in America and KaDeWe
(Kaufhaus desWestens) in Germany. The
London business has showcased its
products in the Big Brother house, and
has benefited from the “stay at home”
culture encouraged by both cookery
programmes and the recession.
International sales grew by 100% a year,
from £1.9m in 2008 to £7.6m in 2010.
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29 RSKEnvironmental consultancy 99.03%

THIS Cheshire company helps its clients
in the property and oil-and-gas sectors to
assess the environmental impact of their
activities. Its services include
investigation into land andwater
contamination as well as surveys on
protected species. A recent project
involved the relocation of an entire
community of water voles from, and then
back to, a client’s work site. Managing
director Alan Ryder is an expert on the
environmental effect of pipelines, and the
company’s international work is largely
focused on oil-and-gas projects in the
former Soviet Union, North Africa and the
Middle East. RSK’s international sales
have increased by 99% a year, from £4.6m
in 2008 to £18.3m in 2010.

I
ncreasingly, overseas
expansion is part of a com-
pany’s plans from the
outset, and a step that
many take very early on.

The research shows that half
the companies on the Sunday
Times HSBC International
Track 100 league table sought
out opportunities abroad in
their first, second or third year.
For these firms there is the

excitementof thenewaswell as
the dream of huge growth. But
it is easy to underestimate the
time, cost and effort involved
in taking on new territories.
The biggest barrier to over-

seas expansion among league-
table companies is regulation,
with 28% finding this a
problem, followed by language
andcultural differences, at 24%.

There is a lot of frustration
with the legal and financial reg-
ulations of other countries, but
firms in those other countries
experience some of the same
frustrations with ours. The
important thing is to do your
homework so you are prepared,
and not to assume that the way
you do things at home is also
the right way everywhere else.

Grant Thornton Internat-
ional circulates people around
its member firms throughout

the world because that helps in
advising clients on these crucial
differences, both technical and
cultural.
Regulation is a particular

problem in emerging econo-
mies, where rules change
quickly and regions or states
within a country often have
their own requirements. For
instance, India can be a very
difficult market, with state-by-
state rules and what appears to
be a wall of regulation. Our
specialist South Asia Group has
been helping clients to navi-
gate these issues for 20 years.
Without such help, firms can
become tied up in red tape,
which will deflect manage-
ment from understanding the
market and competing in it
successfully.
Operating internationally

demands time and a set of skills
that is not always available in
companies’ domestic teams.
Where a local presence is
required overseas, the selection
of good staff from that area and
recruiting the right leader is
critically important to success.
Of the 100 companies on this
year’s league table, 17 admitted
that they had struggled to
secure the right people for their
overseas operations.

Where the focus ismostly on
sales, the classic route is to
move from agents and distri-
butors to licensing and fran-
chising models, although the
internet is nowwidelyused as a
direct channel. The research
showed that about a third of
the International Track 100
firms had international web-
sites in place, and their use of
the internet is becoming more
sophisticated. Ancasta Group
(No 100) is a good example of
a business creating strategic
links with other websites to
drive its overseas sales.
It is also worth noting that

cross-border mergers and
acquisitions are no longer just
the preserve of large businesses
and that the middle market is
highly active in this area. Grant
Thornton’s recent Internat-
ional M&A survey showed that
34% of respondents were plan-
ning to grow through overseas
acquisition.
Joint-venture arrangements

are often used to gain access to
foreign market know-how,
facilities and contacts. But in
emerging areas such as China
and India, we are now seeing
that local joint-venture part-
ners are increasingly being
required to bring more to the

table in terms of hard capital,
rather than just helping to
open doors.
Lack of access to finance was

cited by 17 companies on the
league table as a barrier to

global trade. But the situation
is improving. Banks are
adopting a more international
approach to lending and
making it easier for growing
companies to manage their

requirements across national
boundaries.
Taxation is a common issue

for businesses operating glo-
bally. For those that build an
international vision into their

early thinking there is the
opportunity of setting up suit-
able structures that can flex
with the changing needs of the
group. There are some very
clever and complex ideas in

this area but for most firms tax
should be a consequence of
creating profits, not the driver
and reason for the business.

Many firms on the league
table have overcome barriers to
expansion because they have a
clear competitive edge. Red-
woodDistribution (No8),which
makes heavy-duty textiles,
clearly knew what value they
were bringing to overseas mar-
kets. They had a high-quality
product and sold it as such.
HydraMiningTools Internat-

ional (No 67) alsohas a powerful
story. A manufacturer of cut-
ting tools used in coal mines, it
came back from receivership
andnowsells toChina andAus-
tralia. If you have that kind of
dynamism and the right
mindset, then there are fan-
tastic opportunities for compa-
nies that have exhausted the
potential of their homemarket.
In some respects, it is

becoming easier to do business
overseas. In China, for
example, wider areas of the
country are opening up. Grant
Thornton’s China services
team report that they are
seeing the nation’s second-tier
cities — those away from the
developed east coast — now
offering interesting openings
for new entrants.
For dynamic companies

that have the ambition and
drive, there are boundless
opportunities to build up their
international trade.
n David Maxwell, a partner at
Grant Thornton UK LLP, a
member firm of Grant Thornton
International, was talking to
Nick Britton.
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They do it their way: world-touring shows such as The Rat Pack — Live From Las Vegas have pushed up Flying Music’s international sales by 113% a year

Cutting edge: Hydra Mining’s products are in big demand in China, the US and Australia, boosting foreign sales by 65% a year
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Don’t fear the barriers on foreign shores
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