
Knowledge is power as ambitious
companies make a success of
international opportunities,
explains Steve Price of HSBC

T
he companies on
this year’s Interna-
tional Track 100 have
grasped that foreign
markets offer a valu-

able source of fresh sales. The
vast majority have been
trading abroad for more than
four years, and more than a
fifth (21%) expanded overseas
because their market was
either saturated or shrinking,
according to the league-table
research.
Some of these businesses are

considering how best to exploit
their experience and position
in the global supply chain to
find new revenue streams.
Take Aquaterra Energy, at

No 99, which designs bespoke
engineering components for
the oil-and-gas industry. We
are supporting the company as
it exports British expertise to
emerging regions. The firm,
which generated 85%of its 2009
revenues overseas, has been
trading abroad since its launch
in 2005 when the domestic
market was relatively subdued.
International sales at the
Norwich business have grown
50% a year, from £7.7m in 2007
to £17.3m in 2009.
HSBC has been able to offer

financial support and strategic
advice as the company moves
into new areas. For example,
when Aquaterra tenders for
international contracts, we are
able to provide the necessary
in-country bid and perform-
ance bonds that are sometimes
required for deals in the energy
sector. We are also on hand to
offer regulatory advice on
embargosand sanctions inover-
seas territories.
But for many fast-growing

firms, understanding the exact
nature of international oppor-
tunities remains a challenge.
That is why HSBC published a

wide-ranging report that
explores how the world is
trading today andwhere oppor-
tunitiesmay lie tomorrow.
The report, Mapping the

World’s Trade Connections,
finds that companies which
look beyond exporting products
to exporting skills, knowledge
and the nation’s reputation for
quality, are those that will get
ahead. UK companies often
form part of a global supply
chain in knowledge-intensive
processes and the country is
acknowledged to have a real
future in developing this
expertise.
The report predicts that the

UK’s future opportunities
abroad are likely to be under-
pinned by strong creativity and
its knowledge-intensive base,
both of which are embedded in
the country’s economy. It also
highlights the opportunities
that arise when developed and
emergingmarketsmeet.
Britain’s exports in the 10

years to 2009 showed the big-
gest growth in China, the
United Arab Emirates and
India, while British oil and
organic chemicals were the
products in greatest demand
overseas. Domestic companies
are improving their global com-
petitiveness in key sectors,

including printed publications,
alcoholic beverages, pharma-
ceuticals and cosmetics, the
report also found.
Of course, many Inter-

national Track 100 firms have
been working to build new
markets in fast-growing
economies. China, which
replaced Japan as the world’s
second-largest economy earlier
this year, is an export desti-
nation for 41 companies on the
league table. Of the 100 firms,
27 trade with South American
countries and 23with India.
The trading relationships

between emerging nations
themselves are also strength-
ening. For example, during the
first four months of last year,
Brazil’s exports to China grew
by 237% according to the HSBC
report.
Over the same period, Arg-

entina’s trade with China
increased by 111%. As these
trade links grow, the challenge
for British businesses is to
consider how they can become
part of the chain.
Our report also considers

what we have dubbed the
European paradox. On one
hand, the nations across the
Channel are close, culturally
familiar and economically
similar, and present fewer
trade barriers. On the other,
opportunities to trade in a
relatively saturated and low-
growthmarket are limited.
This year’s International

Track 100 companies have
certainly not written off main-
land Europe. An overwhelming
96 trade there today, and 80
chose it as their first overseas
destination, according to the
league-table research.
In addition, many are using

the Continent as a springboard
to the rest of the world.
Europe’s largest companies are
world leaders in their sectors
and take their suppliers with
them as they enter markets
across the globe.
For example, the online pay-

ment provider Skrill (No 37),
which was formerly known as
Moneybookers, has followed its
e-commerce clients into new
countries where it can process
transactions on their behalf in
many different currencies.

HSBC is working closely
with businesses across the
world to help them shape their
future success. On this year’s
league table alone, we are sup-
porting 22 firms, including the
household-goods manufacturer
Joseph Joseph (No 28), online
book retai ler The Book
Depository (No 16), and trans-
lation-services provider The
BigWord (No 85).
When Rainbow Cosmetics,

the family-owned firm at No 34
on the league table, started
banking with us 12 months

ago, overseas sales accounted
for only 7% of revenue.
Typically, it had been for-

e i gn buye r s who had
approached the business,
which sells branded cosmetics
and fragrances wholesale,
together with its own range of
bronzing products called Sunk-
issed.
Since then, HSBC and UK

Trade & Investment have
worked with the company to
research new markets and
draw up a strategy for expan-
sion. For example, when

RainbowCosmetics studied the
Polish market, it discovered
not only that there was strong
potential demand for its value
fake-tan products but also that
many consumerswere familiar
with big British brands,
according to managing
director Stephen Sharman.
The business has also

appointed an export manager
to identify overseas distributors
and co-ordinate foreign sales,
which have grown particularly
strongly in Scandinavia. The
results are already impressive.

International sales have grown
by 92% a year, from £1.2m in
2008 to £4.6m in 2010.
Trade has already moved

beyond imports and exports.
Today it embraces internat-
ional networks, relationships,
innovation and creativity. The
emerging world is developing
its own networks and techno-
logical standards — and we
ignore these fundamental
changes at our peril.
n Steve Price, head of HSBC’s
UK commercial banking segment,
was talking to CatherineWheatley.

Belles of the ball: fans enjoy the 2010 soccerWorld Cupwhich used Byrom’s services

LEADING the league table this year is a
specialist in bespoke electronic contract
manufacturing for clients in the
industrial, telecoms, consumer, security,
medical and leisure sectors. SMS
Electronics also offers other services,
such as optimising production
processes, testing electronic products
and debugging prototypes.
The company has a strong

manufacturing heritage, spanningmore
than a century. It was part of Siemens
Manufacturing Services, the German
engineering conglomerate. However, in
the late 1990s the Siemens board decided
to rationalise the company, andMike
Harby, who ran its operation in
Nottingham, was faced with having to
close the factory.
He took a calculated risk and, with

fellow employeesMark Goldby,
Christopher Hunt, JohnWyles and
Robert Bridges, bought the business in
2002 for an undisclosed amount. Each of
the five took a 20% stake.
Harby and his team decided to focus

on contractmanufacturing butmade
the strategic choice not to move
production offshore to reduce labour
costs. Instead, SMS differentiated itself
bymaking complex products with high
reliability, sometimes in only very
small batches — and that decision has
proved to be pivotal.
In 2004 the companywas contracted

by a small British firm tomanufacture
video-conferencing products. Three
years later the client was acquired by a
Norwegian teleconferencing business,
and the resulting increase in demand for
SMS’s services not only pushed up sales
and profits but also established its
reputation on the international stage as
a high-quality manufacturer.
Demand for SMS’s video-conferencing

systems is themain driver behind its
impressive growth in international
sales, which have rocketed by 418% a
year, from £698,000 in 2008 to £18.7m in
2010. The company’s technology has
becomemore popular during the
economic downturn because it is a
cheaper alternative to travel.
About 60% of the firm’s sales are now

generated inmainland Europe, where its
biggest markets are Norway and France.
In contrast, overseas sales accounted for
only 3% of turnover in 2008.
SMSmanufactures its electronics

systems in a 7,000 squaremetre factory
in Nottingham, equivalent in size to two
football pitches.
The company has reinvested profits to

upgrade equipment and to fund research
and development to perfect its
manufacturing processes. It now has 130
highly skilled employees working on
fivemachine lines, with the capacity to
place up to 5m components on a printed
circuit board every day.

Its production is not limited to video-
conferencing technology— the firm
alsomanufactures smart utility meters
(which Harby says are increasingly in
demand overseas, particularly in the
French gasmarket), components for
telephone-exchange systems and circuit
boards for split-screenmonitors used by
financial traders.
SMS says it manages to retain 90% of

its clients, and the company’s former
owner, Siemens, for whom it provides
repair and refurbishment services, is
still a big customer.
Harby is optimistic about the future of

the business and plans to increase
capacity by installing another
production line in June at a cost of
£1.5m. The new line will be used to
support the growingmarket in the
Americas, where Harby expects sales to
reach £10m this year.
These plans should help the

company’s success story to continue in
2011 and beyond.

Grasp opportunities
in worldwide trade
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Electronics experts made the right switch
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2 FORWARD INTERNET GROUP

Online marketer 286.69%

NEILHUTCHINSON’s business began life
in 2004 as an onlinemarketing agency for
companies wishing to improve their
rankings in search-engine results. It has
since developed “Invisible Hand”
technology, which notifies internet users
of cheaper prices on alternative websites
and generates commissions for
subsequent sales. The London company
also runs a collection of e-commerce and
price-comparison sites, and it acquired
uSwitch in 2009. International sales at the
business, which counts Hilton, North

Face and eBay among its clients,
increased by 287% a year, from £3m in
2007 to an annualised £45.4m in 2009.
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3 KELWAY

IT services provider 249.43%

LONDON-BASED Kelway supplies
infrastructure hardware tomore than
3,000 clients and offers IT services such as
consultancy and training. The company
was founded in 1990 by chief executive
Phil Doye at the age of 21, and in 2006
Core Capital invested £5m for a 25% stake.
Kelway has bought five businesses since

2007, including Panacea in 2009, which
has an office in Dubai serving theMiddle
East. This acquisition has helped to boost
international sales by 249% a year, from
£1.6m in 2008 to £19.2m in 2010.
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4 A1 PHARMACEUTICALS

Pharmaceuticals distributor 227.83%

FROM its offices near London City airport
this company supplies pharmaceuticals
andmedical devices to pharmacies and
private hospitals around the world. A1’s
products include surgical dressingsmade
by Smith &Nephew as well as its
British-made own-label range of surgical
dressings and oral-medicine syringes. The
company’smain geographical market is
the European Union, but it trades
worldwide. The business was founded in
1986 by husband-and-wife team Gary and
Carmen Lewis. International sales have
risen by 228% a year, from £552,000 in
2008 to £5.9m in 2010.
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5 BYROM

Sporting events manager 226.33%

BYROM supplies accommodation, IT,
ticketing, VIPmanagement, logistics,
management consultancy and
hospitality to organisers of big sporting
events. Customers tend to be large
sporting organisations. Fifa is its
principal client. Founded byMexican
brothers Jaime and Enrique Byrom in
1991, the Cheshire company has provided

services to the FifaWorld Cup, the
Commonwealth Games, the Ryder Cup,
the Asian Games and other international
sports events. Overseas sales have grown
226% a year, from £11.8m in 2008 to
£126.1m in 2010, due to the firm’s work on
the footballWorld Cup in South Africa.
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6 ARROWEDGE

Pharmaceutical wholesaler 221.78%

HAVING started life as a small chain of
high-street pharmacies, this family-run
business developed into a wholesaler of
pharmaceutical products. Helped by
favourable exchange-ratemovements,
Arrowedge has had a lot of success with
exporting to the Continent. The
Bournemouth-based firm is aiming to
bring a new range of over-the-counter
products into Britain and other European
Union countries. Overseen by the
company’smanaging director, Ullas
Patel, international sales have increased
by 222% a year, from £1.5m in 2008 to
£15.2m in 2010.
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7 INTAMARQUE

Food and toiletries seller 206.68%

TWIN brothers Stephen and Richard
Shortt run Intamarque, which
distributes a selection of consumer
products, such as toiletries and
confectionery, to retailers and
wholesalers at home and abroad. Founded
in 2006, the Cheltenham business has

done particularly well in Asia and the
Middle East, where British-branded
products such as Dove and Burton’s
biscuits hold special appeal formany
consumers and are big sellers. As a result,
the company’s overseas revenue has
grown by 207% a year, from £1.2m in 2008
to £11.7m in 2010.
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8 REDWOOD DISTRIBUTION

Textile distributor 197.62%

THIS company specialises in providing
technical fabrics for use in hospitals, on
public transport and inmilitary
equipment. Redwood Distribution’s
design engineers endeavour tomake the
fabrics to each client’s specification,
whether this means they are fireproof,
waterproof, or just plain tough. In 2008
the Lancashire business bought the soft-
furnishings distributor Edmund Bell,
under which brand it nowmarkets a
popular range of decorative textiles. The
company says it is the biggest distributor
of curtain linings in Europe. Overseas
sales grew 198% a year, from £674,000 in
2007 to £6m in 2009, under chief executive
Brian Atherton.
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9 WILTON GROUP

Offshore services provider 186.85%

THEMiddlesbrough-basedWilton Group
provides a range of services, including
projectmanagement and engineering, to
customers in the oil-and-gas industry. Its

clients include BP and Canadian Natural
Resources. Increasingly, the engineering
company’s activities are spread
worldwide and its personnel have carried
out work inmainland Europe, Africa and
the Far East. Two new offices are due to
open in Brazil where 36 new drilling rigs
will require engineering support. The
group’s chief executive, Bill Scott, and its
construction director, Steve Glenn, started
the business in 1994, and in June 2010
Barclays Private Equity invested £16m for
aminority stake. International sales have
risen by 187% a year, from £642,000 in
2008 to £5.3m in 2010.
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10 CLIPPER LOGISTICS GROUPWarehousing and distribution 160.76%

CHAIRMAN Steve Parkin’s Leeds-based
company provides warehousing,
transport, distribution and pricing
services for a range of products, including
clothing, tobacco, perfumes and alcohol
on behalf of retailers such as Tesco, John
Lewis and Harvey Nichols. Although the
business has been servicingmainland
European countries for its clients since
1996, it acquired the Bestaendig Group, a
German company that had gone into
administration, in 2008. This addition has
been central to the development of a
logistical, administrative and strategic
presence, enabling the group to service
markets in Germany, Poland, the Benelux
countries, France, Austria and Spain.
Mainly as a result of this acquisition,
international sales grew by 161% a year,
from £2.1m in 2008 to £14.4m in 2010.

Knowing the drill: engineering firm Aquaterra Energy is supported by HSBC as it rapidly grows in emerging markets

HSBC is helping Richard and Antony Joseph expand abroad

Man of vision: Mike Harby’s gamble to buy a UK division of Siemens paid off
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1 SMS ELECTRONICSElectronics manufacturer 417.53%
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