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SCDI's global reach helps Glasgow firm win Shanghai's FINA pool deal
Scots businessman Alastair Crawford could have been forgiven for thinking the colourful Chinese firecrackers exploding outside his Shanghai hotel were for his benefit when he arrived there last week.

For he had barely stepped off the plane, as a member of a 25-strong Scottish trade delegation, when he learned that his Glasgow-based company, Triogen, had just landed a £130,000 order from a key customer in China’s largest city.

The firecrackers were part of the seemingly never-ending Chinese New Year celebrations, but for Triogen’s sales manager they signalled a highly-successful start to the visit organised by the Scottish Council for Development and Industry.

Triogen is one of the world’s leading design and manufacturing companies specialising in ozone and UV systems for swimming pools, and Alastair’s deal involves the Olympic-class pools for the FINA swimming championships to be held in Shanghai in 2011. It’s the latest major international event to be hosted by the vibrant city following the World Expo 2010 which is expected to attract around 70 million visitors between May and October.

"I had just set foot in my hotel, when my Chinese agents phoned to say they wanted to seal a deal that day,” said Alastair. “Naturally I was delighted and the fact that I was physically there, courtesy of the SCDI delegation, meant I could see it through in person. 

“From a Chinese perspective, that demonstrated real commitment and hopefully will lead to even more business."

This is the 50th year of SCDI visits to international markets and the not-for-profit business development organisation is convinced the trips have an increasing role to play in helping Scottish companies internationalise. 

More than 5,500 Scottish companies have taken part in around 360 international visits over the past 50 years and in 2009, for example, the 63 companies involved in the SCDI programme generated some £6.5million of overseas business. 

The group which visited Shanghai and Hong Kong last week was typical of the diverse range of businesses represented on such visits. The line-up included a mix of educational, manufacturing, financial services, tourism, IT, design and communications companies.

“The value about being part of a group is that it gives a lot of companies confidence,” said Jane Gotts, SCDI’s projects manager for events and trade. “It helps opens doors that otherwise wouldn’t open if you were on your own. People can share their experience of doing business – and it doesn’t necessarily have to be about the market they are in – but they can share experience about doing business internationally which other group members find invaluable.”

“These visits also provide access to support networks that exist out here,” said Jane, “such as Scottish Development International (SDI), United Kingdom Trade and Investment (UKTI) and the China-Britain Business Council.”

The SCDI programme has been supported over the past four years by international banking giant HSBC which, of course, has historic links with China and Hong Kong. The bank’s Scottish commercial director, David Scott, was in no doubt about the value of the trade visits: “Unless you’ve been here, unless you understand the environment, the culture and the economy a little better – and there’s no better way of doing it than by being here – then you don’t really get it. I think the value of bringing people to this country and putting them in this environment cannot be underestimated.

“The relationship with SCDI has been fantastic for HSBC, both in terms of new business generated from participating in these trips, and from a personal development point of view. We use the visits as opportunities for HSBC staff to learn about different countries and cultures and bring that back to the UK as a valuable aid to doing business.” 
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