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Kerry kicking off,
scoring for the economy
and refereeing the debate.
It’s an All-Ireland Forum.
Participate ...

The central message emerging
from China’s annual talk-
ing-shop parliament, the Na-
tional People’s Congress, has
been that China is switching
away from a single-minded fo-
cus on economic growth at all
costs.

Instead, it is putting the
country’s fast-growing consum-
er class centre-stage to spread
the fruits of economic growth
more evenly in this country of
1.3 billion.

Talk of narrowing the in-
come gap is all very noble, but
the NPC, including its advisory
body the CPPCC, is the world’s
biggest parliamentary gather-
ing of billionaires.

Richestdelegate
Eighty-three deputies are
worth more than $1 billion
(¤770 million). No other legisla-
ture reaches anywhere near
this level.

Thirty-one are NPC depu-
ties, with the rest CPPCC dele-
gates, including 10 from Hong
Kong, according to the new Hu-
run Global Rich List 2013,
which includes a ranking of the
1,453 richest dollar billionaires
in the world.

Drinks maker Wahaha’s
Zong Qinghou (68) is the rich-
est delegate, with a personal
fortune of ¤10 billion, while
Tencent’s Pony Ma Huateng is

in second place with ¤5.8 bil-
lion.

Despite its ranking as the sec-
ond-largest economy after
three decades of spectacular
growth, China remains an as-
piring middle-income country
marked by inequality and reli-
ant on state-backed invest-
ment.

About 13 per cent of the pop-
ulation still subsists on less
than $1.25 (96 cent) per day,
the United Nations Develop-

ment Programme says. Aver-
age urban disposable income is
just 21,810 yuan (¤2,624) a
year.

“The 90 private businesspeo-
ple in the NPC are symbolic of a
co-opted and, at the moment,
benign business faction,” says
Kerry Brown, executive direc-
tor of the China Studies Centre
at the University of Sydney on
his blog.

“But even their $100 billion
wealth is small beer compared
to the gargantuan wealth ooz-
ing out of the state sector,” he
writes.

Three young men of different
ethnic backgrounds enter the
homely Oscar’s bar, where
shockwaves resonate as they
pick up their bottles of Tiger
beer. Suddenly the low-rise
Asian environment is trans-
formed into a skyscraper.

It is a tale of the rise of one of
Asia’s megacities, with ele-
ments of Singapore, Hong
Kong, Bangkok and Tokyo.

This advertisement for Tiger
is the work of the Irish-owned
and Dublin-based advertising
agency Rothco. It has just aired
on Vietnamese television and
will soon roll out across the con-
tinent.

Globalbusiness
Tiger Beer originated in Singa-
pore in 1932 and is now sold
worldwide. Anthony Burgess’s
debut novel Time for a Tiger,
part of the Malayan trilogy The
Long Day Wanes, was named
for the brew.

Rothco was asked last year to
pitch for the global business of
Tiger Beer, which is part of Hei-
neken-owned Asia Pacific Brew-
eries, based in Singapore. The
agency pitched against six oth-
ers, including big international
players like Y&R and Ogilvy

and, in winning the account,
made Irish advertising history.

“We seem to be the first Irish
agency to win a global account
for a non-Irish brand when
were chosen as the lead global
creative agency for Tiger
Beer,” says Rothco partner and
client director Richard Carr.

Rothco’s success is also seen
as a boost to the Irish industry
and to its efforts to grow globally.

The Tiger Beer strategy is in-

formed by the idea that Britain
was the centre of things 200
years ago, the US 100 years ago
and that now it is very much
Asia’s time.

For Rothco, which has 83 em-
ployees, the campaign itself
was transformative, as it
switched its attention from a
low-growth economy such as
Ireland to high-growth Singa-
pore and Asia more generally.

“This is a really significant

contract for us,” Carr says. “To
be awarded a global contract is
very significant. We had a lot of
help from Enterprise Ireland
too.

Asianmegacity
“Over the last nine months we
have been developing a new
global advertising campaign
which taps into the pulse of the
Asian megacity.”

The TV ads were shot in

Bangkok over a six-week peri-
od, and the campaign has just
kicked off in Vietnam, Carr
adds. “It will be available in oth-
er markets, but we don’t know
yet when. Our objective is to try
and develop a piece that works
in every market.”

Irish agency
sinks its
teeth into
Asian Tiger

■A scene from one of
Rothco’s futuristic Tiger beer
ads filmed in Bangkok“

Billionaire delegates
debate income gap

Carol Clarke suddenly be-
comes aware that she is sur-
rounded by dozens of text-
books on gemstones and jewel-
lery design, a reference library
carefully assembled through
decades of intensive practice.

The secret to a business sur-
viving deep recession lies possi-
bly in this level of expertise:
learn to endure one economic
collapse, adapt and you can en-
dure another.

C Clarke Jewellers was estab-
lished against the tide. A fledg-
ling business with discordant
ideas on design, it opened in a
high rent Dublin shopping cen-
tre in the mid-1980s when few
people were thriving and fewer
still wanted to buy precious
stones or keepsakes.

Disposableincome
“I just spent years and years
studying. I am sitting here now
surrounded by about 46 books,
all on gemology, and thinking:
what the hell, I’m still doing it
now!” says Clarke.

“To me, the key is advancing
myself and trying to be as good
as I can be at what I do.”

The jewellery business, like

so many others, is not just rid-
ing out a recession, but adapt-
ing to a changing landscape. To-
day, apart from the general col-
lapse of disposable income, es-
tablished jewellers and design-
ers have to compete with a tech-
nological age in which the inter-
net has become king.

There are TV shopping chan-
nels, online sales, a related in-
crease in amateurism and a
new tide of couples buying dia-
mond engagement rings
abroad in spite of the associat-
ed insurance risks.

Businessmodel
Clarke believes survival lies in
adapting. She has recently be-
come Ireland’s first female jew-
eller (and only the State’s
fourth overall) to be elected to
the prestigious National Associ-
ation of Goldsmiths at the Insti-
tute of Registered Valuers in
London. It is a position that re-
quires its members to undergo
a constant cycle of conferences
and training.

She has also studied with the
Gemological Institute of Ameri-
ca and has won several awards.

Aside from designing jewel-
lery, Clarke was the first to ap-
ply the “while you wait” busi-
ness model to appraisals and re-
cently began a niche business
dealing in same-sex or civil part-
nership rings.

She travelled to Thailand in
her early 20s, where she stud-
ied the art of jewellery making,
gemology and goldsmith work
and spent time at the Bangkok
Jewellery Design Institute.

When she arrived home in
the early 1980s, she noticed “all

of the jewellery looked the
same, so I continued to design
my own and tried to sell it”.

She later did a feasibility
study with IDA Ireland and
found that, while most jewel-
lers thought her designs too un-
conventional, the public were
more enthusiastic.

“They actually liked it when I
went to the craft fair but I
couldn’t get through to the jew-
ellers. I decided that I would
have to open my own shop,”
she says.

C Clarke Jewellers, in the
Royal Hibernian Way on Daw-
son Street, was established
with her husband Chi Wai, a
goldsmith, in 1986. Times were
not easy.

“We opened in the middle of
a recession, which I considered
kind of worse than it is now. I
don’t know but it was a bad re-
cession anyhow,” she says.

“Lots of times we thought we
would have to close down. Noth-
ing was selling because, in a re-
cession, jewellery was the last

thing to sell. My ideas were also
a little off the wall.”

While the business endured,
and ultimately prospered,
during this period, recent times
have brought similar difficulties.

“Gradually, within the jewel-
lery trade itself, things were
starting to get much more diffi-
cult over the last 10 years be-
cause you were starting to get
the internet coming in which we
never had before,” she says.

“There have been a lot of well
established family jewellers
that have closed down because
things have gotten too bad.
They can’t survive any longer.”

‘Slowlydying’
She also points to an increase in
imported jewellery and, at
grass-roots level, a decline in op-
portunities for Irish people to
study the requisite skills to pro-
duce their own.

“There are three or four jewel-
lery manufacturers left in Ire-
land and they are very
small-scale. I see whole indus-
tries that used to be very vibrant
30 or 40 years ago slowly dying
and being lost to imports from
China, Hong Kong and the
East,” she says.

“Personally I think that you
have to offer a really good ser-
vice to your customers if you
want them to come back.”
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Global recruitment company
Saongroup is taking aim at the
number one slot in the Chinese
online recruitment market with

the purchase last month of the market
number three, ChinaHR.com.

Ciaran Lally, chief executive of the Irish
recruiter’s China business, said the
company now has 3,100 employees in 179
cities in China, after buying ChinaHR
from the US company Monster for an
undisclosed sum. Some sites have report-
ed this as about $30 million (¤22.86
million).

Lally says the purchase is timely given
the Irish group’s expansion plans, and also
a very good fit when the regional spread of
myjob.com’sbusiness is taken into account.

With the myjob.com brand, Saongroup
had built up a strong position in the
second-, third- and fourth-tier cities, he
said, and was number four in the market.

The tier one cities, such as Beijing and
Shanghai, were dominated by the “Big

Three” – 5onejob, which is US-listed,
Zhaopin, which is Australian-listed, and
ChinaHR.

“Our most profitable businesses, with
scale, are tier two or three. A city like
Zhongshan has a population of two or
three million people, which is small by
Chinese standards but still a significant
market, with strong GDP growth,” says
Lally in an interview in the group’s
headquarters in Beijing, in the old
ChinaHR building.

“If you take a snapshot at the end of last
year we had 2,500 people, avoiding the
tier ones. That project had ran its course.
We pumped up the country; we were very
strong in telesales and job fairs,” says
Lally.

Denis O’Brien holds a 75 per cent
shareholding in Saongroup, while its
chairman, Leslie Buckley, holds the
remaining 25 per cent. Both O’Brien and
Buckley insisted that the company
expand its presence across the country,

including breaking into the tier one cities.
This was easier said than done. The

first-tier cities are seen as too expensive
and difficult to break into, as the big three
firms already had such a strong presence
there.

Then, fortuitously, Monster took a
strategic decision to sell ChinaHR. In
contrast to myjob.com, ChinaHR did not
have a presence in the second-, third- and
fourth-tier cities. It seemed a good fit.

The two firms entered discussions and
the deal closed on February 6th. If you add
the two pieces together, you have
myjob.com in the tiers four, three and
two, and then you’ve ChinaHR with its
great brand and presence in tier one.
Aggregating the two makes perfect sense,
says Lally.

“It’s really positioned us in terms of the
company. The old staff at myjob.com have
gone from telesales operation to SMEs
and now, all of a sudden, we can use this
network we’ve built over the last years to

talk to Fortune 500 companies.
“And ChinaHR’s clients really are a

‘who’s who’ of China – VW, China Mobile,
Baidu and others,” says Lally.

“I’ve no excuse if we don’t achieve
number one at this stage. We have the
products that the number one and

number two have, we have the footprint
across the country in 179 cities and we
have the depth within the team,” he says.

“We have funding available to market
and rebuild the brand so we are posi-
tioned to keep taking market share.”

“We now have 3,100 people. We were
well-placed and the timing was quite
fortunate for us. The deal makes sense. All
of the changes will happen in Q2 [the
second quarter]. We hope to have a very
significant relaunch of the brand,” says
Lally.

The group is on track to achieve 41 per
cent growth in the first quarter, while the
overall market is seeing low, single-digit
growth.

“China must succeed for Saongroup.
There is a good 10-15 years of solid growth
here.”

Saongroup.com has operations across
four continents – Europe, Africa, Asia and
the Americas – and websites in 30 coun-
tries.

Saon joins the ‘big three’ with ChinaHR deal

Glint of hope as jeweller adapts to online competition

Eighty-three deputies in the
National People’s Congress,
areworthmore than this

■Ciaran Lally: timely purchase

‘‘DenisO’Brienholdsa75per cent shareholding
inSaongroup,while its
chairmanLeslieBuckley
holds the remaining
25per cent

We opened in
themiddle of a

recession, which I
considered kind of
worse than it is now

Clifford
Coonan

AsiaBriefing

Customerswill
comeback if they
geta reallygood
service, saysDublin
businesswoman

FutureProof
CClarke Jewellers

MarkHilliard

■Gemologist and jeweller Carol Clarke at her shop in the
Royal HibernianWay, Dublin. PHOTOGRAPH: BRENDA FITZSIMONS
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