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How important is the retail sector to the Hong Kong
economy?

The retail sector is one of the main pillars of the econ-
omy here in Hong Kong and is closely integrated with
the local economy as a whole. Retailers rent commer-
cial premises, they hire large numbers of employees,
and conspicuous consumption has always played an
important part in the economies of all the major coun-
tries around the world. Hong Kong is no exception.

It is also undoubtedly a growing industry, predom-
inantly due to the fact that Hong Kong has long en-
joyed a reputation as a “shoppers’ paradise” in this part
of the world.

In my opinion, Hong Kong is the most interna-
tional city in the region; it has a very strong local
consumer base and has always attracted a lot of
tourists from South East Asia, Japan and now,
mainland China.

How does Hong Kong's retail offering compare with
those of its neighbours and competitors? Is it a ques-
tion of quality, choice, reputation or economics?

I think it’s a combination of all those things. Firstly,
Hong Kong has no import duty on many products and
categories, so from a pricing perspective we have an
advantage compared to our neighbouring countries in
South East Asia, where there may be either import
duty or VAT, all of which amounts to the fact that the
same product is more expensive elsewhere in the re-

Hong Kong enjoys an unparalleled selection of designers

gion when compared to Hong Kong. Also, because of
the international nature of Hong Kong, many inter-
national retailers and leading brands have chosen
Hong Kong as the prime location for their biggest and
most important flagship shops and stores. This means
that shoppers in Hong Kong enjoy a wider variety of
merchandise to choose from, as well as a more im-
pressive environment in which to shop.

You recently opened your flagship Harvey Nichols
store here in Hong Kong. How does the outlet differ
from its counterparts in the UK, and what is your
target market for the venture?

Well, firstly it is our latest Harvey Nichols store and
the first Harvey Nichols store in South East Asia. Our
objective is clearly to open a store which will maintain
the spirit of the original Harvey Nichols in Knights-
bridge. At the same time, it must reflect the fact that it
is our latest opening and should therefore be more
modern and sophisticated. Our objective was simple;
we wanted to open a store which set a completely new
standard in this part of the world and which we hope
will enable us to establish firmly the prestige and spirit
of Harvey Nichols, so that further down the road we
can expand and open Harvey Nichols stores in other
South East Asian countries, as well as in major cities
throughout mainland China.

The luxury goods market in Hong Kong is one of the
most competitive in the world. How do you intend to
set Harvey Nichols apart from the crowd?

First and foremost, we do not want to compare our-
selves with any other stores that are here. We have
strategically avoided using a traditional store format,
the typical “emporium of brands”, if you will. Instead,
we encourage our consumers to express their own
character and individualism by mixing and matching
with the many leading international designers that we
have brought to Harvey Nichols Hong Kong.

We have also strategically decided to interpret the
British culture and character of Harvey Nichols from
a modern, outsider’s viewpoint. If you have the oppor-
tunity to visit the store, you will notice that there is
much reinterpretation of traditional British character-
istics, so that as you turn every corner within the store
there is always an element of fun and an element of
surprise to the experience.



One of the phrases that stuck in my mind from the
coverage of the store’s opening here was “England
seen through Asian eyes”. What does “Englishness”
mean to people in this part of the world in the
twenty-first century?

I think England is clearly seen as a country with a
tremendous history, a lot of culture and one that is
highly respectable. Which is why, factually speaking, a
lot of Hong Kong people would love to have the op-
portunity to either send their children to study in the
UK, to learn about its culture, its educational system
and its art, or to go there themselves as tourists for
similar reasons. So there is no question about the re-
spect that exists here for English culture as such. On
the other hand, I think that as retailers tend to become
increasingly globalised in their outlook there is a dan-
ger that retailing, in the eyes of consumers, may be-
come somewhat homogenised, boring even. Hence we
wanted to move away from simply replicating some-
thing that already exists and instead have attempted to
interpret it with an Asian taste.

The Harvey Nichols brand in the UK commands
enormous loyalty amongst its customers. Are you
confident that you can instill such feelings in the
notoriously fickle Hong Kong shopper?

I’'m very confident that we can. As a matter of fact, we
have received extremely positive feedback from cus-
tomers since we opened here in September. Having
said that, we are under no illusions about the fact that
it always takes time for any leading brand, from
whichever part of the world, to establish themselves
when they are entering a new marketplace. The fact of
the matter is that as we expanded Harvey Nichols
from Knightsbridge into Birmingham, Leeds, Man-
chester or Edinburgh, all of which are closer to
Knightsbridge than Hong Kong, each one of them
took time to build a strong recurrent customers base.
But in each case Harvey Nichols has succeeded, and
Hong Kong should be no exception.

Given the increasing volume of tourists coming to
Hong Kong from the Mainland, do you expect
Chinese people to constitute a significant proportion
of your clientele?

Mainland Chinese tourists have become increasingly
important as consumers, but one must also understand
that Chinese consumers prefer to buy luxury products
which are already well established in their own coun-
try, which are recognisable and represent quality and
status. So therefore, while they are growing in impor-
tance I believe their focus is more on that aspect.

Our group started investing in China almost fifteen
years ago. We own and operate over 150 shops and
stores in 25 different provinces. As a result, the brands

carried by our group in China are well established and
well known and consequently, we enjoy a very strong
Chinese customer base when they visit Hong Kong.

How serious a problem is the counterfeiting of lux-
ury brands for your business?

There has been a lot of talk about the counterfeiting of
products in China and there is no question that these
counterfeit products do exist. But I honestly believe
that counterfeiting is a by-product of any successful
luxury brand and those counterfeit products exist not
only in China but all over the world, so long as the
brand is successtul and popular. I don’t think it is right
therefore to highlight China as the source of these
problems; I believe that the problem is as serious in
New York or any other major city in the world.

Having said that, the international luxury brands
have managed to be extremely successful and prosper-
ous despite the counterfeiting of their products around
the world. Do we want it? Clearly, the answer is no.
Can we live with it? Yes, but hopefully in time not only
China but all countries will tighten their counterfeit
laws and impose bigger penalties in order to discour-
age these counterfeiters from operating.

One of the strengths of Harvey Nichols in the UK is
that it has an appeal that crosses certain boundaries
of class and income. Do you see inclusivity or exclu-
sivity as the key to success in Asia?

I think it’s really a combination of the two but I think
the most important aspect is — and again I emphasise
this — to enable shoppers to have a fun time while they
are shopping, and really enjoy themselves while they
are looking around. It’s not about whether they have
to come in and make a purchase they want, it’s about
them liking the environment, having fun, enjoying
themselves and wanting to come back.

Hong Kongers have an insatiable appetite for design
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