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Barcelona: Innovative & Creative Business

City vibrant despite economic stagnation

It was a quintessential Bar-
celona breakfast: a group of
enthusiastic entrepreneurs
– some Catalan, some for-
eign, some young, some not-
so-young – gathered around
a table of pastries, fruit
juice and coffee to discuss
the future of their busi-
nesses and the pros and
cons of being based in one
of Europe’s most energetic
and cultured cities.

Edward Hugh – a Cata-
lan-speaking Briton who
has become a leading Euro-
pean economic commenta-
tor on Facebook – organised
the meeting for the FT at
the Gild club, a venue for
business people in Barce-
lona that is itself an entre-
preneurial start-up founded
by Karen Reith, Jonathan
Goodman and Jacqueline
Doherty.

The discussion was proof
that Barcelona remains an

attractive destination for
investors and that some
sectors of the economy –
particularly in information
technology and other serv-
ices – are still rich in oppor-
tunities, in spite of the
eurozone sovereign debt
crisis and the stagnation of
the overall Spanish econ-
omy.

What remained unre-
solved was the level of
financial support that gov-
ernments – national,
regional and municipal –
should or could provide to
fledgling businesses in an
era of fiscal austerity.

Ferran Laguarta, chief
executive of Sensofar and
corporate development
director of the Catalonia
Polytechnic University’s
centre for sensors, instru-
ments and systems develop-
ment, finds it important
that Catalonia encourages
clusters of companies such
as those focused on illumi-
nation and on optical engi-
neering.

“This is the same situa-
tion as in Singapore or the
Netherlands,” he says.
“These countries have
optronics and photonics

clusters. This is an emerg-
ing technology, a global
business.”

Sensofar, which has a
subsidiary in Tokyo, makes
3D optical profilers, micro-
scope-like devices that use
light to measure objects on
a nanoscale – essential, for
example, in the semicon-
ductor and medical equip-
ment industries.

Pau Garcia-Milà, director-
general of EyeOS, is manu-
facturing software, not hard-
ware, and says the growing
company of 30 employees,
with a presence in 65 coun-
tries, constitutes the biggest
open-source project devel-
oped from Spain.

The model is to sell serv-
ices that allow users to
access what they need from
the “cloud” through their
web browser – essentially a
portable desktop and appli-
cations that you can access
from anywhere.

The company has closed a
deal with IBM as well as
with Spanish groups such
as Telefónica and benefits
from official soft loans as
well as the reinvestment of
its own profits.

Mr Garcia-Milà says the

Barcelona base is a
disadvantage in so far as
venture capital groups
apply a valuation to the
Spanish company that is
“extremely discouraging
compared with the valua-
tion of the company in the
US”, but also an advantage
because EyeOS is excep-
tional in Spain.

He adds that he would
never move the company’s

headquarters, although of
course offices will have to
be opened elsewhere.

In short, being in a high-
tech sector in Spain makes
you a big fish in a relatively
small pond, whereas Cali-
fornia is an ocean of high-
tech enterprise and financ-
ing.

Mr Hugh, the economist,
says the same is true of his
profession. “If I’d started in

New York and begun talk-
ing about the economy, no
one would have noticed,”
he says.

Jonathan Hayes, co-
founder and president of
Dinube Mobile Payments,
says his company did start
in the US – as a spin-off
from work done at the Mas-
sachusetts Institute of Tech-
nology Media Lab, where
the concept was developed.

The beta version of
Dinube’s website says it
pulls together loyalty and
payment accounts to allow
a transaction to be done
simply from any mobile
phone. Dinube says that it
is building a payments
“ecosystem” and that in
future such operations may
also be achieved using
“near-field communication”
with special microchips in
smartphones.

Barcelona is also home
to service businesses that
are more traditional and
perhaps less risky, although
even these typically make
the most of new technology
that allows them to cut
costs or attract new custom-
ers.

One of these is Nostrum,

the “home meal replace-
ment” business of which
Quirze Salomó is executive
chairman. Founded in 1998
and built on the family’s
long involvement with the
food industry in Catalonia
and across Europe, Nos-
trum now operates 44
Mediterranean ready-meal
stores around Barcelona
and is planning to expand
to Madrid, Valencia and
France.

“One of the goals we have
is a very tight supply chain.
We are running a very good
IT system,” says Mr
Salomó. “And with an
iPhone or Android system
you’ll be able to ask for
your lunch from the shop
and pay – and won’t wait in
the queue. I know that in
New York some people are
doing the same.”

At this point Mr Garcia-
Milà intervenes to report
that he catered his com-
pany’s end-of-year dinner
using Nostrum food. Kate
Teesdale of Essor, a lan-
guage training company,
begs Nostrum’s boss to
offer good sandwiches as
well as prepared meals to
fill a gaping hole in the fast-

food offerings on Spanish
high streets.

Ms Teesdale says the pro-
fessional language training
market is changing fast with
the arrival of online train-
ing, and she sees the model
diverging: at the lower end
of the market there will be
more “virtual classes”,
including by mobile tele-
phone; and at the top end,
the continuation of tradi-
tional one-on-one training
for senior executives.

The crisis and the result-
ing budget cuts have put
pressure on the prices that
companies such as Essor
can charge their customers.

Everyone at the breakfast
nevertheless seems to agree

that Barcelona’s combina-
tion of skills and hard work,
a convenient geographic
location and openness to
investment and innovation
makes it an attractive base –
even if it can never hope to
match the sheer volume of
enterprises and venture-
capital funds that enrich
California’s Silicon Valley,
and even if some areas
depend too heavily on
public-sector support.

The crucial factors for
Barcelona and Catalonia,
says Salvador Garcia, a
banker and former film
entrepreneur, are its “entre-
preneurial spirit” and “a
kind of innovation atmos-
phere”.

Entrepreneurs talk
Victor Mallet meets
some of the region’s
movers and shakers
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Being in a high­tech
sector in Spain
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fish in a relatively
small pond

Conferences provide
€2.5bn boost to city

In February, almost 60,000 people fil-
tered past the 50 metre high Venetian
towers leading into Barcelona’s Plaça
Espanya to attend the Mobile World
Congress. The three-day conference is
regarded by the telecoms industry as
an annual pilgrimage and the keynote
speeches from Google’s Eric Schmidt
and Microsoft’s Steve Ballmer were
broadcast live to technology fanatics
around the globe.

Away from the exhibition centre, it
is also an event worth millions of
euros to the economy of the city that
hosts it. Local hotels are block-
booked, plazas are filled with dele-
gates, and it becomes a complicated
affair to locate a restaurant table in
central Barcelona.

The Mobile Congress, and 80 other
trade fairs representing industries
from textiles to food, are all held at
the city’s main exhibition centre, Fira
Barcelona, housed off the Plaça
Espanya. According to a study con-
ducted by Iese, the Barcelona-based
business school, the events held at
Fira generate €2.5bn a year for the
city, of which almost 40 per cent
comes from the amount spent by visi-
tors and exhibitors during their stay.

“We use the brand of Barcelona,
which is very strong,” says Agustín
Cordón Barrenechea, Fira’s chief exec-
utive. “Much of the money we gener-
ate is made by our direct activities,
but also what our events generate for
businesses in the city.”

Fira traces its origins back to the
universal exhibition held in the city
in 1888 – said to have featured a two-
metre sculpture of a castle carved out
of Manchego cheese, and seen by
some academics as an important influ-
ence on the Catalan architectural
modernism made famous by Gaudí.

Fira was officially designated by the
government as a trade show centre in
1932, and went on to hold the first
demonstration of television in Spain
in July 1936 before being shut down
throughout the Spanish Civil War.

Mr Cordón Barrenechea is particu-
larly proud of Fira’s ability to operate
like a private-sector company despite
being city-owned: “Our business

model is not usually found [for confer-
ence centres] in other countries,” he
says. “We have public shareholders,
the city hall and the government, but
we are managed by representatives of
business. There are no politicians in
our business model.”

However, Fira will have to compete
against rivals from Milan, Munich and
Paris to secure the Mobile World Con-
gress from 2013 to 2017, having previ-
ously snatched it from Cannes.

As well as liaising with Barcelona’s
hotels and leisure industries to plan
for the thousands who attend, Fira is
also required to work closely with
other parts of the city’s infrastructure
to run its events effectively.

For the ITMA textile and garment
machinery exhibition, to be held this
September and expected to attract
100,000 people, Fira has had to work
closely with the Barcelona port
authorities to arrange for machinery
to be shipped in from Asia that can-
not be transported by air.

Mr Cordón Barrenechea argues that
the varying industries and geographi-
cal regions represented in Fira’s fairs

are an indicator of the changing state
of the global economy: “We saw the
mix of the countries change, depend-
ing on the economic performance of
each country,” he says.

“For example, we had a record this
year at the Mobile World Congress for
people coming from Asia, while we
have fewer visitors coming from the
US. Internationally focused events
have remained strong, but more local
events have suffered, as the Spanish
market has obviously been hurt by
the crisis.”

The result has been that Fira’s busi-
ness, while rooted in Barcelona, has
become more international, with exhi-
bitions, such as its Alimentaria food
show, travelling to Latin America in
recent years: “When the demand for
our exhibitors is not ready in Europe,
we are taking our exhibitors to events
in local markets,” he says. “This is
something we have seen during these
times. Fairs are very efficient ways of
helping companies internationalise.”

Trade fairs
Private management helps
city­owned Fira cope with
tough economic times,
says Miles Johnson

According to a
study conducted
by Iese, the
Barcelona­based
business school,
the events held at
Fira generate
€2.5bn a year

Spanish taste
for premium
gin gives duo
a profit tonic

Ask for a gin and tonic in
Spain, and the barman invar-
iably asks you what sort of
gin – and gives you a wide

choice.
On a March evening in Barcelona’s

Bar San Telmo, Charles Rolls and
Marc Calabuig are comparing a Hen-
drick’s gin flavoured with cucumber
and a Whitley Neill (“with nine botan-
icals, inspired by Africa, made in Eng-
land”) from which protrudes a twig of
liquorice. It may seem counter-intui-
tive in the midst of an economic cri-
sis, but the premium gin market has
been growing rapidly in Spain.

Mr Rolls and Mr Calabuig are riding
the wave, supplying the country’s pre-
mium gin drinkers with premium mix-
ers to match from Fever-Tree, the UK
company founded six years ago by Mr
Rolls and his partner Tim Warrillow.

Fever-Tree – with the UK and the
US as its other big markets so far –
had a serendipitous entry to Spain
when the artist Richard Hamilton
brought some of its Indian tonic water
from Waitrose, the UK supermarket,
and introduced it to Ferran Adrià, the
renowned chef at the El Bulli restau-
rant near Roses, two hours north of
Barcelona.

Mr Adrià does not merely serve the
tonic with his gins. He even made a
soup out of it, and suggested Mr
Calabuig of International Cooking
Concepts as a distributor.

“The connection is with the chefs.
We started with the restaurants and
then we moved into the bars and then
into supermarkets,” says Mr Calabuig.
“Catalonia and therefore Barcelona

have always been the entry gate for
foreign products in Spain.”

Fever-Tree’s marketing pitch is that
there is no point drinking an expen-
sive, delicately flavoured gin if you
are going to smother it with an indif-
ferent tonic.

The idea seems to have caught on,
and the company has branched out
into other mixers, including Lemon
Tonic (Bitter Lemon is the subtitle,
but that term was seen as old-fash-
ioned by young consumers), Ginger
Ale, Lemonade and Ginger Beer.

It sources and blends high-quality,
natural ingredients – including qui-
nine produced by a German family on
the Congo-Rwanda border and fresh
green ginger from the Ivory Coast –
for its bottling plant at Shepton Mal-
let in Somerset, England.

For its Indian tonic, the launch
product, the company says the qui-
nine was “blended with spring water
and eight botanical flavours, includ-
ing rare ingredients such as marigold
extracts and a bitter orange from Tan-
zania”. That is the kind of recipe
designed to appeal to premium drink-
ers, and it costs twice as much as
ordinary tonic.

Mr Rolls, who made his name run-

ning Plymouth Gin, says Fever-Tree’s
sales rose from £4.3m in 2009 to £6.7m
last year, and continue to accelerate.
“We’re growing faster than we grew
last year. We’re 87 per cent up on last
year in the first two months in terms
of sales,” he says. “We haven’t even
touched places such as South America
yet.

“People are drinking less, but they

are drinking better quality and we are
doing nothing more than following
the trend,” he says.

With Spain accounting for nearly a
third of sales – the same as the US,
and slightly less than the UK – and
with the premium gin market contin-
uing to expand, Mr Rolls has rented
an apartment in Barcelona and is
planning further growth on the Ibe-
rian Peninsula, from Lisbon to hotels
in the Balearic Islands.

Mr Rolls compares the “traditional
hard work” of marketing the product
in the competitive British and North
American markets with the good for-
tune of Fever-Tree’s arrival in Spain
at the end of 2006.

“Over here, we had the stars aligned.
We landed with just the right product
at just the right time,” he says. “And it
was Ferran Adrià who helped us find
Marc.” Officially, the premium gin
market in Spain has been growing at
18 per cent a year, but the real growth
in consumption of brands such as Hen-
drick’s is “a lot faster”.

Spain even has a historical connec-
tion with quinine, the crucial ingredi-
ent for tonic originally known as “Jes-
uit’s powder” or “Jesuit’s bark” when

it was exported from South America
by Spanish colonists.

The cinchona or quinine tree – the
fever-tree of the mixer brand – was
named after the countess Ana del
Chinchón, wife of the viceroy to Peru
who was reputedly cured of malaria
by the product in the 17th century.
There is no connection with the Afri-
can fever tree, so called because it
grows near water and is therefore
found in malarial areas.

Mr Rolls continues to explore the
Spanish market from Barcelona and
to study Spanish drinking habits.

“It’s time for us to seize the
moment. I spend time in Madrid, Ali-
cante, Malaga, San Sebastián and I
start to get a feeling for what’s really
happening,” he says, acknowledging
the risk that the premium gin craze
will fade as quickly as it arrived. “We
have not finished. We’ve had a fantas-
tic start but there’s still a lot to do.”

Among the surprises for newcomers
to Spain is the discovery that Span-
iards usually drink gin and tonic after
dinner as a digestif, not before a meal
like the English. “It’s very refresh-
ing,” says Mr Rolls. “It’s sort of like
having a sorbet.”

Alcohol
High­quality mixers go
down well with consumers
of tasty tipples, as market
grows, says Victor Mallet

Charles Rolls: ‘People are drinking less but . . . better quality’ Victor Mallet

That is the kind of recipe
designed to appeal to
premium drinkers and it
costs twice as much as
ordinary tonic




