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With many parts of China choking due to air
pollution there is a deep concern amongst
consumers of its effects on their health. Roger
Bitterlin, General Manager of PLASTON China,
the parent group of BONECO, talks with The
Bridge on how the Swiss healthy air specialist
is helping Chinese consumers live in healthier
environments, and how the market will develop
in the future.

by Mark Andrews
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ell us briefly about the history of BONECO and its
activities in China?

BONECO is part of the Plaston Group and has been producing air
treatment systems for over 50 years. At the turn of the millennium
we entered the American market using the new ‘Air-O-Swiss’ brand.
When we launched in the Chinese market we decided to use the
name as it has a very good connection to Switzerland, at the time the
brand had the Matterhorn in the key visual.

BONECO started to sell its products here in the autumn of 2004
under the brand Air-O-Swiss. At this early stage of our business
development, we introduced our Air Humidifiers into the Chinese
Market. The market leader at that time was Yadu with its low price
Ultrasonic Humidifiers. Based on the successful introduction of
our Air-Washers model W2055, we steadily introduced evaporators,
steamers, combination units (humidifier and purifier) and
dehumidifiers into the market.

We made our big breakthrough in terms of increased turnover,
in the 2009 / 2010 season in which we started to sell our Travel Star
humidifier U7146. This small unit has since sold more than 200,000
units and has helped us to increase awareness of our brand in the
market.

From 201, China began to enter the early stages of air purifier
hysteria. I remember arriving twelve years ago and descending
through the smog, but it took a while for people to become really
concerned about the issue. In 20m, we introduced our P300 purifier
series in the market. Due to changes in Swiss law, we had to change
the brand name used in China to BONECO and we introduced this
name here in 2013.

Concerns about the effects of air pollution are now a major
issue in China. How much has this impacted on the sales of
your products?

From 201, air pollution has had a major positive influence on our
sales in the Chinese market. While the market for air humidifiers is
still growing at single digit figures, the purification market has now
become far more important for us in China. Chinese have got more
wealth and so their buying ability is increasing. Awareness of the air
pollution issue is growing steadily, a few years ago no one was talking
about it. People now have the economic power to buy these kinds of
unit and are concerned about their health.

Still, the market boom led to a lot of new entrants into the
market - from both famous brands and unknowns - hence a lot of
competition. Today, we have more than 700 purifier brands in the
market. The Chinese market got flooded with units and it was very
difficult for the end consumer to find out which unit they should
buy. Many manufacturers wanted to jump onto the bandwagon and
often just put a fan and a filter in a housing, and then called it a
purifier.

In January 2016, the Chinese government introduced a new
purifier standard. This new standard sets limits and specifies how to
calculate the related performance data of a purifier. There are official
testing institutes that test the products and also check that what you
write in the manuals and on packaging and websites is true. Most of
our products are already certified. We are hoping the new standards
will clean up the market, and in the end we will see only about 150
to 200 brands remaining. It should help the end consumer a lot in
choosing the unit that meets their expectations.
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How do you expect the
market to develop in the
next few years in terms of
demand and also type of
product?

Back in 2004 no one was
talking much about air
purification, but now air
purification is the main
market. We believe that the
demand for purifiers will
remain high during the next
few years. Although the
Chinese government has
placed an emphasis on getting air pollution under control, it will take
another 10 to 15 years to achieve.

The challenge for all brands in the end is to find the right mix
between performance, noise, quality and design. The kind of particles
and amount of air that can be cleaned is actually more important than
just how fast the unit cleans air. It is clear that competition will remain
tough in the purifier industry, and that well known brands will need
to innovate to keep market share or increase it. As we are a worldwide
group, product development should match as much as possible the
needs of all markets. However, we are aware that China has different
expectations for the product than those of Europe or the US, and so we
are currently developing a product that is tailored especially for China.

[ also think that we will see some changes in the market. “Healthy
Air” does not only mean clean air, having air with a humidity level
of between 40 and 60% is also important for people’s health. At the
moment to reach this ‘well being’ target the consumer often needs
to have two units, a purifier and a humidifier. Our BONECO flagship
unit the H680 is a combined unit which has a high purification and
humidification performance.
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Has the Sino- Swiss Free Trade Agreement impacted on your
business, and if so how?

Not really. The Swiss FTA did not influence our business here at all as
we do not have any production in Switzerland. Most of our products are
produced in the Czech Republic, with some products that are sourced
from South Korea. And we also produce the Travelstar Humidifier here
in China.

How has the ‘Swiss-made” brand helped, and in what way?

It helped a lot in the past when we used the “Air-O-Swiss” brand.
Chinese consumers like to buy foreign and high end products and the
Chinese like Switzerland. Switzerland does not just stand for banks
and chocolate, but also for high precision, quality and trust.

Our products are all designed and developed in Switzerland, but from
eighteen years ago we shifted production to the Czech Republic. Swiss
law changed and in order to use the word Swiss or Switzerland in the
brand name, the product must be produced in Switzerland. Therefore
we switched to the BONECO brand name which our company
introduced to the Swiss market in 1970. The name ‘BONECO’ is from
the French bon (good) and économique (economical) which ideally
matches the trend of having good and environmental friendly products
in your home. o
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