2011 Brussels Furniture Fair – a Review
The organisers and exhibitors can once again look back with contentment at a successful Furniture Fair. As in previous years, the fair occupied 7 halls at Brussels Expo, a floor area of about 70,000 sq. m. Many of the stands were extremely impressive. The total number of visitors was slightly down, which corresponds to the shift towards concentration on the market, but the quality of the visitors was very high. One striking element was the large number of French visitors, 20% more than last year.

Once again the exhibitors invested in attractive presentations, truly superb stands and collections that gave visitors genuine added value. Even in these difficult times, the exhibitors have clearly made an effort to present new and surprising products. We see standards rising every year. This confirms the confidence exhibitors have in our fair.

In the end, the number of visitors, at 20,149, turned out to be slightly down on 2010 (-1.6%); but in fact the turnout was good, especially of international visitors, which is of primary importance under the current difficult market conditions. The quality of the buyers and their willingness to buy was at a high level. It is a reality that the market is shrinking: companies are disappearing and concentration continuing, and this is true in all markets. Yet in certain markets we are still moving forwards. The number of visitors from France, for example, which is our primary export market, was conspicuously higher: with an increase of 19.6% this year, Brussels can clearly consider itself an attraction for our southern neighbours. Our efforts to draw more visitors from France have clearly paid off. French visitors find things in Brussels that they do not find at home, or insufficiently, especially in contemporary styles. And the fact that they can speak their own language in Brussels is an asset too.
The number of visitors from Belgium & Luxemburg (-4.4%) and the Netherlands (-4%) was down slightly, which we can explain by the concentration of the market into fewer but larger players. In absolute figures, this decrease is much less striking. The exhibitors were very pleased with the turnout from the Netherlands, and even more with the business they were able to do with that country, even though the market situation there is anything but rosy. There were fewer visitors from the United Kingdom and Ireland (-18%, though starting from a small base). This is once again explained by the stagnant economy on the other side of the Channel. Although 398 is not a large number of visitors, it remains an important market for our exhibitors. Sufficient reason to concentrate our efforts there next year. The slight upward trend (+3%) among other countries continued, especially Scandinavia and Eastern Europe. This is an obvious sign of the increasingly international role the Furniture Fair plays. The majority of exhibitors were therefore happy or very happy with the result.
Visitors in 2011

BE/LUX:   9241 (-4.4%)

NL:
   4392 (-4%)

FR:
   2639 (+19.6%)

UK/IR:
   398 (-18%)

DE/CH:
   1033 (-11.5%)

MISC:
   2446 (+3%)

TOTAL:   20,149 (-1.6%)

We note a slight shift in the segmentation at the fair. In City and Square a lot of attention was focused on design, utility, price-quality ratio, efficiency and clever solutions, while, apart from a few highlights, the ‘safe’ models and colours were adapted entirely to the spirit of the times. Nomade and Privilège seem to be growing closer and closer to each other. Both ethnic and the traditional furniture are becoming more contemporary; atmosphere and decoration remain important in these segments. In its turn, Brussels by Night was where we saw the most innovation – by tradition a strong point in this bedroom sector. 
Attention continues to be devoted to ecology and sustainability. Plenty of atmosphere, fine design and ease of use demonstrate that ecological products are no longer for a small niche, but are genuinely conceived for a broad market.

This year, the biennial Flemish Masters, a creative joint venture involving the furniture and textile sectors guided by a think-tank headed by Axel Enthoven, yielded several interesting and entirely realistic results. Investment in research and design always leads to innovation. The Flemish Masters 2011 showed that they were not just prototypes, but genuine collection models. In fact two of the Balthazars went to Flemish Master products.
The four Balthazars awarded are for the most ecological product, the trendiest product, the most innovative product and the best Belgian product. Here is an extract from the jury report:

The brand-new company SITINO (a collection of chairs and tables) was awarded a special mention as a new and promising company. The jury appreciated its fresh and often original designs, its compactness, the possible variations in such elements as legs and upholstery for the chairs, the designers’ characteristic style, the good price/quality ratio and the dynamism of the team.

We weighed up the most ecological product on the basis of innovation in the areas of transport, choice of materials and ecological footprint. This Balthazar goes to LS BEDDING for its new ERGOSLEEP CLIP ON concept.

The Balthazar for the trendiest product – or the hippest product – in other words the product that will soon appear in all the magazines, went to the STIJN HELSEN ROOMS by VELDEMAN BEDDING. What we most appreciated here were the form, the details, the quality of the Belgian upholstery fabrics and the three-sided collaboration between designer, bed manufacturer and textile manufacturer.
The Balthazar for the most innovative product was an exceedingly difficult decision. We weighed up the points over and over again and in the end decided that two equal prizes would be awarded, to PASSE PARTOUT for the flexible and multipurpose IN/OUTDOOR concept for a sofa series, and RECOR BEDDING for the SLEEPSITTING concept, where the jury set particular store by the cooperation as part of the Flemish Master project.

And finally, the Balthazar for the best Belgian collection goes to the unsurpassed DECONINCK family company for its 2011 D Collection, where the jury wants to recognise the effort made to achieve innovation in the traditional furniture segment.

What we shall most remember from the 2011 Furniture Fair is the positive mood under difficult economic conditions. The products were viewed with enthusiasm, and above all purchased too. The exhibitors appreciated the turnout of both major buyers and small furniture shops from all over Europe, and saw their efforts rewarded.
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