Adding colour to the world

Sarah Houlton

Do you fancy a few weeks abroad? British Executive Service
Overseas (BESO)} places volunteers in companies in many devel-
oping countries to transfer knowledge and skills by both training
and giving advice on specific problems. In this article, Sarah
Houlton talks to a BESO volunteer about his experiences, and
gives information about BESO and how to become one of their

volunteers.

BESO volunteer William Crowther spent
his working life in the woollen textiles
industry. As a fourth generation in the
family business, he had a mill in the
Colne Valley until it closed in 1976 on
account of the problems facing the textile
industry; he then set up a small textile
weaving business. This was sold to
another company in 1989, leaving him
unemployed. At about this time, he saw
some literature from BESO, British
Executive Service Overseas, and decided
to apply.

BESO is an independent charitable
organisation, and works to transfer skills
and knowledge to developing countries
by providing hands-on advice and
training, It was set up in 1972 by the
Institute of Directors and the CBI with
government support, and is financed by
donations from numerous British
companies, charitable trusts and private
individuals. A matching scheme links
private donations with government
support: each pound donated attracts at
least two more in grant.

BESO currently has over 3000
volunteers on its register. It works in 92
countries and in 1993 will undertake over
400 projects. Volunteers are retired, semi-
retired, self-employed or seconded from
companies, and undertake short-term
assignments lasting anywhere from two
weeks to six months. Some even give up
their annual holiday to donate their skills
to a developing country.

Having been accepted onto the BESO
register, in September 1990 William set off
on his first assignment, accompanied by
his wife Pat. In fact, they combined two
separate assignments, both in China, and
stayed out there for two months. The first
of these was in a large worsted mill near
Beijing; initially the company had asked
for technical assistance with finishing but,
on receiving his CV, found he had
marketing experience in Western Europe,

and altered the terms of reference to
include giving marketing advice as well.

The first week was spent in Beijing
working on the technical problem. The
factory was a vertical mill, employing
5000 people on a continuous shift basis,
with large amounts of Western
machinery, particularly from Germany.
He found that a lot of their problems
stemmed from the fact that the colour
matching facilities were dark and gloomy
and a long way from the dyehouse, and
their difficulties with inconsistent shades
could be improved dramatically by the
installation of proper lights.

They then moved on to the second
company requiring assistance - a small
woollen spinning mill in Ningbo, a small
town on the eastern seaboard, a short
distance south of Shanghai. The
company had British carding and Italian
spinning equipment, and were having
difficulty spinning fine hosiery yarn,
particularly fibres from angora rabbits.

Their trouble was largely to do with
blending the fibres and, despite having
no experience with rabbit hairs directly,
he was able to be of some help to the
company.

On returning to the Beijing factory, the
final three weeks of their stay were spent
talking about exporting to Europe. One of
the major problems for the Chinese in
expanding into European markets is the
long shipment times —it can take 12
weeks from factory to being cleared
through a European port.

On reflection, the Crowthers feel that
two months was perhaps a little too long
to stay in China. During the first week,
they stayed in the small town outside
Beijing where the factory was situated,
and found that hardly any other
Westerners were there. Pat Crowther in
particular found this rather difficult, with
little for her to do in the small township,
and no-one to talk to as very few people
spoke English. On their return, they

William and Pat Crowther on the Great Wall of China
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Tianyige library — one of the oldest libraries in China

insisted on staying in Bejjing itself, and so
spent three weeks in a large hotel on th
outskirts of the city, which had been built
by the Soviets as a base for their technical
advisers in the 196(s.

Beijing, however, is a big city and it is
not particularly easy to get around. They
also felt that the atmosphere was not
entirely free, particutarly on account of
the necessary presence of an interpreter.
In contrast, Ningbo is a development
area; a deep water port is under
construction for the transfer of goods
from large ships to smaller ones able to
reach Shanghai directly. It felt a lot freer,
was much less daunting in size and it was
considerably easier to wander the streets
at will. There was also plenty of time for
sightseeing at the weekends.

The second assignment William took
up was in Czechoslovakia. They found it
very similar to China in some ways, and
massively different in others. The firm he
went to visit made cotton household
textiles, and had previously been part of a
large group. This was split geographically

invasion of the duvet! Rationalisation was
the key here, and they had to decide
which area was the most profitable and
concentrate on that.

BESO volunteers tend to get a lot of
satisfaction from the experience. There is
clearly a lot of scope for older Society
members to volunteer for BESO and
share the knowledge they have gained
from a lifetime in the dyeing, finishing
and textile industry. William's advice is
that if you enjoy travelling, he would
definitely recommend registering as a
BESQO volunteer, especially if your wife
(or husband!) likes travelling too.
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Interested?

after the downfall of the communist . ] )
government, and so the firm was left BESO operates In countries ranging
with producing the somewhat eclectic from China to Cyprus, South Africa
mixture of jacquard upholstery fabrics, to the Seychelles, and Malta to
tufted carpets and cotton blankets. It is Malaysia. Recently, an enormous
situated in a once thriving textile area number of requests for assistance
close to the border with Germany, in have been received from the former
what was the Sudetenland. Their communist countries of eastern
problems sprang from a general shortage Europe. Ther e is a shortage of
of both capital and selling capacity - these volunteers with experience of the
had been taken care of centrally before dye making and using industries,
the split and the company was having finishing and related fields. As well
difficulties with lack of expertise. The as experience of production
company was, though, reasonably well processes, there is a need .for people
advanced on a technical front; previously who have been involved in
they had had to purchase the machinery management and marketing,.
the authorities told them to, and had to Transportation and insurance costs of
wait their turn for such capital both volunteer and spouse are met
investment, but are now able to buy the by BESQ, and accommodation and
technology they want when funds are local expenses are coverfed by the
available. host. For more information, and

They were already having difficuity details of how to register, contact The
with their blanket production as they Director, BESO, 164 Vauxhall Bridge
were desperately short of a market for Road, London SW1V 2RB, or
them - the European blanket market has telephone 071-630 0644.
shrunk dramatically following the - /
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Available in November:

Includes articles on:

* Fluorescent dyes
« Coloration of plastics
+ Chromatography for dyestuffs

« Dyeing silk with reactive dyes
* Drying of textiles

New publications from the SDC

Review of Progress in Coloration, Volume 23 Batchwise Dyeing of Woven Cellulosic Fabrics

+ Interactions between dyes and auxiliaries
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Available now:

by G W Madaras, G J Parish and J Shore

The latest publication in the Society's series of
practical guides for dyers and colourists.

Price: £13 (plus £1.50 p & p)
Available direct from the Society.
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