SOLEX REPORTS BOUYANT TRADE FOR 2011
The talk of SOLEX was the great summer weather and how stocks in the trade were down dramatically leading to extra interest from buyers that created big interest and demand at the show for a huge range of outdoor furniture and barbecues. Buyers turned out in their hundreds and were again pleased with the relaxed atmosphere of the show and the little touches unknown in other exhibitions such as free coffee throughout the day and a free sandwich lunch for exhibitor and visitor alike. 

Pictures of busy Halls available

As a result business was brisk in the main halls and in the new 1000 square metre Pavilion and a take-over of the first floor Wenlock Suite that allowed LOFA organisers the extra space to include fourteen new companies to the list of exhibitors. Richard Plowman, Secretary of LOFA and organiser of the show told us of the many reports of the success of the third SOLEX show at Telford International Centre. “SOLEX really came of age in year three. We are now firmly established as the premier venue for seeing and buying all the best in outdoor leisure furniture and barbecues. Visitors and exhibitors were delighted with the show.”
Publisher of Garden Retail Specialist Richard Caponi was happy to report, “I’m really impressed with SOLEX. It’s the little touches that make a difference to this great show. I was expecting a small gathering, but SOLEX is big and exciting. I was really impressed with free coffee during the day and with the free sandwich lunch that was provided for visitors, buyers and exhibitors alike. I’ve never seen this before in my 20 years of exhibition experience. SOLEX really works. It’s a pleasure to visit.”
Beside the reception, the Leisure and Outdoor Furniture Association (LOFA) displayed and explained three new initiatives to visitors including the launch of a totally new website called Virtual Solex where thousands of products will be available to view on line 24-7.

Other initiatives included the launch of a  show Enterprise Area for 2011 at competitive rates to new companies before they become LOFA members. Last, but not least members and visitors were update on the development of the Made Aware scheme that is being adopted by LOFA members. Picture of visitors viewing the LOFA display
Out in the Halls exhibitors were delighted with the quality of the buyers seen from individual and chains of garden centres, buying groups and high street department stores. Going round the show we met a cross section of the trade to gauge how business had been and the prospects for the future. 
Garden furniture was available in all the different design areas from antique nostalgia to cutting edge futuristic. Long time LOFA member Gloster Furniture were exhibiting for the first time to the top-end market while another new exhibitor, A&E Leisure, was showing a wide range of Max-Green patio furniture and hardwood dining sets that are already popular from their Swiss homeland. 

In the French-fanciful metal furniture category is Jonart Design who were delighted to again be exhibiting on the first floor Hall 5. Arthur Fenwick showed off his unique Louis Swing Seat (pictured) that still attracts interest and big sales. He told us, “Overall my turnover has doubled this year thanks to all the new buyers I met at SOLEX 2009”. He suggests that the increased distribution obtained from the 2010 exhibition will push sales even higher. “It’s the swing that draws them in,” he told us. “But this year I am adding to my Café range of metal dining sets by launching a bistro set of Atwood wood-textured resin small table and chairs that’s safe in all weathers and comes in five colours including an innovative powder blue and baby pink.” Picture of Arthur Fenwick on swing available.
As you would expect there are exhibitors for all types of material and most of these were on display at the Barlow Tyrie stand. New designs of mixed material collections featuring woven resin, aluminium, stainless steel and Textilene were attracting attention, especially the new aluminium family of designs named Aura. In a return to all teak design Barlow Tyrie also successfully launched their contemporary Linear armchair. Picture of Aura set and picture of new Linear armchair.
Barbecues have come a long way from the original charcoal burners and big name chef’s are now being used to drive extra endorsement to some offerings. In the new Pavilion, HeavenChef, powered by Flogas, were launching their exciting new range of Marco Pierre White barbecues and grills. With distinctive Point of Sale material featuring the somewhat scary visage of the famous cook glaring at passers by, no-one could miss the link or the extra appeal that this link may give to the now large range of innovative gas, charcoal barbecues and MarcO-Grill. 
Back to Hall 4 Cadac were showing for the first time the award-winning Braai-MAXX that won Gold at Spoga 2009 for barbecue innovation. This double burner features interchangeable cooking surfaces that allow consumers to grill, stir fry, bake or oven cook pizzas. These surface include the Cadac Skottel, wok, reversible ribbed and flat grill plate, baking stone and paella pan. Picture of Charles Condor, Sales Manager Cadac UK with Braai MAXX. Also pic of different surface.
Right next to the SOLEX Café in Hall 2 was Britain’s number one barbecue brand Weber, who seemed to attract more customers than anyone else at the show. With 50 years’ experience and a unique appeal to professional and novice barbecuers around the world their kettle grills are world famous. Following a major overhaul of their charcoal line-up for 2010 this year many of Weber’s gas and electric models are getting a revamp. New vibrant colours will be making a big splash for 2011 on the redesigned Q range. Light and versatile Weber Qs are ideal for those people who want to take their barbecue ‘on the go’.
Flare ups and the burnt food that results from fat dropping onto hot coals are obviously a fresh focus to some barbecue manufacturers. All OutdoorChef’s gas barbecues now feature a factory assembled burner protected by a patented porcelain-enamelled funnel system that protects the burner from dripping fat. The kettle shape allows for direct and all-round indirect cooking and the funnel system means no more flare-ups because it guides any liquids into the drip pan below.
On the Leisuregrow stand the inventors of the GrillStream patented double grill bar system that also makes flare ups a thing of the past, Peter Neith and Ian Worton, were on hand to explain their moment of fame on last year’s Dragon’s Den.  Peter explained, “The experts in the dragon’s Den couldn’t fault the technology, but didn’t hand over any cash to drive the invention forward to market. Entrepreneur Peter Jones said on the show ‘Guys, I personally think you could have something, it seems really, really good’ but he didn’t stump up any cash.”
Developing the invention into a unique range of barbecues has been the privilege of Richard Grimmer, MD of distributor Leisuregrow who was proud to welcome a BBC crew onto the stand on Wednesday morning so that they could film the next stage in getting the invention to market. With the patented Grillstream system anyone can cook with confidence. Videos showed how the system still allows direct grilling through the bars yet because of their V-shape, drain fat and liquids away from the burners or coals to prevent flare ups. “Cooking is so much more controlled with Grillstream”, said Jody Grimmer. “Food can safely be allowed to cook through  without the inevitable burning of the outside of food caused by dripping fat and meat juices.” LtoR Picture of Ian Worton, Jody Grimmer (Leisuregrow) and Peter Neath.
Next year’s launch of Grillstream to the consumer will be supported in retailer stockists with staff training, an in-store explanatory video to show the benefits and strong Point of Sale material. Speaking about pricing, we also heard that because the technology is only replacing one set of grill bars with another, there is no huge premium to pay. In fact we also saw that Leisuregrow will also be marketing a set of replacement grill bars for any 47cm and 57cm round kettle barbecue. So even those people with a standard kettle barbecue can next year fit the Grillstream technology whenever they need to replace their grill bars. 
Finding other British entrepreneurs was not easy although Ian Pendlebury, MD of Anchor Fast was proud to acclaim with signs on his chunky garden centre range of picnic sets and arbour benches, ‘Proudly Made in Britain’. All the wooden furniture he sells is made in their own factory in Doncaster and his garden centre range offers quality materials and construction that is sturdy and offers value for money. Picture of Ian Pendlebury sitting at round picnic table.
Finding an awning that was made in Britain was not so easy to find although Global Parasols do have a unique offering that is home-made. Designed by owner Matthew Clark as in two sizes, 4.2m square and 2.8m square, these parasols are designed for permanent contract use and fully waterproof fixtures that can be left open during all but the wildest of weathers. The UK produced Vortex parasols offer exceptional strength, stainless steel frame and high tensile waterproof PVC canopy.  Fitted with lighting and heaters with remote control the Vortex parasols are already a fixture on London’s Canary Wharf and outside Milton Keynes Shopping Centre.  

The last parasol with an outstanding point of difference was the Glatz UV Protection Parasol sold by A&E Leisure. As the threat of high UV sun rays increases and the resulting problem of skin cancer becomes more of a problem here in the UK, it was fascinating to see a range of parasols that offer a skin protection factor of 50+, equivalent to a total sun block cream applied directly to the skin. As a point of difference these parasols will appeal to anyone who wants to protect vulnerable children and adults from sun burn. Built with Swiss quality to an Australian standard these UV Protection Parasols are a major step forward in safe outdoor living. Picture of model sheltering under Glatz UV Protection Parasol
