VIVTEK - EXPORTING QUALITY FISHING EQUIPMENT 

Martin Hatchuel
THIS SMALL KNYSNA-BASED COMPANY HAS HAD ITS FAIR SHARE OF CHALLENGES - BUT ITS POLICY OF PRODUCING ONLY TOP QUALITY PRODUCTS HAS SUSTAINED ITS EXPORT DRIVE.

The shaft of a fishing hook should be straight, right? That’s the way it’s always been because the shaft is the part that holds the bait.

But for Viv Foster, who owns Knysna-based Vivtek Fishing Equipment, nothing has to be the way it’s always been because everything - especially everything in fishing - can be improved. 
So he twisted the shaft and created something that looks like a mix between a hook and a candy stick and called it the Pro VB Spiro - and changed the way we’ve been fishing for the last 5,000 years. 
“Now the worm can’t slip down the hook and get lost,” he said, adding that, “This will reinstate artificial worms as the most popular bait.”
Vivtek has had a long and chequered career. Mr. Foster started it with Government assistance in the early ‘90s - a time when Knysna was desperately short of jobs - and it quickly developed a reputation for producing top-flight fishing gear. It was then bought by a well-known  local fishing enthusiast, Tony Jericevich, who began the export drive which put the brand on the world-wide map. 
But when Mr. Jericevich decided to retire, he sold the company to a third party who “did little to enhance the business,” according to the present general manager, Charmain Foster. “Then the banks stepped in and asked Viv to take it over again.

“The guy wasn’t really interested in fishing equipment and you have to be here to make it work.”

Since Mr. Foster’s been back in the driving seat, Vivtek has won a number of quality awards at shows around the world and has begun to rebuild its reputation - particularly in the USA, which was at one time its main export market.

Besides hooks, Vivtek also makes centre-pin reels, landing nets, wood-, aluminium- and cane-handled gaffs, bait pumps, scales, rod tubes (for safe transport of collapsible rods), rod holders, bait- and keep-nets and (another Foster innovation) a tripod keep-net stand that can be turned to dozens of applications and has been used as a support for weighing scales and potjies - and even rifles.
Ms. Foster said they use only the highest quality materials, but that their export drive is being hampered by the cost of transport - which increases their landed product cost by 35% - as well as by cheap Chinese look-alikes and, of course, by the strength of the dollar against the rand.

“In the USA we’re protected because they’ve stopped Chinese imports, but that doesn’t apply in Europe.”

Other constraints that Vivtek faces are the high rate of South Africa’s own import duties - which pushes up the cost of production - and the rising cost of materials. “Our only supplier of net is paying 70% in duties,” said Ms. Foster, “and with India buying up all South Africa’s steel, our steel costs have risen by 90% in just eight months.”
But what seems to bother Vivtek most is the red tape and bureaucratic bungling which hampers their relationship with the local department of Customs and Excise. 
“I believe that they should visit us as manufacturers to see what we do and what we make so that they can understand our industry,” said Ms. Foster. “We’ve invited them a number of times but now they aren’t even returning our calls.
“The Department of Trade and Industry is throwing money at us, and with their help we’ve come a long way, but it makes no sense if everything gets blocked at Customs.”

Another source of concern is that cheap imports have decreased demand - which decreases job opportunities. “We’ve downscaled our staff complement and we have a number of people working here who’ve worked for us from the beginning and who should have been in managerial positions by now - but we can’t promote them because the company isn’t big enough to support additional management.”
Ms. Foster believes in the future of Vivtek despite its challenges, and that the company’s focus on quality will always win through. Recreational fishing, she said, is a multi-million dollar industry in the United States, and with the right promotion, it could be set to grow here at home, too.

“We’ll always concentrate on export, though, because the overseas market knows the value of quality.”

Marketing and innovation, she said, are the keys to their success. “Viv’s been all over Europe recently - Prague, Italy, the UK - and we’ve even had some business out of Australia.” 
And at 72 Mr. Foster is still coming up with astonishingly simple solutions to age-old problems. He’s just applied for a patent on a new keep-net that uses magnets instead of springs for its closure mechanism. “Previously when you stuck your hand into the net to get the fish out, you had to fight with the trap which closed against your arm. Now you just push it out of the way and it stays there ‘til you’re finished,” he said.

“We know that we’re in a position to grow this business - especially if we have the help of government,” said Ms. Foster. “We could potentially increase our production a hundredfold - which is important here in Knysna, where we still need a lot of jobs created.
“But international demand for quality fishing equipment is growing and we will grow with it,” she said. 

More information at www.fishingvivtek.com  
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