
Czech challenge: Working the rules

Christopher
Rebertson, who
has opened three
British food stores
in Prague, says
language skills and
cultural awareness
are important for
business success.
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over 3,700 of these places in the country."
These one-stop shops have greatly reduced the

time a business owner must spend in traipsing
from one government office to another in pursuit of
necessary forms, signatures and official stamps.
The Czech Republic is not yet in the euro zone -

current expectations are that it might join by 2015-
so the.current wave of speculative pressure against
the euro has not directly affected the country. Mr.
Robertson, who imports his produce from Britain or
uses local suppliers, says he is more concerned with
the koruna's exchange rate against the pound.
'''The euro does not directly affect us, but the

present nervousness with the euro has implications
for the Czech crown and British pound, so we are
watching the situation and will make decisions ac-
cordingly," he said. "I think it is inevitable that the
Czech Republic will join the euro, but with the cur-
rent budget deficit and problems in the euro zone, I
imagine this will not be for another five to 10years."
The koruna-to-pound exchange rate is also a con-

sideration for Mr. Brown, since many of his real es-
tate clients are British.
With the weakness of the pound, the credit mar-

ket freeze and the subsequent recession, "we no-
ticed a marked downturn in interest from new buy-
ers and inquiries from late 2008 to mid-2009," Mr.
Brown said. "It was as if a tap was turned off. It
wasn't even dripping."
Still, since the middle of 2009', interest in Czech

property has started to return, he added: "Espe-
, cially in 2010, we are seeing a marked improve-
ment." "
Mr. Robertson originally came to the Czech Re-

public in the mid-1990s to farm in western Bo-
hemia From farming, he branched into making his
own sausages and bacon, and rising demand in-
spired him to open a butcher's shop in 2003; his
third opened just this year. The business mix in-
cludes wholesale deals with hotels and restaurants
and retailing to the public. With a niche in import-
ing classic favorites from Britain, the Robertson
shops have become a mecca for Prague's expatri-
ate population.
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Doing business almost inevitably at some point
means taking on employees, an area in which Mr.
Robertson and Mr. Brown say they have had mixed
experiences. A fairly young and educated work-
force is a plus, but training in certain areas, like '
customer service, may be necessary. Mr.
Robertson said that he had had difficulty finding
and keeping employees a few years ago, when the
economy was strong.
"Unemployment was minimal in Prague, finding

new employees was a bit of a problem, and people
had the feeling that they could leave one job and
move into another with no real problem," he said.
"This has recently changed with unemployment on
the increase. People seem to value their jobs more."
Recent news reports have listed Czech employ-

ees as among the most likely to take sick days in
the European Union - 48.43 days per year on aver-
age in 2009, up from 39.5 in 2008. Mr. Brown said
that could become a matter of concern.
"We haven't had anything to this extent in our

company, but it is a worry of mine now," he said.
"How could a company make money with four
weeks' holidays and then these sick days on top?"
Both Mr. Brown and Mr. Robertson say they

have also had to confront poor customer service at-
titudes, both among employees and suppliers. ,
"Good customer service does not come naturally

for most Czechs, and employees must be trained
for it," Mr. Brown said. Mr. Robertson added that,
again, the economic uncertainty had been positive
for him, this time in his dealings with suppliers.
"I am often surprised by some local suppliers'

taking a short-term attitude toward a working
business relationship and trying to make a quick
buck as opposed to taking a more long-term view,"
he said. "The present challenging economic cli-
mate has motivated suppliers to respect the needs
oftheir clients."
For Mr. Brown, this short-term mind-set is one of

the cultural challenges of doing business here.
Many Czech businesses "appear not interested

in having a satisfied repeat customer," he said.
"They'd rather make maximum profit on the first
transaction.' '
Mr. Robertson believes that learning the lan-

guage and getting to know the whole country are
hugely important.
"Making an effort with the language is a major

step toward understanding the country and
people," he said. "Prague is only one region of the
country. Time spent outside of Prague is invaluable
in learning about the people, culture and country.
"The biggest issues for any start-up are finding

good local partners' or employees at the begin-
ning," he added. "As a foreigner, the language is al-
ways going to be the first barrier."
Yet, for all the challenges, both entrepreneurs

are enthusiastic about the overall climate. Once the
bureaucratic hassles have been dealt with, this is a
good place to build a business, they say.
"As a foreigner, it is a challenging environment

to work in," Mr. Robertson said. "At the same time,
the general spirit is, or was, more entrepreneurial
than in Western Europe; there were many more
opportunities available here over the past few
years than in the u.K., for example."
Mr. Brown said: "A foreign owner needs a sense

of humor, and to realize that operating a business
in a country other than your own is full of chal-
lenges.
"There will be plenty' of mistakes made.

However, the rewards are there also."
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