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SMALL BUSINESS: INNOVATION

Aiming to be a fixture in China

For a U.S. maker of water-free urinals, the opportunities -- and the red tape -- are substantial
By Evelyn Iritani
Times Staff Writer

May 16, 2006

Ditmar Gorges thought selling his water-free urinals in China would be a no-brainer, given that
country's water and sewage problems. But he soon discovered it wasn't easy hawking his product to
customers who recalled the "water-free" toilets of their youth: a smelly hole in the ground.

It took months of lobbying before Los Angeles-based Falcon Waterfree Technologies installed its
first urinal in the Ministry of Science and Technology's new headquarters in Beijing, a conservation
showplace. Since then, the company has placed its urinals in some of the country's biggest airports
and hotels, where officials are competing to impress Olympic visitors with their high-tech gadgets.

"China was known for years for having very smelly and unpleasant bathrooms," said Gorges, who
is based in Manila and heads up Falcon's Asia sales. "Now, we see a trend in the opposite direction:
Officials are trying to come up with very unique designs."

However, breaking into a country of 1.3 billion people with vast disparities in income levels,
consumer tastes and geography is daunting. China is a huge market for luxury brands such as
Mercedes-Benz and Guccei, but much of the population still doesn't have indoor plumbing.
Environmental awareness is starting to take hold, but the country is home to some of the world's
most polluted cities and waterways.

Foreign businesspeople face a maze of red tape and widespread corruption.

Still, small businesses interested in tackling the Chinese market have a powerful ally in the Bush
administration, which is anxious to boost U.S. exports to offset the Chinese imports flooding into
the United States.

Israel Hernandez, director general of the U.S. Commercial Service, said his agency, part of the
Commerce Department, was interested in helping smaller firms recognize opportunities in countries

such as China and India.

"Two billion competitors also means 2 billion customers,” he said. "Ninety-five percent of the
world's consumers are outside the United States."
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