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Product

GEO Australia

Summary
This segment features GEO Australia Pty Ltd, an innovative company which creates and manufactures toys in geometric shapes. The company has a keen eye for product detail, and pays specific attention to key product characteristics.  The brand Geoshapes has gained an enviable global reputation as an educational toy product. 

Transcript

Jayne Edwards, Reporter: Australians are set to spend hundreds of millions of dollars on toys over the next month, and just a handful of the products will be manufactured locally. The company that makes these plastic construction toys has only a sliver of the market, but it's managed to piece together a successful export business.

Peter Madner, Managing Director, GEO Australia: The very original design came about on a rather drunken evening and in the morning we had a product and in the evening that day we had a piece of paper saying that we had now lodged a patent application.

Jayne Edwards: Mechanical engineers Peter Madner and his partner John Langford have manufactured plastics since the 1960s, but their business took a turn in the 90s, when they perfected the design for a construction toy using moulded geometric shapes.

Peter Madner: I think with hindsight now it has given us the key to survival. But because we developed our own designs and have patents on them we can still afford to produce here.

We manufacture a huge variety of educational construction material. We then also have lines for kindergarten. We use mainly polycarbonate in all our products so our toys are safe, they are virtually indestructible.

Jayne Edwards: The higher cost of the raw material and labour makes it impossible to compete against cheaper toys from overseas, so Geo Australia has positioned itself in the higher-end educational toy market, producing teacher notes and selling mainly to schools. 

Peter Madner: I think to many people the educational toy market is a well-kept secret.

Japan has emerged as our major market but we are also doing rather well in Germany, in France, in Korea, in the United States.

We have one customer who has taken two of our products and virtually filled every kindergarten in France by the volume that they have bought.

Jayne Edwards: It’s a lean operation, fully exploiting the engineering skills of the partners.
Peter Madner: It's one thing to have a marvellous item, it's another thing to set about to actually mass produce it. In that field my partner John Langford is the genius who does the translation of a good product into an engineering reality.

We maintain all the equipment ourselves, we modify to suit our particular production needs.

Jayne Edwards: Christmas is a critical time for toy retailers, but for manufacturers most of the hard work is already done.

Peter Madner: In the toy trade all the decisions are basically made in February, March and then you have the orders that are geared towards the Christmas market and then that's all supplied by July, June. 

Jayne Edwards: Turnover is running at around a million dollars a year, but margins are under pressure on two fronts, with polycarbonate raw material three times the price of ordinary plastic, and the dollar remaining high.

Peter Madner: We have been fortunate enough for quite some time now to have negotiated our contracts in Australian dollars and they are hurting now and we had to make allowances and give them certain discounts.

Jayne Edwards: Recent toy recalls involving goods made in China have given the company an indirect boost.

Peter Madner: With the kind of exposure to the flaws in imported products there is now a new impetus in Australia for toy wholesalers and the like to have a good mix of Australian product on the shelf.

Jayne Edwards: And he's brutally honest about the secret of the business's survival.

Peter Madner: Now the public has been exposed to so much cheap and rather nasty plastic items, we cannot overprice our items. So our margins are squeezed by the generality of decline in the perceived value of plastic goods. It's a combination of tenacity and stupidity, I guess. We weren't commercially savvy in the early days when Asia became the main focus point for manufacturing plastics but now with hindsight we quite enjoy having lasted the distance.


