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slowdown give gold 

its second wind?
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A boyhood love of model planes led
Swiss watchmaker Max Busser to
come up with the Thunderbolt, a
three-dimensional timepiece
which evokes a twin-engine World
War II-era aircraft.

Meticulously made from titani-
um and a synthetic sapphire that
required 185 hours of machining,
the piece features micro drilled 
pin-up girls on the “engines” —
each taking a miniaturist two
weeks to paint — and a leather
strap cut from a World War I Swiss
military bag.

Despite spending three years and
$3 million on development, Busser
wasn’t oozing confidence about the
retail potential of his company
MB&F’s highly-priced latest creat-
ion.

“Six months before I presented it
to anybody in the market I thought

nobody’s ever going to buy this,”
Busser said in Perth yesterday dur-
ing his first visit to Australia. 

In the end, 52 pieces were deli-
vered worldwide and he believes
there are three left at retail outlets.
Swiss Time Machine in Perth has
one with a $205,000 price tag.

Mr Busser may not have minded
if no one bought the watch. After
performing management roles at
Jaeger-LeCoultre and Harry Win-
ston Rare Timepieces, he went out
on his own to make “kinetic sculp-
tures” in which telling the time
comes second to art.

“This is not a money-making
business, this is a passion-making
business,” he said. MB&F — which
stands for Max Busser & Friends —
does make money. Last year it had
revenue of 9.5 million Swiss francs
($10.16 million) from the sale of just
172 pieces, with more than half 
selling in Asia. 

It’s a tiny chunk of a $20 billion
industry, but Busser doesn’t want
the business to get much bigger.
Much of the design and manufac-
turing is outsourced to the
“Friends”, a Swiss army of inde-
pendent sub-contractors.

To his surprise, Busser has also
discovered an army of fans in Aus-
tralia. Over the past two days in
Perth he’s been treated like a rock
star by groups of collectors eager to
meet the man behind the eccentric
creations. He had not expected
much interest in a nation with an
industry reputation for sticking to
heavily advertised, entry-level
products.

Four MB&F pieces have sold 
in Perth since being introduced last
year. The clients are described as
mining and finance industry types
who are looking for something
unique in a $50,000 to $100,000 price
range.

On time: Watchmaker Max Busser with an image of his Thunderbolt bomber watch. Picture: Ian Munro

Boyhood dreams take off for
passionate Swiss watchmaker 
■ Peter Williams

Business has demanded the State
Government use tomorrow’s Bud-
get to honour an election pledge to
give West Australians tax cuts
worth at least $250 million.

With the next election due in
March, it is the final Budget chance
for the Barnett Government to
avoid another broken tax promise.

It pledged in 2008 to cut taxes in
two steps, starting with $250 mil-
lion in tax breaks for families and
small businesses in its first term of
office. It also promised to slash tax
bills by passing on windfall sur-
pluses and millions in savings un-
covered by its razor gang, but last
year scrapped that plan.

Oliver Moon, chief executive of
the Combined Small Business 
Alliance of WA, said many small
firms without links to the booming
mining sector were struggling and
needed payroll tax relief.

“Only a small proportion of small
businesses are exposed to that part
of the economy,” he said. The 
alliance wants the company wage
threshold where payroll tax kicks
in lifted from $750,000 to between 
$5 million and $10 million and
indexed to inflation. It also wants
an end to the application of payroll
tax on a group of separate business-
es owned by the same entity.

Treasurer Christian Porter de-
clined to comment, but his office
said if there was any announce-
ment on tax it would be tomorrow.

The Government did provide
$100 million in temporary payroll
tax rebates for small businesses

during the depths of the financial
crisis in 2009, but also deferred a 
series of tax relief measures enact-
ed under Labor.

Gary Arcus, general manager of
the WA Institute of Chartered
Accountants said the Government
was in a difficult bind, given falling
revenue, but he hoped deferred
stamp duty cuts on the transfer of
intangible assets would be imple-
mented next year. 

Shadow treasurer Ben Wyatt said
the Government’s deferral of 
Labor’s grouping provisions and
stamp duty measures was a $511
million slug on small business. He
said the Government also needed to
do more to help families. 

WA Chamber of Commerce econ-
omist John Nicolaou said falling
GST revenue meant the Govern-
ment should focus its energies on
the payroll tax, which it wants cut
by at least 0.5 percentage points,
from 5.5 per cent.

Pressure
on Porter
to deliver
tax cuts

PROMISES PROMISES

■ Peter Kerr

The Good
Temporary payroll tax rebate during
the financial crisis in 2009. More
than 6500 businesses received up
to nearly $47,000.
The Bad
Promised tax cuts tied to windfall
revenue gains or savings from a
special razor gang abandoned.
The Ugly 
� Still waiting for $250 million in tax
cuts for “families and small
businesses”.
� Deferred tax measures worth $511
million.
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