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and solve crises in the former USSR 
to helping Russian, Ukrainian and 
Kazak businesses become global 
players,” says Necarsulmer. 

PBN has evolved three major 
practice groups: corporate communi-
cations and crisis communications; 
government relations and public 
affairs – with � ve full-time lobby-
ists in Moscow; and � nancial 
communications. The last of these 
is the fastest-growing; last year PBN 
advised on four IPOs, including steel 
giant MMK and Ukrainian iron ore 
miner Ferrexpo. It has been working 
closely in partnership with another 
WPP company, Finsbury, in the 
� nancial domain and, prior to joining 
up with WPP, PBN had established 
and continues strong working 
relationships with two other Group 
companies, Burson-Marsteller and 
Hill & Knowlton. PBN is eager to 
start mutually bene� cial relationships 
with other members of WPP; it has 
already been in conversation with 
some 15 companies. 

“What we can offer is 18 years 
of on-the-ground experience here 
combined with best international 
practices,” says Necarsulmer, who 
has spent the majority of his time 
in Moscow since 1992. “We also 
have the ability to bridge the divide 
in communications terms, cultural 
terms and business terms.”

The company’s board is chaired 
by Sir Andrew Wood, former British 
Ambassador to Russia, a man 
with “unrivalled experience and 
judgement” of working in Russia. 

There are a number of special 
circumstances in this part of the world, 
especially in Russia, that call for 
speci� c expertise. State involvement 
and control of the economy is 
often pronounced, yet access to the 
decision makers in government has 
been getting tighter for foreign and 
even Russian companies, a PBN 
specialty. Recruitment is also an 
issue with enormous competition for 
talent. And there is the ever-present 

spectre of corruption to deal with, 
though Necarsulmer says PBN is a 
good example of how companies can 
be successful without compromising 
their ethics. 

One speci� c opportunity where 
PBN will be in a prime position to 
take a leadership role within WPP 
is in relation to the 2014 Winter 
Olympics, to be held in Sochi in 
Southern Russia. PBN has recently 
opened an of� ce in Sochi, and 
Necarsulmer says: “We have been 
discussing with WPP ways to provide 
the maximum opportunity to WPP 
companies and their clients.”

For the future, Necarsulmer sees 
nothing but opportunity. “We really 
are inhabiting a two-speed world,” 
he says, “in which the vast majority 
of economic growth is coming from 
emerging and frontier markets. 
The credit crisis in the West simply 

T
ODAY, the PBN Company 
is the leading strategic 
communications company 
working in the countries
of the former Soviet Union, 

with a client list that includes
blue-chip names like BP, Pepsi,
Intel, Rosneft and Motorola. But
the story of how it came to be there 
is remarkable enough to be worth
re-telling. 

In 1990, Peter Necarsulmer 
was running a modest but success-
ful public relations business in San 
Francisco, when he was contacted 
by a former colleague now working 
in the White House. Mikhail Gor-
bachev, the Soviet President was 
about to come to the US, and wanted 
to make an unscheduled visit to San 
Francisco. Could Necarsulmer co-
ordinate the visit? It was an offer he 
couldn’t refuse, but with Gorbachev 
at the height of his perestroika  fame, 
there were more than 2,000 journal-
ists to accredit, some 20-odd events 
to organise and, at the last moment, 
an unplanned head-of-state summit 
with the leader of South Korea to 
� t in, as well as Gorbachev’s � rst 

meeting with American CEOs. “I 
guess it was a baptism of � re, but 
we must have done something right, 
because it was followed up by me 
visiting Moscow, getting work from 
both governments, and then coordi-
nating the � rst visit of Fortune 100 
executives to Moscow a few months 
later,” says Necarsulmer. The follow-
ing year, PBN was invited to set up 
a full-time of� ce in the Soviet capital 
at a time when American businesses 
there were almost unheard of. 

From there, the business quickly 
� ourished at a time when Western 
companies were eager to enter the 
new markets; Apple Computer and 
Chiquita Bananas were two of those 
it helped to introduce to Russia and 
its satellites. Of� ces in Ukraine and 
Moldova followed and by 2000 it 
had expanded as far a� eld as the 
Baltics and Kazakhstan. 

PBN also won domestic business: 
it was called in to assist with some 
large privatizations, and as the Soviet 
Union broke up, PBN played a part 
in establishing securities commissions 
in many of the new independent 
states. Last year the company sold 
a 49 per cent stake to WPP, and it
now employs more than 120 people 
in an of� ce network that also
includes its Washington DC head-
quarters and London. 

“Over the last 15 years, the business 
has evolved from a primary focus 
of helping American and European 
companies to realize opportunities 

Insiders in an 
emerging market

PBN has a key that can unlock the doors to doing business in Russia and its former satellites. 
Alexander Garrett fi nds out how the company made the journey from Golden Gate to Red Square 
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“We have the ability 
to bridge the divide 
in communications 

terms, cultural 
terms and     

business terms”

Necarsulmer: on-the-ground experience

underscores that tectonic shift.” In 
future, he believes PBN will leverage 
its expertise to move into new 
emerging markets, whether in Eastern 
and Central Europe, the Middle East 
or even sub-Saharan Africa – not 
least through working for the new 
corporate players emerging from 
countries like Russia and Ukraine 
who are expanding in these regions. 

www.pbnco.com 
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