
After the pain of the current economic downturn, the 

watch industry’s greatest challenge is the shortage of 

watchmakers. The term ‘watchmakers’ might suggest 

those who actually manufacture timepieces, but it’s 

also the generic term for the people who service them. 

And while the primary concern for the industry is finding 

enough skilled watchmakers to assemble, regulate and 

test new watches in the factories, the shortage has also 

impacted on servicing watches after they’ve left the 

shops that sold them.

As watch enthusiasts are aware, the dearth of 

watchmakers is a direct result of the quartz revolution. 

With hindsight, we know that the watch industry was 

unwise to dismantle its mechanical-watch infrastructure, 

which in turn led to a drop in the number of young Swiss 

entering watchmaking schools: they saw no future 

in it. And, as it takes a good 10 years for a student to 

qualify as a Master Watchmaker, the recent increases 

in the number of students are only just starting to pay 

dividends. For the time being, watchmakers are in short 

supply. And that means the time required for servicing 

must be measured in months, not weeks.

So, is the cost justified? Do watches really need to be 

serviced as often as the manufacturers suggest? When 

you accept that the mechanical wristwatch is a miracle 

of micro engineering, you must, at the very least, 

appreciate that it requires maintenance more in keeping 

with your car than your refrigerator.

Service 
Included
1 Your watch works harder than your car, but you probably wouldn’t dream 

of servicing it as often. Think about it: if you wear a favourite watch every 

day, then it’s operating 24/7 – gears meshing, oils lubricating. It withstands 

temperature changes and shocks that are, relative to its size, as brutal 

as anything a car experiences. QP looks at the importance of giving your 

timepieces a regular MOT. 

Ken Kessler

ST1129_QP45_Complete_02.indd   82 25/10/2010   12:17



Maintenance | 83

Imagine that you don’t even wear your 

watch for five years. Unless you stored it 

in the aforementioned refrigerator, the 

lubricants will age. The air inside the case 

will cause natural degradation and this 

is accelerated in extremely hot climates. 

Matters are worse if the case design is 

of the older, non-water-resistant, snap-

on-back variety, which offers probably 

half the immunity to lubricant ageing as a 

screw-in back.

Certified centres
Just as car owners weigh the cost of 

main agent servicing versus using an 

independent, the same applies to watches. 

It goes without saying that a certified 

repairer must service watches under a 

warranty if the warranty is to remain 

in place. Other benefits include the 

possibility of an extended warranty on the 

repair itself, the peace-of-mind in having 

a watch come back serviced to factory 

spec (especially regarding matters such as 

depth-testing for diving watches), and the 

fact that official service centres, whether 

local or back in Switzerland, have instant 

access to any needed replacement parts.

Most of the large brands have registered 

service centres in their major markets. 

Rolex, Omega, Breitling, Patek Philippe and 

the like service their watches in the UK for 

all but the most extreme models. Others 

have certified independent watchmakers 

who act as official service agents; they tend 

to be companies rather than individuals, 

which can afford the machinery, specialised 

tools, parts and other apparatus needed 

to meet factory standards. One insider 

suggested that merely starting up as a 

qualified Rolex servicing agent requires 

a minimum investment of £25,000 for 

dedicated equipment, in addition to the 

plethora of standard watchmakers’ tools.

Standards vary little from brand to brand, 

the consensus among the watch companies 

being that nothing should leave an official 

servicing centre – whether factory, local or 

authorised independent – without meeting 

original specification. Some are fastidious 

about replacing parts that may not seem 

to need replacing, but there is an argument 

for preventative maintenance. What all 

brands seem to agree on is that anything 

more complicated than a GMT, calendar or 

a chronograph must go back to the factory. 

And, as you’d expect, the greater the 

number of complications, the longer the 

servicing takes. And the more it costs.

The official word
Remarkable is the consistency with which 

various manufacturers and their respective 

retailers replied when I asked about the 

servicing regimen. The questions were:

1)    How often do you recommend 

that a watch be serviced? 

2)   How long does servicing take?

3)   What is a typical cost?

Almost unanimously, it was, in order, 

‘Three to five years’, ‘six to 12 weeks 

depending on model’ and ‘we can only tell 

you that once the service department has 

seen the watch and provided an estimate’. 

No arguments there, I suppose, for no two 

identical watches will have experienced 

the same usage in the same time period. 

While there may be a general consensus 

on, for example, the cost and time away for 

basic automatics with only hours, minutes, 

seconds and date, complications add 

hugely to both.

Service 
Included

Whatever the age of your timepiece, Patek Philippe’s servicing team can provide replacement parts either at one of its 60 official servicing centres around the world or, in the case 
of all watches made before 1970, at the Geneva HQ where original parts from the nineteenth century still exist – and if they don’t, can be made using preserved and restored tools 
and machines from the period.
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That led to something most people forget about 

when parting with a watch for servicing: it takes – 

typically – a month just to get the estimate, if you’re 

working through official channels for an authorised 

factory service. If you’re lucky enough to know a 

qualified independent watchmaker, you might find 

that the timeframe and costs differ in your favour.

As the majority of owners of new watches will want 

main agent servicing, if only to maintain warranties, 

QP asked a number of companies what the official 

position was regarding servicing frequency, the 

duration of the repair and – the great unanswered 

one – cost. Patek Philippe told us that a regular 

service (ie. a watch without complications) should 

take from eight to 12 weeks, depending on the 

model. Patek suggested that a service is wise every 

three to five years.

Audemars Piguet’s company guideline is eight weeks, 

although their spokesperson said that, “sometimes 

they are quicker and obviously sometimes they take 

longer depending on the nature of the beast. As you 

would appreciate, Audemars Piguet employs quality 

control checks and procedures that perhaps not 

every other brand does.”

Boris Kuijper, Head of Customer Service, IWC 

Schaffhausen, told QP : “We recommend that you 

have your watch serviced approximately every 

According to Audemars Piguet: “A rigorously detailed protocol defines the 
requirements of the periodical servicing of your watch. It is modelled on the 
production protocol itself… Audemars Piguet customer service department 
has brought together within a set of services the various types of 
intervention that are indispensable in prolonging the life of your watch.“
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five years.’” As for the length of time IWC 

would need your watch? “This depends on 

different factors – calibre, complication, 

etc – but in general it takes between six 

and 16 weeks.”

Clive Walters, the watch specialist at 

Zenith, quoted four to six weeks for 

servicing. “But we are currently working 

towards the four-week mark. We include 

the six-week period to cover a situation 

where we may not have the correct parts 

in stock and, therefore, have to order them 

from Switzerland. We place an order every 

two weeks so this isn’t a problem.”

And so it went with other brands that 

have UK service centres. I visited one 

major store and simply asked the same 

three questions about Rolex, Breitling 

and Omega. The salesperson quoted one 

month for the estimate, and two to four 

months for the work itself. In every case, 

the cost depended on the estimate.

As pure speculation, I would simply proffer 

for your consideration a few prices I’ve heard 

quoted. Expect to pay £300-500 for the full 

servicing of a basic automatic not in need 

of any repairs. That means disassembly, 

cleaning, reassembly and regulating/

testing. If that sounds a bit too much to 

pay, an average of maintaining something 

that runs 24/7/365 for typically £100 a year 

seems like a bargain to me. You’d pay more 

than that for many a car’s oil change.

But there’s a cautionary note, too. It is 

accepted practice that a number of watch 

companies use local experts for special 

situations, including one semi-secret 

service centre in London, which I happened 

to visit with a colleague. While there, a 

tourbillon that required the factory touch 

had just come back from Switzerland. 

Without the margin that they had to add for 

handling, nor the margin that the retailer 

would add, the cost was £11,000 on a two-

year-old watch with an original price tag of 

£80,000. Final cost to the customer was 

going to be ‘around £18,000’.

If you had a two-year-old car and were 

hit with a bill for £18,000 for a two-year 

service, you’d call Watch Dog and your MP. 

Think about it the next time you consider 

buying a complicated watch.

Declaration of independents
Although strictly involved in watch 

restoration rather than servicing, Stephen 

Hale Watch Restoration Ltd was happy 

to discuss servicing in general terms. 

Adrian Stern, who manages the running 

of the company, said that their regular 

clients could get their watches serviced 

ST1129_QP45_Complete_02.indd   85 25/10/2010   12:17



as a courtesy, but, “the problem 

with servicing modern watches is 

that we can’t get the spare parts 

from the companies, such as the 

correct gaskets. They want to 

do servicing in-house”. This, too, 

reflects practices in the automotive 

industry, which increasingly discourages 

independents. “On the other hand, 

they’re fine when it comes to supplying 

certain vintage parts.”

Please note that restoration is a totally 

different level of service from mere 

maintenance. The company completely 

restores high-end vintage watches including Patek Philippe, Longines, 

Vacheron Constantin, Rolex and the like, and keeps ‘a vast stock of 

vintage parts’. They have access to dial restorers and can fashion 

almost any part in their workshops. Restoration cost is commensurate 

with the parts and labour required.

Stern does, however, have advice for the servicing of both old and new 

watches. “Modern lubricants, except in extremely hot climates, and 

sensible storage conditions would allow for four to five year intervals 

for cleaning and servicing. But one’s ‘everyday’ watch should be 

serviced every three years.” A service to Stern means “a full strip-down, 

refreshing all lubricants, of which there may be four or five different 

grades of oil, complete reassembly, testing and regulating”.

He also suggested that £300 is a fair starting price for a basic service. 

He added that they had so much work lined up for full restorations that 

the waiting time alone is six months, and the service then takes two to 

three weeks due to extensive testing. Stern ended our conversation with 

the same words that every service manager should deliver: “We want 

customers to be 100 per cent happy.”  8
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“Manufactory” combines two Latin terms: manus = 
hand, factura = to make, to produce. In the watch 
industry, producers are designated as “manufacto-
ries” if they design their own movements and pro-
duce a significant part of the caliber themselves. 
NOMOS Glashütte is one of only a few watchmakers 
with the designation of manufactory. There are about 
a dozen worldwide and only three in Germany, all of 
them to be found in Glashütte, the heart of German 
fine watchmaking. www.nomos-glashuette.com 

NOMOS Glashütte now has exclusive representation in the 
UK and Ireland for the first time, with recently appointed 
agent, Alexander Collections Ltd.
T: 01923-771188, E: sales@alexandercollections.co.uk  
www.alexandercollections.co.uk   
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