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Introduction
 

In this report commissioned by Rothmans, owner-managers talk about their past, 
present, and future, and consider the key questions:

• Where do they see the next potential for growth, and where would they want the 
business to be in say five years time?

• What are the potential barriers which the company might have to address to 
achieve those aims - the main issues in being able to develop the business 
further?

• From their experience, is growth the consequence of setting and following 
strategy, or does it come from unexpected opportunity? 

• Why is it that some companies with the potential to get to another level seem to 
run out of steam?

• What would they have done differently, and what advice would they give to 
their younger self?
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Keith Reilly
Alfatronix

A simple choice. Either a market leader is 
focused on staying at the top of its game to 
remain a market leader, or sooner rather than 
later it will become  an also-ran. And according 
to Keith Reilly, managing director of Alfatronix, 
which makes converters and power supplies for 
the communications, automotive and marine 
industries, that’s where the excitement of 
running a business comes in. “We’re currently 
one of the best six in the world, but a competitor 
could get ahead through having better choice, 
better training, better systems,” he says. “You 
need to be up for that excitement if you want to 
stay in the game.”

Where Alfatronix have their niche is in 
developing their own products and owning 
their own IP. They don’t buy in product from 
elsewhere; nor do they manufacture to anyone 
else’s specifications, instead sticking “rigidly” 
to their own product. “I’m not trying to be 
arrogant and say we’ve done everything right, 
but we’re still here and we have the margins we 
are looking for,” explains Reilly. “We’ve had 
opportunities to go for high volume OEM sales 
but the margin’s not there.”

Talking of opportunities, how important 
are they versus acting strategically? Reilly 
observes: “It’s the equivalent of nature versus 
nurture. So one strategic decision was to  
make Alfatronix very vertically integrated 
which means we can make money and margin 
through IP and efficient manufacturing, which 
has enabled the business to ride out difficult 
periods.” 

But there can always be that element of 
luck, Reilly adds. “You never know when the 
phone will ring with something interesting. 
Sometimes opportunities arise because people 
have heard of you.”

The latest product, and the one that Reilly 
hopes will lead to a big increase in the numbers, 

is a USB charging device for use on the seats of 
buses. The customers are the bus manufacturers 
or retro-fitters, who are driven by demand from 
bus operators for such facilities.

“That idea might not be as successful as 
I think it will be, but there’s a chance it will 
double the size of the business in both turnover 
and profit terms,” predicts Reilly. 

Pleasingly, the development doesn’t require 
significant investments in premises or direct 
labour. It has required technical know-how, 
though. Alfatronix had to come up with a way 
of reducing the voltage of electricity in a bus 
to the 5v needed for charging people’s devices, 
and doing so without using conventional three-
pin plug sockets. 

Turnover is £4million and Reilly says 
£8million would be achievable in five 
years if the USB charger takes off. And the 
development brings further potential, he thinks. 
For example, electricity in bus and coach seats 
could potentially lead to demand for reading 
lights. “And there will be other opportunities 
that we’ve not yet sussed out,” he says. 

It’s all about getting ahead, he adds. “It 
doesn’t matter if we win the gold medal just 
by a hundredth of a second; we’re not there to 
be second but the best in the market. We have 
to be first. If you’re an also-ran, there isn’t the 
volume to make the product cheap enough.”

Hiring is a possible barrier to growth, partly 
because the work is so specialist and also due to 
the company being somewhat “under the radar” 
locally as its market is worldwide. At shop floor 
level Reilly has been unable to find sufficient 
suitable UK staff so hires Polish people, who 
are “well educated, personable and can work 
with their hands.” He also thinks the British 
education system extracts the will to succeed 
and encourages mediocrity. “With some young 
people, I want to clap my hands and say is there 
anyone in there?” he sighs.
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“What’s different now is that we’ve moved 
from being a subby through an exponential 
curve to being recognised for our own technical 
knowledge. Developing our own IP means we 
can make quite an important to our customers’ 
design and manufacturing.”

The company makes electromechanical 
switching devices for aeronautical, defence, 
marine and commercial applications, such as 
brake control units for trains and fuel switches 
for helicopters.

Barnett says what drives him is the will to 
succeed as an “inventive, productive, research-
focused” British company exporting around 
the world – including, to his satisfaction, to 
India and China. Those characteristics need 
a catalyst, which he believes is the ability to 
understand the customer’s business so well 
that as a supplier, Barnbrook can identify and 
anticipate their issues and needs.

He gives the example of when the company 
identified that train engineers needed a way of 
remotely identifying issues with the on-board 
air conditioning. Barnbrook duly developed a 
mobile app which enabled them to communicate 
with the units on each train. Which prompts him 
to add a further key characteristic. “A thirst for 
knowledge is also useful, says Barnett. “There 
are too many people who seem to want to stay 
in their comfort zone and not ask questions.” 
He recalls going to a seminar with eighty 
delegates there from around the industry. “Only 
two asked questions and one of them was me.”

“In a sense, that interest in what’s going on 
has to start ‘at home’, he adds. “I think that 
where a lot of companies go wrong is that 
the chief executive is too far removed from 
the factory floor. If the chief executive won’t 
walk around the factory to see what’s going on, 
that can be interpreted as a complete absence 
of interest from the top. That has a knock-
on effect because they only get a narrow and 
sanitised view of what’s going on. A boss once 
told me that I shouldn’t be in the office after six 

The company sells so much internationally 
that it considers Europe to be its home market. 
“I think one day we won’t even use the word 
‘exports’,” says Reilly. “Competition from 
overseas manufacturers is less of an issue 
because we have own IP and are providing the 
customer with product rather than anonymous 
components.”

It’s important to have self-belief when 
competing against the Chinese, he adds. “You 
have to believe in your product and know how 
to communicate its value.” So no surprise then 
to hear that Reilly believes good leadership is 
fundamentally important to a business. “Every 
product has a life cycle and so does a company. 
It comes up, it plateaus and sometimes it dies. 
Markets can turn against you. That is why you 
need propulsion at the head of the business.”

He admits to sometimes struggling to be as 
dynamic a leader as he’d like. “The average 
entrepreneur that you see on the telly is a greed 
addict but most entrepreneurs I know got into 
business almost through accident or because it 
seemed like a good idea at the time. They get 
to the stage where they have a comfortable 
lifestyle and they can become reluctant to make 
the business bigger and bigger. 

“I suffer from the same thing; I’m sure 
entrepreneurs struggle with self-motivation. To 
keep the company moving forward, there has to 
be someone at the top who is prepared to scrape 
the old wallpaper off so the company can have 
a fresh perspective.”

Tony Barnett
Barnbrook Systems

How to raise the barrier to entry even higher 
- and in a sector where having Civil Aviation 
Authority and Federal Aviation Authority 
approvals are just the starting point anyway? 
The answer is obvious to Tony Barnett, 
managing director of Barnbrook Systems. 
Move up from being simply a sub-contractor,no 
matter how good you might be at being one.
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Max Toti
Captec

What’s the owner of a company to do when 
the business has £12million tucked away 
under the corporate mattress to use to make 
acquisitions but it’s just not enough for the 
kind of global expansion he has in mind? The 
answer, says Max Toti, managing director of 
specialist computer manufacturer Captec is to 
go public.

“I have risked my own capital for thirty 
years,” explains the electronics engineer who 
founded the Queen’s Award for Enterprise 
winning business in 1984. “The next step will 
require SEM - someone else’s money.”

So he plans to groom the business for an IPO 
in around 2018. “At the moment all capital in 
the business is my own,” he says. “To really 
scale up to the next dimension I want to take this 
from a strong national brand to an international 
brand through acquisitions.”

He hopes for a market capitalisation of 
£100million. “I don’t want a little IPO,” says 
Toti. “I know companies which have done 
£5million to £10million IPOs. I could do that 
now by listing on AIM but I’m not interested. I 
want to raise £25million. If I want to get really 
big I need more capital. I want something of 
a decent size and to make it worthwhile for 
investors.”

Toti agrees it’s an ambitious target. “I’ve 
always been ambitious in everything I do,” he 
says. “It’s normal for me.”

He says he doesn’t do it for the money but 
the achievement. “I’m lucky to have made 
my job from something I’m passionate about. 
I get really excited about what we do and the 
problems we can solve. I’m not trying to show 
off but I have money; I don’t need Ferraris 
and boats and the other toys associated with 
entrepreneurs. What does it for me is the 
excitement and the reason I want an IPO is 

as I wouldn’t learn anything because everyone 
on the shop floor had gone home for the day. At 
the time I thought he was a bit of a prat, but he 
had a point.”

Similarly, businesses can make themselves 
remote from their customers as well as their 
staff. “They don’t want to pay for a receptionist 
for example,” says Barnett, “so they automate 
their systems and that turns customers off. It’s 
delusional to think that providing a caller with 
a list of options is in their interests because it 
means they know they are going to get through 
to the right department straight away.”

Barnett regrets the fact that the UK has 
lost ownership of so much of its intellectual 
property. “IP is not only crucial to generate new 
products,” he says, “but it should be generating 
wealth for this country.” He also regrets 
the fact that so many well-known British 
manufacturing names have disappeared, and 
blames short-term political expediency for so 
much manufacturing going overseas as well as 
the banks, who have “lost the plot in terms of 
what we need as a creative nation”. 

He explains: “I’ve been very fortunate with 
ours, but generally I have no time for banks; 
forget relationship managers: we used to have 
bank managers. I remember my bank manager 
making a decision to issue me with a cheque for 
£30,000 when our property came up for auction. 
They had discretion then and they were able to 
make judgments. The business world was not 
about automated decisions; it was more about 
individual needs.”

Not surprisingly, Barnett is resolute in his 
determination to keep manufacturing in the 
UK “with the wealth of technical expertise 
that we have here, not least the worldclass 
understanding of maths, chemistry and 
electronics.”

www.barnbrooksystems.co.uk
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they are now. The companies that embraced it 
early on are the technology giants of today and 
it will be the same with the Internet of Things.”

Another exciting area is autonomous 
vehicles. “In ten years tops, if you have an 
Uber app you will be calling an autonomous 
vehicle,” Toti predicts. “UPS will deliver your 
goods with a van, not with a driver.  From the 
UPS van in our neighbourhood, drones will 
be delivering parcels to our doorsteps. There’s 
talk that Apple will come out with a car. It’s all 
about the technology with connected vehicles, 
so we’re making a big investment in that area 
and I need a lot more capital to buy companies 
that can exploit the potential of this emerging 
technology.”

Toti has already done one acquisition, having 
bought the assets of specialist maker of in-
vehicle mobile tablet technology. They were 
loss-making and had gone into liquidation but 
the product was fundamentally sound and there 
was interest in it. Toti “reglued” the business 
together, rebuilt the technology and took it into 
the gaming sector. He has since had orders from 
several bingo companies in the UK and is now 
pursuing business in the US and Canada.  

“I never had any real certainty that it would 
work,” he admits. “I knew I was buying a 
broken business. The finance part was easy and 
so was the supply chain once suppliers could 
see the business was well funded and backed 
with strong management. It was the people 
that was the difficult bit. They were broken, 
demoralised, disillusioned.”

The biggest challenge for Captec is a 
“desperate” skill shortage. Toti says he is 
“fortunate” to have engineers from eastern 
Europe. “If we didn’t have them we couldn’t 
do what we do,” he says candidly. “Engineers 
from countries like Poland or Romania, for 
example, have a very strong work ethic and 
they come with expectations that they will 
deliver value.” He criticises the government for 
attracting foreign students but then not giving 

so that the excitement to continue to another 
level.”

Captec take technology, up-shift it, ruggedise 
it, and repackage it for applications that require 
computing in critical applications such as 
military equipment, satellites and medical 
applications. Their computers are used in the 
London Underground, in oncology systems, on 
oil rigs and submarines.

Citing automatic number plate recognition 
technology and biometrics, which have 
applications in things like speed cameras, 
supermarkets, airports, and passport control, 
Toti says: “Technology allows us to do more 
powerful things each year. Part of our strategic 
review planning is looking at where technology 
could take us. Autonomous vehicles will be 
big business – these cars and drones will be 
bristling with computers – then there’s big data, 
analytics...”

Competitors tend to be owner-managed 
businesses with turnover in the low single 
figure millions. “My ambition level is much 
higher; our turnover is nearly £20million,” says 
Toti. “The order of magnitude is different.”

The ability to access capital markets through 
a listing will fuel both organic and acquisition 
growth, and Toti has his eye on targets 
companies in Europe, Asia, and the US. Captec 
already have interests in Canada.

There are high-tech hot-spots in different 
countries. “For example, the UK is very 
good at pharmaceuticals but weak in medical 
equipment technology, an area in which Sweden 
is ‘white hot’,” suggests Toti. “Scandinavia 
is also a hotbed for wearable technology and 
biometrics.”

And the Internet of Things has exciting 
potential, he says. “At its infancy, a lot of 
people said the internet would never catch on; 
even Microsoft didn’t ‘get’ the internet when it 
started. Amazon and Google did and look where 
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He thinks, for example, that kind of fresh 
thinking can bring solutions to issues like climate 
change, pollution, and coping with an ageing 
population. “Apparently young people are more 
passionate about climate change and social 
justice; maybe they can be transformational,” 
he says. “How can we harness their character 
traits to create  opportunity rather than seeing 
them as a problem as we do now? Maybe there 
needs to be a paradigm shift.”

www.captec-group.com

Nathan Dartmouth
Dartmouth General Contractors

When a second-generation family business 
hires an additional non-executive director 
and sets a five-year strategy to double its 
size, you know they’re serious about really 
professionalising the company.  

And Nathan Dartmouth, managing director 
of Dartmouth General Contractors, agrees that 
though the heritage of the company founded by 
his father in 1969 remains important, the family 
recognised the need to take a more corporate 
approach. 

The company, which designs and builds retail 
and leisure environments, has had one non-
executive director on the five-strong family 
board since 2011, and taking on another in 
2016 was the latest step. “We had been doing 
what we’d always done because it was safe 
and within our comfort level,” says Dartmouth, 
saying the new non-executive brought another 
dimension and was influential in shaping the 
new plan. “It wasn’t like the penny dropped but 
suddenly we were seeing a different outlook.
Both the non-execs are business people rather 
than construction experts, which gives the 
business a broader outlook. They offer a kind 
of blue sky thinking; our new non-exec is a 
chartered accountant.”

The business made an honest assessment 
“from the top down” before setting the five-

them working visas.  “Ninety per cent of Ph.D 
and MSc students at Southampton University 
for example are foreign. We’re educating 
the brightest from overseas then saying go 
away and take your skills to another country. 
We need a more logical method of ensuring 
the engineering skills we need in the UK are 
met. We’re in an information age and China 
and India are already becoming knowledge 
economies, so this is a limiting factor to growth 
in the UK.”

Captec does have apprentices and graduate 
trainees among its 100 people, but Toti questions 
the attitude of the millennial generation. He 
blames corporates for “fuelling their distorted 
reality” and damaging local economies by 
“hiring lots of graduates at a time, paying them 
too much money, only to later let many of them 
go, so they enter the jobs market with incredible 
expectations.” 

He recalls as a fourteen-year-old having 
to work to pay his father half of the cost of a 
programmable calculator that he had set his 
heart on – and which started his interest in 
electronics. “I mowed lawns, I washed cars. It 
took me a year-and-a-half of hard work to get 
that calculator,” says Toti. “It’s different now. 
It’s never ‘I would like this’, it’s ‘I need this’.”

However, he concedes that millennials might 
well have skills that society has not yet learned 
how to value. “They are more creative, able and 
willing to disrupt the game,” he observes. “You 
could say that’s not a bad thing; you need fresh 
thinking.”

For example he cites the emergence of 
companies like Uber and Air B&B. “Someone 
had to come up with the wacky idea that you 
don’t need a taxi to be a taxi driver. And the 
biggest hotel chain doesn’t own a single hotel. 
Maybe it’s true, maybe millennials bring this 
stuff, this innovation to market. Maybe existing 
companies need people to ask ‘why should we 
do it this way?’”
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woken up but all of a sudden we’re being more 
proactive.”

As he points out, traditionally, companies 
tended to factor in growth merely through the 
annual price rise, but now it has to be achieved 
from generating extra business. For example, 
from a traditional focus on refurbishing retail 
and leisure-use buildings, the company is 
now doing new builds which they would not 
previously have done. 

Across the business, everyone is being 
encouraged to make use of their contacts to 
help get new business. “That will allow us to 
squeeze through a door if it’s ajar, rather than 
having to knock on it,” he explains.

His own job has changed from being purely 
operational to being more of a business 
ambassador and the business is moving away 
from the use of freelance consultants, who were 
previously seen as the best solution to address 
the peaks and troughs in the business. “But we 
realised we could pay the same money to have 
someone here year round,” says Dartmouth. 

“Employing people rather than using 
freelances gives them more ownership; they 
see a future rather than just a pay cheque. It’s 
exciting, it’s a great opportunity if we do it 
right. We don’t expect staff to come in one day 
and start generating new business, you have to 
help them embrace it and achieve it. The point 
is, it’s manageable.”

Creating a vision and values has been part of 
the process, and Dartmouth sums up the mission 
statement: “To be a leading construction project 
manager, working for blue-chip customers, 
being a safe partner to staff and contractors, 
giving clients value for money, and delivering 
right first time.”

Also part of the process was identifying what 
employees really wanted to do. “We give them 
opportunities to do different things if they are 
relevant,” Dartmouth explains. Some people 

year plan. “That’s what’s exciting about setting 
a strategy,” suggests Dartmouth. “It’s a reason 
to look at every aspect of the business.”

The plan aims for ten per cent growth per 
year, he says. Turnover in 2016 increased 30% 
over the previous twelve months. Over the next 
five years, realistically that percentage could be 
maintained Dartmouth says, if the current rate 
of new projects continues. 

“We could have grown significantly more 
but what we don’t want is to have a boom year 
and then go back to where we were because the 
systems and infrastructure couldn’t sustain it. 
It’s a long-term challenge rather than short-term 
gain so it’s important not to run out of stamina.  
I have to be more disciplined. We didn’t have 
a set plan before but now we see strategy as 
absolutely vital. Without it we would have no 
milestone for what we want to achieve or what 
is acceptable.”

The strategy now, he says, satisfies the board 
members and the family. Year one of the plan 
is all about getting the infrastructure right. That 
means self-discipline when it comes to taking 
on new opportunities. The business survived 
during the recession by being lean and risk-
aware, and charging “fair prices for a good 
job.”

Dartmouth says the family heritage remains 
very important to clients. “It means customers 
can get to speak to the person at the top, which 
is important to them. It also means we can 
change and react to customer needs faster than 
some corporate competitors can.”

However, the vision of a family business can 
be narrow, he adds. “There can be the attitude of 
‘that’s what we’ve always done’ and you don’t 
look to the future. Now we’re actively trying 
to identify markets and generating business 
growth through new clients, not just existing 
clients. Previously we looked at how to manage 
existing business; now we’re looking at what 
else we can add.  I wouldn’t say we’ve only just 
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to carry on my father’s legacy. That’s enough 
in itself to get me up in the morning. It’s about 
doing something right for the future, and I want 
to realise the potential of the business.”

www.dartmouth.co.uk

Steve James
EXPD International

Just because you provide an excellent service, 
it doesn’t follow that you’re still delighting the 
customer, says Steve James, managing director 
of EXPD International.

“We realised that providing a freight 
forwarding service wasn’t going to be enough 
in a competitive market. We needed to offer 
a full import and export service along with 
e-commerce fulfilment, picking, packing and 
storage, says Steve James. “And that’s quite a 
leap.”

“There is a whole new generation of 
companies involved in e-commerce, typically 
small entrepreneurs who can handle the 
transactions – via Shopify, Magento, eBay for 
example – but don’t know how to get the goods 
from A to B and then to the customer.”

So James re-invented EXPD to do all that 
for them on a turnkey basis, liaising with 
product manufacturers overseas, booking the 
vessel, doing the paperwork and paying the 
duties. Using barcode recognition the client’s 
products are immediately put on the system as 
they arrive in the warehouse and clients can 
see their stock keeping units (SKUs) online so 
they know when they need to replenish. Then 
EXPD picks, packs and dispatches the products 
as they are ordered by the clients’ customers.

“In this business everyone has an element 
of a unique requirement,” he explains, citing a 
client that imports anchors. “Most integrators 
don’t like this kind of difficult-to-package 
product. They call it ‘ugly traffic’; they either 

want to do what they have always done and 
that’s fine. Or, for example, a site manager 
could become a project manager or a health 
and safety officer, or a quantity surveyor could 
become a buyer.”

These are not huge changes, says Dartmouth, 
but they are important. “What we have done is 
tinker and tune and improve areas that can be 
improved, upskill staff, tell them where we’re 
going.”

In that respect he has become more open 
with staff. He admits: “We had never shared 
financial information with them. That was 
something else the non-executive suggested. 
He said why would you not share with the staff 
your turnover and targets and how much you 
exceed your targets by?”

Despite the new focus on strategy, the 
company is still open to opportunity. “I think 
we have more scope now to be opportunistic 
because we have a strategy and can see whether 
we should take on a different kind of project. ”

He has no plans to sell the business at the end 
of the strategy, not least because he believes 
most business owners can make more money by 
running the business successfully for ten years 
than through selling it for short-term gain. “It 
will be a sad day if somebody comes and makes 
us an offer we can’t refuse!” he smiles. 

But more of a reason to keep it in the family 
is that he sees himself as a custodian of the 
business and would like his own teenaged 
children to join eventually. “My father wanted 
me to take this business to a different level and I 
expect I’ll be the same with the next generation. 
But I don’t want to do just what my father did, 
I want to grow the business. I feel that he’s 
looking down and is proud of me.”

Indeed, what motivates him is an enormous 
sense of “pride, ambition and calculated 
optimism”. He explains: “I’m grateful for the 
opportunities we have been given and I want 
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traded.” By being honest with the client about 
this issue he was able to leave the door open for 
possibly taking on the fulfilment at a later stage 
if EXPD were to get bigger premises. 

He’s also wary of increasing revenue for the 
sake of it. “You’ll have heard a million times 
that turnover is vanity and profit sanity,” says 
James. “Anyone can say they plan to grow by 
so much per cent year-on-year but what about 
the headaches associated with that growth and 
their impact on profitability?”

A related danger, he says, is that one client 
could come to dominate the company’s activity, 
to the detriment of its core business and other 
customers. “We got caught that way once when 
the work of one customer grew very fast and put 
us under pressure,” James recalls. “It went from 
380 SKUs to 1000, and from twenty-five to fifty 
orders a week, with 8000 products having to be 
picked and packed in forty-eight hours. It got 
to the point where we were running around like 
headless chickens. Failure to control growth 
creates major problems.”

The point he’s making is that while revenue 
growth is generally to be desired, it does have 
to be the right sort.  Finding the right client, 
James says, can be somewhat like finding a 
round peg for a round hole. 

In the next five years the business will be 
making some strategic plans with succession in 
mind. James, who set up the company in 2000 
with a partner who he subsequently bought out, 
says there will be “continual conversations” 
about the future possibility of a sale or MBO. 

www.expd.org.uk

Paul Mortlock
Frazer-Nash

Unique selling point meets niche - the perfect 
alignment for a British manufacturing company. 
But that’s just the foundation, according to Paul 
Mortlock, managing director of Frazer-Nash 

won’t entertain it at all or they will charge a 
premium,” he says. “That tends to lead to 
companies using different freight forwarders 
for specific types of product, which just 
complicates things.”

Not that he wants to attract on price. “Getting 
new customers to use us because we’re cheaper 
is not an objective. From my point of view 
we’re looking for the possibility of longevity 
of client relationships. It should be easier to 
provide consistent service rather than having to 
find replacement customers.”

A problem though is that companies don’t 
necessarily appreciate the possible impact of a 
commodified shipping and freight forwarding 
provision. “The managing director might 
say why do I want to know about shipping? I 
have more important things to worry about,” 
suggests James. “That can mean they end 
up paying less but are dealing with a service 
provider which handles queries at an overseas 
call centre. The irony is that when something 
goes wrong and the goods don’t arrive on time, 
the uninterested MD suddenly becomes very 
interested in shipping. It makes me want to say: 
‘why didn’t you talk to us earlier instead? Why 
does it only become important to you when it’s 
going wrong’?”

The new generation of e-commerce retailers 
doesn’t want to commit to taking on leases for 
warehousing, which is why EXPD’s facility is 
currently 90% full because of the amount of 
clients’ stock that’s either stored there long-
term or kept there for short-term picking and 
packing. So if EXPD are to grow, they, rather 
than their customers, will have to find larger 
premises and more staff.

And James is wary about taking on too much 
commitment too soon. EXPD were shipping 
300 chicken coops a day for one client who 
asked if they could do the fulfilment as well. 
That would have meant moving to premises 
three times the size. “We couldn’t have coped 
with it,” says James. “We would have over 
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doesn’t work. We can’t tell where 3D will go; 
we will support it and follow it and see what 
happens.” 

For a £5million turnover business, the 
investment of the best part of £500k in the 
3D printing facility is considerable. “But it 
gives us a USP in that we can offer a complete 
machine shop service,” Mortlock points out. 
“Competitors with the 3D printing capacity 
tend to be just prototype makers who can print 
something but find it very difficult to make 
products to a finished standard. But we can 
do what the customer wants by also including 
other processes. Thinking outside the box is no 
longer the preserve of the product creator or 
brand. The sub-contractors have to be able to 
contribute innovation.”

And he provides a telling example. The firm 
made a machine that allows a manufacturer 
insert cat food into twin-tub packaging. Cat 
owners, Mortlock says, were opening a tin of 
cat food but then only using half so the idea 
of having a twin tub was appealing because 
it meant less waste. “We approached the 
manufacturer and they paid us to make a proof 
of concept machine. What might look like a 
small change resulted in a 10% boost in sales 
for the brand; many marketers would kill for 
that.” 

Indeed, much of the company’s business is 
driven by clients’ marketing departments. “If 
they’re excited enough by an idea they will try 
to make it work.”

Frazer-Nash has no sales force; all their 
work comes through word-of-mouth, 
recommendation and personal contacts. 
Another strand to Frazer-Nash is making 
low quantity, high quality requirements for 
organisations such as the National Physical 
Laboratories (NPL)  and Surrey Satellite 
Technology Limited (SSTL). 

The challenge for the business is a 
“frightening” skills shortage. “The number 

Manufacturing, which manufactures specialist 
equipment, mostly for the food industry, which 
cannot be sourced out of a catalogue or from a 
standard product range.

Having the flexibility to try new processes 
and ideas ‘just because’, even if their 
contribution to profitability is not yet proven, 
could also be the key to success for the low-
volume manufacturing at which British industry 
still excels, he says. And he hopes that open 
mindedness will help achieve the ambition of 
doubling turnover to £10million by 2020.

One recent new area of activity is the additive 
manufacturing - or as the media will have it,3D 
printing - of metal objects. The company is 
collaborating with University of Surrey and  
Renishaw plc, the global engineering  company 
to extend its in-house capability. Showing a 
metal component that has been created for a 
food manufacturer to help in the production of 
a snack product, Mortlock explains: “We think 
there’s potential in this kind of activity. It’s not 
been a profitable activity for us from day one, 
yet but we wanted to get into it because we 
can see it is going to be very relevant for low-
volume manufacturing. We’ve invested in it on 
a ‘just because’ basis.

“It’s a bit of a brave new world. We’re finding 
our way. That’s one of the nice things about a 
privately owned business: we don’t need to 
make a full business case to try out a new idea; 
we can say this is something we should be 
getting into so let’s do it.”

But it provides Frazer-Nash with a potent 
calling card. “We were speaking to the food 
manufacturer in question, and we went on to 
list 3D printing as one of our capabilities,” says 
Mortlock. “Then we got an email from them 
saying we want you to do some 3D. They had 
been struggling to find anyone to do it.”

That’s a work in progress, he adds. “They 
might come back and say ‘that’s great, we’ll 
have 3000’ or they might come and say it 
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Spotting an opportunity, Haste approached 
the local electricity supply company suggesting 
that in future they put Haste in touch with 
any customers affected by such incidents. 
That simple idea was welcomed by the utility 
companies, who, while not legally obliged to 
deal with the fallout from such incidents, saw 
it as a way to offer better service without the 
administrative burden of having to deal with 
the customer.

“It’s increasingly a customer service world,” 
says Christie. “Although their responsibility 
stops at the meter they knew that if they didn’t 
find a way of addressing the issue they would 
hear from the regulator Ofgem or the chairman’s 
office would be inundated with complaints. 

That initiative led to Haste changing their 
core focus to become a support service business 
and they now employ 120 people all over the 
country and have repaired some 150,000 
appliances. “We’re like an emergency service,” 
says Christie. 

Christie explains that during a power cut or 
power surge about a third of affected homes 
will suffer from a high voltage ‘incident’, 
which can cause varying degrees of damage 
to TVs, cookers, washing machines and other 
appliances. Another tell-tale sign will be black 
marks around power sockets. When something 
like this happens, the householder will contact 
their electricity supplier; then the power 
distributor, which will be aware of the incident, 
will activate Haste and ask them to send out a 
team.

The cause of the voltage incident could 
be anything from a minor fault to copper 
theft from substations to a car crashing into 
a substation. The number of people affected 
could be relatively low or, as in the case of an 
incident in Wimborne, the whole of the town 
centre could lose its power.

The effect of a 400-volt surge on a household 
appliance can be “spectacular”, says Christie. 

of design engineers I have interviewed must 
be in triple figures,” says Mortlock, who has 
degrees both in physics with astrophysics and 
international technology management. But 
candidates knowing how to use technology and 
machinery to deliver process isn’t enough.

“I used to give them a pen and paper test but 
they would rather use CAD. Now that initial 
test is done on the website prior to an interview 
so they can do it in their own time but we have 
candidates who say they don’t want to do it and 
others say they can’t do it!

“Then we get graduates saying they designed 
a 200-seat aircraft while at university. Really? 
How come it takes Boeing twenty years? I’m 
more impressed if someone said they designed 
a crankshaft; I’d think, yes, you actually did do 
that.”

The difficulty in recruitment brings issues 
with succession planning, with very few senior 
engineers and skilled crafts people in their 
thirties and forties. And that, coupled with the 
difficulty in recruitment could impact on the 
potential success of companies like Frazer-
Nash. “Engineering comes down to people,” 
says Mortlock. “For companies which do more 
than just deliver a set of drawings they’ve been 
given, these are real issues.”

frazernash.com

Iain Christie
Haste

Iain Christie would be the first to say that 
his company was transformed by accident 
rather than design. One day, Haste, the 
domestic appliance repair business he had 
set up in 1996 noticed that an usually large 
number of damaged products were coming in 
from one particular street. It turned out that a 
local ‘voltage incident’ had occurred, causing 
damage on a wholesale basis. 
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for what we call the crumbs, the things that 
larger companies find difficult to manage. 
Haste now work for all but one of the regional 
DNOs (distribution network operators) but not 
content with having “conquered Britain” in 
this sense, Christie is already looking at new 
areas of work, and has a dedicated commercial 
manager to build relationships and to find new 
area of work, one of which is helping electricity 
suppliers with revenue protection: checking out 
cases where people have been bypassing the 
meters.  

He’d also like to expand overseas, possibly 
on a franchise basis – countries like the US and 
Canada have their share of electrical faults, for 
example, though Christie doesn’t yet have a 
“plan of attack” for how this would be done. 

In the meantime there are challenges at 
home, not least keeping on top of the various 
accreditations the business needs. And 
recruitment. “That’s a big bore,” says Christie. 
“Training someone to be a jointer, which is an 
essential skill-set and a dangerous job, costs 
£18,000 and then some leave to become self 
employed, which is a big hit, though most come 
back when they realise the grass is not greener 
elsewhere.”

HR is generally is the most time-consuming 
aspect of the owner-managed business says 
Christie, whose son now heads up HR and 
has been instrumental in the roll out of a new 
IT system across the company. “I have never 
favoured him,” Christie quickly points out.  
“He’s earned his position.”

If he could have his time again Christie 
would have imposed a more structured way of 
working from the outset. “We had no idea the 
business was going to get this big, so we got 
used to making it up as we went along.”

But he’s crossed the one rubicon which 
owner-managers often find the most difficult 
to navigate. Christie appointed a former sub-
contractor as managing director which has 

“In some cases the fire brigade is already on 
site when we arrive.” Some 80% of appliances 
can be repaired, he points out, and the repaired 
items (mended in Haste’s in-house workshop) 
are guaranteed for a year, which often puts the 
householder in a better position warranty wise 
than they were in before. 

For this reason, he says, people will 
sometimes try to get their appliances fixed for 
nothing by falsely claiming they were damaged 
during the incident. But the Haste technicians 
can easily spot when a TV was damaged by 
being dropped rather than being burned out by 
a power surge. 

The business also expanded into providing 
temporary back-up generators for vulnerable 
customers. After an incident, the Haste team 
will knock on doors to make sure everyone has 
heating and to do wiring checks.

It was a holiday on the Isle of Mull, taking a 
rubber dinghy on the a roof rack of a van, which 
gave Christie another idea: to use company 
vans to offer a sort of mobile welfare service 
to stricken householders, dispensing teas and 
coffees during planned outages or emergencies.  

One challenge in the early years was the 
fact that months can go by without a power 
fault occurring. Conversely, there could be 
twenty faults in a week, which put strain on the 
business’s capacity. Either way, the business, 
which was operating on three credit cards at 
one point, had to diversify. 

The next move was to help electricity boards 
deal with faults affecting blocks of flats, which 
are often all served by the same riser and sub-
mains. “In theory the companies can do this 
themselves but going into people’s flats is not 
really what they’re about and they can’t really 
cope with weekend and out of hours situations,” 
says Christie. 

He’s obviously an opportunist. “I never say 
no,” admits Christie. “I’m always looking 
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as if they are separate, collaborative business 
units.”

So flat is the ‘management’ structure, there 
is, in fact no management team. Isn’t that kind 
of set-up, well, hard to manage? “No, because 
we’re a self-managing organisation,” asserts 
Wilson. “When businesses grow they also 
develop a larger management function, and  
things become hugely bureaucratic. Here, if 
people are short of work, that tells them they 
need to focus more on sales.”

 
The flat structure, lack of hierarchy and huge 

freedom given to staff to run their own daily 
lives have turned the once struggling business 
into a high performance business, says Wilson. 
He inherited it from his father at a time when 
it was a traditional hierarchical manufacturer. 
Costs were high and quality poor, he admits, 
and only 17% of orders were being delivered 
right on time. After bringing in business partner 
Andrew Holm, he embarked upon introducing 
what they describe as a “radical new culture.” 

“Whatever we tried before increased costs,” 
Wilson admits. “We brought in qualified 
management teams and even tried ‘lean’; it 
was all an abject failure. The Americans had 
bastardised the original Japanese concept of 
‘lean’ by turning it into processes of little 
robots.”

“We had been investing in micro-managing 
tools, the normal stuff a consultant would 
suggest,” adds Holm. “We tried all that and the 
outcome was negative and we burned through a 
few hundred thousand pounds.”

“But we noticed something strange,” 
explains Wilson.”Productivity, in effect, was 
being managed by the staff. They were like a 
flock of birds deciding where to go. We realised 
that groups of individuals could manage 
themselves. That was our epiphany.”

He likens what they did to starting with 
clean thinking instead of attempting to mix 

enabled him to focus on the big picture rather 
than having to deal with operational matters. “It 
has made an enormous difference,” he says. “I 
wish I had done it earlier.”

www.hasteltd.co.uk

Julian Wilson
Matt Black Systems

No strategy. No sales targets. No management 
team. It sounds like corporate dystopia. But, 
says Julian Wilson, managing director at Matt 
Black Systems, creators and manufacturers 
of interfaces between people and machines, 
it’s an approach that has helped to halve 
costs and triple productivity  - by automating 
administration and taking costly hierarchy out, 
leaving staff to take responsibility for getting 
the job done in their own way. 

Wilson likens the approach to that of 
the typical sole trader, who does a bit of 
everything, from sales to production, from 
dispatch to bookkeeping. They don’t report to 
anyone internally and set their own targets. It’s 
a paradox, a one-man band model that has been 
applied to an organisation.

The unusual business model at the company, 
which focuses on the aerospace and defence 
industries, means “there is no one quite like us 
on the planet” says Wilson. Not that he makes 
a big deal of it unless asked. “Business can be 
very conservative so we don’t promote how 
radical we are; our customers just benefit from 
the business model in terms of quality, service 
and prices.”

Although Wilson has the title of managing 
director, he leaves most decision-making to 
the employees. “That’s the clever bit,” he says. 
“Think of us as a department store; it’s one big 
building with a common identity and a lot of 
individuals doing what they do best under one 
roof. We wanted to make the department store 
model work in manufacturing, with staff acting 
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individuals doing procurement directly,” 
explains Holm. “Whole elements of the cost 
chain disappeared. If you give a good engineer 
for example that kind of task they will do it 
better. It used to cost £28 to process a purchase 
order but now the task of purchasing has been 
migrated to individuals it costs far less because 
it doesn’t take so long.”

There was initial resistance among 
manufacturing people in particular to being 
told they had to sell as well. “Then after a while 
they took baby steps; they would pick up the 
phone and make a call,” says Holm. “We have 
people who said they couldn’t do sales; five 
years later they say it’s the best bit of the job.”

Wilson believes that sales ability is an innate 
talent. “The same person who says they can’t 
do sales will go to a nightclub and start chatting 
to a complete stranger. That’s sales, isn’t it?” 

Even qualified engineers are expected to take 
their share of any shop-floor manual work that 
would traditionally be done by “handle turners.” 
This, and the fact that staff share the profits, 
leads to more efficiencies, argues Wilson. Left 
to their own devices, Wilson explains, staff will 
always look for ways to do things more quickly 
and more efficiently.

It’s no surprise, then, to hear that Matt Black 
Systems don’t measure working hours, just 
quality, delivery and profitability. “We don’t 
dictate what time someone comes in, as long as 
they understand that they cannot be subsidised 
by others,” Holm explains.

That means employees have to be highly self-
motivated. “What’s wrong with conventional 
businesses, especially ones that are used to a lot 
of process, is that they have to spend time trying 
to motivate their staff,” says Wilson. “But we 
don’t need somebody banging the drum, like on 
a Viking boat, to make us go faster.”

A major challenge in changing the model was 
how to overcome the cultural expectation that 

up the equivalent of Monopoly and Scrabble. 
“Our challenge was to work out the rules of the 
new game. A risk? The business wasn’t going 
to have much of a future anyway if we didn’t 
make a change.”

Key to exploiting their epiphany was 
automating administration to take out costs. 
They looked unsuccessfully for an ERP system 
that met their needs. For example, standard 
accountancy packages could not do other tasks 
like HR or stock control. “We thought why isn’t 
there a bit of software that does everything?” 
says Wilson. “Of course, bigger businesses 
have that in the shape of SAP.”

So Matt Black Systems commissioned 
software of their own, at a cost of more than 
£1million. They listed all the aspects of the 
business, and the resulting system monitors that 
each of the 185 tasks involved in the business, 
from sales to purchasing and dispatch, has 
been completed. The system even handles HR 
processes and aggregates all the financials into 
end-of-year accounts.  

“That meant we had no need for an accounts 
department for example, or management to 
oversee the tasks,” says Wilson. “This is a 
fantastically important tool that was a critical 
part of decentralising everything. It added 
value to everything.

“If you want a different culture, you change 
the rules. Change the environment and you 
get different outcomes. In three months the 
increase in productivity was evident.”

They had expected the new system to cut 
costs but it had other unforeseen benefits. 
Staff numbers, thirty at their peak, dropped to 
a third of that number, and yet turnover was 
doubled, costs were halved, and productivity 
tripled, in a completely sustainable way. “We 
recently won our biggest ever contract, and 
that’s from an industry sector that’s in decline,” 
says Wilson. “Much of the paperwork involved 
in administration disappeared once we had 
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Over time that has led to a reduction in staff 
numbers through a kind of self-selection. “We 
created the new environment, and we put people 
in it,” says Holm. “Those who weren’t suited 
to it came under social pressure from their 
colleagues and decided of their own accord to 
leave. But the best people did really well and 
ended up earning sums far in excess of industry 
standards.”

“The idea that you have to train and educate 
people to effect change is rubbish,” adds 
Wilson. “Just change their environment, then it 
can be instant and seamless. People are hugely 
adaptive. When you see habitual behaviour 
it means you have an environment that’s not 
dynamic.”

Their innovative business model will help 
Matt Black Systems compete in the face of 
reduced customer budgets and cheaper overseas 
products, says Wilson. And with that in mind 
they are looking at diversifying into different 
product areas. The business model could easily 
be replicated in other industries, points out 
Wilson, who says they are “fanatical” about 
proving their philosophy works, whatever 
sector that might be in. Farming and software 
are areas being looked at. 

 
Unsurprisingly, there has been interest in 

the model from business academia; Wilson 
chuckles at the fact that academics come to 
the company to try to codify what has been 
done, and then try to turn it into their own 
intellectual property so they can put the model 
into “expensive courses.”

“They’ve even asked us to sign non disclosure 
agreements,” he exclaims. “What IP of theirs 
are we going to be taking? We’re the ones 
introducing the innovation - and buckets of it.”

www.mattblacksystems.com

every individual does only one job at work, 
and that they are told what to do.  “Why?” asks 
Wilson. “We don’t specialise in only one thing 
at home.”

“Cultural norms are extraordinary,” muses 
Holm. “All too often an employee is expected 
to do one thing at work and then repeat that task 
for the next twenty-five years. And management 
teams typically try to squash change.”

The result is that many of the people 
employed by Matt Black Systems are quite 
unusual (according to the company). “Students 
are commonly spoon-fed information so when 
they join the workplace they don’t know 
anything really useful,” says Holm. “You 
can offer customers better solutions through 
creative thinking, but the education system 
doesn’t deliver creativity; in fact creativity is 
squashed by it. 

“One of my frustrations is that the system 
rewards memory but when does an engineer 
ever get value out of remembering things when 
they can use Google if they need to know 
something? I would like to see an education 
system that is constantly evolving and driving 
change.”

“Many of our people would have been 
described as nonconformists and misfits by the 
education system because they look for ways 
to do things differently,” suggests Wilson. 
“But here they can find ways to express their 
creativity, as long as they are focused on the 
required outcome. 

“The skills we look for in our people are 
creativity, curiosity, imagination, co-operative 
behaviour, self-discipline and self-realisation. 
They are often generalists who are prepared 
to leverage their skills, rather than being 
specialists. Our people usually start as drifters 
and go through stages, from being someone 
who couldn’t follow a recipe without using a 
flow chart to becoming a change-maker and 
creator.” 
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Avens managed to get a business leader’s 
grant to hire a mentor and he would recommend 
that process to others, saying it was a confidence 
boost when he most needed one.

Avens thinks business success requires the 
ability to identify and react to opportunities 
that come up. “I have seen so many companies 
being blind to opportunities; you have to 
be able to spot them and react,” he explains. 
“Some people – particularly those in sales and 
marketing - are better able to see opportunities 
than others. I don’t think those in production, 
for example, realise their importance to 
business development. I’m keen to ensure that 
they can spot opportunities and move things 
forward and to do that we need to prevent the 
silos we had before. Any problems are all our 
problems.”

Which is why the company has invested in  
a new CRM and ERP system so that the sales 
team can see what’s happening in production 
and vice versa. “Previously people had 
their own systems: a spreadsheet for this, a 
spreadsheet for that, and never the twain,” he 
says. “The new system will help us find any 
cracks and identify what we can do to fix them. 
There’s power in information.”

What Avens enjoys about the manufacturing 
sector is the challenge of finding ways of doing 
and making things. “There will always been 
issues raised in manufacturing something and 
I like overcoming them and coming up with a 
positive outcome,”he explains.

British manufacturers obviously face a 
challenge from China, but as Avens explains: 
“We can’t complete with them on volume or 
costs, but what British manufacturing has is 
its flexibility; the ability to mould - excuse the 
pun - itself around customers’ needs. Our forte 
is in small batch, high value custom moulding.
Traditionally the business has made parts; 
it would be nice to make more of the entire 
product. That value-add would bring growth 
and lead to better margins, enabling us to 

Charlie Avens
Runfold Plastics

Where is the loneliest place in business? Ask 
Charlie Avens. He says he’s been there, or at 
least experienced what it must be like.  “It’s 
joining a long-established business with an 
existing culture as the new MD and standing in 
front of your forty-five people to outline your 
plans,” he suggests. “You have to be absolutely 
convincing. Being a business leader, especially 
in a new business with an existing culture, can 
be a lonely place. When you sit in front of your 
45 people you need to be sure your plans are 
taking the business in the right direction and 
that you have your ducks in a row.”

Some of the changes he made at Runfold 
Plastics, he says, were common sense to 
someone coming in from outside. “Things were 
being done in a certain way simply because 
things had always been done in that certain 
way. For example, we used to buy materials 
piecemeal for different orders. I said why don’t 
we consolidate procurement and do it once a 
week rather than once a day? Otherwise we 
aren’t going to be able to see the wood for the 
trees.”

He also changed the system of working to a 
monthly cycle. “The previous way of working 
could result in a panic at the end of the month 
and then a lack of momentum at the beginning 
of the next.” “It’s human nature for people to be 
suspicious of change so you have to make it as 
positive and painless as possible to overcome 
that mindset,” he says. “It’s true that if you 
empower people to make change themselves, 
they will do it; the managing director to drive 
that and point everyone in the same direction.”

Not that Avens was in any particular rush 
to introduce the changes. When he joined the 
company, a leading specialist manufacturer 
of flexible plastic parts, in 2013, he bided his 
time for the best part of a year. “To come in 
and change things too rapidly would have 
potentially broken the machine,” he explains. 
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job out of the door. 
“Finding new business is the hardest 

challenge for a business like ours,” she says. 
“Like most engineering companies of this size, 
we’ve never had a sales function. It isn’t just the 
cost of taking on a sales manager. Cold calling 
people to convince them to try our service is 
what we struggle with.”

“We would need somebody with engineering 
and managerial experience who knows how to 
deal with existing customers and can look for 
new ones,” she says. “And who is willing to 
wear a lot of hats and get involved in different 
tasks because that’s how it is in a small 
business.”

It’s a Catch-22 situation: the business can’t 
effectively sell without sales staff, but it needs 
to generate enough additional revenue in the 
short-term to pay for salary and car.

The company was founded in 1991 by 
Mould’s father Terry, who had been made 
redundant from his local job as an engineering 
works manager. She joined the company at the 
age of twenty-two, having returned from living 
abroad. “My parents asked me to answer the 
phone and deal with deliveries while they were 
on holiday for two weeks and I’ve been here 
ever since,” she says. “It was never a grand plan 
to work for the family firm, but I wouldn’t want 
to go anywhere else now.”

Her father is still involved, as chairman, and 
she speaks to him most days. “It’s nice to have 
someone to share ideas with and talk about 
the good and bad things that happen and talk 
through decisions,” she says. 

The real strategic challenge for engineering 
companies, she thinks, is to convince British 
business in particular to buy British. Another 
issue is skills. The business doesn’t have the 
time or resources to train apprentices, though 
Mould has taken on a work placement student 
from the local college. 

turn a fifty pence product into a fifty pounds 
assembly.”

runfoldplastics.co.uk

Lucy Mould
Telmar CNC

The challenge for a company like Telmar 
CNC which has always depended on 
recommendation and word of mouth for its 
orders is cranking up awareness among a wider 
audience of potential customers. 

That’s the vital next step for managing 
director Lucy Mould as she seeks to redress 
the significant volumes of work that the family-
owned business and other engineering shops 
have lost to overseas predators. She’s been 
busy joining trade associations and getting 
some training in social media.

The company makes components for 
the automotive, marine, industrial cables, 
pharmaceutical and weighing industries, and 
works with a wide variety of materials including 
steel, aluminium, titanium, brass, copper and 
plastics, producing one-off prototypes to runs 
of 15,000. 

The best approach, Mould believes, is getting 
out there and meeting customers. “That way we 
can talk to them about the work we are doing 
for them and their future plans over a cup of 
coffee. We can have a look at their shop floor to 
see if there is anything else we could be doing 
for them. And we can invite them to come to 
see our shop floor; when we do that, customers 
will often say ‘we didn’t know you did that’.”

If only it was that straightforward. Getting 
to see customers is a challenge for Mould, 
since she’s in charge of pretty much everything 
outside of production. She handles accounts, 
does the payroll, arranges deliveries; she 
even does reception duties and helps out on 
production if they need another body to get a 
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sitting in this room now, that’s for sure. It was a 
case of commercial Darwinism in action.” 

But dropping the core activity on which the 
business had been built was quite a decision 
to make. “People do say it was brave,” says 
Hughes. “It wasn’t. What would have been 
brave would have been to carry on. But you 
need to follow the likely path of the market 
trajectory and if it’s zero do something about 
it.” Those businesses that fail to react can 
become a “statistic”, he points out, saying 
that some former competitors are no longer in 
business.

“The first really brave thing we did,” Hughes 
adds, “was to sub-contract our work to a repair 
centre in Prague to counter price pressure.” 
After a year the subcontractor didn’t want to 
continue the arrangement, so Test Link shipped 
out their own equipment to Prague and put their 
own people in. Later still, as the cost of labour 
in the Czech Republic increased, it made sense 
to return the repair work to the UK, with Prague 
becoming a sales office. 

This outsourcing and then in-sourcing was 
followed by several acquisitions, including a 
parts business in the UK and two US businesses. 
The result was that Test Link are now a global 
parts supplier with 146 customers in forty-two 
countries and offices in the UK, Germany, 
Czech Republic, and the USA. The plan next is 
to go east, preferably somewhere like Malaysia 
or Hong Kong. 

“If you Google any ATM-related words we 
always appear, but there are concentric circles 
- your reach becomes weaker the further from 
home you get,” says Hughes. “So international 
is very much the strategy; do more of what we 
do but do it elsewhere.” That will mean more 
acquisitions. “Organic on its own doesn’t 
work for us,” asserts Hughes. “You can’t start 
up from cold; you need local people there. 
Otherwise you’re going in blindly, and then 
operating blindly. There are going to be issues 
of culture, law and tax in each country.”

She believes the government could do more 
to help British businesses by providing funding 
to enable them to purchase more efficient 
machinery. She was hoping to get the £40,000 
she needs for a new machine from the Solent 
Growth Hub but the money was withdrawn 
after government cuts. “These schemes 
were supposedly to help the manufacturing 
sector; then it’s deemed that we have been 
helped enough, and they are withdrawn,” she 
complains. “The growth hub doesn’t seem to 
have enough of a manufacturing focus; there’s 
a chap who got £40,000 to open a coffee shop. 
It doesn’t seem fair.” 

So how does she motivate herself through 
challenging times? “Some days it’s hard,” 
she admits. “Like every managing director of 
a family-owned business I will have sleepless 
nights knowing everyone is depending on me.  
And then a new customer comes on board, and 
there’s euphoria.”

www.telmarcnc.co.uk

Greg Hughes
Test Link Services

Just how far were Test Link Services prepared 
to go with their business plan? To the point of 
virtually re-inventing the company, as chief 
executive Greg Hughes explains.

Having started life in 1989 doing maintenance 
and repairs of PCs for corporates, the company 
spotted an opportunity to transfer its skills to 
automated teller machines (better known as 
ATMs or cash points). “It had become harder to 
make good margins by fixing computers,” says 
Hughes. “Through a relationship with an ATM 
manufacturer the business had already tried its 
hand, and this became the new direction.

“Because by 2004 it was clear that we needed 
to reinvent ourselves. You know the saying -get 
big, get niche or get out? We were in the middle 
ground. Had we carried on doing the same 
thing, backed the PC horse, we would not be 
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passed so not enough talented young people are 
being inspired to come into the profession. The 
business community as a whole is at fault for 
failing to invest properly in training.”

But now, with fewer skilled engineers 
available, the company has somewhat of a 
succession gap.  So what kind of staff are Test 
Link Services looking for? “Smart people with 
a can-do attitude who enjoy a high degree 
of autonomy, and for our production teams, 
dexterous people with a bit of nous,,” Hughes 
replies. “The sort of people who will want to 
take a machine apart to see how it works, who 
understand technology and want to apply it to 
find solutions to problems.”

There’s one invaluable appointment which 
an ambitious company should make, according 
to Hughes. He really stresses the importance of 
having a non-executive director. “You need a 
wise head with experience, a solid person who’s 
been there and done it, who’s not burdened by 
the day-to-day stuff, who can help you drag 
your head out of internal issues and onto the 
external, the bigger picture,” he says. “You can 
become too internally focused and not look at 
the market. There’s a whole world out there 
you need to be addressing. The answer’s not 
on a spreadsheet. They’re also there to rein you 
in when you get too excitable and wander off 
course; they can make you realise the need to 
focus on the plan and ensure you deliver your 
commitments.”

The strategy now is to move from 
transactional relationships to managed services. 
“Managed services are more interesting to 
customers and our international reach helps as 
we have a bigger playing field to operate in,” 
says Hughes.

That will mean increasingly managing 
everything cash machine related on behalf 
of the banks that own the machines: that will 
include purchasing, installing, maintaining, 
operating, inventory managing, repairing, then 
removing, storing and decommissioning ATMs. 

Then there are the nuances of interacting with 
overseas customers with different cultures. 
“It’s knowing what’s acceptable so you don’t 
alienate people,” says Hughes. “For example, 
when you first meet someone, how – for want 
of a better word – pushy can you be? In the 
US you can have frank a discussion virtually 
straight away, but in the Czech Republic you 
have to get to know people first.”

Given how the business changed direction 
so dramatically - and successfully - in its early 
days, is Hughes an advocate of opportunism or 
strategy? “You can’t be 100% set on strategy 
as the world’s evolving,” he replies, suggesting 
that 80% strategic and 20% opportunistic is a 
good split. “The 20% gives you some wiggle 
room but not enough for butterfly hunting. It 
means that direction can veer off if it wasn’t 
right in the first place.” One route he’s pursuing 
is doing work involving gas and electric smart 
meters. “Whether that will come off I don’t 
know but it’s potentially a very significant 
piece of business,” he says. 

“Some companies are deterred from taking 
an opportunistic approach by fear of the 
unknown,” thinks Hughes. “You have to be a 
chameleon, you can’t be a one-trick pony. But it 
does take bravery to execute something outside 
your comfort zone. Usually the unknown is 
never as difficult as you thought it would be, 
but there are a lot of people running companies 
who tend to want to do the same thing day after 
day. They can talk about what they need to do 
but they don’t get on and do it.” 

Meanwhile, finding the right staff is what 
Hughes describes as “a challenge beyond all 
challenges.” Test Link have hired a recruitment 
and development manager and has started both 
a formal apprenticeship scheme and graduate 
training programme. 

The reason for the shortage of technical 
skills, Hughes believes, is that the glory days of 
British engineering are past. “The excitement 
created by the moon landings and Concorde has 
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By 2020 the objective is to have increased 
turnover from its current £10million to 
£20million, of which £2million will be profit. 
“We will have to work very hard to make 
that happen,” says Hughes. “But we have the 
capability and there’s a market demand.”

Taking external funding could be an option, 
says Hughes. “The logical next progression 
would be to grow faster by having outside 
investors. But at the moment we’d prefer to do 
it through our own means.”

For Hughes, who co-owns the business with 
his partner Nick Beer, the aim is to build value 
in the business. And Hughes doesn’t think the 
one thing would could put a crimp in things - the 
end of cash - is going to happen any time soon. 
“Despite its death being regularly announced, 
there are more Euros than ever in circulation 
for example,” he says. “I’m not a Luddite, I’m 
happy to tap and pay, but Bitcoin isn’t going to 
change the world. Having cash gives people a 
feeling of security, particularly when there’s a 
recession.”

www.testlink.co.uk
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Offices at Chandlers Ford, Fareham, Havant, 
London, Petersfield, Ringwood, Salisbury, 
Southampton, Sutton, Winchester.

Getting the best financial advice
a key decision for businesses

Businesses are faced with numerous financial 
decisions every day and rely on advice from 
accountants who should be skilled in supporting 
both day-to-day needs and their long-term 
growth strategy.

Rothmans is one of the South of England’s 
longest-established and largest Chartered 
Accountancy practices. It currently has more 
than 20 partners in its 10 offices across the 
region and has built a strong reputation for 
quality professional advice over the 60 years 
since it was established.

Professional, personal and timely business advice
Martin Osborne, Senior Partner at the firm, 
says: “We have always placed great value on 
working in partnership with our clients. Our 
partners and senior managers like to become 
closely involved in each client’s business and  
we aim to achieve a level of advice that others 
struggle to match. Through a close working 
relationship, our clients trust us to assist in 
setting strategic goals and then helping to 
implement them. One of the major services that 
Rothmans specialise in is providing creative tax 
planning – an important tool in maximising 
business and personal wealth retention.” 

Friendly and approachable
Every client is looked after by a partner who 
takes overall responsibility for all services.
Partners are supported by a team of qualified 
and experienced accountants and together  
they ensure that businesses are provided with 
relevant and up-to-date advice.

Martin adds:“There will also be many occasions 
when clients need a rapid response to a query 
and we always make sure that we are on hand 
to give timely advice and guidance.” 

Rothmans advises on key financial areas such  
as audit and assurance, business strategy, 
company tax, management accounts and tax 
planning. The firm covers most sectors across 
the UK and worldwide, including: agriculture, 
charities, not-for-profit organisations, 
healthcare, manufacturing, professional 
practices, property, schools and academies.  

Proven track record
As with all business decisions, whether you are 
planning on major investment or looking at 
expanding and diversifying, making the correct 
choices and selecting the right course is vital. 
Through the firm’s specialist subsidiary, 
Rothmans Corporate Finance (RCF), it can advise 
on acquisition strategy, mergers, management 
buy-outs, restructuring, refinancing or planning 
for a sale. The RCF team has a proven track 
record over decades of completing hundreds  
of deals, providing the experience that is 
essential in such matters.

In today’s rapidly changing economic climate,  
an accountancy firm should not just be about  
the numbers and ensuring compliance. With 
Rothmans you get a firm that is genuinely 
interested in your business, has a desire to be 
closely involved and will assist you in making 
the big decisions now and in the future.

rothmansllp.com

Martin Osborne, Senior Partner, Rothmans
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Fryern House, 125 Winchester Road, Chandlers Ford SO53 2DR
023 8026 5550   chandlers-ford@rothmansllp.com

Fareham House, 69 High Street, Fareham PO16 7BB
01329 280221  fareham@rothmansllp.com

24 Park Road South, Havant PO9 1HB
023 9248 2683  havant@rothmansllp.com

17a Esplanade, Ryde, Isle of Wight PO33 3DZ
01983 217501 isleofwight@rothmansllp.com

1 Cornhill, London EC3V 3ND
020 7871 9711  london@rothmansllp.com

32 Dragon Street, Petersfield GU31 4JJ
01730 266816  petersfield@rothmansllp.com

8th Flr, Connect Centre, Kingston Crescent, Portsmouth PO2 8QL
023 9282 3777  portsmouth@rothmansllp.com

114 Christchurch Road, Ringwood BH24 1DP
01425 479977  ringwood@rothmansllp.com

10 St Ann Street, Salisbury SP1 2DN
01722 413413  salisbury@rothmansllp.com

Chilworth Point, 1 Chilworth Road, Southampton SO16 7JQ
44 (0) 23 8021 1088  southampton@rothmansllp.com

Trinity Court, 34 West Street, Sutton SM1 1SH
020 8642 1048  sutton@rothmansllp.com

Avebury House, St Peter Street, Winchester SO23 8BN
01962 842345  winchester@rothmansllp.com

rothmansllp.com


