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In this issue’s Round the Table
we talk to four entrepreneurs
about the ‘baby steps’they took
to achieving success. Our
entrepreneurs are:

John Hays: founder and managing
director of Hays Travel.

Tony Trapp: managing director
of IHC Engineering Business.

Greg Phillips: managing director
of North East Bakery.

Si Bales: founder of the bgroup
and the bdaily.

TT: When we started the engineering
business, we didn't really have a business
plan. We wanted to do something that
was enjoyable; | wanted to do it with a
small group of people and had a rough
ten year plan that after ten years we'd
realise some value. And that's more

or less what we did. We didn't have a
formal business plan, we never have had
a formal business plan. Now we're part
of a big billion euro organisation they are
very much into business plans; it's very
important to them.

SB: Did you not find, in terms of
capitalising your business moving forward
that you needed to get a business plan
at some point? Or did you self capitalise?

TT: No, we were completely organic.
We grew out of our own funds. Two of
us had a bit more money that the other
two. Four of us started it, so two of us
over a period of about a year put in about
£150,000 between us. We basically paid
the salary of the other two who couldn't
afford not to have a salary. We didn't
have a salary. But we always maintained
that as soon as we got some work we
paid that back to ourselves so within
two years we had paid in nothing and
we owed nothing. We survived that way
for the whole period until we sold the
company last year.
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JH: It's interesting though, my perception
of engineering is that you need lots of
working capital and so it's quite incredible.
How did you manage that, not to need
masses of working capital?

TT: We never invested in huge premises,
we don't own the means of production
so we're not fabricators of the machines.
We have no huge capital investment, we
actually bought the premises which is
our headquarters so two of us put most
of our pensions fund in at the beginning
into buying a property for what back then
was a lot of money and that was the
biggest risk we took. It turned out very
successfully and enabled us to establish
a business in Riding Mill—a tiny village —
where no-one thought there should be a
business. Now they love us of course
because it's one of the biggest businesses
in Tynedale. No, you don't need a lot of
capital, and if you don't owe anyone any
money, it's a really nice feeling. You can
do what you like, and four of us can
make very quick decisions. Works very
nicely. Don't owe anyone.

GP: | was working in the rooftops in the
west end of Newcastle. That's where

| started. | think there is this idea there
that you need to have this new business
idea that nobody's doing or something
completely different and that's a
complete fallacy. Making sandwiches
and bread buns is as simple as you can
get but if you can do something better,
or cheaper, get to market differently or
gear your business up in a different way,
you don't have to necessarily have that
sort of innovative brand new idea. | think
that the overall message between the
four of us today is just to go out and do
it. You know | didn't start with a business
plan and | didn’t know anything —I didn't
even know how to switch the oven on!

[t was an opportunity that came up to
work with my uncle and | wanted to do it.
I'd been through the process of GCSEs,
A-levels, university and by the time | did
my last exam | was absolutely desperate
to actually go and make some money.

JH: When you start off you want a big
business eventually but you don't have
to have a very detailed business plan;
you should just have a general plan—and
you don't need a unique idea. | go and talk
to kids at school about entrepreneurship.
Maybe it's to do with Dragons’ Den but
young people seem to have this perception
that you've got to have this wonderful,
innovative idea that nobody else has
thought of, it's got to be original and it's
got to be different to start a business.
And that just isn’t true.

It's exactly the same as Greg said, if you
can produce something which eventually
does become innovative because you
can do it slightly better or cheaper or
whatever more efficiently, then you can
end up with a successful business. So
my big idea was a travel agency. There
were only 8500 in the UK at the time —
so there was a gap in the market! There
wasn't a travel agency in Seaham at the
time, so | did spot an opportunity in
terms of being opportunistic. I'd never
even booked a holiday!

| had a sheet of A4 and did the classic
business school thing of ‘what do | want
to achieve?’ so | only wrote three things
—that | needed very little working capital,
it needed to be a growth business and

| wanted to have fun.

But our business was nearly stillborn
because another agent opened who
started discounting wheras my business
was that we were going to have a quality,
high margin business. So when someone
opened up two weeks before us and
then they started running people to the
airport for free we suddenly had this
horrendous situation. You need to react
positively to these sort of threats —we
needed to alter our model and change it.
So | think being flexible is really important.



And then we went to Sunderland for
the second branch, and then we came
out with our own discount model and
suddenly, people were queuing out of
the door. There wasn't a business plan
in the first place but certainly if we had
had a business plan, we would have
had to have scrapped it virtually within
months of starting. So | think having
this flexibility and being opportunistic
is really important.

SB: It's agility though isn't it? That's the
big thing, you know when you're faced
with adversity all the time in business
and it's about how you really face up to
those things and sometimes | often find
with some business people they'll make
decisions and they actually don't want
to change their mind because they've
made that decision. | think those are the
business people who really do struggle,
so it's really important to be able to have
that faith in yourself to say yeah actually
| may look a little bit daft to my staff but |
need to make those changes quite rapidly.

JH: | think it's a hugely important thing
to be able to admit that you're wrong.

| think | get more things wrong than
anybody else! I've got a world record
for getting things wrong! But you've just
got to say hang on a second, and have
enough honesty with yourself and even
if you put a lot of time and effort and
emotional capital into something,
sometimes you have to say hang on a
second | think I'm barking up the wrong
tree here. You need to be able to say
right, let’s just not do that. Actually
saying no is really really important.

SB: It's a big thing that I've learnt over
the eight years. You just have to be so
honest. | often say it's like being at the
front of your business naked really; it's
how you feel sometimes. You feel so
exposed, but you really need to kind of
pull on all of your internal strengths and
say yeah actually this isn't right, I'm
going to have to change it and these are
the things that I'm going to have to do.
But you really have to get to know
yourself very very well in order to be a
good business person.

TT: Learning how to trust your own
judgement certainly came very late to
me. It was only probably about 15 years
ago | started even to have the confidence
to think actually, | have some quite good
ideas about directions we should go.
People are really important. Being an
engineer, | was keen on machines and
really that was my passion for many
years and it's only really, probably in the
last 5 years or so, actually my passion

is the people, not the machines. People
are wonderful. We take on a lot of young
people, mainly graduates and people

in their twenties, and to see them
blossom, and given the opportunity

is just really fantastic.

JH: Back to the original theme of
business plans. | think you need a general
plan, but really detailed ones I'm not a
huge fan of. But we do detailed budgets.
I'm a numbers person; I've got a maths
degree. One of my mantras is the
numbers always tell a story.

You also need a plan B and a plan C

and my wife takes the mickey out of me
all the time because she says | always
rewrite the plan. | see that as a positive —
you've got to be flexible.

We started out as a regional retail travel
agent. After a while we got to 20-30
shops regionally and the big guys were
opening up next door to us so they
wiped out a lot of independent travel
agents. Almost by chance we started
doing back office functions for other
travel agents with our technology.

But now interestingly it is becoming
our biggest, and most profitable quality
of earnings. So we've kind of morphed
into a travel technology company, and
financial services. Foreign exchange

is a big part of what we do now. They
were never ever part of the original
business plan. So back to the tiny steps,
you've got to get started, but once you
get started you get a bit of knowledge,
then you see the opportunity to grow.
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GP: For me it was an opportunity. We were
actively looking for bigger premises because
we got to the stage within 18 months where
you couldn’t have a mixer on at the same
time as another oven, and lights were tripping
because we were literally at full tilt. We had
to put stuff outside because we didn't have
enough storage, so we were looking for new
premises and an opportunity came up with
Milligans who were looking to come out of
manufacturing and go into more coffee shop
outlets. It was about two and a half years

into the business and we were making good
money so it was quite comfortable. I'd got
the business to a stage where it could have
run quite nicely; it almost could have been a
lifestyle business fairly early on but that didn’t
interest me one bit. | didn't think twice about
the opportunity or whether | should do it, it
was how | could do it was the question.

| thought how can a 27 year old go and
borrow a million quid from a bank with no
track record? | wasn't even a baker! That
didn't stop us. | was fortunate at the time
that banks were a different proposition to
what they are now, and | think this is where
a bit of luck comes in as well.

| never imagined I'd have a twenty thousand
square foot facility capable of turning out
£12-15 million turnover. That's the next stage
in my plan—to get to a facility five times the
size and then I'll look for another one.

TT: Don't underestimate the importance of
actually doing something, whatever you're
doing. If you're out there doing something,
so much comes along. Just get out there and
do it—and you have to like risk. | concluded
after a long time that | like uncertainty and

| like risk.

SB: You have to make sure that you don't go
off track though because there are so many
opportunities. And that's what | found when

| first started | had to kind of find this world
of entrepreneurship which, when | started

| didn't actually start to run a business, it was
more lifestyle choice. | was working really
long hours in a law firm. | wanted to work
from home and just run a little marketing
company —that was it really. And all of these
opportunities just started to unfold. | found
out there was an office for £55 a month in
the centre of Newcastle because | was under
thirty. There were loads of different grants
and all sorts of things that could help me to
grow and there were all these incentives to
take on graduates and | thought ‘this is great!’
So then | started to employ people and it was
very intuitive.

You go for the opportunity, grab it and just
run with it. All of a sudden you find out you're
running a business and people are calling you
an entrepreneur and you think. Oh right | am
yes! Am I?

Now today we are moving into a £4million
new office, but initially it was my £55 a month
tiny little shoebox and it's just been something
that I've constantly pushed forward, constantly
challenged and wanted to go at.

JH: | think if you've actually got no business
plan, no market research or whatever then
clearly you can hit lucky but | think what
we're trying to get across is all four of us
have hopefully demonstrated you need

a bit of common sense and a reasonable
sort of plan, but you haven't got to be rigid.
And then you've got to be calculated.

JH: | was just kind of smiling as you were
talking there Si because one of my heroes
when | first started out in travel was one of
the most flamboyant entrepreneurs I've ever
met. In terms of opportunities, we're coming
full circle after 20 years, he's just joining our
Independence Group, so we've got a really
big £40million contract starting next week -
and it's from Harry, my hero.

TT: It's just a journey. You've got to enjoy
the journey

SB: If you're going to go in and write a
business plan and attempt to get some

VC investment | think the problem with that is,
often they start asking you things like what's
your exit look like? | remember when | was
going through getting money for the bdaily
company all of those questions seemed so
irrelevant to me because there isn't an end,
because you just keep going. If you're going
to go for investment money you need to kind
of plot it out a little bit more in a more detailed
way than you would with your original
company, but still you can put up an argument
to say, it's not about exit but it's about being
able to grow the business profitably.

JH: It's about taking those first tiny steps.
We didn't have an original idea when we
started and | think all four of us have ended
up with original ideas —it's probably easy to
find something original and innovative once
you're already in it. And thinking about it,
my original idea was a pretty poor one!

Yet the kind of jewel in our crown was the
Independence Group which was an original
idea to actually enable other entrepreneurs to
start businesses and become a travel agent
because barriers to entry got higher. It's been
copied by our biggest competitors since.
But we did end up with an original idea.
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HOW GOING
HEAD TO HEAD
HAS HELPED ME

For the last two years I have had the
privilege of conducting the Head to
Head interviews with a wide range
of entrepreneurs in our PR work
for the Entrepreneurs’ Forum.

My idea for Head to Head came when

| first spoke to the Forum around two years
ago about using a regular PR feature to
appeal to new members at all levels of
their business journey.

Bringing together an experienced entrepreneur
with someone in earlier years of their business
to ask five ‘no-holds-barred’ questions of each
other has been an exciting commission, not
least because it has successfully shown time
and time again that often the elder entrepreneur
can learn just as much from the ‘newbie’

as vice versa; mentoring at its very best is
often two-way.

| set my company up four years ago,

after a ten year career in PR in the region.

O Communications has grown dramatically

in that time to extend its reach from PR and
media relations to design, event management
and now we are ahead of the curve in the
exciting developments in the communications
landscape in social media, online PR and web
video production which allows us to deliver
fully integrated communications campaigns.
As we have grown from one to eight people
and taken our client base to over 50 regional
and national organisations, the Entrepreneurs’
Forum has proven a constant source of
information, support and guidance from

other entrepreneurs from the ‘been there
done that’ school of learning.

Being an interviewer allows you to not just
listen to interesting conversations, but as

an entrepreneur myself, has allowed me to
learn some valuable tips that have helped me
navigate my own journey of business growth.
The age-old issues of managing growth,
motivating staff, knowing your numbers and
keeping your customers happy crop up in
almost every Head to Head interview, no
matter what sector or size the business is.

Over the page are some of my favourite
Q&As from the last two years; advice |
have used in my own journey and without
which undoubtedly would not have seen
such success.

¢ The age-old issues of managing

rowth, motivating staff,

<n0wing your nu

ers and

keeping your customers happy
crop up m almost every Head to
Head interview, no matter what
sector or size the business is. 9%
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David Shiel (Explain Research) asks Steven
Bell (Newman Scott): What is the trade-off
between marketing the Newman Scott brand
and letting your client list do the talking?

Newman Scott is in the top 35 best shop
fitters, a lot of our work now comes from
repeat business, both with the client and
with design agencies that like what we do.

This is always more effective than just
looking for more and more new customers.
We never take it for granted though; you
are only ever as good as your last job.

David Lewis (Collectables) asks Julie
Drummond (Drummond Central):
How do you maintain a work-life balance?

| just think if you're worrying about it, you
have a choice, and not everyone does... Just
embrace it! I'm lucky to have such a happy,
well-rounded life. I've got two healthy boys
and a fantastic business with some great
staff. Yes | have to work hard but | don't
really think about it, | just get on with it.

David Lewis (Collectables) asks Julie
Drummond (Drummond Central):
Which three business decisions
transformed your business?

When | told friends that | wanted to set up
the business the responses were “Don't do
it!" and “It's not scalable as a business”. |
simply thought ‘So what if | can't float it, all
| know is I'm good at what | do!" So the first
decision that transformed my business was
not listening to all the advice and deciding
to do something that my heart was in.

The second decision was to invest in our
creative home. It's important to have an
inspirational space that we could establish
ourselves in—as creative people our
environment is so important. We bought
this building on Jesmond Road West and
redeveloped it into a wonderful place to work.
Now we are refurbishing next door to create
incubator space for other aspiring creative
companies. We didn't have an inspirational
environment when we started out—we
want to be able to offer that to other up

and coming companies from the outset.

The third decision was to be completely
transparent and not hide behind other
companies. Too many creative companies say
‘Yes, | can do that’ but we know what we are
really good at, and have some really special
guys we work with on particular projects.
That's why we are called Drummond Central
— we are a central resource for our client’s
marketing needs. Honesty and transparency
has definitely worked in our favour and
created even better campaigns for the client.

Lisa Hart (Acritas) asks Lorna Moran (NRG):
What do you believe are the core leadership
skills you and your management team have to
drive such a successful enterprise and

how do you keep everyone motivated?

You can only keep most people motivated
most of the time. Do that and you'll be doing
a good job as a leader in your business. |
have a good executive and management
board that gives our business leadership.

We are brave and ballsy and nimble enough
to be spontaneous.

You must know when to empower someone
and when to direct. You can only do that by
understanding what makes them tick.

In this constantly changing environment
performance management is key at the
moment. Leadership in these times is about
looking at who is delivering in your business.
Everyone needs to get hungry as competition
is fierce and good leaders need to instil that.
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Derek Curtis (Bond Solutions) asks

Tom Maxfield (Tom’s Companies): Your

wife Jocelyn and you are listed in the 500
Most Influential people in the North East.
However you are a relatively private person,
how important is personal profile in building
a successful business?

| am an intensely private person, but as

far as the business goes | think it is fine

to be personally associated with it as it adds
credibility. There is a difference between
putting a face to the business and cultivating
a sense of celebrity, which is something

| deplore. | never discuss my family and
home life, but I'm more than happy to talk

to the press about my business. The brand
is everything, and | called the business Tom's
Companies not out of ego but to convey my
own relaxed, laid back style and to give it
some sense of personal ownership, which

is important in the hospitality industry.

If people associate your business brand with
you, you can imbue it with your own values.

Andrew Fisk (Tagish) asks Fiona Raglan
(Dipsticks Research): What tools and
techniques do you use to ensure the
continued motivation of staff within

the business?

We went through Investors in People and
started a monthly recognition award, just £100
or a second prize of some bottles of wine.
Everyone gets to vote for their colleagues
and anyone except the five directors can win
it. | always make sure | am there to give it out,
and read out their work mates’ comments.
We also try to promote or diversify within
the company. | know who is shining and
who is interested in what, so we can ensure
their career path follows their interests and
talents. Also we offer flexible hours, which is
especially important being based in Hexham.

Sir Peter Vardy (The Vardy Group of
Companies) asks Chris Taylor (Superkrush
Films): I feel it is important to have a clear
picture of where you are going so where
do you see your business in 3 years’ time?

Steve Jobs from Apple once said “you are
defined by the things you turned down".

We are now at a stage where we are making
bolder decisions, and doing what we feel is
right and natural. Basically we tell entertaining
stories. Superkrush is aiming to develop
feature films, whilst Engage specialises in
community film projects and TV documentaries
that deal with social issues.

We set up Superkrush to just do commercial
work, when a friend asked me to meet with
some young people to teach them about film.
Teaching makes you step out of yourself and
by doing so you learn as much about yourself.

Our plan is to be a producer of really thought
provoking media content. We want Engage
to become a film-making academy —helping
young people develop their skills as an outlet
for their creativity and giving them a voice to
communicate with the wider world.

My staff almost know this vision better than

| do. We have worked hard on a development
strategy with a business mentor outside the
region to help us focus collectively.

CC You can only keep most people
: y Keep peop
motivated most of the time.

Do that and you'll be doing
a good job as a leader

in your business. 99

Chris Taylor asks Sir Peter Vardy: Recruitment,
like casting in a film, is such an important
process, do you have a unique approach?

And do you listen to your heart or your head?

You have to be careful with recruitment, and
be very specific. You have to ask ‘what is this
person bringing?’

We look for attitude. By the age of 20 most of
a person’'s character is formed and that won't
change much, so we look at people’s attitude
and fit within the company.

We did all sorts of tests to try to ensure we
didn't make mistakes at the car dealerships.
The wrong general manager could damage
the business for up to five years, even if they
are only in the post for a short period of time.

In our schools we try to promote from within.
But that is not always possible. In the car
business when we were growing fast, or
going into a new region we had to recruit
from outside.

You need strong induction processes and
mentoring projects in place to make sure

you have made the right decision. The person
needs to fit with the culture of the business
also. That is essential. They must live by the
values that you set.

The job of a leader is to build a complementary
team where each strength is made effective
and every weakness is made irrelevant.

Head to Head runs regularly in The Journal’s
nebusiness section and occasionally in
eforum magazine.

Kari Owers
Managing Director, O Communications
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50% TAX RATE
IMPACTS PAY AND
CONDITIONS OF
TOP PERFORMERS

The deterioration in market
conditions has made many
entrepreneurs revisit and in many
cases adapt existing remuneration
strategy for their top performers.

Public perception and continuing market
uncertainty has created a climate in which
owners have the paradoxical challenge

of motivating and rewarding key talent
against a backdrop of volatility, restraint
and accountability.

The situation has been recently compounded
by changes announced in the Chancellor’'s
2009 Budget, including the 50% tax rate,
which has pushed the issue of executive
remuneration right to the top of the agenda.

The top rate of personal tax will increase from
40% to 50% for employees who earn greater
than £150,000 from April 2010. The hike will
impact executives personally and entrepreneurs
that wish to remain competitive in attracting
top talent, while controlling their own costs.

OPPORTUNITY TO REALIGN
REMUNERATION POLICIES

2009 is providing many entrepreneurs with
the perfect opportunity to assess how aligned
their remuneration policies are to the wider
business strategy.

The nature of their policies will very much
depend on the unique characteristics of the
individual business, its strategy, its shareholders,
its people and its market. Unlike previous
years, prior year trends in remuneration will
not provide the benchmark for policy in 2009.

We have seen a freeze on base salary in
many companies, a cut in bonus payouts

and a sweeping review of incentive schemes.
Performance targets are being re-calibrated to
specific business targets, such as improving
cash flow, margins, reducing costs or
refinancing. Pay-outs in share incentives

will also recede as existing targets have
become unattainable in the current economic
environment. At the same time, lower enterprise
values and the lack of exit opportunities could
represent an ideal opportunity to structure
incentives to involve shares as well as
rebased options.

RE-EMERGENCE OF TAX PLANNING

The Budget 2009 has added further
complexities. As well as the higher tax rate,
restrictions have been imposed on income
tax personal allowances for those earning
£100,000 or more, and tax relief on pension
contributions for those who earn more
than £150,000.

€€ The top rate of personal

tax

increase from

40% to 50% for employees

who earn greater than

£150,000 from April 2010.99

Sl ErnsT & YOUNG

Historically tax planning has been a lower
priority, but now it has become a driver of
policy. Entrepreneurs are not only restructuring
their policies to align them to business strategy,
but also to deal with the added tax burden. It is
expected that this will lead to a re-emergence
of tax planning at executive level.

Companies are employing tax efficient
measures. For example, long-term incentive
plans for executives have typically been
structured as nil cost options, which although
provides flexibility when exercised any growth
from April 2010 will be subject to an income
tax charge of 50% over £150,000. As an
alternative, companies are now considering
using arrangements which allow any growth
in value to be taxed as capital at the more
favourable rate of 18%.

Ernst & Young are working with many
organisations to re-evaluate remuneration
policies allowing them to be best placed
when income tax rates increase and equity
values return.

Andrew Spence
Tax Partner, Ernst & Young, Newcastle
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NEW

MEMBERS _

Nigel Anderson

Nigel Begg

Louise Bell

Mark Black

Elliot Brook

Melanie Brown

Vivienne Brown

Phil Cambers

Jo Carter

Derek Foxcroft

David Frame

Andy Hancock

Neil Herron

Richard Hunter

Kelly Kanchenski

Jill Keeler

Alex Latimer

Raymond Liddell

Jessica McLean

Louise Northwood

Steve McKee

Chris Petty

John Porrett

Craig Smith

Craig Smith

Steven Smith

Marianne Whitfield
David Wilson

Rutger Zietsma

Anderson Vehicle
Movements,
Middlesbrough

Aspire Technology
Solutions, Hebburn

Healthy Glow,
Stockton on Tees

Jolly Fitness,
Ashington

Deadgood Trading,
Newcastle

Design Direction,
Sunderland

5th Avenue Flowers,
Newcastle

Specialist IT
Services Group,
Newcastle

Concept Personnel,
Newcastle

Re-Freshco,
Middlesbrough

DEF Software,
Boldon

Mexar, Newcastle

EMS8 Technologies,
Boldon

Venator International,

Newcastle

Kan-Recruit,
Newcastle

Harrimax, Prudhoe

MDA MPR,
Newcastle

Solutions-Injection
Moulding,
Hartlepool

Garbeau, Gateshead

Elegant Introductions,

Prudhoe

AFS Country Store,
Alnwick

Cornerstone
Business Solutions,
Thornaby

Unique Magazines,
Whitley Bay

Flint Spark Ltd.,
Newcastle

The Printed Bag
Shop, Newcastle

Group SS,
Sunderland

Cobweb, Gateshead
Livetacts, Crook

Manus
Neurodynamica,
Gateshead
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CHRIS PETTY
CORNERSTONE
BUSINESS SOLUTIONS

A desire to see first-class customer service
come as standard in the IT sector led Chris
Petty to add his own entrepreneurial venture
to an already varied career.

Chris, the Managing Director of Cornerstone
Business Solutions, in Thornaby, served with
the Green Howards regiment and sold gourmet
frozen food before joining the world of IT and
telecommunications.

After 14 years of working for others but
believing he could do better himself, he joined
forces with a small like-minded team to launch
the business.

“We had all found through our
time with various companies that
customer service on the support
side was virtually non-existent.”

Since its birth in June last year, Cornerstone
has exceeded all expectations. Booming sales
and an impressive contract list that includes
a major football club, a brewery and a host

of blue chip firms, led to it being shortlisted
for Newcomer of the Year at the North-East
Business Awards.

Chris says: “From here, it's onwards and
upwards. We're taking more and more
contracts on and we're delighted to be
succeeding here in the North-East.”

STEVE MCKEE
AFS COUNTRY STORE

Taking over the reins of a successful family
business could be a daunting task —but it
is one that entrepreneur Steve McKee has
managed in style.

Steve took over at the helm of Alnwick-based
AFS Country Store, replacing his father,
Edward, a former grain merchant who had
established the firm more than 30 years ago.

The business has since gone through a series
of exciting new phases, with Steve keen to
return it to its original agricultural roots.

Today, it offers a vast range of products

and services to customers through the North
of England and into Scotland, from animal
feeds and country sportswear to equestrian
equipment and pet food.

A seed processing service accounts for about
60 per cent of the firm's revenue and Steve
also has hopes of expanding in the future.

“We have projected ourselves towards more
specialist consumers,” he says. “If there's a
dog with a digestive problem, for example,
we will have the particular feed for its dietary
requirements. We also take that service onto
farms for all sorts of livestock.”



NIGEL BEGG
ASPIRE TECHNOLOGY
SOLUTIONS

Nigel Begg may have spent the bulk of his
career in the IT sector working in central
London but it was in his native North-East that
he was able to realise his entrepreneurial dream.

The MD of Aspire Technology Solutions
worked his way up to director level before
becoming an independent IT consultant.

But a lack of quality staff in the capital

meant Nigel returned to his roots to launch
his own business. He was quickly proven
right to do so with Aspire turning over £1.4m
in its first year, growing to £2m in the second.

The company mainly provides IT support
for clients in London but has also worked
on projects as far afield as San Francisco
and Beijing. Nigel is focused on hitting

a £10m turnover—and attracting more
business here in the North-East.

“We're now six months into a five-year plan
and we're hoping to achieve further growth
by investing in sales and marketing,” he says.

“These are very exciting times for us.
We’re adding a new member of staff
every month and we’re of a size now
where I think we can start to service
the North-East market very well too.”

JESSICA MCLEAN

GARBEAU

Seeking a solution to her rugby player
boyfriend’s sartorial dilemma set Jessica
McLean on the road to launching her own
business — and sparked a scrum for her
high-quality products.

The fashion marketing graduate was inspired
to form Garbeau after 6ft 5in Mike McCarthy,
then of Newcastle Falcons, admitted facing
problems in finding shirts to fit.

Discovering that Mike's teammates and plenty
of other sportsmen were in the same boat
gave Jessica the concept for her dissertation
at university. Now the firm is thriving as it
specialises in providing made-to-measure
shirts and accessories for every occasion.

Garbeau products are selling well in the
UK, France and Ireland —where Mike now
plays for Connacht. The business has also
proved a real family affair, with Jessica's
sister Stephanie, a professional model,
now the female face of Garbeau.

Jessica says: “l want to look more into
producing women's clothing in the future.
We have a waiting list of women wanting
things, but for now we're concentrating

on the men’'s side. I'd also like to do my own
designer range and work with graduates,
maybe offering them placements to help
them get started in the industry as | did.”

NEW

MEMBERS_

DAVID FRAME
DEF SOFTWARE

Software boss David Frame did his fair share
of working for others during a varied career —
and then grabbed the chance to launch his
own venture with both hands.

David, owner and MD of Boldon-based DEF
Software, was a partner in a creative agency
and a PR firm before becoming commercial
director of DCSL, of which DEF was a
trading division.

Working with big-name clients such as Rolls
Royce and Dubai Petroleum, he was inspired
to go solo—and that opportunity arose through
a management buy-out earlier this year.

The software house is now thriving, with
95 per cent of its clients coming from the
local government sector.

And David, of South Shields, attributes much
of its success to the strong team he has
surrounded himself with.

"| decided from day one that | wanted to create
an amazing team, the best | could get, and
we're doing that. | have a first-class team of
people around me, which leads to first-class
products and a first-class service,” he says.

The firm has also set itself some challenging
targets, with its year one profit estimate at
almost £500,000-50 per cent higher than
originally expected.









