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Could a golden new era for entrepreneurs be just around the corner, post-lockdown?
As we finally emerge blinking into the sunlight following the dystopian nightmare of
the last 15 months, a prosperous new future surely beckons for those prepared to
grasp the wealth-creating nettle.
There are still many economic hurdles to overcome, not least the eventual ending of
the furlough scheme which has kept many businesses – and employees – on a statesanctioned corporate life support machine for many months.
But the end of lockdown is at last in sight, the stock market has rallied after the
initial turmoil sent the FTSE 100 into freefall, house prices are surging and there is a
genuine sense of optimism that things are finally returning to a degree of normality
(although industries such as travel and hospitality may well beg to differ).
Against that volatile background, the entrepreneurial spirit can once again come to
the fore and thrive. Economic cycles come and go – back in the 1970s soaring inflation
and high interest rates threatened a different sort of plague to growth - but rarely has
this nation had to endure such unforeseen straitened circumstances as in the last 15
months.
While, tragically, many livelihoods have been ruined – and no-one should
underestimate the financial toll wreaked by Covid-19 for many workplaces and their
employees – March 2020 must now be seen as a distant memory for a nation prepared
to roll up its sleeves and embrace the post-pandemic landscape.
For many that will mean a hybrid working week, part-remote, part office-based, as
the Zoom era accelerates the enormous digital changes which were already underway
before Covid struck.
But adaptability has always been a way of life for entrepreneurs. Just check out these
very pages and consider Dan Jones’ decision to offer his services free of charge to his
local bike shop when he fancied a change of workplace scenery or Kev Sankar’s exit
from a career with the Big Boys of the electricity world to plough an enterprising new
furrow.
Meanwhile, Ruby Edwards came up with a new Pay as You Go PR option to
challenge the status quo and Edward Siddall-Jones grew his
thriving property business from a one-man operation with
only a pot plant for company in the early days.
All four have proved that a keen eye for a niche in
the market – allied to an unquenchable will to succeed
whatever the odds – can make entrepreneurial dreams
come true. Let’s hope that, post-Covid, a new breed of
similar go-getters emerges to help kick-start the longawaited road to recovery.
Jon Griffin, BW Editor
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Social media continues
to thrive as valuable
communication tool
for business

Bakery business on the rise

Ruby Edwards on the positives of social media in today’s
business world.
Social media continues to thrive as valuable communication tool for business.
Love it, like it or support it, social media is here to stay. Especially with the
uprising of its use in 2020, due to Covid-19, businesses have taken to social
media like never before. With so many platforms available for so many
different messages, it’s an integral way to share your stories with the wider
business world.
However, likes don’t mean business. How many times your post is ‘liked’ does
not determine the value of the work you’re doing. It takes time to build an
audience who are truly interested in what your business does and who wants
to buy your services or products. Gaining likes alone will not increase the value
of your business.
That said, used effectively, social media can be very positive for business.
Marketing Week states:
“In 2021, marketers will continue to use social media to meet two equally
urgent imperatives: 1. Deliver short-term ROI with targeted performance
marketing tactics. 2. Building innovative digital experiences to win long-term
loyalty.”
So, targeting the right audience and then building it are the first steps
towards increasing your brand profile on social media - to achieve a return on
investment and gain customer loyalty. More than that, social media should be
about supporting your SEO strategy rather than simply gathering a bunch of
thumbs up.
Mike Raybone, Owner of AIM Internet, is an entrepreneur who specialises
in digital marketing. Mike is ranked by Kred in the top 5% of Social Media
Influencers. He says:
“You should never use social media to “sell” . Too many people use it simply
to broadcast’ messages. It is best utilised when you show interest in and
engage with your desired audience.”
So, social media is one way of increasing your SEO. Used to increase search
engine optimisation - rather than stroke your ego - targeted social media
(which will support your business growth) is a must. In fact, social media
should be an integral part of your SEO strategy.
Mike continues:
“Done properly social media is a great way of generating natural backlinks
and Social Media signals are used by search engines as a means of measuring
the “quality” of the content being produced and therefore impact on
SERPs [Search Engine Results Pages]. Given the growth of “zero clicks” and
structured data, good social media profiles are increasingly important in ‘brand
strategy’.”
With this in mind, planning social media into your marketing strategy is a
must. Curating engaging copy to go alongside a relevant, original image is also
as important. Which platform and how often are also serious considerations.
Trying to disrupt the TikTok marketplace is going to take some work unless
you’re in the arena - although some marketers say it’s where you should be:
disrupting the space where you’re least likely to be expected.
To increase the profile of your brand, use social media to drive hits and
monitor them. Adapt. Be creative. Write original copy. Use your own images.
Be nimble, always prepared to amend your strategy - especially when Google
amends its.
ruby@youdobetter.co.uk

Ashley Baker of the Steamhouse Bakery with Ben Truslove of John Truslove

A Worcestershire bagel bakery business is on the rise after
a major move into bigger premises, advised by commercial
property experts at John Truslove.
The Steamhouse Bakery in Redditch is now in premises
almost ten times the size of its previous base, creating more
than a dozen new jobs, as owners Ashley Baker and Kayleigh
O’Mahony plan fresh growth.
The couple launched the business five years ago and realised
last year that they had outgrown their former 550 sq ft
bakery in Colemeadow Road.
Ashley Baker said: “When Covid hit, we had to close our
cake outlets but pivoted to selling our bagels and cakes as
takeout from the bakery.
“It has been a great success and given us a new direction for
the business, but we needed somewhere bigger.
“Ben Truslove, at John Truslove, had helped us find the
Colemeadow Road unit so I got in touch and he showed us
around three or four places that were around 1,500 to 2,000
sq ft. Then he suggested we look at a 5,000 sq ft unit at
Springside, on the Park Farm Industrial Estate.
“We realised it was the ideal base for our growth over the
next few years, with staff car parking at the rear, customer
parking at the front, offices and plenty of space. We’ve
signed a five-year lease and opened the front of the bakery
as a 60-seat cafe.
“We recruited our bakery manager, Lorna, four and a half
years ago and now we employ 42 people at the bakery,
cafes in Leamington Spa and Worcester and with our VW
doughnut truck at a popular farm shop near Snitterfield.
“We’re baking 5,000 to 6,000 bagels a week, as well as
2,000 doughnuts. The new bakery has given us a firm base
for the next five years. And Ben Truslove is now a customer
– he comes in for his coffee, bagels and doughnuts every
Friday. He and his team have been brilliant.”
Ben Truslove, joint managing director of John Truslove,
secured a five-year lease for Steamhouse Bakery on Unit 5a,
Springside, on Howard Road, which provides 5,332 sq ft.
Ben Truslove said: “This is a business that is clearly on its
way to further growth and success – and their bagels are
delicious.” l
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Midland creative agency
onboards prestigious ‘eco’
clients
The Stables and Cider Mill,
Court Farm,
Church Lane,
Norton,
Worcester,
Worcestershire,
WR5 2PS.
01905 821919
www.nexuscl.com

A Midland creative
agency has won
two national ‘eco’
communications
contracts

L-R: Nigel Harte (MD) Nexus Creative, Ian Smith (Business Development Manager) MACHINEX UK LTD, Greg Paradowski
(Technical Operations Manager) Sherbourne Recycling Ltd, Layla Shannon (Business Manager) Sherbourne Recycling
Ltd, John Moxon (Business Development Director) Clegg Group, Rafal Staniszewski (Principal Civil/Structural Engineer)
Wardell Armstrong LLP, Grant Mckelvie (Commercial Business Director) Coventry City Council

Full-service agency Nexus Creative Ltd will
manage the communications for Sherbourne
Recycling Ltd (a multi-partnership project
building a world-leading, state-of-the-art
materials recycling facility in Coventry) and for
Tom White Waste Ltd (a waste management
provider, also based in Coventry).
Nexus, which is based in Worcestershire,
will deliver a full rebrand and a long-term
marketing strategy for Tom White Waste Ltd
and tell the story both locally and nationally
during the build of the recycling centre.
Nigel Harte from Nexus explains,
“Currently, we deliver expertise in
communications for hundreds of clients,

L-R: Greg Paradowski (Technical Operations Manager)
Sherbourne Recycling Ltd, Grant Mckelvie (Commercial
Business Director) Coventry City Council, Ian Smith
(Business Development Manager) MACHINEX UK LTD

including blue-chip organisations in the UK,
Europe, and Russia.
“These two contracts are for Midlandsbased organisations, but they will be
delivered nationally. They example very well
the scale and scope of our work, and we’re
very pleased to build these new, prestigious
partnership,” he said.
“We scrutinised many agency bids for
this contract before awarding it to Nexus,”
comments Layla Shannon from Sherbourne
Recycling Ltd.
“As a new business, we wanted to work
with an experienced agency, with creative
designers, to develop our brand. Effective
communication will be critical to our line of
business and stakeholders. We feel in very
safe hands with Nexus.”
A spokesperson from Tom White Waste Ltd
said, “The Nexus team has the professional
know-how and the methodologies to enable
them to communicate effectively, in our voice
and on our behalf. They came across very
professionally during the contract bid and the
shortlisting, and we are very pleased to have
them on board.”
More information on the two new contracts
can be found by visiting
www.tomwhitewaste.co.uk
https://www.coventry.gov.uk/news/
article/3673/coventry_materials_recycling_
facility_gets_green_light_at_planning
https://resource.co/article/construction-beginnew-coventry-mrf
www.sherbournerecycling.co.uk l
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ENTREPRENEUR

AT THE

CUTTING EDGE

OF HIGH-SPEED
BROADBAND
Dan Jones talks heritage and hi-tech with Jon Griffin.

F

or a man preoccupied with the latest developments in 21st century technology
systems, Dan Jones’ ancestral history marks quite a contrast to today’s ever-changing IT
world.
The engaging telecommunications specialist is a direct descendant of the Burmans,
Warwickshire’s oldest farming family dating back to the Domesday Book. Burmans
lost their lives at Waterloo and El Alamein while their distinguished ranks include
five Mayors of Stratford on Avon, a High Sheriff of Warwickshire, a Lord Mayor of
Birmingham, a Pro-Chancellor of Birmingham and other notable public figures.
Intriguingly, Dan’s family can even boast historic links to the world’s most famous
playwright, with a Tudor branch of the family former next-door neighbours to the
Hathaways - and in the late sixteenth century one Stephen Burman supervised the will
of Richard Hathaway, the Bard’s father in law.
It’s a long, winding road from rubbing shoulders with Shakespeare’s family nearly
450 years ago to carving out a niche in today’s ever-evolving world of broadband – but
Dan’s clearly the man to span the centuries and add further lustre to the Burmans’
history.
“The family are pretty proud of their Midlands heritage,” says Dan. “The Burman
family is well-known, with Mayors of Birmingham and Stratford and industry
connections. My grandfather Alfred was from Coleshill and his farm was where
Birmingham Airport now stands.

bw-magazine.co.uk
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ENTREPRENEUR

“He owned a garage, Northfield Motors,
and ran a driving school, during this time
they moved to Bromsgrove and sent my
mother, the youngest of four girls to the
Alice Ottley School, which is now the
Royal Grammar, the same school my son
attended. Following the sale of the motor
business they all moved down to Devon
where he became a property developer.”
There’s clearly more than enough in
the Burman family locker to put together
an entire book of reminiscences, but we
are meeting today to discuss Dan’s latest
business venture, lightning-fast fibre-optic
broadband specialists Full Fibre, a far cry
from Shakespearean anecdotes.
Born in Exeter, Dan followed his
father, who had worked in the world
of two-way radios and pocket pagers,
into the communications industry,
beginning working life at 19 with Scope
Communications at Totnes in Devon,
manufacturers and suppliers of pagers.
“I went to college, did a BTEC in Electrical
Engineering, the world of electronics
fascinated me. We supplied the likes of
Honda and Marks and Spencer with pagers.
I moved to the Midlands around 1995-96 as
Regional Sales and Support Manager.
“It was great fun, we won a big contract
with M&S. My wife and I kitted them out
with till call systems. It was very lucrative,
they went on to win contracts with
Sainsburys and Tescos. I was given the job
of supporting supermarkets if the systems
went wrong.

“I found myself sitting at home doing
nothing. I said to my boss ‘This is crazy, I am
going mad here. Can I go self-employed?’ I
came up with this scheme that they would
pay me per job.”
Like many entrepreneurial case studies,
Dan’s career was to involve several twists
and turns along the way, and his move to
self-employed status proved an inspired
decision.
“I started manufacturing oil alarms
for levels in commercial oil tanks. It was
distributed by Centre Tank Services of
Minworth, the UK’s leading distributor of
fuel dispensing equipment. We started with
one product and it quickly grew into 12
different products. The firm was called Dove
Technology and we continued to distribute
paging equipment for Scope.
“Both sides took off, during the journey
I converted my family home and took on
staff. But having a newborn and staff in my
house didn’t work. We grew to 14 staff, the
business had two arms, manufacturing oil
alarms and communications.
“We had our own premises in Worcester.
The profit margins were good and thanks
to a contract with the G4S supplying the
immigration centres we were getting bags
of pager repairs coming in every week. Then
we got a really good offer and I sold Dove
Technology in 2010. I was in my early 30s
and financially stable.”
The sale brought Dan, a keen cyclist, to a
crossroads in his life, and he came up with
a novel idea. “I was fortunate in that I could

walk into my local bike shop and say ‘I will
work for nothing. If you like me, you can
keep me on.’ Worcester Cycle Centre is the
largest bike shop just south of Birmingham
– cycling and knowing about bikes are two
different things. I was there for four years –
and they soon got round to paying me.”
Never one to let the grass grow under
his feet – or his cycle tyres – Dan launched
his own bike venture, Dove Bikes, in 2014,
distributing bikes and cycle parts. But fate
was soon to draw him back into the world
of IT and communications.
Dan had known local Worcester-based
IT entrepreneur Redmond Peel, who had
gradually built up his Airband wireless
broadband network business over many
years, and was invited to join the telecoms
revolution. “I had known Red from church,
his wife Miranda and my wife Anna were
friends from a very early age.
“We wrote the tender for Devon and
Somerset together, it was for £5.8 million
and we won. It was huge and that was
when they really started taking on staff and
expanding. I ended up working as project
manager for Devon and Somerset.
“I was down there every other week for
Airband but after two years it got too much.
There was a lot of travel and I left at the
beginning of 2017. They have continued
to grow and have gone on to win more
tenders to supply super-fast broadband to
rural areas.
“I love business growth, the early stages
of evolution and getting somewhere from
nothing. When it is a machine and you are
doing the same stuff, for me it gets tedious
and repetitive.”
It seems that Dan’s career has evolved
over the years in cycles (on occasions quite
literally) and he left Airband to return to the
bike world, working as UK sales manager
for German electric bike specialists Riese &
Müller.
“Outside Germany, under my stewardship
the UK experienced the biggest growth
of all the countries. I set up a national
network of distributors with bike shops
all over the UK and Ireland. The growth in
electric bikes is huge, it was so enjoyable,
witnessing all ages embracing the freedom
and excitement of the bicycle. Some of
my fondest memories with a fantastic,
passionate family firm.”
But the Jones career cycle turned back to
the IT sector once again after he was invited
by a contact at Devon County Council
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to write a tender for Oxfordshire-based
wireless internet services provider SugarNet
Ltd, whose founder Oliver Helm enjoyed
the process so much he suggested further
collaboration on tenders.
“Then we said “why are we doing
tenders for other people? Why don’t we
do it ourselves?” It was the launch pad for
the company that was to become Full Fibre,
we had learned so much from others and
from our own networks (Dan had already
built Rural Comms, a wireless network in
Devon delivering to luxury lodge parks) that
we were confident we could be wholesale,
build fast and build full fibre, fibre all the
way to the property.
“We self-funded it, there were three of
us, Oliver Helm on the technical side, Oliver
Lippiett on the operations side and I was
the sales side. Being wholesale, we build
the fibre network and the ambition is to get
the major players like TalkTalk, Sky, Virgin,
Vodafone, onto the network.
“We quickly won a tender to build
an element of Leominster, took on staff
and then won a contract to fibre a town,
Ledbury, for Gigaclear. That really sparked
investors to say ‘something is of interest
here’, we won investment from Basalt
Infrastructure Partners, an independent
infrastructure investment firm. It was their
first investment in a mainland UK fibre

company, they now have a majority stake in
Full Fibre.
“We have seen huge growth. We
have announced 12 towns where we are
building, including Leominster, Shrewsbury,
Bayston Hill, Ross-on-Wye, Oswestry,
Wem, Droitwich, Stourport-on-Severn,
Malmesbury, Cinderford, Cam and Dursley
and we are building networks within
those towns so that all the residents and
businesses can have futureproofed fibre
broadband.
“We refer to them as the forgotten
towns. Lots of our competitors have focused
on cities giving them multiple choices, but if
you go to these towns you find businesses
there that are on appalling broadband
experiences – they are still stuck on copper
connections.
“When we went into Leominster a long
established building company could not
send architects plans from their head office
because the Internet was not capable of
it. They had to drive somewhere else to
download and upload the architects plans.
“You go into the middle of Shrewsbury
and businesses are getting 10 megabits.
For the majority of businesses that is not
workable. The national average is around
60Mb, but even at that, due to the nature
of copper, the experience varies.”
After around 30 years in the IT world

in a variety of guises, Dan can appreciate
the difficulties slow broadband speeds can
bring to businesses in an increasingly hi-tech
universe, where time is of the essence.
“In this country we have tried to sweat
the asset by going for an in-between fibre.
My brother lives in the Alps and they get
faster speeds in an Alpine village than they
do in the middle of Shrewsbury. BT has had
the stronghold and the traditional ‘fibre’
they delivered is inferior because you are
still some distance from the cabinet, the BT
green box – rather than deliver fibre to the
properties as most counties in Europe have,
in the UK we stopped the fibre at the street
cabinet.
“80 per cent of the country are still
suffering from slow speeds. They did all the
cities first, and the people in semi urban
and rural areas were left behind. There
is a load of work to do, companies are
squabbling, there are some easy wins within
the cities...cities have lots of choice but rural
companies have got nothing, and we can
benefit from that.
“Because of the areas we are in, there
is no competition. If the likes of TalkTalk
want to hit places like Shrewsbury and
Leominster, they have to come aboard.
We are building where currently others are
not, the sky is the limit, there are plenty of
properties left and there are many more
towns out there. We are soon to announce
the next round of towns, the investment has
transformed the business.
“We have a good range of ISPs on board
now with many connected customers
and are in the process of rebranding our
consumer facing name to Fibre Heroes – we
aim to educate the customer so they fully
understand what is causing the broadband
pains they are experiencing and are
empowered to make the right changes and
choices for them. Our CEO Oliver Helm has
a great vison, a clear understanding of the
UK marketpla and a knowledge and passion
for the technology to make sure we are
building networks now that will power the
future. It is looking good, we were fortunate
in that we came into the market at just the
right time, with an inside knowledge and
personal experiences at all levels.”
With such an array of distinguished
ancestors Dan Jones would appear to be the
latest in the Burman family tradition to aim
for the stars and carve a distinctive niche in
life. Or, as he says: “You can do anything
you want to if you set your mind to it.” l

Pressure on to
boost UK home
production of all
grades of steel
By Johnathan Dudley, National Head of Manufacturing at
audit, tax, advisory and risk firm Crowe.
Just as we are, at last, moving out of lockdown and the economy is starting to
pick up, it is very worrying that the one material that manufacturing relies most
heavily on is in short supply and seeing acute price pressure.
It’s well known that UK steel production is not what it was, and we are overreliant on imports from abroad. Indeed, certain high grade steels are only made
abroad.
If we cannot obtain steel at competitive prices, clearly this will affect
manufacturing’s long-hoped-for rebound. The issues currently surrounding
UK steel production are well documented, but they come when there is a
considerable increase in domestic demand.
Influential trade bodies such as Make UK, which includes the trade association
UK Steel, have been raising concerns over the price and quotas of steel with
MPs and the Department for Business, Energy & Industrial Strategy (BEIS). They
have fed back the concerns of the UK’s largest steel producers on this and the
Liberty Steel situation to the government.
Make UK reports that 90% of its members are back operating at 75% of
capacity, with 40% fully operating.
But there are concerns over their ability to service demand levels for future
orders. Some 80% of Make UK members report they are facing increases in raw
materials – not just steel but also semiconductors, PVC resin and aluminium.
Couple these issues with increases in global freight costs, customs checks
increasing in scrutiny, increased delay caused by post-Brexit import/export
requirements between UK and EU customers and suppliers, and it is easy to see
the cumulative effect on the potential for recovery and, ultimately, growth.
BEIS, manufacturers and raw materials suppliers must pull together to tackle
these pinch points. Freeing up supply and tackling delays can help mitigate
inevitable price rises to a degree, but a more joined-up response is required in
the long term.
Mining and smelting processes are under pressure because of the tensions
in the move towards net-zero carbon. However, although demonstrably the
world still needs steel supply in the interim, and the UK has the opportunity to
grasp the green production and extraction processes that future regulations will
require.
However, we need to remember that net zero is not total zero, and we need to
tackle the issues back down through ethical supply chain points.
All this can be seen as a problem – or as an opportunity.
While the rest of the world continues to focus on vaccination issues internally,
we can use our headstart to drive a UK-wide move towards a more home-based
steel industry, maximising R&D investment opportunities.
In the 2021 Budget, Chancellor Rishi Sunak announced a new “super
deduction” of 130% available to companies incurring expenditure on qualifying
plant and machinery. However, this boost is highly unlikely to be available
forever.
The UK steel industry, and the raw materials’ supply chain in general, needs to
take advantage of the current favourable climate for research, development and
investment, and all avenues to drive our home-based supply chains must be
examined.
Johnathan Dudley is based at Crowe’s Midlands office in Oldbury in the
Black Country. To discuss how a KTP could benefit your business, call him
on 0121 543 1900, or email johnathan.dudley@crowe.co.uk.
For more information about Crowe, visit www.crowe.co.uk.

JOBS CREATED WITH THE
LAUNCH OF A NEW WEST
MIDLANDS DISTRIBUTION
CENTRE
Likewise Group, the Bromsgrove-based floor covering
distributor, is to create 20 new jobs initially – with more
to come later in the year – with the launch of a new West
Midlands distribution centre.
The company has been announced as the anchor tenant
at Radial Park, a purpose-built warehouse and industrial
development at Birmingham Business Park.
Likewise has taken 57,082 sq ft at Unit 4 to accelerate
the company’s growth in the Midlands and South-West.
Birmingham Business Park sits on the junction of the M42
and the M6, providing fast, national motorway links.
Tony Brewer, Chief Executive Officer of Likewise Group PLC,
said the new Midlands and South West distribution centre
would house up to date racking systems and the latest floor
covering handling equipment.

“We chose Radial Park not just because of its excellent central
location but also for the facilities offered by Birmingham
Business Park for our staff.”
Likewise’s logistics network was already significantly improved
with the opening of the Morley Distribution Centre in January
2021 to augment regional centres in Manchester, Glasgow,
Newcastle, Sudbury and Peckham.
Likewise Group PLC was established in December 2018 by
two former Headlam directors Tony Brewer and Andrew
Simpson and has since proved to be a magnet for ambitious
staff in the floor covering management, sales and head office
personnel.
Chris Clark is an industrial and logistics associate at JLL, who
are acting jointly with Knight Frank on the letting of Radial
Park.
He said: “Unit 4 is the biggest unit at Radial Park and we are
delighted to welcome Likewise Group as our anchor tenant.
We have also signed furniture edging company Hranipex for
Unit 2 and are seeing strong interest being shown in Units 1
and 3.
“From a logistics point of view, Birmingham Business Park is
in a perfect location, plus it has a great environment for the
workforce of tenants, including a cafe, restaurant, nursery,
newsagent, fitness classes and landscaped gardens and
nature trails.”
Radial Park was developed by Canmoor and is now owned by
IPIF. Law firm Gateley advised Likewise PLC and Macfarlanes
LLP acted for IPIF. l
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On average, thirteen people start their work day like any other. While they do
not expect to rely on Midlands Air Ambulance Charity, it is reassuring to know
that it exists. With your support, we can continue to be in the business of
saving the lives of some of the Midlands most critically ill and injured patients.
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Based in Worcestershire, I love working with those who share my
energy and passion for learning and development.
I am always open to have discussions on your current business
challenges
that 20 minute conversation can often shine the light
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PAY AS YOU GO
PR PAYS OFF
FOR RUBY
Ruby Edwards tells it straight to Jon Griffin.

R

uby Edwards in full conversational flow
is quite an experience for the listener – with
the occasional expletive thrown in for good
measure.
“I’m an unusual PR as I do not do bullxxxx.
I do not do fluff. Usually, though, journalists
and editors appreciate a candid approach.
“I always do what I say I am going to do, I
have never missed a deadline, I have always
been a straight talker…I feel historically
editors have felt that PRs are often fluffy.”
PRs tend to come in all sorts of different
shapes and sizes, from Absolutely Fabulous
Patsy and Edina style caricatures to hardnosed in-house spin doctors, or from

one-man/woman operators to well-staffed
agencies with a roster of retained clients.
But Ruby’s Worcestershire-based You Do
Better PR offers something rather different
from the mainstream public relations crowd.
Operating on a user-friendly pay as you go
basis, the 47-year-old and her small team of
associates can be hired for £40 an hour –
providing a range of PR, communication and
marketing services.
It’s a formula that seems to suit this
self-proclaimed no-nonsense mother
of two, who combines a wealth of
corporate experience with a determined
entrepreneurial streak which inspired her to

launch You Do Better PR in 2017.
But it has been far from a smooth ride
over the years for Ruby, a single mum for
the last 13 years whose 13-year-old son
Noah lives with a life-threatening condition
called Platelet Function Disorders and
Thrombocytopenia, putting him at risk
of mild to serious bleeding and requiring
constant vigilance and access to medical
care.
“He lives with that on a day to day basis.
I have to always be on call, in signal. The
impact on our lives is substantial but it’s how
our lives are. I have seen him die in front of
me – it’s sobering.”
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Combining motherhood and working
commitments is rarely a simple matter – and
typically Ruby tends not to dwell for too long
on the difficulties of her own circumstances
– but Noah’s condition has clearly played a
crucial part in her decision to launch You Do
Better PR nearly four years ago.
Raised near Pershore, Worcestershire,
Ruby’s working background is in the utility
sector and consultancy. After graduating
with a Degree in Sports Studies from De
Montfort University, Bedford, she cut her
teeth in the corporate world during her
first commercial roles at Eastern Electricity,
working as Tenancy and Pre-Payment Team
Leaders.
“I loved the role – it was quite techie
and I liked technology. I was later able
to continue my career at British Energy
based at Gloucester and ended up being
a customer service manager for audit and
compliance. Then I had my first child, Maya,
in 2004 and things changed a bit then.
“I ended up going back to work as a
consultant for an electricity company called
Engage based in London, commuting from
Upton on Severn to Hatton Garden. That
was a big job and then I was pregnant with
my second child. In tandem, I was running
my consultancy business, mainly marketing
and publicity for start-ups.

“Then I became a sole parent. I went
back into employment for six months but I
realised that family life and being employed
was not going to work out for me. I
had done 10 years in utilities and five in
consultancy.
“In 2017 after six months of employment
I had already created You Do Better PR
ready to launch. I had had a taste of PR
with my various business experiences and
also with Funny Blood (a fund-raising and
awareness campaign set up to help sufferers
with her son’s condition). I launched in
October 2017 working from home near
Pershore.”
Ruby’s years of corporate experience and
nous for marketing – together with her
desire to balance the demands of family
life with carving out a livelihood – came
together with You Do Better PR, which owes
its slightly unorthodox moniker to a quote
from one of her favourite authors, the late
American civil rights activist Maya Angelou.
Ruby, who named her own daughter after
the famed American literary figure, reels off
the quote. “Do the best you can until you
know better. Then when you know better,
you do better.”
The mother of two warms to her theme
as she extols the virtues of You Do Better.
“Our USP is Pay as You Go. People do not

always know what PR is and how we can
support them. This option puts the risk on
me and not them.” As if to underline her
belief in the firm’s credo, she adds forcefully:
“I would rather sleep at night than invoice
people thousands of pounds for work I have
not done for them.
“We are mainly targeting SMEs in
Worcestershire. It can be anything from
marketing to representing the company at
meetings to running social media campaigns
and writing press releases.
“I pick up work mainly through referrals,
often friends of friends. I did a lot of gratis
work to start with and that built up. I am
now branching out to the Three Counties. I
have about 30 clients. Some are sole traders,
they range from insurance to commercial,
catering to legal, glamping to sporting and
construction.
“I usually get up early, I have been a sole
parent of two children for 13 years, I can
juggle, I am efficient with my time, I am
a fast worker....I love being the master of
my own destiny, I can be creative and my
clients range from sole traders to £17 million
turnover operations.”
Ruby’s vision for You Do Better PR has
also seen her branch out into different
directions. “I have learnt, engaged with
people, gained experience. I do diverse
things, I have work experience with global
brands like Stella McCartney and Curvy
Kate.
“Because of my son I set up Funny Blood
(the name originates from the way she
described her son’s blood to him and his
sister). It is a good cause to raise awareness
and funds for the Haemophilia Unit at
Birmingham Children’s Hospital.Together we
have raised thousands of pounds and I have
met David Cameron when he was Prime
Minister, been to the Houses of Parliament
and talked live on BBC Breakfast TV.”
She also co-hosts a pay as you go
networking group called Cotswold Business
Connections, which has helped expand her
range of contacts across a large part of the
South Midlands.
With that sort of worldly experience and
hinterland, Ruby has some pertinent views
on the current state of the media, as she
grapples daily with getting the message
across both in print and online for her
clients.
“It is a changing world in terms of what
people want to read and hear. We seem
to have a culture of gossip and celebrity.
Clients want their stories to be seen and
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“I always do what I say I am going to do, I have never missed a deadline, I have always been a straight
talker…I feel historically editors have felt that PRs are often fluffy. I have learnt, engaged with people, gained
experience. I do diverse things, I have work experience with global brands.”
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heard – one of the tricky things that I
sometimes have to chat with clients about
is that something is not newsworthy – I do
that to maintain my client’s reputation as
much as mine.
“I tend to work collaboratively. I often
start by drafting what people might want
and they will amend it or they will tell me
what they want and I will amend it. Clients
give me their news and I have to determine
if it is a news release or an internal piece
of communication or simply material for a
blog.”
Interestingly, in an era when many
publishing groups facing falling revenues
and plunging circulations have pursued an
unashamed digital-first policy, often at the
expense of their own print products, Ruby
favours print as a medium for publicity.
“Personally, I would always want to go for
print. I would say print is platinum, people
want to physically see their stories in a
newspaper or magazine. Digital is great, it’s
the way forward but I would still advise my
clients to go for print too, it is my preferred
outlet.”
But she is keen to stress that she is no
Luddite. “We have to go with the times. The
world has become increasingly more digital

but there is still room for PR, whether it be
in print or digital.”
Ruby accepts that social media –
regardless of its capacity to encourage the
worst type of cyberspace behaviour from
Twitter’s anonymous trolls to Facebook
fake accounts – is here to stay. With selfdeprecating wit, she acknowledges that the
team of associates she uses to steer You
Do Better PR through its more pressurised
periods are often more adept in the virtual
world of likes and followers.
“It has its place – for SEO not ego. We
manage a lot of social media but I prefer to
write a piece of news and share it in a press
release. My associates are better at certain
things than me, younger and cooler, they
bring some modernity to our writing.
“I see social media as the glitter on the
bow at the end of the story, not the story
itself.”
With newspapers under pressure like
never before in today’s digital universe, Ruby
sees chewing the fat with editorial staff as
key to the future, for print or digital.
“I think you have to build relationships
with editors in order to be heard. You can
do that by being authentic and being you,
not being someone else. But you also have

to continuously write good, relevant and
timely stories for them to be heard.”
When Covid struck in March 2020
Ruby acted swiftly to secure You Do Better
PR’s immediate future. “I got in front
of clients and took them off retainers in
order to continue to service them and gain
longevity.”
That longevity is Ruby’s ultimate goal,
with further growth on the horizon for
You Do Better PR. “We are growing, and I
want to continue to grow. I have taken on a
business mentor to help scale and grow. He
is a consultant, helping me to develop the
company. And I want to focus on data and
analytics more strongly.”
Post-Covid, Ruby sees a promising future
for her still young PR operation. “I am pretty
excited about what is next for You Do Better
PR. I want to enjoy the ride. I have learnt an
awful lot as I have grown the business and
look forward to what comes next for us.”
Family life and a pragmatic approach to
work are clearly key to Ruby’s future. As
she puts it: “I want to support businesses in
sharing their stories and raising their profile.
I don’t want to tell people what to do..
Don’t forget, I have two teenagers... they
don’t listen to me.” l
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Black Country Business
Festival is back for 2021

/

The Black Country Business Festival (BCBF) is running from
4 to 15 October this year and there is still time to get involved.

The BCBF is a two-week festival of business events
running across the Black Country. All events are run by
local businesses that want to share their knowledge and
expertise with others to help the region and economy to
grow.
The Festival is open to all businesses, it doesn’t matter the
industry, or the size. There are many ways to get involved:
attend events, host events, share updates about BCBF to
networks, become a Venue Partner and become a sponsor
or partner.
BCBF would not have seen the success that it has over the
past three years without the support from it’s fantastic
sponsors and partners. One of the biggest benefits of
becoming a sponsor is the brand exposure. The festival had
a reach of over 161 million in 2020 and there were attendees
from 19 different countries. Sponsors and Partners also
receive extra support and regular meetings with the BCBF
Team for the event planning and application process.

161,560,419
TOTAL REACH

INTERNATIONAL REGISTRATIONS

60 FROM 19

DIFFERENT COUNTRIES

91%
EVENTS RATED
‘GOOD TO
EXCELLENT’

There are events for everyone covering five new and
exciting themes that represent the key areas that have
been impacted in recent months, and those that have
thrived and can offer support and assistance to help the
region bounce back.

The new themes for 2021 are:
• Inclusive Growth – this includes
everything from leadership and
recruitment to diversity and sustainability in
the workplace.
• Innovation – this will cover topics such as
manufacturing, strategies, the impact of
COVID-19 and business collaborations.
• Business Growth – this theme explores
elements like training, education, finance,
marketing and bouncing back after Brexit.
• Regeneration – this will discuss the
development and growth of the region,
covering retail, office space, transport,
construction, zero carbon technologies etc.
• This is the Black Country – this will be for
events that place the Black Country at the
forefront for example, products created and
made by local businesses, tourism, arts and
culture.
Event applications are now open and will close on Friday 13
August. The application takes no longer than 10 minutes to
complete and asks for the key information about the event.
There is more information about hosting an event and the
application process available on the website:
www.blackcountrybusinessfestival.com/eventapplications
Events will be open for registration from 20 August, so
make sure you book onto one, two or ten of the FREE
events that will be taking place across the fortnight. It is a
great way to build your knowledge and skills to help your
business to grow, as well as expanding your network and
identifying which businesses you could work with in the
future.

more information on the Festival or to apply to host an event,
/ For
please visit www.blackcountrybusinessfestival.com or email hello@blackcountrybusinessfestival.com
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KEV’S ROCKSOLID RULES
FOR CORPORATE
SUCCESS
Football fanatic Kev Sankar tells Jon Griffin how he keeps
his own team onside.

F

ootball fanatic Kevin Sankar has a simple
analogy for the art of management. “It is just like
being the coach of a football team. You have to
keep the dressing room onside.
“It’s about understanding individuals, knowing
how to support them, guide them, develop them
to maximise their contribution and also their
potential.”
On that basis, Kevin is clearly a man focused
on his people. He is the co-founder and strategic
brains behind Worcester-based electrical contractor
Rock Power Connections, a family company which
has successfully grown in less than ten years into

a near £10 million turnover concern, with 80
employees.
In 2015 the company, which specialises in
installing sub-stations and high voltage cables to
provide new connections for the distribution of
electricity, was named the Hereford and Worcester
Chamber of Commerce’s most promising business.
In 2019 the firm was named small business of
the year across Herefordshire and Worcestershire.
Rock Power are clearly making all the right
connections......
Kevin’s decision to branch out with his brother
in law back in 2012 with their shared business
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vision for Rock Power after his long career in
the electricity sector has proved so successful
that at the age of 54 he is able to work parttime, three days a week, leaving plenty of
time for family, friends and the golf course.
It sounds an enviable mid-life position
for a man who survived a rollercoaster
ride back in the 1990s at the old East
Midlands Electricity Board in an era of utility
privatisations which brought with it continual
change, restructures and buyouts. As he says
today: “A lot of people resisted change…
but I always saw change as an opportunity.
A lot of people would look to leave so that
created pathways for your career.”
But Kevin had invariably embraced change
throughout his career and a lifetime in the
same industry – combined with a constant
desire for self-improvement through study
and qualifications – enabled him to indulge a
“lifestyle choice” of three days a week at the
workplace by his mid-50s.
But like any successful entrepreneur –
especially for someone caught up in the
Thatcherite privatisations of former stateowned utilities 30 or so years ago – there
have been plenty of career twists and turns
along the way for the Aston Villa fanatic
whose Mastermind specialist subject of
choice would be FA Cup Finals post-1970 if
he ever got the chance to take his place in
the famous black chair.
“My dad was an electrician and he said
to me ‘it is important to get into one of
the banks or the utilities.’ In the early days,
coming from a working-class family, it was
all about stability and making progress.”
Kevin took his father’s advice and landed
a role at Hinckley with the East Midlands
Electricity Board (EMEB) at the age of 18
back in 1985. He was on a career path
which would ultimately take him to cofounding Rock Power Connections nearly 30
years later.......
Combining more than a decade of
hard-earned professional experience with
EMEB and constant study – including an
ONC in Business Management, Chartered
Institute of Marketing Qualifications through
De Montfort University, Certificates and a
Diploma in Management through the Open
University and finally a Master’s Degree in
Strategic Management, Kevin was able to
climb the corporate ladder as the electricity
sector threw off the shackles of state
ownership and embraced a brave new world
of privatisation.
“As I got older, I had so much life and
professional experience and you were able to

apply that to qualifications and as they got
harder in theory, they seemed easier with the
business experiences I had. EMEB became
East Midlands Electricity (EME) PLC on March
31, 1990. There was a sell-off and they
privatised all the utilities.
“The utilities used to change every 12
to 18 months. We had a re-organisation or
we would get bought out...you get used to
change, you have to embrace change. We
went through so many takeovers, EME was
bought out three times in the late 1990s.”
Using his flair for sales, marketing and
commercial management roles, Kevin
was on an upward career curve as the
electricity industry proved a magnet for new
international owners, with EME changing
hands from American firm Dominion
Resources to Coventry-based Powergen and
later German energy giant E.ON.
“In the late 1990s, early 2000s, I got to
run a construction business managing new
connections. That was when my career
really took off, I was running a £60 million
engineering business delivering 40,000
new connections across the East Midlands
patch.”
During his time with EON Kevin was
involved in other initiatives and was chosen
to lead E.ON UK’s 20,000 workforce on a
project called One E.ON across the German
energy powerhouse, which boasted a
90,000 strong workforce worldwide. The
group-wide initiative would add significantly
to his skills and experience at a crucial stage
in his career development.
“I had to align values and behaviours

across E.ON. As part of the engagement
they hired the Munich stadium for the
Olympic Games and had their own games
over one weekend. I had to learn to charter
a jet and make arrangements for nearly 200
employees who were taking part across a
number of Olympic disciplines.
“They wanted all the employees to
understand the values of the business. You
were dealing with employees, you were
dealing with customers. It was making sure
that we were working with our external
customers in a very consistent way across the
world.”
In his own words, by his early 40s, Kevin
had “run out of headroom” at E.ON. “I
could see myself going stale. I wanted to go
and do something different. I was fortunate
to get voluntary severance to go and work
for an E.ON supplier.
“I was involved in an energy efficiency
and renewables business – I was the
commercial director based in Leicester.
It was all commercial contracts and I led
on carbon trading back into all the major
utilities. When I joined we had around 600
employees and when I left it was well over
2,000.”
After nearly 30 years working for large
organisations in the electricity sector, Kevin’s
ambition to run his own operation at last
began to take shape. “I set up Rock Power
in 2012. I had a phone call from my late
brother-in-law Reece James who said ‘can
we go into business together?’ He was
a brilliant engineer but had never run a
business.
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“I talked to my other brother-in-law, Matt
Crampton and I set the business up with my
two brothers in law and over time, all our
wives ended up working there.”
Kevin never had to look elsewhere for
employment as Rock Power went from
strength to strength. “We set up our own
connections business – at that time E.ON’s
Central Networks was bought by Western
Power, who were American-owned.
“Some ex-colleagues asked if we could
get involved in helping build primary
sub-stations. We ended up being able to
grow very quickly, use our experience and
contacts, building 132,000 volt primary substations. We do all the wiring, the fitting, all
the electricals, we put all the cables in.
“After a few years, I realised that we
needed to diversify our clients and markets
for long-term security. We had too much
work with one client.”
Just as Kevin had embraced change in
the privatisation era throughout the various
incarnations of the former East Midlands
Electricity Board, so he sought to embrace
potentially lucrative new income streams for
Rock Power, including the electric vehicles
market.
“There has been a huge take-off providing
infrastructure for electric vehicles, we are
putting in sub-stations for car charging.

Some jobs may be a few hundred grand,
some may be more than that. Electric cars
have become a key part of our business.
“We have just won a contract with
Western Power to put car charging in all
their 32 sites in the UK. And we have just
installed the chargers at a brand new Moto
site in Rugby as well as installing smaller
projects at Marstons pubs and McDonalds.”
The client base at Rock Power is impressive
– and still growing. In addition to Western
Power, Kevin cites working with the likes
of Roadchef, Ecotricity, Shell, Gridserve and
the firm has installed HV infrastructure at
Aldi and Lidl. “We are growing very fast. We
have a fantastic management team and I am
keen to innovate, to challenge, bring fresh
ideas, share passions.
“We have the most amazing and
incredible employees. I feel we are doing
some really good things at an exciting time.
We have a good, diverse customer mix, good
partners. We want to continue to grow and
develop and build long-term security.
“It is about trying to stay one step ahead
all the time and delivering long-term for our
employees and customers, knowing about
them and their families.”
At 54, Kevin can look back on his career
with a great deal of satisfaction, from first
climbing the ladder into high-powered

management roles at E.ON. “I have worked
for some amazing leaders who I am still in
touch with and to whom I am incredibly
grateful.”
In classic entrepreneurial style he has
launched Rock Power and built a new force
to be reckoned with in an ever-changing
energy sector.
As he reflects today: “E.ON and the
electricity industry have made me, I was
very fortunate to work in that sector. I
have worked with some great people and
have had some great leaders. I have always
surrounded myself with people better than
me so I can learn from other people.
“You need to be effectively constructive,
you need to encourage your team, respect
people – I can spot attributes in other
people. Because I am not an engineer I am
always trying to understand what could go
wrong, and to drive business performance.
“My career has gone better than I
expected. A lot of that is because my wife
Beccy has been incredibly supportive – she
calls herself my ‘Home PA.’ Without her
love and support, I would have achieved
nothing.”
It seems that Kevin Sankar’s
aforementioned formula for keeping the
‘dressing room’ onside is working a treat –
both at home and at work... l
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Edward Siddall-Jones tells Jon Griffin
of his love of life in the property world.

F

rom his early teenage years, Edward Siddall-Jones was, in his own
memorable words more than 20 years later, a “property geek.”
“I used to read the Sunday Times Rich List as a kid. I wrote to the
Richardsons when I was 14 introducing a site to them. I have still got the
letter. I have always been a property geek.”
While most schoolboys may still – even in a digital era where lives are
often dominated by screens - dream of scoring for England at Wembley
or hitting a century at Lord’s, the adolescent Siddall-Jones was harbouring
ambitions of completing lucrative property deals.
“It was seeing people on the Rich List, there was that whole ‘an
Englishman’s home is his castle’ thing. It is a safe and stable asset, and that
is something which has always resonated with me.”
That universal truth about home ownership has paid clear dividends
for Edward, who has successfully converted a boyhood enthusiasm into a
burgeoning commercial property consultancy business with offices on the
edge of Birmingham’s Jewellery Quarter and separate accommodation in
Dudley.
Ed may have started his consultancy as a classic one-man band operation
– “It was just me and my pot plant” – but a cursory look at the company
website reveals that Siddall Jones has grown over less than a decade into
a sales, lettings and management force to be reckoned with in the West
Midlands property world.
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There’s news stories about the £1.25
million sale of a hotel near Tamworth once
used as accommodation for Aston Villa
triallists and now being converted into
sheltered care housing, and a deal brokered
by Siddall Jones to relocate a Halesowen
creative agency into 1,000 square feet
offices in the former home of St Paul’s Pen
Works in Birmingham’s Jewellery Quarter,
where the world’s finest quality pen nibs
were once manufactured.
There’s also press announcements
detailing the letting of two floors of The
Atrium, one of the Jewellery Quarter’s
most striking buildings, to a recruitment
company, doubling its workforce, and an
expanding law firm buying prime premises
in the same area in a deal masterminded by
Siddall Jones. The precocious teenager who
once pored over the Sunday Times is clearly
making waves across the West Midlands’
highly competitive property sector.....
Still only 37, Ed is a classic case of an
individual who knew exactly what he
wanted from an early age – and set out to
achieve his aims with little apparent pause
for much self-doubt along the way. “I have
always been a confident person, I have
always been driven. If you can close a deal,
it is almost like a drug, it’s great. At the age
of 21, I was doing £1 million deals.”
After leaving school in Hagley, Ed
graduated from the University of the West
of England in Bristol with a BSc (Hons)
Property Degree. “I was fascinated with
property development but at the age of
21 you can’t go into it without any money.
I finished on the Friday as a student and
started at Nattrass Giles commercial agents
in Birmingham on the Monday.
“I did quite a few big land deals for the
company. It all fell into place, we were
a small outfit and I was thrown in at the
deep end, it was sink or swim. I joined the
company as a graduate surveyor in 2005 – I
loved it, there is a real buzz in an agency
and there’s that thrill of doing the deal.”
Ed learnt the ropes of property dealmaking from partner Rick Adams, who
tragically lost his life in a car accident.
“When I joined, I worked under Rick – he
was a partner, very energetic who was
always closing the deal. We were doing
a lot of industrial lettings, industrial sales,
land sales.
“At the age of 23, I was made a partner,
and bought the company with another

partner in 2007. It was not really a gamble
because we knew the business.”
But just a year or so after buying the
company, the 2008 credit crunch and the
banking bailout which followed threw a
spanner in the works for Ed and his copartner. “The 2008 crisis hit us. The banks
shut up shop and were not lending money,
people were not buying property, valuation
work dried up.
“There were eight members of staff and
we had to reduce numbers by half – we cut
our cloth accordingly.”
Ed was learning the realities of the
business and property world as he went
along, and in 2012 took the momentous
decision to go it alone following what
he describes as a “breakdown in
communications” with his partner. It was
a huge turning point in the career path of
Edward Siddall- Jones....
“I left on June 18 and on June 19 the
new company was up and trading. I was
based at the Big Peg in the Jewellery
Quarter. I didn’t have a huge amount of
capital – I invested money in a website.

It was a gamble but I was confident of
making a go of it.
“Without being big-headed I think I
timed it well. In hindsight it was probably a
good time to launch. It was both work but
also enjoyable. You were getting out what
you were putting in.
“Property is a very competitive, quite
ruthless sector. We would look at anything,
from little industrial units to much larger
units to let, we would sell land for
residential. I was the managing director,
the receptionist, the tea-maker, a jack of all
trades.”
The multi-tasking paid off and by 201415 Siddall Jones had been named the most
active deal-maker in the West Midlands
by the property sector bible, Estates
Gazette. Ed was on an increasingly upward
curve........
“You are always learning, always
meeting new people. It’s a hobby as
much as a professional job. On a Saturday
morning I am happy to sit down and read
Estates Gazette and Property Week.”
In December 2015 Siddall Jones bought
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new premises for £150,000 off the A4540
ring road on the fringes of the Jewellery
Quarter and followed that 18 months ago
by renting new offices in Dudley town
centre with a view to expanding into the
Black Country.
“The Black Country is an area with great
potential. The people are very easy to deal
with, very trustworthy. If you shake hands
with them, the deal is done. The area has
got a number of operators who seem to
have a handle on the market and I thought
it was a good time to shake that up, as a
young forward-thinking practice.
“We are a young company, we are
energetic, we are forward-thinking in our
approach. We are looking to grow in the
Black Country and Worcestershire.”
In line with Siddall Jones’ own ambitions,
Ed foresees a new era of prosperity for the
area with the extension of the Midland
Metro tram link to Dudley – and warns the
new Clean Air Zone regime in Birmingham
city centre could play into the Black
Country’s hands.
“As the tram goes out to Dudley the
Black Country will start catching up with
Birmingham. With the Clean Air Zone
you are killing a city centre that is already
struggling.
“On the industrial side, the Black
Country is catching up. Office volumes
are lower in the Black Country, industrial
volumes have caught up, rental volumes
have caught up. There is a very good,

strong labour force there – we have been
really pleased with how things have gone
there.”
Meanwhile, Worcestershire is
also coming under the Siddall Jones
microscope. “We are not as prominent in
Worcestershire as we would like to be, it is
certainly an area of growth for the future.
“I really like Worcester city centre, it is a
quintessential English city. We have done
some work there but it is an area we would
really like to grow into. The city centre has
a great feel to it, there are some great bars
and restaurants.”
The Siddall Jones team currently stands
at six but Ed is keen to see further growth
as the country emerges from lockdown.
“We are in a good place, we will take on
more staff this year, we are looking to grow
in property management.
“Covid has not really affected us, we
have worked through it. We have been
able to do viewings – we can’t sell buildings
from our lounges and kitchens. I think that
people have got cash in their pockets, they
want to find a home for it, they are not
getting it from their ISAs, the stock market
is up and down, property gives them an
income and capital growth. People have
re-assessed their property needs because
of Covid.”
It’s clear from a hour’s conversation
with this self-confessed “property geek”
that not much fazes Edward Siddall-Jones,
including a worldwide pandemic. “I would

say my management style is fairly relaxed as
long as the job gets done.
“I would like to think that I am pretty
laid-back, although always making sure
that deadlines are met. This job keeps
people on their toes because you bounce
from one property deal to the next.”
At his desk by 7am, Ed is often still
beavering away at home in the evenings. “I
do more between 7am and 9am and in the
evenings. It’s peaceful, you can just focus
on things. I am out and about most of the
day.”
Interestingly, although the West
Midlands has lost tens of thousands of
relatively well-paid manufacturing jobs over
the past 20 years with the loss of major
employers such as MG Rover, LDV, Jaguar
at Browns Lane, Coventry, train-maker
Alstom, Massey Ferguson and others, Ed
forecasts a resurgence for the sector.
“I think there will be a resurgence in
British manufacturing. The old metalbashing adage will go but niche, high-end
manufacturing will come back...I think we
(the West Midlands) are in the best place at
the moment for industry in the UK.”
Meanwhile, it’s probably fair to suggest
that Siddall Jones are themselves wellplaced to take advantage of commercial
property opportunities as Britain emerges
from its self-imposed lockdown. The man
who cut his property teeth reading the
Sunday Times Rich List at 14 will make sure
of that... l
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OPINION

THE HIDDEN
PERILS OF
WORKPLACE
STRESS

Martin ‘The Warrior’ Warrillow on the
need to work smarter.
I’ve talked previously in these columns
about how the stroke which ended my
career in journalism at the age of 49 was
caused by work-stress. In the seven-and-abit years since then, I’ve learned that workstress comes in many different forms.
In my case, it was caused by the persistent
nagging feeling that the people for whom
I was working on a freelance basis didn’t
like me and wanted to get rid of me. They
(or rather, one particular person) took every
opportunity to criticise my work, belittle my
efforts and make it crystal-clear that unless
I improved quickly, I would be shown the
door.
Yet there was no encouragement, no
attempt was made to help me to improve,
there was no explanation of what they
wanted from me, no acknowledgment that
for the past three-and-a-half years, the
previous management regime had been
more than happy with me – in fact, they
had consistently praised my work.
It didn’t help that I was working from home
with no support network, no boundaries
between my work and home lives and no
awareness of when to turn the laptop off
and take a break, or finish for the day.
If I’m honest with myself, I was being
bullied by a manager with little or no
experience of how to lead a team, no
experience of how to help people improve
and no interest in being liked – and
who probably felt overwhelmed by the
responsibility of her position and was
getting rid of that feeling of panic by being
beastly to the people underneath her in the
chain.
But that’s only one form of work-stress.
Too many people are put under pressure by

managers who feel that just because they
think they are obliged to work long hours
(and if they are sufficiently organised, most
managers shouldn’t need to work absurdly
long hours), their underlings should feel
similarly obliged.
I once worked for a newspaper editor
who would arrive in the office at 3pm on
deadline day (this was a weekly newspaper),
having spent the first six hours of the
working day doing their shopping. They
would then work until the paper was ‘put
to bed’ (ie, had been sent to the presses)
even if that was at 11pm.
The reporting staff (mostly young trainees
with no families and therefore no obvious
reason to go home – and, crucially, lacking
the gumption to approach the editor and
say: “I’ve been here since 8am, can I go
home now, please?”) would be expected
to stay at their desks, just in case the editor
wanted to question something they had
written or wanted them to put in another
phone call to someone quoted in the story,
just to clarify something.
In my opinion, this kind of thing happens
too often in business. Too many managers
with responsibilities (and usually, with
salaries to match) think that leaves them
obliged to work ten to-twelve-hour days.
It plays havoc with their work-life balance
because, if they have young children,
they are often out of the house while the
children are getting ready for school and
don’t get home until the youngsters have
gone to bed.
Yes, they often feel guilty about it but
that guilt can manifest itself by putting
strains on their relationship with their wife/
husband/partner, who is often left feeling

resentful about having to take on most, if
not all, of the parenting duties themselves,
especially if they have a full-time job.
So the children end up being resentful
about not seeing one of their parents, both
parents end up feeling resentful and guilty
about the strain which all this is putting on
the relationship – it’s a recipe for disaster.
I addressed this issue in a recent episode
of The Warrior Podcast (have a listen at
thewarriorpodcast.libsyn.com) titled ‘A
stressed workforce is not a productive
workforce’. I spoke to a lady called
Jenny Gordon, whose business, Jenuine
Consulting, is helping other businesses get
the best out of their employees.
However, as Jenny told me, that doesn’t
mean working them harder or for longer;
instead, it means working them smarter.
Unfortunately, too many employers will not
have the slightest idea what ‘working them
smarter’ means, of course.
To me, and to Jenny, it means having stressprevention measures in place before an
employee suffers a stroke or a heart attack
or is off work with stress or depression.
It means having people trained in issues
surrounding the mental health of staff who
can spot problems before they arise (such
as the newspaper editor strolling into the
office six hours after the rest of the staff).
As Jenny put it during our conversation
for my podcast: “Prevention is seen too
often as an expensive luxury; I think it’s an
absolute necessity.”
I couldn’t agree more. I hope that you do,
too. l
Website: www.askthewarrior.com
Podcast: Thewarriorpodcast.libsyn.com
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GROWING CLOTHES
Designers are re-assessing the carbon impact of clothing, writes Josh Sims.
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harlotte McCurdy says she came to
consider textiles almost by accident, on
discovering that some 60% of them are
derived from fossil fuels. The New Yorkbased industrial designer and researcher
consequently set about developing a proofof-concept water-resistant raincoat, different
for being made from a carbon-negative,
plastic-like material she developed. It’s
made from algae.
“Clothing is important because it’s a way
of making the climate discussion personal,
when people feel they can’t do much about
it because so much of what needs to be done
seems to be about national or international
policy, rather than our daily lives,” argues
McCurdy, who’s now working with the
fashion designer Phillip Lim to create a
dress using the same material. “Phillip’s
first question to me was about whether we
could do anything about the colour - and
that added to the conversation because so
many dyes are problematic environmentally
too. And then he wanted to talk about
sequins. So we’ve developed the first algae-

based, bio-degradable sequins.”
McCurdy admits that thinking about
sequins isn’t something that comes naturally
to her. But she does see it as important
to shift the way clothing is framed in the
context of sustainability - away, she says,
from the commonplace idea that clothing
is intrinsically harmful, the only solution
being to consume less of it, and towards
those that she describes as being able to
offer the chance to “live positively. Apparel
is not trivial at all, so even making a sequin
in the way we have is life affirming,” she
adds.
Nor is McCurdy alone. A number of
designers and design groups are busy reassessing the carbon impact of clothing,
pioneering bio-materials - notably using
the under-explored potential in algae and
seaweeds - that are not only carbon neutral,
but which may even sequester carbon from
the air. Alghiknit, for example, is a New
York-based bio-materials research company
that is developing compostable yarns
from bio-polymers that can be turned into

textiles. So far it has used kelp - a large,
brown seaweed that also happens to be one
of the fastest-growing organisms on Earth to create a yarn is strong and elastic enough
to be knitted by hand or machine.
“The incredible regenerative power of
kelp is indicative of its potential,” explains
Alghiknit’s CEO Aaron Nesser, “and kelp is
currently used in a wide range of industries
- as an emulsifying or bonding agent, as an
ingredient in quite a few food and cosmetic
products. This said, there is, most definitely,
a lack of exploration and innovation in
finding other applications for kelp. The
fashion industry is starting to take steps in
the right direction.”
Nor is it just algae that is opening up new
avenues. Frustrated by the use of plastics
in footwear and so many other products,
Jen Keane - UK-based designer, co-founder
of Modern Synthesis and ex materials
designer for Adidas - has developed a form
of ‘microbial weaving’, using a specific
strain of bacterial cellulose to create a
strong and lightweight hybrid material that
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is grown rather than spun or woven. She
has grown a single piece shoe upper as
a demonstration of this new approach to
materials design.
“The idea of growing your own clothes
is now being widely investigated, but
there are still lots of misconceptions
about it - that this is all some kind of
hippy thinking, or that it results in some
kind of brown, teabag-like material, for
example,” laughs Keane. “I think those
misconceptions lie in the fact that society
is so germophobic - we tend to think of
bacteria as inherently bad, as unclean, so
the idea of using it to produce a material

is an uncomfortable one for some people.
Bio-design is still very much a niche field,
but I think we’re slowly moving towards
an entirely new, nature-driven approach to
design, in which we’re inspired by nature,
by the properties of an organism and how
it behaves. Microbes have the potential to
be an infinitely renewable source of raw
materials for us in the future, we just need
to better understand how to utilize them
more effectively.”
Indeed, such approaches look likely
to herald other necessary changes in our
attitudes towards clothing - as temporary,
rather than as disposable, as literally living

rather than inert. Roya Aghighi, a Torontobased ‘design investigator’, for example,
has developed Biogarmentry, a proof of
concept clothing textile made from algae
that turns carbon dioxide into oxygen via
photosynthesis. To make the textile, a
single-cell green algae is spun together with
nano polymers, the resulting cloth being
bonded to form a garment. To date each
garment has a life-cycle of a few months,
before being composted.
“Among all the objects we use we
already have a very intimate relationship
with our clothing - it becomes part of us,
after all - but we don’t typically think
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deeply about it. But the fact is that we care
more about things when they’re alive,”
Aghighi argues. “I think we’d be less
likely to just toss a shirt that was ‘alive’
into the washing machine or closet. We’d
have to tend to it. Sure, some people would
be freaked out by the idea of wearing a
living garment, but even that provokes a
conversation about it being a dependent

designer specialising in alternative, sciencebased approaches to clothing design. “Its
sustainability will be what defines it as
luxury - the kind of fabrics bio-design
will provide especially suit the more
comfortable way we dress now too, given
lockdown. Ideas in bio-materials that were
sci-fi a few years ago we’re now actually
doing.” l

“Bio-design is still very much a niche field, but I think we’re slowly moving towards an entirely new,
nature-driven approach to design, in which we’re inspired by nature, by the properties of an organism and
how it behaves.”

Image: Jen Keane

Image: Tom Mannion

‘‘

being, like your house plants, or pets. And
much like you don’t normally have tens of
pets, or children, the fact that a garment is
living may cause you to cherish the one or
two you have, rather than over-consume.”
“I certainly think there’s potential for
carbon neutral clothing to become the
new luxury clothing,” argues Dr. Mark
Lui, a Sydney-based fashion and textile
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FINE DINING
AND RELAXATION

LARDER-STYLE
L

Dr Johnson would have approved

ichfield’s most famous son, 18th century philosopher Samuel Johnson,
once said: “There is nothing which has yet been contrived by man by which
so much happiness is produced as by a good tavern or inn.”
The great sage’s words may well have been largely referring to the many
London drinking houses he frequented back in Georgian times – but it’s
pretty safe to assume that the broad sentiment also extended to the popular
restaurants of 250 or so years ago (Johnson was renowned as an enthusiastic
trencherman in his day).
Culinary (and literary) tastes tend to come and go over the years but

inevitably it’s quality that usually makes the difference.
I think Dr Johnson would be delighted to hear that,
just around the corner from his very birthplace (now
a tourist museum attraction) in the heart of historic
Lichfield, there’s a welcoming restaurant which
comfortably passes the quality test....
Larder is a fascinating combination of modern and
traditional, appealing across the generational divide.
Its walls are dotted with rock and roll style prints by
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American artist Todd White which could have graced classic vinyl album covers back in
their 60s and 70s heyday. And any restaurant whose (mercifully understated) background
music includes a track as good as Have You Ever Seen the Rain? by Creedence Clearwater
Revival just has to have its very own taste and style.
But it’s ultimately the food that counts (marvellous though it was to hear swamp-rockers
Creedence once again as I finished off my cheese dessert). And Larder, in my book, passes
that quality culinary test with aplomb.
On a Wednesday night, slap bang in the middle of the Euro 2021 football championships,
Larder was bustling, with an all-female birthday group tucking in alongside couples and
parties of four. The dreaded spectre of Covid may still have a been a bit of an elephant
in the room with the masks and the rule of six etc but diners could happily banish any
lingering lockdown blues by simply sampling the variety of fare on offer.
There’s clearly an attempt here to aim for the sort of standards you would expect in any
upmarket diner with long-term aspirations – the menu is packed with imaginative dishes
while general manager Alec Robotham calls Larder’s cuisine ‘relaxed fine dining.’ It’s hard
to conjure up a better phrase....
Starters ranged from Lichfield asparagus to broccoli soup with stilton bread and sea
trout pastrami. Whilst I generally prefer my steaks to be of sirloin cut, medium-cooked,
my Larder debut of steak tartare with black truffle egg yolk puree, crispy capers, tarragon
oil, watercress and sourdough crouton was a mouth-watering tour de force, rich and
flavoursome.
Meanwhile, Julia was equally enamoured of her poached cod, with chorizo jam,
sweetcorn and charred leek. She was still talking about the charred leek for days afterwards,
so it must have been good.
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Main courses ranged from spiced lamb
belly to glazed shin of beef and Moroccan
stuffed baby aubergine alongside a variety
of steaks. I opted for poached Lemon
sole with seaweed, confit apple puree,
crab beignet, samphire, fennel, soya and
ginger dressing, attracted as much by the
accompaniments as by the fish itself.
Whilst I would never profess to be a
dyed in the wool (or dish) Tom ParkerBowles style foodie, my taste buds know
a good thing when they come across it and

the lemon sole concoction was a culinary
triumph, genuine melt in the mouth stuff.
Across the table, Julia – whose appetite
can be unpredictable at times – was
enthusiastically clearing her plate of roasted
duck breast, carrot and cardamom puree,
pak choi, roasted carrot, duck leg samosa,
and plum ketchup. We also shared side
orders of crispy potatoes with chorizo and
basil mayonnaise and tender stem broccoli
with toasted almonds. Hearty appetites are
recommended for visitors to Larder.

Undeterred, we both ploughed on with
desserts. Julia demolished a pavlova
of home-grown Lichfield strawberries,
strawberry gel, tarragon and vanilla cream
while I temporarily dispensed with my
habitually sweet tooth for a savoury plate of
British cheeses which included Bosworth
Ash goat’s cheese, Cheddar Bomb and
Perl Las Blue (which was quite divine,
translating into ‘Blue Pearl’ in Welsh).
The meal was satisfactorily washed
down with a pint of lager for me, two
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glasses of Sauvignon Blanc, coffee
and home-made chocolates as a tasty
afterthought. All in all, an evening – and a
meal – to remember....
Afterwards, it was good to chat to
owner Luke James and general manager
Alec Robotham, about the life and times
of Larder, and the back story of this
Staffordshire culinary gem.
Says Luke: “This is a family business
with my mum and dad, Dean and Julie
James – I run it from day to day and
they are more investors (Mr James
senior runs Stafford-based plasterers and
contractors TC Interiors, which carried
out the conversion work on the former
photographic studio premises back in 2018).
“I am the full-time chef while Alec
(Robotham) is the general manager and the
head chef is Alex Wickham. We feel that we
are primarily a niche restaurant. It’s been
very busy, and if we can sustain that, the
world is our oyster.”
General manager Alec Robotham,
who joined in September 2019, added:
“Lichfield is a tourist attraction – you have
got the Cathedral, the National Arboretum
etc. We get a lot of customers through
them, and we have built up our own regular
clientele. We are getting people from in and
around Lichfield, and from a 10 to 15-mile
radius.
“It’s about relaxed fine dining. I would
like to think that we are providing good
quality service without being too stuffy
and pretentious. Lichfield has been really
supportive of us – you are looking at four to
six weeks to book for a Saturday night.”
It’s still relatively early days for Larder
since its launch in November 2018 – but
the restaurant has bounced back strongly
from Covid-19, taking on extra staff since
it re-opened to indoor diners in mid-May.
And the signs are good for the future, if our
inaugural visit is anything to go by.
Ultimately, the acid test for any restaurant
– especially for first-time visitors like us –
is ‘would you go back?’ We undoubtedly
would – and so I expect would Dr Johnson,
were he still around today in his beloved
birthplace of Lichfield.....You can just
imagine the great philosopher merrily
tucking into towering platefuls of glazed
shin of beef and Perl Las Blue cheese... l
See www.larderlichfield.com
or contact 01543-471342.
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Black Country Festival

7

Herefordshire & Worcestershire
Chamber of Commerce Business
Expo, Yellow Gate, Three Counties
Showground, Malvern, Worcestershire,
WR13 6NW

14

Virtual Manufacturing Forum,
Herefordshire & Worcestershire
Chamber of Commerce

31

Online - Future Faces & BYPY Young
Professional Awards 2021, Greater
Birmingham Chamber of Commerce
Commercial Vehicle Show, NEC
Birmingham

SEPTEMBER
1-2

Commercial Vehicle Show, NEC
Birmingham

7

Tech Tuesdays - Assisistive Technologies
& Remote Medicine, Betaden
(Worcestershire’s Dynamic Launchpad
for tech companies)

7-9

The Health & Safety Event , NEC
Birmingham

9

BBC Webinar, Tariff Free Trade-Global
Britain explained , Herefordshire &
Worcestershire Chamber Of Commerce

15-16 European Neuro Convention, NEC
Birmingham
22

Online Event - Director & Board
Development - Your Leadership
Approach, Black Country Chamber Of
Commerce

To have your event listed here, please email jon@bw-magazine.co.uk.
Please note, while we make every effort to ensure these listings are correct, we cannot be held responsible for changes or cancellations – always contact the venue beforehand to check.

Make your
worries our
business.
Whatever problems you are
experiencing in your business,
we can help.
Begbies Traynor Group delivers solutions for businesses in the
areas of corporate recovery, restructuring, corporate finance,
property consultancy, refinancing, fund raising, credit control,
time to pay and asset disposal.
Contact us for a consultation:
3rd Floor, Temple Point, 1 Temple Row,
Birmingham, West Midlands, B2 5LG
T: 0121 200 8150 E: birmingham@btguk.com
28 Cleveland Street, Wolverhampton, WV1 3HT
T: 01902 489 860 E: wolverhampton@btguk.com
Office 2, Broomhall Business Centre, Broomhall Lane,
Broomhall, Worcester, Worcestershire, WR5 2NT
T: 01905 852 274 E: worcester@btguk.com
www.begbies-traynorgroup.com

Offices across the UK. www.begbies-traynorgroup.com
Begbies Traynor Group plc is a company registered in England and Wales No: 5120043.
Registered Office: 340 Deansgate, Manchester M3 4LY

