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SMALL BUSINESS FOCUS

Turriff farmer branches
out with garden centre

Each week, we ask small firms some
key questions. This time, we speak
to Jim Williamson, a partner in
Williamson's Garden and Machinery
Centre, at Turriff
How and why did you
start in business?
There were, and still are, a
lot of pressures in farming.
I realised that I had to find
another source of income
and diversifying the business felt like the right thing
to do. Fortunately for me,
my family and my employees, it looks like that was
the right decision to make.
How did you get to where
you are today? It’s been
really hard work, but I
couldn’t have done it without my very supportive and
hard-working wife, Kay,
and of course an understanding bank manager.
Who also helped you?
Vicky Thomson, in her role
as rural diversification officer for Aberdeenshire
Council, helped me a great
deal. Scottish Enterprise
Grampian, and the support
provided by the Federation
of Small Businesses, has
also been invaluable.
What has been your
biggest mistake? I’ve
trusted people who have
then let me down, which is
always disappointing.
What was your greatest
achievement?
By having the right people
on board, I’ve managed to
expand the business and do
most of the development
work in-house and in
record time.
If you were in power in
government, what would
you change?

Unscrupulous lawyers need
to be taken to heel to curtail the “sue society”.
Business rates need to be
restructured to include
internet business so that
we have a level playing
field.
What do you still hope to
achieve? I want to improve
the facilities that I already
offer. Listening to customer
comments is very important for my business, and
I’ll continue to react to
serve their needs.

‘‘Unscrupulous

lawyers need to
be taken to heel
to curtail the
‘sue society’ ’’

What do you do to relax?
When time allows, I play a
bit of golf in the summer
and Scrabble in winter.
I also enjoy a glass of red
wine.
What are you currently
reading, listening to or
glued to on the TV?
I keep up to date by reading the daily papers. I subscribe to Farmers Weekly
and enjoy watching Top
Gear and any World War II
documentaries.
What do you waste your
money on?
I don't have any money to
waste; my three teenage
sons see to that.

Neil Whyte: festive spirit

fairly generous for companies
holding staff parties, he is
more like Scrooge when it
comes to Christmas presents.
The firm said employers
s h o u l d r e m e m b e r t h at
HMRC generally perceives

THE Forum of Private
Business has resurrected
its economywatch member panel survey a year
after the previous report
showed firms were seeing an upturn in orders
and turnover yet struggling to make a profit.
The new study showed
business confidence had
fallen compared with a
year ago, with just 1% of
respondents “very confident” and 27% “confident” about their
prospects, while 43%
were “not very confident”, 11% “pessimistic”
and 6% “very pessimistic”. In 2010, 36%
were “confident”, 5%
“very confident” about
their growth potential
while 39% were “not
very confident”, 5% “pessimistic” and 7% “very
pessimistic”.

Phil Orford: frustrating

DIVERSIFICATION: Jim Williamson . . . the right decision to make. Photograph: Colin Rennie

How would your friends
describe you?
I’d like to think they’d say
trustworthy, honest, loyal
and soft-hearted.

What would your enemies say about you?
I wouldn't like to think I
have any enemies.
What do you drive and

dream of driving? I drive
an old Audi A8 4.0 TDI. I
dream of an Aston Martin
DB9, or the shiniest car at
Morrison Motors.

Tax liabilities could be lurking in the Christmas hampers
AS ANOTHER challenging
year draws to a close, many
firms are lifting the office
mood by organising Christmas parties or giving gifts to
staff and customers.
They may not be aware of
the tax implications of these
festive offerings, however, so
accountant and business
adviser PKF is warning
employers there might be tax
liabilities lurking in the
Christmas hampers.
It said HM Revenue and
Customs (HMRC) has historically targeted Christmas staff
costs for tax and national
insurance contribution recovery and, while the taxman is

Keeping
eye on
effects of
economy

gifts to staff as a taxable benefit. So to avoid the worker
who receives the gift also getting a tax bill, the employer
may wish to pay the tax on the
gift; so, for example, a hamper worth £50 might end up
costing the employer £95,
however, gifts deemed as
“trivial” are exempt from tax
and HMRC has previously
extended the definition of
this gift category.
PKF tax partner Neil
Whyte, said: “HMRC views
items such as a turkey, a bottle
of wine or a box of chocolates
as trivial, but a case of wine or
a hamper would not be trivial
and could be defined as a

taxable benefit. Also, employers should avoid giving store
vouchers as gifts. Vouchers
are subject to specific legislation and will be taxable,
whatever the face value. If in
doubt, businesses should
check with their advisers.”
Businesses wishing to send
a small gift to customers for
their loyalty should also be
aware of the tax implications.
Mr Whyte said: “The full cost
of the gift – together with the
cost of any other such gifts to
the same recipient in the relevant tax period – has to be
£50 or less to qualify for tax
relief. Also, the gift cannot be
food, drink, tobacco or a

voucher exchangeable for
goods and must include a
conspicuous advertisement
for the business.”
F o r t u n a t e l y, H M R C
approaches Christmas parties with more festive spirit.
PKF said business owners
were allowed to spend up to
£150 per head on an annual
party before the employees are
treated as receiving a taxable
benefit, however, the £150
limit must include VAT, venue,
transport, entertainment and
accommodation costs. The
exemption is an annual limit
so the cost of all staff functions
held in the tax year must be
considered together.

The previous survey,
which tracked the health
of the economy through
the experiences of small
businesses, was published in December 2010.
Forum chief executive
Phil Orford said: “The
confidence of businesses
in their future prospects
and ability to drive
growth and job creation
is falling.
“That’s extremely worrying. Partly, it reflects
real fears of a double-dip
recession, but there is
more to it than that.
“While some small businesses have seen
improved profitability . . .
too often profits are being
decimated by a rising tide
of costs. Finance is also
scarce and expensive, so
business owners’ ability to
maintain any kind of
reasonable cash flow is
being undermined.
“What is frustrating is
that there are small businesses in some sectors
that would otherwise be
doing OK were it not for
these cash-flow issues,
low consumer confidence
and the economic turmoil
they are facing.”

Property and pensions can
both have a part to play
BY IAN FORSYTH

NORTH-EAST businessman
Martyn Macdonnell wants to
know if pensions are still the
best way to save for retirement in the current economic
climate.
The 54-year-old businessdevelopment director at
Kintore-based Paradigm
Flow Solutions, said: “I’m
keen to get an understanding
of whether pensions are
really the best way to save for
retirement.
“Given the current economic climate, are property
markets going to offer a more
realistic return?
“Most people will probably
understand the basic principle that they need to save
for retirement, however, with
many pension funds now
slashed in value, the cash-inyour-pocket value of the average pension will now be a lot
less than people think.
“For me, I would now have
to invest more than £300,000
in cash now, with regular
top-ups, to secure any form
of decent pension.
“Given the continued
uncertainty of the economy,
the rise and fall of investments and the growth in
inflation, I would rather put
my pension money into
bricks and mortar.
“Here, at least, I can see my
investment, manage it as I see
fit, and sell it when I want.
Perhaps it is an old-fashioned
attitude, but I think that the
security of an old-age pension
may not be as good as it once
was, and bricks and mortar is
one investment that has

stood the test of time. Would
this put me in a better position for retirement?”
Kevin Mackenzie, a financial planner and pension specialist with Acumen
Financial Planning in
Aberdeen, said comparing
pensions with property was a
huge topic, and one unable to
be addressed briefly.
He stressed, however, that
no investment was risk-free
as people investing in property to fund their retirement
had recently found to their
peril. The Halifax house price
index shows that the average
property price in Scotland
dropped by 2.1% in 2008,
10.8% in 2009 and 1.2% in
2010.
Mr Mackenzie said a range

‘‘A range of

assets can be
held within a
pension fund ’’

of assets could be held within
a pension fund, including
stocks and shares, direct
commercial property, property-related investment
funds, corporate bonds, gilts
and cash, and pensions
remained one of the most
tax-efficient ways to save for
retirement.
He added: “Pensions are
still a very tax-efficient
option; a basic-rate taxpayer
can fund a pension at 80p in
the pound, a higher-rate taxpayer at 60p in the pound and
additional rate taxpayer at
50p in the pound.
“When you retire, you can

they knew how much their
pensions were worth, compared with just half (50%) of
women.
When it came to where
their pensions were invested,
just under half of men (48%)
were aware, against 37% of
women, and 59% of men said
they understood they could
alter contribution levels,
compared with only 39% of
women.
The study by the Future
Foundation think-tank for
Friends Life based on 1,000

– I’m new to
investment and am
not sure whether to buy
active funds or trackers.
Which is best? – P.A.W.,
Portlethen.
– Barry O’Neill,
investment director at
Carbon Financial Partners
in Aberdeen, said: The odds
are stacked against you if
you try to choose active
managers. Every year,
Standard and Poor’s
publishes a report
comparing the
performance of active
managers against an
appropriate index. One of
the main conclusions of the
2010 report was that
“indices outperformed a
majority of active managers
across all domestic (US)
and international equity
categories”. The mid-year
report for 2011 is similarly
damning for active
managers. In the words of
one of the world’s most
famous investors, Warren
Buffet, “most investors,
both institutional and
individual, will find that the
best way to own common
stocks is through an index
fund that charges minimal
fees. Those following this
path are sure to beat the net
results (after fees and
expenses) delivered by the
great majority of
investment professionals”.
– Having invested a
substantial amount
in cash Isas over 10 years,
I have recently found out
that these are now
earning less than 1%. Can
I get a better rate than
this? – G.M., Forfar.
– Mr O’Neill said:
cash Isas are like any
other deposit account in
that rates offered vary
widely. If you simply want
to increase your interest
rate, you could transfer to
another provider. The
more competitive
providers are offering
interest rates of about 3%
a year, or slightly more if
you are prepared to tie up
your money for at least a
year. It is worth noting,
however, that inflation is
now about 5%, so even
these rates will not keep
pace with the cost of living.
If you want returns above
inflation, you might need
to consider transferring
your cash Isas to a stocksand-shares Isa. While these
investments can
outperform interest rates,
future returns are not
guaranteed and you may
also lose some or all of your
investment. Always seek
independent financial
advice so you are sure of
the risks and potential
benefits involved.
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RETIREMENT GOALS: Martyn Macdonnell reckons bricks and mortar may be his best bet

generally take 25% of your
fund as tax-free cash.
“Pension contributions
attract generous tax relief
that investing in property
doesn’t have. That said, property will produce rental
i n c o m e f r o m d ay o n e ,
whereas pension income is
not available until age 55.
“A large percentage of pension funds are typically
invested in equities.

“Historically, both equities
and property returns have
outperformed inflation; the
main objective of any investment.
“It is important to invest
your pension fund in the
right place to maximise
investment returns. Likewise,
a property investment has to
be in the right location, to
ensure capital growth and
maximum rental yield.”

Mr Mackenzie said both
pensions and property could
play a part in achieving Mr
Macdonnell’s retirement
goals.
The financial planner and
pension specialist added:
“ T h e ke y t o a c h i e v i n g
these goals is to have the discipline to set money aside for
retirement each month and
never put all your eggs in one
basket.”

Women urged to bridge retirement saving gap
WOMEN face a “rougher
ride” in old age unless they
bridge the gap with men and
start saving more for their
retirement, according to pension experts.
Researchers found 59% of
women were not saving for a
pension, compared with just
over half (52%) of men,
despite women having more
financial independence than
ever. They also found women
less likely to understand their
pension, with nearly twothirds (65%) of men saying
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online responses from men
and women exposed the gap
in understanding between
the sexes about their pensions.
When asked if they knew
their pension would allow
them to retire early, nearly
two-thirds (63%) of men said
they knew, compared with
just 47% of women.
Martin Palmer, head of corporate benefits marketing at
Friends Life, said: “Women
are taking greater control of
their money but still appear

to be disengaged with pensions, whether due to career
breaks, lack of flexibility in
their working arrangements
or simply because they find
them confusing.
“Our research suggests that
women, more than men, are
failing to grasp the urgency of
the looming pensions crisis.
“This is borne out by our
own figures, which show
average pension contributions made by women have
decreased in value. When you
couple this with the increase

in state pension age, women
seemingly have a rougher
ride in the years ahead than
their male counterparts.”
The report also said young
people needed to abandon
their “here-and-now” focus
and instead work towards
“deferred gratification” by
saving for their retirement.
The reasons given for not
paying into a pension scheme
included having other financial commitments, while others felt pension schemes were
too risky.
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