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SMALL BUSINESS FOCUS

I wish I had a crystal ball
and a red-tape zapper

BY IAN FORSYTH

Each week, we ask small firms in the
area some key questions. This time,
we speak to Andrew Malcolm, technical
director of Uaine: a biomass heat
product developer and manufacturer,
with bases in Aberdeen and Dundee
How and why did you
start in business?
I always wanted to start my
own business since I left
the Gordon Highlanders in
1991. I worked long hours
and saved for 15 years for
my start-up capital.
I like to innovate and find
solutions to the issues we
face in heating our homes
and businesses.
How did you get to where
you are today?
I was never satisfied to stay
in the same job and was always looking for good opportunities to improve my
experience and skills.
It’s been a hard road to
walk in the renewables sector because of the constant
policy changing at central
government.
I sometimes wish I had a
crystal ball and a red tape
zapper so that small businesses can compete on a
level playing field with big
business. I'll have to put
that on my Santa list this
year.
Who helped you?
My family and my Federation of Small Businesses
colleagues in the south
Aberdeenshire branch who
have a wealth of experience.
What has been your
biggest mistake?
Trusting and employing the
wrong people.
In hindsight I would have
done things differently, but
my lack of experience when
I started up my first business ensured that I made

THE evolution of technology means it is now
possible to effectively
communicate daily with
individuals across the
globe.
This can bring benefits
to the business community, but the advantage
and return gained from
strengthening relationships in person rather
than remotely should
not be underestimated.
With global trade
shows and conferences
now being held for an
increasing number of industries, more and more
firms are deciding to invest time and money in
attending and are in
turn reaping the rewards.
Les Hill, managing director of Ellon-based
LFH Engineering,
strongly believes in investing in face-to-face
customer relations.
The company has put

Andrew Malcolm:
addicted to news
in any media.
Photograph: Kevin Emslie

lots of mistakes. However,
crucially, I’ve learned from
those mistakes and now
know who and what to
avoid.
What was your greatest
achievement?
I think my greatest achievement has still to come,
which may come in the
next few years if we can get
our research and development project to market –
it’s a domestic micro
biomass combined heat
and power system.
It will look like a cubeshaped shed in the garden
and will provide heating
and electricity for properties ranging from the average three to four-bedroom

house to a medium-sized
office block or hotel.
If you were in power in
government, what would
you change?

‘‘I would also take

issues like climate
change away from
party politics’’

Reduce red tape for small
businesses. In particular,
make changes to the micro
generation certification
scheme for installers so
that they can compete on a
level playing field with big
businesses.
I would also take important

issues like climate change
away from party politics
and put it at the top of the
nation’s long-term agenda.
What do you still hope to
achieve?
I would like to bring our
WoodyCube domestic
biomass heating system
successfully to market in
2012 and bring the manufacturing of biomass systems to Scotland, thus making it affordable for all.
What do you do to relax?
Spending time with my
eight-year-old son and
listening to music.
What are you currently
reading, listening to or
glued to on the TV?
Mumford and Sons (music)

and I am addicted to news
in any media.
What do you waste your
money on?
Every penny is a prisoner (I
take after my late father) so
I don't waste money.
How would your friends
describe you? Loyal, stubborn and a chatterbox
What would your
enemies say about you?
I’m not sure, but I imagine
it’s not very complimentary.
What do you drive and
dream of driving?
Four wheels and an engine.
I hate driving, but if I could
drive an electric car powered by my own biomass
combined heat and power
unit I'd be a happy man.

Accord planning to double workforce
BY ROSS DAVIDSON

YOUNG Aberdeen-based
firm Accord Energy Solutions
said it had surpassed its own
expectations after achieving
revenue of £900,000 in
only its first year of trading.
The hydrocarbon
accounting company said it now
planned to double its 11-strong
Alan Spence: employee-owned strategy

workforce in the next 12
months to build on its initial
success.
The company was set up by
Alan Spence, who was managing director at Smith Rea
Energy for nine years, and
fellow directors Phil Stockton
and James Arthur.
Mr Spence said: “The correct measurement and allocation of produced oil and gas
is integral to the business of
any oil and gas production

Firm sees
importance
of global
networking

company. Accord Energy
helps clients realise the true
fiscal value of their produced
hydrocarbons.”
The firm is currently
owned by the three directors,
but Mr Spence said staff
would receive a majority
shareholding in the firm in
the coming months.
“We are confident that our
unique employee-owned
business strategy will have a
positive effect on our ability

to retain and attract staff, but
also on the level of service our
clients receive,” he said.
Mr Spence added Accord
Energy had attracted clients
i n c l u d i n g S h e l l , B P,
Marathon and ExxonMobil in
the past 12 months.
He said: “The first year has
surpassed our expectations
and we look forward to doubling the size of our team in
the next 12 months and continuing our success to date.”

Les Hill: face-to-face

an ambitious customer
and marketing travel
plan in place, in which
representatives from the
firm can visit existing
and potential clients in
14 countries.
Mr Hill said: “This is
undoubtedly a big step,
but one which we feel is
of utmost importance to
LFH, our global network
of contacts and our vision to increase our international customer
base.
“In today’s ‘global village’ it is assumed that all
information and practices
are shared internationally, however, we have
found, particularly in the
specialist pump-manufacturing market within
which we operate, this is
not always the case. Our
recent trip to Oil and Gas
Asia, in Kuala Lumpur,
has opened new avenues
for us and already provided access to markets
which were unaware of
the specialisms and products out there.”
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Boost your feel-good bank
without breaking the bank
BY IAN FORSYTH

THE head of fundraising at
the VSA charity in Aberdeen,
Karen Barlow, is often asked
for advice on the most taxeffective ways of donating to
good causes.
The 36-year-old, who lives
near Inverurie and has
worked for VSA for 18
months, is keen to establish
what avenues are open to
people wishing to give to worthy organisations such as
VSA.
She said: “As the northeast's leading social-care
charity, VSA aims to provide
the best care and support
possible, to enable our community to fulfil its potential.
“To achieve this, we rely
heavily on donations from individuals, as well as from all
the other fundraising avenues we pursue. For example, corporate sponsorships,
grant funding and trust applications.
“However, while there appears to be many different
ways that people can support
good causes like ours, there
seems to be confusion as to
how best to do so.
“People are unsure about
the tax position involved,
both in terms of their own
savings being taxed as a result
of making a donation, but
also their actual donation being taxed and less of it than
they would like reaching
their chosen charity.
“We’re obviously aware of
the likes of gift aid, but
we would be keen to learn
more about other measures
available to us to ensure
those giving to charity can
do so in the most effective
means possible with as much

of the donation going directly
to all the good causes those
individuals have chosen to
support.”
Hazel Brown, a director at
Carbon Financial Partners,
said giving to charity could
help to ease hard-pressed
consumers’ tax bills.
She said: “We all like to do
our bit for good causes. Most
people recognise that this
boosts their ‘feel-good’ bank,
but don’t realise that it can
also add to their financial
bank balance if done in the
right way. While putting a few
pounds in a donation box is
generous, there are more taxefficient ways to donate.”
One of these is through the
gift aid system. Ms Brown

‘‘A contribution

made through
gift aid receives
income tax relief at
a rate of 20%’’
says: “A contribution made
through gift aid receives income tax relief at a rate of
20%. This means a net donation of £100 received by a
charity will equate to £125
after the charity has received
the tax relief.
“Anyone who pays income
tax at the higher rate of 40%
will receive a further tax saving of 20%: this must be done
through the self-assessment
tax-return system. In essence,
every net donation of £100
will cost a 40% taxpayer just
£75.”
To claim tax relief, charities
usually ask you to complete a
gift-aid declaration form. Ms
Brown said that you must

will be offered from as low as
3.79% with a £900 fee, although this product is dependent on the borrower
having a 70% loan-to-value
ratio.
Fixed mortgage rates have
fallen to record lows in recent
months but analysts have
urged borrowers to act fast
because they are unlikely to
get any cheaper.

How will the
European debt
crisis affect growth in
the UK markets over
the next few years? –
I.K., Peterhead.
Steven McKnight, a
senior partner with
the St. James’s Place
Partnership, said: For the
rest of 2011, the general
outlook is for little
change in the underlying
strength of the UK
economy and it is
anticipated that growth
will remain weak.
Realistically, the impact
of the UK Government’s
spending cuts and tax
rises are probably yet to
take full effect and most
will continue to feel the
strain on their
household incomes as
steps to reduce debt –
both at home and within
the eurozone – remain.
On a more positive note,
the strength of other
global markets offers a
degree of optimism for
many companies, as the
trend for exports
continues to grow,
however, it is
questionable whether
this fully compensates
for the negativity in
other areas of the global
economy.
With new pension
rules limiting my
annual contributions to
a maximum of £50,000
a year, what impact will
this have on me? – G.G.,
Banchory.
Mr McKnight said:
It depends. The
government restricts the
annual amount on which
you benefit from tax
relief on personal
contributions. This is the
greater of £3,600 or
100% of your relevant UK
earnings, up to a
maximum of the annual
allowance: currently
£50,000. There are no
specific limits on
employer contributions,
but if your personal and
your employer’s
contributions exceed the
annual allowance, you
will be taxed on the
excess at your marginal
rate of income tax.
This means that if you
have relevant earnings
less than £50,000 the
change to the annual
allowance will have no
impact on you. The good
news for high earners,
however, is that “antiforestalling” has gone, so
if you were limited to a
contribution of £20,000
last year you will now be
able to make a personal
contribution of up to
£50,000 in this tax year.
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GOOD CAUSES: Karen Barlow . . . people unsure about tax position. Photograph: Jim Irvine

have sufficient tax payable in
the first instance, though you
can carry back to the previous
fiscal year.
The gift-aid system is quick
and easy, but certain organisations make the process
even more straightforward.
If you open an account with
the Charities Aid Foundation
(cafonline.org), it will reclaim
basic-rate tax relief on your
behalf and hold your money.
Gifts can then be made to
your chosen charity through

a special chequebook or card.
The Scottish Community
Foundation (scottishcf.org) is
a similar organisation.
Ms Brown said that another way to give tax-efficiently
was to take part in a company
payroll giving scheme,
adding: “Many employers operate these, whereby a gross
contribution is deducted
from your earnings before
any income tax or national
insurance is paid. If you need
any extra incentive to donate

to charity, remember that this
reduces your inheritance tax
(IHT) liability after you’ve
gone, as well as your income
tax bill while you’re here.
“Charitable donations
made in your will are . . .
exempt from IHT, as are gifts
made during your lifetime.
And, from April 6l next year, if
you leave at least 10% of your
estate to charity, a reduced
IHT rate of 36% (down from
the usual 40%) will apply to
the rest of your estate.”

Building society lowers fixed mortgage rates
BORROWERS were given a
further boost after building
society Nationwide became
the latest lender to cut its
fixed mortgage rates.
The UK’s third-biggest
lender will reduce all fiveyear fixed mortgage rates by
0.1 percentage points and all
two-year tracker rates by 0.15
points.
This means the five-year fix
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The reduction in the price
of fixed-rate mortgages is being driven by a fall in swap
rates, upon which the deals
are partially based, as the
Bank of England’s monetary
policy committee is expected
to put off raising the base rate
of 0.5% until next year.
Martyn Dawson, head of
mortgages at Nationwide,
said: “Five-year fixed-rate

mortgages can be ideal for
customers who prefer more
certainty about their mortgage payments, so our decision to further reduce these
rates is good news for those
people.”
Lenders slashing their rates
in the past few weeks included big names such as Halifax,
Lloyds TSB and NatWest.
Chelsea Building Society

also unveiled a five-year fix at
3.39% recently; the lowest
rate yet for such a deal.
According to Moneyfacts,
the average five-year fix has
fallen to 5.02%, the lowest
since before the credit
crunch. The Council for
Mortgage lenders said 62% of
new borrowers and those
remortgaging opted for fixed
mortgages during May.
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