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SMALL BUSINESS FOCUS

Ron proud of his record
in training up apprentices
Each week, we ask small
firms in the area some
key questions. This time,
we speak to Ron Duncan,
owner of Elgin business
Ron Duncan Plumber
and Heating Engineer
How and why did you
start in business?
In the summer of 1984, I
was enjoying being a
plumber for Moray Council,
where I served my apprenticeship.
Aged 24, I had just built a
home for my young family.
Planning and managing the
build from scratch gave me
the confidence to consider
starting my own business.
Twenty-seven years later,
I’m still trading.
How did you get to where
you are today?
It’s been hard work, but I
think my main attribute is
my customer service.
I always try to be on the
job as soon as possible
when a customer calls
requiring assistance.
I grew up as one of 11
children. This experience
gave me the life skills that
I use to this day.
I think communication is
vital, especially in a complicated job.
Who helped you?
My wife, Christine, helps
co-ordinate my work. It
would be difficult for her
not to, because my office is
also my home.
Over time I’ve built trusting
relationships with other
local tradesmen.
We have a mutual understanding, we work very
well together and we support each other’s businesses.

What has been your
biggest mistake?
I think I should have taken
more risks in the property
market when I was
younger. Hindsight is a
wonderful thing.
What was your greatest
achievement?
I’ve managed to keep my
business on track through
the hard times and I’m
proud to have trained up
eight apprentices over the
years.
A couple of my apprentices
have started their own
businesses and it’s good to
think that I’ve played a part
in that.
If you were in power in

Currency
volatility a
concern for
many SMEs
BY IAN FORSYTH

LIFE SKILLS: Ron Duncan
. . . one of 11 children.
Photograph: David
Whittaker-Smith

government, what would
you change?
As an employer, I back the
Federation of Small Businesses in asking for better
support for one-man-bands
to employ their first
person. Reduced national

‘‘A couple of
my apprentices
have started their
own businesses ’’
insurance contributions for
existing employers would
help too.
What do you still hope
to achieve?

I have a new multi-fuel
stove to instal in my own
house and it’s been sitting
in the garage for eight
months.
The old adage about a
cobbler’s kids having no
shoes springs to mind.
What do you do to relax?
I’m a member of Elgin
Musical Theatre and I’ve
just completed the Monster
Loch Ness challenge for the
third time, running and
cycling in a relay with my
brothers.
What are you currently
reading, listening to or
glued to on the TV?
I enjoy watching the
Formula One motor racing

and am looking forward to
the Rugby World Cup.
What do you waste
your money on?
A small businessman can’t
afford to waste money.
How would your friends
describe you? Hopefully as
being a helpful, cheerful
person they can rely on.
What would your
enemies say about you?
Whatever they like; I’ve
never heard them. And,
unless it’s constructive, I
don’t want to know.
What do you drive and
dream of driving?
I drive a Fiat Ducato van,
and I dream of driving my
wife’s Range Rover Sport.

CURRENCY volatility continues to be a key concern
for small and medium
enterprises (SMEs) over the
next six months.
More than one-third said
they were worried about
the negative impact of fluctuations on their business,
according to a new report
by foreign currency specialist HiFX.
When assessing their
company’s foreign
exchange (FX) exposure,
25% said they looked at
what was on offer as and
when they needed to make
a transaction, whereas just
over one-fifth kept a watchful eye on rates to ensure
they got the best deal.
Of those that checked
their company’s FX exposure regularly, almost one
quarter looked at the rates
available daily and almost
one-third checked them
each week.
The HiFX study, FX in
SMEs, shows currency
volatility will increase costs
for businesses over the next
year as moves in the market affect the cost of purchasing goods and services
overseas.
Mark Bodega, director at
HiFX, said: “With volatility
high up on the list of concerns for small business
owners, it is surprising to
see that over two-fifths of
those surveyed in our report
said they don’t currently
make any formal provision
in their company accounts
for FX exposure. To mitigate
the effect of exchange-rate
volatility . . . it is more
important than ever to seek
advice from an FX provider
and ensure company
accounts are able to mitigate against any unplanned
market movements.”

Young people rising to Enterprise’s challenge
BY IAN FORSYTH

SOME 24 young people have
been selected to take part in
this year’s Enterprise Youth
Business Challenge.
They will take on a series of
business challenges from
September 16-19 which will
test their physical, creative
and mental capabilities, as
part of a project which aims
to develop the next generation of entrepreneurs.
The contest has been developed by Enterprise North
East Trust in support of the

efforts of the Scottish Government to promote social
inclusion for all people in economic development through
entrepreneurship.
The participants will travel
to Dounans Outdoor Centre,
at Aberfoyle, where they will
be put through their paces in
a range of tasks to develop
team working, leadership
and communication skills.
The group, aged 16-22, was
selected at an open interview
day for those interested in
entrepreneurship and 18 of
the successful candidates are

still at school, two are at university, three are working for
small businesses and one is
running her own company.
Lucy Tuck, owner of Definition Skin and Laser Clinic
and the recent winner of the
nor th-east’s top young
entrepreneur award from the
Prince’s Scottish Youth Business Trust (PSYBT), said:
“Problem solving is an area
that I would really like to
improve on and I think the
challenges I am going to face
over the weekend will
encourage me to handle any

problems in the most effective way. As a small-business
owner, Enterprise and the
PSYBT have been a huge support to me.”
Enterprise chief executive
Gary McEwan said: “Involving
real entrepreneurs and smallbusiness owners, the participants in the challenge have
the opportunity to gain an
insight into the inner workings of a business and the skills
required to be successful.
“While some of our participants have already taken
the plunge to set up their own

enterprise, such as Lucy
Tuck, the challenge gives
them the chance to develop
and hone their skills, in a
non-business environment, while learning from
established and experienced entre-preneurs
through mentoring.
“It also encourages them to
push themselves
to try new
things and test
their physical
and mental
abilities.”
Lucy Tuck: aims to improve problem solving

Parents looking to invest
for children’s education
BY IAN FORSYTH

WITH the cost of further education continuing to rise, parents increasingly need to look
for different ways of funding
their children’s college or university courses.
Mother-of-three Me w
Garthley, 39, who lives in
Aberdeen, is keen to find out
what options are available to
her and her husband, Steven,
for making some sort of
financial provision for their
family’s future.
She said: “I am obviously
keen to make sure that my
children have every opportunity available to them when
it comes to their learning and
development. However, I
fully appreciate that the cost
of education is becoming
more and more expensive.
“I was therefore wondering
what we can do, as parents, to
make sure we are investing
now in a way that will benefit
our family when it comes to
funding their further education.”
Graham Burnett, a director
at Johnston Carmichael
Financial Services, said: “University or college courses can
be expensive with the costs all
adding up over the years, however, there are opportunities
available for parents to make
provisions for these costs, in
advance of any child heading
on to further education.
“It is important that Mrs
Garthley invests in the most
appropriate and tax-efficient
way that suits her.
“Careful choice of investments can result in increased

returns without increasing
the investment risk.
“If she is looking to fund
university or college costs for
her children, an Isa or offshore investment bond can
be a tax-efficient method
depending on how and when
the money is required; at the
start of the university term,
during each term or at the
end of any further education
to repay debts built up.
“She may also need to identify where she could possibly
utilise a pre-existing payment
that’s coming to an end; this
could be nursery fees, a loan
or credit-card repayments.
“If she can continue to save
this amount, it will allow her
to save, on a regular basis,

college courses can
be expensive with
the costs all adding
up over the years ’’
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OPTIONS: Mew Garthley . . . keen to make sure that my children have every opportunity
available to them when it comes to their learning and development. Photograph: Kenny Elrick

diate tax liability. This may be
a useful way of drawing
money to pay for private education prior to university.
“Once the children reach
18, bond segments can be
assigned to them and will not
be a chargeable event
because it is the assignee who
is assessed and, as students,

they may well be non-taxpayers. Any segments not
assigned when the child’s
education is finished can be
used to buy a car or help . . .
with a deposit for their first
property. There is also an
inheritance tax advantage to
this strategy.
“Mrs Garthley . . . should

speak to an independent
financial adviser as early as
possible to talk through the
options and decide the most
suitable method for her.”
● If you have a financial
problem, then let our team of
experts help you.
Just e-mail your query to
pj.yourmoney@ajl.co.uk

Drivers unaware of Motor Insurance Database
BY IAN FORSYTH

NINE out of 10 drivers have
never checked whether their
car is correctly listed as
insured on the Motor Insurance Database (MID).
The database is now being
used to compare insurance
records with DVLA data,
under new continuous insurance rules.
AA Insurance said national
TV advertising by the Motor
Insurers’ Bureau and leaflets
sent with tax-disc renewal
reminders promoting the

new continuous insurance
enforcement rules and the
askMID checking website,
seem to have done little to
raise awareness of the free
service.
According to a study of AA
members, which prompted
16,850 responses, only 20% of
drivers were aware that the
free AskMID service existed
while just 7% had used it.
AA Insurance said simple
mistakes or delays in renewing cover could lead to cars
being wrongly listed or
missed off the database, open-

My husband
subscribed to a
pension for a number of
years then was
persuaded to transfer it
to our local bank. This
was done by its
financial adviser and a
direct debit set up. After
a couple of months, he
was notified that they
could not transfer his
existing pension to the
new one. We are now
concerned as to what is
happening to the
pension he is no longer
paying into. Does it still
make money and what
will happen when he
needs to use it? – I.A., by
e-mail.
Hazel Brown, a
director of Carbon
Financial Partners, said:
It’s very odd that you
were advised so late in the
advice process that a
transfer was not possible.
It begs the question of
whether proper
investigations were
carried out and whether a
new pension was actually
necessary. Take your case
to an independent
financial adviser, who will
ascertain whether best
advice was provided.
I am interested in
investing in
currency. A few people
have said that you
should buy when a
currency is at its
lowest. Can you advise
me if this is right? The
currency I am
interested in just now
is the Australian dollar
– E.B., Fraserburgh.
Ms Brown said: The
term “investing” in
currency is a misnomer.
You could speculate on the
movement of currency
and win or lose, but there
is no income return to be
derived from it in the way
that interest is generated
by deposit accounts and
fixed interest securities,
rent from property or
dividends from shares.
I recently read in
the news about a
bogus financial adviser
being jailed for tax
fraud. What checks can
I make to ensure an
adviser is legitimate
and properly qualified?
– H.W., Nairn.
Ms Brown said:
Before appointing an
adviser, you should always
check they are properly
authorised through the
Financial Services
Authority (fsa.gov.uk). You
can find a qualified
adviser by visiting
findanadviser.org which
lists chartered financial
planners in your area.
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‘‘University or

towards future education
costs, without impacting on
disposable income. The earlier this regular savings plan
is put in place the better the
opportunity for growth.
“Another option is to take
out an offshore bond while
the children are still young
and give the bond plenty of
time to grow in a taxfavourable environment.
“She would still have access
to the capital should it be
required or she could take 5%
per annum of the original
investment with no imme-
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ing drivers to the possibility of
being stopped by police.
Simon Douglas, director of
AA Insurance, said that the
lack of awareness was disappointing given the importance of the new rules which
make it a requirement that
every car must be continuously insured, or registered as
off the road with the DVLA
using a statutory off road
notification.
He said that the police used
data from the MID to operate
automatic number-plate
recognition technolog y

which alerts officers if the
equipment spots an uninsured car.
Mr Douglas said: “Simple
errors on insurance details,
such as using an ‘O’ instead of
a zero or two characters transposed can result in a mismatch so it’s important to
make sure the details are correct. Similarly, if you delay
renewing your cover to the
last minute it could result in
your car’s details ‘dropping off’
the database for a short time.
“Using the askMID website
couldn’t be simpler. Putting

in your car’s registration
number brings an instant
response that either confirms
that it is insured with its
make and model, or a warning that it is not.
“If you know you have cover
but the car is recorded as
being uninsured or the
details are wrong you must
take it up with your insurance
company urgently. It is also
really important to renew
your insurance or take out a
new policy well before your
cover expires and then make
sure the details are correct.”
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