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Welcome to the  
First Edition of 
Aspen Waite Group 
News in 2021.
By Paul Waite FCA FCCA - Chief Executive Aspen Waite Group

This is the first magazine not designed by myself 
and Carley Jones, but I’m sure you will agree that 
the front cover is spectacular.

On 4th January we welcomed Lara Honeybul into 
our fold as our Head of Design. Lara is immensely 
talented and adds a new exciting dimension to  
our business.

If you are reading this and you would like some 
creative input into your own business or, indeed, 
help with your marketing strategy, we would be 
pleased to help. I like to think I am the major 
disruptive force in the accountancy profession  
and the resource that best allows me to do that  
is marketing.

I believe that as a generalisation a business should 
spend at least 5% of its turnover on marketing.

Far too often marketing spend is the first thing  
to go out of the window when times are tough.   
In most cases, the right thing to do is increase 
spend.  I often say that one of the greatest 
qualities that a business owner requires is courage.

I am very consciously building  
a brand and I have been for  
some time.

I believe that there is no other firm like Aspen Waite 
and it would be impossible for anyone to try to 
replicate what we have done.

Christmas was a welcome break for me although, 
like several of my colleagues, I worked several days 
on the R&D claim for a huge steel company.

It was Baby Evelyn’s first Christmas and her 
company really added something to the family.   
She has brought the family together and we  
have flourished even over lockdown.

The Government’s performance has improved  
of late and the vaccination rollout programme  
has to be commended.

There are still hundreds of thousands of 
disadvantaged people though, mostly the  
self-employed, who have been abandoned by  
the Government.  I very much hope that justice  
will be done.

I also worry for businesses when the suspended  
VAT held over from Spring 2020 is payable at  
the end of March.

I am aware of several clients who owe quite large 
amounts to HMRC and I think we will start to see  
far more aggressive collection now.  Communication 
is really important, so please don’t bury your head  
in the sand.

Aspen Waite Radio goes from strength to strength 
and I am very proud that Calum now has two shows 
of his own, a Metal Show at 10pm on Fridays and a 
Folk Show on Sundays at 7pm.

I have grown to love the media side of my job and, 
because of the way I go about my radio shows, it 
has increased my music knowledge even further.  
“On This Week In History” is also brilliant for my 
history knowledge and, in fact, it quite inspires me.

I have been doing a Friday afternoon show for  
Great British Expos now for maybe nine months  
and it has definitely motivated me to write more 
and also better able to articulate my own  
business values and strategy.

I have written a number of really good articles 
recently, some of which can be found in my last 
book.  If anyone would like a copy, please let me 
know.

In this issue, I have written an introduction to 
Mergers and Acquisitions. This is a topic dear to  
my heart and I look forward to passing on some  
of the Waite grey cells to you, the reader.

These are hard times but we are a resilient  
nation and giving up must never be an option.   
Evolve and adapt and seek to be the best.

I have the ambition to be the best CEO in the 
world and I never stop learning.  Just when I think 
I have nearly climbed the summit, I realise that I 
made a mistake or poor decision. I always become 
introspective for a while when this happens but 
emerge stronger and wiser.

It can be a difficult thing to have ambition but I 
have always aspired to the higher standards and  
I’m certainly not going to change now.

I’m proud of the progress Aspen Waite has made 
and the wonderful team of people we have.  
We now have 10 offices plus employee 
representation in Scotland and Northern Ireland.

At the time of writing this editorial, we have yet to 
find out whether we have won the “Outstanding 
Achievement Award” for Somerset businesses and 
shortly after we are hosting the Great British Expos 
Business Awards.

There have been so many success stories across our 
client base despite the pandemic and surprisingly 
few failures.

Remember, you 
are never alone, 
we really are  
True Friends! 
- Paul
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As we have been welcomed into the Aspen Waite 
Group on 1st January, we thought it would be nice 
to introduce ourselves! Carole and I are the admin 
team for Aspen Waite South West and deal with 
everything from answering the phone, maintaining 
the filing, processing bankings, credit control and  
a lot more!

Carole has been in the business for nearly five years 
now and has a varied background in teaching, 
running a health food shop in Tiverton and working 
in a bank! Carole has developed a wonderful rapport 
with a lot of our clients – which means when in 
season, we get wonderful deliveries of fresh windfall 
cooking and eating apples from a client!

I joined Apsleys in September 2020, which meant 
that I could hit the ground running when we merged 
with Aspen Waite in January. My background is 
highly admin based – division secretary, credit 
controller, business development co-ordinator and 
procurement – but I won’t ever forget the three 
wonderful years as a bar manager for a local private 
members club too.

Carole and I are here to make everything work 
smoothly behind the scenes for the team here in 
Tiverton – and that includes buying the milk for the 
tea/coffee!! We are very excited to be working with 
the rest of the Aspen Waite team to grow the brand 
name with current and new clients.

It’s Nice to  
Meet You...
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 Sami Glover           Sami.Glover@aspen-waite.co.uk

We are always here to help you 
          tiverton@aspen-waite.co.uk              01884 257725



For accounting 
periods commencing 
on or after 1st April 
2021, a repayment 
cap is being 
introduced by HMRC. 
 
HMRC’s aim is to reduce 
fraudulent claims by limiting 
repayment amounts to three 
times the company’s PAYE bill, 
plus £20,000.

HMRC’s original plan was for 
just three times the company 
PAYE limit, so I am glad that 
the additional £20,000 limit 
has been added as without 
it, my fear was that genuine 
companies would also be 
affected by the rule changes.

The £20K cap should mean 
that most genuine claiming 
companies will not be affected, 
but it is possible that some 
still might be caught out by 
this, particularly companies 
that use lots of subcontractors 
instead of permanent 
employees.

My worry is that newly 
incorporated companies may 
also be adversely affected 
as, quite often, sole owner/
director companies have no 
other employees, and the 
director does not take any 
pay from the company until 
the company starts to make 
money.

When we meet directors in 
this position, we have always 
advised to set up a payroll 
to make sure that they 
are utilising their tax free 
allowance each year (currently 
£12,500).  Any Net pay can 
be put to the director’s loan 
account to be withdrawn from 
the company tax free once 
the company can afford it, 
with only a small amount of NI 
contributions to be deducted.  
These NIC’s will form part of 
the company PAYE bill and 
therefore increase the cap on 
the potential R&D repayment.

With the caps being 
introduced, it is now more 
important than ever to plan 
your project expenditure 
and PAYE in your company to 
ensure your repayment is not 
restricted.  Previous advice of 
a £12.5K salary may not be 
enough to allow for your full 
R&D repayment! 

If you think that you are one of 
the companies that could be 
affected by this new rule, get 
in touch with us now so that 
we can assist you to plan your 
taxes.

Upcoming
R&D PAYE CAP
 Ben Phillips           Ben.Phillips@aspen-waite.co.uk
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The Importance  
of a Contract

Just to share a lesson 
we have learnt recently 
in dealing with an 
enquiry on an R&D 
claim submitted for a 
client of ours.

The company works in 
construction and as part of a job 
they had costed for a client, later 
found that their original plans 
would not work due to unseen 
structures in the ground below.

It was recognised that a project 
was required to find a technical 
solution that would allow them 
to deliver their originally planned 
work to their client.

We recognised this project under 
the SME scheme as, technically, 
we thought this project was 
separate to the work quoted to 
their client, so the construction 
company claiming R&D would 
retain any IP developed from  
this project.

HMRC have argued that the work 
falls under the contracted work 
with their client and therefore 
they are being paid for the work.  
The consequence of this is that 
the claim should have therefore 
been made under the RDEC 
scheme, as the company received 
a contribution towards the project 
from a third party. Please see our 
claim eligibility flowchart to the 
right of this page.

As there was nothing in the 
original work contract about 
any possible R&D resulting from 
any work carried out on this site, 
HMRC are unwilling to accept  
that the client did this work at 
their own risk outside of the terms 
of the contract.

As much of the claimed qualifying 
expenditure on this project was 
subcontractors, we’ve now had to 
amend and exclude these costs 
from the claim, reducing the claim 
value considerably (subcontractor 
payments are not allowable under 
RDEC rules).   

Thankfully the contract with our 
client was from a large company 
or else the claim could have been 
disallowed by HRMC completely.

The lesson to be learned from this 
experience is to make sure that 
any contracts you put in place 
with your clients has a clause in  
for any R&D resulting from your 
work on site.

It must be stated that the 
contract between you is for 
standard work as quoted only.  
Any additional work (resulting in 
an R&D project) should be outside 
of the agreed contract and 
payments, and any IP developed 
remains your sole property.

You would then be able to make 
your R&D claim under the SME 
scheme (company size depending) 
and get more money back for your 
hard work and innovations.
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Is your business a Limited company and subject to corporation tax?

Does your project seek an overall advance to science or 
technology, not just your own company knowledge?

Does the project involve resolving technical uncertainties that 
can’t be resolved by a competent professional in the field?

Is the company* considered to be an SME? (balance sheet under  
£86 million, turnover less than £100 million, less than 500 employees)

Has the company received state notified aid funding  
towards this project? (including grant funding)

Has the company received any contributions towards the project 
or recharged any costs to a customer?**

Yes, from a large 
company

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

No

No

Your project is likely 
to be eligible to claim 

under the SME scheme

Your project is likely 
to be eligible to claim 

under the RDEC 
scheme

No

No

Yes, from another 
SME or individual

Your project is 
unlikely to be 

eligible to claim

No

No

* If the company is part of a group then you should consider the size of the group and not the company
**This does not include selling any prototypes or first class machinery

 Ben Phillips           Ben.Phillips@aspen-waite.co.uk



I have worked in the innovation sector for 25 years - 
a privileged career where I work with great  
people on great projects, with many wonderful 
‘eureka’ moments.  I have, over the years, become 
especially focussed on grant funding for businesses 
and universities across a broad range of sectors.  
When a business owner first hears that the UK  
government, through InnovateUK, funds companies 
to undertake risky research and development, many 
are incredulous and certainly suspicious.  People are 
usually looking for the catch, and I aim to reassure 
them that there are no catches. There are  
conditions of course,  but the bottom line is, with 
 the conditions being met, the government may  
give you money, which doesn’t have to be paid 
back.

Why would Innovate give money to your business?  
Well, they are keen to drive industrial and  
economic growth for UK PLC, and one of the best 
ways of achieving this is by supporting innovative 
and often risky businesses to carry out innovative 
and certainly risky developments.

2021 has been a great year for the Aspen Waite 
grants team so far, winning four projects, with  
more than £6 million of grant funding awarded to  
our clients.  We also have a green tech company 
prepping for an interview right now for an award  
of £1 million, and we are doing everything we can  

to support them (grill them) to pass their interview 
and receive their grant.  The grant would be the 
largest cash injection that their business has  
received and will literally transform their world.
So, back to the ‘catches’, or ‘conditions’ that  
you must meet:

Pot of Gold at the 
End of the Rainbow?

There is no better feeling for me than when a  
client receives an offer letter from the funders.  
The ambitious plans which we have helped them 
create will now become a reality. New jobs will be 
created, prototypes built, and often, technologies 
which could literally be lifesaving, like our medical 
projects, become reality.

If you’d like to know more about how Aspen Waite 
can help with our Bid Writing services, please email  

Jo.Derbyshire@aspen-waite.co.uk

You need to envisage a project which is  
innovative and ground-breaking.   
Part of the application involves checking 
out competing approaches and explaining 
why your approach is better

You need to have a great team capable 
of delivering your project, or have a plan  
to secure a great team

You need to be able to show the project  
is risky. We include a risk table which talks 
about all the things that could go wrong 
and why you are well placed to manage 
those risks

And you need to be able to show evidence 
that if your product or process is developed 
successfully, that you will have customers.

 Jo Derbyshire           Jo.Derbyshire@aspen-waite.co.uk
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The grant would 
be the largest 
cash injection 

that their  
business has  

received and will 
literally transform 

their world



A brand isn’t 
something 

you can touch 
or visit, see 
or smell, it’s 

not a tangible 
thing. It’s a 

feeling.

Branding is everywhere. 
It’s the ‘minty fresh’  
tingly shower gel that 
smells glorious but  
always burns your eyes  

in the morning. It’s the ‘bad boy  
burrito’ you ditched your boring 
tuna sandwich for at lunch.  
It’s the soothing mindfulness  
session you selected to give  
yourself a warming hug at  
bedtime. Branding constantly 
influences our daily lives, the  
decisions we make and the  
actions we take, often without  
us even realising.
 
Brands live in the minds of 
everyone who experiences 
them. They’re our perceptions, 
and our perceptions dictate our 
behaviours. 

How we perceive brands 
determines whether or not we  
buy into or form a relationship 
with them. Our perceptions are 
our reality, and this is where the 
real power of branding lies.  
Good branding can shape your 
reality and can be the deciding 
factor of choosing one brand  
over another. 

When asked to describe a 
company’s brand most people 
refer to the logo, the store and 
it’s products. Think of Apple for 
example. Many instantly think of 
the shiny MacBook pros, the sleek 
logo, the tech expert ‘Genius’ 
bar and so on. Those are not 
the brand; those are simply the 
brands assets.

A brand isn’t something you can 
touch or visit, see or smell, it’s 
not a tangible thing. A brand is 
a feeling, it’s what people feel 
and think when they hear your 
company name or experience 
your assets and services. It’s your 
company’s story and that story 
is what sets you apart from your 
competitors. It encompasses 
where you’ve been and more 
importantly where you’re headed. 
It not only forms a connection 
with customers but builds brand 
love and longevity.

.

Brand is the Story,
Design is the 
Storytelling
 Lara Honeybul          Lara.Honeybul@aspen-waite.co.uk

The importance of Branding and Design
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A brand’s identity is its stamp on 
the world – an aesthetic symbol 
full of meaning that conveys their 
personality, promise and purpose. 
It’s our role as a company to create 
and communicate the Aspen Waite 
story that we want in people’s 
minds and drive their feelings 
toward wanting to invest in our 
incredible offerings. Because let’s 
not be modest, we’re an extremely 
successful firm.  
 
We don’t have 
competition,  
we are the  
competition.

At Aspen Waite we’ve created a 
world where no business owner ever 
feels alone. It’s a powerful story and 
one that we prove day in day out. 
We have an impressive range of 
services to offer, so it’s imperative 
now more than ever that we 
continue to shout about our story 
through our powerful design and 
marketing tools.

Every social post we make, every 
fact sheet we create, every 
brochure we bind and every 
campaign we craft has been 
carefully thought through and 
lovingly designed to tell our story 
with our audience at its core.  
Not only to get clients to buy into 
a service, but to continue to buy 
into them, to become a friend of 
our family. Our uplifting, positive 
and friendly graphics, colours 
and typography help to promote 
everything we stand for. 

Design however, is how 
we tell our story.

Take our colours for example. 
We predominantly use purple, 
green and orange and this isn’t 
just because they’re aesthetically 
and harmoniously pleasing, 
they’re subconsciously talking to 
our audience. Purple symbolizes 
wisdom, devotion, wealth, pride 
and creativity. Whilst green 
symbolizes nature and nurture, 
good luck, fortune and health.  

And orange represents joy, success, 
encouragement and friendship. 
As a company I think you’ll agree 
we strongly represent all of those 
attributes, and these colours 
invite our audience in to feel and 
experience them too.

We also take pride in our strong 
and experimental use of our 
ever-evolving imagery and 
graphics. From striking mountain 
photography symbolising daring to 
dream, overcoming challenges and 
achieving your goals with Aspen 
Waite. To our infamous, ambitious 
backpacker of whom clients can 
relate to and emotionally form a 
connection with. And of course, 
our recent Friends Programme 
campaign which has visually 
introduced uplifting, expressive, 
friendly and playful digital 
illustrations and graphics that 
ultimately humanizes our brand 
and opens up an exciting new 
world of creative possibilities. 

But of course, even the greatest 
brands could be greater. Brand 
evolution is crucial for any brand  
in staying relevant so that they can 
evolve and adapt alongside their 
clients. That’s why we’re taking 
steps in the upcoming months not 
to change our brand in any way, 
but to simply elevate and enhance 
it. As a company we are continuing 
to demonstrate our commitment 
to the community and making the 
point that we are raising our game 
even more as a result.  
And our goal is to support that 
from a design and marketing 
perspective. That’s why we’ll be 
working on a consistent brand look 
and feel to help us all stay visually 
aligned and as strong as ever. We’ll 
be working on a range of visual 
tools and assets to help assist and 
support you with the great work 
you already achieve and to help 
share our story with the world. 
Because at the end of the day... 
 
Don’t hope for a better 
future. Create it.
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Dont hope for 
a better future. 
Create it.



.

R&D Growth  
Strategy After the 
Covid-19 Pandemic
 Dr. Oksana Artyomenko MD FRSM           Oksana.Artyomenko@aspen-waite.co.uk

A year ago, businesses were already trying hard to 
keep up with the trends in technology innovation, 
changing customer expectations, and other things 
such as Brexit. And then Covid-19 pandemic hit 
the frontlines. That’s called a ‘black swan’ event: 
something beyond normal expectations that is so 
rare that even the possibility that it might occur is 
unknown. It has a catastrophic impact when it does 
occur, and it can only be explained in hindsight as if 
it were actually predictable. 

At present, the pandemic is far from over.  
The pandemic has immense repercussions on 
every single industry. Once – hopefully – this virus 
becomes manageable, similar to existing flu strains, 
the companies will find themselves in a different 
position. And forward-thinking leaders must  
consider their growth strategies in the post-Covid-19  
world now.

Last year, businesses had to urgently assess all 
aspects of their resilience, focus on highest priorities, 
and still keep constantly reviewing and adjusting 
them in order to survive.

Initial adaptations to a ‘new normal’ included things 
like remote working and adoption of technologies 
which allow for project planning, execution and 
control without a physical presence. Maintaining 
resilience further included financial, operational  
and commercial adjustments. 

Per the UK CEO survey [1], the pandemic has 
accelerated digital transformation, as it can 
deliver more resilient operating models, provide new 
revenue streams and enable the workforce of the 
future. 48% of UK CEOs say this sharp acceleration 
has put them years in advance of where they 
expected to be. 78% say that the pandemic has 
accelerated digitisation of operations and the 
creation of a next-generation operating model.
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A next-generation  
operating model 48%
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A seamless digital 
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New digital business 
models and revenue 

streams

New workforce model, 
with human workers 

augmented by automation 
and artificial intelligence

The pandemic is accelerating digital transformation



Healthcare and pharmaceutical industries 
are amongst those stretched to the limit by 
the pandemic. And they have taken this on by 
implementing remote consultations, providing 
access to electronic medical records to streamline 
diagnostics, treatment and research processes.  
One of the most widely used telehealth apps, 
Babylon Health, has over 6m users. 

We also saw an unprecedented level of 
collaboration across industries. One example 
is a consortium of significant UK industrial, 
technology and engineering businesses from 
across the aerospace, automotive and medical 
sectors, assembled to address the critical care 
needs - Ventilator Challenge UK. Companies in the 
consortium have now received formal orders from 
the Government for in excess of 15,000 units,  
and will accelerate production of two agreed 
designs.

To date, UK has ordered over 400m doses of 
Covid-19 vaccines from various manufacturers, 
such as AstraZeneca, Pfizer/BioNTech, Moderna 
and others (not all of them approved for use yet). 
Recent data from the UK Medicines and Healthcare 
products Regulatory Agency (MHRA), based on over 
10m administered vaccine doses, confirms that the 
safety profile of the vaccines remains positive  
and the benefits continue to far outweigh any  
known side effects [2]. 

Although it is not clear when the UK restrictions 
will be lifted, it is prudent to plan already for the 
upcoming economic recovery. Some companies 
are already investing in properties and businesses 
in the hospitality sector, which are at their lowest. 
On the healthcare front, we saw many examples of 
repurposing products and services to tackle both 
immediate and long-term impacts of the pandemic.
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Those included new types of PPE developed, increase 
in patient-reported data analytics, and drugs that 
were already approved being used for Covid-19 
treatment (and yes, we are now in a much better 
place to treat those severe cases than we were a 
year ago).

‘Black swans’ cannot be predicted – we can only 
mitigate their impact by building robust and resilient 
organizational systems and processes. It is vital that 
we learn lessons from this pandemic, and adapt now.

At Aspen Waite, we are experienced in life sciences 
and healthcare space, and help emerging and 
established businesses to overcome challenges,  
build strategies for business growth, and create 
strong long-lasting partnerships. 

We provide support on corporate finance, R&D 
tax credits, and are committed to delivering the 
best value to our clients, helping them withstand 
the perils of building their businesses in these 
challenging times.

References:

1. KPMG in the UK. UK CEO Outlook 2020, 
accessed via https://home.kpmg/uk/en/home/
insights/2020/09/uk-ceo-outlook.html

2. MHRA press release, 5 February 2021, accessed 
via https://www.gov.uk/government/news/latest-
monitoring-data-confirms-safety-of-covid-19-
vaccines

Other key areas for business owners  

to consider include:

Changing their supply chains (also impacted 
by Brexit) – for drugs, medical devices and 
diagnostics;

Addressing the shift in customer expectations  
(e.g. online experiences) – for GPs, hospitals  
and pharmacies;

Redefining workplaces, attracting and 
retaining new talent (e.g. by changing office 
space and enabling digital collaborations) for 
companies of all sizes.



Rather than a doom and gloom 
story, AAT Apprentice Duncan gives 
us an insight as to how this time has 
allowed him to readjust his career 
plans and has given him a new, 
exciting path to move forward on.

There are two things that spring to mind when I 
hear the word ‘apprentice’ – Alan Sugar pointing at 
someone uttering the immortal line ‘You’re Fired,’  
or someone fresh from Sixth Form/college who has 
their career insights nailed down.  
 
As a 24-year-old university graduate, I’m not quite 
Lord Sugar and I’m definitely not fresh from Sixth 
Form – but in June 2020, I started my journey as an 
AAT apprentice with Apsleys; now Aspen Waite South 
West after the merger at the beginning of this year. 

As a hockey and cricket enthusiast with a penchant 
for an all too regular restaurant visit, there is much 
I can say the pandemic has not allowed me to do 
– weekends once filled with trips up and down the 
country are now filled with a short walk to the shops 
or a run around the block. What it did enable me to 
do, however, was rather unexpectedly reshape my 
career path and allow me to kick on in a new and 
exciting role with Aspen Waite South West. 

I had, in the months before I took on my new role, 
been at a bit of an impasse with regards to my 
‘career’ – whilst I was enjoying my previous job,  
I was unsure as to whether it was something I 
wanted to be doing for the long-term. In seeing 
the chance to undertake this apprenticeship, my 
curiosity was piqued – the idea of  returning to 
education isn’t always the most appealing, but it 
seemed a challenge too good to turn down, and  
thus the journey began. 

Nine months in, there has been much to reflect 
upon, but I can honestly say it’s been a fantastic 
experience, and an opportunity I’m so glad I was 
given. 

The word opportunity offers a good synopsis for my 
time here so far – I’ve spoken to many apprentices 
whose main duties are cleaning the mugs and 
trundling to the bank to deposit cheques – at Aspen 
Waite SW, I’ve been guided through Payroll, VAT 
Returns and Accounts Production to name just a few. 
The chance to tackle some of the more complicated 
jobs is an opportunity that not many firms would offer 
to their trainee staff, so I’m full of nothing but thanks 
for the trust they have shown in me so far.

If there was any lesson I feel I could take from my 
journey so far – from seeing the job advert, to typing 
this up now – it’s that it’s never too late to redefine 
where you want to be. Too often, we have it drummed 
into us that we need to know where we want to be 
and when in our working life – if you’d asked me at 
primary school, I’d either be a professional footballer 

or an ice cream man; whilst both of these sound 
appealing, they’re rather a far cry from where I  
am now!

Michelle, now CEO of Aspen Waite South West, gave 
a brilliant quote in my interview for the job that not 
only gives me a great place to end this piece with, 
but also sums up the ethos of Aspen Waite – to 
paraphrase, I was told ‘we invest in you for as long as 
you’ll be investing in yourself.’ I’ve only been part of 
the Aspen Waite group since the turn of the year, but 
I can really tell that this is a company where you’re 
encouraged to invest in yourself for your own  
benefit, rather than the company being the  
primary focus – and that’s definitely a place  
I’m delighted to be!

The Apprentice
    Duncan Morrish           Duncan.Morrish@aspen-waite.co.uk
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Nine months in, there has been much to reflect 
upon, but I can honestly say it’s been a fantastic 
experience, and an opportunity I’m so glad I was 
given. 

The word opportunity offers a good synopsis for my 
time here so far – I’ve spoken to many apprentices 
whose main duties are cleaning the mugs and 
trundling to the bank to deposit cheques – at Aspen 
Waite SW, I’ve been guided through Payroll, VAT 
Returns and Accounts Production to name just a few. 
The chance to tackle some of the more complicated 
jobs is an opportunity that not many firms would offer 
to their trainee staff, so I’m full of nothing but thanks 
for the trust they have shown in me so far.

If there was any lesson I feel I could take from my 
journey so far – from seeing the job advert, to typing 
this up now – it’s that it’s never too late to redefine 
where you want to be. Too often, we have it drummed 
into us that we need to know where we want to be 
and when in our working life – if you’d asked me at 
primary school, I’d either be a professional footballer 

or an ice cream man; whilst both of these sound 
appealing, they’re rather a far cry from where I  
am now!

Michelle, now CEO of Aspen Waite South West, gave 
a brilliant quote in my interview for the job that not 
only gives me a great place to end this piece with, 
but also sums up the ethos of Aspen Waite – to 
paraphrase, I was told ‘we invest in you for as long as 
you’ll be investing in yourself.’ I’ve only been part of 
the Aspen Waite group since the turn of the year, but 
I can really tell that this is a company where you’re 
encouraged to invest in yourself for your own  
benefit, rather than the company being the  
primary focus – and that’s definitely a place  
I’m delighted to be!



Mergers and Acquisitions are 
(or should be) an incredibly 
important part of a company’s 
growth strategy or, indeed, an  
exit strategy.

They are known in the trade as 
“M&As” and, like many topics in  
the financial sector, carry an 
element of mystique.

I can remember, for instance,  
as a relatively recently qualified 
accountant being asked to prepare 
a “Heads of Terms” for agreement 
and thinking this was some 
amazingly difficult document and, 
like the perfectionist that I am, 
being very nervous about how I 
went about this.

I have spent much of my life taking 
what were previously regarded as 
complex subjects way out of the 
reach of a client and even non-
corporate financed professionals  
to an accessible level.

In this article, I am going to 
introduce the subject of M&As and 
outline why they are so important.

In subsequent articles, I will delve 
deeper into the topic and we 
will consider subjects such as 
demergers, reverse takeovers and 
business valuations.

I like Mergers and Acquisitions! 
If I could plan my perfect working 
day, I would have an M&A on the  
go all the time.

As M&As is a general term used 
to describe the consolidation of 
companies or assets through  
various types of financial 
transactions including mergers, 
acquisitions, consolidations and 
purchases of assets (amongst 
others).

A merger is a combination of two 
firms whereas in an acquisition  
one buys the other outright.

In practice, the distinction can 
often be blurred, and it is important 
to look at the detail to consider 
whether what is portrayed as a 
merger is, in reality, an acquisition.

In the world of accountancy, 
M&As are a constant theme.

.

Mergers and 
Acquisitions:
an Introduction
 Paul Waite           Paul.Waite@aspen-waite.co.uk
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Firms seek the comfort of merging with another as attractive for reasons such as:

Over the 27 years and seven months of Aspen Waite life, we have been involved in three acquisitions and  
two mergers.

The first acquisition was a disaster and the first merger lasted ten years before the “other party” left Aspen 
Waite, technically a “demerger”.

As a business owner, I have made many mistakes but the bad experiences have created a degree of wisdom.  
I would now back myself against anyone when it comes to sourcing and then going about a deal!

I hope this first article has whetted your appetite and I end it summarising my own reasons for Aspen Waite’s 
M&A strategy:

Horizontal Merger   
The merging companies 
are direct competitors 
operating in the same 

market and offering similar 
products and/or services

Product Extension Merger   
The companies operate in 
the same market and offer 
products and/or services 

complimentary to  
each other

Conglomerate Merger   
The merging companies 

offer completely different 
products and/or services

Vertical Merger   
The merging companies 
operate along the same 

supply chain line

Mergers can be divided into five different categories:

Market Extension Merger   
The companies offer 

comparable products and/
or services but operate in 

different markets

Increased purchasing power Ability to enter new markets

Access to new technologies

Increase in financial capacity

Tax purposes

To facilitate an exit  
or part of an exit

Higher level of resources

Economies of scale

Ability to offer more services

Value creation

Product diversification

I want more great people

I want a business that is as broad and diverse  
as possible and able to withstand legislation   
change

Greater geographical coverage

Increase our skill base

Use our range of advisory services to create    
additional profits in the target company

Economies of scale/more efficient use of 
resources. Become more efficient in the use  
of resources and build an increased skill base,  
allowing for a higher level of specialism 
 
A larger work force allows for a higher level  
of specialism

To disrupt the market and build our position  
as a thought leader in the industry

In my next article, we will consider 
a typical deal and walk through 
the transaction.

Remember, every situation 
creates an opportunity.

Paul Waite 
Group Chief Executive
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When the Covid pandemic struck, Rik Vercoe,  
founder of Phoenix Running knew he had to react 
and adapt to keep his band of runners and loyal 
customers happy, and his business afloat.   
Being a world record holding ultramarathon runner,  
a speedy reaction time is nothing new to Rik and he 
was quick to respond, resulting in his running event 
business continuing to prosper. 

Phoenix Running was initially formed as a “hobby 
business” alongside Rik’s full-time role as Operations 
Director for the outsourced call centre company,  
Confero Ltd. Phoenix Running’s ethos is all about  
being inclusive; it’s about great running routes, 
great medals and above all else, great people.   
Having run in many hundreds of marathons all over 
the world himself, Rik believes he has learnt a little 
about what it takes to put on a great race..

Phoenix Running 
Ltd: Swiftly 
Adapting to the 
Covid-19 Pandemic
 Rachael Wood          Rachael.Wood@aspen-waite.co.uk

When Covid struck, Rik had to change his  
processes. With a band of 8,000 loyal customers  
who collectively had completed more than 20,000  
physical races and had a strong desire to keep  
running together, he seized the opportunity to  
build upon the virtual side of his business. Within 
days, all physical events scheduled for 2020 were 
converted to include a virtual option and a suite of 
new virtual events were launched. To date they are 
now close to having 150 virtual events on their  
schedule, and thanks to his swift adaptation to  
Covid, 60,000 virtual races have been completed.

Phoenix Running is all about encouraging and  
enabling runners to achieve things that perhaps 
they once thought were impossible, whether that’s 
their first 5km, 5 mile or 50km run, they’ll support you 
to success. Rik’s enthusiasm for running is off  
the Richter (or is it Rikter?), totally infectious and it’s 
clear why his former hobby business is  
proving such a great success. 

And there is success in collaboration with Aspen 
Waite too. As the results for all events are managed 
through the runners’ platform, Phoenix World.  
This is the company’s own technology platform 
developed to bring together runners’ entire Phoenix 
experience; past, present and future events. This is 
the first runners’ platform of this kind on the market, 
and where Phoenix Running became a client for  
Research & Development Tax Credits. 

Other R&D projects include creating the world’s  
best race medals to accompany their world leading  
virtual running events. Rik successfully designed and 
created the world’s LARGEST ever race medal;  
weighing in at 3.66kg, a new reinforced super 
strength ribbon had to be invented to support the 
medal! 
 
His events are known to be popular and addictive. 
Once a competitor has taken part in one race,  
it’s not uncommon for them to want to do them all,  
and some of his most loyal clients actually do!

 
2013 Set the British record for most 
marathons completed in 365 days, 
having run 152 races at marathon  
distance and above

One of the first two people to complete 
the Ultra Running Relentless race, which 
involves running an average of 30 miles a 
day for 30 days through all 47 counties in 
the UK

Whilst running 16 marathons in Long 
Beach, California, Rik picked up the 
world record for the fastest aggregate 
time for 10 marathons in 10 days

Won both the Brathay and Irish  
‘10 marathons in 10 days’ races

Rik’s Records

If you’re intrigued to find out more, why not check it out for yourself ? www.phoenixrunning.co.uk 
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Attention all business owners and 
accountants. 
 
The Financial Conduct Authority (FCA) relocated 
from Canary Wharf to their new HQ in Stratford, 
London, and saved £28,479.00 in recycling charges 
-  and, through Waste to Wonder were able to 
redistribute £563,170.00 fair market value of office 
furniture and equipment to charities and schools 
worldwide. 

How? By challenging the perception of waste. For 
the pure mathematicians among you that equated 
to 903 tonnes of carbon retained and not released 
through recycling.

A similar, smaller customer, in December 2020 also 
saved themselves substantial recycling charges in 
excess of £10,000 and redistributed £124,700 of 
office furniture and equipment.

Parking the two examples above for a moment, 
let’s consider another scenario below, where waste 
becomes a company’s most valuable branding tool.  
Worth £000s? You decide.

This company wants to enter an emerging market 
and launch a new or existing service/product either 
in the UK or internationally. Here is a brief synopsis 
of what they will need to do assuming that their 
strategy has been predicated by thorough market 
research of some sort, such as trend or demand, 
demographics, gender, propensity to buy and so on. 

Considerations will be gearing up resource, 
production, materials, recruitment, premises, 
finance, financial gearing, cash flow, legalities, 
and accountancy to name but a few. Then last but 

definitely not least, marketing, advertising, social 
media, promotion, public relations and sales. It’s a 
lot to think about. 

Before I go on any more let me share just one piece 
of good business practice that if embraced by your 
clients, and embraced with genuine intent can 
provide a business ROI to rival any of the tactical 
impacts just mentioned and, in many cases, doesn’t 
cost a penny. A panacea for all those tactical 
headaches you might say. 

To fully understand this ROI, this elixir of good 
business practice, we need to consider one thing 
about business branding and one thing about the 
digital world of social media; the world in which 
business now lives. 

Brand is driven by association, now I know all the 
Brand Managers out there will rush to justify huge 
salaries with a plethora of  university degree reasons 
why it’s much more complicated than that but it’s 
really not, it’s really that simple. Examples being 
association with reliability, association with youth or 
age, association with value for money or quality, of 
taste, of desirability even association with celebrity 
sometimes works in business and sometimes not! 

Building good business brand has always been 
perceived as long term however in the new world of 
social media, a good or bad brand can catapult a 
company as quickly forwards as it can backwards 
with breakneck speed and that’s the truth. 

Both things now explained, let’s go back to the 
company who wants to launch its service/product 
but this time add into their arsenal the magic ROI 
ingredient. In all probability it is already sitting under 
their very noses. 

Both things now explained! Let’s go back to the 
company who wants to launch its service/product 
but this time add into their arsenal the magic ROI 
ingredient. In all probability it is already sitting under 
their very noses. 

So what is it, this ROI? Well every year hundreds of 
thousands of tonnes of redundant office furniture 
and equipment is recycled or landfilled following 
the usual moves and changes happening every day 
in companies. As accountants you apply capital 
allowances in respect of those items. To most 
companies’ office furniture, other than a tax break, 
simply provides an ergonomic workplace for staff.

But what if we take the title of this article 
‘Challenging the Perception of Waste,’ and take a 
look at all that redundant furniture and equipment 
as a branding asset of extreme value rather than 
waste?

In 2020 Waste to Wonder, on behalf of its customers, 
redistributed thousands of tonnes of redundant 
office furniture and equipment to a fair market value 
of £1.25 million. In 2021 we aim to redistribute £2.5 
million such has been the success. 800 schools in 19 
countries have been supported so far. 

Serious marketers acknowledge that social media 
is a crucial part of any launch into an emerging 
market and what better way to enhance their 
corporate social credentials than fit out schools and 
charities freely? Immediate social branding at no 
cost what sort of value would you put on that ROI? 
All they need to do is redirect their redundant office 
furniture and equipment (their waste) from recycling 
to redistribution. They even save money with no 
recycling charges.

Challenging the Perception of Waste 
can be a valuable experience for 
everyone.

.

Challenging  
the Perception  
of Waste
  Alan Cooper  |  Founder and Communications Director of Waste to Wonder
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Where do you sit in terms of mental health and 
wellbeing? 
 
“Wellbeing is to business as fitness and exercise 
are to a sports team: it’s the critical set of tools, 
training and support needed to win more games.” 
 
Why is the mental health and wellbeing market 
continuing to grow at such a rapid pace? The 
triggers that inspired the mental health and 
wellbeing industry are still largely present in today’s 
workplace. Poor work-life balance, high stress levels 
and low engagement are affecting employees and 
slowing business outcomes. These and other reasons 
alike point to a strong need for programmes that 
support employees in all areas of mental health and 
wellbeing. Ultimately, Red Dot 365 argues that “if 
the workplace is not supportive, if managers are 
not helpful and sensitive to employee needs, and 
if business leaders and HR departments are not 
creating a sense of focus, purpose, and productivity, 
people — and businesses — will suffer.” 

More companies are stepping up to the plate and 
offering wellbeing programmes to their employees, 
but the most successful companies view them as a 
core business strategy, not just a benefit. This type 
of thinking is necessary for organisations that want 
to see real results from their wellbeing investment 
and want to see a return on investment (ROI). 
Oftentimes, “the problem is not a lack of ideas or 
investment, but rather a lack of clarity about what 
to do and how to do it”. At Red Dot 365 we engage 
with employers daily. Every employer we speak with 
wants to do something, the question is always; what 
do we do and how do we know it has worked, or is of 
benefit? That is why we created a maturity model 
so companies can assess where they stand and take 
the necessary next steps to advance their wellbeing 
strategy and achieve greater business outcomes.

Where Aspen Waite Wales are on the Mental Health  and Wellbeing Journey?
Aspen Waite Wales are currently at Level 3 in terms of what we offer to employees and our mental  
health and wellbeing maturity. Aspen Waite Wales have worked with Red Dot 365 over the past 12 months.

Level 4 companies: Wellbeing for social good

Each organisation is on a journey to improve 
their mental health and wellbeing culture.  
What level is your organisation?

Level 3 companies: Wellbeing as a corporate performance 

Level 2 companies: Wellbeing for personal improvement

Level 1 companies: Wellbeing as a healthcare benefit

Focussing on wellbeing as part of an overall social sustainability 
program, contributing to wellbeing and health of community, 
families and citizens

Focussing on helping people improve energy, productivity, focus and sustainability at work, 
including career, skills and growth

Enabling and supporting healthy work environment, healthy work styles, helping employees 
with personal, family and financial wellbeing

Reducing healthcare costs, reducing absenteeism, eliminating accidents, keeping people healthy at work

.

Mental Health and 
Wellbeing in Your 
Business
  Josh Bersin           info@reddot365.co.uk

The journey to level 4 is under way with the launch of the following initiatives in the past year;

For further information or how we can help you   
please contact:

Aspen Waite are proud to partner with Red Dot 365 due to 
their proactive data driven approach, a range of real people 
with a passion for business and performance improvement.

John Williams. Director & Owner

         07425 558 130            info@reddot365.co.uk

www.reddot365.co.uk

Aspen Waite want to help 
as many people as we can. 
That’s why we’ve set up our 

Friend Programme, so no 
business needs to feel alone

Supporting community 
mental health initiatives 
“Lads & Dads” a men’s 
mental health group in 

Bridgend, Wales

Launch of Aspen Waite 
Radio - with national 

coverage, we aim to be the 
leading firm of business 
advisors across the UK 

ensuring no business owner 
ever feels alone. Our goal is 
based on three key areas, 
Education, Entertainment 

and most importantly 
Enjoyment

Providing mental health 
training for staff

Weekly drop-in online 
sessions to support staff 
from around the country

The scrapping of 
appraisals and 

introduction of a system 
called Real Conversations 

which sit alongside 
personal development 

plans

• We have conducted an independent  
mental health and wellbeing survey

• Shared the data  and insights via a discovery  
dashboard to all staff members

• Dialogue with staff around what the  
indicators were, and what that meant for 
Aspen Waite

• As a group, made evidence driven decisions 
on the type of solutions that would work for 
the staff 

• The solutions included the introduction of a  
flexible working policy that allowed staff to  
achieve their physical wellbeing goals, and 
feel better about themselves, or spend more 
quality time with family and friends.

• Commissioned executive coaching support 
for senior leaders.

• Immediate access to mental health and 
support solution that was confidential and 
targeted towards the individual
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Where does one begin as an  
office based person working in  
an office through Lockdown?

We have had many challenges  
– office flood, new roof,  
decorators, keeping staff and  
clients safe especially during  
visits for the tax return period, 
keeping staff mentally sound  
and providing an ear for anyone  
in need of that little extra  
support.

Well, I can honestly say 
attending the office daily has  
been rewarding from so many  
angles. Routine is very helpful  
(much better than being  
at home, sitting in your PJs).

The office has been running  
as always during these times.  
Staff have been accessible to  
clients and we have achieved  
a good result.

I have been coming in daily,  
which allowed the works that 
needed to be completed after 
the office flood were carried out. 
Cleaning has been carried out  
as per guidelines and probably 
more than was technically needed.
Staff have remained Covid free, 
thank goodness.

Lockdown has been challenging 
for many people and we have 
tried to support everyone who 
needed it.

For my part, I have been here for 
anyone who needed a shoulder 
to cry on, someone to shout at, 
someone to listen, someone to 
support whatever they needed.  
As Paul put it: “you have been  
the glue!” A lovely thought!

So, as we look to get everyone 
vaccinated, let’s hope we’ll soon 
be back to the new normal  
(whatever that may be).

Please stay safe. Have positive 
thoughts and be kind to each  
other. WE can all get through  
this together.

.

Lockdown 2020/21
A Life at the Heart
of Aspen Waite
   Tina Fincham           Tina.Fincham@aspen-waite.co.uk

Arrival at the office. 
Post is delivered,  

sorted, logged, emailed 
or handed to the  
relevant person

Answering the  
telephone to clients, 

and forwarding to 
the relevant person or 
emailing the member 
of staff with regards 

to particular enquires

Answering the  
door and taking  
relevant paperwork 
and giving to relevant 
staff.  

Visiting Paul’s house  
routinely, to pick up 
work and then emailing 
it to Cora for typing

Chasing claims for R&D tax credits has 
been difficult at this time. HMRC should 

deal with claims within 28 days or definitely 
six weeks, but very often they don’t.  

Whilst I appreciate they had other pressing  
matters, this has caused a very large 

volume of claims not to be processed as 
quickly and so necessary to help businesses 
remain productive and active. Chasing has 

proven to be a difficult task

It has been very 
rewarding attending 

range of meetings 
with Paul and dealing 
with clients concerns/

new business and  
R&D claims

The office has been 
 redecorated carpets have 
been cleaned and it is now 

ready for staff to return,  
when restrictions allow.  

This has been challenging, 
however, as always we  

got it done
Our regular group staff 
meetings have been a 
real support for all the 

team with Paul providing 
updates regarding the 

business and new activity

Our own business has 
been very positive, 

with new members of 
staff joining us.  

This has been uplifting 
for all concerned

Aspen Waite Radio has 
been introduced and has 

proved to be popular 
covering varying types of 
music, topics and On This 
Day in History amongst 
other things. Do have a  

listen, you may change the 
radio station you presently 

listen to

Attending the GB Expo 
live on zoom every week 
has been a lifeline to all 

business owners, with 
about 40 CEOs.

Attending on a regular 
basis, receiving free  

advice from someone who 
has been through all the 
issues they face. Why not 
join us on Fridays 14.30?

Paul and I have had some 
interesting moments  

during lockdown. We have 
laughed, danced, sung,  

cogitated and debated in the 
car whilst attending meetings. 

I think this has kept us both 
sane throughout these times  

and that’s just in the car!

At Aspen Waite we understand that our  
people are everything. So Introducing a new 

wellness meeting, in association with  Rachael 
and Rhona, for staff every Thursday has proven 
to be good. The staff are able to talk, discuss 

concerns, new activities taken on board, laugh 
together and generally it is good atmosphere 

for all who have attended.
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No, I am not reviewing the Hitchcock classic,  
although it is a masterpiece and one of James 
Stewart’s best roles. I am talking about the view  
I have during my working day.

Thankfully, I am in the countryside so there is no 
need to worry about the suspicious dealings of my 
neighbours but working from home is now my new 
normal as part of the exciting role of establishing 
the Aspen Waite Ireland office.

I am now applying my Mathematics degree and my 
experience with working for Dell Computers in their 
SME department, to the complex and exciting world 
of business development. This is a very different 
career from navigating A Level curricula, coping with 
the ebb and flow of classrooms and leading an  
international school. It is a truly exciting time to  
be joining Aspen Waite, a company that in 2019,  
not only emerged in the Accountancy Age 50+50 
Top 100 at 97, but also had the biggest single climb 
by any company to 79 in 2020. 

Now, that I have become familiar with my new job 
and dealt with the expected uncertainty in learning 
new systems and policies, it is time to consider my 
working environment. Gone are the days where I had 
a staffroom and busy, noisy classrooms; replaced with 
a virtual workplace, working in tandem with our  
offices in Bridgwater, Wales, Scotland and all across 
the south of England. My six-year-old twins who, in 
spite of their energy, lack the awareness of social and 
political current affairs that I often enjoy discussing 
on a daily basis have replaced my work colleagues.  

A recent study in the UK by the Centre for Mental 
Health expects half a million more people to  
experience poor mental health compared to a  
normal year, due to coronavirus (1). 

Much of this comes from the expectation that you  
are simply replacing one work place with another so  
it should be business as usual. However, this poses  
the issue that is the inability to distinguish between 
the work area and the home, meaning that it  
switches from ‘Working from Home’ to ‘Living at Work’.
Placing an expectation that all normal work  
practices need upholding creates a level of anxiety 
that will negatively affect the productivity you are so  
anxious to maintain. 

As many employers will be considering a long-term 
shift to remote working practices (2) it is imperative 
that the environment we create is a healthy one.

Rear Window
    Brendan Burns           Brendan.Burns@aspen-waite.co.uk

This is a new way of working. Embrace it
There is no need to commute. Breaks should not be fixed; there are no rules (within reason!)

Obviously, I have my contractual obligations but much of my work is independent of others so 
choosing the right time to find a healthy balance is vital. 

Based on my experiences of transitioning from working in an office to 
working from home, here are some of the suggestions I have tried.  
Some with more success than others.  

Our aim is to provide our unique model of being a trusted friend to 
businesses, to the Northern Irish market offering a complete suite of 
services including:

1
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Accountancy  
and Audit

Outsourced 
Payroll

Corporate  
Finance

Growth and 
Recovery

R&D Tax 
Credits

International 
Services

Marketing 
and Media

Tax  
Advisory

Making Tax 
Digital Services

£



The six minute diary  
It is only natural to consider the negatives from a day. 
Our base instinct as a species is predicated upon  
‘Fight or Flight’. How often have you left a negative 
comment to a restaurant or service you have used?  
More importantly, how often have you left a positive 
one? For most people these two numbers are stark in 
contrast. 

This diary makes you take some time each day to focus on 
the day-to-day positive things that you take for granted. 
The subtle shift in your mind-set that this creates will, and 
has for me, promoted a tangible difference to my mood at 
both work and with my family. 

Meditate  
The working day is a busy one. From the moment we 
wake, we are only several metres from our workstation, 
our children and our domestic responsibilities. Taking 10 
minutes to reconnect to ourselves is something I scoffed 
at previously but this practice is one I value above most 
others. I use Headspace, but there are so many options 
out there both with work and my family. 

Read for pleasure  
It is something I truly enjoy but with two children, a dog 
and a house to maintain, it is difficult to build this time 
in. That is why this makes it to the reminder list

Daily exercise  
The BMC Public Health 
discussed the impact upon 
physical wellbeing including the 
increase in sedentary behaviour 
causing musculoskeletal 
issues. It does not have to be 
a Joe Wicks HIIT session, just 
something that gets your heart 
rate up.  

Home schooling time  
This, while it takes many of us 
out of our comfort zone, should 
be a time we enjoy with our 
children. No reasonable school 
will penalise incomplete work. 
Enjoy the time, instead of 
making it a stressful search for 
academic perfection. No child 
(or teacher) for that matter, 
expects that from every piece of 
work. Everything you are doing 
is great.

Drinking water at 
regular times

Create positive habits  
To not let the day passively slip into the night. Take control of the time you have allocated to 
things. Create a routine. I use my reminders app on my phone. I have a daily routine with  
non-work related events percolated throughout the day. All too often, we concentrate on  
work related tasks and these are prioritised over other tasks that can have equal value to  
a productive day. These include:

2
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In my last two decades, I have worked in Ireland,  
the UK and in the Middle East so I am not averse 
to seismic changes but this last 12 months makes 
the top of the list. I have thoroughly enjoyed this 
challenge and that is thanks to, in no small part, 
the Aspen Waite family. They have supported and 
developed my skill set but, a huge part of my  
enjoyment has been the ability to work from home. 
My work/life balance is so much better than it ever 
was in the teaching profession and the relationships 
I am developing with my client base, both in  
Northern Ireland and Great Britain, have been richer 
thanks to the level of humanity the nuances of  
working from home offer. After all, everyone  
remembers the BBC interview when the reporter was 
‘visited’ by his children and their mother scurrying in 
after them. 

Therefore, as I stare out my rear window, I have the 
time to appreciate the beautiful landscape around 
me, enjoy the sound of my locked down children 
playing in the background after their home  
schooling, safe in the knowledge that I am still on 
task and Aspen Waite Ireland is continuing to grow. 

References:

(1) https://www.centreformentalhealth.org.uk/ 
 publications/covid-19-and-nations-mental-  
 health-july-2020
(2) https://www.businessbecause.com/news/ 
 insights/7100/working-from-home-after- 
 coronavirus

It’s ok to not be ok  
We are in the middle of a pandemic and regardless of your 
opinion of its importance, it has changed the landscape we 
 live in well into the near future. We are creatures of habit,  
this Gestalt-like shift in lifestyle is still relatively new, and its 
effects should not be underestimated.

Give yourself a chance to get used to this and do not be  
so hard on yourself if it is taking some time to adjust.

3

4

Make time for others 

Zoom, Microsoft Teams, Google 
Meet and a vast array of social 
media offer us the opportunities 
to reach out to people. It may be 
difficult to recognise the usual 
social cues but it is important to 
appreciate this as new media of 
conversation and one that is here 
to stay. I am sure many people 
balked at the ‘new fangled’ 
technology that Alexander 
Graham Bell introduced all those 
years ago.

At Aspen Waite, we are a 
community-based organisation 
and this begins internally. We 
now have an opportunity to 
connect with our colleagues 
on a Thursday at noon, called 
Lockdown Lunch. It is a  
low-pressure environment where 
people come to connect with 
others in the company; sharing 
positive stories, new experiences 
or just to have a chat with people 
who may be going through 
similar issues. 
 

The numbers of participants is 
growing week on week and is 
underestimated in terms of the 
positive effects this is having on 
the teams that get involved.
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This short article is about the 
evolution of one of my inventions 
and how timing is key critical to the 
potential commercialisation of any 
successful invention.
My interest in finding solutions for dealing with 
plastic waste was born at the bottom of the sea in 
1976, the Aegean Sea to be precise. I had a notable 
holiday in the former Yugoslavia with my girlfriend 
at the time, notable in so much as I didn’t really get 
into much trouble and was only arrested once and 
alcohol had nothing to do with it. Of course, I was 
released without charge! That is a story for another 
day. I obtained a BSAC diving qualification when I 
was 14 and was lucky to do so as officially my club 
did not start training young adults until they were 
16 but my friends’ father was the Club Secretary and 
we didn’t really discuss age. By the time I was 18 I 
had many dives recorded in my log book, most of 
them in freezing water with strong currents and poor 
visibility. To dive in the crystal-clear waters of the 
Aegean was a dream come true and I held a vision 
of discovering, like my hero Jacques Cousteau, a 
sunken Roman Galley or Trireme.  My dream was not 
realised but what did happen was an event that laid 
the seeds for the evolution of a new technology.  
On my third dive I was swimming at a depth of 
about 10 metres (30 feet in my language) and I was 
horrified to come across a plastic cup mountain! 
Yes, a plastic cup mountain. The mountain was 
around 15 foot high and covered an area of about 
50 square yards. Apparently, the local marine tourist 
guides would anchor every day at this part of a very 
picturesque bay to admire the view and have lunch 
and toast Neptune with a white rigid styrene cup 
filled with the local “devils brew” Slivovitz which is 
a cross between paint stripper and paint thinner. 
After toasting Neptune, the skipper would throw 
his cup into the sea and so did everyone else where 
they drifted to the bottom to remain in perpetuity 
as there is little or no tide in this part of the Aegean 
Sea. 

I spent an evening ruminating on how this could be 
stopped and was perplexed. The people throwing 
the cups away clearly could not see them or they 
probably wouldn’t simply ditch them. This was the 
age of the anti-litter campaigns when it was second 
nature to place litter in a bin. Sadly, that gentile age 
disappeared as a result of the IRA planting bombs in 
litter bins and ensuring they were all removed so the 
anti-litter campaigns which could have eventually 
accelerated the Waste Hierarchy initiative on 
recycling was delayed. I pondered trying to educate 
the tourist boat operators but did not see they would 
be interested although a germ of an idea emerged 
in which I thought that the cups could be crushed on 
board to minimise the problem which would result in 
the skipper reducing the time to clean them up on 
board. 

An idea formed in my mind for a waste bin with a 
ram that would squeeze them into a smaller volume. 
The problem here was that the boat operators had 
a zero-cost solution by simply throwing them over 
board. I was defeated by an argument that I could 
not win and in those days, there was no MARPOL 
(Marine Pollution) regulations being enforced and 
David Attenborough was not a household name, his 
series “The Living Planet” was not launched until 
1984 years after my Environmental Epiphany. 

Fast forward 12 years to 1988 and I was having some 
success manufacturing electrical heating elements 
and I was invited to visit Aiwa an electronics factory 
in Glasgow to design some heating elements for 
their moulding machines. I noticed a large skip being 
removed that was full of clean polystyrene and I was 
curious what was being done with it? Was it being 
sold or reused in some manner? I asked the question 
and was amazed to find out that it was being 
sent to a landfill site at a high cost and this was a 
daily event and was costing the company tens of 
thousands of pounds a year. I had a Eureka moment 
and thought, what if I heated that skip and melted 
the polystyrene to remove the air and then allow 
the polystyrene to melt and cool. There would be a 
huge volumetric reduction and the skip a day could 
be reduced to perhaps one a month? In hindsight 
heating a skip was not viable as the energy cost 
to do so would be too high but it was the start of a 
thought process.

I asked my contact for some samples and of course 
he obliged so I completely filled my car from floor to 
roof and drove back to Wales.

A favourite word often used by a notable colleague 
well known to us all is “Depends”. Whilst I would not 
deserve the accolade of being notable, I have a 
favourite phrase myself and that is – “What if”.

I would argue that this is the first logical phrase 
that springs to the mind of any inventor on the road 
to discovery. “What if, I, they, or we did something 
differently?”

It is often said, probably too often in an age of 
consumerism, that “necessity is the mother of 
invention”, we often invent things that are not really 
needed but are simply wanted. Do we really need an 
Umbrella on a bowler hat?

Soleless shoes, pet rocks or ladies stiletto fins? 
Probably not. Oh, and yes there was such a thing as 
ladies stiletto fins invented….

noun 
1. The action of inventing something, typically a process or device.

invention
/ɪnˈvɛnʃ(ə)n/

.

What If? Or the 
Evolution of  
an Invention.
 David Scheeres           David.Scheeres@aspen-waite.co.uk



A couple of days later I wrapped a heating element 
around a funnel, heated the funnel and to my 
delight the Styrofoam melted. At first it simply 
stuck to the funnel but by experimenting with heat 
I reduced it into a liquid and this was then allowed 
to drop into a 55 Gallon Oil drum. I was fascinated 
by the process and scavenged pieces of foam from 
wherever I could find them. I ended up with the 
problem of having an oil drum that weighed a couple 
of hundred kilograms of solidified solid plastic and no 
forklift truck to move it!  I realised that the volume 
of foam in the drum would normally fill an HGV Lorry. 
Gradually I worked out that the volumetric reduction 
was about 95% and about a month later I filled my 
car again, photographed it and then melted the 
material into a metal box the size of a shoebox.  
I returned to Aiwa and told them I had a machine 
that would deal with their waste polystyrene and 
showed them my sample. The plant manager said 

The Plant manager was a decision maker and 
he said

I had asked for a deposit large enough to build the 
machine. The first machine was crude and somewhat 
of a ‘Heath Robinson’ affair but it worked sufficiently 
well enough for me to get paid and have a happy 
customer.

I learnt from this design and developed a better 
machine that had a moving mould plate that could 
throw out bricks in a continual process. I decided it 
needed a patent and met with a patent lawyer in 
London not much older than myself. David Keltie 
was a New Zealander with unbounded energy and 
enthusiasm and my first patent was granted with 
his assistance. One of my patent claims was that, 
unlike machines that used Auger screws and rams, 
my invention was like an electric dustbin and the 
material simply flowed through by gravity without 
mechanical assistance. The phrase I coined at 
that time was Plastic Densification. This eventually 
evolved into Thermal Compaction. David Keltie was 
really excited when the patent was granted and  
said “I think we’ve patented gravity!”

I then started to look at environmental issues further 
than simply reducing transportation costs and  
 
I decided that the problem with 
plastic was not the plastic but 
ignorant people who carelessly 
disposed of it.  
 
I evolved a hypothesis that plastic was a natural 
product as it was made from oil which was harvested 
energy produced by the sun in the Jurassic Age and 
that by reversing the manufacturing process at the 
point of use it could be sanitised and volumetrically 
reduced for recycling at an economic cost. This 
ability to reverse engineer the material at the end 
of its life could not be easily achieved with other 
materials such as glass or metal as the energy cost 
would be too high and the equipment too large and 
complex. I reasoned that when one considered the 
energy used to make a china mug it was at least 
three thousand times that of moulding a plastic 
cup and every time you washed it, more energy 
was used to heat potable water and also introduce 
chemical detergents which entered the water 
table as a pollutant. At this time, David Bellamy 
said that he thought the science behind my theory 
was valid. Sadly, David Bellamy dared to challenge 
global warning in the early 1990’s as he thought 
that the statistics had been manipulated to create 
opportunity for vested interests and his rise to fame 
ended as he was ostracized by much of the ‘hip’ 
scientific community who had feted the BBC. He was 
right of course but that is an article for another day.

The problem with recycling is segregation and 
transportation, if you mix up materials, they 
are difficult to separate, and interfere with the 
manufacturing process. 

Wonderful, where 
can we see one?

Ok, but if it doesn’t 
work, we won’t pay 

and we will want 
our deposit back

Here. As soon as you 
place an order, yours 

will be the first
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If you have a high volume to weight ratio, the cost  
of transport can be more than the value of the 
recycled product. I had an idea of creating a 
homogenous recyclable waste stream for the  
fast-food sector, namely McDonalds. I suggested 
that if everything was made from the same material, 
variations of styrene, it could be densified at the 
restaurant and stored safely until such time as there 
was sufficient to remove as a saleable commodity 
not waste stream. Mc Donald’s expressed interest 
and I connected with one of my heater customers 
who supplied machines to the manufacturers who 
made McDonalds packaging. It was agreed that 
everything, the box, the tray, the cup, the lid, the 
straw, the napkin etc could be plastic and this could 
be melted at the restaurant. Any waste food would 
be sanitised and reduced in volume and weight by 
desiccation as all organic food is over 90% water. 
I tried to raise money in the UK and could not do 
so but attracted interest in New York from Morgan 
Stanley Bank. I arranged to visit Morgan Stanley and 

at the same time arranged to meet my American 
Agent who represented my heaters in the USA. 

Ed Starer was a typical New Yorker and 5 foot 
nothing of sheer energy and dynamism. He asked me 
what I was in town for and I explained and he said 
would I meet one of his principals the next day as he 
was also in town to review a business manufacturing 
propane gas valves.  The following day I met Henk 
Kruithof and Henk was a serious Dutchman who 
had made a fortune when he left the Dutch Royal 
Air Force manufacturing gas valves that he copied 
from a British invention that had not been patented. 
I told Henk my story and he was silent for a couple 
of minutes and he then astonished me by saying he 
did not want me to meet Morgan Stanley the next 
day as he was considering funding me. I said that 
was not possible as I had made an appointment but 
Henk said, I need 7 days to conduct due diligence, 
I will pay you a non-refundable lockout fee of 
£50,000 to postpone your meeting a week. After a 
nano second, I agreed. 

Henk was looking for a large-scale product to 
be made in his central heating boiler company 
called Radson and this fitted the bill. Henk only 
ever looked at things large scale and felt he could 
make thousands of machines. McDonalds had 
expressed a potential interest in 30,000 machines 
which could have created a £750 million business 
within a couple of years. Plastics Densification Inc 
was established and the name “Styromelt” I had 
conceived was registered. I assigned the patent to 
the new company and we set to work to make a 
mass-produced machine. The machine was featured 
on Tomorrows World and all looked well until the 
Boy Scouts of America advised Mc Donald’s that 
as the plastic waste would not degrade in landfills 
for a million years, they would boycott Mc Donald’s 
unless they changed their packaging. The Boy Scouts 
of America are the second largest lobbying group 
in the USA behind the NRA so Mc Donald’s reacted 
swiftly and withdrew Styrofoam packaging. I argued 
that the fact that plastic did not degrade or give off 
gases and leachates was a good thing but of course 

I was one voice against millions. The companies who 
supplied Mc Donald’s also manufactured “paper” 
cups. There is no such thing as a paper cup as paper 
will not hold fluids so they are all lined with at least 
50 microns of plastic or wax which makes them 
extremely difficult to recycle unlike a homogenous 
material. Styrofoam allows food and drink to stay 
hotter or colder longer than paper so the franchisees 
were unhappy as their reaction times had to be 
increased and food spoiled faster but the potential 
boycott ended my dream. During this period Henk 
masterminded the sale of Worcester Heat to Bosch 
who Henk was a director of and made a lot of money. 
He also established the first large scale call centre 
in the UK and began to act for utility companies by 
adapting a version of the campaign software used 
by Ronald Reagan during his successful election 
campaign. I was asked to participate but couldn’t 
see how a room of 100 people with computers and 
phones could make money. A couple of years later 
Henk sold that company for £144 million to MCI 
WorldCom before they collapsed. 
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Henk said as the large-scale supply to the 
fast-food sector had not worked, he did not 
want to pursue the product and I could have 
it back for £100 which I accepted but could 
not do anything with it so I concentrated on a 
new energy saving invention of mine that was 
awarded a Queens Award for Environmental 
Achievement. I did not have the money to 
continue filing patent renewal fees or making 
speculative machines so the idea of recycling 
plastic drifted into memory.

Necessity is everything and timing is important 
and some years later on my birthday, 26th 
April 1999, the Landfill directive was published. 
In essence it was to drive the recycling 
industry by making the dumping of waste 
into large holes in the ground very expensive. 
Previous customers began to contact me and I 
joint ventured with an established engineering 
company to develop the technology again. 
My earlier patents had lapsed and to try and 
raise capital and attract a major potential 
collaborating party a new patent was needed. 
Unfortunately, when I tried to re-patent the 
idea my prior art was cited every time and the 
patent denied. In another Eureka moment I 
thought about simplification and removed 
the mechanical aspects of the invention which 
was a moving plate under a cylindrical pot 
and experimented with two heated surfaces 
angled against each other which would allow 
the plastic to melt and flow through the gap 
between the plates. 

It worked and a patent was granted for the 
machine in 2009.  As you can see this is a 
simpler machine than the earlier machine.

About 100 of the Styromelt 
machines have been supplied 
into various sectors to reduce the 
amount of waste plastic entering 
landfill and customers range 
from the oldest established fish 
merchants in Wales, electronic 
device manufacturers to Rolls 
Royce Cars. There is even a 
machine near John O ‘Groats 
that is sited at Dounreay Nuclear 
Power Station.  One machine was 
installed at the Medical Research 
Centre Cambridge and has been 
used to densify polystyrene boxes 
used to transport human tissue 
and glassware. This machine 
proved successful with the added 
benefit that the removal of a skip 
created a new parking space for 
the sustainability officer! 

In recent years I was made aware 
of the fact that the health sector 
uses large quantities of disposable 
clothes generically called ‘Blue 
Wrap’ and there was a need 
to deal with the material as it 
was expensive to dispose of as 
potentially hazardous waste. 

The material is made from non-
woven synthetic fabric whose 
base is polypropylene and by 
modifying the machine with 
different heating circuitry the 
machine could be used to treat 
this material. 

A new patent was applied for 
and granted in September 2020. 
I called this machine Sterimelt. 
The machine was built and 
trialled with relentless enthusiasm 
by my colleagues at Thermal 
Compaction Group who are also 
an Aspen Waite client. This has 
taken several years of hard work 
and many iterations of the device 
supported by the Aneurin Bevan 
NHS Trust who graciously allowed 
the trials to take place at the  
St Woolas Hospital Newport.  
During the Pandemic the 
Royal Cornish Hospital Trust 
has experienced an increase in 
disposable face mask usage from 
300 a day to an incredible 10,000 
a day! 

They decided to experiment with 
the machine as the masks are also 
made from synthetic fabric and it 
worked! Now, instead of paying to 
have this waste taken away and 
destroyed, the inert plastic blocks 
are sold and the money put back 
into patient care. The hospital 
produced a video and this can be 
viewed at: https://www.youtube.
com watch?v=2WomlKQNBgY 

In conclusion this article contains 
a lot of “What ifs” and “maybes”

 

What if the IRA hadn’t planted 
bombs in litter bins, would it 
have accelerated recycling as a 
natural evolution of being aware 
of the need to dispose of waste 
properly? Maybe…..

What if the Boy Scouts of America 
hadn’t threatened to boycott 
Mc Donalds would we have had 
homogenous waste streams 
processed at their point of origin? 
Maybe….

Did the potential boycott 
actually create a larger problem 
by generating methane from 
decomposing cellulose and 
allow the glues, inks and other 
chemicals used in paper products 
to leach into the water? Maybe…..

What if the Landfill Directive had 
not been instigated, would there 
have been any need for machinery 
such as my invention? Possibly 
not…..

Clearly timing is 
everything and is it 
better to be too early 
than too late? Maybe, 
in respect of thermal 
compaction time  
will tell!
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Slow-Cooked
Roast Lamb

Ingredients

Method

Preheat the oven to 200c/400f/gas mark 61

2

3

4

5

6

Trim the lamb, peel the garlic cloves and 
cut them into slivers. Cut small slashes into 
the lamb and stud it with the garlic slivers.
Mix together the thyme, sea salt and 
cumin, pressing half of it over the top of  
the lamb

1 large leg of lamb
4 cloves of garlic
2 tbsp thyme leaves (chopped)
1 tbsp sea salt
2 tbsp cumin

4 red onions, peeled and quartered 
2 sticks thyme
Olive oil
Freshly ground black pepper
1/2 bottle red wine

Put the onions and thyme sticks into the 
bottom of a roasting tin. Place the lamb 
on top and drizzle over some olive oil. 
Season with pepper. Cook for 45 minutes, 
then reduce the oven temperature to 
150c/300f/gas mark 2

Turn the lamb over and press the remaining 
cumin, salt and thyme mix over the lamb.  
Pour over the wine and cook for a further 41/2 

hours, basting occasionally. Turn the lamb over 
again for the last 1/2 hour of cooking time

Place the lamb on a dish, skim the meat juices 
from the pan and make a nice gravy with 
what’s left in the pan

Serve with new potatoes and a green salad (or 
some nice French beans)

This is a favourite of mine. Get it prepped, slam it in the 
oven, go for a nice long walk and it’ll be ready when you 
get back!

   John Porteous           John.Porteous@aspen-waite.co.uk
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   John Porteous           John.Porteous@aspen-waite.co.uk

Cornish  
Saffron Loaf

Ingredients

Method

Put the saffron in the boiling water and 
leave to infuse overnight

1

2

3

4

5
Mix 100g of the flour, a pinch of sugar, the 
yeast and the tepid water, and leave for 
about 30 minutes until it is frothy

A generous pinch of saffron threads
3 tbsp boiling water
500g strong plain white flour
100g sugar
1 tbsp dried yeast

100ml tepid water
100g butter
1 tbsp salt
1 egg, beaten
250g currants
30g candied peel, chopped

Rub the butter in to the remaining flour.  
Add the salt, sugar and egg, the yeast 
mixture and the saffron water. Mix to a 
dough, adding a little more tepid water 
if necessary. Knead well, place in a bowl, 
cover with clingfilm and leave to rise in a 
warm place for about an hour.

Knock back and knead in the fruit and peel.  
Place in a greased loaf tin and prove for about 
an hour

Bake in a preheated oven at 220c/425f/gas 
mark 7 for 40 minutes, or until the loaf sounds 
hollow when tapped on the base.   
Cool on a wire rack.

This is just yummy! You can eat it with butter - fresh or 
toasted, or break it up and put it in an ice cream sundae.
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1

2

Ingredients

Method

Prepare the flower heads – cut the flowers 
from their stems so that as little green stem 
as possible is left. Pour ½ gallon boiling 
water over the flowers and leave, well 
covered, to soak for 24 hours

Bring to boiling point and strain on to the 
sugar in your fermentation vessel (a plastic 
bucket with a tight fitting lid is fine).   
Stir well to dissolve the sugar. When cool, 
add ½ gallon cold water, the citric acid, 
tea, yeast and nutrient. Cover well (I usually 
tie a tea towel over the top of the bucket) 
and leave to ferment for seven days

1/2 pint of flower heads (2 flower heads 
is usually sufficient
1 1/2 lb sugar

1 tbsp citric acid
1/4 pint strong tea 
Yeast and nutrient

3 Siphon off from the sediment into screw top 
bottles and keep for 14-21 days, after which 
it is ready to drink

4 When opening the bottles pour off into a  
glass (half pint or so) then, without righting the 
bottle, pour the remainder into another screw 
top bottle, so ensuring the maximum of clear 
brew

Note: Do not exceed the quantity of blooms 
or sugar stated, as it will impair the flavour

I make this every year - it’s gorgeous!

   John Porteous           John.Porteous@aspen-waite.co.uk

Elderflower
Champagne



The Aspen Waite Friend Programme
#YourFriendInLockdown

Make sure you follow us on social media 
for all the latest help and guidance  

@AspenWaite

At Aspen Waite we want to 
help as many people as we 

can. That‘s why we‘ve set up 
our Friend Programme, so no 
business needs to feel alone
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