




The event made a welcome return to the
business sporting calendar for the first time
since 2005, and with competition as strong as
ever it wasn’t long before some old rivalries
were being renewed.

This year’s series saw four heats taking
place at Bird Luckin’s Chelmsford office
throughout June, with the winners of each heat
taking their place in the final on July 1.

And despite the efforts of bankers RBS
Chelmsford and Barclays, and solicitors Birkett
Long, it was the team from property
specialists Beresfords who triumphed on the
night, taking the prestigious Challenge Series
Team Title.

There was some consolation on the night
for RBS Chelmsford, with Darren Clark picking
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up the individual trophy, but as always the real
success of the event was the opportunity it
provided for business colleagues and local
professionals to enjoy socialising and
competing with friends.

The response to the contest from local
businesses was once again fantastic;
alongside Barclays, Beresfords, Birkett Long
and RBS, there were teams from Begbies
Traynor, Gepp & Sons, Handelsbanken, 

Hill & Abbott, Kemsley, Lloyds TSB, Prettys,
Tolhurst Fisher, Wollastons and Wortley Byers
taking part in the event.

For the heats and the final, each company
was split into two teams of three, so that all
drivers had the chance to compete against
each other over the course of the evening.

And as well as the team title and the trophy
for the best individual driver, there was also
the Plunkett Challenge (for the fastest lap
during the course of the event) and the
dreaded Murray Walker Trophy, picked up by
the driver who just has ‘one of those nights’!

The racing was never easy, and additional
challenges such as pit stop breaks, changing
drivers and tyre changes made sure that 
no-one could relax too much. But there was a
noticeable drop in the standard of driving after
competitors had enjoyed a buffet and some
liquid refreshment half way during the evening. 

Once again the series proved a real
success – many thanks to all those who took
part, and who helped in the organisation. Bird
Luckin Client Service Director Kevin Thomas,
previously dubbed the ‘Bernie Ecclestone’ of
the Bird Luckin Series as he owns and
operates the circuit, believes the success of
the event is its mix of relaxation and
competition: “It’s a good opportunity to be
able to socialise with friends and colleagues
as well as perhaps making new contacts, but
the competitive edge means that everyone
stays interested in the action on the track,”
said Kevin.

Business teams get back on
track for Scalextric Challenge
While Lewis Hamilton’s
Silverstone victory may have
dominated the Formula One
headlines at the beginning of
July, the gaze of motorsports
fans among the county’s
business community was
firmly on Aquila House 
during the same week, as 
the Bird Luckin Scalextric
Challenge Series 2008
reached its climax.

WINNING
TEAM: The
boys from
Beresfords
celebrate
taking the
team title at
this year’s 
Bird Luckin
Scalextric
Challenge
Series. 
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Unless I have missed something we seem to have survived
half of the year without being forced to lock away our
hosepipes, and although food prices have increased, there
generally seems to be plenty to go around.

But if you are looking to move house,
remortgage an existing property or perhaps
take the first tentative steps onto the
property ladder, you may well have noticed
that there is a new shortage in town, and this
one looks set to stay with us for a while yet.

Following the dramatic financial events that
have dominated the headlines for what
already seems like an eternity, the housing
and mortgage markets now resemble a once
flourishing island that has been battered by a
series of relentless hurricanes.

In the resulting turmoil, financial institutions
have become ultra cautious with their money
and – despite the Bank of England’s
intervention – now seem highly reluctant (or
unable) to lend on anything but a timid and
somewhat sporadic basis.

The lack of liquidity in the market has
filtered swiftly to ground level and is now
preventing many would-be borrowers (most
notably those with imperfect credit histories
or limited deposits) from completing what
would previously have been considered
straight forward mortgage transactions.

The first time buyer
After years of inflation-busting increases,
property prices are now on the way back
down across most parts of the UK. This
scenario would normally present attractive
buying opportunities for those who have until

now been excluded from the house buying
party, but life is rarely quite that simple.

Having patiently built up a nest egg, the
first time buyer is now faced with the harsh
reality of a mortgage drought. Product
availability is at an all time low, as too is the
appetite of most lenders to take on high 
loan-to-value business.

In truth, 100% mortgages became a thing
of the past shortly after the full horror of the
Northern Rock fiasco emerged, and most
lenders now require a deposit of at least
10%. If you want a really competitive interest
rate you will need to find cash equivalent to
25% of the property’s value.

When you also consider that many lenders
have toned down their maximum loan
calculations, interest rates have soared*
(bearing no resemblance to the Bank of
England’s recently trimmed base rate of 5%),
and several specialist high loan-to-value
lenders have gone to the wall, that elusive
first rung on the property ladder must seem
no closer to some than it did when prices
were at their peak.

That said, while the first time buyer
continues to experience challenging
conditions it is not all doom and gloom. There

Liquidity hard to

Phil McHardy, 
Pantheon Financial

New proposals designed to make it easier
for small businesses to operate and
develop have been unveiled by the EU.

The Small Business Act for Europe sets
out a number of measures intended to
reduce the barriers to trade facing many
SMEs. But while some business
organisations have welcomed the proposed
legislation, others have already criticised
the Act for not going far enough.

The Act focuses on four areas that
particularly affect SMEs:

A General Block Exemption Regulation 
to simplify the process of state aid, 
making it easier for SMEs to get help 
for training, research and development 
and environmental protection.
A new statute for a European Private 
Company, to allow SMEs to start up 
and operate according to the same 
company law throughout Europe.
A new proposal on VAT, with the option 
to apply reduced VAT rates for locally 
supplied services, including labour 
intensive services, which are mainly 
provided by SMEs.
Changes to the Late Payments 
Directive, to help ensure that SMEs
are paid within the 30-day time limit.

Other measures include more help for
small firms to win public procurement
contracts, and the possible exemption of
small firms from new directives.

Tina Sommer, the Federation of Small
Business’s EU and international affairs
chairman, said the EU must release SMEs
“from their administrative shackles and
allow them to fulfil their potential”.

“The European Commission’s proposals
are a good place to start, but national
governments must significantly beef up this
document for it to offer tangible benefits to
all small businesses,” she added.

But the British Chambers of Commerce
(BCC) criticised the Act as not being
sufficiently radical. David Frost, the BCC’s
director general, said: “This is a mish-mash
of watered down proposals and initiatives
with a questionable amount of political will
attached to it from the member states.
There are some useful aspects here, 
such as a dedicated test for small firms in
all EU impact assessments, but there’s
very little else.”

EU proposals
to help SMEs
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http://www.pantheongroup.co.uk/
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find in mortgage drought

HARSH REALITY: With 100% mortgages a distant memory and purchasers needing up
to 25% of a property’s value to get a competitive rate, life is hard for buyers.  

are various niche approaches that can be
considered in order to create a workable and
affordable solution which includes the careful
and selective use of guarantor mortgages,
professional mortgages, extended term
options, interest only structures and the use
of stepped products. 

Remortgaging
The logic was simple. If your current lender
could not offer you a competitive product
when you reached the end of a particular
deal, then you did your maths, paid the deeds
release charges and took your mortgage
business elsewhere.

Prior to the liquidity crisis this process was
fuelled at the front end by aggressive
marketing techniques, and a plethora of
attractive headline deals with relatively low
entry costs. It was assisted further by the (at
times unbelievable) apathy that lenders often
demonstrated, with half-hearted attempts to
retain their existing customers. 

The combination of these forces, at a time
when the term ‘credit crunch’ simply
described the noise your VISA card made
when you sat on it by accident, led to the
opportunity for almost anyone to secure an
attractive new interest rate, even if their
credit history was not exactly perfect and
there was limited equity in their property.

However, post ‘crunch’, this is one market
that has been turned on its head. Rather than
falling over themselves to secure your

mortgage business, lenders are now
generally tumbling backwards over each
other in a desperate attempt not to be caught
out with large volumes of applications for
which they have either insufficient funding, or
inadequate processing capacity. This has
created a domino effect, where one lender
inadvertently becomes market leading (due to
rapid product withdrawals made by the
previous market leader) and has to respond
by withdrawing their deal immediately in order
to avoid over exposure. We now have an
unprecedented trend where products are
sometimes being withdrawn days – or even
hours – after the initial launch, and with
insufficient notice being provided to allow an
application to meet the deadline.

This phenomenon, in conjunction with
relatively high Inter-Bank lending rates (three
month Libor currently stands at 5.95%), has
led to a bizarre scenario where the Bank of
England base rate has headed south, and yet
the interest rates and arrangement fees that
we must pay to secure a new mortgage deal
have headed sharply in the opposing

direction. The quantity and variety of new
deals available on the market has also shrunk
considerably, with the best rates requiring
equity of 25% or more in the property to be
remortgaged.

So, with arrangement fees now reaching
gargantuan proportions and availability of
traditional fixed and tracker mortgages
significantly reduced, it no longer seems
logical to jump ship every two years. As a
result long term offset mortgage deals which
offer a high degree of flexibility are proving
more popular than ever before.

A typical example would be a lifetime offset
tracker (ie a product which tracks the base
rate for the term of the mortgage) which
ordinarily has minimal early redemption
charges (or none at all in some cases), and
which allows the individual to make large
overpayments without penalty, offset savings
against the mortgage balance (popular with
higher rate tax payers) and actively manage
the mortgage account online. Some of these
offsetting deals include a reserve facility,
current account facility, and on occasion it is
possible to secure a fixed rate for the first
few years.

While not suitable for everyone, these
products at least offer the potential to avoid
the ever-increasing costs likely to be incurred
when switching from one short term deal to
another. Furthermore, when used to their full
potential, there is the genuine opportunity to
accelerate the repayment of the loan, which
in turn can significantly reduce the overall
interest charges.

More than ever, it is important to take
expert independent advice when approaching
the end of a mortgage deal, to ensure that
you are fully aware of your options. While
some lenders have improved their retention
strategy, it can prove expensive simply to
grab the first deal that is presented to you.

If you would like to discuss your mortgage
requirements or any concerns you may have
please contact Phil McHardy at Pantheon
Financial on 0845 129 8819, quoting 
Bird Luckin.

*Source: Financial Times, 17 June 2008.
The average two year fixed rate is now
6.75% which is the highest level recorded by
Moneyfacts the price comparison site for a
decade, and the average for a five year fixed
deal is 6.72%. 

The housing and
mortgage markets now
resemble a once
flourishing island that has
been battered by a series
of relentless hurricanes.

http://www.pantheongroup.co.uk/
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UK outlook deteriorates – but
could trade come to rescue? 

With the outlook for growth and inflation
calling for different interest rate paths in the
near term, the Monetary Policy Committee
(MPC) cannot tame inflation and prop up
growth at the same time. Bringing inflation
back towards target will dominate policy.

As a result, the MPC is now widely
expected to keep rates on hold for the
remainder of this year, even if the domestic
economy starts to feel the pinch. After all,
cutting interest rates and the imminent
prospect of writing letters to the Chancellor
to explain why inflation is above target are
uneasy bedfellows.

The end of June was gloomy on the data
front, with the stagflation dynamic again in
evidence across the global economy. 
In particular the UK economy wasn’t as 
sprightly as first thought at the start of the
year, growing by 2.3% year-on-year (yoy) in
Q1 rather than the 2.5% initially estimated 
– the slowest pace since Q4 2005. After
adjusting for inflation, household disposable
income rose by just 0.9% yoy – the third
lowest increase over the past decade 
– with the savings ratio sliding to its lowest
level for half a century.

Since our article for Bird Luckin Briefing last summer, the
world has changed fundamentally. Inflation has reared its
ugly head, while economic growth prospects have worsened,
presenting a formidable dilemma to policy-makers.

Growth prospects have softened, 
but not collapsed
The outlook for the UK is deteriorating 
and the slide in the housing market could
weigh on economic activity for some time.
GDP growth in 2008/09 will be around 
half that of 2007; this is likely to feed 
through into a weaker labour market,
increasing unemployment and dampening
wage inflation. Greater uncertainty around
income security will dampen consumer
enthusiasm for retail spending.

In addition to the potentially detrimental
impact on consumer spending, a weakening
housing market also drags private residential
construction activity, which represents circa
3.5% of UK GDP.

If residential house-building were to
contract by 15% this year (not a far-fetched
scenario given that activity has halved in 
the US over two years), 2008 GDP growth
would be at least 0.5 percentage points
lower. Against a consensus forecast of 
1.6% for 2008 UK GDP growth, a 0.5
percentage points hit poses a material
downside risk to growth.

Trade has the potential to come to the
rescue. Sterling has depreciated by 11% on 
a trade-weighted basis since last summer,
bossing UK exporters’ competitiveness. 
There is already evidence that trade is
stepping up to support activity. GDP
expanded to 0.4% quarter on quarter whilst
net trade contributed 0.2 percentage points 
– half of registered growth.

This trend is likely to gain more momentum
in the months ahead, as the trade balance
only improves with a lag.

It’s not only incomes that are being
squeezed; wealth is taking a hit as the
housing market softens. Britain’s leading
lenders approved just 28,000 mortgages 
for house purchase in May, a 24% fall in 
just one month and a fall of 56% since last
summer. Since mortgage approvals tend 
to act as a leading indicator of house prices,
this data suggests the market has yet to 
find a bottom.

At times like these it’s also useful to 
keep an eye on the number of housing
transactions, which can give another read 
on the health of the market. Figures 
released by the Land Registry showed that
sales have fallen by about 40% yoy. Despite
this fall in demand, sellers are reluctant to
ask for lower prices and, according to
Rightmove, are much the same as they 
were this time last year. 

Inflation – return of a phantom 
long gone missing
Households are feeling the pinch. Food and
energy prices are rising rapidly, house prices
are falling, borrowing costs are increasing at
a time when borrowing levels are elevated,
and real wage growth is stagnant.

Inflation leapt to 3% yoy in April, up from
2.4% in March and some way above even 
the most pessimistic forecasts. The recent
up-tick is driven almost entirely by spiking
non-core (food and energy) inflation, which 
is running at 8.4% yoy. Prices for these
commodities are determined globally – not
domestically – and there is little the MPC 
can do to change the state of demand in
these markets.

The lever left for the MPC to pull is to cool
domestic demand in the hope of squeezing
core inflation (inflation of domestically
produced goods and services). Overall
inflation should then fall back to the target
range in the medium term as companies that
depend on domestic demand see demand as
well as pricing power curtailed.

from RBS Group Economics

FUELLING INFLATION: Food and energy
prices are rising rapidly
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Client focus 
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Companies have every reason to celebrate
when they reach the 100 years of trading
milestone. But while such celebrations are
unusual among business clients, a 100th
birthday is even more rare for our 
personal clients.

So it was no surprise that when Dr Hannah
Striesow reached her 100th birthday earlier
this year, there were plenty of reasons 
to party.

Dr Striesow’s life story is a testament to her
character. Having come to England as a
refugee doctor escaping Nazi Germany shortly
before the Second World War, her
qualifications were not recognised until the
1950s. But, married and with two young sons,
when she did resume her medical career as a
GP she built up a thriving practice in Forest
Gate, not retiring until she was in her 80s.

And, as Bird Luckin Client Services Director
Alan Radford explains, Dr Striesow’s milestone
birthday was very much a family affair.

“It was a grey and damp May afternoon as I
made my way through the tree lined avenues
of Forest Gate to be a minor part of the
centenary celebrations of our dear client and
friend, Hannah Striesow,” said Alan.

“Any concern about my welfare was only
temporary, however, for my spirits lifted
instantly as I rang the doorbell and made my
way in to a happy and relaxed occasion. A
warm welcome from the younger members of
the family was followed by tea and cakes in
plentiful supply.

“Our centenarian was of course the spritely
star of the show, holding court on a large
sofa. With her hearing a little less than
perfect, conversation used as much of the
written word as the spoken, but Hannah’s
repartee was excellent as we all made the
most of our few minutes chatting with her.

“Hannah was still looking forward to new
challenges. I felt that many much younger than
her would have struggled with a programme
of parties on four successive days but she
showed no sign of wilting. Given the sacrifices
she has made in her life and the service she
has provided to the community over so many
years, I believe there can be few more
deserving of Her Majesty the Queen's
message of congratulation on her reaching
her century.”

Century of success for
Chelmsford’s County

Centenarian Hannah
celebrates 100th
birthday in style  

The name might hint at yesterday, but the
business is very much focused on tomorrow.
County Motor Works – like General Motors – is
celebrating its centenary. And like GM, the
Chelmsford retailer would prefer to
concentrate on its next 100 years, rather than
get all misty-eyed over its first century, though
it isn’t adverse to marking this milestone.

In fact, celebrations started early, when the
company was honoured at last year’s annual
Retail Motor Industry Federation dinner.

Now operating from purpose-built premises
on an edge of town site, County Motor Works
started trading from more modest premises
opposite the town railway station. It has been
with Vauxhall through thick and thin, and in its
early days, also held Buick and Chevrolet
franchises. The opening of a Chevrolet
showroom at the start of this year marked a
neat symmetry in its history.

While County Motor Works’ history is one of
contrast and continuity, one thing that has
remained constant – and continues to define
the business – is family ownership. JW Austin
established County Motor Works in 1908, and
David Austin chairs the company today, though
day-to-day running of the business is in the
hands of MD Gordon Benson.

“It is this family influence and our history
that has helped shape the way we work and
our customer first approach. We know that the
emphasis we place on customer care,
together with the strong team we have here, is
key to our success,” says Gordon. 

Staff development at County Motor Works is
important, and there is a dedicated HR
function – a factor that translates into a very
low staff turnover and high customer
satisfaction index scores. 

“Our advertising strap-line is ‘Big enough to
matter – small enough to care’, and while that
is primarily aimed at our customers, it also
describes how we run the business internally.
We’re big enough to be able to offer career
progression, and small enough to demonstrate
a duty of care to our staff,” he says. 

Putting customers first and maintaining a
good reputation in a relatively small town has
obviously been crucial to County Motor Works’
longevity. But just as important is its readiness
to embrace change. Recognising the
importance of the internet as an essential

sales and marketing channel is a case in point. 

“Today, many of our enquiries come through
this channel and the majority of our customers
will have done their research via the web – a
trend which is going to increase,” explains
Gordon. “We have our own marketing team
that maintains and updates our website
constantly, and designs all our marketing
material, whether on-line or in print – and I
believe that has really helped our success in
recent years.”

It is worth noting that while the technology
may have changed, the philosophy of rapidly
responding to customers has been with
County Motor Works all its life. Today it’s email
responses to customer enquiries, but back in
1908, carrier pigeons were often used.

As an early engineering business it would
often be commissioned to manufacture
components entirely from scratch – which,
being in a largely agricultural area, could mean
maintaining traction engines out in the fields. 

With a pigeon loft above the works the
business was in direct touch with an important
customer base – which is both in stark
contrast and reassuringly similar to its
responsive approach in today’s virtual world. 

http://www.countymotorworks.co.uk/


Team news 
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While every effort is made to provide valuable, useful information in this publication, 
we accept no responsibility or any form of liability from reliance upon or use of its contents.

Twelve members of the Bird Luckin team
took to the streets of Chelmsford in June,
joining more than 2,000 runners from 
other businesses for the 10th annual 
Race for Business.

Bird Luckin’s seven male and five female
runners certainly dug deep to help a good
cause, contributing more than £500 to a
total which organisers Wollastons hope will
top £50,000 for the first time.

The three and a half mile run in aid of the
Helen Rollason Heal Cancer Charity was
started by Sir Trevor Brooking, who thanked
all the runners for making “a tremendous
difference” to the charity.

And while there were some stunning times
at the front of the field – with the first man
home in 17 minutes, 11 seconds, and Essex
County Council’s Loretta Sollars completing
a hat-trick of wins in the women’s event in
18min, 49sec – the Bird Luckin runners also
posted some impressive times. 

The first two men home – Jack Osborne
(25min, 12sec) and Matt Sand (25min,
22sec) – were both inside the top 300
finishers, while Janis Osborne and Lesley
West led our women runners home in a joint
time of 36min, 34sec. All of Bird Luckin’s
runners finished in the first 1,500 places.

Managing Director Ian Plunkett, who also
completed the run, said the event had again
proved to be huge success. “We’ve managed
to get a team in to the Race for Business

BL team run Race for Business

Jan joins BL as
VAT Manager

Out in force for
the Young
Farmers Show

most years since it started, and it’s now
grown to be a huge event – full credit to
Wollaston’s for the way they have organised
things over the past 10 years, and for
raising more than a quarter of a million
pounds in that time,” said Ian.

“And it was great to see so many
members of the Bird Luckin team doing so
well. Everyone enjoys taking part, raising
money for such a good cause, and getting
fit at the same time. Well done again to the
team, and hopefully we’ll all be out there
running again next year.”

For the record, the final finishing times for
the Bird Luckin team were:
Jack Osborne 272 00:25:12
Matt Sand 289 00:25:22
Roger Dixon 451 00:26:56
Michael Breame 604 00:28:25
Kevin Thomas 667 00:29:06
Alan Radford 678 00:29:13
Ian Plunkett 780 00:30:18
Lesley West 1226 00:36:34
Janis Osborne 1229 00:36:34
Michelle Bevington 1427 00:41:11
Carolyn Finch 1432 00:41:27
Carol Irwin 1433 00:41:27

HIT THE ROAD: Some of Bird Luckin’s team of runners and helpers get ready for this
year’s Race for Business

Members of the BL team
were out in force at this
year’s Young Farmers Show
near Writtle, serving bacon
butties and afternoon teas to
the many clients and contacts
who came along to the stand
during the day.

Pictured enjoying a break in
the sunshine are (left to right)
Jan Veasey, Caroline Tory,
Jenny Cook, John Gallant and
Janis Osborne of Bird Luckin,
with clients Kit and Trudy
Speakman.

Jan Atkinson, pictured above with Ian
Plunkett at the Scalextric Challenge, will be
the latest addition to the Bird Luckin team,
when she joins the company in August as
VAT Manager. Jan has previously specialised
in VAT negotiations and complements the
tax team headed by Peter Warren.

http://www.bird-luckin.co.uk/content/taxcentre/index.html
http://www.bird-luckin.co.uk/content/taxcentre/index.html

