


Pope's Address

How about this for a strategy for our times? Sensible. Step by step. Keeping it
simple. Or, as Brendan Pope putsit, There's been a lot of turmoil in our market, but
we know what our marketplace is, and our position within it. We don't try to be
everything to everybody - otherwise we'll fall over as some others have
unfortunately done.

verybody reading this knows what Brendan’s talking about.

‘What’s more, we know he’s right. When you get further

along, you’ll hear Brendan using words like traditional, quality,
service, family. This is a profile of someone who prides himself in
doing the right thing for the customer.

As strategies go, it’s wonderfully straightforward.

We'’re chatting with Brendan Pope — Sales & Marketing Director
of Lee & Plumpton, the office furniture manufacturer based in
Attleborough, Norfolk. Not an industry veteran, Brendan’s
disarmingly modest about his relative lack of years in the sector. Yet,
this is a man who has run large operations during his career — his
thoughts are well worth listening to. So we asked Brendan to talk us
through it — step by step.

‘T'm originally from Attleborough in Norfolk. I've been aware of
Lee & Plumpton all my life and some friends have worked here; my
uncle had a business unit next door to the factory.

‘After school I joined the construction industry as a trainee
draughtsman. RMD Construction supplied formwork — massive
metal moulds for bridges and such like. The recession of the early
90’s meant we were bought by Tilbury Construction, who shortly
after shut us down.

‘T worked in dad’s butcher’s shop for six months, and then got an
administration job at Hays Chemicals on the outskirts of Norwich. I

started at the bottom taking orders over the phone — and ended up
staying at the company for 15 years. After telesales I became the
company’s youngest ever sales rep, aged 19.The first six months were
very difficult. I'd got the company car I wanted with the normal
perks — but what was I doing wrong? I was quoting customers, cold
calling, being proactive — but the sales weren’t happening. My boss sat
me down and gave me three months to get it sorted out...or else.
And the first thing he did was to send me to London on a week’s
TACK training course. I immediately realised what the problem was
— I wasn’t asking for the order.

‘T didn’t look back after that. Over the next four years I developed
business with blue chip companies such as Genzyme Pharmaceuticals
and Premier Foods. At the age of 23 I was promoted to a national
role based in Liverpool. This was the solvents division, bulk tankers
and packaged chemicals, working with the likes of Shell and BP. By
now I was responsible for £30 million sales per year, with a national
sales force reporting to me. Then an opportunity came to move back
to Norfolk — via Luton.

“We had acquired another chemical company, Champion
Richfield, based in Luton. I was asked to manage the company for a
year while we sought a general manager, meanwhile integrating the
company into Hays’ processes and culture. I then moved back to
Attleborough, where I'd started some years earlier as a junior
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administrator, as General Manager of the chemical distribution site.
was General Manager 1999-2006 and running a big profitable
business, /1.2 million EBITDA’

Considering this meteoric rise, we asked Brendan if he’d had a
mentor along the way.

‘It was Steve Holland, now Chief Operating Officer at Brenntag,
the $11b global chemical company. I think perhaps he saw himself in
me, having also worked his way up step by step. It was Steve who led
a Management Buy Out in 2001 — we were the first to be sold oft by
Hays PLC just before the reported decline in profits was announced.

‘All General Managers teamed up and we became Albion
Chemicals. We looked at the basic principles of the business, with the
plan to spin the business again at some point in the future. And sure
enough, five years later we sold the company to Brenntag — and were
rewarded financially for all the hard work.

‘The same week that we sold Albion, I was headhunted. I joined
Anglian Home Improvements as Service Director. With a big team
reporting to me, I focused on improving customer service. I set up a
call centre, but probably the thing I'm most proud of is improving

the service pipeline (the time taken for a customer’ issue to be

z

resolved) from 10.2 weeks to 1.8 weeks. I reported to the Chief
Operating Officer, was generating new revenue streams, but deep
down I knew I was looking for something else...which turned out
to be an office furniture manufacturer back in the town I grew up in
— Lee & Plumpton.

‘Having worked for large companies like Hays Chemical and
Anglian Home Improvements, both with muliti-million pound
turnovers, I joined the family-owned Lee & Plumpton: turnover at
the time /8 million. Then and now, there was no Managing
Director. There are three directors: Andrew Lee, son of founder
Arthur Lee, who started the company in 1974, Ken Seaman, who is
son in law of the other founder,Vernon Plumpton, and me. Although
it says Sales and Marketing Director on my card, all three working
Directors are heavily involved in other areas of the business. So for
me, it’s sales and marketing, change management, supply chain, and
projects. 'm LEAN Sigma qualified, strong on continuous
improvement processes. For me, the appeal is the general nature of
the job — I'm involved in everything. That’s the challenge I wanted.

‘The company’s got a good 37 year heritage. Our customers have
positive feelings about the company — they like our traditional
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approach. Our USP is stocking, and controlling our own
manufacturing — everything in our catalogue is in stock and
produced here in Norfolk. We have over 135 staff, 200,000 sq ft of
manufacturing and sell through a network of about 200 dealers
throughout the UK and Ireland.

‘There’s been a lot of turmoil in our market, but we know what
our marketplace is, and our position within it. We don’t try to be
everything to everybody — otherwise we’ll fall over, as some others
have unfortunately done.We try to sell a package, we don’t try to sell
the cheapest desk; we try to offer good quality and good service —
and a lot of people value that.

“We’ve made significant investments — in machinery, our powder
coating plant and extensive training and recruitment. This gives us
flexibility, continuity of supply and quality, not to mention the 10
year guarantee on all standard products. The market focus is on price,
but quality is still vitally important — that’s why we’re ISO9001,
14001 and 18001 certified. We're financially secure too.That was
appealing to me when I joined Lee & Plumpton, and it’s really
important to our customers, especially now. Everything, even down
to our own lorry fleet, is paid for.

Brendan was keen to point out that the only thing not included
were company cars, which strikes us as saying a lot about being a
stickler for honesty and accuracy.

‘We asked Brendan about the future.

“Well, 'm two and a half years in and very much enjoying the
industry and the people. I've listened a lot. I'm not trying to break
what we do well. We're a traditional company — for better, for worse.
‘We're solid — and a bit staid too! But we are starting to change the
company step by step. Infrastructure changes, a new website that’s
better at giving our customers the information they need. We’ve also
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created a new bespoke department, with delivery in under 21 days.
Everything else in the catalogue is delivered in 5-7 days. We’re now
focusing on next day delivery. We're plugging gaps.

‘T went to Orgatec for the first time last October. 'm not an
expert, but I didn’t see much innovation. I noticed the colours
though, so we’ve expanded our palette to offer more A&D appeal.
And with the design community in mind we're about to launch our
new bench system as well as other planned new products for the
future.

‘In March we purchased Eurotek’s intellectual rights — we now
own the trademarks of the brands. Most of the product ranges are
very similar to our own, so the most appealing part was that we now
have Eurotek’s customer list. We wrote to them all and received a
significant response, very positive. Those customers want what we
offer — financial security, continuity of supply and excellent quality.

“We’re looking for double-digit growth, and we’re well on target
for it this year. We're not just saying it, we're doing it. It’s organic
growth too. We’ve looked at the assets of companies that are available
for acquisition, but there’s no value there — it’s all been stripped out.
Our key word going forward is flexibility. It’s about the ability to
react to the marketplace. Our bespoke work’s grown significantly
over the last two years and continues to do so.The days are gone
when you could switch on the machine at eight in the morning and
churn out thousands of the same part all day. What customers want is
something bespoke for them, but with the same quality as standard. It
doesn’t have to be complicated!

‘T like being out of the corporate rat race. I like living three miles
from work. I've got three kids, aged one, 10 and 13 — I like spending
time with my family. It’s about having the right work-life balance,
isn’t it? For me, the family is a big thing and that’s why I like being

part of a family owned business
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