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1. Introduction

“

It is remarkable that so many architects and consultants from Ireland
open offices around the world but pass over London, and here it is on our
doorstep and it’s a very familiar culture… In the longer term, the ambition is
that the UK should be a major and permanent part of our future. There are good
long-term opportunities for us to pursue.

”

Calbhac O’Carroll, UK MD, Reddy Architecture + Urbanism

Why this market is important
As our closest neighbour and largest trading partner, Britain is a natural first port of call for many Irish
businesses – both experienced exporters and firms looking to sell internationally for the first time. It is
one of the world’s leading trading powers and is a highly developed, diverse market: an open
economy with skilled labour, ease of doing business and access to capital markets. Some of its
secondary cities have economies equivalent to, or larger than, that of Ireland.
A common language and similar legal framework also help to smooth the path for Irish firms. Over the
years, trade between the two islands has been strong and Ireland has a very large trade surplus with
its neighbour. In recent years, exports from Ireland to Britain have been growing. Britain is the largest
single export market for Irish companies, accounting for €4 out of every €10 generated in total
worldwide export sales from Ireland.
Figures from Enterprise Ireland suggest that between 2008 and 2012, the UK attracted on average 98
new Irish exporters per year. A report by the Centre for Entrepreneurs and Duedil found more than
48,000 Irish people are running businesses in Britain. Many Irish companies increased revenue in the
market even while the British economy was flat – proving that opportunities exist, provided that
companies are prepared to research and seek out ways to differentiate themselves by meeting their
customers’ needs better, providing greater value and competing strongly on innovation.
In 2013, the British economy grew by 1.9 per cent – its highest rate of growth since 2007 – to become
the fastest growing major European economy. The British Chambers of Commerce revised its growth
estimates upwards and is forecasting a 2.8 per cent increase in GDP during 2014. These positive
signs sit well with the overall strength of the British market, which offers great potential for Irish
companies that are ready to export and have planned their market entry well.

Purpose of the report
The objective of Access: GB is to give practical and up-to-date information on the market for Irish
companies. Here you will find useful, easy-to-digest advice on the critical aspects of doing business in
Great Britain for companies at all levels of business development. This guide covers:
•

How to get started

•

Britain’s business culture and how it differs from Ireland’s

•

Market research

•

Routes to market

•

Key legal issues, tax, and recruitment considerations
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•

How to sell to the public sector in Britain.

How it was compiled
This report is based on the practical experience and knowledge of highly successful people in the
market, by specialists in areas such as taxation, immigration law and marketing. It is informed by the
lessons learned by the many Irish business people who have succeeded in the British market, and this
report also includes commentary from a number of these people.
Access: GB is intended to be of use to a wide audience, from companies thinking of exporting to
Britain for the first time, to those already selling in the market and wishing to examine strategic options
for further growth. First written in June 2013, this is an updated edition of Access: GB, compiled in
March 2014.

A note on naming conventions
For the purposes of this report, we refer to Great Britain as England, Scotland and Wales collectively.
The terms “United Kingdom” or “UK” are also sometimes used throughout this report to signify “Great
Britain” or “British”.
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2. Critical Success Factors

“

It’s a market of 63 million people – for us, the UK is the best place to be
at the moment. The economy is on the rise, and all sectors are growing:
there’s a massive need for innovation across the board.

”

Patrick Buckley, Deputy Managing Director, EPS Group

Introduction
Based on the experience of long-standing exporters and successful recent entrants, the best chance
of long-term business in Britain lies in a carefully prepared strategy, thorough research of the market
and dedicating sufficient and appropriate resources to it. With these factors in mind, the first part of
this chapter is aimed at early-stage exporters. It includes a checklist of questions designed to assess
your preparedness for approaching the market.
In the second half of this chapter, we focus on the British business culture: now that you have decided
the market is for you, what do you need to know as you plan your first business trip? While there are
many common cultural and sporting links, and many Irish people are familiar with events in Britain,
there are nevertheless important differences to consider, and some key points are outlined later in this
chapter.

Does your company pass the export test?
Thanks to the large number of multinationals operating in Ireland, and the proximity of the two islands,
it’s possible some business opportunities in Britain may emerge with minimal sales development on
your part. A word of caution, however: those windfalls do not mean the wider market is any easier to
crack, and your best option may be to leave any assumptions to one side and treat it as if you were
entering a brand-new foreign market.
Too many Irish companies mistakenly perceive the UK as an extension of their home market, and
approach it as such. The size of the British market alone, relative to Ireland, should give some
indication as to how much more competitive it is. Even if an opportunity was to present itself, would
your business have the scale to cope with the resulting demand? It’s been proven that insufficient
planning and inadequate resources will harm your chances of building sustainable business in Great
Britain.

First-time exporters in the UK
Enterprise Ireland has a team in London dedicated to supporting first-time exporters into the UK. It has
prepared a list of questions, below, intended to help business owners analyse their own strengths and
weaknesses in order to prepare for the challenges of growing the business in an overseas market.
This starts with a rigorous assessment of export readiness.
Understanding your business
•

What are your key business objectives for the year?

•

What are the key performance indicators (KPIs) to achieve the required growth in your
business: e.g., number of new clients/new sectors/locations?

•

Who is the target audience/buyer/key decision-maker within a potential client company? (This
may be more than one person)

•

What was the most successful business initiative taken this year?
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•

What would be the top three core values within your business?

Sales and customer service process questions
•

Would you consider that your sales process is established?

•

Identify the buying drivers for the prospect client?

Selling complex products often means a prospective client will have three different buying roles,
usually – but not always – embodied by different people. These are:
The economic buyer – who cares about what your product will do for his/her company
The user buyer – who cares about how the product will help them do their job/have an easier life
The gatekeeper – whose job is to keep out vendors who do not meet essential criteria.
To ensure your sales messages are targeted at the needs and motivations of target customers,
identify what you think these are for each member of the buyer decision-making unit for companies in
your target sectors. The key to this exercise is to be as specific as possible.
•

What is your current sales conversion rate: initial client meeting to presentation? From
presentation to trial to sale?

•

Where have your clients come from to date: word of mouth, online, exhibitions/conferences,
cold or warm calling?

•

How does what you deliver add value to your clients/customers?

•

What data is currently captured against clients and pipeline in the company CRM?

•

How do you build your sales pipeline currently?

•

How do you manage your customer experience?

•

How many points of contact can a customer have within your organisation?

•

Have you undertaken any customer satisfaction surveys to date?

Marketing questions
•

What is your business story/elevator pitch? (this is defined as the reason why a customer
should care your company exists: it will explain the value they will receive from you)

•

How does your business currently market its product and service?

•

Who is responsible within the team for marketing and communications?

•

How much money was spent on marketing as a percentage of revenue in the year to date?

•

Has the business undertaken any promotional activity to date in any of its target markets? If
so, what was the activity and was the campaign measured?

•

Does your firm currently use any social media to communicate with clients?

•

What associations by market could be an advocate of your product?

Identifying core strengths
•

List the strengths of your business
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•

Then review the websites of your two main competitors in Britain

•

Please list what they claim to be – or are self-evidently – their strengths

•

Then review your strengths list and identify a maximum of three that you believe the
competitors cannot do as well, if not better

Identifying keywords used by prospects in natural search
•

Create a list of search terms you think your prospects would use when looking to buy what
you or your competitors have to sell. List as many as you think are used by prospects.

NEED TO KNOW
A useful exercise is to revisit the strengths that made your business a success in Ireland to begin
with: analyse your value proposition and the factors that made customers choose your company.
Keep in mind the competitive nature of the market may also force you to specialise. In Ireland, it’s
not uncommon for many companies to provide a broad range of related services. However, to stand
out in a more crowded market like the UK, a better approach may be to focus on a particular niche
and differentiate your company from the competition on that basis.

British business culture
Even though there are many commonalities between Irish and British people, in a business context
there are crucial differences which need to be recognised. In many ways, it is worth treating the British
market as any other new export market. Formality and conservatism are two hallmarks of British
business culture. In Britain, people are usually interested in who introduced you in a business context,
as this helps to establish trust, but the personal aspect of this connection is not as important as it is in
Ireland. The decision-making process also works differently than in Ireland: many British organisations
are risk-averse and take time to evaluate potential new suppliers. A formal, process-based approach
to managing inbound sales enquiries is often a function of how congested and competitive the market
is.
•

Expect formalities and protocol to be observed in business dealings – particularly in the SouthEast and Greater London Area

•

Punctuality is extremely important in Britain to create a good impression; if your meeting is at
9am, for example, it’s a good idea to be at your customer’s offices 15 or 20 minutes early to
ensure you are signed in, and at the correct location

•

In Britain, personal presentation is very important. Smart business attire is recommended,
although this varies by sector – the best advice is to dress appropriately for the meeting and
present a professional image

•

You should greet everyone in the room with a light handshake and exchange business cards,
taking a moment to study your counterpart’s card when it is presented to you

•

The atmosphere in meetings will be congenial, but British businesspeople tend to get down to
business after a few moments of polite conversation

•

Don’t overdo the banter: the British enjoy working with Irish people, but they prefer to take
time building the relationship first; the layers of formality typically start to be removed after
contracts have been signed and it’s time for your respective teams to begin working together

•

While the Irish and British share a common language, you still need to watch your words:
strong language or swearing are absolutely unacceptable, even with a long-standing business
contact
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•

Humour plays a big part in business situations, but it’s best to take your cue from your hosts

•

British people don’t appreciate exaggerated claims and aggressive self-promotion; selfdeprecation is welcomed

•

Networking is highly valued in obtaining introductions to decision-makers in British
businesses. Contacts are often initiated through a well-connected third party

•

In Britain, senior executives prefer to deal with counterparts of similar rank; don’t send an
inexperienced business development manager to meet a customer’s CEO or CFO

•

British businesspeople tend to take a long time over the process of getting to know you and
your company. Expect multiple meetings, particularly at the outset

•

The British communication style tends to be diplomatic and avoids confrontation

•

There is greater directness and clarity than you can expect in Ireland.

Business structures in Britain
The process of doing business in Britain will often involve working up through a series of decisionmakers – unlike in Ireland where it’s common to approach the head of the company directly. Take the
time to research the most appropriate level of employee to approach in your target organisation,
keeping in mind this may be different in the UK to that in Ireland. For example, the managing director
of a British company may well be overseeing a much larger organisation and may not have the time or
bandwidth to meet new suppliers. You may find people are harder to contact and there may be various
PAs and gatekeepers to deal with. Even before you get a chance to pitch, you are likely to need a
couple of ‘ins’ to a prospect and you may have to network with a number of people before that
opportunity is forthcoming.
•

British businesses tend to have more complex structures than in Ireland, with multiple layers
based on a chain of command

•

Larger organisations in Britain frequently operate networks of formal and informal committees

•

Many decisions have to go through a formal approval process. There are often clearly
identified, delegated authority levels in business, which has to be understood

•

You may end up presenting to a group or a board, rather than just an individual

•

In Britain, the Board of Directors is the main decision-making unit in a company. Formal
approval of the board is required for most decisions and this can be slow in coming

•

Identifying a champion in your prospect organisation helps: someone who knows the
background and who has had informal contacts with you

•

Consider using Enterprise Ireland to make formal introductions with prospects. Government
involvement carries weight among many senior business decision-makers in Britain

•

Where you already have relevant Irish links established, use these relationships to get
introductions or links into the British business counterpart.

There are many well-established Irish networks in the UK and they can help you to understand British
business; they are very useful as a support network when coming to the market (see Chapter 3 for
more about Irish business networks in Britain).
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Meetings and presentations
In a crowded market such as Britain’s, you need to make a compelling case why it is worth the buyer’s
time talking to you. As a rule, you will have less time when presenting to buyers in the UK than in
Ireland. Even trying to get to these people in the first place requires a lot of work and knocking on
doors. Very often, you will have to go through their PAs. When you do get through, your message
needs to be to the point and, ideally, it should refer to a previous communication or meeting in order to
ensure your message gets through. Research who you are presenting to in the organisation and
check whether they have decision-making authority.
In meetings where large numbers of people are likely to be present, bear in mind the different agendas
at work; you may have someone on your prospect’s team who is prepared to champion your product,
but you will also have people who are looking for a way to gain leverage over an existing supplier,
while others will be wondering whether any change to systems will affect how they work. Good
negotiating skills are very important, especially where there are a lot of business stakeholders around
a table. Here are some tips to ensure you make a positive impression:
•

Fine-tune your presentation so you can explain effectively in a short space of time the value
you bring to that individual and their organisation. Some Irish companies tell stories of meeting
British buyers who told them: ‘you've got three minutes to tell me why I should choose you as
a supplier’

•

Be short and to the point: a good rule of thumb is seven slides maximum; if you can reduce it
more, even better

•

Make your pitch fast, relevant and detailed

•

Cut out unnecessary detail about your company’s background or your own biography

•

Focus strongly on showing you understand the customer’s issue, how you intend to address it
and how your offer is positioned compared to the competition

•

You must articulate the advantages of your offer from the prospect’s point of view. Just
claiming to be better than the competition, without foundation, will be challenged

•

If you intend to demo your product, it should last less than 10 minutes.

NEED TO KNOW
The image might be apocryphal but the lesson is very real: arriving at a meeting in Britain with a
trolley case in tow is absolutely frowned upon. Nothing will create a negative impression with a
prospective customer more quickly; it sends a message that you fly in and fly out again for meetings
and are simply doing business in the market opportunistically rather than with an eye to building
long-term relationships which British business culture values highly. The experience of long-time
exporters to Britain is that a constant presence in the market is a must: it allows your company to
provide fast response and better levels of service to customers. Both are critical factors if, as is likely,
you will be displacing an incumbent supplier when doing business in Britain.
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CASE STUDY: Taking time to become established in Britain
Calbhac O’Carroll, UK Managing Director, Reddy Architecture +
Urbanism
Reddy Architecture is one of Ireland’s leading urban designers and architects. Already with a
significant international clientele, the firm identified the UK market for growth in 2009 and following a
period of research, opened a London office two years later. It is currently working on some
of London’s highest profile projects in residential property, office design and mixed-use buildings.
www.reddyarchitecture.com
How have you developed a sales pipeline in Britain?

“

The founder of the company, Tony Reddy, is founding director of the Academy of Urbanism in London:
he had established good contacts through that. Plus, we do a lot of networking on the ground. There
are a lot of organisations we are involved in, and the events would be everything from conferences
organised by Enterprise Ireland’s London office, or events at the Irish Embassy, though to attending
trade fairs such as MIPIM, which is probably the biggest construction trade fair held every year in
France. It’s great to network – particularly with UK clients, ironically. When people go to MIPIM, they’re
prepared to meet people. Otherwise, they would find it difficult to find time in the diary for you.
We have also been using a Business Accelerator through Enterprise Ireland. They are very effective
at arranging introductions and then it’s up to us to put our best foot forward. Word of mouth is another
route, as is working with our established clients who operate both in Ireland and the UK. They were
very familiar with us and happy to appoint us again. That let us deliver a number of projects that
allowed us to market ourselves. From my background, I also have established contacts across
Europe, so we’re leveraging those as best we can as well.
Did it take longer to get become established in the market than you expected, and was the
process easy or complicated?
It certainly takes three years, at least in our business, to build an established, sustainable consolidated
presence. And you need to fund that over the time. We’ve had a lot of support from Enterprise Ireland
but we’ve also had to put a lot of our own money into it. London is a well-developed, mature, highly
competitive market so it does take time. In simple terms, I’ve always found you need to spend the first
year establishing your brand. The second year is winning the first work and delivering successfully.
The third year is about building a sustained presence, a proper setup and an established brand in your
chosen area. You can’t come in and say ‘we’ll give it six months’.
Reddy Architecture has an office in London: why did you choose that location?
It’s very central: we’re on the edge of the City of London at Aldgate and we chose that location
deliberately. Yes, you pay a premium for that, but it gets you projects that you might not get at the
edge of the city, and I think it helps in terms of perception. Architects tend to congregate. Where you
pick your office says something about what your intentions are – in our business anyway. We’ve taken
an office that can accommodate more people and we’ve fitted it out for that. When you go to emerging
markets, there’s a certain cachet in saying you have a London office, and many investment decisions
for those markets are made in London. UK architecture has a tremendous international reputation, so
to say ‘we are based in London’ is a good opener for those markets.
What lessons have you learned from getting started in the UK, and what advice would you give
to other companies?
Have a local, full-time presence. It surprises me how many consultants you meet who still have an
Irish business card with an Irish phone number. In our business, that is not good. If a client says ‘I’ll
come to your office’, you need to be able to say ‘no problem’. And if you’re getting close on a project, a
client will want to come to your office and see that you’re credible. The second point is network,
network, network: participate in the local professional culture. And the third thing I would emphasise is,
have a clear USP. Know what you’re really, really good at. Don’t make claims without evidence to
back them up. Vague marketing messages don’t work. In Ireland, most consultants are able to credibly
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say, ‘we do everything’ but you can’t bring a message as simple as that to this market, and have a
message for every segment. Up front you need to present yourself as a specialist in the segment you
wish to pursue, where you are strong and where you have evidence to show that.
In hindsight, is there anything you might do differently if you were starting again now?
No, except for one thing: we would have opened sooner. It is remarkable that so many architects and
consultants from Ireland open offices around the world but pass over London, and here it is on our
doorstep and it’s a very familiar culture. I wouldn’t say we’re doing substantial numbers yet: we’re still
in the consolidation phase but it’s made a significant contribution to our work back home at a time
when there wasn’t a lot of work in Ireland. And in the longer term, the ambition is that the UK should
be a major and permanent part of our future. At the moment, our focus is very much on London and
the South East: that’s a big enough market in its own right. But obviously the UK is a bigger market
that we would aspire to grow into. There are good long-term opportunities for us to pursue.

CASE STUDY: Managing the early days of UK market entry
Patrick Buckley, Deputy Managing Director, EPS Group

”

EPS offers a broad range of products and services around water and waste-water treatment and
pumping products, from complex municipal and industrial projects to single domestic units. Its clients
range from homeowners to large multinationals and municipal authorities. Now exporting to more than
24 countries, the Cork firm first identified the UK as a target market in 2008.
www.epswater.ie
Why the UK?

“

It’s very similar to our own market in terms of culture and language. Also, we had a partnership with a
company, Conder Environmental Solutions, and we had the opportunity to acquire that business which
we did in 2008. It gave us a presence in one sector, and it demonstrated to other customers in other
sectors that we were there for the long haul. We had a factory, a sales office, a sales team and 100
employees. We built our other activities, leveraging the brand name of the company we had acquired
which complemented our other EPS activities and brand. The company we had acquired was focusing
on the merchant and builder sector, selling construction drainage products, environmental products,
manufactured and sold in UK. The second part of our activity was the regulated sector the water and
sewage companies [WASCs] and WOCs [water only companies]. There are 23 potential customers in
the regulated sector in the UK. We had some good early success with Anglian Water, Thames Water,
Wessex Water, and that’s where we progressed initially.
How would you describe your initial approach to the regulated sector?
We went with a slight scattergun approach at the start: we expressed an interest in every opportunity
we could take part in. Our success rate at the start was very low, but it gave us a huge education in
the procurement process. We fast-tracked our learning because we put a lot of effort into preparing for
frameworks and best and final offers. Our main reason was to create as much awareness as we could
among the water companies, and educate them as to what we could do, and to test where our niche
was.
How did you research the market?
It was a combination of attending Enterprise Ireland’s International Selling Programme, knocking on
doors, talking to suppliers in Ireland also selling in the UK, and talking to previous partners on joint
ventures we would have had in Ireland. Desk research is all fine, but that’s only giving you the value of
the spend; you’ve got to meet the people to get the real information. One key source for us was the
business plans and annual reports for the water companies – that shows you where they’re spending
the money and where their requests for services and support lie. Also, we started to educate our full
team at all levels about the market. Many people in our company are meeting the customers, even the
fitters installing the kit. If they’re aware of the types of drivers, KPIs and issues the client has to deal
with, they’re picking up excellent information that we can use to progress. Information comes out of
organisations at different levels in different ways. It helps to have the full picture.
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How did things progress from there?
Around the middle of 2010, we participated in Enterprise Ireland’s Business Accelerator Programme.
We were connected with Adds Arshad and we worked with him to take the next step. He provided an
outside-in view: he critiqued and reviewed what we did, and gave us feedback on how he saw what
we had achieved to date. He took a lot of time to understand our company, our people, our products
and our offering. He was able to say from the customer perspective what was important and what was
relevant. We demonstrated value for money, we’re different, and through the assistance of our
Business Accelerator, we got noticed at the top of our target customer organisations early. We worked
very hard on building strong relationships that last with our customers. Delivering a proper service is
something we worked hard on: we used our own people to install our products and subcontracted little
of it.
What advice would you give first-time exporters to the UK market?
Get more people in your company involved earlier. There were only a few of us at the start and in
hindsight, we should have got people integrated to it earlier and spreading the message back at base
camp; especially at companies that have never exported before, all they see is people heading off
from the office. Looking back, that was a disconnect for us. I would suggest you mix it around: bring
one person from a different area of the company with you on each trip and customer visit. You don’t
realise it at the time, but you’re in a process of change and any time you’re in that, you have a whole
host of impacts, so you have to bring people with you on the journey … they have to know why they
need to adapt. People at management or operations level who go away can see the potential is
massive, but the people at home don’t have that information to make that connection. But once it
opens up and the wider team gets involved, the level of energy and support and ideas and innovation
that comes out of it is huge. What you will see is some of the team members really stepping up and
taking responsibility.
Research it well in your sector, plan your move well. Once you have a plan, you need to execute it to
the letter. Some Irish companies tend to be a small bit submissive in dealing with much bigger
customers. I think you’ve got to be prepared to step up and be bold. Once you recognise you have lot
to offer, you don’t have to hide it. You don’t need to be cocky either, but you should push the right
buttons.
For me, it’s the ‘so what’ moment. In September 2011, I was in front of a very senior director of one of
the water companies, having got the opportunity to pitch to him for an hour. It was a very strong
presentation, sharp and to the point; our business accelerator had redefined our message. Halfway
through, the director just said, in a polite way: ‘So what? I’ve seen all this before and I’ve many other
people lining up to supply, so why should I change?’ In fairness, he said he wasn’t expecting an
answer that day. For the next half an hour, he told me his pain points, what he expects from suppliers,
his organisation’s journey, and at the end said ‘now come back to me and tell me the measureable
and tangible difference you are going to make to my organisation’. The story has a great ending. I got
my second meeting, and we now do a lot of work for this client.

”

CASE STUDY: Building a business in Britain

Paul Davey, Chief Financial Officer, Realex Payments
Realex Payments is a leading European online payment gateway, headquartered in Dublin. Founded
in 2000, it set up a London office in 2008 which primarily houses business development, sales and
marketing functions. The company’s UK business is now in excess of 55% of the total. Customers in
the UK include AA Insurance, Virgin Atlantic, notonthehighstreet.com and Global Payments (formerly
HSBC Merchant Services), amongst others. More information may be found on
www.realexpayments.com
What structure do you operate in the UK?

“

It is important to put the appropriate legal and tax structures in place from the start. We have a branch
in the UK, whilst being headquartered in Ireland. We chose not to set up a separate entity initially
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mainly for administrative reasons. From a business perspective, this decision has not had any adverse
impact on our ability to do business in Britain. The branch structure does not require an annual audit,
which would be required if you had a legal entity. The downside is that the Irish company is liable for
any issues in the UK branch, whereas a separate legal entity has separate liability. In other respects,
there are minimal differences between Ireland and the UK from a VAT or contractual perspective.
However, knowledge of local requirements is important.
How do you generate sales?
We focus on markets which we define as “groups of people with common problems”. We try and build
products that provide solutions to those problems. We sell both directly to the merchant, through
referrals and by partnering with financial institutions. We run active outbound lead generation through
our business (SME-focused) and corporate sales teams. In addition, we generate leads from our
website. Pay-per click campaigns and search engine optimisation are designed to direct traffic to the
website which we aim to convert to direct applications. Our corporate marketing function is focused on
building and maintaining our brand. Our people are regular speakers at industry events/conferences
and we occasionally sponsor or advertise at such events. Press and social media are also part of the
mix. We actively engage with online news sites, papers and magazines that are relevant to the
different sectors we sell into. It can be difficult to directly attribute a lead or a client introduction to
some of the press work but it’s effective for the brand in general.
What have you learned so far?
When we entered the UK market, it was difficult as we needed to build credibility in the market.
Signing some initial corporate clients helped greatly as we were then able to reference these clients
when bringing our proposition to other prospects. When looking to employ in the market, it is important
to have a mix of people from your headquarters with strong product knowledge and understanding of
the culture, as well as in-market people who have local expertise and understanding. We wanted to
replicate our culture in London so we initially sent some of our head office people on secondment and
have since seen many more relocate to the UK. Local knowledge is good, but understanding the core
product we’re trying to sell is equally important.
How important is it to be visible in the market?
A physical presence is important if you want to be serious about the market from a sales perspective.
Most of the management team commit to spending a significant portion of their time in London. It is
difficult to build your business in Britain from Ireland even if it’s online. This is especially true for larger
clients, where significant relationship-building is required and getting to speak to the person at the
right level in the organisation can be difficult. We decided to locate our UK office in London as it is the
capital, the commercial and financial centre, and we felt it provided us the best opportunity to hire the
right talent and capability. In December 2013, we moved into a new office in Hammersmith, customfitted to our needs with capacity for 70 people, and we expect to significantly increase the number of
people we employ in London over the next 12 months.
What barriers to entry should people be aware of?
Property costs can be expensive in London which may inhibit you if you aren’t able to get traction in
the market initially. We originally took office space in a shared services building in Hammersmith
before making the move to our new office.
What advice would you give to others considering the British market?
Understand the market and its complexities. Break down your market into manageable chunks and
focus on their needs and how you can best serve them. There is a lot of free and paid-for market
research out there. Understanding the customer’s problem first is important - don’t just jump in and sell
your product or service. It’s important to know the market, and understand the routes to getting
through to decision makers. I would also stress the importance of understanding your competitors’
offering, and where they focus because it might be slightly different to yours. If you’re in a competitive
bidding situation, you need to understand why you are different and what compelling reason the
prospect would have to go with you. Ideally, you would be physically present in the location you are
trying to drive business from. It is important to maintain strong cultural parity between your local offices
and headquarters. Encourage secondments and travel between offices. I would also encourage
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people to utilise the assistance provided by organisations such as Enterprise Ireland and UKTI. They’ll
help you with building a network and some level of market intelligence, but ultimately you’ve got to
grow the business yourself.

”

NEED TO KNOW

Once you have decided that you want to export to Britain and you are starting to form ideas about
your approach to the market, come and talk to Enterprise Ireland. We offer a series of management
programmes aimed at improving companies’ sales strategies, pitching and selling skills. The
initiatives include the International Selling Programme, Excel at Export Selling workshop series,
Graduates 4 International Growth and First Flight workshops and mentoring, along with modules on
managing sales pipelines and creating a value proposition. See www.enterpriseireland.com/en/Export-Assistance/Building-Export/ for more information.

15

3. Starting in the British market

“

You need to know your own company from the perspective of what you
are capable of. There’s no point bidding to supply, say, Tesco if that’s not
ultimately realistic. Check who are the customers you would really want to do
business with, then look at what difference you’re going to bring to the party.
David Moffitt, CEO, Kayfoam Woolfson

”

Introduction
Britain is a mature market with well-entrenched domestic and international suppliers, so you will need
to research the market thoroughly to identify a niche. You will also need to assess local and
international competitors in your space. Recent sales growth shown by many Irish companies in the
market is a sign that opportunities do exist – often at the expense of an indigenous provider – but
because the market is so well developed, these gaps won’t always be immediately apparent. When
evaluating the market, look for processes that can be improved upon or where there is scope for
innovation in a sector.

Geography

Ireland’s closest geographical neighbour occupies a landmass more than three times larger than ours
2
2
(229,946 km compared to 70,273 km ). The combined population of England, Scotland and Wales is
63,395,574: more than 13 times the size of Ireland’s population. The capital, London, is one of the
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world’s leading cities and a financial powerhouse – a large, cosmopolitan venue that mixes business
and economic power with entertainment, art and sport. The city itself has more than 8 million
inhabitants, rising to over 12 million when the London Metropolitan Area is taken into account.
Birmingham in the Midlands is England’s second city and has around a million people. Other large
urban centres, further to the North, include Manchester, Liverpool and Leeds.
Scotland has a population of close to 5.2 million people. The capital is Edinburgh although Glasgow
has marginally the larger population of the two cities, 592,820 compared to 486,120. Aberdeen is the
next largest city (217,120), followed by Dundee (144,290). Wales’ population is just over 3 million and
its capital, Cardiff, has 345,442 inhabitants. Other major towns include Swansea, Newport and
Wrexham. Both Scotland and Wales have devolved administrations and certain Government
departments, such as the Scottish Department of Health, come under their remit and they have
decision making power over expenditure in these areas. Scotland will hold a referendum on
independence from the United Kingdom in September 2014.

Where to go
Giving your company a UK identity can help to assure potential clients you are committed to the
market. As the English capital and a major financial hub, London has an obvious attraction for many
Irish companies, but its sheer scale should make you think carefully about locating an office there.
Working and living in London is much more expensive compared to the rest of Britain. In order for you
to justify the outlay, your prospects should also be based in the Greater London area.
Otherwise, it is well worth considering alternative venues. For example, the Midlands is England’s
main location for manufacturing; Liverpool, Birmingham and Glasgow all have life sciences activity;
London is strong in digital media, but so too are Manchester, Bristol and Brighton. There are 24
designated enterprise zones throughout England, offering incentives to support new and expanding
businesses including business rate relief and industry-specific clustering. Scotland’s Enterprise Areas
focus on four sectors: life sciences; low carbon and renewables North and East; and general
manufacturing. Wales has seven Enterprise Zones.
UK Trade & Invest is the Government agency which promotes Britain as a business destination. It
offers practical help with setting up and establishing a presence in the market, and can help in
determining what form your presence should take and where it can be based. UKTI’s ‘Soft Landing’
initiatives are aimed at providing a salesperson or company employee researching the market with a
registered British address and physical office space. UKTI is closely connected to many agencies on
the ground, such as the body charged with encouraging new business to the capital, London and
Partners. L&P has a starter programme called Touchdown London which includes the offer of a hot
desk for one year for £99 a month.
Other parts of the UK, such as Manchester and Liverpool, have similar ‘soft landing’ programmes
offering rent-free offices for six months, business advice on starting off and even business and legal
advice free of charge. For example, the UK Market Access Program is based predominantly in the
West Midlands and the benefits include a rent-free office for six months, tied in with British partners
giving legal and accountancy advice. The region is very central, is well served by a good road and rail
infrastructure, and it has several industry-specific clusters such as automotive, ICT and research and
development. Many of the rent-free spaces are based around or near the University of Warwick.
One strategy for Irish companies to consider is to enter the British market through Scotland. While the
market is still competitive, it’s not at the same level as London or the South-East of England. The oil
and gas sectors are strong around Scotland, and also in parts of East Anglia. Scotland also has
aggressive renewable energy targets and there is also construction activity, along with some biotech
activity around Edinburgh. Some Irish companies have formed collaborative relationships and won
customers that have served them well in establishing a footprint in other parts of the British market.
UKTI also has ties to the devolved administrations in Scotland and Wales.
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CASE STUDY: Locating in London and making connections
Jannie Cahill, CMO, and Vol Pigrukh, CEO, Profitero
Profitero delivers real-time online competitive pricing information to large retailers and manufacturers.
It gains this data by monitoring more than 200 million prices across 4,000 websites daily. Founded in
Dublin by a trio of Belarusians, the company planned to target the UK market from the start and its
customers include Tesco, Ocado and Waitrose. In 2013, Profitero recruited a London-based Chief
Marketing Officer.
www.profitero.com
Why is it important for Profitero to have a base in London?

“

[JC] By being based in London, I can meet with journalists and customers a lot more easily. Over the
last few months I’ve tried to get in front of key retail publications, and analysts at IDG and Kantar who
are writing about the growth in the sector and giving them an understanding of our technology, to raise
the visibility of Profitero and what we’re doing. It’s a case of meeting, networking and building a
relationship and as dynamic pricing becomes a lot more relevant for retailers, it makes retailers more
likely to approach us.
I just happen to be based in London. My expertise and background comes from working for Hitwise
which offers competitive intelligence. We used to give metrics and market share and intelligence in
how retailers and other verticals could compete online. I joined Profitero in March 2013 and a lot of
time was spent meeting key influencers in industry bodies, retail publications and customers. Profitero
is rapidly gaining traction in the supermarket sector in the UK. The whole area of dynamic pricing is
really taking off in the UK and the US. Before Christmas, we put out a press release to say that
Amazon.com is making 2.5 million price changes a day. That was another interesting milestone. That
announcement went viral across the US and Europe. It put us on the map as to how superior our
technology was.

It doesn’t really matter, almost, where you’re based. Everyone has email and Skype: you can
communicate with companies wherever you’re based. In reality, we’re now completely connected, but
sometimes you need that face-to-face meeting to build the relationship. The UK is a clear hub for the
European retail sector, and this activity supports Vol [Pigrukh, CEO] who can’t be in the UK every
week.
What have you noticed about the British business culture and how is it different from
Ireland’s?
[VP] In the UK, with large retailers, meeting face-to-face is definitely very important. Most people invite
you to come over and start the conversation. In the US, it’s completely different: you can develop
relationships and even sign contracts without seeing each other – just over the phone and through
online conferences. In the UK, I think it’s extremely important to have referrals – someone who can
recommend you as a company to the person at a retailer organisation, in our case. Our advisors and
board members are from the UK and that was really helpful.
I would say the culture is more formal but it’s maybe because our clients have procedures even for
talking to suppliers. Every meeting was in the customer relationship management system. I think the
formal process helps the potential clients to be objective about selecting a provider, but once you win
the contract, they start being more friendly and it’s more about getting used to working with the
person. After that, both sides understand that they will be working together for quite a long while and
the relationships might be more informal instead of just being structured. Large companies work on
certainty. Having an introduction from someone they know personally helps to minimise the risks in at
least talking to us. Once we provided some data that backs up what we provide, then we became a
candidate for a commercial contract. In the UK, it’s about avoiding risk and getting a good service for
good money from a reliable source. The introductions helped to position us as a reliable source. As we
get more contracts, we become more reliable in the eyes of our potential suppliers.
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How much of your own resources did you have to dedicate to make this work?
[VP] More than half of our time for the first year and a half was dedicated to the UK because we see it
as quite a big market and an important market to conquer in the beginning. We have made
connections with everyone who could buy our service and we’re working those leads because a lot is
about the right timing and knowing when there are budgets available.
What advice would you give to other Irish companies that may be considering the UK market?
[VP] I would say definitely go for it. The UK market has many benefits for Irish companies. It’s very
close: we usually fly to London and it’s a 45-minute flight. One day filled with client meetings is very
easy to achieve. Also for the native Irish companies, the same language would be a very big benefit.
It’s much easier to sell than in France or Germany. Put Britain as your highest-priority foreign market
from the start because of the market size, the closeness and ease of communication. This would be
good as a trial market as well: you can see and adjust something in your product before going to
markets like the US where more resources are needed to go and sell.

Information sources

”

Successful Irish companies in Britain have been well prepared, and this process starts with thorough
research of the market to identify whether there is a niche for your company and how you can go
about exploiting it. Being abreast of local trends, especially the ones affecting your market sector, will
help enormously when it comes to building your knowledge about the market. Knowledge of current
affairs is also useful for the early stages of meetings when establishing a rapport with prospects and
customers. There is a broad range of national daily newspapers and media sites including The
Guardian, The Daily Telegraph, the BBC, and Sky News to keep you up-to-date with news and
general business. Most are free of charge but The Financial Times, The Economist and The Times
require subscriptions that can be tailored depending on whether you want it on your laptop, tablet or
smartphone or in hard copy format.
UK Trade & Invest is the Government agency which promotes Britain as a business destination. Its
site has a comprehensive guide to the range of supports available, along with a wide array of up-todate reports about specific business sectors. UKTI has an office at the British Embassy in Dublin and
it can be a useful resource for the next stage of building your business in Britain, providing assistance
on choosing a location for a permanent presence in the market and linking in with supports in that
area. The agency also offers market intelligence and can assist with linking Irish companies to public
and private partners in Britain.
The official UK tourism guide is mostly aimed at an international consumer audience but it contains
useful maps and information about transport links. Another similar guide is available at
www.travelaboutbritain.com. The Scottish equivalent is www.scotland.org, and information about
Wales can be found at www.wales.com.
Most of the major British cities have dedicated websites which are usually maintained and updated by
the local Government organisation. The naming convention is the same, but all of the sites have their
own distinct look and feel. All provide a comprehensive mix of social, cultural and business
information. See: www.cityoflondon.gov.uk, www.birmingham.gov.uk, www.manchester.gov.uk,
www.edinburgh.gov.uk, www.glasgow.gov.uk, www.cardiff.gov.uk.

NEED TO KNOW
Enterprise Ireland’s Market Research Centre offers client companies access to market intelligence
in the form of company, sector, market, and country information to explore opportunities and
compete in international markets. Please visit www.enterprise-ireland.com/en/ExportAssistance/Market-Research-Centre/.
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Enterprise Ireland subscribes to several industry-specific databases, including:
Marketing: Chartered Institute of Marketing
Technology: Datamonitor, Forrester and Gartner.
Construction: Construction News and Construct UK (hard copy journals), Glenigan Groab
(online databases); and Protel (engineering focus)
Econsultancy
Retail Week (news, jobs and market data website)
Incisive Media (Wide-ranging B2B information site aimed at financial, business technology and
professional services).

Irish networks in Britain
In a market where personal connections are highly valued, networks can be influential and a warm
introduction can help your business to become known to prospects. With large numbers of Irish living
in Britain and five million British residents who can claim Irish lineage, there are many Irish-focused
business networks that can help you to advance in the market.
The Irish International Business Network
IIBN is a non-profit organisation whose subscribed membership comprises successful Irish
entrepreneurs and business professionals. Its objective is to facilitate greater communication between
first-, second- and third-generation Irish individuals to identify and exploit new business relationships
and opportunities.
www.iibn.com
The London Irish Business Society
Founded in December 2009 to provide a forum for Irish business professionals to network and share
ideas, LIBS holds speaker events on a range of topics which are free to attend.
www.li-bs.co.uk
The British Irish Chamber of Commerce
The Chamber was incorporated in August 2011, and established as a not-for-profit membership-based
organisation. Its mission is to use its offices and activities to increase British-Irish business and
investments, and to be an effective voice for its members and the entire British-Irish community.
www.britishirishchamber.com
Women’s Irish Network (WIN)
“A network to bring together women of Irish nationality and their friends.” Paid membership. The
network runs events throughout the year. The group supports the Irish Youth Foundation.
www.womensirishnetwork.com/
There is a range of other Irish networks, both for general business and aligned to specific sectors.
Enterprise Ireland can provide further details about these groups on request.

Marketing collateral and communications
The most effective way to invest your marketing budget in Britain is to test the market for a specified
time limit using an integrated approach from some of the following options:
Business cards
From the start of developing your business in Britain, it is important to have business cards with UK
contact information. While prospects may accept the lack of a physical address, your company
business cards should at least show a UK phone number that diverts directly to an Irish mobile or
office landline. If it is the latter, it is a good idea to ensure that people who answer the phone will
respond to customers calling from Britain in a professional manner.
Hard copy
Corporate marketing material is important in establishing your credentials for British prospects, and
they are a useful sales tool at events such as trade fairs which are likely to play some role in your
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initial market building. Your marketing copy should focus on the benefit to the customer rather than the
features of your offer.
Company website
When entering a new market, it is essential to update your website to accommodate international
enquiries and purchases or sales. A good website will serve as your corporate brochure and prospects
will usually go straight to it to find out more about your company. The website should be cleanly laid
out with up-to-date information about your products and services. Budget permitting, consider setting
up a British-specific landing page along with some news or information customised for a British
audience.
Maintaining an up-to-date website allows you to:
•

Make contact with potential customers before leaving Ireland

•

Reach British customers cost-effectively

•

Introduce, promote and demonstrate new products.

•

To make sure prospects in Britain can find your website easily, think about setting up a local
.co.uk domain. This also reinforces the idea that your service is local (a .com address is also
acceptable but a .ie address is not recommended)

•

Use search optimisation and search engine marketing techniques

Social media
Social media can be a useful way of building up and consolidating your contact network in Britain. The
most popular business-focused site is LinkedIn, which has more than 15 million members in the UK –
an estimated four out of five professionals. London is the most popular location in Britain for LinkedIn
members, followed by Birmingham, Reading and Edinburgh. The most represented organisation is the
NHS, followed by RBS, BT, HSBC and IBM. The most represented industry sectors on LinkedIn are IT
and services, financial services and construction. The micro-blogging site Twitter is also very popular
in the UK, with more than 15 million users – 80 per cent of whom use it on a mobile device. While
social media has its place, it’s worth repeating: personal introductions carry the most weight in British
business culture. By their nature these are harder to obtain but they’re ultimately more valuable and
more likely to advance your own business.

Trade shows
The importance of networking in British business culture means trade fairs and conferences should be
part of your marketing mix in Britain. They are an excellent opportunity to assess your customers and
competition up close, to validate assumptions about the market and to build a sales pipeline. Frequent
attendance at all of the important trade shows in your sector over a 12-18 month period is advised, to
show prospects you are serious about the market and demonstrate that you are here to stay. If
possible, obtain the exhibitor list in advance and use it to plan meetings.
There is no single website listing trade fairs in the UK; most of the time events are categorised purely
by sector. Most of the leading conference venues provide their calendars online and these are worth
checking in advance, such as London’s ExCeL, Birmingham NEC, or Manchester Central (formerly
GMEX). For those who are serious about the market, trade fairs can be an expensive exercise
between the cost of stands, accommodation, transport and allocating staff time to the event. Seen
another way, however, you can't afford not to do it.
For information on events in which Enterprise Ireland is involved, go to www.enterpriseireland.com/events.
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Briefings and seminars
The British market works differently than Ireland’s, and what you do at home in terms of breakfast
briefings or seminars is not necessarily going to work, so you need to approach brand building in a
different way. When you are in the early stages of becoming known, most businesspeople won’t come
to a breakfast seminar you organise. The likelihood is they’ll attend if a familiar company is involved,
so one possible option is to partner with a more established local business or a multinational with
which you have links.
First, you need to find out whether your offer is attuned to what the market needs. Gaining a speaking
slot at an event before you have understood the market demands won’t help you to generate useful
leads. At the early stage, it’s better to attend conferences with a listening brief, to hear what the
market is saying, and hold informal conversations aimed at finding out who your prospective
customers might be and what solutions they may be seeking. Understand prospects’ business drivers
and their pain points, then use that knowledge to create white papers, case studies, and observations
on the market showing thought leadership.

CASE STUDY: Market research and development in Britain
Derry McKeown, Director, Kilsaran International
Kilsaran International is one of Ireland’s largest independent producers of concrete building materials
for commercial and consumer use. Its paving and walling factory in Co. Meath was built with the
British market in mind, and the company has been active in Britain since 2008 from a base in
Manchester.
www.kilsaran.ie
How did you start in the market?

“

In early 2008, we sent over one of our employees to do market research, based in the North-West of
England, and we started a recruitment process. We were looking for a business development
manager in the UK at that stage, and at setting up a warehouse in the UK. We did that and we ran that
for about two years before adding to the team. In 2012, we looked at growing the team further, and
splitting the business into three different segments: one for contractors or builders, one for specifiers
such as architects and councils, and the third for stockists like builders merchants. That’s something
we should have done from the start, where instead we had one person trying to look after all three. We
didn’t get to the volumes we wanted. Our expectations were probably too high. In terms of milestone
mapping, we were getting it wrong.
Why did you choose Manchester as your base?
The main reason was transport costs: it was our first stepping stone, there was a huge population
here, we had done market research on our competitors and we could be more competitive here than
in the likes of London and further afield. We still have three people based in the North-West and two
people covering the South. As we grow, we’re finding market demands are more down the South at
the moment. Scotland and Wales are also doing well for us. We have a small warehouse where we
hold samples and we have a display area, and then we have our sales office beside that. The costs of
doing business in Manchester are nowhere near London so it’s a benefit to be based here.
How have you gone about sourcing business in Britain?
There are a lot of Irish contractors working here which has been positive for us. We came over here
and we were essentially unknown, so our strategy was very much to go after people here who we
knew. We would have dealt predominantly with Irish companies we had dealt with in the past. We
found it was quite hard to open doors in the beginning. We also headhunted people from our
competitors to try and open up doors. Thankfully to date that has been successful. When we’re looking
to headhunt people from bigger, more established companies, the only lever we have is with the
package so we’re probably paying more than the market rate for the senior people who have the
contacts, but it would be in line with the people we have in Ireland. This year, we successfully
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tendered to supply the h&b buying group which represents 80 independent builders’ merchants. We
think that will substantially increase our turnover next year.
What have your impressions been so far?
You just have to manage expectations and you need to be realistic about what kind of market you’re
going to get. You need to know the market, what share you’re going for and set realistic timelines.
We’re learning it is a hard sell where we’re not very well known. It’s a competitive market and it takes
time; sometimes it takes a year to plug away and a customer might give you a try the following year.
What’s your preferred method for generating leads and new business?
A lot of it is through networking. It’s very much about building up relationships with merchants in
different areas. They’re kind of like partnerships. We also use a database called Barbor for all
construction jobs happening in the UK at the moment. You can take reports from that every week, and
you can manipulate those reports to suit your own business. You’d never pay for a service like that in
Ireland because you’d find it hard to get your investment back because you would have 90 per cent of
the knowledge yourself. But it was a must for us here. We’re about to renew our yearly contract. It’s
very good for leads.
What other market research did you do?
We hired a consultant to do a report for us on the market in the North-West of England. Once that was
done, we came over here and verified what the report was telling us. We would have agreed with a lot
of it in the end. We spend a lot of time on the ground, meeting people, compiling data, prices and
looking at the financial data of competitors. We would get a grip on what they were doing in certain
areas. One thing that helps was getting people over to visit our factory. We did an inward buyer visit
with Enterprise Ireland. Getting people over to see our production facilities gives more credibility to
what’s behind the organisation. They can see the new factory, the back-up, laboratories, technicians
… that goes a long way and avoids the perception that you’re just in the market to dump product.
Have you found Britain an expensive place to do business?
Our business is very much about day-to-day calling people and for that, we need people on the
ground here. Flying in and out is fine but, for example, we had to fly to London at the last minute
recently and flights for two cost us the guts of €1,000. It’s definitely not cheap. That’s also true if
you’ve a sales rep and you’ve to put him into a car and pay for petrol. It really does all depend on what
you’re selling. Most of our infrastructure and costs would still be in Ireland.

”

CASE STUDY: Lead generation and brand building in Britain
Anne-Marie Neville, Sales & Marketing Director, Data Display
Headquartered in Clare, Data Display set up its wholly-owned UK subsidiary in 1992 as part of the
company’s developing sales strategy to understand potential customer requirements, gain market
intelligence, compete on price and enhance after-sales service. In 1996, it acquired Portsmouth-based
rival IGG, a supplier to the rail industry. This also provided additional UK manufacturing and R&D
facilities. In 2004, it bought a TFT monitor company.
www.datadisplayuk.com
How has your business grown since you have been operating there?

“

Data Display’s initial major market in the UK was the multiplex cinema market which was growing
worldwide. As well as providing the box office and supplementary displays, we designed a software
solution that integrated our signs with the multiplexes’ operational software, streamlining the whole
ticket office sales process. When that market neared saturation, market intelligence led to the whole
area of passenger information which became a very specific target market, and the R&D team both in
Ireland and the UK played a vital role in our ability to compete. This market continues to be a major
focus point.
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In 2012, we were commissioned to manufacture 36 displays at the Olympic Park in London. As the
displays could not be connected via cable, Data Display used 3G mobile networks to communicate
with the units. Data Display provided customised software with the backend residing on a hosted
server in a secure data centre in East London and the GUI on the main and standby workstations at
two separate locations within the Park. We also recently won our first military contract for the Royal
Navy. That project includes the supply of 12 full-colour video displays which were installed on the flight
decks and interiors of two new £3 billion Aircraft Carriers. The displays will be used to show warning
messages and general information. Data Display’s systems had to undergo rigorous testing to
withstand sea conditions and fitted with air conditioning units to counter diverse climates.
What’s your preferred method for generating leads in the UK?
Over the past couple of years, we have restructured and updated our website; we exhibit at selected
trade shows; and we utilise social networking platforms. Around 85 per cent of Data Display’s
business comes from repeat, long-term clients – for example, London Underground – and much of the
business is won through the tendering process. Because we had previously used distributors in the
UK, we already had some established contacts as well as potential markets/customers that we wished
to target. In general, this did not involve working with third parties.
A certain amount of contacts were in place and we had a reasonable level of market knowledge. We
targeted specific trade shows that we knew would be attended by potential buyers, and we used
existing reference points to demonstrate our capabilities. However, it is never easy to reach the
correct decision-makers. To research the market, we use trade journals, visit competitor stands at
exhibitions, regularly analyse competitor websites, and network whenever there is an opportunity to do
so.
How have you created brand awareness for Data Display in the UK, and what methods were the
most effective – either in terms of cost, or results?
Our website is one of the most effective tools for creating brand awareness and we work on keeping it
fresh and modern. We ensure that all products, where possible, are clearly labelled, and we make
sure that product brochures, when used, are effective in defining our brand. We provide our sales
offices on a continuous basis with useful information sheets on new and/or interesting reference points
and new developments/sales opportunities. Additionally, we organise visits by potential/existing clients
to our manufacturing headquarters as we believe it is a very effective selling point, and we are very
willing to travel to potential/existing clients when necessary. Above all, good reference points are our
most effective means of creating brand awareness.
Are there any major barriers to entry that other Irish companies should be aware of?
We set up our UK organisation as a UK company with UK employees, rather than an Irish company
based in the UK, and we believe this helped. All markets require time and effort in order to get
successfully established. While the UK is a close neighbour, we find that it can be quite expensive to
fly from Shannon due to the lack of a Ryanair option, and travel needs to be pre-planned and
justifiable.
What advice would you give to other Irish companies that may be considering the UK market?
Use Enterprise Ireland’s knowledge, expertise, and funding – we have found their support to be very
beneficial. Get one good reference point established and use that to highlight expertise and
capabilities.

”
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CASE STUDY: Reaching decision-makers in the public sector
Noel O’Hanlon, Managing Director, Genesis VMI
Cork-based inventory management provider Genesis VMI has developed a streamlined system for
managing stock availability in hospitals, eliminating costly stock-outs and unnecessary over-stocking
of inventory. Its entry to the British market was part of a planned strategy: the company has an office
outside Birmingham and its turnover in Britain has grown by 120 per cent.
www.genesisvmi.com
How difficult was it to reach buyers within your target sector in the UK?

“

We’ve tried exhibitions and all that, but software is a very difficult sell because it’s very difficult to
exhibit. The old-fashioned method of cold calling, knocking on doors and getting references has been
the most successful for us. We’ve learned everything by dealing directly with the hospitals, individual
by individual. That has taken a great deal of time. We’ve found there is no magic bullet. It’s taken a lot
of effort, time and investment. We tried media, mailshots and none really worked for us.
Basically you’re better off identifying the right guy and going after him because generally the guy
below him can’t persuade the person above to see you. People make the mistake of thinking the NHS
is one large organisation. It’s not; it’s like 600 separate companies. You go around, and see who’s got
the pain point. It’s the old-fashioned way of ringing them up. The one advantage is it’s relatively easy
to get the name of the contact person. We would use a combination of Google, LinkedIn and
databases such as Binleys healthcare directory. Also, NHS hospitals are public bodies: if you call and
ask who the procurement manager is, they will tell you. Of course, that doesn’t mean you’ll get a hold
of the guy you want to speak to.
How long has it taken to get established in your target market in Britain?
We spent two and a half years tailoring Genesis for the NHS. Genesis is probably three time bigger as
a product since last year. The NHS sent back demands as to what they wanted from it. We started a
pilot in November 2013, and then we went live on that that in December and we’re now running
Plymouth Hospital from an inventory management perspective: high-value items, all purchasing, all
cost management. It’s fully up and running and it’s a fantastic reference for us. They’re very pleased
and singing our praises all over the UK. We’re working with 60 other hospitals at the moment, so our
target is to have 12 hospitals up and running by the end of 2014 and we’re well on the way to that. Our
aim, effectively, is to be the de facto standard for managing inventory in the NHS in the UK: that’s our
goal.
We are now on one of the NHS framework agreements called the Solent Supplies Team, which
means that any UK hospital can buy Genesis until 2017 without going to tender. All of the timeconsuming part of the process is eliminated. We believe our solution is a world-class solution. It’s not
just for the UK market and so the work we have done with the NHS means that effectively we have a
system that is amongst the best in the world, without a shadow of doubt.
What resources have you needed in the market?
The most important part to marketing in the UK, in my opinion, is having a UK office. I believe if you
don’t have that, you’re wasting your time. They want to see your commitment. Unless you can show
that, they’re just not going to be interested. We already had an office in Birmingham for historical
reasons but if I didn’t have that office, I would have used a serviced office. The cost is not big and at
least that way you have a British address. You need a British office, along with a British phone and
mobile number. I would also nearly suggest having a .co.uk website. When I got my most important
contact in the NHS, he called the Department of Health, who told him we were an English company
based in Birmingham. If I had gone in there with a Cork address, I wouldn’t have been given the time
of day. It’s not cheap: we have a nice office there. We needed it to bring NHS staff there for demos.
We’re supplying a hospital inventory management system to the NHS and as part of that project, the
NHS brought in their big orthopaedic suppliers. They’re not going to get involved with a crowd that
they think could be bust in a week’s time.
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What advice would you give to other Irish companies that may be considering the UK market?
If you’re serious about the UK market, get a tried and trusted member of staff that you trust implicitly,
and send them over to head up the British office. No matter what kind of recruitment agency you could
use to hire someone from the outside, and all the tests that you do, you’re never going to know. It’s pot
luck whether that works. But if you put your best person into the market, you know you have a chance
of it succeeding. You hit the ground running. It’s virtually risk-free. You’ve also got to put an awful lot of
work into it. If you think you’re going to do a 45-minute flight and think you’ve cracked the market, you
can forget it.
Also, stick to the knitting: for the last two years, we have concentrated on the healthcare sector and
we’ve actually turned down business. We had enquiries from oil and gas companies but it would have
distracted us from our core market. We would have had a short-term boost to our revenue but we’d
have been diverting our resources. We made that mistake before but it was a massive sap of our
resources and it set us back months.

”
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4. Routes to Market

“

A physical presence is important is you want to be serious about the
market from a sales perspective. Most of our management team commit to
spending a significant portion of their time in London. It is difficult to build
your business in Britain from Ireland, even if it is online.
Paul Davey, CFO, Realex Payments

”

Introduction
In this chapter, we look at some of the possible ways to sell to the British market, including direct sales
from Ireland, agents, partnering and distribution. No market is closer geographically to Ireland, but
feedback from successful Irish exporters is that British customers need to feel your company is as
reachable as a local supplier. Responsiveness and high levels of service are vital in securing and
retaining customers. Ultimately, it is advisable to set up a more permanent presence in the market as
early as possible, and it is very common that for new market entrants, the CEO spends a significant
amount of time in the marketplace.

Direct sales from Ireland
Great Britain is not a dip-in market. You need to be seen regularly in order for you and, by extension,
the company to become established. This is one of the most competitive markets in the world, there
are huge budgets in play and this means everyone wants to sell to British organisations. Therefore,
customers must feel as though you are in the market permanently, and you should allocate
appropriate resources to your efforts. Your prospects in Britain will expect to see high levels of
responsiveness, and strong customer service – especially if you are displacing another supplier.

Commercial agents
An agent is usually a self-employed individual who acts as an outsourced sales resource for a
company. If your business has a solid lead generation system and sales process in place, then agents
can be useful to close those deals, particularly in regions of the UK outside Greater London and the
South-East where local knowledge and local connections are useful – or where the volume of
business is not sufficient for your company to employ a full-time sales person on the ground in those
areas.
In Britain, use of agents by Irish companies has declined over the years. The downside is they tend to
be poor in business development and nurturing new leads. This makes it difficult for companies
entering the market for the first time, since the returns can be slow to be realised. An agent may
quickly lose interest in your account if they are operating entirely or mostly via commission. Irish
companies thinking about taking on an agent should seek legal advice, because engaging an agent
can lead to disputes down the line in terms of who was responsible for closing a deal, or your ability to
terminate an agreement if the engagement runs over a longer term.

Partners
Given the size of the British market, it’s definitely worth considering partnership agreements with a
British organisation as a way to gain scalability in the market or to build sales opportunities in sectors
that might be difficult to crack as a new entrant. However, a partner sales strategy should not be
considered until you are confident that you understand the market dynamics. If you think you can
leave this to your partner in the market, then you are highly unlikely to gain long term success. As a
rule of thumb it is recommended that you sell direct until you understand the market; know what
customers like about your company; and know how to compete against the competition. Once you
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have done this successfully you will be in a much stronger position to recruit partners, and be able to
manage them for mutual benefit.
Signing agreements with multiple partners is easy, but making these arrangements work is not. You’ll
need resources to choose the right ones, ensure they fully understand what you offer and where it’s
suitable, and most importantly to ensure that your business is earning revenue from them.
Partnerships must have a positive impact on your business in order to be worthwhile. The more you
know about your target industry, the local competition and the local accounts you want to reach,
the better placed you will be to work with your partners to grow your respective businesses in the UK.

NEED TO KNOW
If you plan to use partners in the market and complement that activity through online sales, you will
need to consider your pricing strategy carefully. Ensure there is sufficient margin within your pricing
that allows you to give some of the margin to third parties in a way that makes it financially
worthwhile for them to be partners with your company. If your direct-sales price is such that you
can’t give away 20 per cent of the cost to a third party, you will find it very difficult to attract a
partner.

Third-party distribution
Distributors that purchase the product from you and then resell it in the market can have advantages,
such as a pre-existing extensive list of leads and potential clients, a strong distribution network and
facilities to serve large areas. Also, when the distributor buys the product from you, it assumes the risk
and in some cases handles after-sales support and marketing activities. The main disadvantage is you
can lose control of which end-users are being targeted. Distributors will generally require exclusive
rights to your product and so be the sole representation of your company’s brand overseas. Choosing
the correct distributor is highly important, but it is also important to maintain a close relationship. This
will ensure that your product is getting the best representation, and often will give greater feedback for
product development and enhancement.
As the market in Britain is so mature, your product is likely to be one of several similar offerings and a
nationwide, broad-based distributor will need a major incentive to promote and sell an Irish company’s
product over that of an indigenous rival. Consequently, the largest distributor isn’t necessarily the best
option. You may wish to consider second-tier companies that focus on a particular niche or region in
Britain. As always, you should look to validate potential companies before moving to sign agreements.
For companies in sectors where a distributor is required, it is important to spend time managing and
incentivising the distributor. A weakness among some Irish companies has been a failure to manage
the relationship with a distributor in overseas markets, which may not generate the expected sales.

Selling through a UK subsidiary
It’s a good idea to set up a UK subsidiary in order to get you through the early stages with a potential
customer (more information on setting up company forms in Britain is available in Chapter 5). In the
beginning, this can be a virtual office, with the proviso that the person staffing that office would ideally
be senior within your company. In Britain, people like to talk to their peers and to someone who can
make decisions and who can answer technical questions. The closeness of the market means that
many Irish companies can keep their manufacturing and warehousing in Ireland. This can also help to
manage your costs at the outset, although you may be sacrificing your ability to supply products at
very short notice.

Staffing your British office
Feedback from several Irish companies is that the best strategy for success in the UK is to send an
existing member of staff at the start, rather than employing someone new to both the market and to
your company. Instead, lead with your most appropriate person – keeping in mind this could be the
CEO. This will help to build trusted relationships with British prospects far faster than sending an
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unproven executive, especially because the larger the opportunity, the more relationship-driven it
tends to be. Much of the time, yours will be a displacing strategy to unseat an incumbent supplier, and
a CEO has the ability to secure trust and commitment from a prospect more quickly than a business
development manager. If a buyer perceives he is taking a risk by choosing your company, the word of
the CEO to get the job done, or to cast an eye over the numbers, is a powerful proposition in a sea of
salespeople. At a minimum, the chosen person should have a senior role with a title to reflect their
responsibilities, and be empowered to make decisions on your company’s behalf.
Then, as your business develops in Britain, you are likely to have to hire from within the market to give
your firm a ‘local’ feel. A good general rule is that this works best at a later stage of development when
your business has become sufficiently well established and you have existing reference customers in
the market. Employing British nationals also becomes more of an issue if your market is outside the
South-East of England, as this is where local contacts and market knowledge become more important.
Keep in mind that cities and regions in the UK have strong feelings for and passion about their own
area – not unlike the differences between Cork and Dublin, for example. People from a particular area
will have their own local contacts and it’s worth keeping this in mind when developing your own
staffing and go-to-market strategy for Britain.

Joint ventures
Joint ventures can be a successful route to market and product development. It involves setting up a
new entity in Britain, with the Irish company and UK partner each having equity shares. These
vehicles are usually set up because one company brings local market knowledge and the other
provides technology. In other cases, they are used to co-develop products. The key to making them
work is to agree the terms of the partnership: for the Irish company, joint ventures aren’t a shortcut to
gaining insights and sales leads from a complementary player with an existing presence in the market.
A joint venture requires no less of an effort than if your company was developing its own business with
staff on the ground. In Britain, there’s no shortcut to hard work and understanding the market.
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CASE STUDY: Entering the British market through acquisition
Edel Creely, Managing Director, Trilogy Technologies
Trilogy Technologies had already been working with international clients and wanted to offer its
remote managed IT services outside the Irish market on a more sustained basis. It engaged with a
market expert to evaluate channels before looking at acquisition as a way to gain market share. With
backing from a private investor, Trilogy acquired a UK firm in early 2014.
www.trilogytechnologies.ie
What routes to market did you initially consider for the UK?

“

There would generally be more than one way to go about it, so you have to research and measure the
market as much as possible to evaluate the efforts required to succeed. We engaged in market
research 18 months ago, initially looking at selling our service through a channel. We engaged with
somebody who knew our target market well, who had worked in that sector for a number of years and
had access to some of the channels we were considering. They did a lot of the research and
introductions for us. We interviewed about 30 companies that might be suitable. We also invested our
time doing our own research; we didn’t rely purely on the external consultant. Our conclusions ruled
out the channel as a route to market, choosing in the end a direct sales approach. We always had a
strong belief that the best way to do this was to acquire a company rather than start from scratch.
How did you identify a suitable company to acquire?
Typically, corporate brokers would be a source of companies available for acquisition but when we
met their client companies, they weren’t a perfect fit. We decided to go the other way around to
engage a broker, give them a very specific brief of what we were looking for, and have them find
someone suitable. We used our networks to source a suitable broker and sought advice from
Enterprise Ireland in the UK who have been very supportive and great to work with. The key in finding
the right broker was one who had knowledge in the sector in which we were trying to acquire.
Did you have more than one possible acquisition target?
There was a shortlist but when you want to acquire a business, you look at other factors: can you work
with these people, is the mindset right? The company we acquired, b2Lateral, ticked all of those boxes
very quickly. There was an openness to doing the deal. It was a win-win for everybody. We had the
meetings, we made presentations. It’s not just about the technology, it’s about who we are as a
business, how we go about our business, our culture and ethics, and they very much bought into that.
We’re bringing a new set of services to their business that they can go out and sell. It’s very important
if you want to bring the team with you in acquiring a company, that it’s something everybody’s
comfortable with. There was no doubt on both sides that it was the right thing to be doing, and an
exciting step for the business. b2Lateral haven’t a high profile but are very strong in IT services,
professional services and consulting. They don’t have a managed service solution that we have, so
our first opportunity is to sell to their customer base. That’s a great place to start in a new market.
They have very strong skills in the whole area of virtualisation and desktop transformation and highly
regarded in that space. That complements us particularly well.
How long did it take for the deal to be completed, and how smooth was the process?

We started to look at companies early last year and we met b2Lateral about mid-2013. Arthur Griffin,
our chairman, and I met with the owner of that business and had a conversation to see if the fit was
right, if the desire was truly there, and for them to see what we were bringing to the table. Time is
precious; you don’t want to go down the road where a true marriage isn’t on the table. In terms of
management time, we held the initial meetings and then after that, we let Arthur deal with most of the
detail, because we were very conscious that we still had a business to run in Ireland. All these things
can be a great distraction to the team and the board. You have to bring the right people in at the right
time for the decisions to be made because if it doesn’t pan out, you’re back to where you were when
you started, so you don’t want to disrupt the day-to-day business.
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What benefits do you expect from the deal?
The way you have to go into this is thinking that 1 + 1 = 3. We’ve reinvested every year in our
systems, our people, our marketing, to allow us to scale, and this move is supporting that. It’s about
acquiring new customers. We would expect we’re going to have all systems consolidated in a couple
of months, all Trilogy UK staff trained up on our systems and on delivering our services.
How will you create brand awareness in the UK among your target customers?
We’re transitioning straight away to Trilogy Technologies. We will be developing a whole new strategy
for the UK market, with the support of Enterprise Ireland. We’re not presuming the same go-to-market
model will work in the UK, and we want to give it a fresh look in terms of the value-add and what we
offer, to really make an impact. This process will take about three to four months at which point we will
formally launch our business in the UK.

”

CASE STUDY: Getting through to buyers and making the sale
David Moffitt, CEO, Kayfoam Woolfson
Trading as Kaymed, Kayfoam Woolfson was founded more than 100 years ago. It manufactures
finished mattresses along with the raw material contained in them from facilities in Dublin and Kildare
which employ 200 people. Britain is the company’s largest export market where it sells directly through
a senior-level sales team to independent stores and large multiples. In 2013, Kaymed won a contract
to supply Bensons for Beds, the UK’s largest bedding retailer with more than 270 stores.
http://kaymedworld.com/uk/home.html

“

How did you go about winning such a large deal?
We had been supplying Dreams, one of the dominant bedding multiples, but this relationship ended
when Dreams hit a crisis, culminating in a buy-out in 2011. From that point on, we started the process
to find another multiple and that’s pretty much taken two years.
In the case of Bensons, we first met at a trade show through our former UK sales director who had
their trust. We told them about a very innovative cool-foam product we were developing and we
offered to fly Bensons’ purchasing director for a study tour to the US at our expense. We took a weeklong tour with our buyer, our then sales director and me as CEO. That was obviously a pivotal step in
confirming that what we offered was new and credible, and the fact that we were giving him exclusivity
was also a factor.
We made many iterations of the product to show them, long before they made any commitment to us.
By that stage, we had spent tens of thousands of euro. There’s always a risk factor in making such a
large investment but part of it is about knowing your prospective customer. Our feedback was they are
a very professional company, and very professional buyers.
I call it Big Game Fishing when you’re trying to land the Bensons of this world. The effort to secure a
major customer in the context of the business you’re in generally involves the entire organisation – it’s
not just the work of one person or four people. So many parts of your company are exposed to the
potential customer that they will determine whether you’ve given them enough confidence that you’re
the right people for them.
A minor factor in the Bensons’ scenario is when we had them over to visit our Kilcullen facility.
Everybody in the company was on notice about that, and our HR manager put an aromatherapy
candle and flowers into the reception to make it a little bit more appealing. That attention to detail was
one of a hundred little things that people did a little bit better that made an impact.
What’s the key to differentiating yourself in a crowded market like the UK?
You need to know your own company from the perspective of what you are capable of. There’s no
point bidding to supply, say, Tesco if ultimately that’s not realistic. Check who are the customers you
would really want to do business with, then look at what difference you’re going to bring to the party.
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You’ve got to recognise the industry you’re in. There’s massive competition in the UK, so therefore it’s
about how you distinguish your offer from the next guy. We don’t compete on commodity prices, we
compete on innovation. We have come up with products that we have licensed from other parts of the
world that give us an offer which others don’t have.
Innovation is absolutely a differentiator. We are probably one of very few companies [in our sector]
that is fully integrated: we make the mattress and all the components, which gives us massive control
of our supply chain, from a combination of quality output and how it enables product design. If you
were to talk to the multiples, we would be seen to be an innovator in an industry that really has very
little in the way of innovation.
What issues should people be aware of when preparing to sell in Britain?
Currency is a massive issue, particularly if you are in an industry where the margin is very low; a shift
in one or other direction can have implications. We would always hedge our currency, even though
this only puts off the evil day. You can create some natural hedges to offset that risk by sourcing some
raw materials in Sterling, or looking to manufacture in the UK. But if the currency shifted 15 per cent,
that could turn your business into a loss.
We have stuck it out through the pain. At one point two years ago, Sterling and the euro moved to
almost parity. Although we had hedged, it showed how painful it had become for exporters. The UK is
a pivotal market for us. We will just have to ride out any moments like that. Your customer base can’t
feel you are here one day and gone the next. Overall, I’d say go for it. It’s a natural market for an Irish
company given the relative proximity, and the fact we speak the same language. The vast majority of
companies will always look to the UK. But if you’re just going to offer a me-too product, it’s going to be
very hard to be competitive.

”
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5. Legal issues in Great Britain
Introduction
Britain is rated as one of the easiest countries in the world in which to do business, ranking 10th out of
189 countries globally according to the World Bank. The Government is also taking steps to adjust its
tax system to encourage more external investment, having cut its corporation tax rate from 28 per cent
to 23 per cent in the March 2013 Budget. In 2014, the rate was reduced to 21 per cent, and will drop to
20 per cent in 2015. (However, the proposed rate reduction will not be enacted for IFRS and UK
GAAP purposes until Finance Act 2013 passes through the House of Commons.) Over the past five
years, every Budget has also included measures aimed at encouraging business activity, particularly
for start-ups.
•

As an EU member, Britain is subject to many of the same laws as we are in Ireland

•

The legal systems in England, Scotland and Wales are very similar to ours because all are
based on common law principles

•

Written contracts tend to be more common in Britain than in Ireland, due in part to the formal
business culture

•

Many Irish companies also report a higher degree of bureaucracy in Britain than they would be
accustomed to in their home market

•

The Companies Bill reduces this burden on small companies, by allowing newly-formed
enterprises to incorporate more easily, saving €1,200 in professional fees on average

•

UK capital gains tax rates are low: the top rate is 28 per cent, with lower rates and reliefs
available to support entrepreneurial and business activity

•

The annual exempt amount of £10,900 and the exemption for main homes ensure that most
taxpayers do not pay CGT.

NEED TO KNOW
You may find you need to obtain local indemnity insurance for many business activities, as even
private sector buyers can be conservative and are likely to be extra cautious when dealing with a
new entrant to the market. Expect that you will need a solicitor if you’re doing any business in the
UK and it is also good practice to retain an accountant who is familiar with the British tax code.

Business forms
The two main business forms are a limited company and a UK establishment. You must set up the
company with Companies House and let HM Revenue & Customs (HMRC) know when the company
starts business activities.
•

It takes two to four weeks to register a UK establishment

•

Incorporating a Limited Company takes one to two days

•

Registering for VAT takes eight weeks and you can expect some queries from the tax
authorities

•

It takes around four weeks to set up a business bank account for the company
33

•

Corporation tax registration must occur within 12 weeks of when trading starts

•

You need to register for payroll, which takes a week

•

It’s a legal requirement to issue employment contracts within eight weeks of starting to trade.

A limited company is generally perceived more positively as a local entity. Features of a limited
company include:
•

Separate legal entity

•

Limited liability to the extent of the share capital (minimum £1)

•

Can own property, contract in its own right, is liable for its own debts

•

Statutory audit may be legally required if global sales exceed £6.5 million

•

Statutory accounts of the UK company (though not the Irish parent) must be filed at
Companies House.

In addition, company directors must fill in a Self Assessment tax return every year and if they receive a
salary, they must pay tax and National Insurance through the PAYE system
Features of a UK establishment (equivalent to a branch office) are:
•

No separate legal entity from its Irish parent

•

Unlimited liability

•

Parent company liable for debts

•

No legal requirement for statutory audit and no annual return to Companies House needed

•

Irish parent company as owner of the UK establishment must file statutory accounts at
Companies House

•

May be perceived as being less committed to the British market.

NEED TO KNOW
Employers have to insure against liability for personal injury or illness sustained by their
employees at work. The policy must be taken out with an insurer authorised to carry out business
in Britain. This is a legal requirement, and the process takes around a week. Additional voluntary
benefits exist to varying degrees.

VAT
The company must register for VAT if its takings are likely to be more than £79,000 a year. The UK
rate of 20 per cent VAT is broadly in line with the average EU standard rate and is applied to both
goods and services. For more information, visit the VAT page on the HMRC website. For information
about tax liabilities when exporting from Ireland, visit the Revenue Commissioners website.
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•

If you are making supplies below the £79,000 limit, you can apply for voluntary registration
which allows you to reclaim input VAT. This may result in a repayment of VAT if your business
was principally making zero-rated supplies

•

If you haven’t yet started to make taxable supplies but intend to do so, you can apply for
registration: this way, you may recover input tax on start-up expenses

•

Certain supplies are exempt from VAT (no VAT on the supply, but no refund of the VAT
incurred on the costs of supply)

•

Others are at a reduced rate of five per cent

•

Britain also has a broad range of zero-rate supplies, which means VAT on the supply is 0 per
cent but input VAT may be reclaimed.

Business rates
There are local property taxes known as Business Rates. These are set by central government and
collected by local authorities to pay for local services. They can vary widely and depend on the value
of the property that is used for business purposes. An online calculator is available here.

Regional supports
The British Government’s stated aim is that a foreign business investing in the UK can register a
company, set up banking facilities and start trading quickly. It has also committed to providing such
businesses with the same support as any domestic company. You can find out more information
relating to setting up a business in England at the UKTI and Government websites. Each region in
England also has agencies dedicated to helping companies get established:
•

North-East: Digital and Commercial Creative Network

•

North-West: Invest in Manchester and Support Network for Customer Management

•

Yorkshire and the Humber: Guide to Yorkshire and Science City York

•

East Midlands: Medilink East Midlands and Midlands Aerospace Alliance

•

West Midlands: Medilink West Midlands

•

East of England: Health Enterprise East

•

Scotland: Scottish Development International and Scottish Enterprise

•

Wales: Business Wales.

Currency
Although it is part of the EU, Britain has retained sterling as its currency, so Irish exporters should
watch the exchange rate differential closely. You can offset the risk by hedging a rate for the lifetime of
a project you may be working on in Britain. Seek advice on choosing a rate as there is a cost attached
to doing so, but it could help to protect your profit margin on a contract. Buyers in Britain will expect to
be invoiced in sterling, not euro. Other low-cost options for hedging could involve sourcing some raw
materials within the market and paying in sterling.
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CASE STUDY: Setting up in the British market and managing the
currency difference
David Lattimore, Commercial Director, CIET
Founded in 2000, CIET provides specialist services in overhead power line infrastructure for utility and
private operators. Having established its credentials with overhead power line refurbishment and
rebuilding with the ESB in Ireland, in 2011 the company tendered for, and won, multi-year contracts
with Scottish Power across sites in Scotland and Wales. Pursuing opportunities in the UK has allowed
the company to create new jobs and significantly increase its turnover.
www.ciet.ie

“

What structure do you operate in Britain?
The original contracts that we won with Scottish Power were pilot projects – one in Scotland and one
in Wales. They were undertaken by our Irish company, as these initial contracts were for a period of
six months. After we won a subsequent larger contract, we wanted a UK company, working in the UK,
fully tax compliant and fully registered. The UK company provides its own insurances and has its own
premises; basically it is its own entity. Predominantly, we wanted to be seen as a UK company. I think
perception in the marketplace was also a reason. We still have an office in Ireland, mainly for accounts
and finance. It’s the natural home of the company. The UK company is wholly owned by the Irish
company, but in terms of resources, management, supervision, clerical and site-based resources, the
UK stands alone. Quite a lot of the resources came from Ireland to the UK and are still there. We’ve
obviously recruited in Scotland and Wales. I’d say the split of employment is probably about 50/50
now.
How have you handled the currency difference?
The company obviously had to invest in this market entry, so that funding was going from euro to
sterling to provide capex and opex to trade in the UK. The earning route is in sterling. So to manage
the return on investment, over the period of say 18 months, we have been using a combination of
some FX trading partners and our own finance department to manage the trading and maximise the
fluctuation advantages. Managing stop-loss points is the key factor on this. We also had to recognise
the effect of the fluctuations on Irish employees who were initially earning in euro, but spending
expenses in sterling. All of our staff working in the UK Company now earn in sterling following the
formation of the UK company.
How have you found the differences to doing business between Britain and Ireland?
It’s basically the same, bearing in mind we have many UK people who had been working in Ireland
with us for years who went back to the UK when we started there. So you could say that we had
somewhat of a head-start in the exposure to the way that UK business people like to do business.
Some obvious differences, I think, are somewhat intangible. Perhaps you could put this down to style
or formalities. Our work culture is embedded, and comes from a long, successful working relationship
with the ESB in Ireland. Working with our new client has made us change. Although we are focused
with one client at present, we actually have an operational client relationship to manage in both
Scotland and Wales, and a commercial relationship to manage in Scotland. Switching focus between
the three is obviously new to us.
Is there anything you would do differently in hindsight?

‘Planning, planning, planning’. My comments are specific to our sector, but I would say: don’t underestimate the effort in the migration and the management time required. For example, to set up the UK
company and get everything tax-compliant and registered actually took us three to four months; we
thought it would take a month. Also, we did, in hindsight, under-estimate the time involved in our
sector to become functional and operational – to actually go out and do the work. We under-estimated
the time cost involved, though not the actual operational cost. Resource planning, migration between
companies, integration in the UK: these were of fundamental importance to us to get right. I think we
have got it right, but again more time was absorbed than originally envisaged.

”
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Personal tax
When relocating to the UK as an individual, you must apply for your National Insurance Number
(NINO), a unique personal account number which is equivalent to the PPS number in Ireland. You
need it before starting work in the UK – either as an employee or self-employed – or to claim benefits.
It ensures the National Insurance contributions and the tax you pay are correctly recorded against
your name. You can also use this number in your dealings with the UK Department of Work and
Pensions or HM Revenue & Customs. It is also required to obtain a UK driving licence.
For individuals, the tax year runs from 6 April. The following main rates and exemptions apply as of 6
April 2014:
•

Personal allowance of £10,000

•

Basic rate of 20 per cent on the first £31,865 of taxable income

•

Higher rate of 40 per cent on £32,011 to £150,000

•

45 per cent top rate on taxable income above £150,000.

NEED TO KNOW
If you are relocating staff from your Irish operation, you should factor in sufficient time for them to
settle into the country before expecting results. Issues such as opening a bank account, organising
a meeting at the job centre to obtain a National Insurance number, and seeking accommodation all
take time and many of these tasks can only be completed during working hours. You can’t apply for
a National Insurance number until you are in Britain, and even then it can take three weeks to
arrange a meeting for this.

National Insurance
National Insurance contributions (NICs) are payable by employees at rates of 12 per cent on weekly
income between £149 and £770 and two per cent on income above this limit. Employers also pay
NICs on the earnings of their employees above £148 per week at 13.8 per cent, including benefits in
kind. There is no upper cap on employers’ NICs. From April 2014, businesses and charities will be
eligible for a new £2,000 Employment Allowance, which will reduce their employer NICs bill.
Both employers’ and employees’ National Insurance contributions include a payment to the NHS,
although only the employer’s contribution is included in on-costs. Since public health care is available
to everyone in Britain, providing additional insurance for private cover is optional.
Overseas employees are generally liable to pay National Insurance contributions in the same way as
any British worker. However, there are exceptions to this rule. You should seek advice from your
social security authority before sending an employee to work in the UK.
•

Several tax-efficient employee reward incentives exist, including share option schemes.

•

Contributions to pension schemes also benefit from tax reliefs.

Labour costs
Wages in Britain are generally competitive by EU standards. However, Britain has particularly low
labour costs relative to other industrialised countries because of low social security contributions for
the employer compared to other European countries. These contributions include:
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•

Financing a voluntary sick pay or pension scheme and participation in State schemes

•

Employers must contribute under the Statutory Sick Pay and Statutory Maternity Pay schemes
and new pension arrangements, but on-costs remain competitive compared with those
elsewhere in Europe

•

Britain has fewer employment restrictions than many other European countries. This helps
foreign investors obtain maximum value from plant and equipment by means of 24-hour,
seven-day manning.

Basic rates of pay vary from one region of Britain to another. Higher rates are paid for overtime and
shift work, plus incentive bonus schemes and payment-by-result schemes. London tends to be more
expensive than other parts of the country.
•

Companies generally determine pay and conditions on the basis of market forces

•

Few regulatory restrictions are placed on employers and the minimum wage and European
working time limitations are being introduced flexibly with the interests of business in mind

•

The same applies to employee entitlements to representation through works councils or trade
unions

•

Many employers have always negotiated rather than imposed pay and conditions on staff and
their representatives.

NEED TO KNOW
Many Irish companies say their employees in the UK are paid on a par with what peers in Ireland
would earn. Visiting some recruitment websites can provide a useful general picture of the
salaries, skill requirements and experience for roles in the British market. Some examples
include: www.adecco.co.uk, www.computerpeople.co.uk, www.fish4jobs.co.uk,
www.michaelpage.co.uk, www.reed.co.uk, and www.totaljobs.com.

38

6. Growth sectors
Introduction
Britain is now the fastest growing major economy in Europe, with GDP rising by 1.9 per cent in 2013.
Early forecasts for 2014 indicate the increase could be as much as 2.8 per cent, returning the
economy to pre-2008 levels. The OECD predicts Britain’s recovery during the first six months of 2014
will be the strongest of the G7 economies, while looking further ahead, the British Chambers of
Commerce say growth in 2015 could be a further 2.5 per cent. The rebound has extended to UK
employment levels, which are at their highest for 16 years.
Existing and new Irish companies in the market that have researched their sector and have a clear
idea of where they can add value to customers and beat the competition are best placed to do well in
what is a mature and sophisticated market. Even when consumer spending was hit hard during the
financial crisis, Britain remained the largest, most accessible and most important market for Irish
companies – particularly for SMEs looking to expand and grow their business. This strong
performance by Irish exports into Britain suggests this focus is paying dividends. It’s thought that
between established companies and newly arrived exporters, around 2,000 Irish companies are
currently active in Britain.
This activity also comes against a backdrop of commitments to increase trade collaboration between
the United Kingdom and Ireland, stemming from the Joint Statement from Taoiseach Enda Kenny and
Prime Minister David Cameron in March 2012.
There are many sources of market intelligence about Britain; key economic indicators such as prices,
inflation and productivity data are available from the Office for National Statistics, and this data is
updated frequently. A weekly update of leading indicators is also available at Gov.uk. Other research
sources have been detailed in Chapter 3 and elsewhere in this report. Enterprise Ireland has identified
several areas of opportunity where Irish companies are well placed to deliver products and services in
Great Britain. Here is a snapshot of some of the key sectors.

Construction
Construction is the single most important sector for Irish firms selling to the UK, representing €1 billion
in exports to the UK in 2012 by companies supported by Enterprise Ireland. Foreign investment kept
London’s construction market buoyant, marked by high-profile recent projects such as the Shard, and
the 37-storey skyscraper dubbed the ‘Walkie-Talkie’. After some tough recent years for the sector,
there are signs of improvement beyond the Greater London area, with additional growth coming in
cities such as Bristol, Manchester and Leeds.
•

The UK Government has committed to spending £100 billion on infrastructure projects from
2015 onwards

•

Job creation in the UK’s building sector has returned to 2007 levels, according to Markit

•

The £17 billion London Crossrail project will see seven new stations being built, leading to
regeneration opportunities in the communities close to those venues

•

Estimates suggest there is a shortfall of one million houses in the UK compared to current
demand

•

Britain’s commercial market is also picking up, with new office blocks and refits.

Opportunities for Irish firms
Areas where Irish companies have recently performed well include industrial engineering areas such
as rail, infrastructure, road projects, energy projects and data centres, pharma facilities and electrical
infrastructure works. Work in this area covered design, through to delivery and supply chain services.
Now, the trend to watch in Britain’s construction sector is the transition from traditional construction to
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digital design and construction, known by the acronym BIM (building information modelling). In a major
policy shift, the UK Government has mandated all public construction projects to be delivered and
constructed through BIM by 2016. This was signalled in 2011, and Enterprise Ireland has been
preparing Irish companies to meet BIM standards with strategy, training programmes and funding.
Irish construction companies with BIM expertise are seeing this as a source of competitive advantage
and are well positioned to win business in the market as a result. In 2014, Enterprise Ireland plans to
concentrate its efforts around five key clusters in the construction sector: industrial engineering, luxury
residential and hotels, precast concrete manufacture, timber and energy efficiency in the industrial and
commercial spaces.

Digital content
There is a growing market in the UK for this sector, with major commissioning studios from the US and
Europe based there, as well as the BBC, ITV and other channels. In addition, there are many leading
publishing houses that are regularly looking for ways to commercialise printed and recorded content.
•

Key locations for the digital content sector are London, Manchester, Bristol/Bath, Edinburgh
and Brighton, but there are other centres around the country too

•

Most major worldwide advertising agencies have a key office in the UK and a very large
number of major European brands are based in the UK too, or have substantial UK offices,
also with commissioning budgets.

•

The presence of brand names and the size of the UK market, especially the youth segment,
mean that there are substantial in-country commissioning budgets

•

However, it should be understood that this can be a very closed community and a difficult
sector to break into.

Opportunities for Irish companies
Also included within this group is the area of games, animation and media creation companies. There
is also a group of Irish creative and digital media agencies. On the start-up side, there is an
opportunity for Irish technology companies to find appropriate content partners in the mobile space in
the UK. Music technology from Ireland is also gaining interest in the market. Britain mixes major
multinationals, innovative start-ups and university research facilities, often working in closely
networked clusters. The British market can also be a gateway to further financing, with business
angels, VC funds and various funding schemes looking to invest in technology start-ups.

Enterprise software
Britain is widely considered among of Europe’s most advanced ICT markets, with sophisticated users
and a reputation for early adoption rates of new technology. The market runs the gamut from high-end
enterprise software to cutting-edge tech start-ups. It is also home to a range of technology hubs in a
variety of locations. London, in particular, is the most densely populated venue for tech start-ups,
centred on Tech City in the Shoreditch area of East London. There is also digital media activity in
Glasgow, Edinburgh, Manchester, Newcastle and Bristol.
The UK Government is actively encouraging large companies to make more use of SMEs in delivering
business to the public sector. It is also committed to improving the way it uses management
information and making available data it collects on reasonable terms, to enable SMEs to develop
innovative new applications.
•

The UK’s software and ICT market is worth around £54 billion annually

•

The UK Government has a target to spend 50 per cent of new IT investment on Cloud
Computing and 25 per cent of contract value to be granted to SMEs

•

Availability of superfast broadband is 73 per cent of the UK – making it first among the five
largest European economies for high-speed internet access
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•

The UK Government has announced a push to develop next-generation ‘5G’ mobile networks,
offering almost instant download speeds

•

72 per cent of mobile devices used in Britain are smartphones, according to Deloitte

•

Britain’s data centre market is currently estimated to be the second biggest in the world after
the US West Coast.

Opportunities for Irish companies
The enterprise software sector covers a broad range of technologies and Irish companies targeting
this space. Among the most prominent growth areas are learning, recruitment and HR. The latter two
segments are people- and time-intensive sectors, so ideas and products where IT and software can
be used to reduce these will find a ready market. One key demand in this market is for software and
video to help reduce costs of hiring employees and saving time in the recruitment process.
IT and software services are of significant interest at the moment in the higher education sector, which
is under pressure to reduce costs and headcount. Moreover, universities are becoming more
commercially minded and are looking for cost-effective, efficient ways to provide clients – both
students and their parents – with better customer service, a range of new online services and lifetime
education opportunities. One challenge is that the further education sector, and the public sector
generally, can be very cautious in making purchasing decisions. As against that, a ‘me too’ culture
exists which means winning one good order means that buyer’s peers are likely to follow.
Other considerations across a number of industry verticals are time, costs, and remote access.
Companies are also looking to solve issues around the trend of ‘Bring Your Own Device’, apps,
gamification and security of devices and information. Companies that are able to find solutions to
these needs are well placed to win business.

Financial services
London is a global a financial powerhouse: one of the world’s largest centres for foreign exchange
trading and cross-border bank lending. The financial sector employs around one million people, more
than two-thirds of whom work outside London, and a further 900,000 people are employed in
associated professional services. All 20 of the world’s largest insurers and reinsurers have offices in
London. In 2011, the sector contributed more than £63 billion in tax revenue. London is home to the
Lloyd’s insurance market and is a key centre for international insurance and reinsurance, particularly
for the marine and aviation business.
•

The UK is the leading financial services exporter in the world – double the size of Luxembourg
and Switzerland combined

•

IT investment in financial markets is rising again, with total spending across capital markets,
corporate banking and asset management set to reach $100 billion by 2018

•

Technology spending in corporate banking will grow more than 5 per cent in 2014

•

With pension assets totalling $3 trillion, the UK remains the second largest market in the
world, accounting for 10 per cent of total assets, exceeded only by the US market

•

Around 44 million people use online banking in Britain.

Opportunities for Irish companies
Historically, the UK has been a strong market for Irish companies in financial services, software and
business process outsourcing. In 2012, 28 per cent of total global exports in this area was destined for
the British market. Regulation remains a key driver for technology spending in Britain’s financial
sector, and compliance features strongly as a trend not just in traditional banking but also across the
asset management and insurance markets. Investment tends to be prompted by two sources: external
business drivers such as legislation, and internal demands such as the board’s strategy for delivering
shareholder value. Irish companies should look to align their offering with their target customers’
external and internal business drivers. Chairman’s reports, which are often published online, are a
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good source for discovering the organisation’s broader strategy. In the insurance sector, buyers are
looking for systems to improve their claims management processes and customer experience. When
meeting with financial services firms, Irish companies should lead with the business benefits and the
value to the customer rather than talking about their product’s features and functionality. The sector is
noted for conservatism and aversion to risk. However, there may be openings for solutions in mobile
apps, mobile payments and mobile banking. Other financial sector investment is around reducing
costs and driving efficiency.

Engineering
In 2010, manufacturing accounted for 8.2 per cent of the UK’s workforce and 12 per cent of the
country’s economic output – an estimated £140 billion. The UK’s industrial heartland of the Midlands is
a manufacturing hub, employing 24 per cent of the total for the sector. The dynamics and market
drivers in the industrial sector continue to change, driven by a need to comply with higher
environmental standards, improved quality of production from lower cost economies, and demographic
changes.
•

Britain is home to eight global car manufacturers, employing around 180,000 directly and
640,000 indirectly producing 1.3 million cars

•

Commercial vehicles are also an important component of the UK manufacturing sector,
through companies like Leyland truck, GMM Luton and JCB

•

The UK is the world’s third-largest aerospace manufacturer, employing 113,000 directly and
around 276,000 indirectly, and turning over £20 billion

•

British firms, particularly manufacturers in sectors such as automotive, are looking more
closely at on-shoring models, sourcing components closer to home due to higher labour costs
in overseas locations and changes in global economic conditions

•

Increased efficiency is a strong driver in Britain’s agricultural sector, prompted by a
Government strategy document, and there is a push on technology such as on-farm
renewable energy, herd and milk management software

•

Moves towards larger co-ops and dairy processing facilities are releasing budgets for new
farm machinery, especially in areas such as dairy processing.

Opportunities for Irish companies
UK manufacturing remains an extremely viable target for Irish companies. In 2014, Enterprise Ireland
will enhance the marketing of the agricultural machinery sector clients into the UK, develop the
automotive cluster and focus on capability in the aerospace sector. The UK’s airline fleet is increasing
at 4pc per annum and this is creating openings in the area of MRO [maintenance, repair and overhaul]
for Irish specialists. Meanwhile, engineering products and components developed in Ireland have the
potential to gain traction in the UK and are already making gains thanks to positive perceptions of
quality. There are opportunities for Irish companies in car manufacturers’ supply chains. In agricultural
machinery, Irish companies can point to expertise in systems for managing agricultural yields;
precision farming equipment is in demand.

Cleantech
Cleantech covers the categories of renewables, wind energy, solar energy and biomass. The UK’s
green now generates more than £128 billion of economic activity. The largest areas of spend for this
sector is in renewable wind energy.
•

England alone generates around 177 million tonnes of waste per year

•

The green goods and services industry in Britain employs close to 940,000 people

•

Alternative fuels, building technologies, and wind power are the UK’s largest green sectors
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•

To deliver a lower-cost offshore wind industry its strategy requires, the UK supply chain will
need to increase capability and capacity through inward investment

•

The ‘Green Deal’ is a UK Government initiative to encourage people to increase the energy
efficiency of their homes

•

The Department for Energy and Climate Change is providing £60 million to support set-up of
offshore wind manufacturing port sites in parts of England

•

The Scottish Government has provided £70m for a similar scheme in Scotland

•

Britain needs an estimated £8 billion of investment to meet its 2020 landfill diversion targets

•

Independent reports suggest there is a shortfall in residual waste treatment facilities

•

The wind energy sector, especially in Scotland, is looking for technology providers and Ireland
has a proven reputation in this area

•

A new life sciences hub has been announced in Wales, backed by a £100 million investment
fund. The venue is intended to act as a central resource for the entire sector in Wales,
comprising academic, business, clinical and funding groups.

Opportunities for Irish companies
In cleantech, the UK’s need for renewable energy supplies is one that Irish companies are well placed
to fill. Significant investment will be needed for the UK to meet its renewable energy obligation by 2020
– as much as £95 billion, with most of this power generated from offshore and onshore wind facilities.
The recent inter-governmental agreement between the UK and Irish governments creates the potential
for any Irish investment in power generation to be an exportable commodity. Scotland has set itself
higher targets than England and Wales for reducing its emissions, with a pledge to have 100 per cent
of its electricity obtained from renewable sources such as wind farms. If your product or service
addresses this market, you will have a more open door in Scotland because it delivers to a political
agenda. Britain is also planning large-scale upgrades to its water infrastructure and waste water
treatment facilities in the coming years. Enterprise Ireland recently joined Eco Connect, the UK
organisation for cleantech and energy efficiency, and will be increasing its network in this area.

Water
The UK water industry is a multi-billion pound sector with water and waste water companies within the
market responsible for the abstraction, treatment, and supply of clean water to domestic and
commercial companies and the collection, treatment and return of waste water to the environment.
The sector is the fourth largest energy user in the UK. Due to rising energy costs and the large volume
of energy consumed in the water sector, there is a significant need to drive costs down through
innovation and the smart usage, processes and metering.
•

The UK market for water and sewerage services will grow by 3.1 per cent to 2016, with
spending up from £12.43 billion to £12.81 billion

•

Scotland’s water and sewerage services market is expected to grow by 6.9 per cent between
2012 and 2016, to be worth £1.24 billion

•

The sector has three main industry regulators: Offwat, Water Industry Commission for
Scotland and Northern Ireland Utility Regulator – Water, Gas & Electricity

•

There are 23 separate companies providing either water only or combination of water and
waste water services

•

The sector provides more than 16 billion litres of treated water to domestic and commercial
customers per day. It collects and treats over 10 billion litres of waste water.

•

There are over 700,000 km of water mains and sewers in the UK with additional infrastructure
including water and sewage treatment plants, pumping stations and operation of reservoirs.
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Opportunities for Irish companies
The global water sector is facing significant challenges including increasing demand coupled with
water scarcity; climate change; rising energy costs; increased regulation; increased quality
requirements and ageing infrastructure. Addressing these challenges are the drivers for growth in the
global water industry. All of these challenges have significant implications for the growth and direction
of the UK water and waste water market. These significant challenges impact not only on the provision
of water and waste water services but unless addressed are an inhibitor to economic growth nationally
and internationally. This is providing opportunities to the water sector supply chain as they seek to
develop and deliver innovative technological products and services to help address these challenges.
Ireland’s water and waste-water sector offers significant capabilities in products, including: wastewater
treatment, pumping and drainage products and systems, treatment technologies, sludge processing
and dewatering, leachate treatment, water tanks, containment solutions, stormwater attenuation and
rainwater harvesting. On the services side, Irish companies specialise in water supply, pumping and
drainage schemes, sewerage schemes, wastewater treatment plant [WWTP] design, build and
operation, environmental assessments and WWTP monitoring, project management, specialist
contracting services and environmental consultancy services.
Enterprise Ireland has commissioned a report on spending patterns in the non-regulated water sector
(food and drink, retail and pharmaceuticals) and its findings will be available to clients.
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Additional sector opportunities
Britain presents many opportunities in a wide range of sectors for Irish companies prepared to take the
time to research where they can differentiate their offer. Here are some examples.
RETAIL TECHNOLOGY
•

The UK is arguably the most sophisticated and competitive retail market in the world, which is
creating a lot of opportunities such as serving customers via cross-channel or omni-channel
means

•

Online shopping is still showing double-digit annual growth in Britain, prompting retailers to
adopt data and analytics tools to understand buying habits more closely

•

Technologies to deliver better customer experiences will often get a hearing: one of the major
retailers is looking to replicate its service across all channels, including mobile.

SPORTS TECHNOLOGY
•

A legacy of London 2012 is a renewed emphasis on sports, with around 17 per cent of spend
coming from the UK Government

•

Britain’s sport and recreation market was worth £39.4 billion in 2012 and 8 per cent CAGR is
expected to 2018

•

Sports technology is a growing area for emerging companies from Ireland; firms providing
player performance and athlete analysis tools have already scored early successes in the
market

•

Use of technology for digital sports marketing, sponsorship and fan engagement is growing,
as clubs look to earn additional revenue from supporters.

HEALTHCARE
•

The UK’s healthcare sector has a very complex structure. A number of Irish companies new to
this market have been successful in seeking pilot contracts. Often these are worth less
than £10,000, which is usually the limit before a more extensive tendering process is required

•

For contract amounts greater than £10,000, one strategy worth considering in this sector
is partnering with a supplier that has an established customer base in the healthcare
sector. The NHS, like all public sector organisations in the EU, purchases over certain
thresholds are subject to strict formal tender procedures

•

There is interest in software platforms for health which improve efficiency in the provision of
care or reduce the cost of providing services (e.g. auditing or tracking capabilities for blood
samples)

•

There are several drivers that will have a significant impact on the UK healthcare system in
the medium term, including Britain’s ageing population; lower public budgets for
healthcare; and a drive for paperless systems by 2018, creating opportunities for dynamic and
innovative suppliers in areas such as eHealth and the provision of Integrated Care Pathways
that cut cross institutional boundaries.
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7. Selling to the Government in Great
Britain
Introduction
Britain’s public sector – including local and central government, education, agencies and emergency
services – is a significant buyer of products and services. Recent austerity measures have seen
significant cuts to public spending, but nevertheless the total estimated expenditure based on currently
available data is around £719 billion across categories including welfare, health, education, transport
and housing. Irish companies have been successful in selling into many parts of the public sector
throughout Great Britain.
As a member of the European Union, Britain adheres to EU public sector tendering guidelines. In
general, the UK operates robust public procurement processes. At a policy level, the Government is
keen to have more SMEs become involved in public procurement. This makes it a market worth
considering for Irish companies: one to be approached with caution but companies that crack the
British public sector find it is a very reliable customer.

Government Structure
Due to the devolved nature of Government across Britain, strategies can and do differ by region. For
example, Scotland takes a more politically involved approach to health and the ruling party is driving
the focus of the NHS. It is putting particular focus on electronic patient records and tele-health
initiatives, for example. This is very different to England and Wales, where there is more of an
emphasis on giving greater responsibility to local GPs. This shows the procurement focus is not
always consistent across all of Great Britain and you should factor this into your own plans if you
intend to focus on the public sector.
•

The British Government is divided into 24 ministerial departments, 19 non-ministerial
departments and more than 300 agencies and public bodies

•

The devolved parliament in Scotland and administration in Wales present some differences in
policies and regulations from England

•

Each has responsibility over many areas of domestic policy including health, education, the
environment and transport

•

Local authorities also have control over spending at a local level

•

In some parts of England, there is a two-tier structure: county councils and district, borough or
city councils

•

In other parts of the country, a single authority – sometimes called a unitary authority –
provides all functions of local government. This can be a city, borough or county council

•

More details about the structure of Government in Britain can be found here.

Britain’s procurement system
In Britain, there are four different procurement procedures used to award contracts, and the contracts
notice about a particular project will outline which procedure is being used.
•

An open procedure is where all interested suppliers are asked to return tenders by a set
date. These are then evaluated and the contract is awarded. This procedure is often used by
local councils
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•

A restricted procedure is a two-stage process. First, interested suppliers are asked to fill out
a questionnaire and a shortlist is drawn up. In the second stage, the shortlisted suppliers are
invited to respond to an Invitation to Tender (ITT). The tenders are then evaluated and the
contract awarded

•

Competitive dialogue procedures are used for more complex procurements. After a
selection process, the buyer then negotiates with suppliers and invites chosen companies to
put in a bid. Suppliers put in their tenders and the contract is awarded

•

Negotiated procedures involve the buying agency or department entering into contract
negotiations with one or more suppliers.

Framework agreements
Similar to structures now in place in the Irish public sector, framework agreements are used when a
public sector organisation knows it will need particular goods or services over a period of time.
Interested parties can bid to become potential suppliers and if chosen, they join a group of preapproved suppliers. In Britain, framework agreements typically last a maximum of four years. Over the
lifetime of a framework, the buying agency holds mini-competitions between the pre-approved
suppliers to decide who gets the contract for a particular piece of work. You can find more information
on British Government procurement on the Government Procurement Service (GPS) website.

Procurement websites
England, Scotland and Wales have their own free websites dedicated to public sector procurement
opportunities where tenders exceed £10,000. These sites provide details of a range of contracts for
local authorities, the NHS, agencies and non-departmental public bodies, higher and further education
and emergency services. You can browse contract notices and register to receive free e-mail alerts.
These sites are not definitive and there are many other local, regional and sector-specific contract
sources as well.
Many public sector organisations in Britain keep lists of potential suppliers for certain types of work,
particularly low-value contracts. You can find out more by visiting the relevant local council or going
directly to the organisation. You can also find construction-specific public sector tenders on
Constructionline. There is a fee to register, starting at £90 per year with charges decided on a sliding
scale based on your company turnover.

NEED TO KNOW

Unlike in other markets where partners are essential, some Irish SMEs have won a large
number of UK public sector contracts directly and others have successfully taken part in
various pilot projects. At times, partnering can help to add credibility to an Irish organisation,
such as if they need to overcome certain qualifying criteria for tenders that might otherwise
exclude them; for example, the size of the organisation or its balance sheet. Enterprise Ireland
works with organisations that can help to find contracts and assist Irish companies with bids
and managing procurement processes in the UK.
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8. How Enterprise Ireland can help you
succeed in Great Britain
Enterprise Ireland is committed to assisting and supporting our clients in entering new markets and
expanding in your current markets. Our team of experienced marketing professionals in our network of
overseas offices are ready to help you. An overview of our service offering is listed below:

Pre-visit support
Enterprise Ireland can provide:
•

A sector overview

•

A validation of the opportunity for your product/service

•

An evaluation of your market entry strategy

•

Suggested channels to market

•

Competitor analysis

•

Relevant contacts/suggested itinerary

•

Summary of relevant market information resources.

In-market support
Services available include:
•

Introductions to buyers and decision-makers

•

Identification of potential partners

•

Facilitating buyer visits to Ireland

•

Assistance with product launches/workshops

•

Securing reference sites

International trade events programme
Every year, Enterprise Ireland organises an extensive programme of events to support your business
abroad. These include:
•

Inward buyers’ missions to Ireland

•

Group stands at important international trade fairs

•

Overseas trade missions

•

Study visits to gain knowledge of overseas markets

•

Client knowledge events including seminars and workshops
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•

Networking events to build and enhance relationships with market contacts.

Further information is available at: www.enterprise-ireland.com/events

International market contacts
Enterprise Ireland has built up an excellent network of individuals in Britain who are available to work
with Irish client companies on developing their business. This includes market and sector specialists,
business accelerators and members of Irish business associations.

Additional supports
We can offer additional supports in the following areas:
•

Introductions to specialist expertise such as legal, recruitment, public relations and taxation

•

Access to mentors.

For further information on the services of Enterprise Ireland overseas, please go to
http://www.enterprise-ireland.com/en/Export-Assistance/

Contacts in Britain
Enterprise Ireland London office
2nd Floor, Shaftesbury House
151 Shaftesbury Avenue
London
WC2H 8AL
Link to the office location on Google Maps.
London office staff Twitter accounts.
Giles O’Neill, Director - UK and Northern Europe
Phone: +44-207-438-8701
Email: giles.oneill@enterprise-ireland.com
Gavin McWhirter, Manager - Key Sectors & Enterprise Solutions
Phone: +44-207-438-8722
Email: gavin.mcwhirter@enterprise-ireland.com
Christine Esson, Manager - New Market Entrants
Phone: +44-207-438-8725
+44 7795 155511
Email: christine.esson@enterprise-ireland.com
Judi Blackmur, Senior Market Adviser - Financial Services and Business Process Outsourcing
Phone: +44-207-438-8710
Email: judi.blackmur@enterprise-ireland.com
John Hunt, Senior Market Adviser - Construction
Phone: +44-207-438-8719
Email: john.hunt@enterprise-ireland.com
Kevin Mitchell, Market Executive - Engineering Sector
Phone: +44-207-438-8712
Email: kevin.mitchell@enterprise-ireland.com
Caroline Jamieson, Market Executive - Key Sectors and Communication
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Phone: +44-207-438-8702
Email: caroline.jamieson@enterprise-ireland.com
Denise McQuaid, Senior Market Adviser - New Market Entrants
Phone: +44-207-438-8705
Email: denise.mcquaid@enterprise-ireland.com
Allyson Stephen, Market Adviser - New Market Entrants
Phone: +44-207-438-8714
Email: allyson.stephen@enterprise-ireland.com
Sheila O’Loughlin, Senior Market Adviser - New Market Entrants
Phone: +44-207-438-8721
Email: sheila.oloughlin@enterprise-ireland.com
Heather Nolan, Market Executive - New Market Entrants
Phone: +44-207-438-8720
Email: heather.nolan@enterprise-ireland.com
Sean Long, Senior Market Advisor - Engineering, Electronics and Cleantech
Phone: +44-207-438-8726
Email: sean.long@enterprise-ireland.com
Andy Carr, Market Advisor - Technology and Digital Content
Phone: +44-207-438-8724
Email: andy.carr@enterprise-ireland.com
Elaine Buckley, Market Executive - Key Sectors
Phone: +44-207-438-8716
Email: elaine.buckley@enterprise-ireland.com
Olwen Sheedy, Market Executive - Technology and Digital Content
Phone: +44-207-438-8709
Email: olwen.sheedy@enterprise-ireland.com
Reggie Murphy, Market Executive - New Market Entrants
Phone: +44-207-438-8723
Email: reggie.murphy@enterprise-ireland.com
Maureen Barry, Market Advisor - New Market Entrants
Phone: +44-207-438-8713
Email: Maureen.barry@enterprise-ireland.com

Diplomatic and Consular Information for Great Britain
Embassy of Ireland
17 Grosvenor Pl
London SW1X 7HR,
Phone: +44 20 7235 2171
Web: www.embassyofireland.co.uk
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DISCLAIMER
Compiled during February and March 2014, this report is up-to-date with the latest available research
and findings. Information in this publication is intended to provide only a general outline of the subjects
covered. It should neither be regarded as comprehensive nor sufficient for making decisions, nor
should it be used in place of professional advice. Enterprise Ireland accepts no responsibility for any
loss arising from any action taken or not taken by anyone using this material. Readers are encouraged
to consult with professional advisers for advice concerning specific matters before making any
decision.
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