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Stage 1: Pre-Project

Childhood experiences / ambitions: background influences and traits

There may be elements of my character that point towards self-employment, as I am to a degree an ‘organiser’, but I am probably not the best person to make that judgement.

My father has been a senior business executive for many years and my step-father is Managing Director of his family’s growing media business, both of which undoubtedly reinforced my desire to be involved in business. Self-employment has, however, been a long-term aspiration and I recall an occasion at Primary School when we all had to choose a job to talk and write about. Much to the amusement of my teacher I chose ‘Managing Director’.  

Whilst there were periods when I may have said that I wanted to follow a specific career, for example law, this was usually a response to the perceived ‘need to say something’. People frequently ask a teenager what they want to do, be it a teacher, careers advisor, family or friends, and the response ‘work for myself’ rarely seems to satisfy them. When in the Sixth Form my immediate ambition was to read Geography at university and when asked what I wanted to do afterwards I would say that I would ‘look for a niche in the market’.

Perceptions of self-employment / motivations

From my perspective the desire to be in control to some extent was the most important motivation in considering self-employment as an option. In fact it is often the clients that are in control, but at least I am in the position of decision-maker in terms of day-to-day planning and which projects we accept (and which we put in an outrageous quote for). I have also been motivated by the desire to achieve something myself and for myself. The other important factor is the understanding that I developed as a geographer of the importance of both environmental issues and manufacturing to the economy. Whilst we are not directly involved in manufacturing we do contribute in a small way to the success or otherwise of the manufacturing sector.

Perception of entrepreneurs may have had some influence on my decision-making, but I am not certain that entrepreneurs are always the most attractive personalities. Much of that may, of course, be a matter of media presentation but a number of current entrepreneurs are presented as somewhat anodyne. Others are more interesting if not necessarily more pleasant. The perception of the rewards available to entrepreneurs was certainly a factor but there are also several high profile examples of the potential pitfalls.

Skills gathering: Part time jobs / school / university

The part-time job as a horticultural nursery worker that I had whilst at school and university and after graduating was of limited relevance to setting up my own business, although it did teach me how to work hard and reinforced my view that I wanted to work for myself. 

I was fortunate to have the opportunity to go directly from this to setting up Terraqueous Ltd. and the skills that I learnt during my degree courses were the most important in setting up the business. In particular I would point to the ability to carry out research and project work as invaluable.

After graduating I spent three months in southern India carrying out a voluntary research project into agricultural failure for a small NGO. The skills that I learnt from that were also helpful, particularly the need to break down a project into very small elements when faced with a very big issue and very limited resources. My time in India, including a week in hospital on a drip, also helped me to decide where my priorities lay. As a result I resisted the bright lights and large salaries of the City of London, where a number of my friends from university had jobs.

Idea generation

During my three years as an undergraduate reading Geography the idea of working in environmental consultancy took root. Whilst I had a preference for human geography, the ‘applied physical course’ that I took as a second year was a particular inspiration. My undergraduate dissertation and the extended essay that I wrote as part of my Masters both pointed towards environmental consultancy. I did, however, consider other alternatives such as a career in the City or in development economics.

In the summer of 1996 I had returned from India and my brother had graduated from Reading University, where he had read ‘Rural Resource Management’. We both spent the autumn of that year applying for a variety of jobs, some in the field of environmental consultancy, but without success. We also toyed with ides for our own business, but no firm plans were developed.

Stage 2: Early Development

Information gathering. Problems / positives / actions

The opportunity to establish Terraqueous Ltd. was delivered by serendipity. In Autumn 1996 my step-father proposed to enter three areas of company land into a Countryside Stewardship Scheme ‘Special  Project’, which required the preparation of a ‘Restoration & Conservation Management Plan’ for each site. He knew that my brother and I were both seeking to do something in that field and told the Stewardship Officer that he would ask us to prepare the plans for him. We thought nothing more of this until late November 1996 when my brother and I were invited to an interview in order to demonstrate that we were sufficiently competent to prepare the plans.

Ideas stage to the beginning of the project

We learnt that the interview panel would be made up of representatives from Somerset County Council, MAFF (now DEFRA), English Nature, Somerset Wildlife Trust and the RSPB, and that in addition to ourselves they would be interviewing two established consultancy firms. At that stage we had no real expectation of doing anything more than the three plans for my step-father as a method of gaining experience.

We prepared for the interview by going through the plan brief in detail and breaking down the method by which we proposed to deal with each section. This formed the basis of the presentation that we gave, which also included a brief review of our qualifications and our dissertations/extended essays. We were fortunate that we both had some experience of similar project work from our dissertations and extended essays, which we used at the interview in order to demonstrate our ability to complete projects of this nature.

Shortly after the interview we were informed that we had passed and the two established consultancy firms had both failed. I am sure that they had both sent juniors and were under-prepared, but for a time we were the only approved consultants – one of the firms was re-interviewed and approved a couple of weeks later. In the meantime we were approached by my step-father’s Land Agent, who worked for a local firm. He asked us to quote for the preparation of five further plans for some of his other clients. We duly did so and were awarded all five contracts!

That gave us eight projects to complete, with a total value of almost £10,000. We immediately realised that there was an opportunity to do far more than gain experience. A meeting with an accountant followed, and soon we were directors of our own company. At the time it felt like the most difficult part of the process was thinking of a company name – and after much thought we settled on Terraqueous Ltd. This seemed appropriate for a company preparation restoration and management plans for wetland sites.

Running with the project / early stages

At the start of January 1997 we were therefore immediately presented with the eight projects, to be completed in a two-month timescale, but the first couple of weeks were relatively relaxed as we carried out site surveys.  As we had both been living at home and working prior to starting our business the limited finance required was not a problem. We had access to a computer, but purchased an optical level and other supplies secure in the knowledge that we had almost £10,000 of contracts, and worked from home. At that time we produced hand drawn site plans, as I had been taught to do as an undergraduate.

Before we had even half completed the first round of projects we were again approached by my step-father’s Land Agent, with a number of smaller but urgent jobs of a similar nature. These were completed and submitted within two weeks, and when the Land Agent saw these he immediately started to provide us with a steady flow of additional projects for various clients.

Unfortunately, however, the additional work put us under significant short-term pressure with the original eight projects, which each turned out to be in the region of 80 pages long. As this was a new scheme we were not constrained by existing formats, but this meant that we had to undertake some of the development work ourselves as problems became apparent and had to be overcome. It was very similar to writing a dissertation or extended essay in so much as in the early and middle stages of each project ‘the more we did, the more there was to do’. For a long time the more survey and research work we did, the more queries and points for clarification were raised. The week before the deadline for the draft reports was extremely stressful, with late nights, early mornings and a dash to submit the drafts on the last afternoon prior to the 5pm deadline. In many respects it was again similar to the situation in my final year as dissertation deadline day approached.

After that initial period we were able to take stock, and begin to look at the financial side, which we had not had time to consider in detail up to that point. For example, we had to learn how to run a payroll, draw up a rudimentary first year budget and recover our expenses to date. Our accountant was invaluable during that period. Broadly, however, we were fortunate that we did not have to seek work at any stage and the more projects we completed the more people came to us with further projects.
Expectations versus reality

In some respects the reality of running my own business has met my expectations, but in other ways it has not. On the plus side we were able to pick and choose when we worked for the first couple of years, when the workload was constant but generally reasonable. At that time we also had a limited cost base and were satisfied with earning more than we had previously. Whilst the day to day planning is still in our hands we are now constantly busy and usually work a very long week. When it is your own business to do so is understandable, but not what you would hope for at the outset.

We are continually disappointed at being let down by other people, particularly where cash flow is concerned. The length of time that people take to pay, when they know that we are a small business and cash flow is crucial, is a constant issue. At times it can also be very difficult to truly relax and let go during business hours, even when away on holiday. 

Overall, however, I would have to be offered a great deal of money before I was willing to work for anyone else, and only then as Managing Director. I also still enjoy the perks, however small!
Stage 3: Present Day

Lessons Learned. Challenges met

Whilst organisation is a key to business success, probably the most important lesson that I have learnt is the need to take personal responsibility, which is very often missing in large companies where individuals are often terrified to make a decision in case it is wrong. I think that is something that our clients appreciate.

Importantly I have also learnt that almost nothing is impossible – whatever your client asks there usually someone, somewhere who can offer the service. It is matter of finding that person and the client accepting the cost. Managing cash flow, and not buckling under the pressure of adverse cash flow conditions, is also important.

I would also say that it is important to recognise that you can be very good at what you do, but you won’t necessarily make a fortune quickly. Also, you don’t have to do something forever – if you have set up a business once in one field it must be possible to do it again in another.

Finally, it is important not to get personally involved and to switch off at the end of the day, even if you have to accept that clients will occasionally ring in the evening or when you are on holiday.

What I wish I’d known / top tips

Whilst the good fortune at the set up stage that we experienced cannot be directly replicated there are a number of points that can be of value to others. These are:-

•
I believe that the value of gaining experience in any way cannot be underestimated.

•
Don’t be intimated by other firms. An established firm can’t necessarily do something as well or better than you – often junior staff are given tasks that you can do far better and at lower cost to the client.

•
If you are asked to do something that you can’t do, some else will be able to as a sub-contractor.

•
In some respects we were saved from worrying too much and thinking that we needed all the equipment as we were thrown in at the deep end. A consultancy company does not have to have a big investment to get started.

•
With just your own capital and limited expenditure there isn’t too much to risk.

•
At the start work at home to keep cost down, but move to a separate office as soon as you can – it is more professional and allows you to become more detached.

At the outset I wish that I had known the level of fees that other consultants charged. We started with our fees too low and as a result cash flow became very difficult in year two when costs mounted but our fee income did not. If I had known the level of professional fees in general we could have started at almost double our initial hourly rate. Whilst low fees helped to build the client base that is certainly an area where time for more research at the outset would have been beneficial.

	Terraqueous Ltd. – Environmental Consultancy.

Terraqueous Ltd. is a small environmental consultancy firm that was founded in January 1997 by my brother and I. The company specialises in wetland issues and providing services to the ‘growing media’ industry. The primary component of growing media remains peat and Terraqueous deal with applications for planning permissions, reviews of existing permissions, environmental assessments, conservation designation issues and preparation of working/restoration/drainage schemes in order to discharge planning conditions. Terraqueous also oversees and organises the implementation of various permissions and schemes, in particular site restoration works. I have also given evidence on behalf of clients at Public Inquiry.

Recently we have also been involved in a number of projects related to seeking planning permission and Waste Management Licences for, and the management of, green waste composting facilities. This is a developing part of the business. Terraqueous is also involved in more general planning issues such as housing, leisure and industrial developments and mapping work. Whilst our client base is primarily in the private sector we have carried out some work for English Nature and RSPB. One of our recent projects has been to prepare a Restoration Plan for a Historic Park and to secure substantial grant aid in order to assist our client with the restoration. We are currently project managing the restoration works.

Our client base varies from multinational growing media manufacturers, Plcs and trade organisations to individuals seeking environmental and planning advice. Terraqueous Ltd. is a DEFRA approved consultant for the ‘Countryside Stewardship Scheme Avalon Marshes Special Project’. My brother and I remain the only employees and where specialist skills or inputs are required we employ appropriately qualified sub-contractors.

http://www.terraqueousltd.co.uk/
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