GEES Subject Centre Enterprise, Skills & Entrepreneurship Curriculum Resources

Nick Russill: TerraDat Geophysics

Graduated from the University of Cardiff in 1992, BSc Exploration & Mining Geology
Stage 1: Pre-Project

Childhood experiences / ambitions: background influences and traits

As a child I always wanted to do a job outdoors, but did not really know what. I was always very independent and resourceful and never a follower of the crowd. I think this was driven in part that I went to 6 different schools so being resourceful was a survival mechanism! At the age of 15 I converted some outbuildings on my parents land and ran a licensed dog boarding kennel before and after school.

Perceptions of self-employment / motivations

When I graduated I worked in Australia on a remote exploration camp for a large mining company. I realised during this experience that I did not want to be employed by “distant bosses” and had a view to be a freelance. It was the frustration at bearing the consequences of other people’s bad decisions and the inflexibility that made me think this.

Skills gathering: Part time jobs / school / university

The nature of my first job and training as a geologist I believe gave me a lot of skills such as logistical planning, spatial awareness, multi-dimensional perception that are important elements of running your own business. I worked as an outdoor instructor during the holidays at university which developed other relevant skills. Before starting work I also went on an expedition to NE Greenland which again made me aware of interpersonal skills, leadership abilities and ones own physical and mental limitations.

Idea generation

With my business partner, we spotted an opportunity of the change in environmental legislation regarding contaminated land, and also a revolution in geophysical instrumentation making it more portable and higher resolution – better suited to shallow high resolution applications.

We are also keen surfers and another focus was undertaking seismic surveys on beaches for a living. This was our focus, but ironically we have never had such a job!
Stage 2: Early Development

Information gathering. Problems / positives / actions

We never set out to actually set up a company. I am an instinctive networker and used some contacts in the Waste Management industry that I had to do some geophysical trials. This necessitated us having a company structure in place in order to get insurance, bank to receive money etc. We had no problems and grew organically.
Ideas stage to the beginning of the project

We were based from our student house originally and later formed a mutually agreeable arrangement with Cardiff University whereby we were accommodated in return for our time as lecturers / supervisors. We had a loan and start up grant from the Princes Trust and were the first graduates to get funding (as opposed to their former policy of only funding deprived or more needy people). Getting the expensive equipment needed to carry out geophysical surveys was not a problem as we formed good relationships with a company who rented kit.
Running with the project / early stages

The first few weeks were fairly intuitive designing some brochure material, writing marketing letters and going to meet prospective clients. We also got a few small jobs by phoning around. I don’t recall it being particularly stressful.

Expectations versus reality

Yes, completely. I had the flexibility of being my own boss, the satisfaction of completing projects well and having satisfied customers. We also had time to contribute academically to various events of interest.

Stage 3: Present Day

What I wish I’d known / top tips

1. Don’t get bogged down in detail outside your core business. The value of your time is greater if spent developing the business compared to spending a lesser amount outsourcing tasks such as VAT, book keeping.

2. If you have a partner or work colleagues, learn to delegate key tasks early on otherwise you end up as being an irreplaceable hub at the centre of an operation.

3. When you are successful (or very busy) don’t lose sight of where you came from (or how you got there).

4. Have a long term strategy – is the business what you want to do forever?  If not, remember there are other options and you will be optimally skilled to take them!

5. Remember why you are working for yourself and what it is you enjoy doing. Have fun and don’t become a slave to your staff or clients. 

Going straight into business on your own may not be the best way since there is a lot of valuable experience to be gained as an employee working in industry. It helps you understand how things appear from the other side of the fence (for the day you will be a boss), and if nothing else reinforce your reasons for wanting to be self employed!

Form strong partnerships with suppliers – they know the industry and can be a good source of referral work if the relationship is good.

Make your name known – the local media / online newsgroups are always keen for information. Go to networking events or local industrial societies.
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TerraDat UK Ltd: leading UK geophysical survey specialising in non-invasive surveys of contaminated land, brownfield sites, mineral and water exploration and geotechnical problems. The company employs 13 geophysicists and is fully equipped for all the main methods including microgravity, radar, resistivity, seismics, magnetics and EM conductivity. TerraDat has offices in Cardiff, Melbourne and Dublin.

Out of TerraDat have spun two sister companies:

· Terralogic Ltd: supplier of ruggedised computing solutions for military, public service and private users who need ultimate in IT reliability in extreme environments. Terralogic was number 4 in the Wales Fastrack 100 in the fastest growing companies in 2004

· Snow-forecast.com: driven by our passion for snowboarding and abilities as earth scientists, this is an online resource for snow sports enthusiasts providing weather and snow condition reports for over 800 resorts worldwide. It is one of the busiest websites of its kind and will soon be accompanied by a sister site for surfers – www.surf-forecast.com










































































GEES Subject Centre: Oct 2005

Entrepreneurship Resources: Terradat Case Study 

