


The pandemic was tough for
everyone but the dangers it posed
are being overcome, says the sales
director of Loughton Contracts.
However, when it comes to the
lack of young floorlayers, he
worries the flooring industry is
running out of time

By ADAM BERNSTEIN

NIC erklns
- ‘Thec dck is ticking
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I. A BUMPY RIDE

—)

THAT Covid-19 happened is a given. And while
the trade stuttered somewhat, Loughton

Contract’'s sales director Nick Perkins says

2020 wasn't a bad year in the end, given the circumstances,
and that 2021 is shaping up to be a bumper year. But the
pandemic has had an impact. ‘Back in January 2020 our

secured order book was very strong, and the pipeline of work
was just the same. But Covid-19 hit and everyone’s lives were
turned upside-down. Nobody knew what to expect. Despite
everything slowing down enormously at the end of Q2, the
industry picked itself back up. We were fortunate to see our
customers put the required safety measures in place, allowing

us to return to site.’

He says, however, it's by no means
been an easy journey — espedially

for Loughton's project managers and
installation teams "on the coalface... to
whormn we're extremely grateful!

Fortunately, since then, arders have
increased manth-on-manth and Nick
says it's now returned to the levels the
company was experiencing at the end af
2018

And looking back, he's able to pinpoint ‘a
steady increase in turnover over the past
five or six years; | would put that down to
the capabilities we have in the business
to complete a wide range of facets of
flooring, alongside the high standard of
customer service that we give'

He, again, recognises that the
company's employees are its biggest
asset, 'whether it's the warehouse
staff, the ladies in finance or the project
managers... we have a great team which
strives for the same thing when it comes
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‘The larger scale
office fitouts we'd
been tracking
continued to plough
on and it's been
refreshing to see

us secure several
of them in the past
three months’

to getting the projects delivered’
Mevertheless, Mick says the last year
meant some tough dedsions had to be made
far the long-term benefit of the compary.
There were a small number of projects
we'd secured pre-Covid-19 that were

shelved, and a few were cancelled. But
thankfully, we've started to ses those
projects come back online which is very
walcome news. The fitaut sector was
one where we saw a marked decline

in projects, purely because everyone
was working at home and there was
effectively no need to have an office
during that period That said, the larger
scale office fitouts we'd been tracking
continued to plough on and it's been
refreshing to see us secure several of
therm in the past three months!

On residential, 'the pipeline remains
strong’ as Nick says it has done
throughout the past 12 months. And for
the public sector work, it continues to be
a focus for Loughtan. Allin all, Nick thinks
Loughtan is ‘in & great place for continuing
the good progress we've achieved over
the past few years'

Alongside Covid-19 as a threat to
husiness is Brexit. However, Nick seems
unphased by it as the firm hasn't been
massively affected by it He says, though,
‘there were a few hiccups towards
the end of the year and at the start of
2021, but nothing that was an absoluke
showstopper. We're starting to see
price increases in certain areas — mainly
relating to freight costs as they're
currently going through the roof. Timber
is also becaming a big issue, rates arg
fluctuating daily and products such as
plywood and chipboard are in short
supply, which is causing a real headache
at times!

5o far, his labour resources have held up,
but he's aware the construction industry
relies an foreign workers, and he's hopeful
they stay although 'there've been a few
wie know that have taken the decision
to leave which is a real shame. We are
having to adapt to a much tighter labour
market, we've invested in additional
staff ta manage that department whilst
making changes to our office layout to

We are-an independent carpet
development and sampling service

for Tufted, Axminster and Wiltan
carpets, In-house praduction means
guick turnaround - sampling within
3 days. Your carpet can then be

produced by any manufacturer,
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ensure that we all have a clear focus on
what is needed and when. Our Health and
Safety Academy enables us to provide the
necessary training that fitters may need
‘in house' too, something that we are very
proud of!

Brexit, so far, hasn't had any effect
on projects geing ahead and he doesn't
anticipate that changing.

Overall, Nick is of the view that the
sector is very buoyant at present and that
construction, as a whale, has been very
fortunate to not have been affected as
adversely as other sectors throughout
the pandemic despite labour and material
shortages eroding rargins on a daily
basis

And it helps that Loughton focuses on
the sectors that it performs well in. Also,
as he peints out, ‘developers are still keen
to press on with residential schemes and
large corporates are still requiring office
space in the city, | can't see that slowing
down anytime soon’

While hormeworking was necessary over
the past 12 maonths, he doesn't see it
becoming the norm... he sees, long-term,
a blend of homeworking and the office
Zaing forward — he emphasises that ‘our
business thrives on the collaborative
interactions bebween staff members
when they're in one anather's company -
you don’t get the same outcomes working
via Microsoft Teams!

Il. NO JOB TOO SMALL

OUGHTOM Contracts is ene

]_. of the largest flooring firms in
the country. While Mick says he
spends no time at all worrying about
the campetition - he knows who they
are. This means Loughtaon is very aware
of who it's pricing against whenever
tendering a project

He says ‘there's a real mived bag of
contractors, and we've begn able to adapt
our services and pricing style to be able to
compete with them!

In terms of rivals, they vary from sector-
to-sector: “We don't have dealings with
them directly, but we all know the same
people so it can lead to some friendly
banter when we bump inta each other at
supplier events!

He saysil's all done in good taste and all
tongue-in-cheek — "the flooring industry
has some real characters, and it's great to
be part of it!

Mo business can exist without
promoting itself. On this, Mick comments
that Loughton works on several planes
to increase the exposure of the company

www.contractloaringjournal.co.uk
ECFMagazing

and generate potential revenue. That
said, he cautions that 'the best form of
marketing is the reputation that you build
within the industry and the standard of
the waork that vou produce’

He says the company has warked very
hard to build what it has today, and this
inturn, 'has given us the reputation of
the UK's number one flooring contractar,
which therefore gives us the most
effective form of marketing: word-of-
mouth’

But other than that, the company is
active on most forms of sodial media.

'‘On LinkedIn; says Mick, "we currently
have nearly 3,000 followers... among
many major players in the construction
industry. We also past daily on Instagram
and Twitter, with a combined following of
nearly 17,000!

The content varies and promotes
finished projects, but Nick says it
also covers detail on charity work,

environmental procedures, accreditations,

staff and any national awareness days ar

initiatives.
In terms of the company website,
Nick says it was redesigned just aver
a year ago and features the standard
fare in company information: “ou can
meet the team, see a range of our
fitout, residential, leisure and education/
healthcare projects, whao we waork with, a
surmmary of our social media activity, find
out all the latest news on aur news and
biogs section and of course, contact us’
We're constantly looking at the trends
of our sacial media coverage and analyse
the data and see where we can improve!
5o, what is a typical customer and job
for Leughton Contracts? In answer, Nick
says no job is too small: "We could be
working on a carpet tile installation of
say 100sg m one day, then a high-end
residential project covering 60,000sg m
the next - the range of projects we cover
is pretty large. If | was looking to pinpoint
it though, I'd say we specialise in larger
scale fitout and residential projects within
the construction market! »

Loughton Gontracts was appolnted by ISG, to supply and Install all floorcoverings to the UK
headquarters of Hogan Lovells, an American-British law firm, located In Holborn, London
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The company has a large end-user
client base as well as well as an aftercare
business, Loughton Direct, so as Mick
says, "we tend to have most sectors
covered’

One thing he's keen to highlight is that
the clisnt-base hasn't changed for a very
long tire and the main reason for this,
he says, is customer service: 'If one of
our regular customers came to us with
asmall project, we wouldn't hesitate in
saying "yes' to assist them. We're very
well structured and can generally turn our
hand to most reguirements!

Ill. MONEY SENSE

ASH is the lifeblood of any
C business, especially so for one
the size of Loughton Contracts.
0On this Mick says his finance and
commercial team "are amazing’ and work
'to ensure we're paying our suppliers on
time and chase our own debts when due’

Part of this means being selective as
to who the company works for; all new
customers are subject to credit checks —
samething Mick says "works both ways
and is no different when we approach
news suppliers?

Al this rnakes perfect sense when
put into context for Loughton could be
working an anything bebween 40-50
projects at any one time. As Mick says,
‘keeping track of that level of business is
no mean feat’

Turning briefly to retentions, Mick says
they're & problem for the industry and
‘it's samething we have a firm focus on
recovering... at the end of the day it's the
profit sitting there in someaone else’s bank
account’

While he understands why they're
in place, he'd prefer retentions gone: |
think if you asked any contractor in our
position, they'd prefer that they were
abolished and replaced with same ather

ATTENTION ! Flooring Contractors working in Ireland

POLYFLOR
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‘We have a firm focus
on retentions... at the
end of the day it's
the profit sitting
there in someone
else’s bank account’

mechanism; it's not right that we should
have to wait longer for payment than
the agreed period because other trades
haven't completed their own defects!

With a firm the size of Loughton it's no
waonder Nick finds it hard to pick aut jabs
he's been particularly pleased to seal,
or which stand out as unigue or special.
However, one that springs to mind was
the fitout of Amazon's London head
quarters.

‘It was a project we Telt we may struggle
to win, and it got to a point where my
managing director almast had me stand
down and let it go. Thal's not really in my
nature so | put my case across to him as
ta why | thought we could win it and went
after it like a dog with a bone. |t was a bit
of a fight, but in the end, we secured it
and what a job it turned out to be!

In detail, the project was a mixture
of carpet tiles, imber, woven vinyl and
rubber and totalled over 39,000sq m of
office space. In terms of the residential
side of the business, Mick cites the
redevelopment of Battersea Power
Station as ‘an amazing project to be part
of!

He says Loughton has been on site
since 2015 and by the time phase three
is completed this year, the company will
have instalied maore than 110,000sg m
of cradle and batten system with timber
floaring.

It makes sense at this juncture, to

pose the question of how Loughton
Contracts chooses suppliers to work with.
In respanse, Mick says maost are named
within the specifications the company is
given to price — 'but we do have several
suppliers we work closaly with!

He states the obvious, that price is
always samething he has to cansider.
But he goes further: There's no doubt
relationships are also key, people buy
from people and that's something I've
always believed in. IF you have a good
relationship with a certain person ar
supplier, they're naturally going to be at
the forefront of your mind when you're
looking to specify a product!

He adds that Loughton wants to engage
with suppliers 'that have an evaolving
product range, have good sustainability
credentials and are farward thinking in
the way that they do business. Loughton
doesn't expect something for nothing, so
business needs to be reciprocal wherever
possible - suppliers do need to work
hard to win our business but we need to
wiork hard to win their trust and keep the
relationship on track’

IV. STARTING YOUNG

N ICK has been in flaoring since he

was 16. With nigh on 24 years

under his belt he tells how,

despite his langevity, it wasn't a career
he proactively sought out. Instead, as the
story goes, he'd always done guite well at
schoal.

| was never in trouble and did well with
my GCSEs. But the defining moment
came when | was about to start on A
Levels. While | was progressing well in
twa of the subjects, it became apparent
the third wasn't something | was gaing
to excel at. After a bit of debating with
my parents, | was faced with the choice
of staying at school and getting my head
down or looking for a job pretty sharpish »
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-y mum wouldn't have let me leave
school without a job!

The net result was a visit to a careers
centre to search through adverts. 'One
caught my eye, an office junior for a
local carpet company. | liked the idea
of working in an office, | also thought
the salary of £100 per week was the
minimum | was worth at that point in my
life:

The company Nick joined was a small
contract flooring business with a retail
shop at the front of the premises and a

small warehouse - 'more like a bam' as he

described it - at the rear, The job meant
warking in the office with the office
manager while helping customers in the

shop whenever they came in. Fortuitously,

Mick says the owner thought it would

be good for him to get aut anto site ane
day a week 'so | could see what went an
and learn on the job... to be honest, that
experience was invaluahle, and | still draw
from it today’

He stayed at the firm for 17 years ‘as
itwas a small tightknit group... a very
family-orientated business’

But his role changed as the company
Zrew. When Nick started, the business
was a small contractor that turned over
E£750,000 with massive potential to
grow. And that's exactly what happened
he says. But the workload increased as
did the projects: ‘| started to get involved
with the contract side of the business and
that's when | really got hooked. | enjoyed
the banter with the floorlayers; being an
office boy | was always getting stick when

went out onsite, but [ quite enjoyed
getting my hands dirty!

As for the office work, Nick says he
‘started assisting with marking up
drawings with the carrect finishes,
carrying out the take-offs to compile the
measures and this led to me learning how
to price projects, which was the part of
the job | really enjoyed’

m CFJ October 2021

CAREY STREET

1‘ Loughton Contracts was appointed by Multiplex in June 2020 to supply and Install floorcoverings to
the major kowry residential bullding, Lincoln Square, located at 48 Carey Strest

Understandably, he says winning work
was a great feeling: ‘| always remember
the first large praject | secured off my
own back, a large school in Stevenage.,
| still enjoy that feeling today; there's
nothing better than giving a tender your
all and finding out you've secured the
project!

In time, the company increased in
size and maoved to an industrial unit
nearby. It changed to cancentrate on
contract floaring rather than domestic

installations. He adds that there was an
unpleasant experience when a family
member started his own company while
still employed. [t eventually led to that
individual leaving.

But that, Mick says, was when he was
elevated in the business: "My managing
director needed everyone to pull together
and steady the shig - which is exactly
what we did. And [ was made a director of
the comparny in 2005, aged 24!

More ime passed and the company  »
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grew further which led to another move
to different premises. But, as Nick points
out, the market was relatively tight, the
premises were particularly large ‘and the
company was finding the financial strain
of this quite tough'

With the market remaining volatile,
Mick and the other directors were under
enormuous pressure to try and keep things
steady

With this scene set, it's not hard to see
wihy Mick’s health took a tum for the
worse. 'One Tuesday afternoon | didn't
feel great - my coffee wouldn't stay in
my mouth when | drank it, my colleague
thought I'd had a stroke but thankfully
itwasn't... it was Bell's Palsy and was
directly related to the stress of my job!

On 2 positive note, he adds that he's 'fit
and well, saitisn't all bad’ & week after
his incident, Mick took a call from a good
friend. It would change his life — at least
professionally.

\l. FINDING LOUGHTON

ICK was back at work when the
N call came through. 'l actually
wient straight from hospital back
ko my desk that day, which was stupid
now | think about it!

ALL-IN-ALL

FLOORING ACCESSORIES

SOLID OAK
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RIGHT AMGLE MOSING - FLAT BAR - 0.%m & 2.40m

STERL
ERATIL GhEY

He explained what had happened to his
friend, who, after ringing of f called back
shortly after and said he was going to
get a call from Lea Smyth at Loughton
Contracts, They were looking for a sales
manager and she had put him forward for
the position — albeit without asking Mick.

But as he continues: *I'm a very loyal
person and the thought of (leaving my
employer] filled me with dread - but |
always saw Loughton as the best in the
industry. The company worked on the
best prajects, had a really good corporate
image, it came across as very professional
and the thought of being part of that
really excited me!

He spoke to Lee and explained that he
wasn't in the best shape ‘given that half
of my face was drooping on one side, but
if he was happy to meet for 2 coffee, I'd
nip down to Essex to see him! Mick went
and was greeted by Lee and his brother
Paul To be honest | didn't know what
to expect as | had heard so many staries
ahout Loughton over the years!

And it appears, as Nick says, they
couldn't have been nicer: 'They made
me feel so comfortable, given the
circumstances, and explained to me what
they were looking for and a bit about
the business and how it was structured

following the management buyout!

He adds that he had an enjoyable 30
minutes with them just chatting about
flooring - he felt that he had nothing to
lose by meeting them and it turned out to
be the best decision he could've made. He
received an offer of emplayment by the
end of the day.

It was totally unexpected, but
opportunities like that don't come around
wery often. The fact they were so friendly
and welcoming towards me made me
certain | should accept the offer

Of course, 17 years is a long time to
spend with ong employer and he doesn't
regret staying that long as it gave him
a 'wealth of knowledge and experience
and I'm really thankful for my time there,
itwas ashame the way it has ended as
| thought a lot of the owner’ But it was
tirme to move an.

The maove to Loughton seems to have
wiorked out well for within three menths
Mick was appointed sales directar. He
reckons this was because he 'was very
focused on giving everything to the job!

As he explains, he was used to doing a
bit of everything previously — tendering,
winning work, placing orders, surveying,
project managing, and so on. But he
says Loughten was very different ‘It's =

THE LARGEST SELECTION OF
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= FORCE DRY WET SCREED
saving in excess of 40+ days
compared to natural drying
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and can achieve fully dry screed
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=« TEMPORARY HEAT AND
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4 component systems can
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conditions on site, even during
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against adverse weather and
damage caused by freezing and
acclimatise expensive materials
in situ. These can be hired
directly from us.

COMMISSIONING AND
CONDITIONING all screed used
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order to meet British Standards
B5B8204-7 and to prepare
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specifications. Another quality
assurance standard for your
company portfolio.

SCREED TESTING, ForceDry

are the UK's leading screed
testing company. We provide

an accurate status report which
can be used as evidence for
quality control and give you the
assurance to move forward with
your project. We also provide

a tailored plan to resolve any
moisture issues.

EQUIPMENT
Our equipment is also used to commission and condition dry screed ready for floor finish.
We offer independent testing so you can see the current state of play of any screed.
We help projects with problem screed get back on track. Fast.

We work with main contractors, sub-contractors and independent builders across the UK.
Whether your project spans hundreds of apartments or just one room, we can help.

03301 244 100 info@force-dry.co.uk
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structured so well that that wasn't
necessary, and it allowed me to
concentrate on the part of the job that

enjoyed the most, which was winning
k!

Mick is now one of six board members,
and he thinks it a great place ta be. 'l love
coming ko waork every day, | love my job
and | honestly believe | wark for the best
flocring company in the UK. We have
a great tearn and | enjoy working with
the other five members of the executive
teamn!

Interestingly, he notes they're all
different 'and that's not a bad thing — we
all have our own strengths, and we get an
really well

He described the board as 'a very
focused bunch and it's really comforting
to know we all have one goal and are
pulling in the same direction.

Of course, they each have their day jobs
to fulfil, but the board meets at least
twice a week to discuss the pressing
issues in detail

‘As you can imagineg, there's a lot that
goes in to managing the campany, its a
huge beast and takes a lot of effort from
the entire workforce to keep things on
track’ That said, he still gets a buzz fram
wearing that a colleague has secured a
project that they've been working on for
months, or that one of the younger team
members has picked up their first order.
It's all about the tearm ethic and ‘that's
what makes us so successful at what we
do

V. TICK TOCK...

UNNING a business isn't easy
R and so there's the question of

how to maintain a good work/life
balance. For someone like Mick it's never
easy — no doubt because, as he says: ‘I've
always been quite focused and driven
with my career’

LOOKING TO CREATE

ENGAGING
CPD CONTENT?

WE KNOW HOW

www.smartmarketingworks.com
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¢ BRUNEL PROJECT

Loughton Contracts was appointed by Dverbury o supply and Install floorcoverings fo the offices of a private
equity firm in Paddingion, This office space Is in a 243,200sq ft development, The Brunel Buliding

He says he likes to start early and if
he needs to, will work late: But he has
a family to think of and it can be tough
to manage at tmes. Fortunately, it was
made very clear to him when he started
at Loughton that farnily is important and
if he ever felt work was taking over his
private life, he'd be expected to put his
hand up and ask for help, That, he says,
wiasn't sumething he'd experienced for
avery long time, and ‘it was a breath of
fresh air!

Bayond that, Mick notes that at

Loughton 'there’s always someane
willing to lend a hand if you're strugzling.
Covid-19 has also been a real lesson to
us all in managing our workloads while
effectively ‘living at werk' - trying to do
our day jobs while coping with home
schooling has been a struggle at times
but I'm thankful to have two fantastic
managing directors who are very aware of
what everyone is going through'

[t's quite clear from the comments given
during this interview that Mick loves the
industry and the company he works for — »

5 Tips for Creating
Engaging CPD Content |

Call us now: 01785 819933

Emuail: info@smartmarketingworks.com
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‘Laying floors can
take years of training
while working on
construction sites in
all sorts of conditions
- not always an
attractive prospect
to young people’

he reiterates he's ‘fortunate that | enjoy
my job and | couldn’t ever see myself
working within another sector’

In terms of the industry Mick thinks the
sectorin a pretty good place: "There are
plenty of companies we come up against
on aregular basis whao are capable of
delivering good waork!

He worries, though, that getting enough
young peaple inta the trade is always a
concern as there just doesn't seem to be
the numbers coming through, especially
on the installation side of things,

And tirme is against the sector he adds.
‘Laying floors isn't an easy job, it can
take years of training while working on

Loughton Caniracts was appointed by 15G, to supply and Install all floorcoverings fo the UK
headquarters of Hogan Lovells, an American-Britizh law firm, located In Hofborn, London

construction sites in all sorts of conditions
and that isnt always the most attractive
prospect to the younger generation!
Howewver, Loughton has been fortunate
to have taken on some good young
people recently and he says they've been
receptive to the opportunity they've
been given. Loughton, he says, is a big
believer in providing them with the right
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level of training - there are several of
them undertaking NWQs and degree level
qualifications (himself included).

‘Fundarmentaily’ says Nick, ‘you get out
of peaple what you put into them, and if
you give them the time they need and the
right tools to do the job well then good
results should follow!

Amen to that. u
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