





























Then on the Friday, after a hearty breakfast, and an introductory welcome from the Trustees
there were several 45 minute sessions in the Revie Suite. The idea is to have a small panel,
two or three entrepreneurs, interviewed by one of our trustees, describing their own
experiences, good and bad. The feedback has been that this concept has been well
received: people appreciate the opportunity to learn from others’ experience, rather than
from outside expert advice.

So on Friday 23™ February the 9.45 session was - “When the going gets tough the tough
get going...”

The first panel consisted of Angus McPhail of the Skippinish band and ceilidh house and
Jamie Duncan of Argyll Cruising. They were questioned by Virginia Sumsion on various
issues and challenges faced when running a business.

While Angus was very happy with the way that the band was progressing and the associated
concerts and record sales, the other part of the business — the Ceilidh House in Oban —
caused the biggest headaches. This situation followed a storm several years ago when the
roof of the building was blown off and the ensuing problems and disagreements between
landlords, insurance companies and builders was still continuing. Angus imagined that the
roof would be quickly fixed and the insurers would have paid out 100% but due to various
legal wrangles none of this has happened. On hindsight they should have walked away on
day one but they were still hopeful of reaching a satisfactory conclusion due to the
perseverance of his business partner, Andrew Stevenson. But the advice was to choose
landlords carefully as well as get a professional to review leases and insurance policies!

It is also good to have business partners with tenacity and determination to see things
through.

On the bright side, while the ceilidh house was closed, they were able to put more time and
energy into refocus on and develop the band and this part of the business has gone from
strength to strength. Their future plans are to move to bigger venues with the band and even
do foreign tours. The jury is still out with regards to the Ceilidh House but they may just give
up the lease depending on the final outcome.

Argyll Cruising is a family run business which provides unique cruises around the West coast
and as far as St. Kilda. Jamie Duncan and his father converted a fishing boat into a fine vessel
with deluxe cabins. With a maximum of 8 guests the tours provide a highly personal
experience.

Happily, the business had suffered no real challenges up until the penultimate cruise of the
season when the gearbox blew up and would take 2 months to repair! The affected customers
were all personally spoken to and were offered full refunds or another tour at a future time.
Due to this rapid response to the problem each and every guest was happy with their individual
outcomes.

As a close-knit family business Jamie takes pride in the teamwork and effort which every
member of staff puts in (although the chef can be a bit temperamental at times!) and sees this
and also keeping staff in the loop at all times as the main reasons behind the success of the
business. Because they are also very “guest-focussed” he was happy to report that they
already had 40% of repeat bookings for the season ahead.
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Looking to the future Jamie commented that they are happy as they are with no plans for
expansion. The might purchase a second vessel in a few years but then again maybe not
because the strength of the business lies in the small, close-knit family operation that it is.

10.30: Small Businesses — Benefit to Rural Economy

This topic was discussed by Nikki Dayton of Wilder Ways, Nikki Brown of Shellfield Farm
and Katie Ritchie of Food from Argyll who were questioned by Alastair Barge (trustee of
SJNT)

Nikki Dayton together with Cara Gelati runs Wilder Ways a business providing horse riding
adventure holidays in Argyll and the West Highlands. Their motivation tom start the business
was the love of horses and Scotland. While they were initially a bit scared to start a business
which because of its nature has such high overheads and logistical issues, they were
encouraged by support and advice from the SINT.

As a result they are now running a very successful business which is now expanding due to
the purchase of another 4 horses (supported with funding from the SJ Noble and Kilfinan
trusts). The benefit that this business provides to the rural economy is plentiful as their
customers (70% of whom are from other countries) all require accommodation, food and
transport. As a result the local hotels, restaurants, taxis etc. all benefit from these visitors and
while they are in the area they will no doubt spend money in other local retail outlets and visitor
attractions.

Fraser and Nikki Brown bought Shellfield Farm in 2012. Their motivation was the rural
lifestyle as they left the “rat race” of London to come to Fraser’s family farm. It presently
carries 700 sheep which in the past were all sold to markets. They saw a gap in the market
and subsequently established their new business which butchers its own meat and supplies
quality Argyll lamb and mutton direct to local restaurants and other retail outlets. They also
take their produce to local shows, events and farmers markets under the Food from Argyll
banner.

The business has had a knock-on effect to the local economy by providing additional work to
local butchers, transport businesses and the labour market. Their next step is to establish a
commercial kitchen which would allow them to butcher their meat “on site” and provide more
services such as meat packs for private individuals etc.

Katie Ritchie of Food from Argyll as well as being part of the Food from Argyll
community which travels round the shows and events in Scotland also helps operate the
Pier Café in Oban. The motivation for the café was simply that the opportunity came up and
with Katie’s previous catering experience she saw the chance for the Co-operative to have a
business to promote the members products and generate income for the group. The produce
is mostly Argyll based and customers are provided with basic popular foods with consistency
of quality and service. The local economy has benefited from the employment of staff and
the business also purchases everything it needs from local suppliers.

11.30: Growing Businesses — Developing Ambition and Growth
Hosted by Christopher Cox (trustee of SUNT) this panel consisted of Gillies Pagan of
Fiuran Properties, Flora Corbett of Mull Slaughterhouse and Alastair Ireland of Hoolr.

Gillies and his wife Laura started their Fiuran estate agency 4 years ago with the plan to be
the best if not the biggest in the Oban area. By using the latest online technologies while
retaining personal values such as meeting potential customers they provide one of the
cheapest and best services in the area.
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Because of strong demand the area they covered rapidly expanded but they considered that
this reduced the level of service provided. As a result they decided to concentrate the patch
back to Oban and the surrounding area and this brought excellent results (they sold 109
properties last year) and has made them the No. 1 agent in the Oban area. So Gillies’ main
tip is; don’t expand too quickly or spread yourself too thin. Establish quality first and it will
grow organically. The longer term plan over the next 5 years it to expand into other areas by
franchising the business.

Flora Corbett of Mull Slaughterhouse basically “inherited” the job as Managing Director of
this business which dates back to the 1980s. She began 6 years ago as a book-keeper but
now runs the entire business and associated butchery. In addition she runs an “honesty shop”
selling home cooked ready meals — but she would like to expand this part of her business into
a tearoom as well as to supply home cooked ready meals to holiday cottages.

Flora is concerned about growing the slaughterhouse business too fast in view of the various
issues it has such as difficulties with staffing and the ongoing problems with waste disposal.
So her remit is to keep the business going as it is and provide more stability but perhaps a
“‘manned” butchery shop although they are also thinking of establishing a campsite on their
land at some time in the future.

Alastair Ireland of Hoolr, who is still completing his studies at university, came up with his
business idea after being “ripped off” by having to pay high prices for his text books. He
therefore went on to develop a free online app which allows students to buy and sell their
textbooks at much reduced prices. It was initially called “The Book List” but changed to “Hoolr”
when they added the Tutoring service.

From a gradual start, 1 in 3 students in Scotland are now using the app to buy their text books
and save money. It also allows graduates to sell their books and make some money.
In addition, they have added the tutoring service which allows students to select a subject area
and the service will get them paired with a suitable tutor who will provide 1 to 1 online tutoring
on a one-off, daily or weekly basis.

The business continues to grow and should continue to do so as technology improves. The
longer term plans are to expand the services into the European market.

12.15: Community Businesses

Hosted by Christina Noble, this panel consisted of Kris Clark of Inveraray Community Co.
recently renamed Inspire Inveraray , Duncan MacLachlan of Community Hydro Arrochar
and Daniel Gillespie of Tiree Music Festival.

This was probably one of the most difficult sectors to be involved with as most of these
businesses required volunteers and people who were prepared to work long and hard for the
benefit of the communities are involved in rather than for any personal benefits.

Kris Clark spoke on this subject saying how difficult it was to get people on board to volunteer
their services and this was the main issue with Inspire Inveraray. They have great plans to
bring the town back to its former glory and their initial remit is to get the local community hall
(which has fallen into serious disrepair) back up and running. They also want to buy back the
privately owned pier which has been closed for 4 years and get it re-established. Their third
remit is to establish improved sporting facilities in the town which are sadly lacking at present.

The community company have now established ownership of the hall and have had initial
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feasibility studies and plans completed. They are having issues with the pier as the present
owner is proving difficult to deal with and the new sporting facilities are also providing
challenges due to the lack of available land. Nevertheless, the company are working hard to
resolve these issues, obtain the necessary funding, prioritise their plans and make the
company sustainable going forward.

Duncan MaclLachlan then spoke of how the Arrochar community was “dying” and how a
few like-minded people got together to see what they could do to revive it. With direction
from the work done by Here We Are in Cairndow they proceeded with their plans to build a
new community hall. The property offered by Argyll & Bute Council was not fit for purpose so
they went ahead and built their own excellent hall with space to suit all types of event.This
was all done with community involvement with income coming from grants etc, running the
community café and now also with income from the hydro electricity generation.
Sustainability is the difficulty but with an excellent band of volunteers together with a few
paid staff (janitor, cleaners etc) they have been able to sustain the building and bring more
and more local groups in to using it. The hall also stages musical, theatre and other
entertainment events. The café is also doing well and it also holds the local post office which
is a great benefit to the local community.

Daniel Gillespie of the Skerryvore band then spoke of his involvement with the Tiree Music
Festival, which was established as a charity. While he was rather scathing about the amount
of legislation required to run a charitable organisation, he was full of praise for the volunteers
both local and from further afield, who work together to make the T.M.F. the success it has
become.

As a successful musician with Skerryvore he wanted to give something back to Tiree and this
was how the idea of the music festival began. It was hoped it would bring more tourists and
income to the island and this has now reached saturation point with the event having to be
restricted to 2,000 due to the logistics, accommodation challenges etc. They now have 130
volunteers each year who assist with the festival although costs are prohibitive with the
organisers having to pay for policing, sound crews, transport, accommodation etc so while
good income flows into the island, the festival itself tends to break even or incur losses each
year. Daniel also mentioned that the TMF and indeed other similar events, highland games
etc. in the area would benefit from more support from the Council such as funding,
administration and advice. But overall, this has been a great success story and they have
managed to do what they set out to do.

Summing Up

We then had a few brief words from those businesses who attended but were not
represented on the panel and were as follows;

Argyll Safari — unique tours by land rover to see various aspects of Argyll

Fresh & Press — laundry business based in Rothesay

Craine Communications — provision of internet connections to rural areas with service
“gaps” giving superfast line of site radios and satellite dishes.

A. Mirrlees Electricial (also a director of Strachur Shinty & Sports Development

Isla Ireland — Recently leased a farm near Tighnabruaich with a view to starting her own tea
growing business.

Virginia and Christina then thanked everyone for attending what was an excellent event and
hoped their businesses would continue to thrive and prosper going forward.
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