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Alistair Houghton
meets MICHAEL
THOMAS, director
of Peak42

Daresbury-based Peak42, which
helps companies improve the effi-
ciency of their automated produc-
tion lines and processing plants,

They were soon joined by Nigel
Hall and Dave Forshaw - and today,
those four directors still run the
hi-tech engineering business
without anyone claiming the title of
b director” or “chief exec-
utive™.

That flat structure helped Peak42
once recession hit as its directors
could all take consultancy work
elsewhere to ensure their young
company .

It took, Thomas now recalls,
“some hard years of grafting” to
keep the company going. But now,
with clients ranging from Kellogg’s
and PepsiCo to GlaxoSmithKline
and Plizer. Peak42 has won a
national reputation for helping
firms to save money and reduce
their waste.

“We certainly saw the recession
coming straight away” said

whose soft French accent
belies his Welsh-sounding name.
“We saw the number of projects go

“Luckily for us, we are all from a
technical background and we've got
a consultancy arm to the business.
S0 what we were able to do pretty
quickly was to keep ourselves busy
with various assignments.

“And we also retrenched to some
of the larger projects where the Gov-
ernment was still pushing, like the
Manchester tram extension -
projects where there's a need for
our skills.

“S0 even the directors took on
long-term placements with others,
and the company became... dormant
s not the word, but certainly
became very steady in Its running.

We didn’t recruit any more but
we didn’t lose anybody. We just kept
feeding the machine to sufficient
levels so that we came out three
years later in a similar position to
where we were three years before,
which we felt was very fortunate.”

OMAS grew up in eastern
I France, near the Swiss city
of Geneva.

“I see what you're leading to,” he
laughed when asked about his Brit-
ish-sounding name.

“You'd probably think I'm Welsh,
woulidn’t you, putting on an accent.”
But Thomas Is, in fact, the third

most popular surname in France.

And Thomas added: “Funnily
enough Michael, In the 1970s, was a
very popular first name, with the

headed to the UK to work in the
Industrial automation sector He
began in Birkenhead and worked
across the North West and Ireland
in software and technical roles,

By his mid-20s he decided that he
wanted to move into management -
50 he signed up to the MBA course
at Manchester Business School.

“I got my MBA at age 30,” he said.
“and thought well, that's it now, I've
ot to do something. So at age 30
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Finding an answer
to life, the universe

and one day | left my existing
As

Peakd2

trict, In a house with the number 42
“But also 42 is the answer 1o a lot
of

employer and started our company”
Douglas Adams fi I

wrote in the Hitchhiker’s Gulde to
the Galaxy, 42 is the answer io the
ultimate question of life, the uni-
verse and everything. It also helped
to answer Thomas's question about
what his company should be called.
“We're all into mountains and
outdoor things." he said, “One of
the directors lives in the Peak Dis-
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fons - you've read Hitch-
hiker's Guide? There's a lot of

avallable when we started up.”
In those early days the directors
shared their workloads and created

the flat structure they still use.

“We've got a very modern way of
running the business,” sald
Thomas.

“The way the business is run was,
certainly in the early days, very
much account-led. So the four dir-
ectors were responsible for a num-
ber of accounts and were all deliv-
ering project work, trying to
develop relationships and trying to
expand those accounts.

“It was very efTicient from a
fee-earning point of view We didn’t
have many overheads. We were
selling through delivering work.”

Peak42 offers "systems integra-
tion” services in which it designs
and helps 1o build new automated
production lines or processing
plants for clients.

That work, which makes up more
than half of the company’s incoimne,
can Include buying and testing
hardware and running a computer
simulation of planned projects.

Peak42 also works on a con-
sultancy basis on behalf of compan-
les that are developing their own
plants or processes.

Thomas said: “We will do a lot of
feasibility studies and commercial

evaluations. Or we'll do specialist
resource placements - some of our
clients wouldn't have that expertise
in-house and they may need some-
body in their team for a while.”

Finally, Peak42 offers “perform-
ance management” services to help
firms make their existing plants or
processes more efficient.

More than half of the firm's
incame comes from the utilities sec-
tor where clients include Thames
Water, Northumbrian Water and
Welsh Water.

Other key sectors include food
and pharmaceuticals, while Peak
has also worked on several projects
In the nuclear industry

Thomas said: “We work on the
decommissioning side, mainly We
help them to automate the process
they use to remove some of the fuel
and the waste to increase the rate at

working with other larger indus-
trial and automation specialists,
such as Thales and Rockwell
“They recognise the niche skill-
sets we have,” sald Thomas,
“And from our point of view, it's
great - it gives us access to large,




environ-

other people. Sometimes when
you're busy delivering, you can
maybe lose focus on those things.”

Peak42 also has offices in the
North East, Nottingham and
Oxford. Thomas said: “We feel our
services are best deployed very
close to our customers. They want
to see us.”

S THE business grew,
A Thomas decided ¢
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was going
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cing thelr own orders and taking
on a lot of responsibilities.

“S0 sometimes we meet the right
lmhnlmlmoplebullheyrelacklﬂs

limmﬂwbbnﬂmﬂling we can:
not compromise on. We'd rather be

stretched for a little while than

recruit the wrong people.”

Great teamwork is vital

focusing on winning new ! focus on the business
customers and on recruit- place here work together if you have
ing staff - !num.blns to look over your
which, he says, is a chall in houlder, if body's not doing
Itsell in the technology world. the right thing or if you don't trust

He said: "Although you may get a
CV where all the boxes are ticked,
when you actually speak to the per-
son there's something missing.

somebody. And with my colleagues
we've never had any of those
issues.

“We've always managed to have a
very pleasant working environ-
ment. We don’t have anyone - or |
hope so - who comes to work say-
ing ‘oh no, not again’ when the

other, but in reality it's me dealing
with my colleague at Kellogg's.
“And | think it's difficult to keep
that angle when you become bigger,
because if you're a big company
and you don't get the job, people
think ‘so what?” Whereas at the
moment they think if Michael
doesn’t get that job, he's going o be
disappointed.”

‘Business
support
can prove
crucialto
events’
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marketing campaign that hasn't
the imagination or budget to do
something

response (o the 2011 riots which
created | Love MCR with the
< and iring It's

between telling

and showing.
By rolling up their sleeves
they conjured up a weekend l
market towns

add only pounds or pomposity.
the show achieved exactly what
it set out to. The role of business

proving crucial. Although not

entirely altruistic, the financial

support provided by local

businesses in sponsoring the

event was probably not entirely

commercial either. =
Not in the hn:. irect sense n:] ]

generating business of a value

that exceeds the expenditure

laid out, but they will hope to

reap some of the benefits of an

increased local pride, especially

in & place where lots use itas a

base for commuting and can

absent-mindedly overlook what

the town has to offer.

W Alex Turner is the general
of financial traini

firm Ambitious Minds



