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INTRODUCTION

As Chief Finance Officer of Puffin Produce, I am delighted to chair the Cluster 
Advisory Group which was convened to provide oversight and a “critical 
friend” to the Sustainable Scale Up Cluster.  As a scaling business ourselves, 
we recognise how vital it is to support Welsh food and drink businesses who 
are ambitious for growth and providing extensive employment opportunities 
throughout Wales.

The challenges and themes which the cluster focuses on, and which are 
highlighted in this report, certainly resonate with us.  In our business, our 
management information systems are essential both for our day-to-day 
decision making and our long-term strategic plans.  After several years of 
market uncertainty, the cluster offers the opportunity for members to learn 
from each other, strengthen their financial knowledge and understanding and 
widen their networks to find the right finance at the right stage of their growth.  

The new vision for the Welsh food and drink sector was launched by Lesley 
Griffiths, Minister for Rural Affairs and North Wales, and Trefnydd, at the Winter 
Fair in 2021 and sets out the vision and mission of having a flourishing food and 
drink industry with a global reputation for excellence.  That mission is explicit 
about growing business scale, value and productivity and the Sustainable 
Scale Up Cluster is clearly aligned to the new vision.  I look forward to the next 
year and supporting the cluster’s activities. 

JON LANGMEAD

“THE CLUSTER OFFERS THE OPPORTUNITY 
FOR MEMBERS TO LEARN FROM EACH 
OTHER, STRENGTHEN THEIR FINANCIAL 
KNOWLEDGE AND UNDERSTANDING AND 
WIDEN THEIR NETWORKS TO FIND THE 
RIGHT FINANCE AT THE RIGHT STAGE OF 
THEIR GROWTH.”   

Chairperson, Sustainable Scale Up 
Cluster Advisory Group; Chief Finance 
Officer, Puffin Produce



We are pleased to share the first annual 
report from the Sustainable Scale 
Up Cluster which captures the main 
activities and themes from the first year 
of the cluster’s development.  We have 
also offered some policy considerations 
based on the particular challenges which 
cluster members address as they look to 
scale up after the last very turbulent few 
years.  

We are grateful to Welsh Government 
for the support in developing this 
cluster, which is funded through the 
Welsh Government Rural Communities 
- Rural Development Programme 2014-
2020, which is funded by the European 
Agricultural Fund for Rural Development 
(EAFRD) and the Welsh Government.  
We are also thankful and appreciative of 
the support offered to the cluster from 
the members of the Cluster Advisory 

LINDA GRANT
Programme Director,
Sustainable Scale Up Cluster 

Group (see Appendix 1), who have been 
generous with their time and insights and 
help ensure the cluster stays focused on 
the challenges of scale up for the Welsh 
food and drink sector.   

In order to deliver the cluster’s aims 
and objectives, we work with a range of 
stakeholders such as financial institutions, 
academia and the other Welsh food and 
drink clusters and support programmes.  
Collaborating with these stakeholders 
is fundamental to the cluster’s success 
and brings many benefits to the cluster 
members. 

Finally, and most importantly, we would 
like to the thank the cluster members for 
engaging with the cluster and sharing 
their scale up challenges, knowledge and 
learnings with their peers.
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Why did you want to join the Sustainable Scale Up 
Cluster?

To gain more knowledge on support and guidance 
towards sustainable scale up and business expansion, 
and what to put in place to achieve this.

What have you gained from the cluster so far?

I have had support and advice  to move towards my aims 
and objectives. I have also had support in placement of a 
marketing student to work with us and also engagement 
in the SMART program.

What advice would you give other Welsh food and drink 
SMEs who are looking to scale up and grow?

I would say that the support and expertise is there to 
apply for. Just ask the question.

SOKHY SANDHU
Managing Director,
Samosaco



MISSION
Working with industry, academia, government and stakeholders, the cluster 
will help businesses embed business resilience, recovery and scale up skills 
through collaboration, enabling business leaders to competently assess risk 
and opportunities, make better decisions and secure capital, capacity and 
therefore the confidence to scale up.

Over the past few years, a recurring 
theme in the Welsh food and drink sector 
has been the need for businesses to be 
able to scale sustainably in a way that is 
both affordable and manageable. This 
means food and drink businesses need 
to be able to manage and access capital 
to allow for increased turnover, fund 
capacity expansion or for innovation. 

The Covid-19 pandemic has brought 
some underlying issues with the sector 
around finance into sharp relief. Whilst 
some businesses have robust financial 
management and expertise, others have 
discovered, through the crisis, that their 
management systems were not giving 
them the information they needed to 
make quick decisions about where to 
focus their efforts to survive the crisis.  This 
lack of robust systems was also apparent 
as the ability to access finance was being 
compromised. The Sustainable Scale Up 
Cluster aims to address these barriers to 
growth. 

The cluster benefits from the support 
of the Cluster Advisory Group which 
is made up of stakeholders, including 
food and drink businesses, the Food 
Division, Development Bank of Wales 
and Food Skills Cymru (see Appendix 1).  
The cluster’s management team reports 
to the Advisory Group on the activities 
and collaborations are being developed 
through the cluster.  

The cluster has developed a vision and 
mission statement to support the evolution 
of the cluster and puts resilience, recovery 
and risk management at the heart of 
the cluster’s activities.  Our vision and 
mission statement is aligned with the 
sector strategy, “A Vision for the Food & 
Drink Industry from 2021 – Building on our 
success”, which was launched by Lesley 
Griffiths MS, Minister for Rural Affairs and 
North Wales, and Trefnydd, at the Winter 
Fair in 2021.  

INTRODUCING THE 
SUSTAINABLE SCALE UP CLUSTER

VISION
Build a community of ambitious and scaling Welsh food and drink businesses, 
driving economic growth of the sector and the communities in which these 
businesses operate.



We have 
learned that 
we need to 
take time to 
accomplish 
growth, get 
the ducks in a 
row.
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Why did you want to join the Sustainable Scale Up 
Cluster?

Cradoc’s is growing and needs to find support to do this 
with measured activity – we hear of people growing too 
fast and, the pitfalls they suffer as a consequence.   The 
cluster brings knowledge and confidence in oneself to 
make the right decisions. 

What have you gained from the cluster so far?

We have learned that we need to take time to accomplish 
growth, get the ducks in a row, understand that finance 
and resources underpin successful growth, to consider 
various options and take advice when unsure. 

What advice would you give other Welsh food and drink 
SMEs who are looking to scale up and grow?

I’m very busy doing what we know, baking at our current 
capacity and sweating our assets. I don’t have to do it on 
my own, there is a wealth of experience ready to support 
and advise - I would be mad to assume I was capable 
of expanding rapidly without consulting someone or 
an organisation which is set up to aid me delivered by 
personnel successfully  through the process.  Expertise 
in finance, manufacturing upscaling and people 
management is available, all you have to do is ask.

ALLIE THOMAS
Founder,
Cradoc’s Savoury Biscuits



The cluster comprises of Welsh food and 
drink SMEs who are either in the process 
of, or need support with, scaling up 
and with ambitious growth plans.  After 
the last challenging two years of the 
pandemic and the UK’s exit from the EU, 
there are also cluster members which are 
still in “survive” mode but are ambitious 
for future growth. For example, cluster 
members which have previously relied 
on foodservice channels as their route to 
market have been supported to assess 
and develop strategies for different routes 
to market and spread their channel risk.   

During the first year of delivery, the cluster 
has engaged with over 50 businesses 
across a wide range of sectors, including 
bakery, drinks, meat, dairy, condiments 
and fine food, reflecting the diversity of 
sectors within Wales.  Cluster members 
are looking into new ways to service their 
target market, whether through more 
sustainable products, healthier variations 
of traditional products, or products that 
seek to introduce the consumers to new 
cultures, improving diversity within the 
Welsh food and drink industry.

WHO WE WORK WITH

Fundamentally, the cluster focuses on 
the 4Cs in scaling up of food and drink 
businesses: 

Access to competencies – helping 
businesses develop the skills and 
competencies they need to scale up, 
such as enabling business leaders 
to understand data and information 
and make better decisions about their 
businesses, identifying knowledge/
competency gaps and helping the 
businesses plan to address those gaps.

Access to capacity – helping businesses 
identify and understand their capacity 

constraints across the whole business 
and develop plans to address these.

Access to capital – helping business 
leaders understand the different forms 
of capital and investment and equipping 
them to competently assess which 
forms are the most appropriate for 
their business needs and be credible to 
potential investors.

Addressing these three Cs will lead to 
greater confidence to scale up.

FOCUS OF THE CLUSTER

CAPACITY CAPITAL COMPETENCIES CONFIDENCE

FIGURE 1: CLUSTER SECTOR ANALYSIS

INGREDIENTS 12%

CONDIMENTS 5%

SNACKS 12%

DAIRY 12%BAKERY 16%

OTHER 5%

MEAT PROCESSING 7%PREPARED OR READY MEALS 7%

DRINKS 24%
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The Cluster supports a diverse size 
of business, some of which are loss-
making but looking to turn to profit 
as part of their growth plans. This 
highlights the cluster’s ambition to 
scale up not only well-established 
businesses, but also young businesses, 
understanding that no business is too 
late to scale if they have the ambition to 
do so. These businesses offer differing 
challenges too. Whilst some may have 
healthier balance sheets than others, 
their problems are no less important, 
and it is the cluster’s aim to guide and 
support them in entering their next 
stage of growth.

We are delighted that we have 
members in all corners of Wales.

NORTH WALES

WEST WALES

MID WALES

SOUTH WALES
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Scaling food and drink companies 
is complex and involves a diverse 
group of people and capabilities. The 
cluster’s activities and projects involve 
collaborations with a wide group of 
stakeholders.  Stakeholders such as 
accelerator programmes, debt providers 
and angel investors help address the 
capital constraints to scale up. Scaling 
food and drink businesses can address 
their capacity by contract processing 
and packing facilities and the technical 
support that goes alongside implementing 
new production processes.  The cluster 
also engages with the Advanced 
Manufacturing Research Centre (AMRC) 
Cymru as a key stakeholder which can 
help food and drink producers address 

their capacity constraints. Business 
schools, and other Welsh Government 
funded projects and programmes such 
as Food Skills Cymru, trade engagement 
programme, and Project Helix are 
stakeholders which help to extend 
the skills and competencies of food 
and drink businesses. The Sustainable 
Scale Up Cluster operates within a 
wider collaboration-based eco-system 
that includes stakeholders across the 
spectrum of our 3 Cs so that our members 
can successfully scale with sustainable 
growth. Figure 2 below demonstrates the 
connectivity between the stakeholders 
with whom the cluster engages.  

STAKEHOLDERS

FIGURE 2

COMMON UNDERLYING THEMES:

TOP 5 SCALE UP BARRIERS IDENTIFIED BY CLUSTER MEMBERS:

During the first year of the cluster we have identified some key scale up barriers facing our 
cluster members, along with some underlying themes: 
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CAPITAL CONSTRAINTS
ON GROWTH

Picking up two of the common barriers to 
scale up linked to access to funding, capital 
has been an issue for many businesses, 
especially due to cashflow constraints as 
a result of the pandemic. In the past two 
years, businesses have had to cope with 
constrained working capital, squeezing 
of trade credit and navigating market 
volatility. This volatility has come from 

both the supply side with commodities 
being subject to inflation levels not seen 
in decades, significant disruptions in the 
supply chain and regulatory barriers; 
and, on the demand side, with panic 
buying in the retail sector, particularly in 
the early days of the pandemic, alongside 
the suppressed demand from hospitality.

Nearly 40% of cluster members have 
negative current assets, meaning that 
their ability to call upon short-term 
cash is highly constrained as they would 
be unlikely to weather even small, 
unexpected cash-drains. However, it is 
important to recognise that this negative 
position does not mean that these are 
unsuccessful businesses; our cohort of 
members is made up of a diverse selection 
of successful and ambitious businesses 
with listings in major multiple retailers 
and highly developed e-commerce 
offerings. On the contrary, it is precisely 
because these businesses are so rapidly 
successful that they face such issues. In 
some cases, the businesses have grown 
faster than the “competencies” in the 
business have developed, for example, 
the business might be getting to a size 
where they need an in-house Finance 
Director or Management Accountant. 

Another scenario which could cause 
negative current assets is that orders 
have increased to such an extent that it 
has had a negative impact on cashflow. 
In any case, it is clear that, due to the 
nature of Welsh food and drink, our 
cluster members are presented with 
a disadvantage when it comes to the 
availability of short-term cash, especially 
in the face of the pandemic and EU exit.

Furthermore, there appears to be a 
systemic issue within the Welsh business 
eco-system whereby food and drink 
businesses are not seen as attractive 
for investment compared to other 
sectors. It is encouraging to see that, 
according to the Development Bank 

of Wales and Beauhurst report in 2021, 
food and drink processing is the third 
most successful sector in providing high-
growth companies to Wales.  However, 
during 2019 and 2020, it falls to 8th in 
terms of equity deals secured and does 
not appear in the top 16 when the value 
of these deals is taken into consideration 
(Beauhurst 2021). 

The Welsh food and drink sector clearly 
brings value, not only does it have a large 
proportion of high-growth companies, 
but it accounts for £3.85bn of GVA in the 
Welsh economy. The disconnect between 
the number of high growth Welsh food 
and drink businesses and number and 
value of equity deals could be indicative 
of market failure; the equity capital 
market is not investing in Welsh food and 
drink businesses in proportion to their 
successes.  The cluster’s engagement 
with financial institutions and all forms 
of finance providers seeks to address 
this disconnect, along with the focus on 
improving the sector’s understanding of 
finance.  FIGURE 3: PROPORTION OF COMPANIES WITH NEGATIVE 

CURRENT ASSETS

POSITIVE
62%

38%
NEGATIVE



CLUSTER ACTIVITIES TO ADDRESS CAPITAL MARKET 

DISCONNECT IN THE FOOD AND DRINK SECTOR

1. Improve Knowledge

Many cluster members are not fully aware of the differing types 
of capital available to them, be that equity sources such as 
crowdfunding, angel investors, or venture capital funds; or the 
different forms of debt, such as asset finance, invoice factoring 
or traditional bank loans. A key area of the cluster’s work is to 
try to de-mystify the types of capital available and help cluster 
members gain a better understanding of different forms of capital 
through the use of infographics, decision trees, workshops and 
engagement opportunities with finance providers.

2. Improve Networks

Extending the stakeholder network improves the opportunities 
for our cluster members to access funding. For example, cluster 
members often have not looked beyond their own resources, 
banks, Development Bank of Wales or government sources for their 
capital needs.  Our stakeholder network comprises of funding from 
all sources. Through expanding this network, cluster members will 
improve their prospects and their financial confidence. Equally, and 
as importantly, this stakeholder engagement programme enables 
the cluster to present finance providers with the opportunities in 
the Welsh food and drink sector, bringing more private investment 
into Wales.  

3. Alignment with the Food & Drink Wales Investor Ready 
Programme

The Sustainable Scale Up Cluster works collaboratively with other 
programmes and clusters in order to facilitate improved capital 
opportunities throughout our cohort of cluster members. The cluster 
works particularly closely with the Investor Ready Programme, 
which engages on a one-to-one basis with businesses to help 
them raise funding, create financial models, business plans etc.  
There is close working between the Investor Ready team and the 
cluster managers to ensure consistency and support to the cluster 
member.  

4. Environmental, Social and Governance Investment

As the Sustainable Scale Up Cluster, we are interested in 
sustainability both from a financial and business resilience and 
growth perspective, and from the “socially responsible” perspective. 
Financial sustainability is at the heart of the cluster: the long-
term business sustainability in a financial and operational sense. 
We understand that both financial sustainability and socially 
responsible sustainability are intrinsically linked, and therefore 
include Environmental, Social and Governance issues (ESG) on 
our agenda. An example of this is shown in our insight on “impact 
investment”, which is the investment into socially responsible 
businesses for the purpose of improving environmental, social and 
governance performance. 

Improve
Knowledge

Improve
Networks

Alignment With
Investor Ready 

Environmental, Social & 
Governance Investment
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Why did you want to join the Sustainable Scale Up 
Cluster?

We are looking to grow our company and need help.

What have you gained from the cluster so far?

Lots of information, connections and some serious help 
with planning growth and fundraising.

What advice would you give other Welsh food and drink 
SMEs who are looking to scale up and grow?

Join the cluster and go for it - nothing better than working 
with like-minded people!

ERYL VAUGHAN
Chief Executive,
The Low Carb Food Company

“JOIN THE CLUSTER AND GO 
FOR IT - NOTHING BETTER 
THAN WORKING WITH LIKE-
MINDED PEOPLE!”   

Food and drink production is one of the 
largest sectors for the Welsh economy. 
However, there are parts of the sector 
where some Gross Value Added (GVA) 
is being lost from Wales as a result of 
a lack of pan-Wales capacity. Having 
the right capacity in the right place is 
key to taking full advantage of the raw 
materials that come from Wales. Where 
processing is being done across the 
border in sectors such as dairy and drinks, 
improvements in pan-Wales capacity, 
through collaboration across industry 
stakeholders, may be attainable, leading 
to higher productivity and GVA across 
Wales. 

Many of our cluster members are 
at a crucial stage in their business 
lifecycle whereby they need to invest 
into increased capacity. However, we 
often find that businesses are unable 

to consider the appropriateness of the 
capacity that they require and assume 
that they need to invest in new kit.   
Many Welsh food and drink companies 
offer a highly differentiated product 
that conveys the provenance of Wales, 
relying on points of difference which may 
help to secure higher margins.  These 
businesses may find that working with 
contract manufacturers or packers helps 
to resolve capacity issues/constraints.  
Other producers find themselves having 
to pursue a “least cost” strategy and 
therefore require capital to perhaps 
invest in automation to achieve scale and 
cost reductions and remain competitive.  

CAPACITY CONSTRAINTS
ON GROWTH



CLUSTER ACTIVITIES TO ADDRESS 

CAPACITY CONSTRAINTS

1. Understanding of Business Cost Bases

The SSU cluster has developed a cost model which allows 
individual companies to measure their cost base, including not 
only direct costs, but overhead absorption too. Additionally, the 
cost model allows them to perform scenario planning, helping 
members to model and plan the volatility of supply. Implementing 
such a model as part of their management information enables 
cluster members to look at their costs of production objectively, 
helping them understand whether they should continue producing 
in-house (and where they need to, or can, make efficiencies), 
expanding via capital investment in order to increase their capacity, 
or alternatively use third parties to produce under contract.

2. Improve Knowledge Relating to Pan-Wales Capacity

The SSU Cluster has started investigating the capacity of 
manufacturing processes within Wales. This objective has two key 
desired outcomes: firstly, improving the processing capacity within 
Wales may improve the GVA of our products by removing the need 
for some of these products to be made outside of Wales. Secondly, 
this mapping exercise may highlight opportunities for businesses 
to work more collaboratively, particularly in the form of contract-
packaging arrangements, but also in benchmarking common cost 
inputs or by aggregating or consolidating distribution.  Although 

increased capacity is commonly linked with capital availability 
(whether short or long term capital), collaboration also has a role 
to play in the ability of companies to increase their productive 
capacity.

3. Referrals to Other Stakeholders/Programmes

The Welsh Government offers the SMART Cymru programme, 
offering productivity diagnostics.  We refer cluster members 
to this programme as a starting point in understanding their 
current capacity availability before assuming they need to invest 
in increasing capacity.  The Food Skills Cymru programme also 
offers food and drink businesses the opportunity to improve 
skills in areas such as lean manufacturing, which can also help 
businesses improve their productivity and gain more from their 
existing capacity.  A further stakeholder in the “capacity” area is, 
of course, AMRC Cymru with their focus on areas such as robotics, 
AI and digitisation.

Understanding of 
Business Cost Bases

Improve Knowledge
Relating to Pan-Wales 

Capacity

Referrals to Other 
Stakeholders/Programmes



COMPETENCY CONSTRAINTS
ON GROWTH

One of the primary issues for food and 
drink businesses, especially in the wake 
of the EU Exit and the pandemic is the 
lack of skilled labour. Whilst the shortages 
of technical skills in the food sector have 
been well-documented, there is also 
a shortage of management skills such 
as finance, marketing, supply chain 

management, entering the Welsh food 
and drink sector from universities and 
business schools.  An extended skillset 
and access to talent is key to the future 
success of the sector, and it is one of the 
SSU’s aims to attract new young talent, as 
well as improving on the existing talent 
within the industry. 



CLUSTER ACTIVITIES AIMED AT IMPROVING 

COMPETENCIES

1. Non-Executive Directors

The SSU Cluster is developing a pilot programme which communicates the benefits that 
non-executive directors can bring to businesses, such as key skills which might be missing 
from the business, better and more informed decision making and combining this external 
support with the potential for active investment in Welsh food and drink.  This model starts 
to illustrate the “virtuous circle” of increasing the competency or skill base of the business 
making the business more investable.  The SSU Cluster has some great examples of where 
this has enabled investment of both debt and equity that has been conditional on the 
active participation of Non-Executive Directors. 

2. Peer To Peer Knowledge Sharing

The SSU Cluster has organised various ‘Special Interest Groups’ (SIGs) in order to bring 
together businesses who face common problems. These business-led special interest 
groups are forming the basis of cooperation and collaboration, including knowledge-
sharing between peers. We currently have three SIGs in progress, with a view to at least 
double that number during the next year. 

3. Business Student Placement Programme

The SSU Cluster has been instrumental in attracting new young talent through a pilot 
student placement programme that explores the potential for business management 
undergraduates to experience the career opportunities in food and drink businesses. This 
has been facilitated by collaboration with Cardiff Business School and cluster members, 
who were invited to pitch for a project which they felt would help them scale and grow 
sustainably. Subsequently, we interviewed 25 students for the 6 roles, which ranged 

from developing a retail offering with a foodservice manufacturer, to the introduction 
of management information systems. Ultimately this programme is designed to support 
the businesses to scale up, but also to widen and enhance the management capabilities 
of 2nd year business undergraduates and introduce them to the wide range of career 
opportunities in the food and drink sector.

4. Diversity and Investment

Research indicates that diverse teams outperform non-diverse teams by up to 36%, with 
revenues being 19% higher on average (McKinsey, 2020). Diverse teams bring different 
experiences and skills helping the business develop a more balanced approach. These 
attributes make the case for a more diverse and resilient Welsh food and drink sector.  
Furthermore, institutional investors are also increasingly mindful of the Environmental, 
Social and Governance factors (ESG), when they make their investment decisions.  

Working with food entrepreneur and member of the Food and Drink Wales Industry Board, 
Maggie Ogunbanwo, the cluster developed the ‘Bridging the Gap’ Special Interest Group 
(SIG).  This SIG seeks to understand and overcome the barriers that many entrepreneurs 
from minority backgrounds face when they start and grow their businesses.   One barrier 
frequently cited is that these entrepreneurs may not have the support networks available 
to establish and grow businesses.  Taking the example of entrepreneurs whose first 
language is not Welsh or English, it can be significantly more difficult to establish a foothold 
in the business community, and access support from established networks. Through the 
Bridging the Gap SIG, we hope to empower these business owners so that they can thrive, 
connecting them to the wider eco-system to give access to the opportunities to grow and 
scale.  In turn, this will help to increase the diversity and innovation in the Welsh food and 
drink sector and help attract further investment.  

Non-Executive
Directors

Peer to Peer 
Knowledge Sharing

Student Placement 
Programme

Diversity and 
Investment



Confidence is the 4th “C” which we 
believe is fundamental to a successful 
scale up journey.  The food and drink 
sector has faced huge uncertainty over 
recent years, even prior to the pandemic.  
And uncertainty damages business 
confidence when entrepreneurs and 
leadership teams are unable to predict 
or model forecasts for their sales, costs 
and profits, making it difficult to secure 
finance, whether short-term working 
capital or longer-term growth funding.  

The Business Confidence survey for 
2021 published by Lloyds Bank, shows 
that whilst business confidence in Wales 
improved over the year, it lagged behind 
the UK wide index.

CONFIDENCE CONSTRAINTS
ON GROWTH
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Confidence, or the lack of it, can be 
attributed to the issues surrounding 
businesses at the time. It is easy to cite 
Coronavirus as the main driver for this 
lack of confidence. However, we need to 
delve deeper than Coronavirus and EU 
Exit to fully understand the issues that 
are driving confidence levels down. SMEs 
and scale ups have been particularly 
impacted by issues such as skilled and 
non-skilled labour shortages, the lack 
of funding available and, crucially, the 
failure to understand how to remedy 
these issues. The recent surge in input 

costs increases is adding a further level of 
complexity and risk which food and drink 
producers are facing.  Owner managers 
cannot simply employ a specialist in 
these areas in order to find a solution to 
them, nor can they throw money at the 
problem; often, they are fighting the 
fires on their own. The cluster addresses 
confidence levels of business owners by 
helping them, through the delivery of 
activities and support around the three Cs 
of Capital, Capacity and Competencies, 
to understand and manage their business 
risks better. 

BUSINESS CONFIDENCE 2021 - SOURCE LLOYDS BANK 
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After the first year of delivery of the Sustainable Scale Up Cluster, we have considered some 
policy implications in the light of the experiences of the cluster members.  Whilst Welsh food and 
drink producers have shown great resilience in response to the challenging trading conditions 
of the last few years, they face some inherent disadvantages due to proximity to market and 
the size and structure of many of the SME food and drink businesses. For example, SMEs often 
have weaker balance sheets and are therefore only able to access less competitive capital, 
buy in smaller input quantities and find it more difficult to attract the skills and talent needed 
to help their growth plans.  Even the geography of Wales can sometimes be disadvantageous 
due to sourcing ingredients and technical support for equipment.  Some areas to consider 
which might help to address these issues are:

1. Funding instruments to encourage larger collaborative projects. Such instruments can 
stimulate economies of scale, which will be realised through the aggregation of demand such 
as energy, or other key inputs. In the same way that UK regional food groups in the 1990’s 
decided that they would aggregate marketing and distribution to access markets, perhaps 
there is an opportunity to do the same with key inputs within the Welsh food and drink sector. 
Such buying groups may need initial ‘pump-priming’ funding to establish an economic model 
that offers genuine advantage. 

2. Access to both working capital and long-term capital has been a common problem for 
many food and drink businesses of all sizes within Wales. The failure to attract funding can 
be partly attributed to a lack of financial confidence among business owners.  Programmes 
such as Food Skills Cymru have been invaluable in providing food and drink businesses partly 
funded access to training across a range of skills, including financial and management skills 
and should be continued to help improve competencies in these areas.  However, gaining 
accountancy qualifications can take several years and may fall outside of funding cycles.  
Finding a way to support businesses to invest in gaining financial qualifications would be 
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positive; this could involve closer working with bodies offering accounting apprenticeships and 
better connecting these schemes with the food and drink sector.   

3. Understanding the “missing” capacity from the Welsh food and drink supply and then 
undertaking feasibility studies for investing in that missing capacity could present opportunities 
for strategic investment in infrastructure.  This might include inward investment in developing 
capacity in areas such as UHT dairy, specialist small-scale abattoirs, dedicated plant-based 
production facilities, wine and alcohol bottling/canning, amongst other sub-sector requirements. 
Again, through a collaboration whereby common interest groups (producers, processors, 
suppliers, ancillary industry) form co-operative or joint-venture models that could be backed 
by nuanced financing arrangements, such as a convertible loan for capital equipment. This 
would provide a short-term return through retained jobs, as well as a long-term return via 
increased gross-value added and productivity, with production coming to Wales.  Scoping such 
opportunities and models is an objective for SSU Cluster in the next year.

4. We have noted the link between competencies, improved financial confidence and access 
to capital.  Both the Investor Ready programme and the cluster aim to help address this issue, 
working alongside other programmes such as Food Skills Cymru.  Improved financial confidence 
translates to better awareness of risk management and management of working capital. Buying, 
selling and operating becomes a lot more sophisticated as food and drink companies grow in 
scale. Improved working capital and risk management allows businesses to buy or sell forward, 
splitting and differing the terms of supply and distribution contracts and “smoothing” the impact 
on inputs and sales. However, these options generally only become available through scale and 
scope as businesses grow. 

5. Further funding for business student placement programmes within Welsh food and drink 
which could provide an alternative option to the graduate placement programmes offered 
by big corporates. An area where small businesses often fall down is the attraction of young, 
innovative and skilled labour. The interest generated by our pilot student placement programme 
enabled the SSU Cluster to increase the attractiveness to undergraduate students of, not only a 
career in food and drink, but within small businesses. Extending the programme to encompass 
all Welsh universities with a business or management school would attract new business and 
management skills into the sector and help address some of the succession issues the sector is 
facing.  

6. Similarly, the Non-Executive Director programme is currently a pilot which aims to 
introduce food and drink businesses to the extensive advantages that NEDs can offer, including 
access to skills, competencies, improved governance and networks.  These advantages can help 
businesses access capital and attract potential equity investment whilst reducing the perceived 
risk associated with lending to smaller or younger businesses.  Feedback from this pilot will 
evidence whether further such interventions will help the food and drink sector to grow.  
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Why did you want to join the Sustainable Scale Up 
Cluster?

The Pudding Compartment Ltd has been a beneficiary 
of the Cluster since May 2021. As a Managing Director, 
I have found it extremely useful to have access to the 
cluster managers as a sounding board for help and 
advice in a number of different areas, especially in 
relation to strategy development and implementation. 

What have you gained from the cluster so far?

In addition to the strategic direction support, this has 
also included a wide range of specific topics including 
product costing processes, management accounts, 
potential new customer introductions, and ERP systems. I 
look forward to continuing to work with the cluster going 
forward.

What advice would you give other Welsh food and drink 
SMEs who are looking to scale up and grow?

Having access to the broad knowledge, experience, and 
network of the team is a really valuable asset to be able 
to tap into. 

STEVE WEST
Managing Director,
The Pudding Compartment

I have found 
it extremely 
useful to have 
access to 
the Cluster 
Managers as 
a sounding 
board for help 
and advice.



Over the next year, the cluster will be organising study 
tours to show cluster members and stakeholders the 
possibilities and best practice that exist elsewhere. Possible 
examples we can demonstrate will be the Food Valley at 
Wageningen where a campus of academia, corporates, 
financial institutions and entrepreneurs coexist in an 
environment of agri-food tech and finance. In showcasing 
the best practice examples, the participants will have the 
opportunity to see and hear from the sources of finance 
that support initiatives. Therefore, meeting the European 
funders, accelerators and corporates will be a key aim for 
the study tours. 

Sharing best practice amongst cluster members and peer-
to-peer learning will be a priority for the next year, with 
cluster members hosting small group visits to share how 
they have overcome scale up barriers.  

A key aspect of capacity planning is whether a business 
has the space to increase it in the first place. Many cluster 
members have highlighted the need for bigger food grade 
premises, however with the uncertainty of Covid 19, as 
well as the numerous regulations placed on food and 
drink manufacturing facilities, it is difficult to find suitable 
space.  We have, on an ad-hoc basis, assisted our cluster 
members with identifying suitable premises, but feel there 
is more work to do in this area by offering insight into the 
requirements for food and drink manufacturing spaces and 
developing relationships with relevant stakeholders such 
as the economic development teams in local authorities 
and commercial property agents.  

SO, WHAT’S NEXT FOR THE CLUSTER?
STUDY TOURS AND REFERENCE VISITS

AVAILABILITY OF FOOD GRADE PROPERTY

We will continue to develop materials which help cluster 
members improve their financial insight and understaning 
and are working on a series of videos, covering topics 
such as financial information, management information, 
financial modelling, forecasting, and statutory obligations. 

Further to this, we plan to form a special interest group in 
order to help identify and address specific, common areas 
for help and development with financial insights. 

Accounting systems, such as Sage, Xero andQuickBooks are 
commonly used by our cluster members. Often, these are 
the key source of management information for an SME, and 
it is therefore crucial for these businesses to have a system 
that is fully optimised in order to get the best information 
out of them that they can. We are proposing in the near 
future to engage in three separate special interest groups 
for the purpose of addressing the key challenges, as well 
as hints and tips, that businesses have in dealing with their 
accountancy packages. Ultimately, we hope that this will 
help businesses get the most out of their information so 
that they are able to make timely, well-informed decisions 
related to scaling.

FINANCIAL INSIGHTS CONTENT

ACCOUNTING SYSTEMS SIGS



CAPACITY CAPITAL

A FINAL WORD

COMPETENCIES CONFIDENCE

The first year of the cluster has been busy with the team getting to understand 
the individual and collective barriers to scale up, and devising ways to share 
best practice, learnings and build confidence for cluster members to start, or 
continue, with their scale up journeys.

As a team, we are looking forward to continuing to work with cluster members, 
our advisory group, finance providers and stakeholders to help food and drink 
producers achieve their scale up ambitions and support the growth of our 
amazing Welsh food and drink sector.  



JON LANGMEAD

HUW THOMAS

Chief Finance Officer, Puffin Produce and Chair of the Advisory Group

Managing Director, Puffin Produce

Chair of the Advisory Group, Jon is the Chief Finance Officer 
for Puffin Produce and was just 21 when he qualified as 
an accountant and he hasn’t slackened pace since, with 
experience ranging from Top 10 accountancy firms to local 
businesses. Jon joined Puffin early in 2012, working with 
Puffin’s banks and auditors, helping to ensure profitability 
on current products and supporting Puffin’s ambitious plans 
for growing the business. 

Huw is the Managing Director of Puffin Produce who 
returned to his Pembrokeshire farming heritage in 2009 
after years of research and professional practice in related 
fields. Huw is both the Managing Director and responsible 
for the Sales and Marketing team. He continues to promote 
Welsh produce, whether through own-label or Puffin’s 
premium Blas y Tir brand. He also ensures that our growers 
get a fair price for their produce, and that Puffin is “a good 
and happy place to work.” Huw is also a member of the Food 
and Drink Wales Industry Board. 

APPENDIX 1
SUSTAINABLE SCALE UP

CLUSTER ADVISORY GROUP:

CHRIS TERRY

LYNNE ROWLANDS

SARAH LEWIS

Finance Director, Peter’s Food

Owner, Daffodil Foods

Deputy Wales Director, Lantra

Chris is a qualified Chartered Accountant (ACA) and has 
held multiple CFO roles in business ranging in size from 
£15m - £1b turnover before joining Peter’s Food Service Ltd. 
in March 2019. Most recently, Chris has been engaged by 
private equity business owners (Next Wave Partners and 
now Stage Capital), but also has experience working in 
privately owned, co-operative and plc structures.

Lynne Rowlands is the founder and owner of Daffodil Foods 
which has been trading since 2011 and supplies chilled 
desserts, Welsh clotted cream and cultured dairy products 
to the retail and foodservice sectors. The company has a 
growing business selling Welsh afternoon tea gift boxes 
direct to consumers from their website and via Amazon. 

Sarah has worked for Lantra since 2005 and has managed a 
variety of Welsh Government funded projects right across the 
food supply chain. Sarah is currently the project manager of 
Food Skills Cymru supporting food and drink manufacturing 
businesses get the right skills for their employees.
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