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Bright Future For Beacon Company

Impressive annual sales growth and several consecutive years of doubled pre-tax profits has
enabled Leeds safety equipment manufacturer Vision Alert to grow its turnover to £20 million
and create 45 new jobs in the city in the past 12 months.

Seacroft-based Vision Alert could not be more aptly named, fielding an enlightened
management team and workforce while remaining alert to market opportunities across the
world. In addition to growing UK sales to leading organisations such as the AA, the firm’'s
automotive beacons and light bars are currently exported to over 50 countries and customers
including Middle Eastern police forces.

Launched in 1994, by two former managers from Bridlington-based Britax, the company grew
steadily. Current managing director Chris Marshall joined from German firm Hella Lighting, as
sales and marketing director in 2002 when turnover was £3m. Two years later both founders
had moved on and Chris moved into the top job, since when growth has been nothing short of
remarkable.



Continued success led to the Seacroft site becoming the European headquarters of the
American group ECCO, with bases also in Idaho and Tasmania. A year ago, ECCO was bought
by the $7bn Philadelphia-based Berwind Group providing Vision Alert with acquisition capital to
add to the firm’s impressive organic growth record.

This led almost immediately to the Leeds company’s £6m takeover of Hemel Hempstead-based
Delta Design. Merging of the two firms’ production facilities in Seacroft was achieved in just six
months, creating jobs for 35 new employees, many of them recruited from the local area.

“Integrating the two businesses so quickly was a massive achievement by our management
team and workforce, many of whom had to speedily learn new skills and processes from
scratch,” said Chris Marshall.

Leeds Chamber’s policy director, lan Williams, a member of Leeds Skills Board comments:
“Manufacturing continues to be a key sector of the Leeds economy, making a vital contribution
to employment and output in the city. Vision Alert’'s growth, its ability to compete in international
markets and its commitment to employee development are hallmarks of 21% century Leeds
manufacturing.”

Global sales

From modest origins Vision Alert has grown swiftly to global prominence in the market for auto-
related safety and warning devices, with half the 143- strong workforce’s output now selling
abroad to countries including China, Hong Kong and Australia. Sub-brands now include Lucas —
the automotive parts firm that Chris Marshall joined as a graduate trainee direct from college,
bringing his association with this well-known name full-circle.

The growth of health and safety legislation has undoubtedly helped to boost sales and there’s
safety in numbers from Far East competition with over 7,000 products on file and new variations
being created on a weekly basis, led by customer demand. Vision Alert currently offers over 500
different beacons and 5,000 light bars, including a sizeable number of own-label versions. Many
are built to demanding customer specifications and this breadth of product portfolio provides a
healthy barrier to deter would-be “Me Too” manufacturers.

Speed is of the essence in turning round customer requests, aided by a sophisticated CAD
system and an intelligent information process. This instinctive ability to take a brief and translate
it swiftly into a product prototype starts with the customer service hub, where constant telephone
dialogues take place in a variety of languages. Yet each light bar is assembled by a skilled
bench-hand and carries that person’s name to the customer and end-user.

In-house units for electronic assembly, engineering, marketing, including web design and IT, link
to the firm’s “Can Do” attitude that continues to fuel sales growth. And ongoing training centres
on a basic skills matrix that enables continuous staff development, allowing new recruits to
develop their careers and remuneration. The well-equipped on-site training facility is equally
accessible to staff, customers and group employees from overseas.



Off-site career enhancement includes annual visits and gruelling exposure to the Army’s
mountaineering unit in Snowdonia. This is mandatory for the management team, but
interestingly, there’s a permanent waiting list for the staff places on offer.

The management team has been pushed further by former Naval man Chris Marshall, including
sailing a 28 ft boat in icy northern seas and a trip on arguably the world’s longest and highest
zip wire in the Alps. Which probably makes the manufacture and sales of a few thousand
products across the world each year relatively easy.
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