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The Howarth Timber
Group: 1988 Onwards
Andrew and
Nicholas Howarth
as boys

Andrew and Nicholas
Howarth
A good family man, Peter Howarth never
overtly pressed his sons to enter the
business. He was a great deal more subtle
than that. The boys were regularly taken
down to the Leeds premises when they were
youngsters. Peter would sit them in lorries,
ask them whether they would like to drive
the crane, catching and fuelling their interest
from an early age. They worked there in
their school holidays, earning the money to
spend when they went on holiday with their
parents. Peter taught his sons the value of
money by making them work for it. They, in
turn, acquired a sound knowledge of the
business and, although both boys underwent
doubts about their careers, Andrew joined
the firm in 1977 and his brother Nicholas
in 1979.

Andrew started at Leeds before becoming
general manager at Thorne and then
returning to Leeds in the same position. In
1985 he had taken over as managing director
of Howarth (Timber Importers) at New
Holland. Nicholas took a degree in business
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studies at Manchester University. After a gap
year spent travelling to Thailand, he joined
the business at Thorne in 1979 before moving
to Wakefield as general manager in 1981. In
1985 he followed Andrew into Leeds as
managing director.

Peter Howarth was aware of the seriousness
of his final illness and during his last three
years, without drawing attention to his own
predicament, quietly began to feed his sons
with as much information about the business
as he could to prepare them for running it
after his death. He would casually raise a
subject and talk about it, such as the
strengths and weaknesses of the branches,
various business philosophies, things that had
helped him as he had gone along. At the time
it all seemed perfectly normal, but in
retrospect it became apparent that it was
done deliberately.

In the six months before he died, Peter made
a number of changes in an effort to leave the
business as well organised as possible for his
sons. There were some eleven management
changes, people were moved from one
branch to another, Andrew and Nicholas
became increasingly involved in policy.
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Changes in
Management
Peter Howarth, like any true entrepreneur,
and because of his remarkable capabilities,
had managed the Group by the seat of his
pants as it had rapidly expanded. By the time
of his last illness, however, he realised that
the business was becoming too large to be
run along similar lines for much longer. For
example, the Group had never produced a
budget. Branch managers completed a profit
and loss account every six months but only
had a very limited idea of their branch’s
profitability between completing each set of
accounts. Cash flows were never really
produced and monthly management accounts
were unheard of.
Peter had a high standing with the banks.
They lent him money based on his personal
reputation and during the mid-1980s, as a
result of losses in 1979-1980 and 1984-1985,
these borrowings were quite large. If Peter
wanted more money, he simply rang up the
bank and asked for a further million pounds,
often after he had exceeded his overdraft by
half a million. He always got it and fobbed
off repeated requests for cash flows and
budgets. He realised that these loans were
virtually on a personal basis. For the
banks the Howarth Timber Group was
Peter Howarth.

This was a situation which could not last and
Peter recognised this. The year before his
death changes were made to make the Group
much more professional in its management.
For the first time, for instance, computerbased management systems were
introduced, in which Nicholas Howarth took a
particular interest, to great advantage. This
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began providing managers with much more
information, which helped them to begin
exercising more control over their own
businesses. These changes continued
after Peter’s death. The brothers initiated
a management training programme, an
indication of the importance they would
place on training and development in the
years to come. Several management project
groups were set up, covering training,
marketing and advertising, long-term
planning and future strategy, and central
buying. Giving managers more information,
enabling them to exercise greater control,
all helped to strengthen the Group’s
decentralist philosophy and the autonomy
of individual companies.

Peter Howarth left behind a Group that was
not only decentralised, comprising eighteen
operating companies, but also diverse,
covering importing, manufacturing and
merchanting. The constituent parts of the
Group ranged from Howarth (Timber
Importers) Ltd at New Holland (where the firm
moved into new sales offices above the
Lincoln Castle Hotel in April 1987) to the
fourteen branches, such as Howarth Timber
(Malton), a new branch opened in 1988, and
Howarth Timber (Leeds) Ltd at the original
East Street site where the Group had begun
in 1840.
Peter Howarth had advised his sons that
the immediate future should be a period of
consolidation to give them a chance to get
to grips with running the business and to
consider carefully how they wanted it to
grow. At this transitional stage, the brothers
benefited from the invaluable support of
senior managers such as Ken Earnshaw,
John Roberts, David Squires and
Nigel Room.
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On the death of their father, Andrew and
Nicholas became group chairman and group
chief executive respectively. The brothers
agreed to rotate the chairmanship but in fact
over the years the closeness of their working
relationship has meant that both of them have
difficulty remembering whose turn it is to take
office. Andrew eventually became based in
New Holland and Nicholas in Leeds, each of
them taking a deep interest in particular parts
of the business, but always consulting and
conferring with each other about the general
direction of the business. Andrew confesses
that he can never remember having a cross
word in business with his brother. Twenty-five
years after they first began running the
Group, they still talk daily and meet weekly,
bouncing ideas off each other, reviewing
progress and planning for the future.

But the Group today has developed along the
lines originally laid down by their father. It
continues to concentrate on timber importing
and processing, manufacturing of timberbased products for the construction industry
from Howarth Timber Windows and Doors
and Howarth Timber Engineered Solutions
Ltd to merchanting within Howarth Timber and
Building Supplies. The delegation of
responsibility to senior managers remains an
intrinsic characteristic of the Group, with
decentralisation underpinned by central
financial control. As the Group has grown,
employee development has become more
important, while management has become
more and more professional.

Howarth Timber Group’s head office has
developed continually to support the five
subsidiary operating companies. It achieves
economies of scale through the cost-effective
purchasing and operation of centrally
managed services, such as general and credit

insurances, vehicles and forklifts, mobile and
fixed-line contracts, and office supplies. It
carries out treasury operations and manages
the Group’s banking arrangements. It
provides centralised support for human
relations and health and safety. It operates
and maintains the group’s IT infrastructure,
including servers as well as internal and
external networks. The head office also tries
to achieve synergy between different parts of
the Group through the sharing of information
and best practice, whether commercial
intelligence or operating procedures.

Changes in the Industry
The Group would neither have survived nor
flourished had it not responded to the
revolution that transformed the UK timber and
building materials distribution industries from
the 1990s onwards. Agents, the previously
indispensable intermediaries between
producers and importers, vanished
completely. Importers too relinquished their
role as intermediaries between producers and
merchants. Instead, mills began supplying
merchants direct, many of them establishing
their own UK-based sales organisations and a
few achieving nationwide coverage. Markets
changed too. The collapse of the Soviet
Union led to the demise of the once mighty
state timber exporting agency. Where
previously the agency had issued fixed
quotas at fixed prices twice a year for delivery
in six months, importers began dealing
directly with Russian timber mills, ordering
just two months ahead. But Russian timber
exports also declined in the aftermath of
communism, many mills going bankrupt while
others found it more profitable to ship timber
to neighbouring former USSR republics, to
China or, via the Black Sea, to Africa. From
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1.5 million cubic metres imported into the UK
in 1988, Russian timber in 2015 accounts for
perhaps 200,000 cubic metres annually. UK
timber importers became more reliant on
suppliers from Scandinavia or the newly
independent Baltic states. Within the UK, the
construction industry consolidated into fewer
and larger national groups, a trend mirrored
by the emergence of national merchant
chains. Growing mainly through the
acquisition of independent local and regional
merchants, these chains came to account for
over half the market, posing a threat to the
survival of the remaining independents.

The recently
opened high
quality Howarth
kitchen showroom
in Blackburn.

Howarth Timber &
Building Supplies

Consolidation in merchanting and
construction placed independent timber
businesses like the Howarth Timber Group at

a disadvantage. Among house-builders, for
example, there were many fewer mediumsized firms, which had formed a significant
part of the Group’s business. Many of these
companies merged or were absorbed into a
smaller number of large national housebuilders. These large house-builders came to
dominate the market, entering into supply
agreements with the national merchant
chains. Without a national branch network,
Howarth Timber & Building Supplies
responded by concentrating on business with
smaller and medium-sized local builders
focused more on maintenance, repairs and
refurbishment than on large-scale housebuilding. This remained a market with
potential which Howarth Timber & Building
Supplies cultivated by adopting improved
levels of service and a wider product range,
beginning the process of creating a one-stop
shop for local builders. Building products
were added to the range of timber goods
available from branches, the
merchant business ultimately
changing its name to Howarth
Timber & Building Supplies. This not
only helped to retain existing
customers but also to attract new
ones. Today this has reached the
point where a range of plumbing,
heating and bathroom products is
being gradually introduced. At the
same time Howarth Timber &
Building Supplies made sure that
the branches recruited staff with the
necessary specialist knowledge for
this new departure and provided
more extensive training for existing
employees.

Three images of
Howarth Timber
& Building
Supplies' busy
Leeds branch.

The changing situation was not
unique to Howarth but one faced by
all independent merchants.
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One issue was how best to increase margins
on building products when they were first
added to the branches. This was related to the
wider issue of how to meet the increased
buying power of the growing national chains.
The response of independent merchants like
Howarth was the creation of a number of
buying groups. Initially Howarth Timber and
Building Supplies joined an existing wellestablished group, the Combined Buying
Alliance, in 2006, but most members moved
into a more powerful new group formed
through an alliance with another existing
group, Cemco, in 2013, with 38 members
operating nearly 300 branches and combined
annual revenues of more than a billion
pounds. This has been a crucial development
for Howarth Timber & Building Supplies but
one not without its challenges for the
company’s culture, given the tradition of
branch managers negotiating and buying their
timber products independently. This was
accommodated by allowing individual branch
managers the flexibility to buy their timber
from a range of preferred suppliers, but their
non-timber from specified ones with the best
cost prices and rebate structures. Central
buying has proved to be a successful part of
the Group’s evolving strategy of providing
stronger central support for managers to allow
them to concentrate on the trading operations
of their own branches. And it has stimulated
the sale of building products, which now
account for 40 per cent of branch sales.
Howarth Timber & Building Supplies was
quick to seize opportunities to expand its
branch coverage. This was achieved in two
ways. First, by buying up smaller businesses
in new geographic areas, where they
flourished under the Group’s traditional
autonomous management; and second, by
developing new branches on greenfield sites.
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The biggest single acquisition came in 1995
with the purchase of the Austin Timber
Company, driven by Nicholas Howarth. This
was all part of the strategy engendered by
changes in the industry to move away from a
handful of major national construction groups
towards more, smaller customers based in the
vicinity of the local Howarth branch.
The owner of Austin Timber, George Howarth,
who was no relation, was retiring and asked
the Howarth brothers if they were interested in
taking over the business. It was an attractive
proposition since it filled a gap in the Group’s
coverage of the north-west and although
several of the branches were losing money, it
was clear they still had plenty of untapped
potential. Under general manager Gary
Froggatt, Austin Timber consisted of seven
branches in the north-west, namely Burnley,
Rochdale, Oldham, Sale, Manchester, Bury
and Blackburn. Howarth paid £3.5 million for
the business, which had a turnover of £5.5
million, taking the Group’s turnover to £70
million. The Group took over six of the
branches, the exception being Rochdale,
which was due for demolition. The business
began trading as Howarth Timber (Austin) Ltd
from April 1996.

Over the next few years Howarth Timber &
Building Supplies began investing in these
branches to maximise their potential.
Efficiency on every site was enhanced by new
IT systems as well as EPOS (Electronic Point
of Sale), service was improved through better
customer care training and sales expanded by
the recruitment of a sales representative for
every branch. Over the next few years a
number of new managers with greater
commercial experience were appointed.
These measures gradually brought every
branch back into profit.
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The operational ‘hub and spoke’ structure
of these branches, centred around Oldham,
influenced the way that all the branches
would be managed. In 1999 the increasingly
sprawling set-up, with an individual company
for almost every branch, was in need of
rationalisation. Some degree of centralisation
had become essential without impairing the
substantial autonomy given to local branch
managers. The result was the merger of all
the Group’s merchanting branches into one
company, Howarth Timber Merchants Ltd,
centralising accounting and credit control at
New Holland.

New technology made this possible. The
Group had transformed its administration
since the late 1980s by adopting
computerisation more widely. The initial
project was headed by Paul Cornford,
recruited specifically for the purpose in 1987,
who was soon given overall responsibility for
the Group’s information technology. The
process of modernising administration
began with Howarth Timber Importers at New
Holland before covering the merchant
business and then manufacturing.

the Group in 1998 to revive the ailing
Blackburn branch, and had quickly discovered
the freedom branch managers enjoyed. ‘It’s
as close as you can get to running your own
business. You can be entrepreneurial, you
can try out and implement your own ideas. If
they work, you can share them. You can
mould your own staff.’ On the other hand, he
also found the annual budget process was
always challenging, and that it was on
performance on which branches were judged.
As long as branches were performing
satisfactorily, managers might have infrequent
contact with Andrew or Nicholas Howarth; on
the other hand, contact increased significantly
if for any reason something was not going
according to plan.

A Howarth timber
frame panel at a
Howarth branch.

Following the Austin purchase, Howarth
Timber & Building Supplies continued to
extend its branch network. The gap in
Rochdale was filled by a further acquisition,
accompanied by another specialist timber
branch in Liversedge in West Yorkshire in
2007. A number of branches were developed
from scratch, such as those at Darwen
and Accrington.

The development of Darwen and Accrington
illustrated the policy of local autonomy in
action. The sites for the new branches were
discovered by the manager of the nearby
Blackburn branch. Jason Rothwell had joined
75
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When Jason Rothwell proposed a new branch
in Darwen in 2007, the Howarth brothers
backed the plans even though there were
doubts about its viability in a town with a
relatively small population. As it turned out,
although the branch was small, overheads
were low, and it became very profitable for its
size. This success then led to the
development of the Accrington branch in
2008. In both cases, Jason Rothwell as
manager was responsible for finding the site,
dealing with the agent, solicitor, surveyor and
architect, planning the new branch, marketing
it and recruiting staff.
A similar story has taken place in London. In
1990 Howarth Timber & Building Supplies
purchased a company called Huesware in
Brockley in south London. Gary Ford was
appointed branch manager and the branch
quickly increased its sales and profitability. In
1991 he identified another timber merchant in
Tottenham which became part of Howarth
Timber & Building Supplies, followed by a
further business in Dartford in 2005.

Most of the new branches were opened in the
Group’s heartland in the north-west and
Yorkshire, the most recent being in Brighouse,
following the acquisition of Northern Timber in
2013. But the creation of a branch in
Mansfield in 1990, together with two more
acquisitions in Derby and in Corby in 1999,
took the Group into the Midlands. In addition
to expanding the branch network, Howarth
Timber & Building Supplies has also carried
out extensive rebuilding and modernisation
works at every branch. This allowed the
branches to stock a wider range of products,
and to enable staff to provide better customer
service. The old timber merchant branches
had their own sawmills and often their own
timber treatment tanks but warehousing space
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was limited. The mills and treatment tanks
have been progressively removed to create a
better environment for serving collection
customers and to provide the space for wider
stocks of non-timber building materials. In
2015 Bradford and Wakefield are the only
branches with both timber mills and treatment
tanks while the only other branch with a mill is
York. While the old timber merchant branches
had their sales offices located away from their
customer collection counters, by 2015 all
sales offices were alongside the customer
collection counters. This was a huge
advantage in helping sales staff to develop
better customer relationships. Nine branches
(Barnsley, Corby, Dartford, Grimsby, Leeds,
Malton, Mansfield, Newcastle under Lyme,
and Wakefield) have expanded significantly
over the last 25 years and have been
completely rebuilt. In 2005, following the sale
of the Crown Point property, the original Leeds
branch at East Street where the Group started
in 1840 moved to more accessible premises
at Prince Edward Works further out from the
city centre. Today this steady expansion has
taken the number of branches to 28, while a
29th is under construction in Harrogate, two
sites in Cheshire are under investigation and
the Grimsby branch is being relocated into
larger premises.

The York branch
of Howarth
Timber &
Buildings Supplies

As Howarth Timber & Building Supplies
expanded within a changing industry, there
was a trend towards greater collaboration
between the centre and the branches. Highquality products and high standards of
customer service were more critical than ever;
for example, weekly deliveries were replaced
with deliveries within 48 hours. Group policy
was therefore based on providing local
managers with all the central support they
needed to concentrate on managing their own
businesses. In other words, while growth
inevitably required a greater degree of
professionalism and formality in the way the
Group was run, the Howarth brothers were
determined to ensure that the model of
extensive local autonomy combined with
strong corporate leadership that had proved

Not all branches were successful and several
struggled. Since 1990 four loss-making
branches (Liverpool, Forest Products in west
Leeds, Richmond in North Yorkshire and
Bradford) have been closed. To tackle underperforming branches, a trouble-shooting
manager was appointed, a role taken on by
Gary Froggatt. The solution usually lay in
tackling branch management and instilling the
same team ethos that worked so well in the
most successful branches. This proved
effective, transforming a number of branches.
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The York branch
of Howarth
Timber &
Buildings Supplies

so successful in the past should continue in
the future. In an industry that was traditionally
volatile, it remained essential for the
merchanting business to be able to respond
swiftly to the ups and downs of the market.
Branches today enjoy the support of a
national sales manager, Mark Terry, in charge
of 22 external sales executives, and a central
contracts office set up to sell to larger
customers. Additionally Neale Brewster, the
marketing manager for the merchanting
business, has responsibility for creating
promotional activity for the business as a
whole, including the operation of its website
and e-commerce operations, as well as
supporting local promotional activities. He
also acts as group product development
manager, scouring trade fairs in Europe and
the US with his team for products that can be
introduced exclusively to Howarth’s UK
branches. The branches have also been able
to call upon head office for support and
advice covering finance, human resources,
and health and safety, a critical Group
function headed by Melanie Carr.

The balance between central support and
local independence is evident in the role of
human resources. The centre covers areas
such as standard contracts and a standard
staff handbook while managers still deal with
recruitment, discipline and grievances. The
more rapid and sophisticated collection and
analysis of data made possible by technology
has also been beneficial for branch
managers. More formal procedures have
resulted in a substantial reduction in stock
losses while branch efficiency has been
raised through the appointment of an internal
auditor. Recently some branches have been
grouped together in regional clusters working
together under regional managers. The idea
came out of an annual managers’ conference,
revived in the late 1990s, helping managers
to share best practice and new ideas. Seven
regional clusters have been created, covering
London, the Midlands, North- East
Lancashire, Manchester, West Yorkshire,
North Yorkshire and North Lincolnshire. All
this has helped to sustain the personal ethos
of the Group, exemplified by the fact that
Andrew and Nicholas Howarth
continued to maintain contact with
their managers, and the freedom
given to managers.

It also gave Howarth Timber & Building
Supplies the resilience to withstand the
pressures of the recent deep
recession. The growth of the
merchanting business had helped the
Group to increase sales steadily during
the 1990s, reaching £83 million in
2000. Expansion was more rapid
during the boom of the early 2000s. By
2008 the Group had total sales of
more than £160 million, of which the
merchant branches accounted for £61
million. Within two years merchant
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sales had dropped to £51 million and only
during 2013-14 did sales at last exceed the
figure for 2008. The merchanting business
was swift in taking action, something made
possible by its private status, the decisive
leadership exercised by the Howarth brothers
and most of all by the motivation of local
managers to run their branches more
efficiently, achieved partly through better
training. Although the merchant business
made an overall loss in 2009, partly through
the cost of rationalisation, it achieved record
profits during 2013-14. For Andrew and
Nicholas Howarth, the recession reinforced
their view that a strong and resilient business
depended on having the right people as well
as the right information, a clear long-term
view and the ability to react rapidly and
flexibly to changing circumstances.

All this means that the future for Howarth
Timber & Building Supplies remains full of
potential. This is represented within the
business’s mission statement:

Howarth Timber & Building Supplies is…
A forward-looking family business
with 175 years of experience.We will
become the most successful and
respected distributor of timber and
building products within the UK.
We will be recognised as a leader in
providing customer value, through the
efficient and reliable supply of traditional,
sustainable and innovative products
of high quality. From locally managed
branches, serving local market needs,
we will be known for the ability and
passion of our people.
BIG ENOUGH TO COPE .......
LOCAL ENOUGH TO CARE

The mission statement is underpinned by a
detailed strategy designed to translate these
aims into reality. There is a central emphasis
on developing a knowledgeable and skilled
workforce who can deliver outstanding
customer service, enabling the business to
continue to grow. A traditional strength of the
business, the local management of branches,
responsive to local customers, is also
stressed, as are the advantages of being part
of a family business, with the ability to plan for
the long term, to provide stability as well as
entrepreneurship and innovation. There is
also a commitment to sustainability as well as
to the highest standards in product sourcing
and manufacturing.

The Group has always taken its
environmental responsibilities seriously, both
in relation to sourcing products and in its
operations. This was highlighted with the
opening of an innovative sustainability centre
as a division within Howarth Timber &
Building Supplies. The Howarth Greenhouse,
opened in Rochdale in 2012, is a showcase
for environmental products, offering training
for installers on a diverse range of systems,
from ground source heat pumps to rainwater
harvesting. In 2014 the merchant business
trained Green Champions for every one of its
branches, creating a pool of specialists able
to provide customers with expert advice on
environmental matters. The business also
has a continuous energy efficiency
programme. Low energy lighting (LED) is
being trialled in some branches. The transport
fleet is modern and efficient. While reducing
the business’s carbon footprint is good for the
environment, it also saves money, making
good business sense.
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Howarth's New
Holland site,
showing the dock,
timber storage
area, sawmill and
MDF factory.

Arbor Forest Products

The importing business remains the next
most important part of the Group in terms of
revenue, with sales of £68,871,604 in 2014.
The business has developed significantly
since the 1990s. In 2004 it changed its
name from Howarth Timber Importers to
Arbor Forest Products (AFP) to emphasise
its separation from the Group’s merchant
operations. Today the bulk of AFP’s timber
comes from Sweden, with nearly 60 per cent
from one supplier, Holmen, Scandinavia’s
largest whitewood mill. Lower grade structural
timber is also imported from Latvia.

became hazardous for overseas buyers.
Andrew Howarth had to contend with the
Russian mafia, the corruption of local
officials and the fickleness of the state
bureaucracy, which even led on one occasion
to his wrongful arrest. Today only one
Russian mill, Mill 25 at Archangel, still
supplies the Group.

Siberian sawmill:
sorting logs in the
mill log pond.

AFP’s steady growth has several causes.
First, it has always enjoyed a breadth of
customers, never reliant on any single one,
with the largest single customer, accounting
for five per cent of AFP’s sales, being the rest
of the Group. Similarly it has never relied on
any one product. Moreover, unlike some of its
rivals, whose selling organisations are tied to
supplies from their parent mills, AFP can buy
timber from any source it chooses. Third, AFP
enjoys the competitive advantage of
supplying customers with a complete product
range from a single site. As well as reducing
transport costs and creating economies of
scale, this allows AFP to offer a better service.
Mixed loads of timber and manufactured
goods can be made two to three times a week
across England and Wales. While distance
limits the scope for deliveries, nevertheless
AFP still delivers goods to Wales and the Isle
of Man, the south-west and Guernsey.
Something rivals find difficult to replicate, this
has proved popular with customers,
especially during the recession when buying

little and often became the pattern, with the
average timber pack size shrinking by 40 per
cent between 2008 and 2014. With less
space to stock forest products alongside
building products, the Group’s merchant
branches have also benefited from this highfrequency, mixed-load model.

As AFP’s own port on a major estuary, New
Holland Dock remains an indispensable part
of the operation. Ted Plaziuk has been dock
manager since 1984. While the Dock imports
almost all the timber needed by AFP, it has
also developed a profitable business handling
timber imports for a major third-party timber
business. On average the Dock handles some
450,000 cubic metres of timber every year and
accounts for nearly ten per cent of all UK
softwood imports. During the 1990s the Dock
was completely refurbished in two stages at a
total cost of more than £3.5 million to cope
with increasing tonnage. More land was also
acquired around the Dock as additional
storage for more timber. As storage has
Siberian sawmill:
a frame saw
in action.

In the 1990s, before Russian exports
collapsed, Howarth had taken advantage of
the end of the Soviet timber agency to
become the first UK timber company to import
directly from Russia. For several years
Andrew Howarth visited the country every
month, eventually acquiring a flat in St
Petersburg, where the Group was the first
foreign company to agree a contract with the
local port for the export of timber. Conditions
deteriorated, however, and the country
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Timber being
landed at New
Holland.

become more distant from the dockside, the
business has invested in equipment to speed
up discharge. While an average load of timber
in the early 1980s might have been around
1500 cubic metres, today it is around 5,500
cubic metres, and the Dock handles ships of
up to 5,000 tons deadweight, operating its
own side-loaders and cranes. Hours are long
for the dock workers, often extending into the
weekends, and ships have to be discharged in
all weathers. Many employees are longserving, with considerable knowledge and
experience, from Ted Plaziuk himself to
operations manager Barry Scheich, with 41
years’ service, timber manager Ted Birkett,
with more than 20 years, and Steve Brodie,
the garage manager, with 38 years. After
spending his entire career with the business,
Ted Plaziuk will retire in 2015, having
overseen its complete transformation.
Manufacturing a broad range of added-value
products, from construction timber to
machined and treated timber, joinery and
decking, sheet material and MDF, AFP has
become a one-stop shop for many customers.
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There has been constant upgrading of AFP’s
factories even at the worst of times. For
instance, just as the recession began in 2007,
work started on a larger, more efficient £6.5
million planing mill capable of processing
100,000 cubic metres of timber annually. It
proved to be a justifiable decision, the new mill
producing more in two shifts than its
predecessor turned out in three.
Manufacturing has become driven by
technology, with digitally controlled machines
producing skirtings, architraves, door casings
and linings, softwood floorings, cladding and,
most recently, decking. Additional land has
also been acquired for the increased storage
arising from greater processing capacity and
today more than 90,000 cubic metres of
timber can be stored on the site.

Arbor Forest
Products'
machining facility
and timber
treatment plant.

The old mill building was refurbished and
adapted as an MDF factory at a cost of more
than £3.5 million in 2013. This was another
example of the Group investing in the right
opportunity at the right time. There had been
an attempt to make MDF in the 1990s but
there was insufficient space available at that
time. As MDF began to replace softwood for
products such as skirting and architraves,
AFP began selling MDF around 2010, initially
in small volumes, utilising the Group’s
customer base and distribution network. As
demand increased, the decision was then
taken to proceed with the Group’s own
MDF factory.

Although timber imports nationally fell by
more than 40 per cent in 2008, and were still
below that level in 2014, AFP has continued
to increase its market share. This has been
achieved not only thanks to the advantages
outlined above but also to significant capital
investment during the recession. AFP never
made a loss during the recession and in 2010
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Group. Today all the Group’s timber is
certificated, including hardwood.

Many people, often with long service, have
contributed towards the success of AFP in
recent years. Among them is Jim Lowde, who
became AFP’s accountant in 1974, and
joined the board in 1991. Graham Southard
joined the business in 1977, spending time
both in the sawmill and in sales. As sawmill
manager for ten years until 1996 he was
responsible for the installation of new lines
and machinery. He also spent time at New
Holland Dock before becoming AFP’s
operations director in 2000, from which post
he will retire in 2015. Jason Ostler, as
commercial director, has also made a
significant contribution to the business.

The recently
opened MDF
factory at
New Holland.

actually made record profits. For the year
2013-14 AFP achieved record sales of nearly
£58 million.
The Howarth brothers have always promoted
the advantages of timber as overall carbon
dioxide neutral or negative and therefore the
most sustainable form of construction
material. Andrew Howarth remembers the
impact of witnessing the cavalier felling of
150-year-old trees in Canada, reduced to
small timber studs. The Group was among
the first in the industry to adopt the Chains of
Custody of the Forest Stewardship Council
and the Programme for the Endorsement of
Forest Certification, and was also one of the
founding members of the Forest Forever
group, all of which help to assure product
sustainability. It was also in the vanguard of
those encouraging Russian mills to adopt
certification, and the first certificated mills,
LDK2 and Mill 25, were suppliers to the
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Howarth Timber
Engineering

By 1988 the Group had been making roof
trusses for some time within its merchant
branches, with plants at Huddersfield and
Ashton. In 1990 an additional roof truss plant
was opened by Mark Crowther who was
then the manager of the Scunthorpe
merchant branch.
Andrew and Nicholas Howarth had
recognised the potential of the I-joist, an
engineered wood joist designed to be
superior in performance to conventional
joists. By 1999 Howarth Timber & Building
Supplies was importing them from the US
under licence and very soon had also begun
processing and distributing them. Initially
operations were concentrated at Scunthorpe
before moving in 2001 to Breighton near
Goole, the location of the Group’s specialist
sheet material importing company which had
been closed down in 1997.

Howarth roof
trusses.
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But demand collapsed after Christmas 2007.
Timber engineering suffered more severely
than other parts of the Group as housebuilding activity slumped by 60 per cent within
months. With the business losing more than
half its sales, which slumped to less than £22
million in 2009, drastic action was needed.
Two roof truss plants, Huddersfield and
Scunthorpe, were closed, and manufacturing
was consolidated at Bury St Edmunds and
Ashton. The I-joist unit at Gloucester and the
timber frame factory at Breighton were also
closed. Overall truss capacity was cut by a
quarter, I-joist capacity by a fifth and timber
frames by a quarter.

A Howarth timber
engineered portal
building being
erected.

Processing I-joists was more complex as they
had to meet specific floor layouts supplied by
builders. It epitomised the trend away from
the simple processing of small volumes of
timber in local branches towards the more
complicated processing of larger volumes in
centralised facilities.

In 2000 all the roof truss and I-beam
operations had been merged into a new
division of Howarth Timber & Building
Supplies called Howarth Timber Engineering.
Initially this was managed by John Roberts
who was the manager of the Ashton merchant
branch and truss plant, and subsequently by
Eddie Robinson who managed the
Huddersfield truss plant.
In 2002 following a study of industry trends,
Nicholas and Andrew Howarth, in conjunction
with Eddie Robinson, decided that the roof
truss manufacturing and I-joist distribution
operations needed national coverage. In the
south the Group acquired out of
administration a well-established business,
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Marlows of Bury St Edmunds in Suffolk,
in 2003. Marlows produced both roof
trusses and timber frame houses. Within
two years, as a result of a strategy to
increase sales and reduce costs, Marlows
was profitable once more, making a
profit of a million pounds in 2006-07. An
additional timber frame manufacturing was
added at Breighton in 2006 and a small
I-joist unit was opened in Gloucester
in 2006.

In 2007 a decision was made to create one
company for all the Group’s roof truss, I-joist
and timber frame operations to achieve
greater commercial, operational and
administrative efficiency. In that year trusses
were being made at Ashton, Bury St
Edmunds, Huddersfield and Scunthorpe;
timber frames at Breighton and Bury St
Edmunds; and I-joists were being processed
at Breighton, Bury St Edmunds and
Gloucester. All these operations were merged
into Marlows, which changed its name to
Howarth Timber Engineering Ltd.

All this restructuring was costly at a time when
sales were dropping sharply and the timber
engineering business was still making
substantial losses in the face of low demand
and ever-decreasing gross margins within a
fiercely competitive market. The Group’s
relative lack of experience in the timber frame
field, and the weaknesses of the existing
Howarth Timber Engineering management
team, began to tell. A major timber frame
customer failed and financial information
proved unreliable. Losses grew despite the
best efforts of Nicholas Howarth, who spent
two days at Bury St Edmunds every week for
two years, and a newly constructed
management team. Demand for timber frames
in particular had collapsed and margins were
no longer sustainable. The company tried to
refocus the timber frame side of its activities
by manufacturing and erecting large span
glulam Structural Insulated Panel (SIP) retail
stores. Three of these were built for Tesco and
Sainsbury’s, the largest being a 6,000 square
metre store for Sainsbury’s at King’s Lynn.
They were well liked by the retailers as they
were quick to build, aesthetically pleasing and
had good environmental credentials, but the

continuing recession meant that the retailers
became unwilling to continue paying a
premium for this type of construction. By
January 2012 Nicholas had concluded that the
timber frame business should close to stem
further losses. The roof truss and I-joist
business was transferred into a new company,
Howarth Timber Engineering Solutions Ltd, in
April 2012, while the timber frame side was
wound down, finally closing in January 2013.
In a reviving market the new business fared
well, thanks to a review of plant, machinery
and skills leading to a phased programme of
reinvestment across all three sites, including
the opening of a new truss plant at Breighton.
With rising morale, higher quality, additional
jobs and a single united leadership team
under managing director Jim Provan,
Howarth Timber Engineering Solutions soon
moved into profit, with estimated turnover of
£17 million and profits of around £900,000
in 2014.

Howarth Windows
& Doors

The Group had been making windows and
doors in wood and in uPVC from sites in New
Holland and at the previous timber frame
manufacturing site in Elland in West Yorkshire
since 1985, once again taking the opportunity
to diversify into related added-value products.
The uPVC company had been set up to take
advantage of the growth in demand for
replacement windows. In the mid-1990s, as
uPVC windows for new houses became
popular, the company also moved into this
market. But this became increasingly
competitive, dominated by large
manufacturers. It was difficult for Howarth to
compete and the company was sold in 2000.
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The New Holland factory began by making a
basic range of windows and doors. Before
computer controlled machinery became
common, the factory employed more than a
dozen skilled joiners; today there are just
three. The number of staff has varied from
just over 70 to as many as 130 as demand
has fluctuated. At the bottom end of the
market, imitating products produced by rivals,
the factory found the recession of the early
1990s difficult. In 1991 Nicholas Howarth took
over day-to-day management, reducing costs,
improving performance and returning the
business to profit. The factory began moving
upmarket, with the introduction of the ‘Hi
Spec’ range of windows in 1994, an improved
design with superior locking systems, capable
of holding thicker double-glazing. This new
range was ahead of most of its competition,
which proved a big advantage as the trend

towards the fitting of higher specification
windows accelerated. In the early 1990s
primed unglazed softwood windows were
used in almost all new houses but their
quality was often poor, partly because of
inadequate glazing and painting on site.
Between 1996 and 1998 they had been
overtaken by uPVC products, easy to
maintain and already double-glazed.

This was a serious challenge for Howarth
Windows & Doors, which stood to lose most
of its customers as they moved from timber to
uPVC. In response, the business did three
things. Firstly it introduced lean
manufacturing techniques based upon
Toyota’s manufacturing principles. This
helped the factory to increase its efficiency,
quality and flexibility and allowed it to make a
wider range of products. This was understood
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by every factory employee since they all
recognised that the factory’s future was at
stake. This made it easier to introduce new
methods based on lean manufacturing, aimed
at minimising any costs not focused on
adding value to the product. Secondly it
added a range of sliding sash windows and
instead of predominantly standard-sized
windows began making an increasing
proportion of non-standard sizes. Thirdly it
adapted its window and door ranges as a
drained and vented factory-glazed and fully
painted product for the top end of the market.
To overcome the risk of damage on-site,
which had been a common hazard, Howarth
started making a cavity-closer which allowed
the fully finished windows to be fitted easily
into houses after they had been built. They
also arranged for approved sub-contractors to
carry out the installation if requested by the
builder. Although other manufacturers began
to move into the sector, Howarth had the
advantage of being among the first, leading to
a significant improvement in margins and
profitability between 2000 and 2004.

But the shift from low-quality, high-volume to
more complex, high-quality production was a
big change. The scale of the challenge
became increasingly evident. The booming
housing market, coupled with a move back to
timber windows and doors, led to accelerating
demand for the factory’s well-received
product ranges. The factory was unable to
cope, a situation worsened rather than
improved by too rapid attempts to improve
capacity. Another building was pressed into
use for production but having operations
spread across two buildings was not efficient.
The existing computer system, which had
been designed for a standard-sized product
neither fully painted or glazed, was not up to
the task of managing the complexity of the

ranges of products now being manufactured
and sold. The factory started to miss delivery
dates, losing sales and incurring some
damage to its reputation.

In response to these problems Nicholas
Howarth installed a new computer system
better suited to the product ranges Howarth
Windows & Doors was now designing,
making and selling. He also saw that the
complexity of the business now required
someone to lead it full-time. In April 2005 Alan
Shearer was recruited as general manager.

By 2007 the growth of the business had been
stabilized and turnover had almost reached its
previous peak. Then output was hit by the
sudden onset of the recession. Although the
factory was sheltered to some extent by its
position in the premium market, turnover
dropped by 40 per cent. It was then faced
with the merger of two large national housebuilder customers, leaving the factory reliant
on this single customer for more than onethird of its business. When the merged
construction business suffered badly during
the recession, it worsened the factory’s plight.
As the factory veered between losses and
breaking even, the impact of all this could
initially be countered only by cutting back
the workforce, although care was taken
to conserve the main skills required by
the business.

At the same time, however, investment
continued in staff training to raise skill levels.
For instance, 49 employees took a business
improvement course and 20 took a computer
awareness course to help them more fully
understand the CNC (computer numerical
control) machines operating in the factory.
There was also investment in additional
machines, usually second-hand, and the
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existing IT system was enhanced to improve
the quality of management information. Lean
manufacturing techniques were further
enhanced. In 2011 another new range,
‘Storvik’, was launched; like the previous ‘Hi
Spec’ range, this window was technically
advanced and ahead of products offered by
competitors. All this helped to revive sales
during the recession although they never
reached more than 70 per cent of their
previous peak until the middle of 2013.
By then, with annual sales of nearly £7
million, the factory had become consistently
profitable once more as the market showed
signs of revival.

What was quite unforeseen was the storm
surge which combined with a spring tide to
create exceptionally high water levels along
the Humber estuary in early December 2013.
On the night of 5 December three feet of
seawater coursed through the factory,
seriously damaging the electrical installations
and much of the machinery. When Mick
Toner, the long-serving factory manager,
opened the factory door that night, it was to
witness a scissor lift beam floating up the
factory. It was a disheartening sight; only two
months before a new £600,000 machine had
been installed. But this motivated everyone to
join together in the clean-up. Mick Toner
would remark, ‘I can’t fault my team, there
was no moaning, no whingeing, everyone just
rolled up their sleeves and got on with it’. It
was evidence, he reflected, of the team spirit
so effectively promoted by the adoption of
lean manufacturing. Sawdust was scattered
to soak up most of the sludge and water
before the floor was hosed down. Eighty
electrical motors were rewired and repairs
carried out to machines where possible
although several were beyond repair and had
to be replaced. Mick Toner was fortunate
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enough to receive help from several
manufacturers who diverted machines to the
factory from their intended destination, a
major trade show in Germany. Other
machines were acquired second-hand, often
decades old but still in good working order.
The first machine was switched on again on
17 January 2014 but it was mid-February
before any volume production was possible
and May before full-scale operations were
resumed. Yet not a single customer was lost.
Business interruption and machinery losses
cost the Group £2.6 million although this loss
was insured.

Other parts of the Group’s New Holland
operations were less affected on the night of
the flood. Andrew Howarth had walked down
to the Dock just before 8.00 pm to find the
water already level with the dockside. It never
rose any further and the Group’s own flood
defences held firm but water poured along the
site from weak points at the east and west.
This flooded the maintenance department on
the dockside, ruining fixtures, fittings and
other equipment. Although the recently
opened planing mill stood two metres below
sea level, the flat terrain helped the water to
run straight through, and the mill and timber
storage areas were scarcely touched. The
new MDF factory, sited on higher ground, also
escaped flooding. As for the Group’s IT
operations, housed in New Holland,
precautionary measures had already been
taken that proved their worth on that
December night.
With Howarth Windows & Doors back on its
feet again, plans are now in hand to build
during 2015 an extension to the original
factory to eliminate the need for the second
building and permit continuous production
under one roof.
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Today and Tomorrow

The impact of the recent recession on the
Group has already been outlined in relation to
the different parts of the business. It was a
testing time for the Group as a whole. The
recession was deeper and more enduring
than anything the brothers had previously
experienced in business. Cutting 300 jobs to
protect the business was very hard for them
to do but essential for the future as shown by
the demise of businesses that failed to take
similar action.

Financial prudence, coupled with an eye for
an opportunity, has been the hallmark of the
Group’s development since Andrew and
Nicholas Howarth took over from their father.
Owning most Group properties and having
minimal borrowing, the Group has a strong
balance sheet. Turnover is expected to return
to more than £160 million in 2014-15, while
estimated pre-tax profits are £7 million.
Employment is growing again too with nearly
950 people working for the Group. Arbor
Forest Products is the largest privately owned
UK timber importer, Howarth Timber &
Building Supplies ranks among the top ten UK
merchants, and Howarth Timber Engineering
Solutions and Howarth Windows & Doors are
among the top five in their respective fields.
The Group is well regarded within the
industry, with Arbor Forest Products regularly
winning the accolade of Timber Trades
Journal Softwood Trader of the Year since the
inception of the award. Other awards have
also reflected the quality of the workforce
(Peter Kelly in 2012 and Cameron Reid in
2014 both received the Timber Trades Journal
Career Development Awards).

The brothers have retained a deep personal
interest in and knowledge of the Group while

building a professional senior management
team which has made a strong contribution
towards the development of the business. At
group level Andrew Howarth, Nicholas
Howarth and group finance director Jason
Sinclair take an overview of the performance
of the business, increasingly important as the
Group expands. But the Group still believes in
devolving a significant degree of responsibility
to local management, a model that has
proved so successful. Every company other
than the merchant business has a subsidiary
management board which meets monthly,
determining its own strategies. Within
Howarth Timber & Building Supplies branch
managers effectively run their own
businesses within their cluster management
structures. The Group has deliberately
retained a flat management structure which
allows managers almost instant access to
group directors and facilitates speedy
decisions. Every part of the Group also
operates its own sector-specific software
under the overall guidance of a group head of
IT. IT is also helpful in forming a group-wide
view of the overall performance of the
business. A current project aims to harmonise
financial data across the Group to achieve
consistency in financial reporting and ensure
timely, accurate and visible management
information while highlighting priorities and
anomalies. Similarly throughout the Group an
integrated biometric time and attendance,
payroll and HR management information
system is being deployed. This will improve
operational efficiency, consistency of best
practice procedures and the quality of
management information.

The challenge of devolved management,
particularly within the merchant business, is to
ensure that this does not prevent
collaboration to benefit from best practice and
91

HOWARTH TIMBER GROUP 1840-2015

maximise performance. This has been the
purpose behind the development of a regional
structure and the clustering of branches. The
launch of the Group’s new website in 2015
will also help, challenging managers to work
more closely with each other to ensure it
becomes successful, with existing customers
expected to divert at least part of their sales
to the web. E-commerce, still relatively new
within the merchanting market and
accounting only for a small share of overall
sales, will be the focus of the website, which
will also improve the technological links
between the business and its customers.
Similarly, managers are being encouraged to
share orders where they relate to customers
beyond their own branch boundaries since
this is in the wider interests of the Group, with
the potential to make significant savings on
transport costs.
The brothers intend to carry on running the
business for some time yet. They consider
themselves as stewards of the business for
family, management and employees. Growth
is essential in part to offer employees
opportunities to reach their own potential.
Giving people the skills to do a good job has
long been part of the Group’s success. Many
employees spend many years with the Group.
There is an on-line training academy with a
hundred different course modules; a
management development programme,
leading to a diploma and postgraduate
diploma in management; and extensive sales
and product training. While there is an
emphasis on internal training and promotion,
the Group also recruits graduate
management trainees and trainee designers.
In 2014 Howarth Timber & Building
Supplies was awarded the Builders
Merchants Federation Training Company
of the Year Award.
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The windows and doors factory epitomises
the Group’s approach. Mick Toner, the factory
manager, noted how 60 per cent of his 137
employees have more than ten years’ service
while fourteen of them have more than twenty
years’ service. With women making up 45 per
cent of his workforce, several of them are in
senior positions, including two senior team
leaders and five cell leaders. The factory first
achieved the Investors in People award in
2005. More than 80 per cent of staff have
achieved NVQ Level 2 in Business
Improvement and Manufacturing
Improvement. Many managers and staff are
themselves qualified to deliver training and
have designed several training courses. Mick
underlined how the Group personally gave
him opportunities to make progress through
constant training and development. ‘I started
as a truck-driver and the company showed
faith in me. If you’ve got anything about you,
the company will give you an opportunity.’
The Group’s family nature is valued among
customers, given the continuing importance
of personal relationships in the industry. Even
in today’s more competitive climate, many
branches have customers of more than 30
years’ standing, largely because local
managers have the ability to respond swiftly
to the needs of their local customers. These
relationships are cultivated in other ways,
particularly within the merchant business,
such as the annual charity cricket event, held
in 2014 at Elland Cricket Club in West
Yorkshire, providing an informal setting for
staff and customers while raising funds for a
children’s charity. Following staff consultation
the Group has adopted Caudwell Children as
its charity for a three-year period. Working
together, the company and its staff organise
various fundraising events. Some of these
may be local such as a cake baking

THE HOWARTH TIMBER GROUP: 1988 ONWARDS

competition at New Holland, or a companywide one such as the climbing of Scafell Pike
by 50 members of staff, suppliers and
customers in September 2014, which raised
over £9,000.

In 2015 the Group celebrates its 175 year
anniversary. Under the direction of Neale
Brewster, an extensive programme of events
is being organised involving staff, customers,
suppliers and the Caudwell Children charity.
With financial support from suppliers, the
Group is investing over £400,000 in these
celebrations, which will include taking over
1,500 members of staff and their families to
Alton Towers.

All this helps to create a positive environment
within the Group. This comes from the top
down. The Howarth brothers, with their deep
understanding of the business and the
industry, and their great attention to detail,
display an infectious enthusiasm and pride in
the business. While they expect high
performance, they are very supportive of their
staff. They are also open-minded, willing to
listen to reasoned arguments from their
managers, and making quick decisions. Neale
Brewster, the Group’s marketing and product
development manager, summed it up as
‘Every day is fun, and every day is
challenging. When we do something new, we
do it properly.’ Having joined the Group in
1981, Neale is typical of the core of longerserving, friendly and knowledgeable staff at
the heart of the business. David Storey,
director of the Wakefield branch, joined the
company in 1973, the same year as his
assistant manager Geoff Hill, while his

building materials manager Stephen Baxter
joined in 1984 and his shop manager Stephen
Tissington in 1986. For David Storey, the key
is overall job satisfaction and the appreciation
that the Group is investing in the career
development of every member of staff. Jason
Ostler, who joined what is now Arbor Forest
Products in 1998, has progressed from a
sales representative to northern sales
manager, sales director and latterly
commercial director. Jason Rothwell has
benefited from a postgraduate course in
leadership and strategy at Birmingham
University. ‘You feel part of an organisation
where you can make a difference and you’re
made to feel that you really do matter.’

Of the next generation, Andrew’s children,
Imogen and Louis, already work in the
business. Nicholas’s daughter Francesca
currently works as a graduate management
trainee for Unilever while his son Alistair is still
at school. Andrew and Nicholas intend to
continue developing the business in a way
that will allow each of its separate parts to be
run independently by their local management
boards while strengthening further a
professional non-family management team.
This, however, must not impede the ability of
the Group to react quickly to the needs of
customers or changes in the market. The
prospects, they believe, are good since
sooner or later the UK must build more
houses. At the same time, conscious of the
volatile nature of the industry, so dramatically
illustrated in recent years, they are
determined to maintain a policy of financial
prudence, husbanding their resources for
continuing reinvestment.
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