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An International Reputation: 1990 Onwards

Trading conditions during the 1990s were very difficult and the company would not

working for the business after he had completed his three year course in printing,

exceed the turnover it achieved in 1990 until 1997. Orders declined in volume and

packaging and publishing at Watford College in 1993. He had wanted to widen his

profitability. With falling prices, the company had to cut costs to make a profit. It was a

experience elsewhere but companies had stopped recruiting and a lot were making

struggle and the company’s financial results in the early 1990s were mixed, just breaking

redundancies. Nick soon left the company though, joining a City print broker before

even in 1991, 1993 (when sales dipped below £4 million) and 1996, and making its first

returning to Smith & Ouzman in 1996 as UK business development manager. When Paul

ever loss in 1992.

Holland, who had become a full director in 1991, retired after 36 years in 1998, Nick was

Smith & Ouzman was not alone in facing these problems. All their competitors had
the same challenges. This was one reason why Nick Smith, Chris’s son, found himself
Smith & Ouzman's
entry for the raft race
c1990 with Colin
Trevelion, Andy
Blackie, Nicole
Ouzman, Murray Hicks
& Phil Mitchener.

appointed divisional sales director, following in the footsteps of his father, grandfather and
great-grandfather and became a full director in July 2002.
Phil Ouzman was assuming more and more responsibility for production. He had been
made a divisional director in 1994, becoming a full director in 1999. Alan Ouzman and
Chris Smith remained joint managing directors but took turns to act as chairman following
Keith Densley’s retirement in 1991 after 41 years with the business.
Under Keith Densley, Smith & Ouzman had always followed a policy of financial
prudence, reinvesting as much as possible without overstretching the company, cutting
back on capital spending when interest charges were increasing, repaying loans as quickly
as possible and keeping a steady eye on costs. Len Smith, who became a full director in
1991, continued this approach. Alan Ouzman and Chris Smith told him that he could take
any action necessary to keep the business going but, unlike other companies in the
industry, this should not include any job losses. For Len, that concern for staff summed up
the way the company was run.
Instead, faced with trebling rents on the company’s leasehold premises, the board
agreed with Len Smith’s recommendation that operations should be concentrated on one
site, in Brampton Road, with surplus space being sub-let. In 1997 the building behind
Smith & Ouzman became available and was used for the company’s finishing operations.
The company strengthened its balance sheet by buying from the local council the
freeholds of the Brampton Road site in 1991 and the Highfield Estate site in 1993. This also
achieved major revenue savings by eliminating rental costs. With other major capital
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Concept 8 colour
printing press.

expenditure out of the question for the time being, production was maximised by
increasing the number of people working shifts. By keeping a close eye on stock levels, the
company maintained a strong cash balance. All departments were tasked with reducing
costs and major management changes were made. The smallest economies often
provoked the greatest opposition, such as the replacement of the retiring tea man with a
vending machine! Major savings were also made from changing the company’s final salary
scheme into a personal pension scheme. The company’s coffers were also augmented by
the proceeds from the sale of Driver’s in Chelmsford, sold in 1995 to Independent
Registrars, the firm’s major customer.
When the board met to consider the future direction of the company in March 1995,
Smith & Ouzman had a reputation in the industry for being reliable and producing high
quality products. But it was also seen as expensive. The directors agreed that the company
needed to improve its efficiency and become more productive. To expand production,
ageing plant required replacing and so several new presses were purchased. These
included a digitally controlled Viva continuous press in 1995 for producing cheques and
labels. To offset the dwindling demand for continuous business stationery, a four-colour
Heidelberg flat sheet press was acquired in 1998, supplemented in the following year, for
more than half a million pounds, by an Automation web offset press. Customers had
become more demanding in speed of delivery and so in 2001 the company acquired a
million pound eight-colour Muller Martini Concept press, with faster running speeds and
quicker drying time for ultra-violet inks. Alongside all this came further investment in
personalising, enveloping and finishing equipment as well as in advanced computer
technology, using PCs and Apple Macs, making the concept of creating plates directly from
the computer a reality. Make-ready times have been slashed and productivity has soared –
as have customer expectations, demanding turnaround in a matter of two or three days
rather than several months.
Nick Smith’s search for new products when he came back to the company in 1996
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Chris Smith meeting
Jerry Rawlings,
President of Ghana, in
Accra, Ghana, on13
August 1998

had immediate success. Within six months, Smith & Ouzman had secured orders from two

in 2003 and the parliamentary and presidential elections held in Malawi in 2000 and 2004.

major public companies, Forte and Going Places, for gift vouchers. This utilised existing

While the Kenyan elections required 35 million ballot papers, 67 million ballot papers,

expertise within the company and further developed the company’s unique remote

weighing 350 tonnes, were sent to Nigeria on six charter flights.

ordering software. It also led to similar orders from a series of other blue-chip companies,

Through Nick Smith, who began travelling to the African continent in the late 1990s,

including Argos and HMV. At the same time the company continued to remain a market

the company made further headway in other markets, such as Botswana, Swaziland and

leader in supplying major banks, finance companies and, since the early 1990s, the Post

Zimbabwe. Although most of the company’s export business is concentrated in Africa,

Office with cheques, dividend warrants, postal orders and other material. Other new

Smith & Ouzman’s examination certificates are found in the Caribbean, its cheques in

products included security labels for immigration visas and self-adhesive labels for coupons

Pakistan, Nepal, Kuwait and Saudi Arabia and its ballot papers were used

while the examination certificates supplied by Smith & Ouzman became more and more

for elections in Afghanistan during 2005, the single largest order ever won

sophisticated. The company also capitalised on the trend towards adding value to basic

by the company. Since 1997,

services, through personalisation, storage of stock for customers, the development of

total exports have risen from

dedicated client software and financial management reports.

half a million pounds a year to

Close relationships between Smith &

three million pounds, more

Ouzman and many African clients in the

than a third of the company’s

education field, together with the quality of

turnover. Overseas success

the service offered by the company, brought

brought the company the

repeat business year after year. Being a family

Queen’s Award for Enterprise

business, with the continuity this gives, is a

in International Trade in 2000

characteristic much appreciated by customers

and again in 2005. Over the

in Africa, where so much emphasis is placed

previous three years export sales of printed

on the family. Chris Smith continued to

security documents had risen 121 per cent.

develop other markets he had begun to
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The achievement of the Queen’s Award

explore on the continent in earlier years. In 1991, drawing on the company’s much earlier

led to a prestigious visit in September 2004 by

experience in the UK, Smith & Ouzman supplied ballot papers for the Zambian presidential

the Duke of York in his capacity as special

election. This led to a string of similar orders, including the election for Uganda’s

representative for international trade and

constituent assembly in 1993, the first post-independence elections held in Namibia in

investment. The Duke’s party toured the

1994, the second multi-party elections in Kenya in 1997, the Nigerian presidential election

factory, meeting members of staff and being

(Top) Unloading election ballot papers
in Kabul for the Afghanistan elections
in September 2005.
(Above) Unloading election ballot papers
in Pristina for the elections in Kosovo
in November 2002.
(Left) The citation for the Queen's Award
for Enterprise - International Trade 2005.
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introduced to some of Smith &
Ouzman’s overseas agents and
customers who had travelled from
Kuwait and Ghana for the occasion.
The company has developed a
leading reputation in the security

The Duke of York
visited the company in
September 2004 - (left
to right) Chris Smith,
the Duke of York, the
Reverend Adote (West
African Exams Council,
Ghana), Bill Armetifio
(Ghana), and Waleed
K Ali (Kuwait).

printing field. There is a huge variety
of security features available today,
including watermarks and holograms - the company has its own watermark and
holograms and can also create bespoke watermarks and holograms. There are inks which
are invisible, magnetic, fluorescent and machine-readable, that are sensitive to erasers,
solvents and other chemicals, and that change colour under temperature. Different
combinations of inks, typefaces, embedded threads and fibres, can all be used to build up
multiple layers of protection, making counterfeiting and forgery all but impossible. Today’s
examination certificates, for instance, are personalised, often including a photograph,
each bearing an encrypted two-dimensional bar code devised by the company that
contains all the information on the certificate. If any doubts are raised about authenticity,
the bar code can be scanned from a fax by the examination authority to verify the details.
The list of other documents incorporating these measures, documents that many of us
handle every day, ranges from banker’s drafts and bearer bonds, birth certificates and
cheques, dividend warrants and driving licences, to ballot papers, event tickets, gift
Hologram embossing of cheques and money orders.

vouchers, import licences, pass books, postal orders, security labels and share certificates.
In August 2001 Alan Ouzman took a step back from the business when he gave up
his position as joint managing director. Sadly, he died on holiday in the summer of 2005,
having made an invaluable contribution to the technical development of the company in
more than fifty years with the business. In the same year Len Smith retired after steering
the business with a sure touch through some difficult times to renewed prosperity. His
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Chris Smith and Alan
Ouzman at Alan
Ouzman's retirement
in August 2001. Alan
was presented with
three framed five
pound notes dating
from the 1950s.

successor Peter Ellis took over this

enhanced the reputation of Smith & Ouzman in the UK and overseas. Aware of the need

responsibility and started by filing

to be more flexible in the face of a constantly changing market, the company has

the

ever

responded to greater customer expectations by offering clients a seamless service from

accounts. Chris Smith took over the

conception to completion and beyond. This, in turn, strengthens the relationship between

role of chairman and, in addition to

the business and customers, which in this field, perhaps more than most, relies absolutely

this role, continues to play a key role

on trust and confidentiality, characteristics associated with Smith & Ouzman throughout

in

its history.

company’s

the

strongest

development

of

the

Smith & Ouzman won the Queen's Award
for Enterprise in International Trade for a
second time in 2005. Seen here at the
formal presentation on 13 July 2005 are
(left to right) the Chairman of East Sussex
County Council, Nicole Ouzman, Phil
Ouzman, Yvette Smith, Chris Smith, Len
Smith, the Mayor of Eastbourne, the Lord
Lieutenant of Sussex, Mrs Phyllida StewartRoberts, Nick Smith, Therese Ouzman, the
High Sheriff of East Sussex and, at the front
of the group, Mrs Winifred Ouzman.

company’s overseas sales. The
fourth generation of each family, in
Phil

Ouzman,

who

became

managing director after his father’s
death, and Nick Smith, sales
director, enjoy an excellent relationship, with their complementary skills in key areas of the
business. Sharing the same vision for the future, they are both keenly aware of their
responsibility to sustain and develop the business, not just for the sake of both families but
also for the sake of the company’s loyal and committed workforce of more than a hundred
people. The company’s staff, willing to work long hours and respond to the pressures that
come from operating in a very competitive market, are seen as indispensable to its success.
Many of them are long-serving and the company’s 25 Year Club now has 45 members.
Thanks to the company’s all-round achievement – rising exports, key UK contracts, the
constant modernisation of production and a comprehensive service for all clients – Smith
& Ouzman overcame the difficult years at the turn of the century to achieve record results
in 2003 and again in 2005. There would seem to be no reason why this trend should not
continue. The family board, with Chris Smith as chairman supported by Phil Ouzman and
Nick Smith, combines experience and vision in equal measure as well as providing a sense
of continuity too often lacking in many businesses. The board’s forward thinking and
innovative approach to production and sales has already expanded the horizons and
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Smith Family Tree

William SMITH
1829-1870

Ouzman Family Tree

Susannah HALL
1816-1870

William SMITH
1852-1924

Ernest SMITH
1875-

Albert SMITH
1877-

William SMITH
1879-1957

Richard OUZMAN
1773-1881

Richard OUZMAN
1802-1879

Elizabeth HALL
1852-1908

Arthur SMITH
1881-

Charles SMITH
1883-1954

Mable BIFFEN
1886-1968

Charles SMITH
1912-1971

Christopher SMITH
1943-

Aline SMITH
1968

Percival SMITH
1892-1944

Vivien YERBURY
1916-1970

Yvette BIOVIR
1944-

Pamela SMITH
1970-

Sidney SMITH
1887-1944

Beatrice JACKSON
1870-1960

Diana SMITH
1947-

Nicholas SMITH
1971-

Leanne McDOUGALL
1974-

Alan OUZMAN
1963-

Philippe OUZMAN
196348

Elizabeth SCOTT
1818-1897

Alfred OUZMAN
1844-1921

Alfred OUZMAN
1870-1945

Jane BRIGGS

William BRICKHILL
1816-1892

Annie STOCKER
1843-1914

Herbert OUZMAN
1873-1957

William OUZMAN
1874-1936

Edith REEVE

Jack OUZMAN
1905-1968

Winifred HURST
1910-

William OUZMAN
1906-1958

Therese MAURER
1940-

Dinah SHEPHERD
1964-

Quince OUZMAN

Nicole OUZMAN
1964-

Eric MOORE

Donald OUZMAN
1917-1944

Patricia OUZMAN
1934

John MOORE
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