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Julian Healey

Chief Executive

2017 Training Days
2 n d  &  2 2 n d 
N OV E M B E R 

2 0 1 7
BOOKING NOW

I am delighted with the very 
positive feedback for this 
year’s conference and the 
encouragement from both 
members and Council to 
build on that format.
We owe a great debt to 
Teresa for all her hard work in 
making this annual event the 
acknowledged success that it 
has become.
The detail of the individual 
speakers’ talks is addressed 
in this issue and, if you did 
not attend, then you certainly 

missed out on a most 
enjoyable, educational, amusing 
and informative occasion – and 
one which affords formal CPD at 
a very competitive price: if only 
all conferences could offer such 
value for money.
At the conference I was pleased 
to announce the launch of 
the new Memorandum of 
Understanding. A key driver for 
the new MoU is the increasing– 
misinformed – criticism of 
the fixed charge receivership 
regime; such criticism coming 
from borrowers, MP’s and 
the press.
The IPA, RICS and nara have 
listened and responded to this 
criticism in two ways: by seeking 
to correct misunderstanding; 
and by acknowledging that 
much of the discontent comes 
from a lack of transparency. 
Of particular concern is the 
perceived lack of transparency 
over the regulation of fixed 
charge receivers.
The new MoU addresses this 
by the introduction of clearly 
defined roles for the three 
parties who now from the 
bedrock of the Fixed Charge 
Receivership Scheme; by 
making it clear that members 
of the Scheme are strictly 
regulated, and by whom; by 
clarifying the concept of the 
independent monitoring of 
practitioners; by publishing our 
Practice Statements to the world 
at large; and by introducing 
a system for the handling of 

complaints.
Practitioner members will 
therefore now be included 
in a cycle of independent 
monitoring. This will be carried 
out by the IPA on behalf of 
the Scheme. Such monitoring 
will be conducted against 
the criteria set down in our 
Guidance Notes. It is therefore 
essential that members remain 
familiar with those Practice 
Statements and Guidance 
Notes.
Guidance Notes are, inevitably, 
subject to change. Indeed, 
our Council member Anthony 
Salata has charge of the routine 
cycle of review and updating of 
them. Of particular significance 
is the current re-writing of 
GN2 which deals with Conflict. 
This note has been revised to 
accommodate not only changes 
in public perception, but also 
to incorporate the new RICS 
directive (effective January 
2018) and to give clearer focus 
upon what nara considers to be 
potential conflict situations in 
the difficult arena of FCR work 
– and equally what is perceived 
as not being a conflict. GN2 will 
be published and distributed to 
our membership when signed 
off formally.
The handling of complaints has 
been simplified: reference to the 
nara website now gives clear 
guidance on how complaints 
should be pursued against fixed 
charge receivers. The issue of 
regulation stays firmly with the 

Regulatory Professional Body. 
It is not nara’s role to regulate 
– our role is to represent your 
interests and to speak as one 
voice to lenders, borrowers, 
regulators and government.
I am pleased to confirm that 
following Stuart Jones term 
as chair of the nara marketing 
committee, Doug Robertson 
of Irwin Mitchell has kindly 
taken over that role. Doug has 
convened his first meeting, 
has introduced new marketing 
ideas (some radical) and I look 
forward to working with Doug 
over the coming months. We 
are grateful to Stuart for his work 
during his tenure – as well as 
the use of his London office!
We now look forward to our 
November training days. 
Members will recall that 
these days (Rochdale and 
then repeated in London) are 
focussed on training – legal 
and technical updates – they 
are designed to ensure not 
only that our members are up 
to date, but they also provide 
valuable CPD. Nara is the 
acknowledged provider of fixed 
charge receivership training and 
CPD; attendance at our course 
and conference secures the 
required CPD hours for your 
continuing membership of the 
RPR Scheme. These hours can 
also be counted towards the 
generic CPD hours required by 
your professional body.

latest developments
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The UK regions are enjoying 
strong rental growth in 
commercial property – but 
investments in small market 
town retail could be at risk 
warns Richard Shepherd-
Cross, managing director 
of fund manager Custodian 
Capital.

DESPITE a record £5bn of 
investment transactions in 
London during the first quarter 
of this year, activity nationwide 
was actually down by 6% on the 
five-year average, to £12.2bn. 
According to Richard Shepherd-
Cross, managing director 
of fund manager Custodian 
Capital, the specialist property 
division of wealth manager, 
Mattioli Woods, the drop-off was 
down to the lack of transactions 
in the regions, where the “big 
story” is rental growth.
“People don’t want to sell 
because things are going 
reasonably well in occupational 
markets,” he said. 
Richard heads up Leicester-
based Custodian Capital,  
which manages Custodian REIT 
(Real Estate Investment Trust), 
a closed-ended fund launched 
in 2014 to invest in sub-£10m 
commercial property assets in 
the UK regions with a focus on 
low gearing and income.  
In the last three years, has 
bought 130 properties worth 
£350m, from Aberdeen to 
Plymouth, Chester to Norwich.
“There’s been a real post-Brexit 
arbitrage, with mainly overseas 
money coming to central 
London. Though good for the 
city, this has also had the effect 
of pushing domestic investment 
into the regions. However, a lot 
of investors remain focussed on 
what they consider safe ground 
– central London. As most fund 
managers are based there, it 
makes sense to have assets 
nearby.
“Luckily, the regions feel 

less Brexit-sensitive. Our 
shareholders were generous 
enough not to flee the ship 
like rats and we didn’t see a 
big discount in our share price 
because of our regional focus.”
Using CBRE figures he 
acknowledged to be skewed by 
London, Richard showed that 
overall, yields were stable – at 
around 5.41% in the year to 
March 2017 compared to 5.47% 
in 2015. 
And rental growth to March 
2017 was at 2.8% nationally. 
Within that, the big growth area 
was industrial, at 7.1%, and 
shops came in at second place, 
at a surprising 5.5% growth. 
“This is the big story – 
particularly in the regions,” said 
Richard. “Growth is something 
we’ve been largely starved from 
2008 but which began to come 
through in 2015. But it takes 
a while to see the benefits of 
rental growth and five years to 
bring it into a portfolio.”
He explained the reason for 
rental growth in the regions was 
not so much market demand as 
a lack of market supply:  
“The market is starved of 
supply as there’s been no real 
speculative development since 
2008. Through that time, what 
was available has been taken 
up as occupiers have moved 
into available modern buildings.
“If you were to drive around 
the regional markets as an 
occupational agent looking 
for new premises, hoping to 
round the corner and find nice 
modern industrial and office 
building with To Let signs 
swinging in the wind, you would 
be disappointed. They haven’t 
been built.”
And the lack of new building 
was unlikely to be resolved 
soon, as support from the 
banks for development was 
simply “not there”, with lenders 
maintaining conservative loan to 
value rates.

A second factor to consider 
was the current under-renting 
of property in the regions, 
where many rents supported 
valuations that were below 
the replacement cost of the 
building. 
“Typically, an industrial building 
in the regions rents at £5 per 
sq ft. Yet, if you wanted to build 
new, the rent would need to 
be £6 per sq ft to make the 
development pay,” said Richard, 
“In fact, the only way to increase 
supply is if rents do grow, so 
growth should continue in the 
medium term.”
“In conclusion, regional property 
remains good value overall. 
We haven’t seen massive yield 
compression and we should see 
lower volatility in our markets.
“We are not in 2007. This does 
not feel like the crest of the wave 
where it’s all going to come 
crashing down.”

What could possibly  
go wrong?
But it was not all roses in the 
regions, warned Richard. 
Investors in small market towns 
were coming under fire from the 
big chain retailers, who were 
demanding severe rent cuts. 
“Some retailers are being very 
aggressive with landlords – 
saying they will halve the rent 
and are not interested unless 
the landlord accepts their offer.”
Businesses such as Arcadia 
– owner of stores such as 
Top Shop and Evans – were 
looking to contract. Where once 
they had their stores in every 
small town, they would now be 
operating only one or two as 
concessions and new stores 
would focus on major regional 
centres, Richard explained.
“The private investors with debt 
are going to struggle if the rent 
halves. We haven’t seen a lot 
of it yet, but retailers are only 
getting going with regards to 
rationalising their estates.” 

Problems may also be around 
the corner for office investment 
and even for industrial, the 
current darling of the market.
“I have limited my acquisitions 
of industrial property, including 
logistics, because it’s becoming 
too expensive,” said Richard, 
“There is a potential we are 
creating a bubble in that 
market.”
He explained one of the risks in 
the market was under-pricing 
the cost of obsolescence in 
older buildings. 
“The wearing-out of buildings 
is a hard cost to landlords, but 
not always priced in at the point 
of acquisition. When the lease 
comes to an end, landlords 
can be faced with a big 
refurbishment bill. Unless there 
is meaningful rental growth I’d 
say there are some risks there.”
More long-term factors affecting 
regional investment included 
the reliance on low-cost debt; 
inflation caused by the demand 
for index-linked income and 
cheap money provided by local 
authorities via the Public Works 
Loan Board, which fuelled 
price inflation for prime regional 
assets.
Finally, Richard warned that the 
UK’s nine largest open-ended 
property funds – often the 
subject of controversy due to 
redemption restrictions – were 
sitting on £3bn in cash, which 
however used, would impact on 
the market when it was.

are there roses in the regions?

Richard Shepherd-Cross
Custodian Capital
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From the US military special 
forces to special servicing at 
CBRE, global head of loan 
services, Clarence Dixon, 
takes no prisoners.  
He shares field tactics on 
how to recover bad debt 
across Europe.

Times are good – so many of 
the borrowers behind the € 21bn 
commercial real estate debt 
managed by the Europe team 
of real estate services provider 
CBRE have not felt the force of 
Clarence Dixon when he’s on 
the road to debt recovery.
Most of the debt currently 
overseen by the Germany-
based Californian, who once 
served in the US military reserve 
special forces, is performing 
well. He said the role of his 
teams was simply to manage 
it for clients. But the cyclical 
nature of the markets means 
contract breaches are never 
too far away – and that’s when 
borrowers get passed to the 
“Special Servicing” department 
of CBRE and may meet the 
harsher side of the global debt 
collector: “My job is simple: to 
maximise the recovery of the 
loan that has been invested 
upon,” he said, “If that means 
they’re going to give me back 
their asset, that’s their problem, 
not mine, and I will take that 
asset, in a heartbeat.”
But he prefers to get the 
borrower on side. He set out 
his three fundamentals for 
effective Special Servicing: first, 
stabilise the asset and borrower 
structure to buy time, second, 
base the loan strategies 
around maximising asset 
value and third, establish early 
communication and information-
flow with the borrower.
Clarence said: “What we try to 
do is go down a consensual 
rather than enforcement route, 
as in ‘I’m not going to pull the 
trigger unless you make me,’ 
which gives you quite a bit of 
leverage. The best thing that 

happens to me is in front of a 
borrower when I ask him, ‘how 
will you pay me back?’ and he 
can actually tell me. 
“If he can’t tell me how he’ll do 
it, I start devising a strategy of 
how I’m going to get my money 
back and that’s not good for the 
borrower. I’m not going to lose, 
that just doesn’t happen. 
“I tell people, if it’s performing, 
I got it, if it’s not performing, I 
got it, if it goes to Armageddon, 
that’s when the receivers get 
involved.”
Even when the receivers are 
called in, said Clarence, he 
doesn’t stand down. He sees it 
as an opportunity to put further 
pressure on the borrower to 
come up with solution or start 
working with them to find a 
solution.
Clarence explained how he 
arrived in London for the first 
time to a baptism of fire – it was 
August 2008 and the Lehman 
Bros were about to go down 
in the US, triggering a global 
financial crisis. It was his first 
experience of dealing with UK 
receivers. 
“I had £1m outstanding debt. 
I found a way to work with the 
receiver to actually get paid.  
It gave me the first taste of  
what my world would be like 
over the next few years. It wasn’t 
always fun.”
He stressed the importance of 
teamwork between lender and 
LPA receiver, “The moment I 
appoint a receiver, we become 
Batman and Robin – we are 
a team and have to have the 
same agenda. If we don’t, 
it confuses the borrower, 
the process, and actually, it 
confuses both of us, because 
none of us know what the other 
one is doing.
“You can work out who is 
Batman and who’s Robin 
later, but we must ensure 
we are aligned in goals and 
processes.”
He added recoveries were 
currently good in Spain and 

in the Netherlands, where the 
markets were “temperate”. The 
UK, however, was “too hot”.

How the land lies in Europe
Though half of the € 25bn debt 
under the management of 
Clarence’s teams is in the UK, 
the rest is spread across 15 
European jurisdictions, where 
the rules on debt recovery vary 
greatly. 
Clarence gave an overview 
of how the environments for 
carrying out his work differed 
across borders, in what he 
described as “the Good, the 
Bad and the Ugly”.
Under the “Good” heading 
came the UK, Ireland and 
the Netherlands. The UK and 
Ireland were “relatively lender-
friendly”, with control through 
receivership achievable in as 
little as 24 hours and multiple 
control routes available. In 
the Netherlands, things took 
longer – between six and 18 
months – but there was a well-
trodden foreclosure process. 
There were no banking licence 
or registration requirements 
and it was possible to change 
the directors of an SPV (Special 
Purpose Vehicle).
“I can get a court order to take 
over, put myself as a director, 
kick the borrowers out and I hit 
a home run,” said Clarence.
Countries placed in the “Bad” 
slot included France, Germany 
and Spain. In Germany, there 
is less regulatory pressure for 
deleveraging German loans 
and the banks tend to favour a 
hold strategy while focusing on 
internal cost structure. Also, the 
insolvency administrator works 
for him or herself, reducing 
motivation to collaborate. 
“The trick is to convince this guy 
that in order for him to make 
money, he’s got to make you 
some money. It sounds weird 
but it works,” said Clarence. 

In Spain, tenants have right of 
first refusal, an REO (Real 

Estate Owned) process must 
take place and keys must be 
obtained before the loan can be 
worked out which all slow the 
process. 
France was described as a 
“nightmare that will fry your 
brain” due to security voidance 
if the borrower becomes 
insolvent, a sauvegarde to 
protect borrowers for up to 10 
years, a lack of independent 
servicers and multiple debtor-
friendly enforcement rights 
which take time and money.
Finally, thrown into the “Ugly” 
category were Italy and 
Greece. Clarence regularly 
visits Italy where there is a 
huge amount of work in a 
jurisdiction characterised by 
long enforcement periods, 
substantial negotiating leverage 
for the borrower, a lack of 
clarity in the law and significant 
regional variations.  
“When people ask ‘How long 
will it take?’ I say, ‘a year, five, 
seven?’ It’s impossible.”
Greece was at the bottom of the 
pile, with political uncertainty 
and liquidity in the real estate 
market, a lack of independent 
servicers and the stranglehold 
of judicial proceedings. Despite 
this, Clarence described the 
situation in the beleaguered 
country as “looking up”.

don’t mess with the debt

Clarence Dixon
CBRE
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An economic slowdown in 
the UK is already underway 
following the Brexit vote and 
a “more traumatic era” in the 
long-term cannot be ruled 
out. Dr Andrew Sentance, 
a senior economic adviser 
with professional services 
company PwC and former 
Bank of England Monetary 
Policy Committee member 
set out the challenges facing 
the UK and global economy.  
Before analysing the effects of 
the shock to the UK economy 
that was the Brexit vote, Dr 
Sentance added some long-
game perspective to UK and 
worldwide growth figures. 
There was a tendency, he 
said, to remember only the 
experience of the last few 
years, rather than decades or 
even centuries. For this reason, 
there was a widely held but 
mistaken belief that the UK 
and other Western economies 
had never recovered from the 
financial crisis of 2007. In fact 
the UK’s average growth of 
2% in the last seven years, 
though much lower than the 
exceptional growth figures of 
more than 5% in the run-up 
to the crash, was exactly the 
same as the average growth 
figure since 1830! 
“So for the UK, the new normal 
is like the old normal, if we take 
a long enough perspective,” 
said Dr Sentance.
Furthermore, with record 
growth in the Asian emerging 
markets – with China and India 

logging GDP growth of 8% 
and 7.3% respectively between 
2010 and 2016 – worldwide 
GDP growth was very strong, 
set to treble from $33tn in 2000 
to $100tn in 2022.
Within that, the UK is predicted 
to a have a GDP of $3.5tn by 
2030, compared to China’s 
$26.5tn, the US at $23.5tn and 
post-Brexit EU, of 27 countries, 
at $18.4tn. In this scenario, the 
UK would place seventh on the 
world stage, behind Germany 
but ahead of France.
But despite these growth 
figures, Britain was already 
experiencing the short-term 
economic slowdown predicted 
by many economists in the 
wake of voters’ decision to 
leave the EU. Growth was likely 
to fall to 1.6% in 2017, though 
it was expected to creep up to 
2.4% over the next two to three 
years. This compared poorly to 
projections for UK growth of 3.5 
to 5% were the country to have 
remained in the EU.
Although the country’s 
low unemployment rate in 
comparison to other EU 
countries (4.7%) would help 
bolster the country, factors 
such as the fallen value of the 
pound and rising inflation had 
already seen a sharp drop in 
consumer spend in the first 
quarter and reduced business 
investment. He added that 
interest rates in the UK and US 
would rise to the “new normal” 
of 2% to 3% by the early 2020s.
“The idea that the economic 

forecasters got it all wrong 
is not true. We have seen 
the economy slowing and a 
squeeze on some consumer 
spending. We will pay some 
sort of economic cost over the 
next two to three years as a 
consequence of the vote,”  
he said.
Looking to the mid to long-term 
effects of Brexit, Andrew turned 
to the “unprecedented” Article 
50 negotiations. He said there 
were “two Ps and two Ts” to 
consider: Payment, People, 
Trade and Transition. The exit 
contribution was estimated to 
be anywhere between £20bn 
and £60bn, a figure which was 
“not a big issue” and could 
be absorbed. The outcome of 
the People issue, involving the 
rights of UK and EU citizens 
and future immigration regimes, 
was “mixed and uncertain”.
The issue of Trade in goods 
and services was “massive”, 
particularly for the financial and 
manufacturing sectors. And 
the matter of Transition was 
the most important of all for 
business, Andrew said.
“Business asks: ‘Is Brexit a cliff-
edge, where everything drops 
off or is it something where we 
can manage over a period of 
years?’
“Business can adapt to a range 
of different scenarios but we 
question how quickly. If there’s 
a reasonable transition period, 
we can adjust much better.”
Andrew added that the more 
certain and long-term positives 

resulting from Brexit would 

be seen in the form of greater 
regulatory freedom and lower 
fiscal contributions.
Summing up in a global 
context, the future was 
uncertain. The “political fall-
out and anti-globalisation 
backlash” substantiated by 
the Brexit vote and US election 
of President Trump, had two 
alternative impacts. Taking a 
positive view, there could be 
adjustment, acceptance and 
a new more stable economic 
order. However, a more 
negative outcome could not be 
ruled out, in which there would 
be continued global, political 
and economic conflict.
“If we went back from a 
globalised economy into a 
protectionist world, where 
countries started putting up 
barriers against each other, that 
would be very negative for the 
UK and every economy around 
the world.
“It can’t be ruled out that we 
could be moving into a more 
traumatic era.”

brexit: new economic order or long-term trauma?

Dr Andrew Sentance
PWC

Clarence Dixon, CBRE’s  
global head of loans 
services, on how to tell if a 
borrower is likely to pay:
“I used to call it ‘the hot seat’. 
When I call them in, I don’t want 
to talk about tea or something,  
I just want to know the answer to 
a simple question: ‘Do you have 
something in place?’  

If they cannot respond or start 
stuttering, it’s pretty clear they 
are making something up and 
you just put things in motion.”
Richard Shepherd-Cross, 
managing director of fund 
manager Custodian Capital, on 
rental growth variations within 
regions. 
“Although many fund managers 

are focused on London and 
the Southeast, it’s about 
micro-location, not macro. 
For example, Chester in the 
Northwest is a good town for 
opportunities and rental growth 
compared to Luton, in the 
Southeast, which is less good.”

keynote comment

Clarence Dixon
CBRE
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He famously brought down 
his own global jewellery 
business by calling one of 
his products “total crap”.  
But Gerald Ratner has 
fought his way back through 
ignominy and depression to 
once again enjoy success in 
the gem business.  
In an inspiring speech, he 
explained how he did it. 

There are few who have fallen 
quite such a long way as 
entrepreneur Gerald Ratner.  
His surname has practically 
made it into the dictionary, as 
in “to do a Ratner”, meaning 
to make a seemingly small 
error with disproportionately 
catastrophic consequences. 
The 67-year-old regularly 
appears in the Top 50 Worst 
Mistakes-type listings and 
was referenced as recently as 
during the Brexit campaign, 
when Boris Johnson called 
for an end to “this Ratnerism” 
which he accused David 
Cameron of, by trying to sell 
continued EU membership to 
the British public.
“People only think about me  
for that one mistake that I made 
so many years ago – but that’s 
not fair, because I’ve made  
lots of mistakes that I’m not 
credited for because of its 
magnitude,” quipped Gerald.
From the start of his talk, it was 

clear the wit that got Gerald 
into trouble – that led him to 
say his £4.95 Sherry decanter 
set was “total crap” and claim 
a prawn sandwich would last 
longer than a pair of his cheap 
earrings – had not lost its 
sparkle. 
With an almost non-stop run 
of jokes and perfectly timed 
punch lines, Gerald recounted 
a nevertheless harrowing tale of 
his fall from grace.  
He related how, after making 
those remarks to get some 
laughs at the Institute of 
Directors conference in 1991, 
he watched £500m wiped off 
the value of his Ratners Group 
– which included stores such 
as H Samuel, Ernest Jones 
and Watches of Switzerland. 
Shoppers left his stores in their 
droves, leaving him with a £1bn 
debt and a reputation in tatters.
As the country was going 
through a recession, he 
became a “tabloid press 
punch bag”, he said. The Sun 
newspaper even got together 
with a Trading Standards officer 
to disprove a claim that one of 
the retailer’s nine-carat chains 
was “unbreakable” by tying it to 
a car to test it. 
He revealed how the same 
newspaper had actually printed 
one of his jokes during the 
previous decade, without 
judgement: “The prawn 

sandwich one had even been 
printed in the Sun as quite 
funny. But in 1991, during the 
recession when everyone was 
struggling to pay their electricity 
bills, the press were looking – a 
bit like with Fred Goodwin in 
banking – for scapegoats.
“So a joke made in the 
mid-eighties was funny. But 
it was my mistake and a 
miscalculation to use it in deep 
recession,” he added.
When the group’s new 
“hotshot” chairman fired him 
from the company in order to 
salvage it, he limped home 
to his second wife, where he 
spent the next seven years 
“wallowing in grief”.
“I was very depressed because 
the business was my whole 
life, then it was suddenly taken 
away from me,” he explained, 
“I lost everything and I couldn’t 
believe this had all happened in 
such a short space of time over 
such a stupid thing. I believed 
what was said about me for 
years.”
Things got so bad that a 
psychiatrist prescribed Gerald 
anti-depressants, but he found 
they made him sluggish at a 
time when he needed to “be 
sharp and alert and to bounce 
back”.
It was only when his wife 
threatened to throw him out 
for spending all day in bed 

online and upwards

Gerald Ratner

important
Membership of nara is personal to our members  
and as such it is the member’s own responsibility  
to ensure that their own unique membership 
account number and invoice number are quoted 
on payments and in particular their membership 
renewal. Failure to do so will result in a delay in 
allocating member benefits, for example inclusion 
in the current nara membership directory.

Amy McMorrow Rhys Griffiths Tammy Wilkins

Congratulations to our 
newly qualified members

Also newly qualified are Andrea Shackleton and Philip Deyes
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2017/18 dates for your diary
Don’t forget to note the following dates in your diary:

Further details and booking form are available to download from the website www.nara.org.uk

21st June RPR Exam
19th Oct nara Fundamentals of LPA Receivership

19th Oct London networking drinks 6-9pm
2nd Nov nara Training Day Castleton Rochdale

22nd Nov nara Training Day Haberdashers’ Hall London
Jan 2018 nara Part I - Intro to RPR

April 2018 nara Part II – RPR Exam Revision
17th May 2018 nara Spring Conference Haberdashers’ Hall London

watching television that he took 
action. He ditched the pills and 
bought a bike.
“I got a road bike, which I still 
have to this day,” he said,  
“I cycle 25 miles every day. I get 
my best ideas when I’m on that 
bike. It solved my depression 
and still does.” 
He concentrated his first efforts 
on getting a job. But after 
approaching 20 companies 
and receiving 21 rejections 
(both the finance officer and 
chief executive saw fit to turn 
him down), it became clear 
that his reputation was going 
before him. By 1997, it dawned 
on him that to survive he would 
have to be his own boss again. 
As fitness had become his 
passion, his decided to open a 
health club in nearby Henley-on-
Thames. 
He found a suitable site on 
an industrial estate, for which 
he could buy the freehold for 
£0.75m or which he could 
rent at £65,000 a year. Due to 
being “completely skint” he felt 
renting was the best option, and 
planned to use initial takings 
to cover it. The site’s owners, 
however, said they feared he 
would “go bust again” and 
insisted he buy the freehold.  
So Gerald went cap in hand to 
the banks to ask for £750,000 
and a further £500,000 to do up 
the building. He was rejected 

out of hand. 
Not to be dissuaded, however, 
he next put a half-page ad in the 
local newspaper announcing the 
club’s opening in three months. 
He included an offer to waive 
the joining fee if customers 
set up a direct debit within a 
timeframe. He included an 
artist’s impression of what it 
would look like: “It looked the 
business, with a high ceiling, 
Jacuzzi, outdoor pool...  
if you’re drawing, you can draw 
anything!” he joked.
The ad prompted 850 people 
to pledge subscriptions. Armed 
with this, he returned to the 
bank, where the answer was still 
an emphatic “no”. Indefatigable 
to the last, Gerald visited 
10 more banks, all with the 
same answer. On the eleventh 
attempt, he struck gold. 
The obliging bank manager 
explained it was because his 
own wife had joined the club. 
“You need a bit of luck 
sometimes!” said Gerald.  
Five years later, he sold the  
club for £3.9m. 
Fuelled by his success, Gerald 
made his well-publicised move 
back into the jewellery business 
in 2002, as RatnersOnline. 
He had been persuaded by the 
chair of his former competitor, 
Goldsmiths, that he could use 
his notoriety to boost web hits to 
the new online business. While 

this time the press supported 
his right to a second chance, it 
was the City that doubted the 
venture: “In 2002, the cream of 
the City said internet jewellery 
would not work. Jewellery 
was touchy-feely and people 
wouldn’t buy it,” said Gerald.
But a phonecall from a diamond 
manufacturer in Mumbai, SB&T 
Int, provided the answer to his 
funding problems: “I thought 
it was a windup because his 
name was Mr Shittage but it 
turns out it’s a popular name in 
India. He said if I put £2m  
in, he’d match it, so we 
launched together.”
His trials, however, were not 
quite over. In a further twist, the 
chair of his old business – long 
since rebranded “Signet” and 
commanding a market value of 
£2.1bn – began legal action to 
block him from using the name 
Ratner, on the grounds it would 
confuse the marketplace.
“I couldn’t use my own name 
Ratner! I thought ‘now you’re 
just being spiteful’,” said Gerald.
He nevertheless backed down 
and GeraldOnline was born 
a year later, just in time for 
Christmas. The new website 
attracted 3m hits in the first 
week and today has sales of 
more than £25m.
In a fitting finale to a tale of 
triumph over adversity, Gerald 
recounted how, once the press 

had moved firmly from hostile 
to hospitable, he was even 
invited to star in a television 
series about mentoring small 
businesses. He said, when 
he told his wife that he was 
seriously thinking about it, she 
replied: “Don’t do it – you’ll 
say something stupid, wreck 
your new business just like old 
one and end up in bed again 
watching Countdown.  
What will you do then?”
And, according to Gerald, he 
replied: “I will just start all  
over again.”

Our speakers are invited 
to our conference for 
their insight, reputation 
and experience; they 
are encouraged to be 
provocative, to question 
and to challenge. 
As such the views 
expressed by our speakers 
represent their individual 
opinions and as such are 
not necessarily the views 
or adopted policies of 
nara.
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