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we’d lost the bid for the Lon-
don Olympic village to our 
main rivals, Dartford-based 
Select Plant. We had turned 
down a number of jobs to re-
serve the 20 cranes required. 
So much had been riding on 
us getting that contract.”

The situation worsened 
in step with the country’s 
deepening economic crisis. 
Only 26 per cent of its cranes 
were out on jobs by 2010. 
And there was a further 
price to pay – thieves hunt-
ing for scrap metal cost them 
£500,000.

But as the economy in the 
south began to turn, HTC’s 
giants resumed their posi-
tion on the capital’s skyline.

They are now present at 
some of the most prestigious 
buildings being created in 
the Square Mile, including 
the Cheesegrater building 
on Leadenhall Street close 
to Lloyds of London, which 
is costing £268 million and is 
the tallest office building in 
the City. Due for completion 
in November and designed 
by famed architects Rogers 
Stirk Harbour, it has earned 

C
ranes cluttering 
London’s skyline 
are such a clear ba-
rometer of econom-
ic recovery, even the 
Bank Of England 

use them as a guide.
“Companies like ours are 

the first into and the first 
out of a recession, which is 
why deciders of monetary 
policy tend to use tower 
crane deployment as a refer-
ence point. They are clear 
indicators of what investors 
are doing with their money,” 
explains David Holder, man-
ager of Sheffield-based HTC 
Plant, one of the UK’s big four 
tower crane companies.

The construction compa-
ny is better known locally as 
the owner of the Christmas 
Crane, a festive beacon on the 
South Yorkshire skyline every 
December since 2003.

But few who pass it at 
Junction 34 on the M1 have 
any idea that the owners of 
the crane bearing surely the 
loftiest season’s greetings in 
the UK are industry giants 
without whom many of the 
most ambitious and well-
known commercial building 
projects would never get off 
the ground.

As well as dominating the 
view from the motorway, HTC 
Plant’s cranes occupy sky-
lines from central London to 
Dubai and Kenya – and over 
oil rigs out in the North Sea.

And while the governor of 
the Bank Of England looks 
out of his window over the 
cranes now towering over 
the Square Mile again, local 
economists would be wise to 
pay a visit to HTC’s yard on 
Grange Mill Lane, near Shef-
field’s Blackburn and Win-
cobank area.

Lying parallel to a lengthy 
stretch of the M1, it’s now 
looking depleted. No won-
der; 80 per cent of the com-
pany’s 240-strong fleet is out 
on hire at £4,000 a week.

It’s a very different scene to 
four years ago. HTC’s spindly 
red structures, which once 
dominated the London sky-
line as Canary Wharf was 
built, and played a key role in 
the demolition and rebuild 
of Wembley Stadium for five 
years, were dormant.

The company site in Shef-
field was so crammed with 
dismantled cranes, HTC had 
to rent an extra 30 acres of 
space in West Yorkshire.

“We were shedding jobs, 
cutting wages, the reces-
sion hit us really hard and 
very early,” remembers Dave 
Holder. We can pinpoint 
the day in May 2009 when it 
started to hit us – we heard 
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An HTC crane from Sheffield towers over the London skyline

David Holder, general manager at HTC Plant Limited, Sheffield,An HTC crane from Sheffield at Fenchurch Street.

David Holder

Spotters craning 
their necks for   
a rare sighting
Bored with train-spot-
ting? Then aspire to loftier 
things – crane-spotters are 
a growing breed. Enthusi-
asts travel the length of the 
country to see the giants 
being erected and disman-
tled – and keep records of 
the rarest models.

“Cranes are fascinat-
ing things,” says HTC Plant 
boss Dave Holder, who be-
gan his fascination when he 
joined the firm at the age of 
15 back in 1981, two decades 
before the company was 
taken over by current own-
ers the Hartington Group. 

 “They have a unique view 
of the world and seem to 
be held in the air by magic. 
Tower cranes can only be 
erected by another crane 
– a self-erected model. 
It’s quite a sight. There’s a 
guy in Leeds who rings us 
twice a week to find out our 
erection and dismantling 
schedules. He turned up to 
see them happening where-
ever they are in the country, 
rain or shine.

“Lots of guys in London 
turn up to photograph 
them, too. And other crane-
spotters are keen to see 
the most exclusive mod-
els at work. A number of 
HTC’s cranes are limited 
editions,” he says proudly. 
“There were only seven 
500Bs made in the world 
from 1999 to 2006 and we 
have four of them. And we 
have 11 of the world popula-
tion of just 20 320Bs. “

The most common ques-

tion Dave and his team get 
asked is why cranes don’t 
blow over.

“It’s all down to the right 
amount of concrete bal-
last at the base,” he says. 
“They are built to with-
stand winds of 160mph and 
we have an excellent safety 
record and very stringent 
training and procedures, 
but if the ballast is not cal-
culated correctly, it can go 
badly wrong. In 2009 one 
of our cranes tipped over 
and fell into a block of flats, 
leaving the operator disa-
bled. An inquiry proved the 
construction company had 
got their sums wrong for 
the base.”

The second most com-
mon question is where 
does a crane operator go 
to the loo. “The proper an-
swer is he has to make the 
half-hour climb down the 
interior of the crane tower,” 
reveals Dave. “But in an 
emergency, there’s a bottle 
filled with absorbent crys-
tals in his cab.”

its nickname because of its 
distinctive wedge shape.[

Also under construction in 
the financial district heart-
land, with assistance from 
HTC, is 20 Fenchurch Street, 
the renowned ‘Walkie Talkie’ 
building. The unusually-
shaped 500-foot, 37-storey 
skyscraper famously melted 
the roof of a parked car by 
channelling solar glare down 
to the road below.

HTC’s biggest cranes, giants 
capable of lifting 60 tonnes, 
fives times the load of a regular 
crane, are currently work-

ing on the refurbishment of 
London Bridge Station. Others 
can be seen clawing the clouds 
at New Street Square, Angel 
Court and on the Thames 
South Bank.

The company also hopes 
to win work on the second 
phase of a 10,000 new homes 
development on the Green-
wich peninsular.

“We do so much work in 
London companies ask why 
we don’t relocate there, but 
we’re happy on the outskirts 
of Rotherham,” says Dave. 
“The M1 is on our doorstep 

and land is so much cheaper.”
The company, which 

helped to build Meadow-
hall, Don Valley Stadium and 
Sheffield’s Velocity Tow-
ers, is also looking forward 
to finding more work on 
its doorstep again. London 
and the south are definitely 
booming but we haven’t seen 
such positivity in the prov-
inces yet,” says Dave.

“We predict, though, that 
it will reach South Yorkshire 
by the second quarter of 
2015. There are some very 
interesting jobs coming up in 
the North around that time; 
university extensions, of-
fice and residential develop-
ments in Manchester and oil 
industry-driven office blocks 
in Glasgow. It’s all a very clear 
indicator that money is mov-
ing again here and better 
times are on their way.”

HTC’s workforce is feeling 
the benefit, Its 450-strong 
again and the firm is recruit-
ing for extra admin staff, a 
junior CAD technician and 
apprentices to build on the 
company’s success.

ers often don’t work in ‘business-to-busi-
ness’ markets.

In our experience, marketing compa-
nies use different approaches – those that 
focus on the client’s needs, and those that 
focus on their own needs. A marketing 
company that focuses on your needs will 
work with you to develop strategies for 
generating the greatest number of sales 
leads at the lowest cost. Those that focus 
on their own needs won’t talk to you about 
results, but may try to sell you.

Also, you need to understand at the 
outset how long you want to be involved 
with the marketing company. For exam-
ple, do you want to have someone design 

you some literature, write 
some copy or create a website 
and then hand it over for you to 
manage?

Or do you want a long-
running engagement with a 
company which will manage 
your marketing for you? This 

could be very useful if you don’t have an 
in-house marketing specialist. Either way, 
be clear in your contracts who owns the 
rights to your brand, literature, images, 
etc or you may find you don’t control your 
own image and marketing material.

Always remember that you under-
stand your products, and your clients’ 
needs, better than anyone else. Websites 
and social media, for example, are just a 
means to an end – the whole focus of your 
marketing activities should be on commu-
nicating the unique benefits of your prod-
ucts or services to your target customers.

GETTING THE 
RIGHT FIT

MARKETING 
MATTERS
New columnist Jackie Cook of Sheffield’s 
CQ Strategic Marketing shares some trade 
secrets on business promotion...

H ow should you choose your market-
ing company? It’s something you 
need to get right, or you are wasting 

your money.
Here are a few points to consider when 

choosing a marketing company that’s the 
best fit for your business and understands 
your customers.

First of all, who do you sell to? If you 
want to market your product or service to 
businesses, you will find your needs are 
different to those selling to consumers. 

When you sell your products or serv-
ice, you are selling solutions to your cus-
tomers’ problems – whether that is help-
ing them to reduce costs or downtime, 
or increasing productivity 
and profits. The aim of your 
marketing should be to com-
municate the unique solu-
tions you can provide to your 
target customers in the most 
effective ways possible. And 
your marketing company can 
help you to do this if they understand your 
business and your customers. 

Marketing to businesses is a differ-
ent approach to marketing to individual 
‘consumers’. Consumers often buy based 
on emotion – because they love a particu-
lar brand, for example – and they typically 
pay with their own money. 

A return on their investment isn’t usu-
ally a factor, and they’re not accountable 
to a board of directors or the sharehold-
ers. 

But the brand and image-focused mar-
keting techniques that work for consum-
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