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Dear Sir or Madam 
 
Regulatory Inspection and Enforcement Review 
WH AT  D I R E C T O R S  O F  SME M AN U F AC T U R E R S  TH I NK 
 
Thank you for agreeing to give us an extra week to submit our response on behalf of UK 
SME manufacturers.  The attachments contain the interview texts and the questionnaire sent 
to participants. 
 
EAMA is an alliance of trade associations* representing 1,000 companies, with a turnover of 
£3 billion.  EAMA’s main findings are: 
 
The good news: 

• The number and timing of visits in general are not a problem. 
• Most of the companies rated most of their inspectors as good and believe that they 

are treated fairly compared to their UK competitors  
• ISO standards are used as a commercial framework setting process standards that 

help simplify inspections 
• Although all inspectors are clearly under considerable pressure there was only one 

mention of ‘pick and paste’ assessments, where the inspector responds with a failure 
notice and no other explanation of how to put it right than a reference to the relevant 
regulation (interview 4) 

 
The problems 

• Regulation affects manufacturing companies (interviews 1 to 5) to a much higher 
degree than service or sales companies (interview 6). 

• There seem to be too many ambiguous regulations.  They are a source of conflicting 
advice, especially where there is a high turnover of inspectors.   

• Inspectors are under pressure and tend to give ‘safe’ black and white guidance, 
probably involving high expenditure (interviews 2, 4 and 5) 

• There are specific problems related to  
o The specialist technical training/education (chemistry and physics) for certain 

inspectors to truly understand what they are inspecting and give an 
authoritatively subtle assessment (interview 4 and 5) 

o The complexity and ambiguity of VAT regulations with regard to exports 
(interviewee 1 will find it easier to export from his US plant into the EU!) 

o How to implement some of the new employment recommendations which 
have the force of regulations e.g. on stress which can be used as a “rogues’ 
charter” (interviews 3 and 4) 

 
Swamped in the future 
All the manufacturers see new regulation as one of the central problems for UK 
manufacturers, more important even than “vicious competition”.  There is a perception that it 
is becoming so overwhelming that it could ‘do for manufacturing’.  
 
They criticise the fact that it is unending.  Each regulation has to be understood and new 
processes put in place to ensure that the requirements are met.  No sooner is one dealt with 
than there is another.  Such responsibility cannot be handed over to a third party.  It’s the 
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duty of the directors to ensure that their company complies, but in doing so there is never a 
contribution to the bottom line, rather always an additional cost. 
 
“We are shooting ourselves in the foot.”  “We are setting an example to the world and are 
going to pay the price.”  “Heavy regulatory burden … (makes) us as uncompetitive as other 
EU members.” 
 
Conclusions 

• SME manufacturers are disillusioned that government doesn’t seem to understand 
the nature of the regulatory threat and what it means to the UK’s manufacturing base. 

• Common commencement dates are not going to solve the issue while there are other 
states making life easier for their companies. 

• There is a huge ‘sunk cost’ in analysing new regulations and putting the processes in 
place to ensure that the new standards are delivered.  Even for small companies it is 
conservatively estimated to be in the region of £20-50,000 per annum.  Much of this 
is duplicated effort, which threatens the competitiveness of UK supply chains 
(interview 3 on Motor Sport Valley). 

 
Recommendations 

• Instead of introducing new regulations inside the calendar agreed in Brussels, the UK 
should use the maximum time allowed, so that there’s the opportunity to take 
advantage of the new technologies that will be developed across the EU to deal with 
the new requirements (interview 2). 

• Government would gain much by publicising the fact that it understands the 
regulatory problems of manufacturing SMEs facing international competition.  And 
although one hates to suggest yet another talk-fest, there must surely be ways for 
government to obtain useful, creative ideas about how to ease the common burden 
of regulatory analysis, understanding and implementation for SME operators (e.g. 
through the Manufacturing Forum, help lines and the detailed and use of impact 
analysis to provide useful and practical guidance?) 

 
Yours faithfully 
 

 
Rupert Hodges 
Secretary 
 
 
*Note:  The member associations are: British Automation and Robot Association, British 
Turned Part Manufacturers Association, Gauge and Toolmakers Association, Manufacturing 
Technologies Association, Printing, Papermaking and Converting Suppliers Association, 
Processing and Packaging Machinery Association  
 
Attachments 
The texts of EAMA’s grass roots interviews 
The questionnaire sent to the participants in advance 
 
 
cc  
Member associations 
Nick Morgan -- DTI 
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EAMA GRASS ROOTS INTERVIEWS 
 

1 Interview – Packaging Machinery Manufacturers 
CEO of a packaging machinery company in East Anglia, operating out of two sites, employing 48 
people with £4 million sales into blue chip medical companies, with 75% going to export. 
 
“On fire and safety we run a tight ship.  We don’t have any solvent or that sort of thing, so we probably 
don’t have to spend more than two days a year on handling visits.  The advice we get is good, our 
record is good.  We are very clean.  Given our clients business we have to be.   And our record I think 
affects the way we are treated by the authorities. 
 
“But VAT is entirely different.  It’s a mess.  We receive conflicting information and it seems to be 
becoming ever more complicated.  The rules are so ambiguous, so open to interpretation. It almost 
seems as though the VAT inspectors are trying to find something wrong.  But I don’t blame them.  I 
rate the inspectors highly and they do the best they can in the circumstances.  The last one we had 
was superb.  It’s the rules and the ambiguity that create the problems.   
 
“We are VAT inspected probably once every three years.  We never see the same inspector twice.  
And each visit probably takes a minimum of four days work. 
 
“The key problem relates to exports.  We export to every EU country including the new accession 
states and the rules are a real nightmare.   
 
“If you export a machine alone you get a VAT number from the recipient, show proof of shipment and 
don’t pay VAT.  Simple! 
 
“However, if you install the machine in the recipient’s factory you have to charge VAT on the whole 
contract cost, - machine and installation, in the recipient’s country.  That means having to charge the 
VAT in the local currency and then sending it back to the local VAT man there. 
 
“Since we potentially sell into all 25 countries we have the nightmare of quarterly returns in umpteen 
different currencies and languages.   
 
“Everyone, with the exception of the UK VAT inspector says ‘No! It can’t be like that’, but it is.  I’ve 
been there, got the T-shirt.  I’ve written to everyone I can think of, even to the secretary of state and 
all have confirmed that this ridiculous procedure is correct.  But it’s too difficult for most of my 
contemporaries, so everyone ignores it. Unfortunately the VAT inspector has challenged us on it and 
now we have to do it. 
 
“The irony is that I have a mirror operation to the UK business in the USA.  It would be simpler for me 
to export the machine from the USA to Europe and have the client pay the VAT on import.  The UK 
operations do not have that option when supplying into the rest of Europe. 
 
“In the parallel US operation they don’t have to deal with VAT.  In the UK we do and have to have an 
accountancy department that is 50% bigger than the US to handle the paper and filings!  Mad!” 
 
 

2 Interview -- Machine Tool Manufacturers 
Managing director of a company employing 190 people, based on one site in West Yorkshire, with 
machine tool sales of £20 million pa into subcontractors for the automotive and aerospace industries, 
75% of the business in export markets. 
 
“We don’t really have much in the way of hazardous substances on site, so our dealings with the 
various inspectorates tend to be pretty straightforward and for the most part are handled by my 
manufacturing director. 
 
“On average I would say that we have a visit once a quarter from some agency or other, the local 
authority for the environment, HSE, VAT, the fire service.  Given the sectors we supply into we have 
to meet ISO standards and so we put a lot of effort into ensuring that we are up to speed to maintain 
our accreditation.  We run internal monthly checks and employ an outside agency to monitor us.  All 
of this probably costs us around £20,000 a year to do. 
 



 

The Engineering & Machinery Alliance, 62 Bayswater Road, London W2 3PS 
Tel: 020 7298 6450 Email: eama@mta.org.uk 

“The HSE inspectors we see are all pretty clued up.  They seem to know their business.  The water 
board has specialists and clearly know what they are doing.  We have a good record and that seems 
to affect the way they treat us.  But they are never short of advice.  We operate in fairly old building so 
this advice is usually to do with spending a shed-load of money:  a million pounds on a new roof, 
three hundred thousand on a new sprinkler system or a new fire alarm system when the one that we 
have was only put in four years ago. 
 
“Obviously we have to sort out the ‘nice to have’ from the ‘must do’ and in that our external 
consultants are helpful in bringing this sort of advice onto a more rational base. 
 
“As you can see we have no real grumbles domestically with our inspectors.  But we do operate to a 
different standard to our foreign competitors.  I see our EU competitor machines going into countries 
where the UK does not allow us to export to, such as Iran. 
 
“I see the UK amongst the first to implement new regulations out of the EU, while our partner states 
make sure that they take all the time they possibly can, right up to the deadline.  If the timescale set 
by Brussels is 2010 then in my opinion we should make sure that we implement it in 2010, not before.  
That way we have the opportunity to develop better, more economic processes to meet those 
requirements.  Too often the UK decides to meet new thresholds, which means that we have extra 
costs while our competitors carry on for five or six years with the old standards and at a cost 
advantage.  We are shooting ourselves in the foot!” 
 
 

3 Interview – Component Manufacturers 
Managing director, Midlands component manufacturer supplying mainly into tier one motor sport 
(60%), employing 23 people with sales of £1.4 million, 70% ultimately going to export. 
 
“Our main inspections relate to VAT, PAYE, National Insurance, rateable values and health and 
safety and the water company for effluent and the risk of leaching into the water table. 
 
“We operate to standard ISO 9001:2000 and arrange an annual audit to maintain our accreditation 
which is vital for the business we are in. 
 
“We probably have around three visits a year, excluding the accreditation, so I’m not worried about 
them and to be fair they aren’t frequent enough to conflict. 
 
“What is a worry, what is a frustration is the fact there always seems to be a new piece of 
documentation on my desk raising a new compliance issue that does nothing to contribute to the 
business.   
 
“A new compliance issue means understanding the requirements and putting new systems in place to 
ensure that we do it right.  I reckon that it takes half of my time and the time of other people in the 
business equivalent to at least £50,000 in money terms, when profits have been running at £30-
50,000 for the last three years.  So notionally we could have increased our investment plans, which 
would have been very helpful for our competitiveness. 
 
“We have received useful advice in the past, for example round our VAT inspection.  I rate the 
inspectors as good. 
 
“The only charge we pay is £1,000 for the accreditation visit.   
 
“We do have a good record, with only one very minor fault (a guardrail on a mezzanine floor) found in 
the last couple of years by the factory inspector.  And I believe that our good performance is reflected 
in the way the inspectors treat us.  We haven’t received any conflicting advice of any significance.  
 
“Statutory regulations are the single most discouraging factor I have to face in my business.  I can 
deal with vicious competition, but there is a never-ending flow of regulations coming across my desk. 
They seem to be designed to use up my time.  As soon as one is sorted, then there’s another.   
 
“For example the new health and safety requirements on stress at work that come in on October 1st. I 
fear they may become a ‘rogues charter’.  
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“Subcontracting is a busy world.  We work under pressure.  As a supplier in the motor sport industry 
we are often expected to deliver within extremely tight lead times, for example we may be asked on 
Tuesday to make a particular piece for delivery to Heathrow for a flight to Australia, The Far East or 
the USA on Thursday.  So I fear being tripped up by this sort of legislation.  Pressure and stress are 
inherent in our business.  Although they must be minimised, they can’t be avoided. 
 
“We can already see how environmental regulations are changing in the so called ‘Motor Sport Valley’.  
I may agree with the aims on a personal basis but my fear is that we are being pushed closer and 
closer to a precipice where the interlocking parts in the supply chain infrastructure will simply fall away.  
The UK is shedding ‘messy’ jobs like plating and heat treatment, which our components generally 
need a final operation.  The worry is that once the components go for treatment elsewhere, the 
components themselves will also be made elsewhere and the Motor Sport Industry will move too. 
 
“It seems that we are setting an example to the world and are going to pay the price too.” 
 
 

4 Interview -- Printers 
“We are printers based in South Wales, employing 85 people on sales of some £7 million mostly into 
the high street retailers; so we are UK dominated. 
 
“HSE, local authority and VAT inspectors probably average two inspections a quarter or one a month 
if you set the holiday period aside.  That’s probably equivalent to10 hours a month and involve, our 
Quality and Safety Manager, the Works Manager, Finance Director and a consultant we retain on 
HSE matters, looking after visits or filling out forms and other paperwork.  We also have to be mindful 
of the requirements that are set down for us by our water company for the treatment of effluent. 
 
“We have tried to put a cost on all this.  Taking an alternative opportunity view of it, which we think is 
fair from a company point of view, we think it’s around £28,000 a year. 
 
“Of course, HSE have the right to appear on the premises any time they like, and overall visits are 
pretty random, for example in May we had Factory Inspectorate, local authority and VAT over a period 
about 10 days, but on the whole it is generally better spaced out than that and if there are no issues to 
be dealt with, each visit lasts 2-3 hours, so that’s not bad. 
 
“Some of these visits have provided good advice in respect of waste and emissions in particular, but 
from talking to colleagues I think we are pretty lucky.  We have inspectors who seem to be much 
more knowledgeable about what they are looking at than elsewhere and the turnover in personnel 
does not seem to be as frantic either, so we have a pretty good long standing relationship which 
means that we get treated fairly. 
 
“We pay £820 a year for the Local Authority Guidance Notes which cover the authorisations we need 
for emissions. 

“I think that you can classify us as good boys.  It’s true that we’ve had one serious accident, when one 
of our employees burnt his hand on some new CE marked equipment from the USA, but that’s the 
first in over 5 years.  We have of course worked with HSE to sort the matter out from everyone’s point 
of view. 

“As far as improving the role of the inspectors is concerned I think the we are particularly lucky as I 
have said.  Others seem to be faced by a pick and paste mentality where the inspector simply sends 
back a report to say that their company doesn’t comply with regulation X which they are then referred 
to and left to solve.  In our case there is more interaction aimed a solving any possible problems. 

“I would also like to make some general points. 

“Inspectors are all too seldom experts in the field that they investigating.  For lack of numbers they 
may visit me, then go to the fish and chip shop down the road followed by the local petrol station and 
a transport depot.  Clearly that’s not ideal. 

“Products are coming into the country from outside the EU, marked CE compliant but clearly in a 
different category.  For example, US requirements are very different.  The ingredients in inks have to 
be listed for example.  But if it contains a hazardous ingredient, the fact that the ingredient is listed is 
sufficient and the product doesn’t have to be classified as hazardous as it would in the UK.  So, you 
have to be especially careful, otherwise one of our people can all too easily mishandle the product 
without realising it. 
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“One of the unintended consequences of regulation is that it aids and abets the claims culture, the 
ambulance chasing.  I also sometimes feel that as managers of the company, we are spending too 
much time trying to cover ourselves against events that are such a minimal risk they would be better 
discounted, especially when the costs are taken into account.  Inspectors seem to have very little 
concept about the cost of things.  That may be because the regulations are poorly drafted.  But I also 
believe it’s because the inspectors themselves don’t have sufficient training in the sciences (chemistry, 
physics) to be authoritatively subtle in their assessments.” 
 
 

5 Interview – Engineering Company 
Managing director of an engineering group, employing 150 people over three sites in the west and 
south central Midlands, with sales of £8.5 million into the automotive and aerospace sectors, 30% of it 
to export. 
 
“Visits by health and safety, quality assessors, building inspectors, VAT and environmental officers 
can be pretty much at any time.  They are dealt with variously by the finance, manufacturing and 
quality managers.  Taking all the sites into account, we are probably averaging one visit a month 
somewhere across the company, which in time lost will cost us in the region of £35,000 a year. 
 
“Visits are ad hoc, not co-ordinated and sometimes they do conflict.  As far as I can see they produce 
little useful advice, certainly nothing memorable.  Mostly the reason is that the inspectors have little or 
no understanding of the operations going on in the plant.  They are not able to give advice that is 
relevant.  It’s too black and white. 
 
“We do pay for some inspections, about £1,500 for quality inspections which are paid to the BSI. 
 
“We have a good record, admittedly with some minor ISO non-compliances, but nothing serious and I 
can only assume that this good record is taken into account by the authorities and that we are treated 
in the same way as our competitors. 
 
“UK manufacturing bears a heavy regulatory burden, mainly driven by the EU.  This puts pressure on 
our competitiveness, making us as uncompetitive as other EU members.  This affects our profitability 
and our ability to compete in the global market. 
 
“Personally I would like to see better qualified and better quality inspectors with a background in the 
industry.  (I would be against generalists.)  I would also like to see government change the emphasis 
in its relationship with manufacturing from inspection to support!  Government should keep in mind the 
UK needs to trade to survive and that means it really does depend on its manufacturing base.” 
 

6 Interview -- Robotics Sales and Service Company 
Managing director of a robotics company employing 23 people based in Oxfordshire with sales of £6.5 
million mostly into the automotive and food processing industries, all of it in the UK. 
 
“As a sales and service company we operate out of very modern, clean and attractive premises, a far 
call from the usual perception of an industrial site.  
 
“We are fully committed to meeting the standards required by our customers and do this through 
accreditation by Lloyds to the procedures set out in ISO 90001/2000.  To ensure that we do continue 
to meet these standards we have our own quarterly meetings to run checks with outside consultants 
and make sure that there is nothing concerning. 
 
“Their brief is to advise us of any upcoming changes, so that we can handle the issues and if needs 
be have the time to put new procedures in place if the standards change. 
 
“We have had occasional VAT inspections (last one two years ago) and visits from the local authority 
with regard to some building modifications that we wanted to make -- they came back to inspect the 
work once it was completed. 
 
“We pay about £1,500 a year for the consultant’s contribution and other than that as you can see 
have fairly little to do with the regulatory authorities.” 
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Send response ASAP to: 
Rupert Hodges at eama@mta.org.uk 
 
Or ring mobile: 07939 722 447 to schedule a 
telephone interview covering these questions 
 

HAMPTON REVIEW – REGULATORY INSPECTION AND ENFORCEMENT 
EAMA GRASS ROOTS INTERVIEWS 

 
Title of respondent 
How many employees in the UK 
Annual turnover 
Location(s) 
Main products 
Main customers (type and size) 
Exports % 
 

1. Which regulators do you have dealings with? 
 

2. How often?  Forms and visits? How many in the last x (month/quarter) period? 
 

3. How much time do you/your organisation spend dealing with them? 
 

4. Who mostly has to deal with them?  What does that mean? How much does this cost the 
company? 

 
5. Do the regulators you deal with co-ordinate their visits? Or do their visits conflict? 

 
6. Have you received useful advice from them following an inspection?  On what? 

 
7. How would you rate the quality of the inspectors you have to deal with? 

 
8. Do you pay a charge for inspections?  If so, how much for which ones? 

 
9. What is your record like?  Have you been found at fault?  Seriously so? 

 
10. Do the inspectors take adequate account of your past performance? 

 
11. Have you received seriously conflicting advice from different inspectors?  On what? 

 
12. Do they treat you fairly compared to your competitors?  If not, can you give specific 

examples? 
 

13. Any other points you want to make? 
 

14. Any recommendations?  
E.G.: 

• Changes to the regime? 
• Would you prefer to receive inspections from a general inspector who can call in 

experts if needed, or do you prefer to deal with experts on the spot? 
 
 


