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Although I was visiting the UK on a
holiday and ticking things off my
‘bucket list’ I could not resist the
opportunity to visit the industry

over there. Through my contacts at PPG
Industries Australia I was put in touch with
Danielle Aiken, who is the UK & Ireland
Marketing Communications Manager,
PPG Refinish UK & Ireland. Danni very
kindly arranged the meeting with Karl Vella
at his main shop in Skelmersdale, which is
one of four sites that he operates with the
biggest at around 50,000 sq feet.

Jeff Hendler from the USA was also in
the UK and he accompanied me to Karl
Vella’s where we met up with Danni who
had travelled up North to meet with us.

The first thing that we noticed on
driving down Gillibrands Road was that
you could not miss the shop! It is huge
and there is a lot of signage around so
that you know you have arrived!

Karl employs more than 200 across his

four facilities which include his two sons,
David and Matthew and one of his
daughters Jayne in the business. He
expects this number to increase to more
than 200 by early next year.

We sat down with Karl in his boardroom
with his management team which included
one son, David and chatted for some time
about the industry in the UK, Australia,
New Zealand and the USA. Danni also

David Newton-Ross was in the UK recently and took the
opportunity via PPG Industries to catch up with Karl Vella,

M.B.E., the owner of the Karl Vella Group with HQ in
Skelmersdale, close to Liverpool and three other facilities.
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joined us along with Simon Boulter, Major
Account Manager with PPG Industries. We
did not solve all of the challenges that the
industry has but at least we all know that
there is much common ground in how the
industry runs and how the shop owners
make it all happen!

Once we had that out of the way and
after a tour of the facility I talked to Karl
about how he got started in the industry,
how he got to where he is now and what
plans he has for future development of his
very successful business. At various times
during the interview Karl asked his
management team to provide some
information to us. 

NCR: How did you get started in 
this industry?
KV: I was driving my first car and had an
accident when I ran into the back of
another car. I did not have the money to
pay for the repairs to the car that I hit so
my girl friend’s uncle who owned a shop
said that he would carry out the repairs
but that I would have to work with him to
pay it off. I was working in a clothing
factory from 6.00am until 2.00pm and also
from 2.00pm to 10.00pm on split shifts. (It
is ironic that the large site that Karl Vella
now owns used to be the clothing factory

that he used to work at. In fact he pointed
to the very spot in the building that was his
workplace all those years ago!)

Before my afternoon shift I would go to
the body shop and work there for five
hours. Once I had paid off the repairs I
carried on working there for around two
years on the same basis. I then quit my
job and worked with him for another
three years. He did everything on the
cars and taught me to do the same. He
was a one man band and was never
going to expand the business so that I
could have a share so I got a job at a
body shop in Southport as a panel
beater. I worked there for about three
years. I was always unhappy working to
a standard that was only allowed and
paid for and decided the only way to
supply the quality I wanted to supply was
to work for myself. I started my own
business in 1986. I bought a small

lockup with four car spaces in Southport. 

NCR: Was that an existing business?
KV: No. It was a body shop way back but
still had permission to paint cars. I
employed someone who still works for me
now.  He is 73 now! (Karl was joking of
course) We were doing very little
insurance work and I got my first contract
with Rover from a local dealer. In 1988 I
also got a BMW contract with a local
dealer. We added Mercedes Benz and the
insurance work was flowing to us by
necessity with the type of work and
quality that we were doing. Our
customers were asking to come to us.

In 1992 we started doing a lot of work
for a company called Direct Line and in
1994 we bought this large facility on the
back of the work we were doing. 

NCR: If we go back to your first shop in
Southport – were you able to expand there?
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KV: Yes we added other yards and
bought houses around us. It was never
going to be ideal to do the sort of thing
that we do now. We were restricted and in
fact we are still there! That shop is a
prestige repair facility. 

After 1994 we then got involved with
many other organizations and insurers and
continued to grow. We bought shops in
Blackburn, Barrow and Preston eventually
owning five shops. We lost a major
contract about four years ago and closed
one of our shops (Blackburn) and many of
the staff moved to our other stores.

We are looking forward now to
expanding on our current number of stores.
One of the reasons I have not done so
earlier is that I have been heavily involved in
WorldSkills as an international judge and
worked with your people from Australia and
New Zealand for the past 13 years.  

The next phase for us is to expand into
areas where we can see potential. I have
a great team around me who can deliver
on the promises that David and I make
when sourcing new business. We also
have a template for the type of shops that
we want to open.

Karl then brought Mike Sarsfield,
Operations Director into the
conversation on what he brings to
the Karl Vella Group
NCR: How long have you been with the
company?
MS: Since January this year. My
background is in owning my own body
shop in Liverpool. I was offered the
opportunity to sell out to Nationwide
Crash Repair and part of the deal was to
work with them for three and a half years.
I worked initially as a manager at the site
for a year and then became a regional
manager looking after 13 sites. I was then
asked to join another North West Group,

Howard Basford as their operations
director and left them to join Karl. What
we will be doing is rather than go for large
shops we will operate much smaller
shops for longer hours. So rather than
having say one 30,000 or 40,000 square
foot shop in Manchester we may have
numerous 5000 square foot shops with
four or five on the team. They will be
easier to manage and should conditions
change it would be easy to close down
and move the team elsewhere. The idea is
to look at an area and move in with our
planned shops ensuring of course that we
will have the contracts and work in place
prior to that happening! The shops will be
able to handle the repairs close to where
the customer lives with a quick
turnaround on the repairs with all of the
modern efficient equipment necessary. 

So my role is to put into place a lot of
processes such as that plus mobile
estimating etc.

We do not have the luxury of same day
delivery of parts so we will have parts
dropped off at anytime, possibly during
the night to facilitate the quick turnaround.
The tendency now in the UK is repair
versus replacement where possible.   

NCR: When you talk about repair versus
replacement I presume that you have the
same problem we have in New Zealand
and Australia- a shortage of young people
joining the industry? Do you train your
own apprentices?
MS: One of the benefits of coming here
was that Karl is committed to bringing
young people into the industry because of
his work with WorldSkills. However
historically in the UK you would take
someone from school, decide whether
they were any good based on their
performance but it was still difficult to
have them at 16 years of age be a benefit

to the business. It is also difficult to offer
them the money they would get elsewhere
doing menial jobs.

Our view is that needs to change. To
have someone under the present system
be capable of say applying paint can take
three to five years. In actual reality does it
take that long? You would normally put
them with a heavily incentivized quality
tradesperson to mentor them.

What we plan to do is accelerate that
process by looking for older technicians
who do not want to be trying to sell 70 to
80 hours a week. We would have them
stand behind the technician rather than in
front and you can have them learning how
to repair cars correctly and get the skills
into them quicker with a better pay
structure. They can then feel that they
have a career and we would explain 
that to them. 
KV: I think that we can do a very good job
at training young people with the plans
that Mike has outlined. 

I see myself going forward developing a
Training Academy where we will have young
people trained better in six months than
being trained for say two years elsewhere. 
I feel that in a training period of say 18
months with what we are planning we will
have young people working at a level where
they will be a real asset to the business.  

Karl introduced us to Marc
Holding who had recently joined
the group as Finance Director
NCR: When did you join the group?
MH: About six weeks ago. I previously
worked alongside Mike at the Howard
Basford Group for six years until 2012 and
then joined a company called Genus, a
genetics company based in Cheshire. 
I have now come back into the industry
after being approached by Mike; to work
with Karl and David is a great opportunity. 
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KV: The financial advice which Marc will
bring to us with his background will be very
important to our business and our future
expansion. We have a really strong team
with David, Mike, Marc and also Andy
Kavanah who you have not met all working
together to improve our business. 
Editor: It really was a pleasure and a
privilege to visit with Karl Vella and his
team. He is a real visionary in our
industry as you can see. He has been
operating a smart repair type of
process – Express line for many years

in his shop. He has also been
recognized for his work with young
people and WorldSkills with an M.B.E.
We are hoping that Karl will join us
next year in Australia at the Industry
Forum where his knowledge and
passion for this industry will be well
worth listening to. 

Thanks to Danielle from PPG Industries
for arranging the visit and joining us
there. Obviously the Karl Vella Group is a
major account for PPG and is using the
Envirobase product in each facility.

Jeff Hendler, 
J D Hendler & Associates
I found Karl and his team to be very
enthusiastic and prepared for
tremendous success. It is obvious that
they work well together and have done
what is necessary to provide a
worthwhile environment for the
employees and their customers. I too
am looking forward to having Karl join
us at the forum being planned for next
year; He will be a  very qualified
addition to the discussions.

NCR


