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CHRYSS: This week the small businesses crippled by overdue 

accounts.  

  

STEPHEN: It was very difficult, they were quite evasive.  We 

wouldn’t get emails responded to or letters responded to or we would get passed around phone 

calls, but no one actually coming back saying why they weren’t paying. 

 

CHRYSS: We reveal shocking new figures which show companies 

in the UK are owed over £40 billion in bills that haven’t yet been paid. And the culprits are not 

just big corporations.  We show the problem is also widespread in the public sector.   

 

KEMP: As we stood at 5 o’clock on Friday evening, we were 

owed £499,000 that was more than 30 days overdue. 

 

CHRYSS: Half a million pounds? 

 

KEMP: That’s it, yes, and the majority of that money came from 

39 NHS trusts. 
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CHRYSS: The Government says it’s leading the way on prompt 

payments and has produced new legislation.  But just how good are Whitehall departments at 

paying their own bills on time? 

 

SIGNATURE TUNE 

 

ACTUALITY ON BUILDING SITE 

 

DAVIS: … one of our projects, it’s due for handover in about 25 

hours’ time, so it’s all hands to the pump.  We’ve got people in, running around to complete. 

 

CHRYSS: On a construction site in Northumberland, builders put 

the finishing touches to their latest project.   

 

DAVIS: The work is to a very high standard, which is often quite 

difficult when you’ve got five and six people in a room, all trying to do their own bits and 

pieces. 

 

CHRYSS: Gary Davis has been running this successful business on 

Tyneside for the last eleven years, carrying out work for private customers as well as public 

sector clients. 

 

DAVIS: We would receive a tender package from a main 

contractor, we would price the elements of the work that we could deliver, we would then put a 

price forward.  If that price is acceptable, we would then be given a contract to carry out those 

works. One of the things that we always need to ensure is that we have the orders in place.  A 

lot of materials have to be bought upfront and secured so, for example, we would put the order 

in and make sure that we’ve got the bricks and the blocks and all of those things on site. 

 

CHRYSS: Buying in the materials costs money before the work is 

even started.  So Gary needs his customers to pay promptly when their bills fall due.  But that 

doesn’t happen often.  Almost 80% of the projects his company’s worked on recently have 

been paid late.   
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DAVIS: We have over £300,000 which is outstanding at the 

moment - it’s approximately 15% of our turnover, which is a substantial amount in anybody’s 

book. Cash flow is the life blood of any business, but for a small company such as ourselves, 

it’s huge and we can’t function without having the cash flow running smoothly. It’s a 

stranglehold for us. We can’t think about, you know, employing new people, or taking on new 

work if we can’t think we can pay our bills at the end of every week. 

 

CHRYSS: What has all this done to your business in terms of 

people and growing your business? 

 

DAVIS: Unfortunately we can’t grow the business.  We at best 

can stagnate where we are.  We had to let one of our apprentices go through a very difficult 

time that we suffered at the beginning of the year, and something we’re hopefully trying to 

push on from that, but we need to be on a steady firm footing to be able to do that.  

 

CHRYSS: So from what you’re saying, the situation is getting 

worse? 

 

DAVIS: I believe it is.  If I can give you an example, three years 

ago we had no money outstanding beyond fifteen days.  I hope it plateaus off and doesn’t 

become any worse because we certainly couldn’t carry on in business if it does.  

 

CHRYSS: But Gary Davis is far from alone in routinely having to 

chase the money he’s owed.  File on 4 has been given exclusive access to disturbing new 

statistics which reveal just how serious the problem is.   

 

HUTCHINSON: This is a piece of research that we’ve done at BACS for 

the last few years and we research a representative sample across the UK of businesses, small 

and large, to understand basically how much money they owe each other. 

 

CHRYSS: BACS is a not for profit payment management company 

owned by sixteen leading banks and building societies in the UK, US and Europe. Last year it 

processed over 3.5 billion direct debits, including of course payments to suppliers and 

subcontractors. It’s created a panel of 350 businesses to carry out its research.  Mike 

Hutchinson is BACS’ Director of Scheme Support and Development. 
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HUTCHINSON: The figures are showing us this year that companies in 

the UK are owed a staggering £46.1 billion, so it’s a huge amount of money. When we first ran 

the research in 2006, the overall amount owed was £15.5 billion, so overall the figure has 

trebled since 2006. 

  

CHRYSS: Of that £46.1 billion, £39.4 billion is owed to small and 

medium sized companies.  When broken down, the BACS statistics clearly show the strain 

being placed on them.    

 

HUTCHINSON: On average, a small business is waiting for £38,000 in 

overdue payments. They’re having to devote time and money to chase that and it’s clearly 

going to have an impact on their business. We’ve also asked how much would it take to 

actually tip a business over the edge, and it’s not that much more than they’re already owed. So 

on average £50,000 would tip a small business into administration and they’re telling us they’re 

owed already £38,000 on average. 

 

CHRYSS: So only £12,000 more and some of them would be going 

out of business? 

 

HUTCHINSON: The gap is perilously close, yes.  I think it’s a fairly 

damning indictment of the way we do business in this country. 

 

CHRYSS: The Conservative MP for Enfield North, Nick De Bois, 

started and ran his own business for 25 years. So he understands the problems faced by small 

firms who are not being paid on time, and he’s taken up the cudgels on their behalf.  He’s 

alarmed by the new figures from BACS.  

 

DE BOIS: It’s a shocking amount of money, it’s effectively 

unauthorised loans and it demonstrates that we haven’t cracked the late payment problem in 

this country or the late payment culture in this country. I find it extraordinary that this does not 

mean many companies are facing either losing staff, quite possibly facing going over the edge.  

If people are hanging on to £40 billion way beyond the terms that they should be doing, that’s 

an awful lot of money. 
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CHRYSS: The figures will no doubt also make unhappy reading for 

government ministers, who have made much recently of their efforts to support small 

businesses and strengthen measures to ensure prompt payment. 

 

EXTRACT FROM SPEECH 

 

YOUNGER: Through the Small Business, Enterprise and 

Employment Bill, large firms will be required to publish their payment practices.  This will 

hold poor payers to account and help small businesses to be paid on time. Further reforms will 

ensure public authorities run timely and efficient procurements and give ministers greater 

powers to investigate procurement complaints. 

 

CHRYSS: Conservative peer, Viscount Younger of Leckie, 

speaking in the House of Lords three weeks ago. He is Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State 

at the Department for Business, Innovation and Skills.   The new bill he referred to is designed 

to strengthen the Government’s existing strategy on poor payment practices.  A key part of this 

is something called the prompt payment code. It was started in 2009 to encourage companies 

and public bodies to pay on time.  It’s voluntary, but last year the Government told FTSE 350 

companies that they would be named and shamed if they didn’t join.  The code is administered 

by the Institute of Credit Management, whose Chief Executive is Philip King  

 

KING:     A business signs up to the Prompt Payment Code and 

in so doing commits to pay its suppliers on time, to give clear guidance to suppliers on how 

they can be paid and to encourage good practice down the supply chain.  And when I talk about 

paying on time that means paying in accordance with the terms that were agreed at the start of 

the contract, it means not changing terms retrospectively halfway through a contract and it 

means not imposing terms that would make life for small businesses particularly difficult. 

 

CHRYSS: How many companies are signed up to this? 

 

KING: 1,660 or thereabouts. 

 

CHRYSS: Out of how many possibles? 
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KING: Well, there are potentially 4.9 million businesses in the 

UK.  Of the FTSE100, 74 have signed up and of the FTSE250, 75 have signed up.  

 

CHRYSS: That seems very disappointing.  Half of the FTSE350? 

 

KING: Yes, I think you’re right. There’s an element of 

disappointment, but we are in a process of trying to change a culture and that doesn’t happen 

overnight.  But I have to say to you that one of the biggest impacts of the Prompt Payment 

Code has been debates like the one we’re having now in that it’s brought it into people’s 

awareness and therefore it’s starting to have an impact on the way businesses think and behave. 

 

CHRYSS: But that impact is nowhere near sufficient, according to 

some critics.  Those like corporate and commercial lawyer, Julian Maitland-Walker, believe 

action is long overdue.  

 

MAITLAND-WALKER: The Prompt Payment Code doesn’t have any teeth and 

that’s one of the great criticisms of it.   It is said by Government that's it’s been a very 

successful exercise in that I think somewhere around 1,600, 1,700 of the large companies in 

this country have agreed to abide by it, but my experience suggests that they might have paid 

lip service to it, but it seems to me that in order to get them to that point there’s going to have 

to be an element of compulsion. I think it’s very misleading, I think a lot of people assume that 

the code has the force of law, but the reality is that it doesn’t and neither Government nor the 

public authorities seem to attach much weight to it either.  

 

CHRYSS: We wanted to interview a minister from the Department 

for Business, Innovation and Skills, which is responsible for the Prompt Payment Code, but no 

one was available.  Much of the spotlight so far has fallen on the poor payment practices of 

household names in the private sector.  But we particularly wanted to ask the Government 

about late payments in public sector supply chains.   

 

ACTUALITY ON BUILDING SITE  

 

CHRYSS: For example the local authority projects which are bread 

and butter for Gary Davis back in the North East. 
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DAVIS: We would carry out a lot of school works, for example. 

That could be refurbishment of a school building, it could be a new building, it could be 

changing facilities for a sports complex. 

 

CHRYSS: Are these contracts always hard fought? 

 

DAVIS: Oh yes, yes, very, very competitive.  There’s no fat on 

the bone, as we would say.  If you were making some real money, you could use that money to 

benefit your cash flow, that would be great but unfortunately it’s not.  You know, a lot of these 

jobs are priced at cost.  

 

CHRYSS: And you have to keep the price right down in order to 

get the job? 

 

DAVIS: Yes, we wouldn’t be successful otherwise.   

 

CHRYSS: He could certainly do with some fat on the bone, given 

that he’s owed £300,000 in late payments, almost half of which is for his public sector work.  

We’ve got some sheets of paper here, Gary, can you just explain to me what this is all about? 

 

DAVIS: When we put an application for payment in, which is a 

valuation, on each job we would put the amount in, we put when we would actually like to get 

paid, as in the date when it’s gone in and the date that it’s due. And you would hope that the 

actual date due and the date paid would be the same figure.  Unfortunately, as you can see as 

you look down the list of those jobs, the days late are 26 days, 32 days, 41, 92.  And if you 

look at the payments, it’s not insignificant amounts to us.  I mean, there’s £21,000, £68,000, 

£23,000, £15,000. 

 

CHRYSS: So I can see down here you’ve got one marked in yellow 

– 219 days? 

 

DAVIS: Well, it’s 219 days plus about another 90 days. That was 

due on the 11th November 2013. And if you can appreciate, if you’re not making any money 

and somebody is holding onto your money for that length of time, it is very, very difficult to 

run a business. 
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CHRYSS: Can you tell me what it was for, what to do? 

 

DAVIS: It was some school work. 

 

CHRYSS: So you’ve worked on a school, carried out work and 

you’re still waiting over 219 days for your money?  Which council was that? 

 

DAVIS: I’d rather not say. I just hope the children benefit from 

the charity work that we’ve done for them on their behalf.   

 

CHRYSS: Like most of the people we spoke to, he did not want to 

name names for fear of losing future contracts.  Rebecca Boden, Professor of Critical 

Management at the University of Roehampton, has undertaken extensive research on late 

payments.  She’s found that many small business owners often feel compelled to keep quiet, 

even if that means they wait longer for their money.     

 

BODEN: If you’re a small business, the chances are there are 

many, many other suppliers, many other small businesses who sell the goods and services that 

you sell.  And if you go along to a large organisation who is buying your goods and services 

and say, ‘You haven’t paid me on time,’ what you’re going to get is that the customer might 

actually pay you, but they might also then stop doing business with you, so this is the problem 

with the power relationships in these kind of business to business relationships.  And what we 

found consistently is that small businesses are very, very reluctant in the main to actually 

exercise their rights, because they know they’re kissing goodbye to that business relationship.  

 

CHRYSS: In fact, small companies can face a double jeopardy 

when they’re working on council projects, with local authorities often engaging large corporate 

contractors to manage the work.  Paul Reeve of the Electrical Contractors Association says this 

can lead to seriously delayed payments.   

 

REEVE: What’s happening in many public sector contracts is that 

the money is being paid to commercial companies who are then withholding that money further 

down the supply chain, and that's where the small contractors are. 
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CHRYSS: So the main contractors are fine, because they’re getting 

paid promptly? 

 

REEVE: Well, when you’re a main contractor to a public sector 

body, you are taking on very little risk, because you are working for a client in the public sector 

who is going to pay you.  The main problem facing a lot of main building contractors in the 

UK is that their cash position is actually quite weak, in other words their liabilities exceed their 

total assets.  Now if you’re trying to win work from a client, be it a government client or a 

large commercial client, you want to look as solvent as possible.  One way to achieve that is to 

hold onto the money that should be going down the supply chain. 

 

CHRYSS: So are you saying that your members and other small 

businesses are effectively bankrolling the bigger contractors? 

 

REEVE: I would completely agree with that statement, yes. 

 

CHRYSS: As well as using large contractors to manage projects, 

local authorities are increasingly coming up with other, innovative ways of delivering 

infrastructure schemes.  And these too are leading to problems with late payments. 

 

ACTUALITY, KNOCK ON DOOR 

 

CHRYSS: Hello, Stephen? 

 

STEPHEN: Yes, hi there, come on in. 

 

CHRYSS: Hello, Jenny Chryss from File on 4. 

We’ve come to see Stephen, who owns a small civil engineering consultancy.  He doesn’t want 

to give his surname or name his company for fear of losing customers.  In two years he’s found 

plenty of work on public projects such as school buildings, roads and flood relief schemes.  But 

getting paid on time has been another matter entirely.    

 

STEPHEN: We completed project work and then we would agree 

with their engineering directors that they were happy with the work and they said they were, so 

we then followed up with submitting invoices.  And the problem then occurred is why we  
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STEPHEN cont: weren’t getting paid for those invoices.  It was very 

difficult, they were quite evasive.  We wouldn’t get emails responded to or letters responded to 

or we would get passed around phone calls, but no one actually coming back saying why they 

weren’t paying, and then you would have to keep chasing them.  We were then, you know, 

another month further on and they still weren’t committing to why they weren’t paying. 

 

CHRYSS: Although much of his work is on local authority projects, 

Stephen’s problems have not been with the councils themselves.  Instead he’s been dealing 

with an organisation called NPS Group. 

 

ACTUALITY WITH COMPUTER 

 

CHRYSS: I’m looking online, and according to its website, NPS is 

part of the Norse Group, which is wholly owned by Norfolk County Council.  And here we see 

that the council’s acting managing director sits on the board along with a county councillor as 

well.   It seems that NPS operates across the country, collaborating with local authorities, for 

example, providing services such as property design, management and maintenance.  And it 

says here ‘our joint venture partnerships are unique in set up and governance.’  

None of which is any comfort to Stephen, who says his whole relationship with NPS was 

clouded by late payments.    

 

STEPHEN: One of the invoices was paid 35 days late, so 65 days 

after all of the work was agreed as having been fully completed and satisfactory.  I was 

required to pay the VAT to the HMRC for that contract, so I actually ended up having to pay 

the tax office for tax that NPS still hadn’t paid me. 

 

CHRYSS: As well as the Prompt Payment Code, the UK has also 

adopted a European directive on late payment, which requires public sector clients to pay their 

bills for goods and services within 30 days.  If they don’t, they can be charged interest and 

costs for chasing the debt.  Exasperated with the ongoing delays, Stephen finally submitted a 

claim to NPS relating to three unpaid invoices.  

 

STEPHEN:      We put together all of the evidence, setting out the 

invoices, the due dates, the times it should have been paid, what the amounts were that we were 

claiming in accordance with legislation and our costs incurred in reclaiming those debts.   
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STEPHEN cont: We were told that it was NPS’s policy not to pay late 

payment related charges.  I challenged them a number of times with various emails and phone 

calls and eventually they put it in writing.  In an email they said that it was NPS’s policy not to 

pay late payment charges.    

 

CHRYSS: How did you feel when you read that? 

 

STEPHEN: Well, I was really disgusted that, bad enough for any 

private organisation to take such an approach, but for a publicly-owned organisation to show 

such disregard for the law amazed me. 

 

CHRYSS: We’ve seen the email, dated January 16
th

 this year, in 

which an NPS management accountant tells Stephen that it is ‘not group policy’ to accept late 

payment invoices.  Incensed, he took up the matter up with his Member of Parliament.  

 

STEPHEN: My MP sent me a letter from Nick Hurd who’s the 

Minister for Civil Society at the Cabinet Office.  He stated that Norfolk County Council’s NPS 

Group would be legally obliged to pay late payment charges on undisputed invoices unless 

there are extenuating circumstances and it should not be a policy not to pay them.  

 

CHRYSS: And to be clear, from your point of view, there were no 

extenuating circumstances? 

 

STEPHEN: There were no extenuating circumstances; there were no 

mistakes on my part.  The services that were provided were fully complete, finished and in 

terms of the service provided, they were fully satisfied.  There was no discussion over the 

quality of the work done.   

 

CHRYSS: NPS Group wouldn’t put anyone forward to record an 

interview, and despite its January email to Stephen, it told us in a statement that:    

 

READER IN STUDIO: We do not have a policy of refusing to pay interest or 

late payment charges.  On the contrary, we take payment to suppliers very seriously and 

comply with our contractual and statutory obligations at all times. 
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CHRYSS: NPS said that the latest payment to Stephen was made 

within 59 days of receiving the invoice.  It added that he appeared to have been paid late 

because he had failed to refer to the purchase order number on his invoices and had sent them 

to the wrong address, both of which he disputes.  He also asked Norfolk County Council, in a 

Freedom of Information request, about its policy on payment of subcontractors working 

directly for the council or for the NPS Group.  In reply, the council stated that: 

 

READER IN STUDIO: NPS employs principal contractors on our payment 

terms and conditions and in turn they subcontract.  We ask that they subcontract with similar 

payment terms and conditions, but we can’t enforce this. 

 

CHRYSS: Despite its position as sole shareholder, with its acting 

managing director and a councillor on the board, Norfolk County Council would not be 

interviewed about NPS Group for our programme.  We also wanted to speak to the Local 

Government Association but it too declined to take part.  Instead, it sent us details of a new 

scheme to advise on how to encourage prompt payment.  Nick De Bois MP says councils must 

accept their share of responsibility for the problems their suppliers face. 

 

DE BOIS: Organisations will outsource the processing of payments 

to other companies in other countries and this happens and it will happen more.  But it doesn’t 

change where the responsibility lies.  You can’t just outsource payments which may be cost 

effective for you and it may have all sorts of advantages, but abrogate responsibility for those 

payments.  You are developing, or in this case Government or local government have a 

contract with a supplier and the fact of the matter is they have to honour those terms of the 

supply, which includes payment, and that doesn’t mean that they can wash their hands of it just 

because they’ve outsourced it.    

 

CHRYSS: Eventually Stephen settled for a payment from NPS of 

£250, which he was told didn’t reflect admission to any of the points he’d raised and was 

merely an attempt to try and resolve the problem.    

 

STEPHEN: I think what concerns me is that the charges have been 

paid reluctantly and there seems to be a misunderstanding that this was something which 

should be done to all suppliers and that there were a set of standards that they were morally 
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STEPHEN cont: obliged and legally obliged to follow.  And instead it 

appears to have been taken as some kind of gesture of goodwill, which I should be grateful to 

have received. 

 

CHRYSS: But it’s not just local authorities which use joint ventures 

or outsourcing companies to do business.    

 

ACTUALITY IN FACTORY 

 

CHRYSS: At a smart industrial unit in Croydon, a small team of 

highly skilled staff are hard at work. This company makes surgical equipment, which it sells to 

the NHS and to other customers. 

 

PEDDY: This is a faucet that’s used in eye surgery.  It’s got 

damaged on the delicate part of the jaw which goes into the eye and Phil’s in the process of 

straightening it out and putting it back to where it should have been. 

 

CHRYSS: It’s precision work.  Specialist instruments for 

ophthalmic and keyhole surgery are carefully manufactured and repaired in a compact 

workshop.   

 

PEDDY: What are you about to do?  Sandblast them? 

 

MAN: No, I’ve just cleaned the ratchets out on these and I just 

have to mask them up so that I don’t spoil the coating when I blast them. 

 

PEDDY: Okay, because … 

 

CHRYSS: David Peddy has run his business for sixteen years and 

employs ten people.  His equipment is purchased by hospitals around the country.  However, 

rather than being paid directly by the NHS trusts he supplies, he often deals with an 

organisation called NHS Shared Business Services, to which more than half the NHS’s back 

office administration is outsourced. 
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PEDDY: With SBS, our experience is that almost every invoice is 

late. 

 

CHRYSS: Almost every invoice? 

 

PEDDY: Yes. 

 

CHRYSS: How long have you been kept waiting by them? 

 

PEDDY: Well, the longest one I can recall was about ninety days.  

Because of our experience now with them I don’t give them that kind of latitude any more.  We                                                                                                                                                                                                          

remind them that as in the law we are entitled to start charging interest from the date the 

invoice falls due, and we will tell them that we will start doing that unless they pay it very 

promptly.  Last year I probably charged interest four or five times.  It’s significant and it’s 

irritating, because you're charging the interest, if you’ve got to involve lawyers, there’s their 

costs, but it’s time that you’re spending on it as well, time you’ve spent ringing initially to get 

your payment, the time you’ve then got to spend briefing the lawyers.  It’s that cost as well, 

which you don’t get reimbursed for. You only get reimbursed the interest and the lawyer’s 

fees.  

 

ACTUALITY WITH PAPERWORK 

 

PEDDY: There’s my invoice … 

 

CHRYSS: Yes … 

 

PEDDY: £1,466.40, remittance £1,466.40 … 

 

CHRYSS: Yep. 

 

PEDDY: … and then, because they were late paying, the legal 

charges and the interest amounts to over £250.  

 

CHRYSS: So that’s cost the taxpayer an extra £250 plus because 

they didn’t pay on time? 
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PEDDY: Exactly. 

 

CHRYSS: Some people listening might feel a bit galled that the 

NHS is having to pay your lawyers. 

 

PEDDY: Well, that’s the reality, I’m afraid.  I need to be paid as 

well, I can’t run my business on thin air. 

 

CHRYSS: The Association of British Healthcare Industries told us 

that Mr Peddy’s is not an isolated case. It said a number of members had contacted it about 

being paid late by NHS SBS.  One had been waiting more than 120 days for their money.  NHS 

SBS turned down our request for an interview.  They told us that they pay 83% of bills within 

agreed terms and that late payments were often down to erroneous invoicing.  But Rebecca 

Boden of Roehampton University says in the health service particularly, late payment can have 

a dangerous knock-on effect.  

 

BODEN: With organisations like the NHS, a lot of their providers 

will be very, very specialist and if those people go out of business or even if they stopped doing 

business with the NHS because they weren’t being paid, then it could have very serious 

implications for the quality of service delivery within the health service. If you’ve got a lot of 

cash and you don’t need money coming in very, very promptly to keep your business going, it 

means that you can survive longer than the supplier who actually needs the money coming in 

very, very promptly because they don’t have a big fat bank balance.  Now I think that’s 

problematic because that makes the survival of firms dependent not on how good the services 

or the goods of that firm are, but it’s dependent on how big their bank balance is.  

 

CHRYSS: Professor Boden believes there is a simple solution to the 

late payment problem in the public sector.   

                   

BODEN: One of the things that we’ve suggested is that rather than 

making it incumbent on the supplier to make the claim for the late payment interest, what 

should happen instead is that the public sector organisation should automatically add interest 

and reasonable costs if they pay more than 30 days late.  Now that would provide a real 

incentive to budget holders within public sector organisations to act efficiently and pay 

promptly and it would get round this power problem of the underdog, the small business 
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BODEN cont: having to claim their rights against the large public 

sector customer.   We have suggested that to Government, they haven’t picked it up yet. 

 

CHRYSS: Who have you suggested it to? 

 

BODEN: We made that suggestion as part of the public 

consultation, which ultimately led to the Small Business & Enterprise and Employment Bill. 

 

CHRYSS: Has it appeared in the Bill? 

 

BODEN: It has not appeared in the Bill, no.  I used to be an 

Inspector of Taxes and I know that if HMRC pay your tax refund late, they have to 

automatically add interest and I can’t see why all public sector organisations can’t follow those 

kinds of rules. 

 

CHRYSS: Our research shows that it isn’t just payments made 

through an outsourcing company like NHS SBS that are problematic for suppliers to the health 

service.  We’ve found evidence that some NHS Trusts themselves pay late. 

 

ACTUALITY IN OFFICE 

 

KEMP: Now I’m afraid I’m sort of a northerner, so I do my tea 

like builders’ tea.  Do you like builders’ tea or …. 

 

WOMAN: Builders’ tea. 

 

KEMP: Yep?  Cool.  

 

CHRYSS: Andrew Kemp is Chief Executive of Q Technologies 

Group.  His businesses operate worldwide, manufacturing and distributing specialist medical 

devices and infection control and prevention products.  In the UK, he deals directly with 

individual NHS trusts, selling them hundreds of thousands of pounds worth of goods a year.  

All leading to a good business relationship, you would think.   
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KEMP: I looked at the report on the company at 5 o’clock on 

Friday evening and as we stood at 5 o’clock on Friday evening, we were owed £499,000 that 

was more than 30 days overdue.   

 

CHRYSS: Half a million pounds? 

 

KEMP: That’s it, yes.  The majority of that money came from 39 

NHS trusts. 

 

CHRYSS: Directly from the NHS trust?  No middleman, no 

accounting service? 

 

KEMP: No, no middleman, no accounting service. 

 

CHRYSS: Half a million pounds sounds to me like an extraordinary 

amount of money.  How does that compare with your annual turnover, the size of your 

business? 

 

KEMP: It’s about 20%. 

 

CHRYSS: 20% of your business is money outstanding? 

 

KEMP: Yes. 

 

CHRYSS: Late payment? 

 

KEMP: Yes, that’s about right, yes. 

 

CHRYSS: Of that £499,000 are you able to say how long overdue it 

was? 

 

KEMP: The longest one that I saw was 251 days.    
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CHRYSS: Given its rapid expansion, Q Technologies is perhaps 

more able than some to withstand the scourge of late payments, even one more than 250 days 

overdue. Nonetheless, the effect on the company’s development is still profound.  

 

KEMP: When you don’t know if you’re going to get paid when 

you’re going to get paid some money, it’s really difficult to make your own budget, you know  

- can I afford to do that now or should I wait a month and wait for that invoice to be paid?  And 

if it’s not paid and I have committed my company financially to something, then I’m starting to 

get into trouble here.  At the end of the quarter, I have to pay my VAT, whether I’ve been paid 

or not by the NHS, I still have to pay my VAT and I cannot imagine what HMRC would say if 

I picked up the phone and said, ‘Oh well, actually I haven’t been paid by Government, so I’m 

not paying Government.’ We had a period a few years ago where things got really good, the 

Government told the NHS - I think they told all Government departments to pay its bills to 

small to medium enterprises within 14 days.  And wow, it was fantastic – they did.  They paid, 

even though it said 30 days on the invoice, they were still paying in 14 days and that really 

helped cash flow.  And actually if you look back in our company history, there’s sort of six or 

eight months when that worked really well, you’ll see significant amount of growth because we 

could predict accurately what money we would have, you know, two months from now, three 

months from now.  We can’t predict that quite so well now. 

 

CHRYSS: But what went wrong? 

 

KEMP: I have absolutely no idea, they just stopped doing it.  

And at the end of the day, we charge a fair price for our products. We’re not a charity; nowhere 

on my business card does it say, you know, it’s a charity.  We have to make money in order to 

survive and we have to make more money than we would do normally in order to have enough 

in the coffers for these people who are late at paying. 

 

CHRYSS: We asked the Department of Health to provide a minister 

for interview but again our request was declined.  Instead they sent us a statement.   

 

READER IN STUDIO: NHS organisations are required to comply with the law. 

The vast majority pay on time, but we are writing to remind them that they must pay all 

suppliers within 30 days of receiving a valid invoice.   
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CHRYSS: But File on 4 has discovered that the Department of 

Health in fact owes £3.2 million in outstanding payments. These are debts left over from the 

NHS reorganisation last year.  The figure was revealed in a written answer to Parliamentary 

questions tabled by Conservative MP Nick de Bois.  

 

DE BOIS: What is extraordinary is that there are 270 so-called 

legacy creditors, which are totalling a value of £3.2 million.  It’s implied it’s as a result of 

changes from Primary Care Trusts to CCGs.  Now really that does beggar belief that such a 

large sum is still outstanding.  My suspicion, I’m afraid, is that they will not have been paid as 

a result of processing and bureaucratic failings as a result of the transfers between two 

organisations. What someone should be doing now is urgently looking at this situation and 

maybe that this question, and this is what I will be asking is that this question has focussed 

their minds on these outstanding issues and they should put someone on it to sort it out 

straightaway.  

 

CHRYSS: The Department of Health told us in a statement: 

 

READER IN STUDIO: In 2012/13 we paid over 92% per cent of invoices within 

five days. The majority of these invoices outstanding are under £10,000 and date from 2009 to 

2013. We need to make sure that there are no fraudulent or duplicate payments and we are 

working with suppliers to get these invoices paid. 

 

CHRYSS: What did you find in other departments? 

 

DE BOIS: Well, the Home Office, for example, has a very striking 

figure, is that of the 487 creditors that are late, actually the vast majority of those – 360 - are 76 

days plus.  The caveat is in there is that they’re in dispute.  Well, to my mind I hope that these 

figures will actually focus on either resolving what’s in dispute or re-examining whether these 

disputes are credible - ie a question of a prime issue of supply and delivery and not just the 

potential for bureaucratic failings because their paperwork may not be perfectly executed. 

There is a responsibility for suppliers to get their side right, but there is a pattern emerging here 

where payments over 76 days should not be happening in organisations where they strive to 

pay within five to ten days. The fact of the matter is that a Government that is so rightly linked 

to encouraging small businesses, particularly medium businesses to succeed, it really needs to 
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DE BOIS cont: strive for little less than 100% payment on time for 

where there are no legitimate disputes.  

 

CHRYSS: We asked the Home Office what the total value was of 

debts outstanding, but they wouldn’t tell us.  We also invited ministers from both the Cabinet 

Office and the Department for Business, Innovation and Skills to take part in our programme, 

but no one was available.  Instead they issued a joint statement about the payment 

performances of central and local government. 

 

READER IN STUDIO: As part of our long-term economic plan, this 

Government is reforming procurement, stripping out unnecessary bureaucracy and making it 

easier for suppliers of all sizes to do business with us. We are leading from the front with 

prompt payment to suppliers, aiming to pay 80% within five days.  

 

CHRYSS: Many of the people we have spoken to believe that the 

effects of late payment spread far beyond the subcontractors and suppliers left waiting for their 

cash.   The new figures from BACS showing £39.4 billion outstanding in late payments to 

smaller businesses have raised alarm bells. Philip King, Chief Executive of the Institute of 

Credit Management, which administers the Prompt Payment Code, welcomes the 

Government’s actions so far.  But he says they do need to do more, and quickly.  

 

KING: Corporate responsibility isn’t just about turning the 

lights off or using less paper, it’s also about treating suppliers fairly and responsibly and that’s 

why we need to change the culture to an extent that paying on time becomes the norm and 

businesses can rely on the people they’re trading with to treat them fairly and responsibly.  But 

I’m confident that in my conversations with BIZ they have a commitment to move things 

forward, and I shall be very disappointed if we’re looking at this in three or four months’ time 

and nothing’s changed at all. 

  

CHRYSS: Having studied in depth the payment practices of some 

of the UK’s largest organisations, Professor Rebecca Boden from Roehampton University is 

somewhat less confident about the real commitment for change.   
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BODEN: What you’re really seeing is the operation of market 

power, red in tooth and claw where if they can pay late, if they can make sure that their own 

customers pay on time, they will.  What’s actually needed is bigger public debate around what 

the solutions might be to get this sorted, because most people in Britain work in small firms.  

That’s the real engine for economic growth and therefore it’s something that touches almost 

everyone in this country.   
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