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Service Counts at Clee Hill Plant

DAVID  

Hargreaves is not one to put 
himself in the limelight. A modest 
man by nature, the former 
chartered accountant is almost 
apologetic for being the subject 
of this interview, saying that he 
normally keeps a low profile in the 
industry. But, David Hargreaves 
has some interesting eco-friendly 
innovations in the pipeline, a 
selection of which are being 
showcased on the Clee Hill Plant 
stand at Hillhead 2022. It is one of 
the reasons we have pressed him 
to come out of his ‘comfort zone’ 
and ‘share all’ in this interview with 
Plant Planet. 

Before we explore that in more 
detail, we rewind the clock back to 
1984; the year that David qualified as 
a chartered accountant. I’m curious 
to know what made him leave that 
profession and enter the world of 
construction plant hire.

David says, “I suppose the honest 
answer is that I didn’t want to be a 
bean counter anymore!  I wanted to be 
in a profession that influenced change 
for the future, rather than accounting 
for actions in the past, so I moved into 
industry instead.”

His accounting and economics 
background has stood him in good 
stead. David made his industry debut 
as Group Financial Accountant 
with a Chesterfield based company 
called Anglo United PLC, which was 
involved in open cast coal mining 
through a subsidiary business called 
Coal Contractors.  Following Anglo’s 
asset swap in 1986 with Northern 
Strip Mining (NSM PLC) which 
was also involved in open cast coal 
mining, there emerged an enlarged 
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Coal Contractors Ltd. David, moved 
from the holding company to Coal 
Contractors to become Financial 
Controller in that same year, and 
in 1991 was promoted to Financial 
Director & Commercial Director to 
Coal Contractors and several other 
companies in the Group; a combined 
role that continued until 1996.  

In 1989, NSM had acquired Clee 
Hill Plant from the Plant family. 
Clee Hill, whilst incorporated as a 
limited company in 1965, can trace 
its roots back much further; to 1876, 
in fact, when it started as a haulage 
contractor using steam traction 
engines and progressed in 1922 into 
plant hire and contracting and became 
known as The Clee Hill Transport and 
Rolling Company. One of the open 
cast coal mining sites happened to be 
behind the site where Clee Hill was 
based in Ludlow. At the time, Clee 
Hill was operating nationally but on 
a much smaller scale and employed 
about 30 people. This was when David 
says he first became aware of Clee Hill 
Plant. 

In 1990, Derek McSwiney joined 
Clee Hill Plant as Managing Director 

having made the move from Hewden 
Stuart. David and Derek quickly 
formed a business relationship, and 
over the next few years became good 
friends. 

The coal industry at the time was 
declining and David recalls how 
it became increasingly difficult to 
obtain planning permissions, sell the 
coal produced, and stay profitable. 
Coal Contractors and Clee Hill in 
the UK were both staying afloat, but 
ultimately it was NSM’s American 
operation together with an ill-advised 
purchase of a South Wales deep 
mine in 1995 which placed the PLC 
in financial difficulty in 1996.  Always 
fascinated by plant and machinery, 
and with a firm belief they could take 
Clee Hill Plant to “the next league”, 
David and Derek discussed the 
possibilities of a management buyout. 
The MBO of Clee Hill Plant was 
completed nine months later, in May 
1997. 

“Clee Hill had a long trading history, 
but the new 
entity effectively 
made us a 
‘newco’ which 

meant we needed support from banks 
and venture capitalists. I have to say, 
the likes of Dunedin, Lombard and 
NatWest were very supportive in 
helping us with the MBO.”

At the time of the acquisition, Clee 
Hill Plant had a turnover of £2.5 
million operating out of one depot in 
Ludlow. Fast forward to 2022, and the 
company now turns over in excess of 
£20 million, employing 190 people in 
nine depots across the UK, with the 
head office in Chesterfield.

When Derek, the senior of the two 
partners by 15 years, decided to retire 
from Clee Hill Plant in 2006, it left 
David with a dilemma. 

“I don’t mind admitting I was at a 
crossroads. We had three, maybe four 
depots at the time, and were much 
smaller than today, so it did raise the 
question as to whether I should bow 
out too. It felt quite daunting to take 
it on myself, without Derek in the 
frame. But thankfully, I decided I →  

with a firm belief they could take 
Clee Hill Plant to “the next league”, 
David and Derek discussed the 
possibilities of a management buyout.

the Ludlow depot following new 
build in 1990
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→ would go for it, and then started the 
building the dream of taking Clee Hill 
Plant to the Premier league. We’ve 
come a long way since then. I haven’t 
done it single-handed; we have a 
great team in place, many of whom 
have been with the business for a long 
time and together, we have achieved a 
record turnover.”  

It has certainly been an upwards 
and onwards journey. Today, Clee 
Hill Plant is recognised as a leading 
construction plant hire company, 
and the largest hire company in the 
UK of non-operated compaction and 
surface dressing equipment supplying 
customers in construction, civil 
engineering and road maintenance. 

David is a firm believer that 
“specialism pays”. 

“I have learnt over the years that it’s 
best to stick to what you know best, 
which is why I have been keen for Clee 
Hill Plant to focus on the customers 

and markets that we understand, and 
explore opportunities within those 
markets. It is how we have earned 
the reputation we have today in the 
industry. Customers know they can 
rely on us.”

Indeed, the company ethos is 
“Committed to Service in Everything 
We Do”. This has extra credence for 
Clee Hill Plant given the specialist 
customer base.

“If a customer has a whole lot of 
asphalt to put down, they need to 
know that the plant they are hiring 
is reliable, or if they do encounter an 
issue, that they have the reassurance 
of a quick response. It could be 
a major motorway project, with 
penalties for late completion. The 
demands for our customers involved 
in surface dressing are also much 
greater, and more critical, than the 
expectations for say a housing site.  
It is essential that we are always on 

standby in 
the event of 
a breakdown, 
and geared up 

to react without delay. It is a different 
type of pressure.”

David concedes that there is 
always room for improvement, 
describing himself as the kind of 
person who never rests and always 
striving for better. He has great 
respect for his loyal team, many of 
whom have evolved their careers 
within the business.  David gives an 
example of Steve Gilbert, who is now 
Operations Director, but worked his 
way up the company ladder having 
started as a hire controller. He also 
has much gratitude for Mel Hunt, 
Business Excellence and Strategy 
Director, describing him as a very 
good strategist with a lot of business 
experience, whom he considers 
a mentor and is very supportive. 
Completing the senior team is Paul 
Coxon, Sales Director who joined 
the Company from a national plant 
hirer in 2019, just prior to covid but is 
already making his mark.

“I have always been a great believer 
in apprentices (we’ve currently got 
about 20) with the same number again 

the company ethos is “Committed 
to Service in Everything We Do”. 
This has extra credence for Clee 
Hill Plant given the specialist 
customer base

clee hill Management buy out in  
may 1997
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who have completed apprenticeships. 
They have been fundamental to our 
company growth”

This leads him on to talk about some 
of his frustrations in the industry.  

“Recognition of our industry 
deserves a much higher profile than 
it gets. I have always campaigned for 
apprenticeships, and more support 
and incentives to recruit, train and 
develop people in the industry. 
There is a general lack of support, 
stemming from the government 
and education system. Not everyone 
wants to go to university and be 
academic, but equally they are not 
encouraged to look at apprenticeships 
and construction plant either. Some 
people are much more suited to more 
practical professions, and they deserve 
encouragement, with a much greater 
choice of training courses that are 
specific to our industry. We’re moving 
on in the industry and have made 
great strides with much more to come 
but try for example finding training 
courses for our engineers with an 
electrical or electronic emphasis, there 
is nothing, the closest is automotive. 
The CITB has not moved with the 
times. 

“I have challenged the CITB and 
the CPA in the past to do more. 
It frustrates me when people say, 
‘why did you give up your chartered 
accountant profession to go into 
construction?’ as if it was a foolish 
move.  I may be an accountant by 
training, but that doesn’t make me any 
better than for example my brother 
who is a skilled builder. Skilled people 
should be encouraged, recognised, 
and rewarded in whatever profession 
they are in.”

Of course, there are other challenges 
too; supply chain issues and cost 
pressures feature highly. David 
believes that we, as a nation, should 
have done more in terms of security 

of supply, saying that “we have been 
too reliant on other countries as our 
dependence on Ukraine and Russia 
is currently highlighting.” This was 
also raised by him in the 1990’s with 
Government and civil servants in 
relation to coal and the Energy market 
but sadly this fell on deaf ears and it 
was left to market forces at the time. 
The move from red diesel, ever-
increasing customer expectations, and 
Health & Safety demands, especially 
so with Highways, are cited by 
David. He describes “plant as being 
the whipping boy when it comes to 
cost and that more pre-planning and 
forward thinking in the industry is 
required.”

“We need to learn from past mistakes 
so we can 
prepare for the 
future. Local 
supply chains 
surely have to 
come into the 
equation to 
shore up security 
of supplies, while 
also reducing our carbon footprint. 
Brexit and the current conflict in 
Ukraine should be a wake-up call 
for restarting manufacturing and 
engineering in the UK so we can be 
more self-sufficient.”

Environmental issues and 
sustainability feature highly on Clee 
Hill Plant’s agenda. So much so, they 
have some exciting innovations to 
unveil from their ‘green-themed’ 
stand at Hillhead displaying a variety 
of machines that have been converted 
to zero-emission battery power. David 
and his colleagues have been working 
with a team of experts in this field, 
and it’s something he is very proud to 
have been involved in. 

Taking centre-stage is a battery-
powered Hamm HW90 deadweight 
roller which can run for an 8-hour day 
and be fast charged in 3 or 4 hours. 

Intelligent battery management 
ensures level charging and monitors 
each battery unit, and minimises 
any power wastage through lighting, 
idling, or heating, to maximise 
running time. 

“We’ve converted the Hamm to 
run on batteries and made some 
other modifications to improve the 
design, such as accessibility to the 
roof, giving the ability to work from 
within the cab, removing the dangers 
from working at height from outside. 
Front view visibility from the cab 
was always a problem, but we have 
sloped the nose, which improves this 
considerably Also we have improved 
the steps to the rear which makes 
getting into the machine easier.

Also being launched at Hillhead 
from Clee Hill Plant’s stand is a 
redesigned TEX Bristowe chipper, 
equipment traditionally used 
alongside the deadweight roller. 

David explains that they have been 
working in conjunction with TEX to 
develop an improved hopper set-up, 
with a reshape that provides better 
all-round vision. Enhancements have 
been made in other areas including 
secondary braking modifications, 
hydraulic gates adjustment, new 
engine and pump cowling for easier 
servicing, and a servo activated clutch.

There will also be a selection of 
other eco-friendly products on show 
including a ‘green’ welfare unit 
from Boss Cabins a battery powered 
excavator and dumper from JCB as 
well as a solar powered tower lights 
and a Kubota RO70 wheeled loader. →  

“Skilled people should be 
encouraged, recognised, and 
rewarded in whatever profession 
they are in.”
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→ So, what does David do when he 
isn’t working? He laughs as he says, 
that 95% of this time is spent in the 
business but goes on to say, that he 
is an avid supporter of Chesterfield 
Football Club. David’s other interest is 
property, and he and his wife Rhonda 
who also works in the business is 
in the process of renovating a 19th 
century house which is steeped in 
history. Failing this he has always got 
the grand children who live next door 
to bring him down to earth!

“I’m a Chesterfield man and have 
always lived locally. I like to travel, 
and have recently been to Egypt and 
Lanzarote, but I’m always keen to get 
back to my roots. There’s nothing 
flash about me!”

Clee Hill Plant has been, and 
continues to be, a successful company 
driven by its commitment to service, 

which David 
attributes to 
‘the people who 

work in the business’. 

“It is a team effort, without a 
doubt. We like to be fair and reward 
those who work for us, so we can all 
benefit. We want good, likeminded 
people to stay with us, and I think it’s 
why we have so many longstanding 
employees.

David sums up by saying of the 
industry: “I like the people inside and 
outside the business; our customers 
and our suppliers. I also like plant 
– a lot! Once you’re hooked, you’re 
hooked, and I have the same level of 
enthusiasm now as I did when we first 
acquired Clee Hill Plant. I’m excited 
for its future.” 

Clee Hill Plant Ltd will be exhibiting 
at Hillhead 2022, 21st to 23rd June, on 
Stand S4. ■

Clee Hill Plant has been, and 
continues to be, a successful 
company driven by its commitment 
to service

Hamm deadweight in final stages of 
prep for Hillhead 2022

Tex chipper undergoing trials


