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ACTUALITY – FACTORY NOISES 

 

GOLDBERG: This is something to see.  I’m standing in a giant 

factory shed, close to Scunthorpe town centre.  And as the workers around me are welding 

and drilling and cutting long metal rods, I can look through the back door, and about a mile 

away there are a couple of huge cooling towers belching white smoke into the air, and four 

blast furnaces poking into the skyline.  These are known as the Four Queens, and their 

industrial majesty holds sway over the town’s landscape.  But for how much longer?  What 

I’m looking at is the historic British Steelworks - steel made this town and sustains it even 

now.  But for the second time in three years, that plant’s future is in jeopardy.   

 

MUSIC 

 

ACTUALITY IN CAR 

 

CHILDS: I’m a former steelworker.  I worked on there for eleven 

years, leaving school at 16 and training to become an electrician.  I’m not the first in my 

family to work on the steelworks.  My great grandfather worked on there, as well as my 
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CHILDS cont: grandma and my grandpa, and I have a cousin that’s 

currently completing an apprenticeship on there, so the steelworks is really in my blood.  It’s 

intrinsic to my family and our history. 

 

GOLDBERG: Charlotte Childs - a proud Scunthonian who’s giving 

me a whistle-stop tour of the town and the steelworks that has sustained her family and 

thousands more like them. 

Pretty much wherever you are in town, you catch sight of the steam coming out of it, you 

catch sight of the site, which looks as though it runs all along the bottom of the town. 

 

CHILDS: Yeah it does, but even if you can’t see it, you can hear 

it.  We have an emergency alarm that goes off every Tuesday morning to test our evacuation 

and containment procedures, and for people that aren’t familiar with Scunthorpe, when that 

goes off at 10 o’clock in the morning on a Tuesday, they get quite alarmed and think, oh God, 

what’s going on? 

 

GOLDBERG: There’s certainly no escaping steel in Scunthorpe.  The 

town’s main shopping centre is called The Foundry.  The local football team is nicknamed 

The Iron.  Steel is why the town came into being - and has kept it going for generations. 

   

MUSIC 

 

CHILDS: Okay, we’re just at the top of Dragonby Hill, but it 

gives you a really good view of the steelworks in relation to Scunthorpe.  At night time, when 

it lights up, you can really see how, how big and how dense the steelworks is in relation to 

the town.  It annoys me when I hear people on the news when they’re talking about it, talk 

about it as a factory, because it gives the impression that it’s this one place of work, but 

actually it’s the size of a village and it’s about a third of the size of Scunthorpe town.  

 

GOLDBERG: Steel isn’t just a part of Scunthorpe’s history though - 

it’s vital to the town’s modern day economy as well.  Nearly one in four people here works in 

manufacturing, the highest proportion of any town in England or Wales - and steel production 

is at the heart of it.   
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CHILDS: You won’t find someone that’s not - at least indirectly 

- affected by it.  Like my brother-in-law and his garage or the café down the road where the 

lads go and get their butties when they are having their breakfast.  Everyone knows someone 

that would be affected.  But I think what’s really important as well, because we have talked 

about the steelworks quite nostalgically and what it has meant to the town, but it is still a 

vibrant industry.  My cousin is 19 years old and he’s partway through his apprenticeship.  

Like he needs the steel industry to be here for the next forty, fifty years.  

 

EXTRACT FROM PATHE ARCHIVE 

 

PRESENTER: [MUSIC]  In some ways, steel making is like cooking - 

next comes the mixing of finely calculated amounts of carbon, silicon and manganese alloys 

to produce the high quality steel for which Britain is world famous. 

  

GOLDBERG: Modern steel production took off during the Industrial 

Revolution, and continued to thrive for much of the twentieth century.  In 1971, the steel 

sector employed more than 300,000 people in the UK.  Today, nine out of ten of those jobs 

has disappeared.  Britain - once the fourth largest steel producer in the world - is no longer in 

the Top 20.   

 

ACTUALITY OF KNOCK AT DOOR, DOG BARKING 

 

GOLDBERG: Hello then, hello.  Come on then, come on then. 

 

BUCKLEY: This way. 

 

GOLDBERG: Yeah, all right. 

Matthew Buckley has witnessed the decline of steel at first hand.  He’s a team leader at 

British Steel’s on-site power station and lives in a neat terraced house in Winterton, a pretty 

village six miles north of Scunthorpe.  On the drive in, you can see the Humber Bridge.  We 

sit around a wooden table in a small dining room off the kitchen and tuck into a fish and chip 

supper.  With his wife Joy and son Julian, Matthew recalls how he moved the family to 

Scunthorpe when he foresaw the closure of the steel plant he used to work at - Shelton in 

Stoke on Trent. 
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ACTUALITY – EATING TEA 

 

JOY: How was your day at work? 

 

BUCKLEY: It was all right.  It was really quiet, because the 

weather’s rubbish.   

 

JULIAN: Yeah, it’s been rubbish for ages, hasn’t it? 

 

BUCKLEY: I’d worked at Shelton for about 13 years.  We started 

to reduce shift patterns, and it was at the same time that Scunthorpe was raising their shift 

pattern, so that there was a requirement to reduce the manning at Shelton.  So I was offered 

the chance to kind of transfer, it was either to Scunthorpe or to Teesside. You felt that the 

writing was on the wall and it was only a matter of time, before that did close, and the, at the 

end of the day, we decided to take the plunge and we transferred up here with my wife and 

two of the kids at the time, wasn’t it? 

 

GOLDBERG: And it proved to be a wise decision because the 

steelworks in Stoke sadly closed down. 

 

BUCKLEY: It closed within twelve months of us moving up here,  

Shelton did shut and I think there was about thirty, thirty people from Shelton decided to 

transfer up as well.  

 

JOY: I think if you spoke to any wife of a steelworker, 

they’re always there, supporting their husbands, because they know the impact and the 

importance of that heavy industry in the country, but also, you know, the impact that it has on 

family lives and so on and so forth, because they are the main breadwinner. 

 

GOLDBERG: Three years ago, the decline of the steel industry 

caught up with Matthew again, when British Steel’s owner, Tata, decided to sell up.  It 

looked as if the plant might close, before a white knight called Greybull Capital came 

charging in to save it. 
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BUCKLEY: We were at a really sticky, sticky place there, and it 

took a long time to get the ball rolling, to get some interest from the central Government.   

We had marches in Scunthorpe and marches in London.  I went down to London to lobby 

some MPs down there. 

 

GOLDBERG: And what did it feel like when you learned that the 

plant had been saved and was being taken over by Greybull Capital? 

  

BUCKLEY: Oh, it was … I mean, at the end of the day, I mean, it’s 

your job.  If Scunthorpe is shut, you lose your job.  End of.  And your ability to pay bills, 

your mortgage, the rest.  So there’s all that’s at risk.  So there was a huge relief, but also a 

huge relief for the town as well, because so many people had invested the time, the effort to 

keep steelmaking there.  So yeah, it was fantastic.  

 

EXTRACT FROM WORLD AT ONE 

 

NEWSREADER: British Steel has collapsed and been placed in 

compulsory liquidation. 

 

MAN: I am disgusted, it’s terrible, I feel like bealing. 

    

MINISTER: It was announced this morning that the court has 

granted an application by the directors of British Steel to enter an insolvency process.  

Control of the company will now pass to the official receiver, an employer of the Insolvency 

Service, who will run a compulsory liquidation ….  

 

MUSIC 

 

GOLDBERG: In May, the future of British Steel in Scunthorpe was in 

crisis again when the Government refused to bail out its owners, Greybull, with a loan 

variously said to be anywhere between £30 million and £120 million.  This was Greybull’s 

second request for taxpayers’ cash.  They’d already borrowed £120 million when 

uncertainties over Brexit made it difficult to buy EU carbon credits, without which it couldn’t 

operate.  Ministers said rules on state aid wouldn’t allow them to lend more, and British Steel 
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GOLDBERG cont: was forced into liquidation, since when it’s been kept 

on life support, ironically, with the help of public money.  The company employs around 

2,000 people at sites in north east England and other plants in France and Holland, but 

Scunthorpe is the beating heart of the operation.  More than 3,000 people work here and 

overall the company is reckoned to support around 25,000 jobs. 

 

SCORER: We welcomed Greybull.  There’d been a significant 

piece of work in the six, seven months prior to Greybull actually stepping in, which had seen 

a joint programme of development that was, you know, worked on between management and 

the workforce, which was a transformation plan for this site.  And Greybull bought into that 

plan, Greybull endorsed that plan, our own independent experts endorsed that plan. 

 

GOLDBERG: Sean Scorer worked at the British Steel plant for  

23 years and is now National Secretary of the Community Trade Union. 

    

SCORER: This is now a business that makes money but, as we all 

know, steel is a cyclical industry and you should maximise and capitalise through the periods 

of good, and equally what you need is a vision for the long term, and when you turn down the 

cycle, you need an owner that’s got the mind and the determination to actually stick with 

your business and see you through that downturn, because as we know, the upturn quickly 

comes around in this industry.  

 

GOLDBERG: You say that this is a profitable business.  It isn’t 

though, is it?  The company is now insolvent.  So, what’s changed?  

 

SCORER: Well, basically the owners walked away from the 

business.  Greybull were not prepared to put money in and simply have reneged on their 

moral and social responsibility to the British steel industry.  They came in, they bought into 

the business of British Steel.  They brought British Steel back to life.  And, at the time when 

these communities and families most needed them, they’ve chosen to walk away.  

 

ACTUALITY IN LONDON 
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GOLDBERG: Greybull Capital are based here in London, in 

anonymous offices above a high end fashion shop in upmarket Knightsbridge.  The company 

is run by 47 year old Marc Meyohas, who grew up in France, but has been resident in the UK 

all his adult life.  Greybull describe themselves as an entrepreneurial investment group who 

help turn around failing businesses.  They invest their own money, but also bring on board 

bigger players like banks.  One of their success stories was specialist metals manufacturer, 

Metalrax, now rebranded as Arc, where they boast of having saved 400 jobs. 

 

MUSIC 

 

GOLDBERG: But Greybull have also been involved in a string of 

businesses that were rather less successful.  Convenience store chain, My Local, one 

incarnation of Riley’s Snooker Halls, and electrical store Comet, all of which failed despite 

the company’s investment.  And then there was Monarch Airlines.  Greybull bought Monarch 

for £1 in 2014 with the company on the brink of collapse, but they couldn’t revive its 

fortunes. 

 

EXTRACT FROM NEWS REPORT 

  

NEWSREADER: The Civil Aviation Authority is flying more than a 

hundred thousand Monarch passengers back to the UK after the airline collapsed with the loss 

of over two thousand jobs. 

 

WOMAN: I was told by a fellow cabin crew member this morning 

when she rang me at like quarter to five, so …. 

 

REPORTER: And what did she tell you? 

  

WOMAN: Just that we have got no jobs really.  Like, yeah, we’ve 

gone into administration and the company’s gone bust, so yeah, I just really can’t believe it, 

to be honest. 
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GOLDBERG: When Monarch went bust in October 2017, 300,000 

flight bookings were abruptly cancelled, affecting the holiday plans of three-quarters of a 

million people.  Others wondered how they’d get home. 

  

WOMAN 2: I woke up this morning and I had a little look to see 

that everything had been cancelled.  It’s, you know, quite scary, so I’m at a stage where I 

have no flight and no hotel. 

 

EXTRACT FROM ARCHIVE RECORDING 

 

WOMAN 3: The airline is the largest ever to collapse in the UK and 

the Government says the operation to bring people home will be the country’s biggest ever 

peace time repatriation.  

  

GOLDBERG: The Civil Aviation Authority brought 86,000 

customers stranded abroad back to the UK.  They laid on 567 flights at a cost of £40 million 

to the taxpayer.  But when the administrator, KPMG, sold off the company’s assets, raising 

£60 million, none of that cash went to the CAA.  The way Greybull had set up the company 

ensured that most of the proceeds went instead to a firm based in the Channel Islands called 

Petrol Jersey Limited - an investment vehicle of … Greybull Capital.  Frances Coppola is a 

former banker and now a financial journalist. 

 

COPPOLA: It seems unfair that Greybull, which after all ultimately 

was responsible for the failure of Monarch Airlines, should see its investment return to it 

while the British taxpayer loses out.  That is, unfortunately, the way Greybull structured its 

relationship with Monarch was so that it would be first in the queue for a pay-out.   I do think 

that Greybull has a moral obligation towards the Government on this.  I mean, the fact is that 

those passengers were the responsibility of the airline, and Greybull, as the airline’s owner 

essentially walked away from them.  That doesn’t feel right to me, and I feel that whether or 

not there is a legal obligation, there certainly is a moral one. 

  

MUSIC 
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GOLDBERG: So how could Greybull and its associates be 

reimbursed following the collapse of Monarch Airlines, despite having left a trail of debt for 

the taxpayer to pick up?  Well, this is where you have to understand the role of companies 

like Greybull, who try to rescue distressed businesses.  They’re sometimes disparagingly 

known as ‘vulture funds’ because they are seen as preying on sick and dying firms.  Steve 

Hunt is an insolvency practitioner. 

 

HUNT: Vulture funds swoop in to distressed situations and 

look to make a profit from the position that they find themselves in. Sometimes they’re high 

profile companies, other times they’re companies you’ve never heard of, but they all have the 

same sort of structure, which is to buy the business cheap and then use all the aspects of 

insolvency law to turn it into a profitable business - or a profitable business for the vulture 

fund.  

 

GOLDBERG: On that basis then, vulture funds can do a useful job. 

Presumably, they’re going into companies who are in trouble anyway, and in some cases they 

can improve that.  

 

HUNT: Yes, I think a good vulture fund will try and do an 

investment on the basis of sort of heads I win, tails you lose type sort of system where, if it all 

goes wrong, they still make money, but they presumably hope to go in to turn it around.  

 

GOLDBERG: So if you are a successful vulture fund, even if the 

company that you’ve bought fails, ideally you should be not losing money and potentially 

even making money? 

 

HUNT: Yes, I don’t think you could be a naive person and 

work for a vulture fund.  I think you have to plan for both circumstances.  

 

GOLDBERG: Greybull certainly can’t be accused of naivety.  The 

way the company was structured ensured that, under insolvency laws, they would be amongst 

the first to be repaid if Monarch went under, leaving unsecured creditors further down the 
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GOLDBERG cont: queue.  This includes suppliers, who will now receive 

nothing following Britain’s biggest airline bankruptcy. 

  

HUNT: Well, according to the published accounts, there’ve 

been a number of loans made by the parent company to Monarch, and it is not clear from the 

public documents, but part of the transaction led to a company called Petrol Jersey Ltd taking 

control of those loans.  

 

GOLDBERG: What did that mean when Monarch went down?  

 

HUNT: It meant that when Monarch went bust, the first 

company to be paid would be Petrol Jersey. 

 

GOLDBERG: Many people would say it’s strange that they’re first in 

the queue, given that they potentially make millions of pounds if they turn the company 

around and it’s profitable, they stand to gain.  Yet at the same time, if it fails, they don’t stand 

to lose. That’s the bit that leaves people scratching their heads.  

 

HUNT: I think anyone would be, recognise the position, that if 

you’re rich and the person you’re dealing with is poor, then the rich person has the 

advantages in the deal.  That’s all that’s going on here.  

 

GOLDBERG: It’s a very hard-nosed way of looking at the world, 

isn’t it? 

 

HUNT: It’s the real world.  

 

MUSIC 

 

GOLDBERG: We asked Greybull Capital to detail how much they 

and their associated companies invested in Monarch - and how much of that investment 

would eventually be recouped when its assets were sold off.  They didn’t answer those 

questions, but accounts issued by the administrator, KPMG, show they have had at least  
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GOLDBERG cont: £60 million returned.  So are they now willing to repay 

the £40 million paid by the taxpayer to repatriate Monarch customers?  Greybull said: 

 

READER IN STUDIO: Greybull Capital has not made a profit from its 

investments in Monarch Airlines and has always stated that if that should change, it would 

help to defray the costs incurred by the Department for Transport in repatriating Monarch 

customers. 

 

GOLDBERG: As well as the cost of repatriation, there was 

Monarch’s pension scheme.  This had a black hole of £158 million, and when Greybull took 

over in 2014, they persuaded the Government-backed Pension Protection Fund - or PPF - to 

step in and take responsibility for it.  In return, the airline’s previous owners provided  

£30 million for the PPF and Greybull themselves pledged a further £7.5 million.  But that 

money was never paid, and now the Monarch group has gone bust, it’s unlikely it ever will 

be.  We asked Greybull if they felt any obligation to pay that £7.5 million, given that the sale 

of Monarch’s assets had raised £60 million. They said: 

 

READER IN STUDIO: The Pension Protection Fund has publicly commented 

that Greybull’s involvement in Monarch led to a better outcome for the pension scheme and 

they were satisfied that all agreements were honoured. 

    

GOLDBERG: A year before Monarch collapsed, Greybull bought 

another company for £1.  This time it was British Steel, again purchased through a Channel 

Islands investment vehicle called Olympus Steel.  Greybull levied management fees of  

£3 million a year and loaned money to the company at a hefty rate of interest.  Once again, 

the investments made by Greybull’s partners are secured, so they’ll be amongst the first to be 

repaid, and while this time Greybull themselves aren’t quite at the front of the queue, they 

will rank above ordinary unsecured creditors - like suppliers - when the company is sold or its 

assets broken up.  Frances Coppola again. 

 

COPPOLA: Greybull seem to have treated British Steel as a bit of a 

cash cow.  They’ve been looking for money from it.  The interest rate they charged on the 

loans was high.  They imposed very high fees on it, and they don’t appear to have been 

thinking strategically about where this company is going and how they could ensure its 
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COPPOLA cont: future.  It may be just simply that they weren’t radical 

enough and were looking for value too quickly.  

 

GOLDBERG: Is there a conflict though between the kind of company 

that Greybull is, where you describe the need to extract value quickly, and a long term, 

cyclical business like British Steel? 

 

COPPOLA: Arguably there is a conflict and it may be that we need 

to push back on that and say no, if you’re going to take on a distressed company, you need to 

stay with it for the longer term.  I think what we’re beginning to see now is that British Steel 

actually needs much more investment than they were prepared to put into it, which does 

rather take us more towards the just trying to get out whatever value they can extract.  

 

GOLDBERG: We asked Greybull for an interview.  They declined, 

but sent us a statement, saying that they rallied investors to provide more than £500 million 

for British Steel, and that they kept 4,500 people in employment, paying an annual wage bill 

of £250 million and contributing a total of £200 million in PAYE and National Insurance 

contributions.  And they added:   

 

READER IN STUDIO: Greybull Capital charged British Steel £3 million in 

management fees per year for services such as supporting a new management team, 

developing and implementing a turnaround strategy and arranging financing.  These fees 

represent less than 0.2% of British Steel sales and were 80% lower than those charged by the 

previous owner.  No interest or dividend payments have been made to Greybull Capital from 

British Steel.  

 

GOLDBERG: Duncan Swift, President of the Association of 

Recovery Professionals R3, makes the point that if investors risked losing too much money 

trying to save a failing business, they might never get involved at all.  And he insists their 

primary aim is to secure a better future for all concerned. 

  

SWIFT: These funds do not take on these challenges with a 

view to failing.  They’ve gone in, they will have sought to do what they can do to keep the 

company and its business alive. The decision to stop doing that will not have been taken 
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SWIFT: lightly.  I mean, just take the British Steel example for 

a moment, if Greybull had not been a successful bidder in 2016, it’s arguable that British 

Steel would have gone into administration in 2016. 

 

GOLDBERG: Do you think that so-called vulture funds are the 

appropriate means to buy companies like British Steel, which many people would argue are a 

special case and are central to the country’s infrastructure? 

 

SWIFT: I don’t know how, in a capital market system, with 

dynamic businesses, you can provide against failure, as in financial failure. 

 

GOLDBERG: Whatever the perceived shortcomings of Greybull 

Capital, British Steel faced a perfect storm before going into liquidation.  Greybull say that 

turning around the company was always going to be a challenge, and yet the business made a 

profit in 2017, before being blown off course by a series of events, notably Brexit, which they 

say made it impossible to raise capital.  Experts have told us that another problem was a 

global oversupply of steel, with too many blast furnaces like those at Scunthorpe.  And 

Richard Warren, Head of Policy at the trade body UK Steel, says the domestic industry is 

also handicapped by high energy costs. 

 

WARREN: So our study, as best as possible, tries to take the UK 

steel industry and put it in a competitive country like France or Germany.  And what the 

research showed this year was that French power prices are a half of what we pay here in the 

UK, and German prices are around three-quarters, so there’s a big gap, and that gap, to put it 

into easy to understand terms, it’s a £50 million a year cost, additional cost to the UK steel 

sector.  

 

GOLDBERG: So energy prices, for steel companies in France, are 

half of what they are in the UK? 

 

WARREN: Exactly.  And that really impacts both on our short 

term competitiveness, how much it actually costs to produce a ton of steel, but also long term 

importance of how do we attract investment into the UK.  Because all companies that are 
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WARREN cont: operating in the UK, operate across Europe, and 

they’re competing for that investment across a wide portfolio of sites, stretching across the 

European Union and further afield.  

 

GOLDBERG: And even German companies enjoy cheaper energy 

prices too? 

 

WARREN: Precisely.  We’re paying 50% more than our German 

competitors, and that’s, as I said, if you talk that up into pounds, shillings and pence, that’s 

£50 million a year that UK companies have to pay, that their French and German counterparts 

are fundamentally, so either going into profits, or more importantly, it’s going into 

reinvesting in those sites, making them more efficient and more modern. 

 

GOLDBERG: But there’s a bigger question here too, and that’s the 

UK’s long-term attitude towards steel - not as a one-off industry, but as a key component in 

British manufacturing and infrastructure. 

 

ACUALITY IN BIRMINGHAM 

 

GOLDBERG: This is Curzon Street in Birmingham, and in front of 

me a big blue hoarding with the message, ‘The journey starts here’.  Behind it there are 

yellow diggers, you can just see the tops of them, excavating a vast site to create the 

Midlands hub of the High Speed 2 railway, and there is even a route map on one of the 

hoardings here, showing destinations to the North - Leeds and Manchester - and to the South 

- Old Oak Common and London Euston.  Now the cost of the project has already ballooned 

from £32 billion to £56 billion, and if British Steel disappears, it will almost certainly rise 

even higher.  

How come?  Well, HS2 will need 170,000 tons of steel for rail and switches.  If that’s 

imported rather than bought from Scunthorpe, one supply chain expert has told us that the 

cost could increase anywhere between 5% and 25%.  Julian Allwood is a Professor of the 

Environment and Engineering at Cambridge University 

 

ALLWOOD: Buying materials from elsewhere, it’s a complete waste 

of taxpayers’ money, and it’s not what other countries do.  When the Germans look at how to 
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ALLWOOD cont: spend taxpayers’ money, they look at the whole return 

to the country of the programme.  So they do make sure that all the internal purchasing is 

within the country.  But in the UK traditionally, we’ve only looked at the first price for each 

investment and not worried about all the secondary effects of keeping the money in the 

supply chain to create jobs.  So HS2 which is a huge taxpayers’ investment, could stimulate 

jobs in the UK, or we could just see all the money fly across the border and create jobs 

elsewhere.  I know, as a taxpayer, which I’d prefer. 

 

GOLDBERG: Sean Scorer from the Community Trade Union 

highlights what’s at risk if British Steel disappears from Scunthorpe. 

 

SCORER: This site is the last remaining Long Products division 

site within the UK.  If you let this site go, you lose the facility to make the most important 

parts of our manufacturing infrastructure.  Rail sections, so without rail, so Network Rail is a 

huge customer of Scunthorpe.  Network Rail is therefore heavily dependent on Scunthorpe 

and vice versa.  So then you become reliant on European products to actually put the rail on 

our ground in our country.   That’s how important it is to this country.  Lose it, and you’ve 

lost the opportunity forever to make this in this country.  

 

GOLDBERG: That no doubt explains why Network Rail has said that 

if no buyer can be found for British Steel as an entire business, it would be interested in 

taking over the part of the company that makes and services railway tracks.  For some 

observers, the value of steel to the wider economy also needs to be factored into the debate 

about Scunthorpe.  Professor Julian Allwood again. 

 

ALLWOOD: I hesitate to quote Donald Trump, but even he has got 

it, that the steel industry is strategically important.  That’s why China built its own steel 

industry, to support its construction boom.  It’s why India is doing it at the moment.  It 

creates jobs, it’s a foundation industry, off which all the downstream manufacturing and 

construction businesses thrive.  So if you’ve got it, you can innovate; if you haven’t got it, of 

course you can keep importing steel from elsewhere, but you’ve lost the chance to be 

fundamental in coming up with new products, new ways of making things, all of which 

depend on steel.  It’s our most important material. 
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GOLDBERG: But taking measures to protect UK steelmaking would 

mean rowing against a free market tide that has been flowing one way since 1988, when 

Margaret Thatcher’s government privatised the industry – a profound change.  We did invite 

the Business Secretary, Greg Clark onto the programme to discuss the future of steel in the 

UK and to answer the charge that current government policy works against the industry. 

He wasn’t available, but sent us a statement. 

 

READER IN STUDIO: The Government has already taken wide-ranging 

action to support the industry, including compensation for energy costs, public procurement 

guidelines, with annual reports on the proportion of public sector steel bought from British 

firms, and details of a steel pipeline on national infrastructure projects worth around  

£500 million over the next decade. 

 

GOLDBERG: Mr Clark also said the Government had supported 

British Steel with the £120 million loan facility it offered to Greybull and is leaving no stone 

unturned in its efforts to find a suitable buyer. 

 

ACTUALITY AT STEEL CENTRE 

 

EDDY: My name is Shay Eddy.  I’m the MD of Steel Centre 4 

based in Scunthorpe.  Well, at the moment we have got two multi-storey car parks going 

through, we’re building a film set for a very famous movie franchise that I can’t name, and 

we’ve got some temporary steelwork onto some excavations going through, so ….  

 

GOLDBERG: All from this yard here which has got a big yellow 

gantry? 

 

EDDY: 25 to an overhead gantry - yep. 

 

GOLDBERG: And in there I can hear some, well, I don’t know if it’s 

drilling, but inside these corrugated iron sheds - come and show what’s happening here. 

 

EDDY: Okay.  We’ll have to walk this way, I’m afraid.  
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GOLDBERG: You have got a lovely view out of your shed here - I 

can see the giant cooling tower of the steelworks. 

 

EDDY: Yep, you’ll see the Four Queens in a minute as you get 

closer to it, the blast furnaces.  

 

GOLDBERG: Shay runs a specialist steel fabrication business in 

Scunthorpe, employing 32 people.  

 

EDDY: Well, our company is based on Midland Road which, 

as you know, is a stone’s throw from the steelworks, and we started out in 1983 to service the 

works, and in fact, they were 100% of our workload at the time.  As the years have 

developed, we’ve moved gradually upstream, we’ve diversified.  

 

GOLDBERG: Is it fair to say that, if the steelworks wasn’t here, you 

probably wouldn’t be here as well as a business? 

  

EDDY: Absolutely, we wouldn’t have started without the 

steelworks.  They were our sole customer and they were everything to us at the start.  

 

GOLDBERG: Although his firm is no longer solely reliant on British 

Steel, Shay Eddy has no doubt that if it disappeared, life would become a lot tougher for 

manufacturers who buy their products - not just in Scunthorpe, but across the country.  

Removing such a major player from the UK supply chain would push up prices for a start. 

 

EDDY: Without a doubt, they would go up immediately and 

our turnaround times would increase.  And the other thing being that, with British Steel, as 

well as the quick turnaround, they will roll to mill specific lengths. So I may have a job that 

requires 11.8 metre stock.  Instead of buying 11.8 from a British steel rolling. I have to buy 

12.2, so that’s 400 mill of extra scrap per beam that I am wasting.  So that’s an increase in 

cost straightaway. 

  



- 18 - 

GOLDBERG: So if British Steel wasn’t there then, you would face 

increased costs and you would also face potentially slower delivery times for your raw 

material? 

 

EDDY: Absolutely, absolutely.  

 

GOLDBERG: So if nothing else, it would make you less competitive. 

 

EDDY: It would make my life a damn sight harder.    

 

MUSIC 

 

GOLDBERG:  Like many people I spoke to in Scunthorpe, 

Shay feels let down by both Greybull Capital and the Government.  At the moment the town 

is on a knife edge, waiting to see if any of the various expressions of interest in British Steel 

leads to a credible offer to buy the company.  In the meantime, the Official Receiver 

continues to run the firm, but if there’s any shortfall in wages, that will be underwritten by 

the Government.  Even if a new owner is found, how long will it be before we’re back in the 

same situation again?  If Tata couldn’t make British Steel work in 2016, and Greybull 

couldn’t keep it going in 2019, is another crisis further down the line inevitable?  Professor 

Julian Allwood fears it is - but offers an alternative vision for Scunthorpe, which he believes 

would secure the future of the UK steel industry. 

 

ALLWOOD: The amount of steel coming back for recycling is going 

to grow. And in the UK, we’re already generating nearly as much scrap each year as we buy 

in new steel goods.  So, right now we export it all to other countries, where it’s made into low 

grade products, but we could be recycling it domestically, treating it as a strategic resource 

and developing an industry, we could become world leaders in low impact steelmaking, 

powered by renewables, for example.  Scunthorpe is right next to the North Sea wind farms. 

We could develop high quality products from scrap, and then we would have skills and 

technologies that we could export, because we know that market’s going to expand. 
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GOLDBERG: To fulfil Julian Allwood’s vision would require many 

hundreds of millions of pounds - a scale of investment that few private companies are likely 

to make.  That begs the question of whether the Government would be willing to put in the 

cash - a question they declined to answer when we asked them.  Professor Allwood says that 

would be cheaper for them in the long run than paying unemployment benefits for the 

thousands of people who will lose their jobs if British Steel closes.  If that does happen, it’s 

families like the Buckleys who stand to bear the brunt.  Matthew Buckley works there.  Joy is 

his wife.  

What would the impact be on this household and your household, Joy, if you can’t keep it 

going - if the steel plant does close down?  

 

JOY:  By gum, now there’s a thought, isn’t it?  As a family, 

we tend to be optimistic because you have to be, and you have gone through this so many 

times, and if you did sort of wallow on the negatives and stuff, then it would drag you under, 

and I daresay that there are people that are feeling like that at the moment.  But yes, if worst 

comes to the worst and the steelworks does actually shut, it will be devastating for the area, it 

will be devastating for so many people here.  

 

GOLDBERG: Then there’s Matthew’s son, Julian - currently a 

student at Liverpool University, but keen to return to Scunthorpe to live and work after 

graduating.  If there’s a job for him. 

 

JULIAN: I actually want to work in health and safety, which the 

steelworks would be such a good employer for that.  But if it’s not there, I have to look 

somewhere else.  A big alternative for people who don’t go to university is the 

apprenticeships. 

 

GOLDBERG: At the steel plant? 

 

JULIAN: At the steel plant, yeah, and all the other supporting 

companies of the steel plant.  And I see that almost as valuable as going to university.  The 

experience they get is priceless, and without the steelworks, they won’t get those 

apprenticeships, they’ll either be stuck in Scunthorpe because they haven’t got those skills, 

they haven’t had that extra training, or they will have to look elsewhere, and you will have 
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JULIAN cont: this exodus of young people, which are - it sounds 

cheesy - the future of the society.  So without all those young people, what’s going to happen 

to Scunthorpe? 

 

GOLDBERG: What do you think will happen to Scunthorpe? 

 

JULIAN: I think it will just go downhill.  I don’t think we have 

so much, like, culture in the city.  All that will just leave, and it’ll be left almost barren.   


