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From 
the top

We’ve once again proved to our industry 
peers, our enduring belief that people and 
skills matter! Neil Cain, Operations Director 
attended the National Apprenticeship Awards 
ceremony to receive the City & Guilds Award 
for Apprenticeship Champion of the Year. 

Neil, age 52, fought off the competition from 
around England to be awarded the top prize 
in recognition of the outstanding contribution 
he continues to make to enable people from 
all walks of life to get qualifications while they 
work and his ambassadorship in the grounds 
maintenance and wider industry. Neil was 
received at Downing Street by the Prime 
Minister, David Cameron.

The Awards, now in their twelfth year, are run 
by the National Apprenticeship Service and 
recognise businesses that grow their own 
talent through apprenticeships and individual 
apprentices who have made a significant 
contribution to their workplaces.

Neil Cain visits No 10 Downing Street to receive Award

Awards, News, Community Projects and Service

In this issue

Welcome to our spring newsletter, one of my 
favourite times of the year. Firstly can I start by 
offering a big welcome to everyone who has 
recently joined the business, including our new 
staff on our Sovereign and Stonewater contracts, 
our new joiners at head office and our new 
seasonal and operational workers.  I trust you 
will all have a long and happy career with us.

As our parks and green spaces get busier in 
springtime, I often think that these spaces are 

the nation’s biggest free leisure centre.  As 
more of us start to take responsibility for our 
health, we often look to our open spaces as a 
first step back into exercise whether that be 
walking, cycling, organised events or indeed 
the Park Run.

This is why I was extremely disappointed  
to hear that Stoke Gifford Parish Council  
plan to impose a charge at Little Stoke Park 
Run. To be honest, I don’t know enough  
about this case to make a fully informed 
comment. We must all be aware that trying 
to balance a local authority budget can be 
a difficult task, and the money does have to 
come from somewhere.

But I can’t help thinking this is a case of not 
seeing the wood for the trees. Government 

A word from our 
Managing Director, 
Matt O’Conner

figures have shown the cost of physical 
inactivity to the UK taxpayer as £7.4 billion 
and there is a real concern that the nation 
is at risk of its population drifting into 
unavoidable health issues such as Type 2 
diabetes and obesity.

Perhaps what makes the Park Run a special 
case is its success in moving nearly 60,000 
previously inactive people into regular 
activity. I really hope a solution can be 
found and Stoke Gifford can access grants 
or fundraise. Ultimately someone is going 
to have to pay or the event will have to be 
cancelled. Now that the transfer of public 
health responsibility has transferred from the 
NHS to local government, I think there is a 
good case to argue for common sense and 
joined up thinking to prevail.

On accepting his award Neil said, “I am 
delighted to dedicate my personal time as 
a pro-active ambassador. I`ve passionately 
encouraged John O’Conner to embrace 
apprenticeships into the culture, value and 
business strategy since joining. I believe my 
story of progressing from an apprentice 
to Operations Director enables me to offer 
strong experience/advice to apprentices. I 
always have an open door for anyone, not 
just new young apprentices but existing staff. 
Apprenticeships are for everyone.”

Huge congratulations to Neil Cain, our 
Operations Director who has been awarded 

City & Guilds Apprentice Champion of the 
Year at the National Apprenticeship Awards. 
Neil was chosen as the winner in recognition 
of the outstanding contribution he has made 
to apprenticeships since starting out as an 
apprentice himself in 1980. Well Done Neil! 
Matt O’Conner, Managing Director

 “Congratulations to Neil for your success 
at the National Apprenticeship Awards. 
Apprenticeships truly are set to be one of the 
great success stories of the decade, and Neil is 
a worthy ambassador.” 
Nick Boles, Skills Minister  

jocnewsletter april 2016.indd   1 21/04/2016   17:03



The Newsletter of John O’Conner April 2016  ISSUE 16

2     

Treemendous Apprentices 

As part of Apprenticeship Week 2016, Site Manager James 

Nicoll recruited seven apprentices on to our St Albans 

tree planting project where, under James’ watchful eye, 

they planted Autumn Flowering Cherry, Oak, Birch, Lime, 

Tibetan Cherry and Field Maple varieties along the New 

Greens Avenue providing them with an opportunity to gain 

practical tree planting experience and to learn proactive 

approaches to managing tree health and local biodiversity.

John O’Conner was delighted to host this landscaping 

project during National Apprenticeship Week. James Nicoll, 

Apprentice Mentor, Martin Currell, Senior Chargehand and the 

apprentices have certainly completed a fantastic project which 

will enhance the landscape of the open space on New Greens 

Avenue.

Neil Cain, Operations Director

Giving Capel Manor students the Horticultural Hedge
Staff members on our Alexandra Palace contract volunteered 12 man 
hours of horticultural expertise to guide Capel Manor trainees in the 
planting of a hawthorn hedge by the Pavilion Car Park to provide 
practical experience for their Level One Horticultural qualification.    

“I wanted to write to say thank you to you and your team for a great work 
experience day for our Level 1 Hort students on Thursday. They really 
enjoyed their day and felt they had accomplished a great deal planting  
the native hedge.  They also really enjoyed working alongside your team 
who were all very patient with the students. I hope that we can find  
another 1 or 2 dates during the summer term to come back to Alexandra 
Palace and work out in the park.  This type of work experience is so 
valuable to our young students; it helps them build their confidence and 
employability skills.”
Sarah Seery, Head of Horticulture & Landscaping, Capel Manor College 

Flying High in the 
5% Club

We are now a member of the 5% Club, an industry led initiative 
focussed on driving momentum into the recruitment of apprentices, 
graduates and sponsored students.  This means that we’ve made a 
commitment for meeting a 5% target for apprentices, sponsored 
students and/or graduates on formalised training schemes within 
five years.

“The time you’ve taken to mentor and support our apprentices, provide 
work experience and to fly the flag for Horticulture as a meaningful 
career choice will be invaluable in helping us recruit and retain a 
workforce for the future.”
Matt O’Conner, Managing Director

Contract Wins
In December we were awarded a new contract for the provision of 
grounds maintenance with Stonewater Limited.  Stonewater is one 
of the UK’s most significant social housing providers, with 30,000 
homes under management across England and has one of the largest 
development programmes to help meet the rising demand for 
housing. They were only formed in January 2015, through the merger 
of Jephson and Raglan Housing Associations.
We were awarded two of the six grounds maintenance lots offered:

The contract started on 1st April for an initial three year period. This 
may be extended by a further two years, up to March 2021. 
A warm welcome to the new staff delivering this contract as well 
as those working on Oracle, Sovereign Housing, Newlon Housing & 
Hertfordshire Schools, which started in January. 

Planting a native hedge like hawthorn encourages wildlife and 
provides year round features in the form of foliage and masses 
of white, scented flowers not to mention some pretty fine jams, 
jellies and wines. Scientific name: Crataegus monogyna.

Locations No. of Sites

Lot 4 Oxfordshire, Bedfordshire, Northamptonshire, 
Leicestershire, Cambridgeshire, Nottinghamshire 
& Derbyshire

222

Lot 7 East & West Sussex, Hampshire & Berkshire 186
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Bingo Dabbers Class of 2016!

Congratulations to the five teams on completing your 2015/2016 

Bingo Cycle.  You’ve planted, mentored, volunteered, motivated and 

raised money for meaningful projects leading to a donation value of 

£750 for your nominated charities.

Groovy Gang
Bingo Card: Community Project 
Project Name: Bicester Early  
Intervention Hub
 

Hub Manager Wendy Lacey approached 

us for a donation of compost and flowers 

to support a gardening project for 

children and young people age 5-19. We 

made a donation of tomatoes, French 

beans, sweet peas, lobelia, geraniums, 

marigolds, fuchsias and compost totalling 

£69.00. More importantly, the children 

and young people used our donation to 

design their gardens and to plant and 

carefully maintain them afterwards.  They 

thoroughly enjoyed doing this activity.

Jody’s Jokers Insignia
Bingo Card: Save Energy  
Project Name: Implement 
initiative to save fuel, water and 
power on contract

Last year we used 7,000 litres 
of line marking fluid to mark 
out pitches on our East Sussex 
contract with double the amount of water used 
to mix the product.

We decided to review our current method of 
line marking and the products we used to see if 
our water consumption could be reduced. We 
decided to trial Impact Gold Line Marking paint 
which not only needed no mixing (saving water) 
but also produced a higher pitch marking ratio 
and offered a recyclable bags system leading to 
reduced costs and energy savings.       

Bingo Card: Apprentice Project 
Project Name: Apprentice Design  
Session – Smithson’s Recreation Ground  
planting day
 
This was a rewarding learning partnership 
with North Hertfordshire District Council 
and Groundwork Hertfordshire to create 
a new shrub bed at Smithson’s Recreation 
Ground. Three staff members, including 
Richard Billington from our Midland Heart 
contract, attended a planting planning day 
for a piece of development land.   It was 
an excellent professional development 
opportunity for Richard as it gave him a 
much greater appreciation for the process 
designers go through when creating 
planting plans and has broadened his 
horticultural knowledge. 

Smells Like Team Spirit
Bingo Card: Motivation 
Project Name: Coffee Morning

 

Smells Like Team Spirit also smelled like Coffee!  Affinity Sutton 
Contract Manager James  Nicoll started a weekly Friday coffee 
morning where he made brilliant cups of coffee for his staff  giving 
them an opportunity to have  a catch up and chat as well as 
completing weekly tasks  such as time sheets. This also gave them a 
chance to raise issues and ask any questions they might have had.

Bingo Card: Environmental Volunteer Project 
Project Name: Environmental Day – Shrivenham 

 

Team members on our Serco Defence Academy Shrivenham site 
along with Serco staff and other volunteers, participated in a search 
and rescue mission to locate self-set trees within the woodlands, 
provide advice and to replant the dying trees along the golf course 
avenue. The team was proud to be part of this SOS mission as in 
approximately five years, this avenue would have disappeared as all 
the trees are infected with bleeding canker.

Well done to all the five teams for contributing over 190 hours of 

volunteer time,

Matt O’Conner, Managing Director

Here are some of your stories...

Dabb Until Your Hands Fall Off
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Notice Board
Congratulations to:It’s always great to be able to reward hardworking staff whose loyalty over long periods of 

time has served our company so well.

As the company grows we really do want to continue to recognise staff and the value that 
they add to the business with their support and loyalty.

Congratulations to the following Long Service Award employees:

Long Service

10 Years
Piotr Olesiak (Leicester contract)       
Sebastian Drombinski (Leicester contract)    
Peter Baker (Aylesbury contract) 
Mitchell Harrison (St Albans contract)      
Jaroslaw Kuczma (St Albans contract)      
Adam Ellis (St Albans contract) 
Adam England (St Albans contract)
Piotr Niezanski (North Hertfordshire contract)    

20 Years
Steve Cooper  (Leicester contract)       

25 Years
Shaun Nicholls  (Regional Manager)       
Gareth Towson (North Hertfordshire contract)    

Craig Freeman from our STA contract and 
his partner Sammy had a not so little boy 
called Charlie, weighing 10lbs 2ozs, on 
23rd December 2015.

Congratulations as well to Alan Stevens on 
the birth of his Grandchild.

Designs from the Heart 
In early March, Midland Heart staff 
members applied their minds to a shrub 
bed design competition.

Submissions had to include a final design 
plan, a design rationale and a basic 
maintenance plan for aftercare; an excellent 
opportunity for staff to apply theory to 
practice while creating a garden space for 
Midland Heart residents which provides 
exercise, stimulation, accomplishment and 
a host of other benefits that are healthy for 
the mind and body.    

Competition winners Aaron Busst 
and Steve Earp proposed a semi-low 
maintenance bed that was safe for the 
residents; while providing a colourful, 
relaxing and aromatic visual and sensory 
experience. They chose a range of shrubs 
to offer colour during the changing 
seasons and the feature piece was a 
birdbath to attract wildlife such as small 
birds and butterflies into the garden.

On a mild April Tuesday Aaron & Steve 
created their winning design. 

Aaron said “We are happy to have won the 
competition, it was good experience putting 
the plans together” Steve added “We really 
enjoyed being able to create our design and 
planting the shrubs; it will be good to see it in 
a year or two when the plants have matured.”

Midland Heart Contract Supervisor John 
Haines who is Aaron & Steve’s line manager 
said “Aaron and Steve are great lads, they 
do everything asked of them, and they are 
a privilege to work with and an asset to the 
company. Winning this competition is a 
testament to their capability.”

Winning design specification
• 2 Buddleja ‘Lilac Chip’ 
• 3 Hydrangea arborescens ‘Annabelle’ 
• 3 Viburnum davidii 
• 6 Lavandula ang. ‘Munstead’ 
• 5 Rosmarinus officinalis 
• 10 Festuca glauca ‘Elijah Blue’

New appointments
Promotions

Adam Schwalm - SHEQ/Health and Safety Manager (Head Office)
Andrew Skitt -  Contract Supervisor (Stonewater North)   
Jillian Lilico - Bid Writer (Head Office, Business Development Team)
Nicky Frampton - Contract Supervisor  (Stonewater South)
Ryan Young (Returning) - Contract Manager ( Stonewater South)

Steve Webb was promoted to Contract 
Manager on our Hertsmere Contract 
effective 1st January 2016.    

Ben Stilling was promoted to Contracts 
Manager on our Aldwyck and Stonewater 
Contracts effective 26th January 2016.   

Congratulations to Steve and Ben on your 
promotions and we all wish you every 
success in your new role.

                     /johnoconnergm

Social Media
For instant news and information please 
join our social media pages. 

Thank you to all our existing followers 
and the great comments received on our 
posts!

John O’Conner 
Question Time
It’s all about the grass.

Answer this question to receive a £50 voucher 
redeemable at selected stores! The winning 
answer will be the one closest to the correct 
answer to the nearest square meter. 

Question: To the nearest square metre, what 
total area of grass do John O’Conner currently 
maintain?

Send your responses back to: jillian.lilico@
johnoconner.co.uk with the phrase “Question 
Time” in the subject line.
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