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Gold brings added sparkle to food and drinks sector

By Tracey Boles

and it is feared that UK, 
US and some Asian banks 
may also start to encounter 
funding problems. 

Additionally, there are 
concerns that they could 
suffer huge losses because 
of their loans to eurozone 
banks and holdings of 
government debt.

If the banks get into 
another funding crunch, 
albeit one not of their own 
making, it will be a 
disaster. Cash-strapped 
governments would have to 
step in, adding to already 
ballooning national debt.

 WITH the economic 
recovery in danger of 

stalling, getting fi nance to 
small to medium-sized 
businesses has become 
more vital than ever, 
especially when Bank
of England fi gures show 

F you thought the credit 
crunch was history, 
think again. There are 

disturbing signs of a new 
crunch developing within 
Europe which, should it 
happen, will amplify the 
effects of the already 
devastating sovereign 
debt crisis.

European banks are 
fi nding it increasingly 
diffi cult to secure funding 
from other banks and 
investors because of fears 
about the eurozone. 

City sources tell me that 
the market for wholesale 
funding is effectively 
frozen, forcing eurozone 
banks to seek fi nance 
from the European 
Central Bank.

The squeeze on 
interbank lending is what 
led to the demise of 
Lehman Brothers in 2008 

that the big banks are 
£1 billion short of meeting 
their government SME 
lending targets.

According to Phillip 
Monks, chief executive of 
business lender Aldermore, 
one way to boost lending 
would be for the 
Government to give 
guarantees or insure
banks against potential 
losses on their entire SME 
loan portfolios.

Instead of hoarding 
capital to protect 
themselves against future 
losses, banks would have 
the confi dence to boost 
lending, says Monks.

What is clear is that the 
clock is ticking and the 
Government needs to boost 
lending fast to stimulate 
the economy. It could do 
worse than listen to Monks.
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GOLDEN DELICIOUS: 
The Chocolate’s 

truffl es are proving 
to be a big hit

GOLD is extending its Midas touch to 
drink and food fi rms who are adding an 
edible version to bottles of bubbly, 
sweets and even curries.

Leading importer, family company 
Connoisseur Gold in Cheshire which 
supplies edible goldleaf sheets, petals 
and dust, has seen demand rise by 
 40 per cent over the past couple of years. 

“Gold is back in fashion, especially 
during the festive season. Maybe it is a 
desire for luxury during hard times,” 
said sales director Dee Stonehouse. 

“The Elizabethans used to serve 

turkeys coated in it. Now it’s as a fi nish 
for chocolates and in wine or ethnic 
cuisines. There’s no mistaking the lustre 
when you sip or nibble the real thing.”

Drinks giant Britvic has latched on to 
the glitzy trend by adding to its J2O 
adult juice range with a drink called 
Glitter Berry which, when shaken, 
releases swirls of twinkling gold fl akes. 

Extravagant sweet maker The 
Chocolate is also reporting surging sales 
for its handmade champagne truffl es 
smothered in gold in a Swarovski 
crystal-encrusted box.  MAISHA FROST
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UP TO half of British Council-accredited English
language schools in the UK face closure through a 
combination of the Border Agency’s student visa 
restrictions and a costly new accreditation scheme. 

English UK, which represents 450 schools, believes 
up to 200 of its members could shut as English lan-
guage students from countries such as Brazil and 
China opt to study in Australia and Canada instead.

Chief executive Tony Millns said: “The visa system 
is a burden and is turning students off.”

He said the main issue is the requirement for 
students to speak English to intermediate level 
before they can qualify for the general student visa.  

At the same time, the schools are subject to a new 
inspection regime from the Independent Schools 
Inspectorate. 

At a cost of £8,000 to £12,000, the system is four times 
more expensive than the one it replaced and is driving 
up student fees. 

English UK says that it is no more rigorous than the 
previous system, which it wants to revert to. 

The sector is worth about £2.5 billion a year to the 
economy and it helps to support the much larger 
international education sector, annually worth more 
than £14 billion. 
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THE Government is set to unveil a 
radical plan to insure the deposits 
of fi rst-time buyers so they can get 
access to the best mortgage rates. 

The proposal for a “mortgage 
indemnity guarantee” is likely to 
be part of a housing strategy to be 
unveiled by Prime Minister David 
Cameron this week. 

First-time buyers with a 5 per 
cent deposit would have access to 
the same savings rates as those 
with 20 per cent downpayments. 
The Government would insure the 
difference for lenders.

The plan has usurped proposals 
for a tax-free savings wrapper 
which was being examined by the 
Treasury to help fi rst-time buyers 
save up a large deposit.

Fears have been mounting that 
an entire generation is being 
locked out of home ownership due 
to the need for large deposits. 

As well as boosting the housing 
market, it is hoped the strategy 

LUXURY fl ats in the City’s 
fi rst major residential 
development for 30 years 
are selling as soon as they 
are released off-plan, in 
defi ance of the economic
slowdown.

At Gerald Ronson’s 
36-fl oor tower, The Heron, 
in Moorgate, 203 of its 285
luxury apartments have 
already been sold despite
not being built. 

The building will also be
the new home for the
Guildhall School of Music
and Drama.

Lisa Ronson, commer-
cial director of developer 
Heron International, said:
“Its reception has been 
very exciting as three
quarters have sold as soon
as they were released. 

“We have had an inter-
esting mix of purchasers. 
They have been popular 
with commuters and over-
seas families that want to
send their children to 
study in London. 

“There are not many 
options like this even in the
West End. It is a real jewel.
The development’s ele-
gance and focus on quality
and detail, coupled with its
unique location right at the
heart of the City, have
made it extremely popular 
with off-plan buyers.”

Matthew Fine, director
at Hunters the Estate
Agents in Baker Street,
London, said: “The mar-
ket in the City is buoyant
right now.”

will help promote the construction 
industry. The UK is facing a huge 
housing shortfall, plus a scarcity of 
affordable property. 

It is also designed to tackle 
issues such as rising demand in 
the rental market and lengthy 
planning procedures. 

One proposal being examined is 
releasing public land, including 
Ministry of Defence shrubland, to 
build on. 

Ministers are hoping to get at 
least 200,000 new construction sites 
under way as soon as possible. 

But Marc Vlessing, co-founder 
of developer Pocket, said: “To get 
to equilibrium with demand, we 
need 300,000 units a year for the 
next 10 years.”

Pocket aims to fi ll the divide 
between social and private housing. 
It provides “intermediate” housing 
for those who earn too much to 

qualify for social housing, but not 
enough to buy their own home. 

Vlessing believes there would be 
huge transport and infrastructure 
costs associated with using MoD 
land. Instead he wants local 
authorities offered “carrots and 
sticks” to release land for house 
building. It is believed half the land 
in Southwark, for example, is 
owned by the local authority. 

Vlessing said: “The UK is bad at 
data. We need to create a 21st-cen-
tury Doomsday book, or land regis-
try, for Britain by getting the public 
to map public land that they see.”

Financing of the housing sector 
is also an issue that needs to be 
addressed. Vlessing believes that 
lenders should invest a higher pro-
portion of their mortgage book in 
the fi rst-time buyer market. 

Pocket is building 100 small, one-
bedroom units a year in London 
which are sold at 20 per cent below 
the market average. 

By Andy Hollis
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