
By Leanna Byrne

As low milk prices 
are depressing 
the dairy sector, 
one milking ma-
chinery business 

is innovating and staying pos-
itive.

Remen Agri and General 
Supplies specialises in the 
assembly and light manu-
facturing of milking machine 
systems, feeding augers and 
drafting systems for the dairy 
sector. 

The company is planning to 
develop a system to check cell 
counts in milk – an indicator 
of its quality.

“We are planning to devel-
op a system that checks the 
cell count in the bulk tank 
[milk cooling tank],” said 
Nigel Hanrahan, founder of 
Remen Agri. 

“Cell count within milk is 
a massive, massive thing. It 
tells whether the cows have 
an infection or not. So we’re 
hoping to work on a unit that 
will detect high cell count 
within the milk.”

Hanrahan, who was short-
listed for a Tipperary County 
Enterprise Award earlier this 
year, has worked in various 
milking businesses across 
Europe, including German 
company Westfalia. 

A native of Ballyneale in 
Tipperary, he operated as a 
sole trader before he incorpo-

rated Remen Agri as a limited 
company in 2014, four years 
after a major slump in the 

business. It plans to open its 
own facility in the next year. 

“It’s a volatile market, it’s 
going to be up and down the 
whole time. All those bad 
years in 2009 and 2010, [but] 
our legs are getting going again 
and we lasted through,” said 
Hanrahan. 

Remen Agri is based in Car-
rick-on-Suir, Tipperary, and 
employs two full-time staff 
and one part-time. 

Next month, Remen Agri is 

to showcase its equipment, all 
sourced from DeLaval, at the 
National Ploughing Champi-
onships. 

The company is also a regu-
lar at the Clonmel Agricultural 
Show in Tipperary. 

Hanrahan said that Christ-
mas should be its busiest pe-
riod. However, while business 
for Remen Agri continues to 
grow, he warned that unless 
grants for milking machinery 
continued to be available for 

farmers, he could see another 
downturn happening.

“A lot of the machines 
would have been grant-aided, 
so there’s a lot of work because 
of those. There is a new grant 
scheme out there, and once 
that comes on stream, there 
should be a bit more work,” 
he said. 

“If the sales drop, it will cut 
a lot of service work; there 
may not be a lot of new ones 
going in.”
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The lowdown: Revamped investment scheme is good for business

Big Red Barn hopes to 
go big Down Under

Firm chafing at the bit over 
foodservice innovation

By Leanna Byrne

A 
year af-
ter Dónal 
Byrne es-
tablished 
his Big 
Red Barn 
e v e n t 
compa-

ny, he is looking  to expand 
to Australia. 

Since it was set up in March 
2014, the Mayo-based Big Red 
Barn Company has grown its 
sales by 100 per cent year-on-
year, according to Byrne.   

Byrne started the business 
after leaving his job as man-

ager of more than 2,000 mar-
quee structures in the Queen 
Elizabeth Olympic Park in 
London. He came home to 
Ireland with the idea to cre-
ate structures to withstand 
the Irish and British climates. 
The initial start-up cost was 
€50,000.  

“All the structures that are 
made were from countries 
where there’s great heat and 
very little wind,” said Byrne.

“So I came up with the 
Big Red Barn. We tried it 
with a local event for the 
Mayo-Roscommon Hospice 
. . . [and] raised €30,000. A 
few other clubs came to us 

then and they said, ‘Look, 
we’d like to try it, we’d like 
to rent it’. It sort of snowballed 
from there.”

Last year, Byrne presented 
his idea on RTE’s Dragons’ Den 
and the resulting publicity saw 
more barns ordered. 

Many of the structures are 
complete with a bar, stage, 

flooring, furniture, lighting 
and other accessories which 
may be needed for the event. 
Each structure can weigh up 
to 25 tons. The barns became 
popular with music festivals, 
clubs and special occasions. 
But one area Byrne had initial-
ly overlooked was weddings.

“People are looking for 
something different and 
unique. I think it was on [tele-
vision show] Grey’s Anatomy 
last year that somebody got 
married in a barn and then 
[business] started hopping,” 
said Byrne. 

To fill the void, he fashioned 
The Little White Chapel, a 

“Little House on the Prairie” 
style building. This weekend 
saw it being launched on 
Claggan Island in Belmullet, 
Co Mayo.

“The chapel looks as if it’s 
going to be bigger than the 
barn. It’s got great interest, 
especially with the referen-
dum this year coming across 
the line and the world opening 
up to new ideas, and civil cer-
emonies on the up the whole 
time,” said Byrne. 

But Byrne said his ultimate 
goal is to break Australia and 
eventually the US, even if he 
has to bring in investor fund-
ing to grow the business.

Dónal Byrne of Big Red 

Barn events stands in front 

of his latest product, 

The Little White Chapel
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By CoLette Sexton

Imagine being 20 kilo-
metres from the near-
est main road, walking 
a further four kilometres 
to visit the most remote 

point on the mainland of Ire-
land, standing on the summit 
of a near 1,000 foot high sea 
cliff and then descending to 
sea level.

You arrive on stormy 
beaches, before crossing the 
ocean and landing on the 
base of wave sculpted rock 
towers, which you then climb 
to stand on a summit that has 
been visited less than the sur-

face of the moon.
That is the service Unique 

Ascent, a hill walking and 
rock climbing company 
based in Dungloe, Co Do-
negal, provides for its cus-
tomers. 

Nearly a decade ago, Iain 
Millar was sitting in a five foot 
inflatable dingy purchased 
from Aldi at the base of an 
800 foot sea cliff one kilo-
metre from the nearest storm 
beach and four kilometers 
from the car, when a killer 
whale breached about 25 
feet from the dingy. At that 
point, Millar decided that it 
was the type of experience 
everyone should have at least 
once and in 2011, he set up 
Unique Ascent. 

“What I am selling is the 
perception of fear, as it is 
through our fears that we 
can meet, realise and under-
stand ourselves in our natural 
state,” he said. 

He said that Unique Ascent 
provides the most adventur-

ous commercially available 
activity in Ireland, keeping 
him as busy as he possibly 
can be at the moment, doing 
the type of things he enjoys 
doing almost every day. 

“My ultimate ambition 
with Unique Ascent is to 
spend as much time as pos-
sible travelling at terminal 
velocity towards earth,” he 
said.

Money is almost irrelevant 
in the great scheme of hav-
ing fun, according to Millar, 
and it is not and can never be 
the primary goal of running 
a business. He said if Unique 
Ascent was expanded into a 
multi-faceted business then 
its unique aspect might get 
lost for more profitable main-
stream activities.

“The next logical step 
would be to employ people to 
do what I am doing and thus 
expand the business, but this 
would come perilously close 
to real work and is thus re-
sisted and avoided,” he said.

Face your fears

By LiLy KiLLeen

The chafing dish – 
that raised, silver 
dish so ubiquitous 
at buffets where 
food needs to be 

kept warm – has been used 
in catering for more than 
100 years with little to no 
improvements.

In efficiency terms, it lags 
behind, costing on average 
€1.20 per hour to operate. 
However, CBL Equipment has 
unveiled the Castle Chafer, 
which has reduced the run-
ning cost to between 20 cent 
and 25 cent per hour.

Father and son duo James 
and Jim Kearney of the 
Carlow-based hospitali-
ty equipment firm were 
among this year’s winners 
of the Compass Group’s Idea 
Works initiative. The aim of 
the initiative is to find SMEs 
with cutting-edge products 
that apply to the foodservice 
and hospitality industry and 
encourage them to come for-
ward.

“I set up a Twitter account, 
and one of Compass’s pro-
moted tweets appeared on 
my timeline,” said Jim, man-
aging director of the compa-
ny and former officer in the 
Merchant Navy. 

“I had a look and thought 
[Idea Works] was quite in-
teresting. At this stage we 
still didn’t have a presentable 

prototype, but I thought we 
should go for it anyway. Com-
pass came back and told us 
we had been shortlisted for 
the finals.”

James had had the product 
in development for two years 
when it caught the eyes of the 
Idea Works judges. The Castle 
Chafer is kept warm by a gas 
burner, rather than hot water, 
eliminating the safety risk of 
spills, as well as allowing for 
easier temperature control. 
A diffuser in the bottom of 
the dish ensures that that the 
food is heated evenly. 

The dish itself is large, with 
50 per cent more capacity 
than a traditional chafing 
dish, so it does not need to 
be refilled as often. 

Attempts have been made 
at improving chafing dishes 
in the past, with an electric 
version on the market. How-
ever, the need to be close to 
a power supply means that 
such dishes are not practical 
for outside catering.

“The traditional chafer 
dish is still popular because 
it’s portable. We answer that 
problem with our system and 
they are much more efficient 
to use,” said Jim. To date, CBL 

Equipment has had private 
investment of €107,000, and 
has won the Competitive 
Start Fund from Enterprise 
Ireland. “We are looking for 
investment at the moment of 
€300,000, between equity 
investors and Enterprise Ire-
land funding, and with that 
investment we are expecting 
to increase employment in 
quality control, warehouse 
management and sales,” said 
Jim. Once the funding has 
been secured, the company 
plans to expand into one new 
market each month. 

“We try to be conservative 
with our projections, and on 
the basis that the funding 
comes in, our forecast sales 
one year advanced is 2.2 mil-
lion units for the European 
market.”

CBL Equipment has landed 
its first major customer in the 
form of Compass Group. “A 
customer like Compass is a 
great one to have. They are 
going to trial the Castle Chafer 
in one of their venues and 
if they are happy with that 
they want to roll it out in the 
rest of their suitable venues. 
That validation is brilliant,” 
said Jim.
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Agri-machinery firm milking it to good effect

By SinÉad Heaney

Introduced as a successor 
to the Business Expan-
sion Scheme (BES), the 

Employment Investment 
Incentive Scheme (EIIS) is 
recognised as an important 
source of funding for a wide 
range of businesses in Ireland, 
offering a government-backed 
alternative to bank finance for 
companies actively growing 
their businesses. 

As part of the reform pack-
age within last year’s budget, 
the scheme was strengthened 
in a number of key ways de-
signed to make the fund more 
appealing to both investors 

and investee companies. It is 
expected these changes will 
come into force in the coming 
weeks, which is very positive 
news.

The most significant change 
is the extension of the scope 
of companies that are eligi-
ble to access funding. Pre-
viously under the scheme, 
medium-sized enterprises 
in counties designated as 
‘non-assisted areas’, specifi-
cally those in Dublin, Kildare, 
Meath, Wicklow and Cork, 
were excluded. These areas 
are home to clusters of some 
of Ireland’s strongest medium 
sized companies. 

Until now, many could not 

benefit from investment via 
the scheme, as businesses 
with over 50 employees and 
over €10 million turnover 
were excluded. This restric-
tion has been reviewed and 
companies with up to 250 em-
ployees and €50 million turn-
over will be eligible. Many of 
Ireland’s most ambitious busi-
nesses fall into this category 
and this potential new source 
of funding is great news. 

As fund managers, we 
have been approached by 
numerous companies over 
the last number of years 
with ambitious growth plans 
which could not avail of the 
scheme. We therefore strong-

ly welcome the widening of 
the scope and the increased 
benefits this will bring in sup-
porting SME growth plans. 

In addition to geographical 
improvements, the range of 
sectors eligible to participate 
has been widened. For the first 
time, internationally traded 
financial services and compa-
nies operating in the nursing 
home sector will be brought 
into the fold. 

There will be an extension 
of eligibility for hotel, guest-
house and self-catering ac-
commodation operators for 
an additional three years. The 
inclusion of nursing homes is 
particularly timely in light of 

the growing need for higher 
quality facilities identified by 
policy makers. EIIS can now 
provide the equity to get a 
range of these projects off the 
ground. 

A third key tweak to the 
scheme is the increase in the 
holding period for EIIS shares 
from three to four years. This 
change reflects a widely held 
view that three years is too 
short a time period for many 
companies to implement their 
funding plans. The new four-
year period represents a more 
realistic timeframe in which to 
grow and develop. A final im-
portant change is the increase 
in the threshold amount a 

company can raise through 
EIIS to €5 million annually, 
with a lifetime cap of €15 mil-
lion. This further enhances the 
ability of EIIS funding to have 
a transformative impact on 
growing businesses. 

With improvements to 
geographical eligibility, a 
widening of sectors, an in-
creased investment term and 
an increased upper limit, the 
aggregate benefit is a strength-
ening of the overall EIIS of-
fering and a scheme that will 
have much wider appeal to 
investors and investees alike. 
Irish SMEs have proved adept 
at responding to the challeng-
es of the funding environment 

over the last few years, and 
anything that can be done to 
further support their growth 
should be warmly welcomed. 

These changes will re-ener-
gise the EIIS opportunity for 
both investors and investees 
to ensure that EIIS continues 
to provide significant finance 
while offering a range of stra-
tegic benefits to individual 
companies and help support 
and grow Irish business. 

Sinéad Heaney is director of BES 
Management Limited, Ireland’s 
longest running BES/EIIS fund, 
operating for over 20 years and 
having completed investments in 
all 26 counties.

Sinéad Heaney, director, BES
Management Limited 
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