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A stupa: always, always clockwise

Firstly, I would like to thank Davie Morrison 
(Managing Director) for all his hard work 
over the past two and a half years. Davie 
leaves us with the highest turnover we have 
ever achieved and a strong order book for 
2017. We wish him every success in his new 
ventures. I have returned to the hot seat for a 
brief period; so it’s business as usual.

One thing Davie and I share passionately is a 
commitment to health and safety; everybody 
deserves the right to return home safely 
to their families at night. For me, effective 
health and safety starts with the basics: good 
housekeeping and accurate documentation. 

We have an exemplary health and safety 
record, but with this comes the risk that we 
may start taking things for granted and let 
them slip. Everybody, from the director 
through to the youngest apprentice, has a 
duty to themselves, their colleagues, and 
the general public to ensure we implement 
and adhere to the safety plans, processes 
and behaviours we have put in place and 
reinforced through training.

2017 – to be exact 1st August 2017 – marks 
our 40th anniversary.  I have learnt two key 
lessons over the forty years. Firstly, it is the 
loyalty, commitment and hard work of our 
site teams and subcontractors that form the 
backbone of our success. Over a quarter of 
our 90-strong workforce has been with us 
for ten years or more. The company owes 
a tremendous debt of gratitude to each 
and every one of you. Secondly, you can’t 
afford to stand still, you must continue to 
innovate and diversify; it’s much harder to hit 
a moving target! WMD Drainage Services, 
which provides both commercial and 
domestic customers with CCTV drain surveys 
and jetting, is our latest investment. You can 
find out more in this newsletter.

Finally, I would like to wish everybody a 
safe, happy and healthy Christmas, and my 
best wishes for 2017.

Willie

40 years of 
making it happen Lessons from the top 

of the world
Ian Gray (Operations Manager) has recently returned 
from an amazing three week trekking adventure in 
the Himalayas with his son, Cameron.

Experienced in adventure holidays in cold climes – ‘The only thing I do in the 
sun is burn!’ – Ian believes there are business and life lessons we could take 
from the way of life in Nepal.

‘We initially landed in Kathmandu, a noisy vibrant city where you can get 
extremes of heat and cold on the same day. We then flew to Lukla (Tenzing-
Hillary Airport), regularly voted the most dangerous airport in the world! We 
then trekked for ten days to Everest base camp.

The highest point on the trek was the 
‘landmark’ of Kala Patthar (Black Rock) 
at 5643m. It’s important to ascend slowly 
so your body has time to acclimatize to 
higher altitudes. Some members of our 
party suffered from altitude sickness, 
which was indiscriminate to fitness: you 
either got it or you didn’t.

Walking in thin air at altitude is hard 
work. Due to the lack of oxygen you 
can’t rush and you mustn’t panic when 
short of breath. You just have to take 
time and let your body catch up. 

A Nepalese Munro!



The air is indescribably fresh and pure in Nepal. After three weeks away you 
are immediately aware of the smell of hydrocarbons when you return.

Our guide was a Shaolin monk. Nepal is a very religious country and the 
guide would regularly leave the main path to visit ‘stupas’, mound-like structures 
linked to the Buddhist faith. We would walk round the stupas, always in a 
clockwise direction. 

To minimise the risk of food poisoning and diahorrea our diet was exclusively 
vegetarian: I lost 9lbs! The terrain is demanding and everything is brought in 
by Sherpas. Witnessing the effort involved in simply providing food and water 
means you consume it without question.

We were only allowed to carry 12kg of clothing and accessories during the 
trek. You suddenly become aware of the weight of pants and socks: fresh 
socks suddenly become a luxury! You only take what you need. Hot water is 
a valuable commodity in Nepal. On the trek we stayed in teahouses, small 
plywood-lined ‘hotels’ which provide a place to sleep and a cooked meal. A 
‘shower’ – in reality a trickle of hot water – costs £5 a time.

It was an amazing three weeks. Life in Nepal is simple and rewarding. You 
adapt and make do. You become aware of the value of the everyday. The 
emphasis is on what you need not on what you want.’

5-star teahouse luxury

Logistics are a challenge!

W M Donald won the ‘Health 
and Safety’ category at the 
Trades Awards 2016. 

The main focus of our submission, and the 
element which particularly impressed the 
judges, was the £400,000 investment 
in our suction excavator. The suction 
excavator has had a major impact on 
both our workforce and our customers.

Why? Well, the suction excavator is big! 
It is a daily visual statement to all those 
working on site that we are committed to 
their health and safety, and we’re willing 
to invest to achieve that.

In terms of hard, measurable results, 
the suction excavator has enabled us 
to significantly reduce utility strikes and 
our clients are now endorsing suction 
excavation techniques by specifying 
them in tender documents and plans.

Over the past year we have achieved 
OHSAS 18001 accreditation for our 
safety management systems and also 
implemented our ‘START with safety’ 
initiative: Stop, Think, Assess the Risk, 
Take action.

These factors, combined with many 
smaller initiatives, have enabled us to 
continue our record of delivering year-
on-year improvements in our health and 
safety performance even accounting for 
an increase in turnover and involvement 
in major projects such as Countesswells 
and Chapelton of Elsick.

Ian Gray (left), accepted the Award
on behalf of W M Donald 

Suction excavator 
‘hoovers up’ 
health and safety 
award



The 1st August 2017 marks 40 years in 
business for W M Donald.

We have always recognised there are others less fortunate than ourselves 
and to mark our 40th anniversary we have set ourselves the target of raising 
£40,000 for local charities. You will be able to track our progress on our 
special anniversary website – www.WMD40for40.com – which will be 
going live this week.

Several events are already planned, including a bumper Family Fun Day for 
the W M Donald team on Saturday 29th July. Other fund raising schemes 
include a golf day, mountain bike challenge, and a sponsored Aberdeen to 
Ballater walk: 40 miles of course!

W M Donald -
Life begins at 40!

If you have an idea that 
could contribute to our 
£40k target then please 
send it through to Karen at:
karen2@wmdonald.co.uk

W M Donald’s first office

25th anniversary team photo A young workforce 



Work has started on W M Donald’s new offices, workshop and 
store. The plan is to complete the project in time for Christmas 
2017.

The first phase is the construction of the portal frame workshop and store. The 
build of the concrete floor has provided an opportunity for the W M Donald team 
to trial and perfect the use of volumetric concrete mixing and pour techniques. 
The pour used 176m³ of concrete over a floor area of 1006m².

With volumetric concrete techniques 
the raw materials – cement, 
aggregate and water – are held on 
site. The concrete is mixed on site 
and used immediately.

The key success factors are planning, 
site preparation, and continuity. 
The advantages of the technique 
are economic and environmental: 
you only mix what you need. The 
potential downside is that getting the 
logistics wrong can cause serious 
problems.

Don’t turn up the volume!

Materials storage and equipment took up a lot of space on site.

Preparation - reinforcing mesh

Kevin Barclay led the W M 
Donald site team:

‘This was a really interesting job. It 
generated several key learning points 
which will be invaluable in future 
volumetric pours. 

The sequencing of the pour is critical. 
You have several operations running 
simultaneously and the key is to maintain 
momentum. We used laser levelling on 
the project and, in retrospect, we would 
have benefitted from using a wider 
leveller. This would have made the pour 
sequences larger and more efficient.

The key lesson for me was the 
critical importance of teamwork and 
communications. These factors enabled 
us to overcome the different challenges 
we encountered as the pour progressed. 
However, the money saved on materials 
and time is countered by the time and 
effort involved in planning the logistics 
and co-ordinating the job on site.’

My feeling - shared by Ewan (Ewan 
Riddoch – Technical Director) – is 
that volumetric pour techniques could 
generate economic benefits for clients 
on large projects. 

At times the pour itself can require a team of six

Laser screed in action

The finishing touches



Masters of all we survey!

WMD Drainage Services is a 
new division of W M Donald. It 
delivers drain and sewer CCTV 
surveys and water jetting to both 
commercial and domestic clients. 
The creation of the division is 
being led by Mike Meldrum 
(Engineering Manager).

‘W M Donald has always spent 
considerable sums on procuring drain 
and sewer surveys and associated 
services from third parties which often 
did not fit round our programme of 
works. Over time the feeling grew that 
we could deliver a better quality and 
range of services ourselves. 

We have recruited Colin Christie to 
lead the division and have made a 
substantial investment in new plant 
and equipment. Two other operatives 
working with him will allow a robust 
24hr local service to be delivered.

Our fleet now includes a new purpose-
built and customised 4x4 CCTV 
survey vehicle which has genuine off-
road capability. It is the one of only 
a handful that operate in the UK. It is 
equipped with the latest generation 
tractor camera units from Minicam. 
Sewer pipes ranging from 150mm to 
1200+mm diameter can be surveyed 

and we also carry a mainline pushrod 
camera to survey domestic drains from 
75mm to 225mm in diameter.

We use the latest WinCan VX reporting 
software and can provide customers 
with survey data in digital format before 
we leave site if required. The reporting 
software can be used to prepare pipe 
gradient reports, incorporate laser 
measurements for deformation reports, 
GIS mapping and more.

Our Jet-Vac unit has combined suction and 
jetting capability. It is large enough to clear 
main sewer chokes and small enough to 
work on domestic drain blockages. 

What sets us apart is that we can both 
survey and jet drains and sewers and 
also build, replace and repair them. 
The Marischal College job – see below 
– shows how we used CCTV surveying 
in conjunction with our Trimble GPS 
surveying equipment to accurately 
record drain locations for our client.’

For further information 
on WMD Drainage 
Services please visit:
www.wmdonald.co.uk.



Colin joined W M Donald in 
October 2016. His challenge is 
to make WMD Drainage Services 
the leading name in CCTV survey 
reporting and sewer jetting in 
the Aberdeen area.

Much of Colin’s working life has been 
spent learning his trade with some of the 
leading national names in the industry: 
Tarmac Construction, EEG and Lanes 
for Drains. A qualified OS19X CCTV 
surveyor, Colin has also been trained in 
NC2/3/4 confined space operations 
and has been a member of the Water 
Jetting Association for 16 years.

2017 is set to be an exciting – and 
financially draining! - year for Colin. 
Not only will he be heading up WMD 
Drainage Services, but he will also be 
getting married to his partner, Julia, in 
March and aiming to compete in the 
Scottish Tarmack Rally Championship in 
a car he has built and prepared himself!

Colin was born in Scone and still lives there. 
This lack of wanderlust is in stark contrast to 
Julia who hails from Estonia. Colin is the go-
to man should you want your CCTV survey 
results explained in Russian!

Colin Christie – 
rallying, Russia 
and drains!

Marischal College was founded by George Keith, 5th Earl of Marischal, in 1593. 
The current building, designed in the same gothic revival style as the Palace of 
Westminster, was started in 1835. It is one of the largest granite buildings in the 
world, second only to the El Escorial palace near Madrid.

Since 2011 the Marischal College has been the headquarters of Aberdeen City 
Council. The area around the college is part of the Broad Street redevelopment, the 
engineering work for which is being undertaken by Fairhurst.

Fairhurst needed to accurately locate the manholes and drain running under the 
footpath in front of the college. WMD Drainage Services deployed its CCTV 
equipment and a Trimble Geo 7X GNSS (Global Navigation Satellite System) 
survey rover and provided Fairhurst with an onsite topographic survey to millimetre 
accuracy.

Colin Christie was the team leader on site: ‘It’s fairly unique in my experience for 
one company to be able to provide both CCTV and GPS surveying. I believe it 
shows that the breadth of drainage services we are able to offer, from simple jetting 
right through to the construction of main sewers, is unique in the North of Scotland.’

Case Snapshot

WMD Drainage Services - 
Marischal College



THE BIG 
INTERVIEW
Neil Thomson – Stewart Milne Homes

Stewart Milne Group was 
established in 1975 and has 
grown to become one of the 
UK’s leading independent 
homebuilders. It employs around 
800 people and has a turnover 
in excess of £200m. It has a 
reputation for innovation and is 
recognised for premium quality, 
customer-centricity, employee 
satisfaction and financial returns 
achieved through committed 
team players.

Originally joining Stewart Milne in 
a project management role in 1990, 
Neil Thomson has worked his way 
up through the ranks and is now 
Construction Director for Stewart Milne 
Homes North Scotland, as well as 
Director Responsible for Safety. W M 
Donald has been part of Stewart Milne’s 
supply chain since the late 1980s.

What has been your experience 
of working with W M Donald?

I recall I first worked on projects with 
W M Donald in the early 1990s. As 
a youngster I lived in Netherley close 
W M Donald’s offices and my first 
contact was effectively ‘gatecrashing’ 
a Hogmanay celebration at Willie and 
Elaine’s house when I was 15!

Over the years we have worked together 
on several really interesting projects. 
One that stands out is the conversion of 
the Grade B listed General Post Office 
in Crown Street, Aberdeen. It was one 
of those projects where everything came 
together really well and was a great 
example of teamwork. The site won the 
NHBC ‘Pride in the Job’ Scottish Site of 
the Year Award in 2000. 

Bringing the story up-to-date, W M 
Donald is delivering the infrastructure 
works on our prestigious Countesswells 
development to the west of Aberdeen 
(www.countesswells.com).

From your perspective, how has 
W M Donald evolved over the 
years?

I have always been impressed with the 
‘can do’ attitude of W M Donald. This 
ethos started with Willie and Ewan and 
has become part of the company’s DNA. 
I would also include trust and reliability 
as enduring characteristics. If I have 
some real challenges to overcome, it 
is often W M Donald I would turn to. 
The company is good at delivering on a 
really challenging programme.

Willie has never cut corners when it 
comes to investing in the purchase 
and maintenance of plant and 
equipment. The company has always 
had a reputation for seeking out and 
implementing new and innovative 
ways of working, and this mirrors our 
approach at Stewart Milne Homes.

Over the years, W M Donald has 
definitely become more professional 
in its systems and processes. It is more 
customer-focussed than in the early 
days. I believe it has benefitted from 
Stewart Milne’s focus on health and 
safety over the years and used it as 
part of a ‘blueprint’ to improve its own 
performance in this area. Achieving 
OHSAS18001accreditation last year 
was an indication of its ongoing 
commitment and was symbolic of the 
progress made in this area during 
Davie Morrison’s time in charge.

In construction, however, there is 
always more we can do collectively 
to make the industry safer. I am a firm 
supporter of W M Donald’s decision to 
add a suction excavator to its fleet and 
believe this innovative approach and 
significant investment will without doubt 
improve health and safety.

Crown Street, Aberdeen



What makes W M Donald 
attractive as a supply chain 
partner?

In addition to the above, I find
W M Donald to be very proactive 
in terms of value engineering. Ewan 
and his team frequently come up 
with improved ways of solving site 
challenges that save time and money 
for both companies.

I value W M Donald’s solutions-based 
approach to contracting where the 
emphasis is on resolving engineering 
challenges with the minimum amount 
of fuss.

How can W M Donald help 
Stewart Milne become more 
successful in the future?

As Construction Director, I am also 
responsible for health and safety within 
my division. We at Stewart Milne 
focus on health and safety because 
we believe in it. We are committed 
to delivering the behavioural 
changes which will deliver further 
improvements in our safety record. I 
look to our supply chain to play a full 
part in this process.

The outlook for the Aberdeen 
economy over the next 18 months 
remains uncertain. We continue to 
be successful as we sell new homes, 
however we recognise the need to 
change the mix of properties on site 
to reflect the aspirations and budgets 
of our prospective customers. Supply 
chain members who can respond 
quickly and flexibly to programme 
changes will have a head start.

It has been demonstrated that homes 
on developments that are well-
presented during the construction 
phase sell more readily. I am looking 
for partners who buy into this truth and 
seek to maintain the best streetscene 
at all times.

One of the most challenging aspects 
of homebuilding is the completion of 
the development. There is invariably 
an element of minor remedial works 
to complete. Getting the small jobs 
done quickly and efficiently is a skill 
in itself. The excellent focus applied 
by Austen Brooks, Project Manager 
on the Kepplestone site recently, is a 
strong template for future projects.

Crown Street, Aberdeen

Allan Smith

All at W M Donald wish our 
colleague Allan Smith success 
with his latest challenge in 
overcoming lung disease.

Allan, who first joined W M Donald 
in 1992, has spent his life in farming 
environments and was diagnosed 
with chronic farmer’s lung (extrinsic 
allergic alveolitis) in 2006. Farmer’s 
lung is caused by an allergic reaction 
to breathing in spores which typically 
build up on molds growing on damp 
hay, barley or other cereal crops. In 
severe cases like Allan’s, farmer’s lung 
can lead to lasting lung damage and 
breathing difficulties.

In 2013 Allan received a double lung 
transplant at the Freeman Hospital in 
Newcastle. Freemans is a world leader 
in lung transplantation and featured in 
the Gift of Life documentary series on 
Channel 5 in 2016. He is in good hands.

As a precautionary measure, Allan 
switched from the physically challenging 
work in which he traditionally excels to 
driving a dumper truck. As with most 
transplants, Allan’s lungs experienced 
minor rejection episodes after surgery. 
However, the latest episode is the more 
severe and he is traveling to Newcastle 
on a regular basis so his condition can 
be monitored and changes made to his 
treatment.

I am sure Allan’s grit, determination and 
stamina will stand him in good stead.

Willie



SUCTION EXCAVATION
Safer, Cost-Effective and more Productive

W M Donald first used suction 
excavation about two years 
ago. The machines were hired 
in and initially used for laying 
new services into housing 
developments.

The realisation that suction excavation 
could be used on a far broader spectrum 
of projects, allied to the benefits it 
generated in terms of safety, productivity 
and reduced costs, eventually led to the 
decision to purchase our own machine: 
an RSP ESE32 mounted on a 32 tonne 
Scania 8x4 chassis.

In January 2017, after twelve months 
of in-house training, trials and project 
work, we will be actively promoting 
the hire of the suction excavator to 
contractors, consulting engineers and 
developers.

So how does it work? 
The ESE32 is the largest model in the RSP range. It has a 10m³ storage capacity 
and its twin fan system means it is capable of suction distances up to 45m vertically 
and up to 120m horizontally: that’s a Dyson on steroids! The twin fans, powered 
by the 490hp Scania engine, generate 42,000m³/h of air; this translates to a 
speed of 120m/sec at the inlet of the suction hose. 

The excavated material is separated from the air through a combination of air flow 
deceleration, diversion and density variation and drops into the storage tanks. The 
remaining airborne microscopic particles are removed through a large cartridge 
filter system. Once full, the storage compartment is tipped at a suitable location. 
W M Donald’s suction excavator is also equipped with high pressure air lances to 
break up compacted materials, and has a pump to remove dirty water from, for 
example, excavated trenches.



I’ve started…so I’ll finish!

Congratulations to Davie Morrison who raised 
almost £22,000 for cancer support charity, 
CLAN, by cycling from Land’s End to John 
O’Groats in September.
Davie covered the 974 miles in 9 days at an average speed of 18.6mph – 
impressive given that he had to complete over 50,000ft of climb during the ride. 
You can find out more about the event on Davie’s blog: bucketlist.me.uk.

Davie would like to pass on his heartfelt thanks to everyone who supported him 
during the challenge.

CLAN provides its services from 11 support and wellbeing centres located across 
north-east Scotland, Moray, Orkney and Shetland.

To find out more visit: www.clanhouse.org.

Grand Designs - 
Grandhome
The Grandhome development 
is located in the Bridge of Don, 
Aberdeen. It has been adopted by 
the Scottish Government’s ‘Scottish 
Sustainable Community Initiative’.

The long-term plan is to build 7,000 
homes in a network of walkable 
neighbourhoods. When complete, 
Grandhome will have three primary 
schools and a secondary school, a health 
centre, and substantial parks and green 
spaces (grandhome.co.uk/masterplan).

Cala homes has recently submitted 
the planning application for the first 
phase of homes on the site.

Austen Brooks is W M Donald’s 
contract manager on the Grandhome 
project. Austen moved up to Scotland 
from Devon in 2003. W M Donald 
was doing the groundworks on his 
new property and Austen asked 
about possible job opportunities. 

Austen is looking forward to a long 
association with the Grandhome project:

‘Many of the team that are working 
on the Chapelton of Elsick are also 
involved with Grandhome, including 
the same design team. This has led to 
very good lines of communication.

The strategy of the developers on the 
project is to install the transport and 
utilities infrastructure up front for each 
phase of the project. This provides us 
with larger more cost-effective works 
packages and also enables plots of 
land to be sold to housebuilders with all 
services and roads already in place.

Our contract started in September. 
We’ve completed road widening on 
Whitestripes Rd and we’re currently 
about half way through laying the first 
phase of sewers. I’m hoping we’ll lay our 
first tar on site in January with the initial 
package of works completed by May.

The development has a detailed 
masterplan, but there will always be 
the need for flexibility, responding to 
last minute design changes based on 
ground conditions or other factors.’



Christmas holidays
A brief reminder that the last working day before the Christmas holidays is
Friday 23rd December. We return to work on Monday 9th January.

Funny? Mildly humorous? Sad!?

Whatever you think, we’re sure you can 
do much better. 

Send your captions to Karen by 12th 
January to be in with a chance of winning 
a meal for two at the Lairhillock Inn.

karen2@wmdonald.co.uk

Caption Competition

W M Donald’s fi rst rail tunnel 
project gets off to a bad start 
as Ewan regrets not talking 
about scale drawings in the 
site briefi ng.

W M Donald Limited
Marrlaine
Craigwell
Stonehaven
AB39 3QN

Tel: +44 (0)1569 730590
Fax: +44 (0)1569 731315

Email: info@wmdonald.co.uk

Next Edition...
If you have any ideas for content 
you would like to see featured in 
the next edition of the newsletter 
please get in touch. We are 
always looking for budding 
contributors!

Email your ideas to Karen:

karen2@wmdonald.co.uk

Laying decorative setts on a housing project.


