EXECUTIVE INTERVIEW - 81

Paint the
town
Damar Industries is growing rapidly by
moving into new markets and acquiring other
New Zealand businesses.
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n just under three decades, Damar Industries has gone from being a small,
family-run business in Rotorua to a medium-sized company operating
across all of New Zealand and into Australia.

Damar started in 1986 when Scott and Bev Thomson bought a paintmanufacturing company with one factory and three retail stores. Over time,
they acquired other businesses, such as Aerosol Products, Ecomist, Andrew
Chemicals, and Clark Products, which have expanded their manufacturing
capability to coatings, chemicals, and aerosols. Damar services three main
markets, including retail (mainly hardware), roadmarking, and commercial
contract manufacturing with mainly dangerous good-type products.
Scott and Bev still own the company. As they grew the business, they went from
having only a couple of employees in 1986 to just under 200 in 2016. They also
hired an experienced executive team, including current CEO Martin Carlyle.
Martin, who had worked in executive roles for a number of manufacturing
companies, came to the company in 2007 as CFO, and was promoted to CEO in
November 2012. “I have a very diverse background, and I think that’s one of the
reasons I was offered the CEO role,” Martin says.
Martin, a qualified accountant, started his career in auditing, specialising in
manufacturing audits, and then went on to work in a number of manufacturing
industries throughout his career. He has also gained experience in commercial
sales and business development. “Having a keen understanding of sales and
business development, I can be very sales focused; and then, also having run some

Martin Carlyle
Damar Industries
Chief Executive Officer
Headquarters in Rotorua, NZ
189 employees
NZ$76 million turnover
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larger factories in my career, I really
understand the finer details of operations
too,” Martin explains. “Then if you add to
that my experience in supply-chain
management positions, the combined
experience from having taken on every
major role in an organisation gives me a
detailed insight into each aspect of the
overall business.”
When asked what makes Damar a
successful business to work with, Martin
says that besides a good facility and good
staff, it’s the long-term relationship with
customers and suppliers. Damar has been
blessed with some 25- to nearly 30-year
relationships with people who have helped
and continue to mould and support the
company through the years.
One of Martin’s main focuses is on people,
and he values strong leadership. He believes
the key to success is having the right team
in place to support him, and then ensuring

that their development is a priority for the
company. “My leadership style is creative, to
some degree,” he says. “And then it’s
critically important that the right team is in
place to get on with the role they are
responsible for. They need to have their
own autonomy. I like to give them room to
make mistakes, and hopefully they learn
from those mistakes themselves. My role is
to direct, and perhaps remove roadblocks
for them so that they can be successful in

their own right. I get intimately involved
only when I need to, so when they call me
into the detail, I can then help to fix
whatever issues we are dealing with. But in
essence, when it comes to my leadership
style, the most important thing is that I give
my staff the freedom to perform to their
own strengths.”
When it comes to training and
development, Martin establishes a set of

basic criteria that he wants to achieve from
each role within the company, and then he
validates each person against that set of
criteria. “Through that process, I will find
that each person has a set of strengths and
weaknesses,” he says. “What I then do is
take those weaknesses and put some
development plans around them. Some of
them are about specific task training
programs, some are just coaching, and
some come down to attending some
external development programs. I make
those plans with my staff so that they can
go further in the business. For me, it’s about
creating better employees for the business
and hopefully in an environment that my
staff develop themselves personally and feel
valued in the process.”
This focus on people and culture has been a
challenge for Martin. After he became CEO,
he made a lot of changes in the business
which had to be managed closely so that
staff weren’t panicked or became fearful of

“Every change influences
the dynamics of how our
business operates.”
- Martin Carlyle

the company’s direction. “There are two
challenges for me now. One is managing
culture within the organisation, and the
second is managing the culture in a
business that is dynamic and changing
continuously,” Martin explains. “Over the
last three years, we have grown quite a lot,
and that growth brings with it many
challenges around change management
and the management of people and culture
with it. Every change influences the
dynamics of how our business operates.”
Because of Damar’s diversity, in one of
Martin’s changes he had to restructure the
business to give it a more focused structure,
separating it into divisions to get clear lines

of responsibility and accountability within
the organisation. “With that, however,
come challenges and changes for everyone
involved. As soon as you introduce change,
the biggest issue becomes the people who
are affected, because they are only thinking
about what ‘they’ are going to lose through
it. Because of that, they then resist the
change and make it harder than it needs to
be. So the challenge for me is managing
that resistance and confirming with
everyone that the changes are the right
thing for the business and for them too.”
Martin prides himself on creating a culture
that is open—one that has an honest
approach as to how the business is doing and
where it is going. “I run a team brief with the
organisation every couple of months where
I present to everyone how the business is
going, whether it is good or bad news. I talk
about safety, some of the dynamics that we
are dealing with, and the opportunities
coming up. Basically, I try to ensure that they
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understand their role in our ever-changing
new direction, and share how the staff
have enabled some of that direction for us
too. So that way everybody gets to feel that
I value the important role they play in the
direction of the business and in the success
that we have been able to achieve.”
The growth and success the business has
had has mainly come through Damar’s
expansion into new industries and
markets, including the acquisition of new
businesses. This is something that the
company is extremely proud of, and plans
to do more of in the future in order to
continue the huge annual growth it has
seen over the years. “One of the key
aspects I found was that the business was
not able to grow in all markets that we
are directly involved in, mainly because
we were already a major player in a
number of those markets,” Martin
explains. “So our best growth
opportunities in the future are going to

come through strategic acquisition either
by company or supporting brands. In
addition to that, we’ve recently invested
significantly in compliance within the
organisation. We’re now using that
compliance focus as a tool for attracting
new business too. In our industry, there
are few businesses that are fully
compliant when it comes to the handling
of dangerous goods, which is a key
component of day-to-day business for
Damar. That makes us attractive to other
businesses where compliance is not their
strength and need us to manage that for
them either as a contract manufacturer
or to take over their DG brands.”
With the investment Damar has made
in compliance, Martin believes that
Damar will be one of the only fully
compliant companies of its nature in
Australasia. “It’s a bold statement, but
we have invested a great deal in capital,
people, and processes, and we believe

For over a decade Mainfreight has worked with Martin & the
team at Damar. Our long standing partnership has developed to
include domestic & international distribution.
We look forward to growing with you in the future.
www.mainfreight.com

we are,” he says. “So our key area of focus
right now is using our compliance
position in the market to further our
growth aspirations.”
It is certainly doing something right, as
Damar’s growth over the past year has
been impressive—being 25 per cent up
on 2014.
Damar has also just initiated the
building of two new fully compliant
dangerous goods stores. “We broke
ground in November, so by January we
will have another 5,000 pallet spaces
available on site for storage, which we
are going to invest in a logistics service
division for our business. So we will be
able to offer our customers not just
manufacturing but also the storage and
distribution of dangerous goods as well,”
Martin says. “We will take on more
acquisitions. We can facilitate at least
two small acquisitions a year over the
next three years, and that is a key
component of our growth strategy.
However, the logistics store enables us
to grow without acquisition.”
Martin explains that there is a lot of
imported product in New Zealand—
dangerous goods products such as
aerosols—and what Damar can do is
offer compliance logistics services to
these companies. “We can then explain
to companies that it makes no sense for
them to import particular products, as
we can manufacture for them as well.
That’s part of the strategy behind it.
We’re not building logistics stores just
for the storage revenue; we are actually
building the logistics stores so that we
can convert those customers into
manufacturing customers as well. Once
we are able to offer customers
manufacturing and logistics services, we
become very important to them. That
helps us to lock customers into our
services because it is a complete
package, and that is something they
won’t want to move away from.”
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