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Wouldn’t it be nice if all private 
wealth managers worked this way?
I

F you’re setting up on your own, 
the easy thing is to do what 
you’ve been doing — and hope a 
fair wind and your contacts book 
will pull you along. It’s much 

harder to attempt something quite dif -
ferent — one that will win you few 
friends in the industry you’re in. 

That was the choice facing David Scott 
and, to his immense credit, he took the 
latter route. Not only that, he might, 
just might, change how banking goes 
about its business, and bene�t all  
of us.

I say might because it’s still early days 
and there’s always a lot that could go 
wrong. But in two years, Scott has seen 
the assets under management at his 
Vestra private wealth management �rm 
grow from zero to £2.2 billion. It is on 
target to reach £2.4 billion this month. 

He has now got 2600 clients serviced 
by the 130 sta� at the Vestra o�ces  
in Cornhill. 

Not only did he do that in the teeth of 
savage recession but he also went 
against the grain. Scott used to run the 
UK private-client wealth management 
and stockbroking side of UBS. When 
he set up Vestra (he took 70 colleagues 
with him, which led to a court case) in 
2008, he didn’t follow the UBS and 
traditional investment management 
model — he decided to charge a �at fee 
of 1%. Any commission Vestra receives 

on the products it sells to its customers 
is paid back to them. 

“I thought it was the only way to do 
it,” he said when I caught up with him 
last week. “It avoids all the obfuscation, 
the layer upon layer of fees. I could be 
selling a product to you and you’d had 
no idea of what I was getting — which 
of course is my incentive for selling it 
to you. You wouldn’t know that I could 
be on 3%-4% commission. With us, it’s 
1% of the funds under management —
that’s it.” 

What is remarkable about this is that 
Scott is prepared to turn money away 
— Vestra still gets the commission but 
repays it to the client. So instead of 
making a possible 3%-4% on one prod -
uct, it receives just the 1% charge. 

“This is a lot more transparent,” he 
says. “There’s nothing wrong with 

commission, provided the client 
understands it is being paid and how 
much the person they’re dealing with 
is collecting. But that’s not what I 
found. Clients did not know how much 
they were being charged. 

“On a structured product that paid 7% 
to the client, for example, there could 
be a hidden 4.1% going to the adviser 
that was not going to the client. So over -
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It takes all sorts:  Todd Stitzer loved the liquorice picture but feared it was too joky

London’s just fine — problems lie in the sticks

all, the product was earning 11.1% but 
the client did not have a clue.”

In theory, investors can glean how 
much commission is being paid — but 
only if they ask, or if read the small 
print. Even then, they can be subjected 
to so much wa�e as to make the 
answer impossible to determine. 
Scott’s solution is straightforward, no 
frills, no gimmicks. 

“It’s like going to a heart doctor.  
As you lie on the operating table, would 
you like the peace of mind knowing 
that he’s putting in the valve that he 
considers to be the best for the job or 
the valve that he is being paid the most 
to insert?” 

Put like that, there really is only one 
answer. Good luck to him — I hope his 
success will make others sit up and 
take notice. 

Growing apace:  
after two  

years, Scott 
boasts 2600 
clients, with 

assets under 
management 

heading toward 
£2.4 billion

Let’s hope this 
Russian row 
isn’t personal
BP’s tie-up with Rosneft gets messier 
by the day.

Is it any surprise, though, that BP’s 
partners in its existing Russian joint 
venture should feel so mi�ed? 

I’ve yet to see or hear a satisfactory 
explanation as to why BP, under its 
new chief executive Bob Dudley, 
decided to pursue the Rosneft deal to 
the exclusion of its pals in TNK-BP. 

The truth, of course, is they are not 
mates at all, as Dudley, who the TNK 
oligarchs fell out with spectacularly, 
knows all too well. That said, it was 
also entirely predictable that the TNK 
owners would react in the way they 
have done. Could not more have 
been done to repair the rift with TNK, 
to bring them on side?

As it is, the British company is left 
with a Rosneft marriage that may 
never occur and renewed bad feeling 
with TNK. It all seems perverse and I 
trust has not been driven by personal 
animus. It’s to be hoped Dudley took 
the decision not to involve the TNK 
investors on purely business grounds 
and not because they once took 
against him. 

IN 2004, I interviewed Todd Stitzer, 
then chief executive of Cadbury 
Schweppes, for Management Today. 
He’d only been appointed the year 
before, and this was his �rst set-piece 
magazine chat. 

He was the chocolate and �zzy 
drinks company’s �rst foreign boss 
and everything about him, from his 
name to his athletic bearing, to his 
education at Spring�eld College, New 
Jersey and Harvard, to his career as a 
tennis coach, then New York lawyer 
and corporate executive, smacked of 
an All-American and somebody alien 
to a �rm such as Cadbury. 

He also spoke in the cautious, 
conservative manner favoured by 
United States business people, a 
trait perhaps made worse by his 
legal training. 

There was though an appealing 
openness and honesty to him. 

He recalled how Dominic Cadbury 
propelled him up the ladder. 
“Dominic said to me: ‘You can’t get 
on at Cadbury Schweppes unless 
you’ve been in sales and marketing’.” 

As a result, Stitzer found himself in 
charge of 25 to 30 bright young 
marketing people. “I had to run at 
120 miles per hour in order to keep 
up. I adopted the �rehose method of 

management. I stood with my mouth 
open and they poured into it.” 

When it came to having his picture 
taken, Stitzer’s people were keen that 
he should be snapped with some of 
the company’s products. 

As a joke, he picked up two of the 
�rm’s Liquorice Allsorts and popped 
them in his eyes. Harry Borden, a 
genius of a portrait photographer, 
persuaded him to hold it right there. 

Of course, he went on to pose in the 
normal, predictable way. 

There was, however, only going to 
be one shot that was guaranteed to 
be used. His PRs weren’t happy — it 
most de�nitely was not what they 
had in mind. 

Neither, for a while, was Stitzer. He 
loved the pic and bought copies for 
his friends, but worried it was too 
joky for the serious image and 
message he was trying to convey. 

I saw the sweets again last week, 
when Management Today held a 
retrospective at the Whitechapel Art 
Gallery of portraits by Harry and 
Julian Dodd marking two decades of 
its Most Admired Leader Awards. 

It was a trip down memory lane. 
The picture of Sir Philip Green 
looking as though he could kill with 
just a stare; the one of Lord Browne, 

appearing every inch like the cat who 
licked the cream; a suitably �erce 
Lord Sugar; Sir Terry Leahy, more 
Tesco employee than global chief 
executive; and Sir Alex Ferguson, 
who o�ered this thought: 
“Management is all about control. 

Success gives you control and control 
gives you longevity.” 

And there was Todd with his crazy 
eyes. He went on to lose to Kraft in 
the takeover battle and now says: “I 
am richer at the bank but sadder in 
my heart.”

Chris Blackhurst’s archive: 
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THERE’S been plenty written about 
Gerald Ronson’s annual speech on the 
state of the property industry at his lunch 
at the Dorchester last week. But one aspect 
which has not been mentioned is his fear 
for the economy based on the struggle to 
achieve growth beyond London. 

“We are now, I believe, a third of the way 
through the recovery in the cycle, with 
2014/15 looking like the most likely time 

for the sun to start shining again. The big 
cloud is not in central London and the City 
of London, which remain strong, but what 
will happen in the provinces,” Ronson 
said. “I have been concerned that the 
politicians have not done enough to 
regenerate outside of London to create 
jobs and a future for the young people in 
this country.”

The night after he made his address, I 

bumped into a well-known entrepreneur 
who, unprompted, echoed exactly the 
same worry — it wasn’t London that 
bothered him but the former industrial 
centres in the Midlands and North. For a 
period those cities and towns were able to 
fall back on public-sector jobs but they are 
now going.

Forget here — London will be just �ne. 
The problems lie elsewhere.


