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UPS AND  
SOUTH DOWNS

From Brighton to Bournemouth and beyond, the lure of the south coast 
encompasses beaches, nightlife and so much more. Rachel Willcox discovers an 

advisory community holding firm against a national backdrop of challenged activity
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INNOVATION AND SUSTAINABLE GROWTH

D eal-makers along the south coast of England are 
optimistic for an uptick in M&A activity in the 
coming year, having weathered the storms of 2025. 

Paul Stout, partner and head of M&A at PKF Francis Clark 
in Southampton, notes that while deal volumes in the 
South were down 7%-10% on the previous year, the region 
outperformed the nationwide drop of 15%.

“The mid-market tends to be a bit more resilient as a 
whole because transactions are not always driven by wider 
macroeconomics, plus well-funded larger corporates and 
private equity are looking to deploy dry powder, which 
naturally increases deal flow,” he says.

However, the shocks that have rattled markets over the 
past couple of years – including, but not limited to, the war 
in Ukraine, the cost-of-living crisis and interest rate hikes 
– have continued apace. With uncertainty established as 
the new baseline, corporates are no longer pausing deals in 
anticipation of a window of stability that may never come. 

Bournemouth-based Hemal Pandit, a director in the 
transaction services team at Saffery, says the sweet spot for 
deals is fast-growing, owner-managed businesses in the 
£10m-£40m range, although both smaller and larger deals 
crop up. “Around 50% is buy side, working for PE funds and 
corporates, and the other 50% is helping people sell with 
vendor DD and getting ready for sale,” he adds. “The PE guys 
are now focusing on robust family-owned businesses that can 
weather some of these fluctuations we’re seeing in the world. 
It’s a good market to be in, because despite the uncertainty 
there’s a lot of resilience in the regional market.”

Private pipelines
More and more deals in the South are driven by PE – either 
as a platform investment or, increasingly, by PE-backed 
companies making acquisitions to supplement their existing 
operations. “Our pipeline of deals for this year is as strong 
as it’s been for the last two or three years. I’m cautiously 
optimistic,” says Stout.

Adrian Alexander, a partner at FRP Corporate Finance, 
joined the firm eight years ago to set up the corporate finance 
team in its Brighton office. Across the UK, FRP Corporate 
Finance has grown to more than 20 partners and 100 staff. 
Around 45% of their deals during 2025 involved overseas 
buyers. The team in the seaside city spends around 80% of 
its time doing trade sales in the £5m-£40m bracket, and has 
forged a niche in alternative exits.

Alexander says: “There’s an opportunity for firms based 
along the south coast, which isn’t typically well-served by 
the bigger firms. The broader corporate finance ecosystem 
in the area is buoyant, including a mix of national mid-tier 
players and boutique firms with a focus on specific niches.” 

Proximity to London means that advisers on the coast will 
always compete with their counterparts in London, particularly 
on bigger deals where you need sector expertise to bring in 
work. “There’s a lot of professional advisers in the region 
who are very experienced deal executioners, and actually 
everybody’s pretty good at keeping it in the region,” says Stout. 

Philippa Robinson, a director at Quantuma, has spent the 
bulk of her corporate finance career on the south coast; 70% 
of deals she works on are sell-side, the remaining 30% are 
EOTs, management buyouts or helping people raise money. 
“At the start of my career, we used to have more private equity 
houses on the ground,” says Robinson, who typically advises 
entrepreneurs and family-owned businesses in the £1m-£5m 
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EBITDA range. “Over time, people have retreated a bit, but the 
PE houses have individuals who have a specific responsibility 
for the area, and we know them really well,” Robinson says.

PE firms active on the south coast include Maven, LDC, 
BGF, YFM Equity Partners and NVM Private Equity. In 
addition, Foresight’s Bristol office holds the purse strings 
on some regional funds and often has a presence at local 
networking events. Investment company Cow Corner, set 
up in Brighton in 2018, became the first private equity firm 
based in the seaside city since 3i shut its office in the 1990s. 

While the technical intricacies of deals may follow a tried 
and tested national formula, regional firms often have the 
edge, thanks to relationships built up over several years. 
“I’ve worked in Southampton for 25 years,” says Stout. “Over 
that time, I’ve met a lot of businesses and spoken to a lot of 
people. It’s a personal approach that you just don’t get when 
someone bombs in from London.” 

Robinson says many entrepreneurs “need somebody to 
hold their hand. They also want to make sure they get the 
best offer and get the deal over the line while minimising 
disruption to their business.” Working with partners who get 
their hands dirty on deals – without having to pay London or 
global rates for the privilege – is also a plus point. 

Network access
Pandit says some clients want the backing of a bigger network 
and the reassurance of resource capability: “We have the feel 
of a boutique but with the support of a national full-service 
accounting firm with international reach. The technical stuff 
is a given. What people need is someone who’s deal-savvy.” 

Cleaning up

In January 2026, 
engineering services 
provider Ipsum Group 
acquired liquid-waste 

management businesses 
CountyClean Group. Negotiations 
for CountyClean were handled by 
FRP Corporate Finance through to 
completion. Grant Thornton carried 
out the buy-side financial due 
diligence.

Founded in 2007 by husband-
and-wife team Mike and Debbie 
Walker, CountyClean Group 
provides a liquid-waste 
management service to households 
and commercial organisations 
across London and the South East, 
covering issues such as drain 
blockages and sewage treatment.

Adrian Alexander (pictured), 
partner at FRP Corporate Finance, 
said: “The interest shown in 
CountyClean Group demonstrates 
how well-managed, specialist 
businesses remain highly attractive 
prospects for acquisition. Joining 
Ipsum Group gives CountyClean 
access to the resources and services 
to drive further growth.”

Mike Walker, managing director 
at CountyClean Group, said: “This 
deal not only allows us to bring our 
capabilities to a wider range of 
customers, but it also means our 
customers will have access to a 
whole range of new infrastructure 
services – across power and 
controls and automation – as well 
as water.”

An autonomous 
underwater vehicle, 

developed by 
Southampton’s National 

Oceanography Centre.  
Right: Bournemouth 

University’s Talbot 
Campus 

‘Many of the 
entrepreneurs 

need 
somebody to 

hold their 
hand and get 

their deal 
over the line’

Philippa Robinson 
Director, 

Quantuma
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Lending a hand

The corporate finance 
team at Saffery in 
Bournemouth played a 
key role in the July 2025 

sale of Dorset-based specialist 
lender Catalyst Property Finance to 
The FHL Group, a sister company of 
Foundation Home Loans.

The transaction is set to enhance 
Catalyst’s funding capabilities, 
enabling greater product innovation 
and augmenting its bridging, 
refurbishment, and development 
finance capabilities. 

Chris Fairfax, CEO of Catalyst 
Property Finance said: “The 
acquisition marks a pivotal moment. 
The FHL Group shares our vision for 
the future, and their backing 
provides the crucial funding we need 
to deliver on our ambitious plans.”

Hemal Pandit (pictured), transaction 
services director at Saffery, added: 
“This transaction is a great advert for 
Dorset and underlines the quality of 
businesses and professional advisers 
in the region.”

Nigel Le Bas, M&A director for Grant Thornton based 
in Southampton, splits his time between a national role, 
focusing on the built environment and sustainability, and a 
regional remit, focusing on UK mid-market businesses in 
the Thames Valley and Solent. “I think the days of relying 
on being a local adviser in the local market to advise local 
businesses have gone, given how easy it is to do things 
on Teams,” says Le Bas. “You need an additional string to 
your bow. The combination of sectoral expertise with local 
presence is a powerful one.” 

Although the scale of most south coast PE teams lends 
itself to more of a generalist approach, pockets of activity 
driven by investment cycles and consolidation in specific 
markets can result in a proliferation of deals in specific 
verticals. Current hot areas include technology, industrials, 
manufacturing, waste and recycling, business services, and 
energy infrastructure.

 Jokes about the ageing demographic of seaside towns 
aside, Le Bas says healthcare, social care and care homes is 
a growth area worthy of mention. Meanwhile, consolidation 
across professional services is also being felt in the region.

At the same time, universities in Southampton, 
Bournemouth and Brighton habitually fuel the focus on tech, 
spawning spinoffs across the region, although the market 
is currently rather subdued as businesses grapple with the 
implications of AI on their business models. 

“There’s a lot of businesses that grow quickly and come 
from nowhere, although early-stage, pre-revenue funding is 
still the most difficult area,” says Alexander. A government-
backed South East Investment Fund, on course to be 
launched in summer 2026, will offer a range of commercial 
finance options and equity investments of up to £5m to 
support the growth of small and medium-sized businesses. 
“More venture capital money coming into the area will be 
great news,” he adds.

Scratch my back
From a referrals perspective, local presence helps, says Stout: 
“There’s reciprocity. If you know the lawyers and the banks 
and you’re giving those guys work, you get stuff back.”

Robinson agrees: “Most of my work comes from referrals. 
It’s unlikely that anyone with no previous knowledge of me, 
would ask me to sell their business. My clients come from 
my relationships with bankers and local accountants who 
don’t have corporate finance teams, and from existing clients 
who tell people in their networks.” 

Guy Pope, an investor at BGF, believes that to be a success 
on the south coast you need to invest time and energy into 
developing your presence: “The biggest impact new joiners 
have had has been driven by being present in the market.” 
In practical terms that involves attending events, meeting 
companies in the regions and really understanding the 
local economy dynamics. “It’s not a massively competitive 
corporate finance market, but it’s a mature one, so you need 
to be present if you want to be successful,” he adds.

But building that network won’t happen overnight, says Le 
Bas. “There’s a huge amount of longevity in the people that 
work here – it’s a close-knit community. It means there’s a 
lot of support and people are quite attached to the region.”  

Although the South East is the wealthiest part of the UK 
outside London, the south coast part often gets overlooked, 
says Alexander. “There are good opportunities and a good 
number of advisers. We remain optimistic about 2026.”

‘If you know 
the lawyers 

and the banks 
and you’re 

giving those 
guys work, 

you get stuff 
back’

Paul Stout
Partner,  

PKF Francis Clark


