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Company comments 

 

Three of the top five housebuilders now signalling a return to site and a worrying indicator of the 

state of the retail property market.  

 

Persimmon (PSN, 2,189p, £6,982m)  

UK number two housebuilder by volume, top by market cap. Announcement of a phased restart to work on 

site with effect from 27 April, in response to the UK Government's objective of getting the construction 

sector back to work and having spent the last month developing and testing new site protocols that 

incorporate the necessary social distancing and protective measures. The Group continues to pay all supplier 

invoices in a timely manner, with 95% of invoices being settled within 60 days. Trading: c. 820 gross private 

sales reservations secured in the five weeks ended 19 April 2020. Cancellation rates remain at historically 

low levels. The group will announce a trading update for the period from 1 January 2020 to date, on 29 April, 

ahead of its AGM. 

 

Bilby (BILB, 14p, £8m) 



Gas heating, electrical and building services provider to social housing groups in London and South East. YE 

(Mar) trading and Covid-19 update. Trading: Results for year to March 2020 expected to be in line with 

previous guidance of at least maintaining revenues of £59m with an underlying EBITDA of not less than 

£4.5m, and with a net debt position at the year-end of £7.4m (YE 19, £10.9m). Currently, the group is 

experiencing delays in accessing certain residential and communal properties to undertake work and some 

local authority customers are choosing to defer certain elements of work deemed of lower priority. 

However, over 95% of revenue is generated through contracts with LAs and housing associations, providing 

an assurance of continuity moving forward as well as minimal debtor risk. Outlook: “Whilst the short-term 

outlook remains uncertain, the group is confident of completing these deferred works when conditions 

return to normal and our longer-term prospects remain very positive”. Finances: In November 2019, the 

Company received approval from its banking partner HSBC to make amendments to its financial covenants 

up to June 2020, which provided additional time and flexibility for the Group. Discussions to enter into new 

debt facilities with rebased financial covenants, entered into prior outbreak, “have progressed well”.  At the 

year-end, the company “maintained comfortable covenant headroom” on its banking facilities.  However, in 

light of the lockdown, the board felt it prudent to review future trading scenarios and their impact on 

covenants with HSBC, to ensure that the new agreement reflects the interim disruption will have on the 

business outlook.  “HSBC remains supportive and the Group will update the market once a new agreement 

has been confirmed. A new agreement is expected to provide the group with sufficient liquidity and financial 

stability both during and after the Covid-19 outbreak”. 

 

SIG (SHI, 20p, £120m)  

Supplier of energy efficiency and specialist building materials to trade customers across Europe. Steve 

Francis confirmed as permanent CEO, following the announcement on 25 February that he would be CEO on 

an initial contract until 31 December 2020. Most recently he was CEO of Patisserie Holdings, 2018-19. 

Actions: many of employees designated by government as key workers.  

 

Hammerson (HMSO, 58p, £477m)  

UK and European retail property group. Update on disposal of retail parks portfolio. On 21 February, 

Hammerson announced it had exchanged unconditional contracts on the sale of a portfolio of seven retail 

parks to Orion European Real Estate Fund for a headline price of £400m. Orion has notified Hammerson this 

morning that it does not intend to complete the transaction on 23 April as it is obliged to do. Hammerson 

yesterday afternoon stated that, in accordance with the terms of the SPA, it will serve a notice to complete 

on Orion specifying that completion must occur by no later than 6 May 2020. If completion does not occur 

by such date, it will take steps to terminate the SPA and the £21m deposit which is currently held in escrow 

will become immediately due and payable to Hammerson. 

 

Empiric Student Property (ESP, 64p, £388m) 

Fund owning and operating UK student accommodation. refinancing of £33m of existing debt due to expire 

in October 2020, for four years to 31 October 2024 with the existing lender AlB Group (UK). The facility is on 

more favourable terms, with a reduced interest cost effective from 30 April 2020 of 1.7% per annum above 

three-month LIBOR (previously 2.25% above three-month LIBOR) and remains secured against a portfolio of 



operating assets. All refinancing for 2020 is now concluded and the next refinancing is not due until 

November 2022.  

 

Economic data 

 

Construction industry workloads have fallen for the first time in almost eight years, and market confidence 

has fallen sharply, according to the . RICS UK Construction and Infrastructure Market Survey (link). The 

majority of contributors envisage a fall in workloads and profit margins as well as a decline in new hiring in 

the coming year. However, the survey responses when analysed by date of submission clearly show weaker 

sentiment following the stricter lockdown. Survey responses that were received from 5 - 26 March were still 

indicating a broadly resilient picture for the sector, with the majority of contributors reporting a pick-up in 

headline workloads (net balance of +16%). After this date, between 27th March and 7th April, responses 

unsurprisingly signalled a sharp downturn in workloads with a net balance of -21% reporting a decline. For 

the quarter as a whole the headline workloads net balance for Q1 2020 came in at -3% (compared +12% in 

Q4 2019).  Sector wise, momentum slipped across all market segments apart from infrastructure, where 

contributors reported a modest rise in activity (net balance of +11%).  Private and public housing workloads 

stagnated in Q1, while activity fell in the private commercial and industrial sectors 

 

  
 

 

In other news … 
 

Housing secretary Robert Jenrick has said other housebuilders should follow examples of Taylor Wimpey 

(TW), Vistry (VTY) and Persimmon (PSN) and reopen their sites, Housing Today (link). He told the magazine 

“I welcome developers reopening sites following careful consideration of public health guidance. Building 

the homes the country needs is vitally important. Work in construction can and should continue. I hope to 

see further housebuilders reopen shortly – once they’ve also worked through how to meet social distancing 

guidelines and protect their workforce.” Viewpoint: a pretty unambiguous edict. 

https://www.rics.org/globalassets/q1-2020-rics-construction-market-survey-final.pdf
https://www.housingtoday.co.uk/news/jenrick-more-housebuilders-should-reopen-sites/5105702.article


 

Leading UK brickmaker Ibstock (IBST) plans to bring back factory staff from the start of next week for a 

phased reopening of some factories over the following weeks, constructionenquirer.com (link). The decision 

follows Michelmersh (MBH) return to production. Ibstock said it would introduce enhanced protocols to 

ensure compliance with social distancing, hygiene and current guidelines.  
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https://www.constructionenquirer.com/2020/04/24/second-brick-maker-resumes-production/

