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HAVE YOU 
MADE AN 
IMPACT THIS 
YEAR?
North East Times has launched its inaugural Impact Awards this 
autumn to celebrate those individuals who have made a significant 
mark on the North East in 2018.

Five categories (finance, global, regional, profile and innovation) have been 
specially chosen to acknowledge those based in the North East who have 
made an impression in a variety of ways. 
North East Times will be asking people to nominate individuals for each 
category via a simple three-question form available on our website.

A judging panel will then decide who has made the biggest mark in the 
categories, while also choosing one overall winner.

The five Impact Award winners will be invited to take part in an exclusive 
interview and photoshoot that will appear in North East Times’ December 
2018 issue and shared across our digital channels.

To make your nominations for the Impact Awards, visit
www.netimesmagazine.co.uk
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EDITOR’S WORD 
Welcome

North East Times returns with its 
third Women’s Issue. Since our 
second issue, a lot has happened. 
Social media campaigns such as 
#TimesUp and #MeToo have gone 

viral and helped spark debate around attitudes to 
gender in society. I hope that this debate continues 
and real change can be achieved. 

This issue again celebrates just some of the 
amazing women who are achieving great things in 
our region – spanning all levels and sectors. I’d like 
to thank Arwen Duddington, COO at ZeroLight, 
Estelle Blanks executive director at Innovation 
SuperNetwork and Joanna Feeley, founder of Trend 

Bible, for telling their inspiring stories, as well as 
the countless other women – and men – who have 
contributed to this issue.

I was recently invited onto the all-female judging 
panel of Dynamo North East’s Dynamite Awards – 
and thoroughly enjoyed the experience. 

We engaged in some fascinating in-depth debate 
around the individuals and companies who are 
driving innovation in a sector where, nationally, 
only 17 per cent of employees are women. I felt truly 
proud to be asked to take part in the judging, and I 
look forward to the awards ceremony this month.

I hope that you enjoy this issue.

Welcome to the Women’s Issue

Editor’s Word...

ALISON COWIE
alison@netimesmagazine.co.uk

07961091522

@AlisonNETimes

NET

PARTNERSHIP:
To become one of our exclusive corporate partners, please contact: martin@netimesmagazine.co.uk
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NEWS
Bulletin

The North East Businesswomen (WIN) Awards have 
ten categories and the potential winners of the main 
category – the Susan Dobson Award – include Sophie 
Milliken (Smart Resourcing Solutions), Alice Hall (Pink 
Boutique) and Bethany Ainsley (Nouveau Group).

Other categories include the Sage UK-sponsored Woman in STEM 
Award, which has a shortlist of Gemma Murray (Techy Tots), Helen 
Godfrey and Kelly Bentham (Amber North East) and Julie Gillon 
(North Tees & Hartlepool NHS Foundation Trust).

Among the other categories are the Rising Star, Leadership and 
best Small Business awards.

Nickie Gott from She’s Gott It Events – which runs the awards – 
and chair of North East England Chamber of Commerce Women’s 
Advisory Board, said: “This year, as usual, we received a tremendous 
amount of entries from North East women who have really blazed a 
trail in their own field. It has been really hard to select the 30-strong 
shortlist as they are all already winners in their own right. We 
wish them good luck in the next round where the top honours are 
awarded.”

The award ceremony will be held on Friday, November 16, at the 
Hilton Newcastle Gateshead.

BUSINESS

North East 
businesswomen awards 
shortlist announced

BULLETIN

EVENT

North East businesses committed to 
diversity and inclusion
More than 100 business from across the North East gathered 
in Gateshead on September 26 to share ideas on how to boost 
workplace diversity and inclusion in the region.

The CBI’s North East Inclusion Conference heard from 
industry leaders – including Virgin Money, Northumbrian 
Water and AON – which are striving to create fairer and 
inclusive workplaces where everyone can bring their best. 

Through a mixture of keynote, panel and interactive breakout 
sessions, North East companies received practical advice on 
topics including recruitment, how to handle demographic 
changes in the workforce and how to promote fairness, diversity 
and inclusion across their organisation.

The shortlist of the most outstanding 
businesswomen in the North East has been 
announced.
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DEVELOPMENT

Sunderland to have its say 
on BID future 
In November, eligible businesses from across 
Sunderland will be able to vote to return 
Sunderland Business Improvement District (BID) 
for another five years – ring-fencing an investment 
of around £3 million. 

The BID unveiled its vision on September 20 to 
have a vibrant city centre, creating opportunities 
for everyone by improving the city’s profile, 
tackling some of the issues it faces and helping to 
secure its future economic prosperity.

SKILLS 

Learning Curve Group 
creates people’s academy
Learning Curve Group has demonstrated the 
benefits of applying the Apprenticeship Levy to 
support business growth with the recruitment of 24 
young people to its new Purple People Academy.

The national training and education provider has 
created the academy by utilising its contribution 
to the Government’s levy scheme to help develop 
focused career paths for its workforce.

National and 
international 
news 
UK employment stays level

The Office for National 
Statistics’ UK Labour Force 
Survey has shown that, 
between February to April 
2018 and May to July 2018, 
the number of people in 
work was little changed. 

The number of 
unemployed people 
decreased, but the number 
of people aged from 16 to 
64 years not working and 
not seeking or available to 
work (economically inactive) 
increased. 

There were 32.4 million 
people in work, little 
changed compared with 
February to April 2018, but 
261,000 more than for a year 
earlier. 

The unemployment rate 
(the number of unemployed 
people as a proportion of all 
employed and unemployed 
people) was four per cent; 
it has not been lower since 
December 1974 to February 
1975.

Apple acquires Shazam 

Apple has announced it has 
completed its acquisition of 
Shazam, one of the world’s 
most popular and highly-
rated music apps, used 
by hundreds of millions of 
people worldwide.

“Apple and Shazam have 
a long history together. 
Shazam was one of the first 
apps available when we 
launched the App Store and 
has become a favourite app 
for music fans everywhere,” 
said Oliver Schusser, Apple’s 
vice president of Apple 
Music. “With a shared love 
of music and innovation, 
we are thrilled to bring our 
teams together to provide 
users even more great ways 
to discover, experience and 
enjoy music.”

 

INVESTMENT

Mercia passes £20m 
milestone with NPIF 
investment
Mercia Fund Managers, which manages part of the 
Northern Powerhouse Investment Fund (NPIF), 
has invested more than £20 million to support 
growing businesses in Tees Valley, Yorkshire 
and the Humber, creating over 250 jobs. Since 
the launch of NPIF in February 2017, Mercia 
has provided loans and equity investment for 71 
companies. 

BUSINESS

Successful first year for 360 
Growth Partners
Business growth specialist 360 Growth Partners 
has appointed five new associates following a 
successful first year of trading. 

The Newcastle-based firm, which was 
established last year, has expanded its team 
to include sector specialists in HR, business 
technology, finance, leadership development and 
marketing.  Alice Ackroyd, Emma Richards, Mark 
Jenkinson, Sharon Coull and Aisha Brannan-
Grossett have all joined the team. 
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EDUCATION

Art College becomes the 
Northern School of Art
Cleveland College of Art and Design (CCAD) is 
now officially The Northern School of Art. The 
name change is the result of a rigorous statutory 
process and required detailed scrutiny and final 
approval by the Secretary of State for Education.

TECH

Tyneside firm partners 
with Elton John AIDS 
Foundation
Newcastle-based tech firm ION has announced 
completion of the first phase of a financial and 
business transformation contract to help the Elton 
John AIDS Foundation (EJAF) rebuild its suite of 
business management tools, using Sage Financials 
and Salesforce. 

ION’s 16-strong team has implemented a 
customised version of the CRM system, specifically 
tailored for non-profit organisations.

The second stage of the project will involve 
implementing an event management solution 
including ticket bookings, seat planning and 
auction management. 

PUBLIC RELATIONS

US link-up for 
Recognition PR
North East-based Recognition PR LLP has 
announced a collaborative agreement with the US-
based practice Devine + Partners, a PR firm based 
in Philadelphia PA. 

The agreement will enable clients of each firm 
to access services in either the US or UK markets, 
strengthening their ability to promote products 
and services at a time when the UK’s global trade 
policy is to actively expand beyond the EU.

Calendar of events:
October 11, 3pm

Tech for all
Location: The Industry 
Centre, Colima Avenue, 
Sunderland, SR5 3XB
Price: Free
www.mtc-training.co.uk/
events
The event is aimed at 
anyone looking to start or 
progress a career within the 
technology sector, whether 
it is college or university 
students wondering what 
career prospects are available 
or someone already working 
in the industry who wants to 
find out more about career 
progression.

November 7, 9am-4pm

North East Expo
Location: Newcastle Falcons, 
Brunton Road, Kingston Park, 
Newcastle, NE13 8AF
Price: Free
www.northeastexpo.co.uk
The North East Expo attracts 
over 1500 delegates from 
every business sector, 
with space for over 200 
companies. The event has a 
packed programme of over 
30+ seminars and workshops, 
networking events and a 
huge exhibition to browse.

November 15, 8am-1.30pm

Scaleup Summit
Location: Wylam Brewery, 
Palace of Arts, Exhibition 
Park, Newcastle, NE2 4PZ
Price: £26.15
www.eventbrite.co.uk
If you want to explore the 
opportunity to scale up, if you 
have already embarked on 
your growth journey or if you 
have successfully scaled your 
business, attend the Scaleup 
Summit and meet like-
minded businesses to help 
shape a scale-up community 
in the North East.

NEWS
Deals

DEALS



11

With Brexit less than six 
months away, the concerns 
of the North East business 
community dominated 
proceedings at the North 

East England Chamber of Commerce’s annual AGM, 
which was held in September 2018 at Wynyard Hall 
in the Tees Valley.

The AGM was held the same week that a Chamber 
survey announced half (52.4 per cent) of the region’s 
business people expect Brexit to have a negative 
impact on their business. 

Speakers on the day called for the nation’s political 
leaders to heed the voice of business and provide far 
greater clarity to allow current economic success to 
continue.

John McCabe, managing director of Fusion 
Creative PR, who was re-elected as Chamber 
President at the event, said: “The debate around 
Brexit continues to create more heat than light, and 
the only thing uniting leavers and remainers is their 

opposition to the options which are on the table.
“Through all the uncertainty, what is clear is that 

‘no deal’ is a totally unacceptable outcome for North 
East England’s businesses.”

Delegates also heard from Chamber chief 
executive James Ramsbotham, who outlined 
a positive year for the region’s businesses – in 
particular for exporting businesses – blemished 
by the uncertainty caused by a lack of political 
leadership surrounding Brexit.

He said: “The Government has been guilty of 
tunnel vision when it comes to Brexit. We’ve written 
to the Prime Minister and the Business Secretary 
with very little response. By focusing on the internal 
politics of the Palace of Westminster, they risk 
missing the far larger risks associated with Brexit and 
sleepwalking into economic disaster.”

The AGM, sponsored by Pulsant, brought together 
Chamber members from across the region, who 
also heard from Nagma Ebanks-Beni, commercial 
director at Seaham-based Prima Cheese Ltd, 
runners-up in the Exporter of the Year category at 
the British Chambers of Commerce national awards.

Government accused of tunnel vision over Brexit amid fierce debate at this year’s North East 
England Chamber of Commerce annual general meeting

MONTHLY REPORT
Brexit

BREXIT THE FOCUS AT 
CHAMBER AGM

NORTH EAST ENGLAND 
CHAMBER OF 
COMMERCE 
www.neechamber.co.uk

i



12

North East England Chamber of Commerce’s annual fundraising dinner took place in the stunning 
surroundings of Durham Cathedral on September 6.
Hosted in the nave of the cathedral – the first time a major event of this type has been held there 
– the evening raised a total of £75,480 for the Cathedral’s Foundation. 
Guest of honour at the dinner was television presenter and architect and Sunderland-born George 
Clarke, who told the audience of 630 business leaders that he decided to become an architect, 
after visiting the cathedral when he was seven years old

NORTH EAST ENGLAND CHAMBER 
OF COMMERCE ANNUAL DINNER

KEY EVENT 
North East England Chamber of Commerce
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Q
OPINION
Burning Issue

Which woman in business has inspired you and your career?
BURNING ISSUE

Gwynne Shotwell from SpaceX is an amazing example of a 
successful woman in business and is as formidable as she is 
inspirational to me as she built the business from a start-up to a 
multi-billion dollar company in such a short period of time.

With degrees in Applied Mathematics and Mechanical 
Engineering, she joined SpaceX in 2002 and was their 11th 
employee. As the President and COO, she worked with Elon 
Musk to build the multi-billion dollar company that has radically 
transformed the space industry, spending her days negotiating with, 
and delivering to, both government and commercial organisations.

My sister, Claire Preston, is a genuinely remarkable business person. 
More than anyone I’ve ever met, Claire has the ability and energy 
to do a million different things and do them all well. I’ve watched 
Claire run successful restaurants, create amazing charity events and 
most recently travel the world, winning business for the North East 
as the CEO of Middlesbrough-based Sound Training. But what’s 
most interesting is that I know she’s actually capable of growing 
further and running even bigger and stronger businesses. My sister 
is confident, intelligent and hyper active; she’s also compassionate 
and frequently lets others take the credit. Claire is always reluctant 
to push herself into the limelight. I don’t think she will be very 
comfortable with me nominating her for this but she deserves to be 
recognised as an inspirational person.

Interior designer and hotelier Kit Kemp inspires me, both as a 
designer and as an entrepreneur. She is co-owner and designer of the 
multi award-winning Firmdale Hotels and has built a very successful 
design practice which has diversified into textiles, fragrance, 
homewares and furniture. Kit has drive, determination, imagination 
and vision – qualities needed both in business and to stand your 
ground as a designer. Her designs are instantly recognisable and 
have created beautiful and comfortable spaces people want to spend 
time in.  

There are inspirational women throughout history who have risen 
to the top of their respective fields, stretching back to Marie Curie or 
Nancy Astor. Often though, the most inspirational figures are those 
with similar backgrounds or goals, not just someone that happens to 
be the same gender.

Inspiration is vitally important at every stage of your career, 
creating goals to strive towards. Equally, it’s important for those of 
us with the power to influence decisions in businesses to create clear 
opportunities – allowing those who are inspired, and determined, to 
succeed.

Rob Mathieson
Managing director, IOD

Andy Preston 
Entrepreneur and founder and chair of CEO Sleepout 

Jen Bernard
Founder and managing director, Bernard Interiors

Donna Bulmer
Managing partner, Haines Watts North East
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RECRUITMENT

Your monthly guide to the people moving jobs in the region

APPOINTMENTS 

Metrology Software Products Ltd (MSP) has 
appointed Marianne Whitfield as Director of 
Development and Keith Langford as UK Technical 
Account Manager. Marianne, who has 20 years’ 
experience in technological product development, 
will support the continued expansion of the 
business in this newly-created role. She has joined 
the company alongside Keith Langford, who has 
taken on the position of UK technical accounts 
manager.

George F. White, the land, property and business 
group, has appointed a new equity partner in a key 
strategic move for the business. 

Sally Hart, operations director at George F. 
White, is the first female board member to become 
an equity partner, following the instrumental role 
she has played in the restructuring of the business. 

Construction Alliance Northeast (CAN), an 
organisation established to represent regional 
SMEs in construction and civil engineering, has 
welcomed Caroline Meehan from the Federation of 
Master Builders (FMB) to its committee. Caroline 
previously worked in Australia, where she founded 
a not-for-profit and award-winning charity, 
Heartfelt Homes. Her most recent career move 
brought her back to her native UK where she has 
joined the FMB as northern regional director. 

Bradley Hall Chartered Surveyors and Estate Agents 
has appointed established local businessman and 
solicitor John Marshall as chairman of the advisory 
board. He will work in close partnership with the 
senior management team to support its ambitious, 
continued expansion strategy.
John said: “I am delighted and proud to be 
appointed as the chairman of the advisory board 
for Bradley Hall at such an exciting time in its 
development.”

Planning and development consultancy Lichfields 
has promoted Jenny Nye, one of its North East-
based senior planners, to associate director.
Newcastle-based Jenny has been with Lichfields 
since 2012, gaining extensive experience in a variety 
of fields, including housing, land supply assessments 
and environmental statements. Her promotion 
comes as a further six London-based members of 
the Lichfields team have been promoted.

Former Australia International batsman Marcus 
North has been appointed as Durham County 
Cricket Club’s director of cricket. The 39-year-
old – who played for Durham in 2004 – has spent 
the last three years as chief executive at South 
Northumberland Cricket Club where he has 
overseen three successful Durham Royal London 
One Day Cup fixtures against Warwickshire, 
Leicestershire and Worcestershire as well as hosting 
England U19s against South Africa U19s at the 
Gosforth-based ground.

APPOINTMENTS  
Have you moved job or 
appointed someone to your 
team? Contact

alison@netimesmagazine.co.uk

i

Marianne Whitfield 
Director of development, 
Metrology Software 

Sally Hart  
Equity partner, George F. 
White Group

Caroline Meehan 
Committee member, 
Construction Alliance 
Northeast

John Marshall
Chairman, Bradley Hall

Jenny Nye
Associate director, Lichfields

Marcus North
Director of cricket, Durham 
CCC
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RECRUITMENT

New positions available in the North East

JOBS

JOBS  
To post a position, contact 

alison@netimesmagazine.co.uk

i

VAT associate partner
Newcastle, salary based on experience 

Bryony Gibson Recruitment 

A rapidly-expanding accountancy practice is 
seeking a VAT associate partner. Taking leadership 
across the North for all indirect tax services, 
you will already be working at a senior manager 
level, preferably in the local market. The position 
will encompass business development, client 
engagement, delivery and strategic growth, 
through to the recruitment of a team to support 
you. 

ww.bryonygibson.com

Senior project manager
Newcastle, up to £56K

NRG

NRG is working with a leading digital 
transformation agency based in the heart of 
Newcastle to appoint a senior project manager. 
The successful candidate will enjoy delivering on 
large-scale projects with budgets of circa £500K 
in a creative and autonomous environment. You 
will ideally have a strong background in Scrum, 
Kanban, waterfall (prince2), and programme and 
delivery. For more information, please contact:

garyrogers@nrgplc.com

Sales manager
Teesside, £40K-£45K (OTE circa £55K-£60K)

NRG

This is a great opportunity to work closely with 
the managing director of a tech safety company 
to shape the sales strategy, develop and train your 
own team and make an impact on the growth of 
the company. The role would suit someone that 
has experience of the sales process within a tech 
business, selling managed services and long-term 
contracts. For more information, contact:

sarahminto@nrgplc.com

Financial accountant 
Newcastle, £45,000

BMC Recruitment Group 

BMC is seeking an ambitious accountant to join a 
global engineering consultancy business based in 
Newcastle. The ideal candidate will be ACA, ACCA 
or CIMA-qualified and possess strong practical 
experience, extensive technical accounting skills 
and some exposure to finance and accountancy 
issues in an international business environment. 
For more information contact:

sophie.goymer@bmcrecruitmentgroup.com



19



20

COMMENT
In the limelight

This is the third Women’s 
Issue North East Times has 
produced since the title 
was relaunched in 2015. 
Feedback from the previous 

two editions has been overwhelmingly 
positive but there have always been a 
few comments – from both men and 
women – who have questioned the need 
to publish a Women’s Issue?

But research shows that women still 
only hold 27.7 per cent of directors’ 
seats in the boardrooms of FTSE 
100 companies (Cranfield School of 
Management 2017 analysis) and British 
men are still almost twice as likely as 
women to start their own business 
(Aston University 2017). Admittedly, 
these figures are an improvement on a 
decade ago, but why are gender diversity 
disparities still so high?

Jackie Barnett spent 20 years in the 
corporate world, working in senior 
positions at multinational corporations 
in the UK and Europe. She often found 
that she was the only woman around the 
boardroom table and would be regularly 
talked over in meetings, or her ideas were 
dismissed – only to be embraced when 
made by a man a few minutes later. 

Frustrated, she began working on 
strategies to address these and now 
works with companies to improve their 
gender balance through her consultancy, 
Jackie Barnett Consulting. 

Jackie highlights just a few 
contributing factors to the gender divide 
in the workplace.

Firstly, women can be more prone 
to ‘limiting beliefs’ – where they don’t 
believe they have the ability for senior 
positions. 

“Some women are holding themselves 
back because they don’t think they can 

do something. Quite often, it stems 
from a message they’ve been given when 
they were younger,” says Jackie. “They 
also tend to set higher standards for 
themselves.”

According to research by Hewlett 
Packard, men would apply for a job 
if they fulfilled 60 per cent of a job 
specialisation, whereas for a woman, it 
was almost 100 per cent.

Jackie reveals that job adverts can 
often use more ‘male-oriented language’ 
too.

“Businesses should be more conscious 
to make sure adverts use neutral 
language or softer language. Especially in 
leadership roles where often there’s quite 
aggressive words used.” 

Similarly, a business can promote 
a culture – whether consciously or 
unconsciously – that is more suited to 
men than women. 

Jackie cites the work of Inge Woudstra, 
a speaker, consultant and trainer who is 
an expert in diversity and inclusion and 
gender differences. 

“In her book [Be Gender Smart], Inga 
talks about the differences between men 
and women. For example, women tend 
to compete on being nice whereas men 
compete on being the strongest or the 
best, which impacts their working styles,” 
she says. 

“Men also tend to be more fact-
based, so they will just look at what’s 
in front of them, whereas women are 
more concerned with looking at the 
consequences. They will canvas opinions 
and analyse previous mistakes. The 
problem is that this is often seen as 
procrastination and the inability to make 
clear decisions.”

Jackie also reveals that women 
are more likely to be asked to do the 

Alison Cowie reveals why North East Times chooses to produce its annual Women’s Issue

IN THE LIMELIGHT
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housework-tasks around the office 
or take notes in meetings – further 
exacerbating gender stereotypes. 

But why should companies embrace 
gender diversity?

According to a 2017 report by 
McKinsey & Company, which looked at 
data from more than 1000 companies 
covering 12 countries, companies with 
the best gender diversity at an executive 
level were 21 per cent more likely to 
experience above-average profitability 
than the companies with the poorest 
levels. In the UK , greater gender 
diversity on the senior-executive team 
made an even bigger impact: for every 
10 per cent increase in gender diversity, 
EBIT (earnings before interest and tax) 
rose by 3.5 per cent.

“When you have a more diverse 
executive team – that embraces the 
differences between men and women – it 
improves decision making and problem 
solving. You get a much better diversity 
of perspectives,” Jackie adds.

So what’s the solution? 
Jackie now works with companies to 

help improve their gender diversity and 
runs confidence-building workshops for 
women.

She encourages businesses to take 

the Harvard Implicit Association 
Test to highlight ways in which they 
may – however unintentionally – be 
contributing to a gender bias.  

“It’s about businesses understanding 
how they might be holding women back.”

Jackie also emphasises the need for 
more women to become role models in 
business.

“Having examples of women who 
are either in senior positions or have 
started their own business, it’s incredibly 
important to show girls and women that 
they can do it too.”

And this is where North East 
Times’ Women Issue comes in. If – by 
highlighting just some of stories of 
women doing amazing things in the 
region – it inspires more females to apply 
for a senior position, or to take the first 
steps towards starting their own business, 
then this issue has done its job.

I completely agree with the sentiment 
from the criticism of this issue. I too long 
for the day when an annual Women’s 
Issue is seen as unnecessary. But unless 
there’s a radical shift in the gender 
diversity in workplace statistics in the 
next 12 months, a fourth Women’s Issue 
of  North East Times will be rolling off 
the presses in autumn 2019. 
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The technology sector is one of the 
fastest-growing in the world, in the 
UK growing around 2.6 times faster 
than the overall economy1. While 
this is great news, the industry is still 

struggling with its levels of diversity. For a sector 
that is facing a severe skills shortage, attracting 
more women into roles could be one of the 
solutions.

A recent report2 found that women currently 
account for only 15 percent of employees in STEM 
related fields. Even more concerning is that this 
is unlikely to change any time soon – only 15.8 
percent of undergraduates studying STEM subjects 
are women. 

Yet Sunderland Software City – a regional 
business support and innovation agency that has 
been supporting the North East tech sector for the 
past decade – has found itself with a more than 
60 per cent female workforce. And this was no 
accident.

Laura Richards, head of communications, 
says: “The factors that contribute to low levels of 
diversity in any sector are multiple and complex, 
making them difficult to address. But there are still 
practical steps businesses can take when recruiting 
to attract a wider range of applicants.”

Studies have shown that women are less likely 
to apply for jobs that they feel under-qualified 
for, while men are more likely to apply for ‘stretch 

roles’3.
Laura continues: “We make a conscious effort 

to ensure our recruitment campaigns are inclusive, 
from the way we word job descriptions to the way 
we manage the interview process. We typically 
hold open days before asking candidates to apply 
for jobs and ensure that we have a mixed gender 
team there on the day. 

“This simple step has significantly increased 
the number of women applying for roles that they 
might otherwise have deemed ‘too technical’ or 
beyond their current skill level.”

Further research has highlighted that young 
women want to work with employers with a strong 
history of inclusion, diversity and equality4. 

Many women see the low number of women in 
tech and choose to enter other fields – only 3 per 
cent of female students cite STEM as their first 
career choice and 78 per cent can’t name a famous 
female working in technology. 

It’s important therefore to recognise the 
importance of role models – something Software 
City actively promotes. 

Laura says: “As a team we all feel a responsibility 
to improve the sector we work in. It can feel a 
bit weird or embarrassing to call yourself a role 
model, but it’s important that women are visible in 
the industry. As a company we are working hard to 
help inspire future generations – not only through 
our school engagement activities but by giving 
all our team (regardless of gender and role) the 
opportunity to talk at events, write their own blog 
posts, and take part in careers days.”  

To celebrate some of the incredible women that 
have inspired the Software City team, here they 
share some of their own personal role models.

Naomi Morrow, head of innovation
“I recently attended a dinner with Aimee Chapel 
(previously MD for UK Health at Accenture). 
Aimee talked about saying yes to everything 
(within reason) - that way you learn what you’re 
good at and what you enjoy, and you find you can 
do more than you might initially think is possible.”

ADVERTISING FEATURE  
Sunderland Software City – Tech

While ‘women in technology’ stats remain worryingly low, one North East organisation is 
defying the odds

TACKLING GENDER DIVERSITY 
IN THE TECH INDUSTRY

SUNDERLAND 
SOFTWARE CITY
www.sunderlandsoftwarecity.com
@SunSoftCity
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Jenny Lang, programme engagement manager
“Dr Sue Black has overcome adversity and 
personal challenges to become a leading tech 
evangelist, digital skills expert and social 
entrepreneur. Passionate about inclusion, she 
believes technology can empower and change 
individuals lives for the better.”

Sophie Craggs, programme engagement manager
“Someone I rank highly on my list of inspirational 
people is Emma Watson. I love watching how 
someone so close to my own age uses her public 
platform to speak loudly and strongly about 
important issues, such as gender equality, by 
being a UN Women Goodwill ambassador, and 
helping to spark important campaigns like MeToo, 
TimesUp, and HeforShe.”

Laura Richards, head of communications: 
“Sarah Hall, MD of Sarah Hall Consulting and 
president of the Chartered Institute of Public 
Relations always inspires me. Sarah is one of the 
most supportive business leaders I’ve met, offering 
advice and mentorship to others in the industry. 
She’s also a fearless advocate for gender equality, 
putting herself in the firing line if that’s what it 
takes to stand up for what she believes in.”

Jill McKinney, head of skills and training 
“Sherry Coutu’s passion for wanting to make 
a difference to the lives of young people is 
incredible. The work she has done to date with 
Founders4Schools is phenomenal, providing a 
clear route for education and industry to build 
relationships. I have been fortunate enough to 
meet Sherry on a number of occasions and I am 
excited about working more closely with her and 
the Founders4schools initiative going forward.”

Jeni Banks, business support specialist 
“I like to find the best bits from different people 
and make them something I aspire to be: Leonardo 
Da Vinci for his inquisitive mind and creativity, 
Emma Watson for her fierce feminism, Jason 
Knights for being bold in business and taking 
risks, Tracy Chandler for her ability to build global 
brands by being herself, and my big sister for 
starting her life over and generally being an all-
round bad ass.”

Laura Kennedy, operations manager
“Although a fictional character, Clarice Starling 
was the first female character that I remember 
seeing that was entirely unashamed of her 
intelligence and strength. In a completely male 
dominated environment, she faces prejudice and 
sexism from almost every male character – but at 
the end, she singlehandedly takes down the bad 
guy.”

Jordan Hewitt, events and engagement 
coordinator
“My colleagues make decisions every day that 
impact businesses, individuals and have a real 
impact. We lead on innovation, we develop 
training and we support SMEs and the women 
on the team do all of this without apologising for 
being experts, for knowing more than the men in 
the room. My colleagues inspire me every day to 
push myself, ask questions, and do it with passion. 
That is why I consider the women in this team to 
be my role models.” 

Sources:

[1] www.computerweekly.

com/news/252441282/

UK-tech-sector-growing-26-

times-faster-than-overall-

economy

[2] www.pwc.co.uk/who-we-

are/women-in-technology/

time-to-close-the-gender-

gap.html 

[3] http://hbr.org/2014/08/

why-women-dont-apply-

for-jobs-unless-theyre-100-

qualified

[4] www.pwc.com/jg/

publications/the-female-

millennial-a-new-era-of-talent.

html
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INTERVIEW
Holli Keeble 

Holli Keeble has overall accountability for business strategy and performance across Tyneside 
Cinema and its trading company. She joined the cinema in 2004 and has occupied several roles 
before being appointed chief executive in January 2017

10 QUESTIONS

What was your first break in 
business? 
It wasn’t a break as such, 
but my parents set up 
their own business when 

I was young – firstly a milk round, and then when 
supermarkets began to threaten the business, 
they sold up and bought a fish and chip shop. I 
was part of this environment growing up, and 
worked in the shop as a teenager. Working for 
someone who invests 100 per cent of themselves 
and their resources into a company makes you 
think in a certain way. Many years later, I took 
up a short-term post at Sage Gateshead in the 
learning and participation department – before 
the building opened. This opportunity opened my 
eyes to the powerful role that culture can play in 
the development of children and young people 
in a number of ways. I’ve worked in the cultural 
sector ever since, and I am proud that Tyneside 
Cinema has one of the most successful learning 
departments of any independent cinema in the UK. 

What did you want to be growing up? 
I didn’t have much of a clue! Careers guidance at 
school was limited and my own frame of reference 
was narrow. My original degree choice – which I 
didn’t pursue in the end – was international law 
and, on reflection, that was more about an escape 
route out of the small town I grew up in. I later 
decided to combine the subjects that I loved – 
film and languages – which eventually led me to 
Tyneside Cinema. 

What attracted you to your current role? 
I’ve worked at Tyneside Cinema since 2004, so 
having the opportunity to lead the organisation 
that I love and that is so integral to the city’s 
cultural life and sense of place is a huge privilege. 

What is your organisation’s mission? 
Our vision is to be the finest, most welcoming, 
most exciting and most successful independent 
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creative cinema in the UK – and our mission is for 
people to be inspired, entertained and transformed 
by the watching and making of film. 

How do you get the best out of your team? 
It’s a balance between providing a clear road 
map into the future, being supportive and giving 
the appropriate level of autonomy, space and 
opportunity to fail and take risks. 

What has been your career highlight? 
There are many, and sometimes it’s the small 
things. For example, I’m proud of a particular film/
live music work that I produced, which went on 
to receive a successful national tour when one of 
our core London-based funders said it didn’t have 
an audience outside of the North East. Or leading 
the growth of the work that the cinema does with 
children and young people – with the help of a 
brilliant team – from something it did on the side-
lines, to being a core part of the business. 

What has been your biggest challenge? 
Balancing having a career with being a mum. 

Who or what inspires you? 
My parents. They worked so hard to provide me 
with opportunities to transcend certain limitations 
of class. In the context of film, a timely example 
would be Agnès Varda – one of the world’s finest 
directors, who happens to be a woman. She was a 
key part of the male-dominated New Wave cinema 
movement and now 90 years old, has just released 
her latest film. Her filmmaking is authentic, 
imaginative and bold. She’s always seeking to 
present alternative voices and stories on screen, 
which is so important. 

What are your company/organisation’s short and 
long-term goals? 
I want to ensure that Tyneside Cinema is culturally 
relevant for a broad range of audiences in 
Newcastle and the North East now and into the 

future – this means being inclusive, embedded 
in our community and with a plurality in our 
approach to programming. Film is both accessible 
and international, and so the opportunities to 
use our programme to help audiences question 
and understand the world and what’s happening 
around us are boundless. 

Longer term, we need to secure a permanent 
home for our work with children and young 
people, to continue to build our reputation 
nationally and internationally for our filmmaking 
work and our bold and imaginative programming, 
and to continue to develop our vibrant heritage 
venue that is so much more than a cinema. 

How do you achieve a good work/life balance? 
It’s hard. I try to protect my weekends at all costs. 

TYNESIDE CINEMA 
www.tynesidecinema.co.uk 
Holli.keeble@tynesidecinema.co.uk 
@TynesideCinema

i
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Established 15 years ago with only two 
apartments, Properties Unique now 
offers a portfolio of more than 70 
properties in the North East, providing 
luxury serviced accommodation to 

business and leisure travellers visiting the region. 
One of Properties Unique’s penthouse 

apartments has now been shortlisted for the North 
East’s Hidden Gem Award by eviivo, in its annual 
celebration of Britain’s world-class accommodation. 
But that’s not all – eviivo has been so impressed 
with the service provided by Vivien and her 
11-strong team that Properties Unique has been 
shortlisted for the national Multi-Property Wizard 
Award, too.

Vivien also holds a Businesswoman of the Year 
award – which she likes to think she received for 
all the blood, sweat and tears it takes to run and 
develop a successful business. Her team, however, 

tells her it was for “flying the flag for senior citizens 
with ‘attitude!’”

Vivien says: “I’m so very proud of Properties 
Unique’s unrivalled reputation for outstanding 
customer service, and I wholeheartedly 
acknowledge that this is due to the personal 
contribution of each and every member of my 
team, including all the external contractors we work 
with.”

Every member of the Properties Unique team 
plays their own special role in the business and will 
always go the extra mile, whether it’s arranging to 
have a bespoke step made to help a 92-year-old 
client access the shower or buying a pushchair for 
a family that had inadvertently left their own at 
home. 

“It’s vital to me that our guests know they are 
cared for and nothing is a bother to us,” Vivien 
adds.

ADVERTISING FEATURE
Properties Unique – Property

Multi-award winning businesswoman Vivien Herrera-Lee hopes to add even more accolades to her 
collection thanks, she says, to the dedication of her team 

A TEAM THAT PUSHES 
THE BOUNDARIES
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It’s Vivien’s genuine care for people that has 
resulted in her being held in such high esteem, 
not only by her guests, but also by her staff, who 
describe her as an appreciative and charismatic 
boss who gives attention to the smallest detail.

The feeling is mutual, as Vivien’s affection for 
her staff is clear. 

“I’m incredibly proud of my dedicated team 
who all have a heart of gold,” she says.

 “Each of the team has their own responsibilities, 
but successfully work together in their efforts 
to make sure nothing is ever left undone. With 
individual personalities, the chrysalis I see, 
however, is that they all have a genuine sense of 
care and compassion… and they make an excellent 
cup of tea!”

Among her many commitments, Vivien offers 
continuous support to various charities, one 
of which, COCO, is particularly close to her 
heart. It is through this support that Vivien met 
the charity’s CEO, Lucy Kendall, whom Vivien 
admires a great deal. 

Vivien explains: “People of true principle, like 
Lucy, inspire me beyond words with their genuine 
concern to give a better life to those who are not as 
fortunate as we are.

“Despite modern technology playing a vital 
role in the workplace, Vivien remains a staunch 
advocate of the ‘old school’ approach. 

“I much prefer to meet people face-to-face, so 
they know that what I promise will be honoured by 
both myself and my team,” she says.

It is this collective work ethic that has seen 
the steady expansion of Properties Unique, and 
the team is keen to add more properties to the 
company’s portfolio in a bid to meet growing 
demand. 

Vivien cheerfully expresses an invite: “To any 
investors out there who’d like us to manage their 
property, please do give us a call!”

She concludes: “Despite the ongoing social, 
economic and cultural challenges we all face on a 
daily basis, we are proud that Properties Unique 
continues to brave all these elements, progressively 
growing stronger each year.”

PROPERTIES UNIQUE 
www.propertiesunique.com
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“I’m so very proud of 
Properties Unique’s 

unrivalled reputation 
for outstanding 

customer service, and I 
wholeheartedly acknowledge 

that this is due to the 
personal contribution of 

each and every member of 
my team, including all the 

external contractors we 
work with.”
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Lara Coulson

I always enjoyed playing games and decided I 
wanted to become a games designer at 12 years 
old. It was the combination of creativity, logic and 
problem solving that appealed to me the most. 

After studying a degree in games design at 
Brunel University London, I joined Ubisoft 
Reflections as a junior games designer. My role is 
all about making sure the game is fun for players. 
I design how certain parts of the game should 
be played, and communicate those ideas to 
programmers and artists. 

A colleague on my team first heard about 
The Girls’ Network and promoted it around the 
studio. Only 20 per cent of all game developers are 
women, so I think we all feel eager to encourage 
the younger generation and represent women 
wherever we can. 

Becca and I met for our first mentoring session 
in March 2018. I was immediately impressed by 
her intelligence and thoughtfulness. Our shared 
interest in games was exciting and I felt The Girl’s 
Network did an excellent job of matching us 
together.  

We meet every month with the aim of 
developing Becca’s confidence and career skills. 
Session topics vary from interviewing and career 
choices, to cultivating curiosity. We discuss Becca’s 
questions about the games industry and areas in 
which she would like to improve. The time always 
goes too quickly. 

INTERVIEW  
The Girls’ Network

SUPPORTING ROLE 
The Girls’ Network was established in 2013. Its mission was to inspire and empower all young 
women to achieve their full potential by connecting them with a network of professional women. 
Having started in London, the organisation was set up in the North East in January this year. 
Mentors from the business world are working with pupils in three local schools to build their 
mentees’ confidence and share their knowledge and experience. Lara Coulson, a games designer 
at Reflections, an Ubisoft Studio, is mentoring Rebecca (Becca) Arachchiae, a Year 11 pupil from 
Cardinal Hume School in Gateshead
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Becca also recently took part in the Ubisoft 
Gaming School where she designed and developed 
her own game within a week.

I think there are plenty of girls who are 
interested in gaming and tech careers but the 
problem is that they’re subtly discouraged from a 
young age. It’s important to see women working in 
their dream gaming and tech job. 

I hope that knowing someone who works 
in games has shown Becca that it’s a viable and 
achievable career. 

Rebecca Arachchiae 

When I was given the opportunity to apply for The 
Girls’ Network by my teacher, Miss Wheelhouse, 
in January, I was instantly curious and interested. 
I felt it would give me the help and recourses I 
needed to plan a solid career path for the future 
ahead of me. I attended the matching event 
at school and was matched with my mentor, 
Lara, as my ambition is to be a games designer. 
Every month I have met with Lara, either at the 
Northern Design Centre or Sage Gateshead, for 
mentoring sessions. She has helped me by being 
open to discussing anything to do with school and 
my future career plans. She never judges me for 
anything I say. 
Lara has helped me to feel secure about pursuing a 
career path which I was once confused about.
I have found The Girls’ Network extremely 
beneficial and it has been a wonderful opportunity.  
It has made me realise that I’m not the only girl 
unsure about future plans and it has given me an 
understanding that there are lots of women who 
have careers in male-dominated environments and 
have overcome challenges to be successful. 
The Girls’ Network has also given me fantastic 
work experience. I spent a week at Performance 
Horizon, an IT company based in Newcastle and, 

this summer, I attended Ubisoft Gaming School – 
with Lara’s support. I developed my understanding 
of aspects of art, sound, coding and design which 
was brilliant. At the end of the week I felt I had 
accomplished something I never thought I would 
have the opportunity to do.  
After my work experience and my mentoring 
by Lara, I am even more inspired by a future 
in games design as a career path. Not only do I 
enjoy playing video games but I also enjoy the 
idea of bringing ideas together in a team to create 
something amazing. This really fascinates me. The 
Girls’ Network has given me so many wonderful 
opportunities and I will be delighted to continue as 
an ambassador. 

THE GIRLS’ NETWORK
For more information or to 

become an inspirational female 

mentor, visit:

www.thegirlsnetwork.org.uk/

i
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ADVERTISING FEATURE
Troocost – Utilities 

With more than ten years’ 
experience within the 
utilities and energy 
industry, Rachel 
Richardson has joined 

forces with husband Andrew to redefine the 
utilities sector, offering fairer and more transparent 
pricing for businesses on their energy renewals 
without any of the hidden fees typically added by 
brokers.  

Moving into the utilities sector after securing a 
degree in Business and French at Keele University, 
Rachel’s first role was as account manager 
at EIC (Energy Information Centre) in the 
Midlands, where she spent more than seven years 
managing a number of high-profile industrial and 
commercial clients, including large retailers and 
manufacturers. 

The all-encompassing role at EIC would stand 
Rachel in good stead for her future position at 
Troocost by giving her the chance to work across 
a number of areas of the business overseeing client 
services, including account management and fixed 
and flexible energy procurement. It was in this role 
that she was also given responsibility for a team of 
relationship managers, looking after a client base 
of more than 200 clients, as well as lending her 
support to business development campaigns and 
compliance-related issues. 

With her later roles including commercial 
manager in the partner channel at Utilitywise, 
which acquired EIC in 2013, Rachel also spent 
some time away from the sector to start a North 
East buy-to-let property business before having 
her daughter, Florence, in 2016. Never one to rest 
on her laurels, Rachel spent this time developing 
the concept for Troocost alongside her husband, 
Andrew, which successfully launched in 2017. 

Very much a ‘people’s person’ at heart, Rachel 
attributes her success in the industry to her 
ability to forge close working relationships with 

all her clients and staff. Having empathy, strong 
communication skills and an ability to find 
solutions that work for clients are part of what 
makes Rachel.  

These and a “cheeky sense of humour” that 
admits to a love of all things Alan Partridge and 
an enviable skill of being able to recite most of the 
show’s iconic lines!  

Rachel reflects: “You have to have a sense of 
humour in business. Our staff at Troocost work 
very hard but we also make sure we invest time in 
making it a great place to work.” 

Partridge aside, Rachel is proud of her deep 
knowledge of the sector, something she has used 
to benefit her clients and help shape the strategic 
direction of Troocost. She proudly reflects on 
the impact the company’s services have had on 
one particular client, whose trust in brokers was 
shattered after Troocost’s benchmarking system 
revealed just how much he was being overcharged 
– more than £20,000 per year to be exact; a saving 
that has since been recovered through his renewal 
with the business. 

With some surprising insights into the ethical 
and operational practices of other companies 
within the industry, the husband and wife duo 
set out a clear ambition to do things differently 
at Troocost, developing clearer and fairer pricing 
with values that extend throughout every 
cornerstone of their business.  

Rachel adds: “There were a number of areas 
within the energy broker industry we felt uneasy 
about – most notably the lack of transparency 
around pricing and hidden commission rates that 
would be passed unknowingly onto the customer. 

“It was this uneasiness that led us to want to do 
things differently.”  

Asked of her experiences and challenges 
faced being a woman within what is sometimes 
considered a largely male-dominated sector, 
Rachel says: “Generally, I have felt I have been able 

Businesswoman, mother, wife and fluent French speaker, there is little that Rachel Richardson, 
commercial director at business energy bench marker Troocost, can’t turn her hand to

REVOLUTIONISING THE 
ENERGY SECTOR AND 
STAYING TROO IN BUSINESS 
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TROOCOST 
www.troocost.com
@Troocost
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to achieve whatever I wanted and that is 
certainly the case at Troocost. It’s a real team 
ethos here, where everyone’s contributions 
and opinions are valued.

“However, it would be dishonest of me to 
say I hadn’t witnessed instances of gender 
inequality or stereotyping in my time. From 
large pay discrepancies between the sexes, 
set roles for women, to a lack of female 
representation in the boardroom, it felt like a 
man’s world at times.” 

Rachel anecdotally recalls a former 
colleague’s sound business advice: “Margaret 
was a big advocate of women having a 
place in the boardroom, encouraging me to 
attend. But she was adamant that if I did, it 
must be without a pen in hand! 

“It sounds ridiculous and makes me laugh 
to this day, but Margaret had a valid point 
and concern born from experience that 
taking a pen to the meeting may increase 
our chances of being asked to take minutes!”

As commercial director, Rachel has 
responsibility for a range of different areas 
at Troocost, including recruitment, business 
development, account management, brand 
and marketing. She has also successfully 
established an affiliate programme with a 
number of trade associations, including 
offering services to farmers and agricultural 
organisations, which is apt given Rachel’s 
background as the daughter of a sheep 
farmer.   

Asked of her ambitions for the next 12 
months, she comments: “It’s such an exciting 
time in the business. We have doubled our 
client base within the last year and have 
ambitious plans for growth over the next 
few years. We are hoping to secure venture 
capital investment very soon which will 
support our plans for further growth and 
help spread the word about doing things 
differently.” 

When not at the helm of a successful 

energy business, Rachel enjoys spending 
time outdoors, entertaining friends 
and family and travelling to favourite 
destinations such as Portugal and Scotland. 
And it seems her farming roots are never 
far away with her love of animals and new 
additions to the Richardson family which 
include a cockerel and five hens! 

Rachel concludes: “It’s certainly a busy 
life, but we wouldn’t have it any other way. 
There are exciting times ahead. We look 
forward to what the future holds and the 
next step of the Troocost journey.”  
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INTERVIEW
Amanda Maskery 

SINTONS 
www.sintons.co.uk

@SintonsLaw
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Be inspired by the people you work 
with and for. I joined Sintons as a 
trainee and the senior partners have 
all been hugely influential, but, in 
particular, I would say Jim Dias, 

the former chairman of Sintons, the late Andrew 
Walker – the most amazing man who oversaw 
my training – and also Hilary Parker, a hugely 
esteemed name in healthcare, from whom I have 
learnt so much. Catherine Wood, a former partner, 
has also been a fantastic mentor to me through the 
years.

Invest the time and effort into your network. 
These relationships can last for many years so 
to succeed in business you need to develop and 
maintain these relationships. You never know 
where a contact will take you and where it will lead 
to. Many of our clients have been with Sintons for 
years and I think a large part of that is because we 
have built such strong and trusting relationships 
with them.  

Use your experience to support others. I have 
had this since I started with Sintons, and I have 
progressed from trainee to partner level and 
more recently to head of our fast-growing NHS 
Healthcare team, so it’s fantastic to be able to 
support others in progressing and achieving their 
goals. We have a strong team and great dynamic 
and that is evident to clients. 

Be prepared. Do your background work before 
a meeting or presentation, as you will quickly 
come unstuck if you don’t. Our healthcare team 
puts a huge amount of effort in behind the scenes 
and that pays off. We have recently won some 
big national tenders, including with NHS Shared 
Business Services and, as well as the quality of 
our work, our levels of planning and preparation 
always ensure we stand out from the crowd.

Get the best professional advice you can from 
advisors you trust. Don’t be afraid to change and 
look around until you find someone who ‘gets’ 
you and understands your goals and aspirations. 
Many of my clients have done just that, and have 
come to Sintons as we have specialists who truly 
understand the NHS and its unique complexities.  
By getting great advisors in place from the outset, 
you can be confident you are getting off to the best 
start in business. 

Find people – professionally and personally – 
who will go on that journey with you. You should 
have confidence they understand you and will act 
in your best interests. 

Don’t be afraid to ask for advice from others. 
I often seek advice and a second opinion from 
colleagues and fellow professional advisors, and 
that can only help you and your clients. 
 
Always be kind and supportive and always be 
there for your team. I am a big believer in working 
collaboratively so working as a team is second 
nature to us. While we are fortunate to have a 
lot of experience in our department, we are also 
proud to also have trainees and newly-qualified 
lawyers joining the team – by giving them work 
that challenges them and opens their eyes to the 
complexity of the job, we are also helping them to 
be their best. 

Lead by example. Encourage your staff to do a 
great job and support and guide them as much 
as they need. Be inclusive and ensure you involve 
everyone. And be supportive on a professional and 
personal level so your team know they can confide 
in you should they need to. 

Be tenacious and never give up. Keep going and 
plugging away, and never stop while there is even 
the smallest chance of success. 

Amanda Maskery is a partner and head of NHS Healthcare at law firm Sintons. Recently named as 
one of the leading lawyers in the North of England in recognition of her work in healthcare around 
the UK, Amanda began her career with Sintons 17 years ago when she joined as a trainee 

WHAT I’VE LEARNT



34

INTERVIEW
Muckle LLP – Law

Louise Duffy loves a problem. Solving it is 
more satisfying still. “I always liked the 
analytical side of looking at a problem 
and looking to solve that problem in a 
practical way,” says the partner at North 

East law firm Muckle LLP. “As a trainee lawyer, I was 
interested in looking at how different parties could 
come together to get a deal done.”

Louise and her team are the pivotal link between 
banks and borrowers. The glue that binds together 
lenders and businesses. 

“It comes down to how you do things, how you 
come across to people and how good your service 
is,” adds the individual responsible for overseeing 
Muckle LLP’s standards. 

“Sometimes the legal profession can appear to be 
a bit distant and to create barriers between people, 
which is the opposite of how we do business. 
We want to communicate in a clear, open and 
understandable way, and I try to reflect that in our 
standards; it’s one of the ‘firm-wide’ roles I really 
enjoy.”

Louise celebrates her 12th anniversary at Muckle 
this month. 

The former Hirst High School, Northumberland, 
pupil and Oxford University graduate always 
intended to move back ‘home’ and, following 
successful spells with law firms in Birmingham and 
Leeds, the opportunity to make her mark at Muckle 
was impossible to resist. 

“The North East coast has always been one of my 
favourite places to visit and I love long walks in the 
fresh air up there,” she says. “I love where I live and I 
love where I work.” 

Louise continues: “Muckle has such a close 
relationship with its clients. As a group of 
colleagues, we get on so well and that’s reflected in 
how we approach our business. We pride ourselves 
on what we can give back to our clients and to the 
region.

“That’s important to me. When I moved back up 
here, Muckle immediately struck me as the right fit 
and I knew that there was an opportunity to build 
a team and do something different. Right away, I 
found myself working closely with a committed 
team that was nimble, agile and able to make 
decisions quickly. I felt like I was part of something 
that I could put my own stamp on.”

Louise had already made her mark as one of the 
rising stars of banking law by the time she accepted 
her role at Muckle in October 2006. 

A former partner at Pinsent Masons and lecturer 
at York College of Law (now known as Leeds 
University of Law), she swiftly forged a reputation 

She’s the trusted link between the region’s key lenders and would-be borrowers. Louise Duffy 
explains to Simon Rushworth what it takes to broker the big deals as a banking lawyer and team 
leader at Muckle LLP

MAINTAINING STANDARDS 
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as a trusted adviser and project manager for lenders 
and businesses looking to complete key transactions 
across the North East and beyond.

“Earlier in my career, banking law was still a 
developing area,” she adds. “By the time I came 
back to the North East it was an established sector. 
It was a case of building relationships and pushing 
on when I joined Muckle. If you can deliver on a 
project and do it on time, bring parties together 
in the right way and ensure your approach 
is constructive, then you build up a certain 
reputation.”

Louise prides herself in finding the perfect match 
between lenders and borrowers – working on a 
range of deals and fronting Muckle LLP’s innovative 
MiBusiness initiative with others across the firm. 
Devised by Muckle to support small businesses, 
the package provides invaluable peace of mind 
to companies typically turning over less than £2 
million annually. 

“A lot of small businesses don’t take legal advice at 
an early stage so they don’t have the basics required 
to underpin their business in the future,” Louise 
explains. 

“MiBusiness is quite flexible for the business 
owners and they know exactly how it works. We 
add value by making introductions, putting in 
place their key documents such as shareholder 
agreements and making sure websites are 
compliant.”

If MiBusiness is aimed at smaller companies then 
Louise is equally at home brokering deals in excess 
of £100m. Her prominent position on a number of 
prestigious panels puts one of Muckle LLP’s most 
experienced partners in pole position to identify 
the action required to push through a range of key 
transactions.

“I work with a broad range of clients and that’s 
what makes the job so interesting,” adds Louise, 
whose team has secured panel appointments with a 
wide range of national and international banks and 
lenders. 

“It’s important to establish yourself on a panel but 
simply being on the panel doesn’t automatically get 
you work,” she points out. 

“The beauty of that type of work is that you can 
create a strong bond that can be of lasting benefit 
to both parties. The banks know we are passionate 
about supporting businesses in the region… if I can 
play my part and move the deal on then it’s a real 
positive.”

It’s little surprise that Louise and her team are 
recognised by industry commentators Chambers & 
Partners and Legal 500 as top-ranked professionals 
respected by lenders and borrowers alike. “It’s an 
independent validation of what we do,” she adds. 
“It’s so important that lenders feel we have the right 
qualities and skills and borrowers see Muckle as a 
firm they can trust.”

In a sector where women have historically lacked 
representation at a senior level, Louise continues 
to blaze a trail for forward-thinking females within 
banking law. “In the North East we do quite well 
when it comes to senior female banking lawyers,” 
she adds. “But in some cities it is still the case that 
the banking partners are predominantly male.

“It’s not something that I’ve been particularly 
conscious of and I always felt there were 
opportunities to progress in my chosen field. Of 
course, it can get hectic. Due to the transactional 
nature of the business, there are intense periods over 
a short space of time when we’re trying to wrap up a 
deal. But if you surround yourself with a good team 
and you’re able to project manage then it can work 
– and it does!”
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I’ve always worked in economic development, 
through innovation and regeneration. That’s 
always been the theme throughout my 
career…
I came to Newcastle in 1997 as an Erasmus 

student and ended up studying international 
business management. That formed the root of 
what I’m doing now, and my dissertation led me 
to look at the role of entrepreneurship in regional 
economic development.

That was a very interesting starting point and 
put me in touch with the right network. I was 
asked to join the French Business Council to 
manage a strategic alliance between the North East 
of England and Sophia Antipolis near Nice – the 
largest science and technology park in Europe at 
the time.

That was a really interesting role and pretty 
much the start of my career.

I fell in love with Newcastle the week I arrived. I 
was supposed to stay for nine months, but I knew 
within a week that I didn’t want to leave. It’s hard 
to explain, but everything just felt right…

I was a mature student when I arrived and the 
student experience in Newcastle was amazing.

I know it’s a cliché, but it was all about the 
people. My first encounter with a Geordie was with 
my cleaning lady in my halls of residence and she 
was amazing – so welcoming – and I immediately 
felt comfortable in the city.

Where I come from is similar in size, and while 
Newcastle isn’t surrounded by mountains like 
Grenoble, it is close to so many beaches and so 
much beauty and history in Northumberland.

I’m 41 now, and have lived here for 21 years, 
which is longer than I lived in France, so I feel 
like I’m an adopted Geordie. I’ve had several 
opportunities to move, but I’ve never found a good 
enough reason to live anywhere else.

Put simply, the Innovation SuperNetwork is 
a network of networks. We make connections 
between all public and private sector 
organisations in the North East that are interested 
in and support innovation…
That can be anything from companies small and 
large to universities, national research centres and 
business representative organisations.

We want to ensure that innovation is at the 
core of what individuals and businesses do, and 
the reason we’re here is that while we have a lot of 
innovative assets in the region, we need to make 
sure connections between those assets are made.

This is at the core of why we were created in the 
first place. It’s about creating an environment that 
generates as many opportunities as possible for 
people to share ideas, share technology and open 
new markets so that innovation can flourish.

Statistics suggest that a lot of industries and 
companies keep themselves to themselves, though 
there are some notable exceptions…
Innovation is a little bit like entrepreneurship – it’s 
one of those words that people use but don’t really 
understand. We are here to promote and celebrate 
innovation and help people to think about their 
markets, their processes and how they can do 
business in a different way.

The message we want to get across is more 
of a culture and a way of thinking. It’s about 
continuous improvement and looking at ways 
of doing things differently to encourage that 
improvement.

Our Innovation Challenge Programme asks 
companies and individuals to frame what their 
problems are and look for solutions elsewhere, not 
necessarily in their own supply chain. We exist 
to help them do that, and reach out to the top of 
Northumberland, through Tyne and Wear and 
down to County Durham.

It’s been a diverse journey for Estelle Blanks from her hometown of Grenoble in the Auvergne-
Rhône-Alpes region of France to her current life in Whitely Bay, and as the executive director at 
Innovation SuperNetwork. She explains to Dan Sheridan how the work she has carried out since 
relocating 21 years ago has brought about challenges and reward in equal measure

THE FRENCH CONNECTION

INTERVIEW
Estelle Blanks
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From the outset, we have an objective to look at 
equality and diversity…
By default, we are encouraged to think about 
traditional ways of measuring equality and 
diversity in entrepreneurship and innovation, but 
we felt like we needed to do something more.

Last year, for VentureFest 2017, we had the 
opportunity to work with Innovate UK and 
Getty Images, who took pictures of women in 
entrepreneurship and innovation doing really 
good things.

This was to replenish their image banks, 
because the power of the image in terms of role 
models for young people is hugely important. This 
became an exhibition in Getty’s gallery in London, 
and we then brought that up to Newcastle for 
VentureFest.

We could have left it at that, but we decided 
to form a debate – not necessarily to find any 
concrete answers, but to address the fact that we’re 
still discussing equality to this day.

What stayed with me from that debate was the 
notion of unconscious bias. Very few people get 
out of bed in the morning and think ‘I don’t like 
women and I’m not going to employ any’…  
However, we are all guilty of unconscious bias, 
and even if you’re aware of it, it’s extremely 
difficult to completely erase it because it is a 
societal issue that influences everyone.

While we were aware that whatever we did 
would effectively be a drop in the ocean, we 
observed that some of the main companies in the 
region are doing some good things to address 
unconscious bias and ways to get rid of it via 
recruitment, the language that they use and 
imagery.

But we looked at SMEs who perhaps don’t have 
the staff and resources and asked how we could 
build in that diverse mindset. Our Women in 
Innovation programme works to raise the issue 
of this bias and uses workshops and peer-to-peer 
learning to devise an action plan surrounding 
things that can be improved. 

One of the reasons we’re doing this is because 
every time we look for speakers, or every time we 
take a company to meet with potential investors, 
the majority of these people are male.

If you look at growing industries in the North 
East, such as engineering, IT and construction, 
they tell their own stories… 
For example, one-in-five people in the North East’s 
IT sector are women, and the important point here 
is that it is a bottom line issue. You are more likely 
to succeed if you have a diverse workforce, and 
that includes gender balance. Research tells us that 
the right balance of male and female senior leaders 
will mean your business is more likely to flourish.

This isn’t just about ticking some sort of social 
box, this is actually beneficial for business.

I remember at interview for my first job, the 
recruitment panel were male only. I was a young 
French woman and I couldn’t believe this was 
happening in this century…
I believe in fairness and equality. I very much 
enjoy working with male colleagues, and I have 
benefitted hugely from some of the male mentors 
that have influenced my career.

But unfortunately, I’ve been in situations where 
my gender has worked against me. 

I can think of numerous networking events 
where I’ve been the only woman in the room, and 
countless situations in meetings where my male 
counterparts have been addressed directly because 
the assumption was they were the decision makers, 
when actually the person they should have been 
talking to was me.

I do think things are changing, and there are 
certainly less ‘dinosaurs’ than there used to be. 
We have to have hope, and I think our society is 
slowly waking up…
I have two children – my daughter is five and my 
son is eight – and they both went to nursery before 
they started school. One of the parties they had at 
nursery was a ‘pirates and princesses’ party, and 
the assumption made by the parents and the staff 
was that all of the boys would come dressed as 
pirates and all the girls would be princesses.

Obviously this wasn’t intentional, but it’s an 
example of reinforcing the gender stereotype at a 
very young age. It takes a teacher and a school to 
change that alongside a balanced home life where 
there is no division of labour. It’s about how we 
show them the world. 

INTERVIEW
Estelle Blanks
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PAST
From a young age, I had been involved in the 
family business and when I took the role from my 
father as managing director, it was evident that the 
business did not have much future in the solid fuel 
industry. The privatisation of the British power 
stations saw Jackson’s Fuel Company fall from 
being one of the largest importers and exporters 
of solid fuel in the UK to scaling the business 
down into domestic supply of coal. The new gas 
infrastructure in the North East in the 90s reduced 
the need for coal fires and the company’s sales were 
rapidly dwindling. In 1998, J&B Recycling was 
established as a means of saving a business that 
needed to change to survive. We had the infra-
structure and skills in place, such as processing, 
handling and logistics of material, to start again 

with something different but I needed to find a 
niche. It took a couple of years to research the 
market and the perfect opportunity presented itself 
when the landfill tax escalator was introduced and 
companies were starting to be charged depending 
on how heavy their bins were.  The era of alcopops 
sparked an idea and I started a trial collecting glass 
bottles from a pub my in-laws owned to gather 
information on how viable an option would be for 
the hospitality trade to segregate their bottles from 
their waste, as bins were heavier with the glass and 
increased the cost of disposal for the landlords. The 
trial gave me enough information to offer a service 
that offered a financial benefit to the pubs and clubs 
and was the start of J&B’s journey into the recycling 
and waste management industry. The service took 
off, and expanded across the North East, giving 

At 13, Vikki Jackson-Smith began 
working on the weighbridge in her 
father Alan’s solid fuels business, 
Jackson’s Fuel Company, on 
a weekend and during school 
holidays. Four years later, having 
taken a keen interest in the 
logistics side of the business, 
Vikki became the company’s 
transport manager, and when 
her father semi-retired, she took 
on the position of managing 
director. Aged 27, Vikki established 
a new business with the aim of 
diversifying away from the solid 
fuels industry and became the 
managing director of independent 
waste management company, J&B 
Recycling Ltd, which celebrates its 
20th anniversary this year

THE LONG GAME

INTERVIEW  
Vikki Jackson-Smith
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J&B the experience we needed to approach local 
authorities to handle and process the kerbside 
recycling contracts.

We won our first local authority kerbside 
contract in 2003 and from there we experienced a 
rapid growth in contracts of all types, from trade 
waste collections to the management of bring sites 
across the North East.  

PRESENT

The main change in the sector in the past two 
decades has been the awareness and shift in 
people’s attitude towards recycling. People are more 
socially aware than ever of the impact their waste 
is having on the environment, and recycling has 
become the accepted thing to do. 

Advancements in technology have also had 
a huge impact on the sector, with automation 
helping to increase productivity as well as capacity. 
As the make-up of the materials that we receive 
has changed dramatically over the past 20 years, 
the continual development of our plant has been 
imperative to meeting a wide range of customer 
needs. 

In an industry that is tightly governed, J&B has 
a great reputation working to the strict guidelines 
set. With the controls we have in place throughout 
our business focusing on quality service and 
products, we have a good understanding of our 
customers’ requirements. 

Due to the quality products we produce, we are 
one of the few European recycling companies that 
continue to meet the high specifications to supply 
into the Chinese market.

Within the waste management industry, there 
are many women in high positions – with lots 
of female CEOs. My senior management team 

is a 50/50 split of men and women who all bring 
something unique to the team. Recruitment or 
promotion in our business has always been based 
on an individual’s abilities and skills. It is about 
brains, not gender. 

FUTURE 

Looking forward, the sector is going to become 
more quality driven and it is going to become more 
important for companies to produce the highest 
grades of material. 

Quality has always been J&B Recycling’s 
focus and thanks to the numerous upgrades we 
have made to the plant, as well as the continual 
improvement programme we have in place, the 
future looks incredibly bright. For FY 2018/19, we 
are already seeing a 100 per cent growth on the 
same period against the previous year and we are 
on track for growth going forward.

As for keeping up with developments in 
technology, again J&B is in a strong position 
thanks to the support of BGF which invested in our 
company in 2014. As advancements in the industry 
and technology become available, we have the 
funding available to help us embrace it and move 
forward, assisting in further growth.

To celebrate the business’ 20th anniversary this 
year has been an incredible experience, but for me 
it is important to ensure the company’s legacy is 
maintained. We have supported The Business in 
the Community programme run by the Prince’s 
Trust, a Responsible Business Network, and 
regularly attend careers fairs and open days in local 
schools to shout about the opportunities available 
to young people, of both genders within the 
business, working to promote J&B to the workforce 
of the future.

J&B RECYCLING 
www.jbrecyling.co.uk
@JBRecycling

i
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ADVERTISING FEATURE
Watson Woodhouse – Law

When Rosemary Alderson 
was deciding which 
career path to follow, she 
looked for something that 
would satisfy her passion 

for words and communication. She decided on a 
legal career and studied a degree in Law at Hull 
University. 

After completing her legal practice course 
in York, Rosemary won a training contract at a 
Middlesbrough-based firm. She worked in both 
criminal law and family law – finding the latter 
suited her far more. 

Rosemary reflects: “I find it interesting dealing 
with people and you’re much more client-facing 
with family law. I also enjoy the advocacy. I like 
the problem solving, particularly with the financial 
side of family law; how best to split the assets so 
that both parties can move forward.”

Rosemary spent time at several law firms 
in Teesside and Hull, before joining Watson 
Woodhouse in 2010. 

Watson Woodhouse is a long-established 
Middlesbrough-based firm established by James 
Watson in 1989. 

Now headquartered on Borough Road – with 
additional offices in Stockton, Darlington, 
Northallerton, Harrogate and London – the firm 
boasts a workforce of more than 160, specialising 
in a broad range of areas including criminal, 
family, employment and business legal services.

When Rosemary joined the firm, she was tasked 
with building the private client side of the family 
department, which, until that point, had worked 
mainly with legal aid cases. 

Rosemary made it her mission to improve client 
care and she restructured and grew the department 
to allow the team to specialise more.

“I was keen that particular solicitors dealt with 
specific areas of family law. It improved the quality 
of advice we provided as well as the client care,” 
she explains.

Rosemary became head of family law at Watson 
Woodhouse in 2012, just months before sweeping 
changes to family law came into effect, which – 
apart from where there were claims of domestic 
abuse – effectively ended legal aid for divorce 
proceedings. 

As a result of Rosemary’s efforts to attract more 
private client work, Watson Woodhouse was able 
to manage these legislative changes and the family 

department has gone from strength to strength 
by offering an exemplary standard of care at cost-
effective rates.

“We looked at the ways we could streamline our 
services in the department,” Rosemary says. “For 
example, we began delegating administration tasks 
to our more junior staff to keep the service as cost-
efficient as possible.” 

Last year, Macks Solicitor, another Teeside-
based firm with an excellent reputation, became 
part of Watson Woodhouse.

Rosemary became head of family for both 
Watson Woodhouse and Macks and has worked 
successfully to bring the two family departments 
together, while maintaining their individual 
brands. 

As well as managing the family departments at 
Watson Woodhouse and Macks, Rosemary has her 
own caseload, specialising in representing large 
and complex cases. 

Rosemary Alderson has been head of family law at Watson Woodhouse for the past six years, 
where she has built a department that’s renowned for its robust, no-nonsense yet empathetic 
advice. Here, she explains more…

STRAIGHT TALKING 

“We can provide our 
clients with specifically 

tailored advice to ensure 
they  get the best possible 

outcome.”
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She explains that family proceedings involving 
complex financial situations can be more 
challenging. 

“I work with a lot of company directors where, 
in a divorce, the value of their companies has to be 
determined,” she explains. 

Rosemary and her team have the benefit 
of an accountant who can look at set of 
accounts in forensic detail. Should assistance 
be required beyond this, then the firm has a 
network of external experts that can be used for 
supplementary support. 

“We can therefore provide our clients with 
specifically tailored advice to ensure they get the 
best possible outcome,” she says. 

But divorce finance is only one aspect of the 
work for Watson Woodhouse’s and Macks’ family 
department. Another is working with cases 
involving children. 

Rosemary has also instilled an ethos of attention 
to detail among the department – which includes 
several trainees – as well as straightforward legal 
advice that echoes her own legal approach. 

“I will always tell clients how it is; I won’t pad 
things out to make them sound better,” says 
Rosemary.

“I also like to think that my clients recognise 
my efficient service. If I don’t think a case is 
proceeding in terms of resolving matter, I will get 
it into court as quickly as possible.”

But Rosemary is also keen to stress that her no-
nonsense approach does not ignore the emotions 
involved in family law cases. 

“I understand that this is a client’s marriage and 
their life,” she says. “I’m acutely aware that, when 
we go to court, the person sitting alongside them 
at the other table is the person they used to live 
with. It may be the first time they’ve seen them 
since the marriage broke down, which can be 
incredibly distressing. I always act with empathy 
and sympathy for my clients to ensure they can feel 
as comfortable as possible.”
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The journey to becoming a top trend 
forecaster with a world-renowned 
business has been far from plain 
sailing for Joanna Feeley. Having 
been told she may never achieve her 

dream due to the rarity of such roles, and then 
going for more than eight months without any 
work coming in, it was only dogged determination 
and rapidly decreasing savings that saw her 
through the early days. 

But now, ten years on from Joanna founding 
Trend Bible, she and her agency have both become 
highly esteemed names internationally, working 
around the world in predicting future trends for an 
array of major corporate clients. 

The fast-growing business, based in Newcastle, 
has become one of the leading names in trend 
forecasting worldwide, currently employing 20 
people but with scope to more than double that 
as Trend Bible continues to thrive, with plans also 
being considered for expansion overseas. Joanna 
herself was recognised for her hard work last 
year when she was named North East Woman 
Entrepreneur of the Year. 

Joanna, who hails from Northumberland, is now 
truly living the dream she had as a student hoping 
for a career in trend forecasting, but acknowledges 
her journey to success has not been easy. 

“I would definitely say it has not been 
straightforward,” smiles Joanna, who graduated in 
fashion design from Kingston University. “Even 
when I was a student and I had some careers 
advice from a very knowledgeable recruitment 
specialist in the fashion industry, I still remember 
her telling me there were only 200 jobs in trend 
forecasting worldwide, so there was no chance, 
and at this stage in my career I should just get a 
job as a designer. I felt very deflated but wanted to 
prove her wrong.”

INTERVIEW
Joanna Feeley 

Having faced the prospect of landing one of only 200 trend forecasting roles worldwide, Joanna 
Feeley went on to found her own business in the sector which is now among the global leaders in 
its field. Deborah Johnson learns more about the fearless founder of Trend Bible, who refuses to 
give in to a challenge and is proud her North East-based business is shining a light on the region’s 
creative industry 

SETTING THE TREND 
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“There is so much work 
being done here, and the 

development of the tech scene 
plays a huge part in that, and 
we like to think we are playing 

our role too. We love the 
North East and will always be 

proud to be here.”

JOANNA FEELEY
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While Joanna did get a job as a menswear 
designer in New York after graduating in 1998, 
she decided to combine her role designing clothes 
with building her experience of trend forecasting, 
and became an unpaid trend forecaster for the 
company. 

“I quickly developed a sideline for myself in 
the business and spent lots of my own time on 
evenings creating colour palettes, mood boards, 
collecting fabric samples, doing creative writing, 
I just loved that whole side of it. I generally made 
a nuisance of myself, leaving mood boards on 
the boss’s desk. I was told I could continue to do 
it but they couldn’t pay me for it, but that was 
fine – it was a brilliant opportunity for me,” she 
remembers. 

After returning to the UK for a job with 
Topman, the opportunity came up that Joanna had 
been waiting for in trend forecasting, at a trend 

agency based in London, working with brands 
around the world. It was here she discovered a love 
not just of trend forecasting, but also of being part 
of an agency. 

“Agency life has a very particular way of 
working, but I found I loved it. You must have a 
full understanding of one brand for one project, 
but then minutes later can be working on another 
brand which you have to understand to the same 
depth. It is not for everyone, but I got the bug for 
it,” says Joanna. 

“But while I loved trend forecasting and I loved 
agency life, I wanted to move back to the North 
East at some point. I knew there wasn’t a trend 
forecasting agency in the North – and even now 
Trend Bible is the only one – so to me there was 
an opportunity. But so many of my friends told 
me I would be mad to give up all my contacts 
and connections in London to try and do it in 
Newcastle.”

Eight months after moving back home, Joanna 
had not managed to secure any work, and 
while she never considered giving up, she does 
remember “having the words of those friends 
ringing in my ears”. 

She continues: “I was having two or three 
meetings a day every day, but although I knew how 
to trend forecast and I had a portfolio, I had no 
idea about sales or marketing. And all the while I 
was running down my savings but still trusting the 
break would come. I am an optimistic person but 
there were definitely times when I thought ‘what 
have I done?’.” 

But the months of determination paid off when 
Joanna landed her first client, Tesco – the third 
largest retailer in the world, no less – to forecast 
trends across a host of departments. 

“It all happened quite by chance,” she says. “I 
had sent my CV speculatively to someone who it 
transpired had left. Someone else had printed the 
email off and left it on the printer. Another person 
stumbled across it quite by chance and gave me a 
call as she was working on a project and needed 
some trend forecasting. She even apologised when 
she called and said she hoped she wasn’t being 
nosey by seeing my email!”

From there came the foundation of Trend 
Bible, with other clients coming on board to take 
advantage of Joanna’s trend predictions which, by 
now, were fast becoming sought-after. 

To help develop her offering even further, she 
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created a written ‘trend bible’. Although it has been 
purchased by huge corporations like Sainsbury’s 
and Morrison’s, again, it was not without its initial 
challenges. 

“These types of trend books had been written to 
huge success in Paris, New York and Amsterdam 
for over 30 years, whereas I didn’t know how to use 
the computer software; I didn’t know how to print 
it. I approached distributors around the world 
and went to meet with one in the US, who I really 
wanted to work with as they were the best,” says 
Joanna. 

“The lady I met with gave me some really brutal 
feedback, saying my paper quality was terrible, 
my pages were too cramped, the images and logo 
didn’t work – but as tough as that was, I saw it as 
getting advice from an industry expert, so I needed 
to take that on board, and I did. As chance would 
have it, five years later the same lady called me, 
saying she wanted to represent me as she had just 
discovered us and thought we were amazing. She 
had no idea we had met previously – although I 
did remind her of our chat years before and how 
she had told me my book was rubbish.”

Trend Bible has now firmly established itself on 
the global map for its insight and ability to predict 
the future, and its recent investment in sales and 
marketing to help support the continued global 
development of the business promises to yield 
even further growth. 

But while the business grows, Joanna, a mum 
of two young boys, is committed to creating an 
enjoyable and flexible working environment for 
her team. 

“We get the best people to join our business 
through a really rigorous recruitment process, 
but because we attract excellent people, we want 
to keep them, and I think offering opportunities 
around work/life balance does play a big part in 
that. 

“At Trend Bible, if someone has a family crisis, 
their dog needs something, or whatever it might 
be, we tell them to go and do what they need to do. 
Real life doesn’t wait and we appreciate that. 

“My husband is a chef so works evenings and 
weekends and we have two young children, so we 
certainly don’t have the ‘nine to five’ routine, but 
we always make time for family and I make sure 
I take time off – I don’t work the ridiculous hours 
that I have in the past,” she says. 

“Newcastle is a fantastic place to live and work, 

but it still maybe doesn’t have the same reputation 
for its creative scene as Manchester or Leeds. 
Once people come here and see it and find out the 
things we have here – the food and drink, arts, 
intellectual activities – they love it. Clients who 
come to visit think Newcastle is amazing, but it 
still can be a challenge to get people from outside 
the North East to relocate. 

“There is so much work being done here, and 
the development of the tech scene plays a huge 
part in that, and we like to think we are playing our 
role too. 

“We love the North East and will always be 
proud to be here.”

TREND BIBLE 
www.trendbible.com
@TrendBible
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North East Times looks at the tenure of Judith Doyle, principal and CEO of Gateshead College, 
through the eyes of high-profile business leaders, organisations and students who have all 
benefited from her focus and commitment to do the best for her students and the region

COLLABORATION IS KEY 
FOR COLLEGE BOSS

Judith Doyle has now spent more 
than five years as principal and 
CEO of Gateshead College. In that 
time, she has delivered significant 
growth in the college’s business, 

overseen the college’s transformation into an 
organisation rated outstanding by Ofsted, and 
become a key influence on regional and national 
skills policy.

Born in the North East and a resident of Low 
Fell in Gateshead, Judith first joined the college as 
a young graduate English teacher. Since then, she 
has progressed through the ranks, taking on senior 
roles including director of teaching and learning, 
assistant principal of quality and performance, 
and deputy principal, before assuming her current 
position, principal and CEO, in August 2013.

A well-known and active figure in the North 
East business community, Judith is a board 
member of NewcastleGateshead Initiative and was 
also appointed to the North East Local Enterprise 
Partnership’s Business Growth Board in 2017. 
Judith is now a leading national figure in the FE 
Skills and Training sector. She was named FE 
Leader of the Year at the National TES Awards 
in 2016 and her success culminated in her being 
awarded a CBE in the Queen’s New Year 2018 
Honours list for her contribution to education and 
skills in the North East. Here are just some of the 
individuals and organisations to have benefitted 
from Judith’s hard work and commitment to the 
region:

James Ramsbotham, 
chief executive of the 
North East England 
Chamber of Commerce

“Under Judith’s 
leadership, Gateshead 
College has played a 

pivotal role in supporting North East businesses 
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to adapt to the changing technical education 
landscape. The college has an outstanding 
reputation among members as a provider of 
apprentices and workplace training, and as an 
exemplar in the provision of careers advice to 
young people.

“Judith has steered the college through a 
challenging period for further education and 
demonstrated the ability to adapt and thrive 
when faced with national changes to funding 
and training policy. She has motivated business 
leaders to engage with the apprenticeship reforms, 
creating fantastic career opportunities for young 
people and boosting productivity.

“Earlier this year, Judith spoke to Chamber 
members at our Technical Education Reform 
event, attended by senior representatives of 
the Department for Education. As one of the 
first providers in the region to offer T Levels, 
the college is leading the way in developing the 
technical skills required by firms in the North East. 
We are looking forward to working with Judith 
and the college to engage with member businesses 
and make the T Levels a success.   

“She also represents the region at a national 
level as a member of the FE Commissioner’s 
Principals Reference Group and helps to ensure 
that the priorities for the North East are heard by 
ministers and decision-makers.” 

Sarah Stewart, chief 
executive at destination 
management and 
marketing organisation, 
NewcastleGateshead 
Initiative

“NewcastleGateshead 
Initiative (NGI) has worked in partnership with 
Gateshead College for many years in pursuit of 
our shared ambition to deliver economic growth 
for the region. For the past five years I’ve worked 
closely with Judith who, as a proactive member 
of the NGI main board, has provided me with 
unstinting support and advice, helping to shape 
NGI’s strategy and working with us on many key 
projects. Most recently, the college supported the 
delivery of the Great Exhibition of the North by 
helping to train more than 1000 volunteers and 
also worked with us on the bid to bring Channel 
4 to the region. Under Judith’s leadership, the 

college has gone from strength to strength and 
I was delighted, both for the college and for 
Judith personally, when they were recognised as 
outstanding by Ofsted. This award recognised the 
scale of the college’s ambition and its contribution 
to the region; Judith has long championed the need 
to work in partnership with regional companies 
in key sectors, such as automotive, digital and 
creative industries. Identifying the skills required, 
developing the courses needed and attracting 
and supporting talented students to achieve their 
personal goals ensures employers have access to 
the skilled workforce they need for the future. I’m 
looking forward to working even more closely 
with Judith and her team in the coming years.”

Geoff Ford MBE, 
chairman at Ford 
Engineering  

“Judith’s philosophy is 
to work with key sectors 
to help them develop 
their workforce through 

industry-led vocational training programmes 
such as apprenticeships. Our sector has suffered 
from a long-term skills shortage that has generally 
hindered productivity and performance, so it’s 
vital that companies join forces with top education 
institutions to address this.

“Due to our academy traineeships with 
Gateshead College, which give young people the 
ideal preparation for an apprenticeship, we’ve 
managed to widen our skills base by recruiting 
several young apprentices with the talent and drive 
to help us take our business forward. Judith and 
her staff are careful to ensure that the training is 
tailored specifically to the needs of our company 
– and in doing so, this creates more value for our 
business.  

“I’m proud that, together, we’re making a 
positive difference to the fortunes of our industry, 
which is badly in need of an influx of new skills. 
One of Judith’s key strengths as a respected 
business leader is to very carefully select the right 
people for the job and let them get on with it. 
This approach has worked to great effect in our 
fruitful relationship with the college, which clearly 
understands the needs of our business and the 
wider engineering sector.”
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Helen Whitfield, chief 
operating officer at NBS

“As a sponsor of the 
innovative PlanBEE (Built 
Environment Education)
programme, NBS works 
alongside Gateshead 

College, hosting students on rotation within our 
business. It’s a fantastic opportunity for them 
to gain wider experience from across various 
businesses, along with much-needed work-ready 
skills; it’s a great collaboration between businesses 
with the college playing a leading role.

“Gateshead College is very engaged with 
the business community and passionate about 
students learning and gaining the qualifications 
that are aligned with the skills needed. This culture 
is led from the top with the college team visible 
and present and at the table for key discussions. 
Nobody just turns up – they are present and 
engaged; I really like that.

“This great attitude comes from the top, the 
principal and her team. I first met Judith at a 
dinner she arranged for several local business 
leaders in a restaurant within Gateshead College. 
The students cooked fabulous food and gave 
unbelievable hospitality. Judith was really proud 
of them, showcasing their ability. She set the tone 
for how she viewed the college, her students’ 
capability and her pride. Judith did this with so 
much passion, humility and intent. I knew then 
our values were aligned, and she was someone I 
wanted to stay close to. 

“I’ve watched Judith make her mark; she’s a 
brilliant connector and collaborator with local 
business. She’s also a local lass who has stayed true 
to her roots. I find this inspiring and infectious 
and I’m sure there is more to come.”

Mark Thompson, 
managing partner, Ryder 
Architecture

“Ryder Architecture 
has worked closely with 
Gateshead College and 
the PlanBEE partners 

for the past three years to create a truly unique 
training programme that meets the complex 
and evolving needs of the construction industry. 
Judith’s support and contribution was an essential 

ingredient to achieve our vision and create a new 
way of recruiting and training young people for 
a career in the construction sector through a 
business-led collaborative apprenticeship. 

“Judith’s dynamic and aspirational leadership 
style is reflected through the college’s ability to 
be responsive and agile to the demands of our 
PlanBEE partners and students. The successful 
relationship between business and education 
has delivered an award-winning programme 
with a national profile and has supported us in 
reinventing the way our industry finds and trains 
talent.” 

Katie Meehan, beauty 
and lifestyle blogger, 
photographer and social 
media consultant

“I started my own digital 
business a couple of years 
ago, after gaining valuable 
support and insight on 

a business management course run at Gateshead 
College.

“I turned a beauty and lifestyle blogging hobby 
into an award-winning digital business and today 
my site www.katiemeehan.co.uk attracts around 
15,000 views per month, and I have more than 
19,000 followers on Instagram. 

“This attracts national brands and advertisers 
to work with me, allowing me to travel around 
the UK and Europe on campaigns. Much of this 
wouldn’t have been possible without the guidance 
of Gateshead College. Even today, I have a close 
relationship with people at the college. They 
continue to show an interest and try to involve 
me in things and I appreciate that this is down 
to the expectations Judith has – all her staff are 
working with the same goal of giving students the 
best chance in their careers, even when they leave 
college.

“The original course gave me invaluable 
practical skills I needed to understand how to 
start and run a business. Just as importantly, I 
got a huge amount of self-confidence from the 
support staff who encouraged me to get out there 
and network, also taking me to events like the 
Entrepreneurs’ Forum and paying for me to do a 
student blog. 

“They’re a proactive college and helped me 
gain skills and confidence to start and succeed in 
business.”

ADVERTISING FEATURE
Gateshead College – Education
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A female mechanic who left her call centre job to work in engineering is urging more girls and 
women to help STEM industries tackle skills shortages

FLYING THE FLAG FOR STEM

Katy Malia is a woman on a mission. A 
mechanics and automotive teacher at 
Gateshead College, she’s passionate 
about encouraging females of all ages 
to consider a career in the science, 

technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) 
industries. 

Her view is that if more women entered these 
traditionally male-dominated sectors, it would give 
companies an influx of new skills and help them 
resolve crippling skills shortages that are hindering 
economic growth. 

Katy is living proof that STEM offers an exciting 
career path, having ditched life as a call centre 
worker to become a fully qualified mechanic. 

She says: “I started a mechanics course when I 
was 27 so I could learn how to fix my car instead of 
taking it to a local garage. I’d never really thought 
about becoming a mechanic previously; it wasn’t 
something that girls at school were encouraged to 
pursue. Then I thought, ‘just because I’m a woman, 
why should this be a barrier to working in the 
industry?’”

After completing the course, Katy worked in 
a garage with the ambition of running her own 
business. Her career, however, took an unexpected 
turn when she was asked to become a teacher at 
Gateshead College. 

Since then, Katy’s career has been on an upward 
trajectory. As well as helping students gain 
nationally-recognised qualifications, she’s been 
inspiring them – and females in particular – to 
learn more about the exciting range of STEM 
careers on offer. 

Katy has been delivering workshops for 
schoolchildren all over the region to ignite their 
interest in STEM at an early age. One workshop 
saw pupils from Rowlands Gill Primary School 
design and create their own racing car powered 
by clean energy. This got them thinking about 
alternative fuel sources and ways of reducing their 
carbon footprint. 

In a separate initiative, Corpus Christi and 
Brighton Avenue pupils learnt how kinetic energy 
helped protect drivers in a car crash situation.

Katy says: “If the manufacturing and 
engineering industries are to successfully tackle 
skills shortages, we need to get more children 
interested in STEM.

“Leaving it until they are 16 or 17 is too late; 
we need to show children at primary school how 
interesting and useful STEM is,” Katy adds.

Katy is also the driving force behind Gateshead 
College’s successful Girls Do campaign, which 
is designed to encourage more girls into STEM 
industries. She was also instrumental in the two-
day GirlsTech event, hosted last year at Gateshead 
College, which brought professionals from the 
Netherlands, Portugal, Spain and Slovenia to the 
region to share ideas on how to combat the low 
female uptake of STEM subjects. 

Katy says: “I’m incredibly grateful to Gateshead 
College for giving me the chance to embark on 
a teaching career in a line of work that I love. 
The staff there have invested so much time and 
effort in furthering my personal and professional 
development, which has enabled me to inspire 
dozens of children to explore STEM and consider 
a career in these industries.       

“It’s well known that employers need more 
young people coming through the ranks to 
improve their skills base. Hopefully I can help 
them achieve this goal by continuing to work with 
schools, parents and teachers to fight STEM-
related stigmas and make people aware of the 
fantastic range of careers on offer.” 

GATESHEAD COLLEGE
Photo: Katy Malia at Corpus 

Christi Catholic Primary School

www.gateshead.ac.uk/employer  
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As part of its 30th anniversary, Ward Hadaway reveals some of the social value it has helped 
create since it was established in 1988. But, as some of the team explain, this list – though 
impressive – is by no means the end of the story…

GIVING BACK FOR 30 YEARS 

Newcastle-headquartered law firm 
Ward Hadaway has been committed 
to the communities it serves for the 
past three decades – making it a key 
part of its strategy long before the 

term Corporate Social Responsible (or CSR) was 
part of the business lexicon. 

From the beginning, there was early recognition 
by the team that the firm doesn’t operate in isolation 
and that being involved in the local communities 
was not only a good way to give something back, 
but it provided Ward Hadaway’s people with an 
understanding of where the firm sits within the 
wider community.

This well-established and diverse social 
responsibility, however, has not been something 
the law firm has chosen to shout about in the past. 
Instead it has, understandably, remained focused 
on the promotion of its legal strengths and ever-
growing client base across the North. 

But Ward Hadaway’s landmark anniversary has 
proved the perfect opportunity to reflect on and 
celebrate past achievements, and has also made it 
a great time to pledge that its people will continue 
making a difference in the community for years to 
come.

Julie Harrison, partner, head of banking and 
finance and a trustee of St Oswald’s Hospice, leads 
the firm’s CSR committee.

“We’re really interested in what people want to 
do, and which organisations they want to support,” 
says Julie.

“The firm-wide committee are now in the 
process of developing a number of themes for Ward 
Hadaway to commit to over the next two years, 
these include looking at sport, people’s health, the 
younger generation, arts and culture and helping 
the homeless.

“Ward Hadaway has been hugely supportive in 
allowing me to make time available to support St 
Oswald’s.”

Alex Wright, a partner in the property team, 
concludes: “As an organisation of the size that we 
are, we have the ability to make a difference; that’s 
what Ward Hadaway has done in the past and it’s 
something that we will continue to do.”

Just some of the charitable work which the firm 
has been involved in can be found over the page… 

ADVERTISING FEATURE  
Ward Hadaway – Law
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30 ACTS OF KINDNESS … 

1. Trainees’ Challenge – Ward Hadaway links up 
with local charities and set fund-raising goals, 
getting our trainees to use their developing skills 
and initiative to achieve the required target. This 
has raised thousands of pounds for charitable 
organisations. it also helps to develop an awareness 
of and commitment to wider community 
responsibilities which we aim to last throughout 
our young lawyers’ careers. Last year, the team 
raised more than £5,000 through the Percy Hedley 
Challenge.  

2. Low Newton Prison - Members of the firm’s team 
supported Low Newton Prison with a project called 
‘Seeing is Believing’ via Business in the Community 
and Manchester College. The firm collaborated with 
other businesses to deliver training sessions with a 
view to raising the aspirations of the ladies to gain 
employment on release from prison and equip them 
with skills for the world of work. 

3. Dress-down days - Over a six-year period, the 
firm has raised more than £7,500 through dress-
down days.

4. Mentoring at Burnside Business and Enterprise 
College – Ward Hadaway’s head of facilities, Norma 

Tullock, and others from the firm, including senior 
partner, Jamie Martin, gave a presentation on why 
we get involved in volunteering in the community 
and took part in interview skill sessions with 
students. Jamie was also “shadowed” by a teacher – 
quite an experience for both of them! 

5. Annual Great Legal Bakes – Ward Hadaway has 
taken part in the Great Legal Bake for a number of 
years to raise money for the Legal Support Trust. 

6. Annual Legal Walks – People from the 
Newcastle, Manchester and Leeds offices have taken 
part in the annual Legal Walks that take place across 
the North to help vulnerable people gain access to 
legal support. 

7. Maggie’s, Newcastle – Ward Hadaway gave £2500 
every year for five years to support Maggie’s over 
a five-year period through the firm’s fund with 
the Community Foundation. The firm also raised 
more than £50,000 for Maggie’s from a series of clay 
pigeon shooting days. Maggie’s provides support to 
people with cancer and their family and friends.

8. Junior sports clubs across the North East – 
Team sponsorship and kit donations for various 
clubs, including the Percy Park rugby team.
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9. Partnership with the Greggs Foundation – The 
Firm has supported a local North East Breakfast 
Club for over six years enabling  more than 50 
children to access a free breakfast each school 
day. Going forward, each of our offices will now 
sponsor a Greggs’ Breakfast Club.

10. Annual donation to Children North East 
instead of Christmas cards – Ward Hadaway 
has been actively involved in doing this for more 
than 15 years. Children North East helps provide 
funding in the community to help children grow 
up happy and healthy. Each year, the firm pays 
for a class of children from a local primary school 
to attend a Christmas panto at Northern Stage 
through their Christmas access programme.

11. World Cup Food Tournament, Leeds – The 
firm’s team in Leeds raised £2000 earlier this year. 
The money was donated to Older Wiser Local 
Seniors (OWLS) in Yorkshire.

12. Executive sleep-outs – Property partner, Lesley 
Fairclough, was one of the members of the Byker 
Housing Association who braved the elements to 

raise money and awareness of Changing Lives in 
2004. 

13. Wallsend Sea Cadets – Norma Tullock and 
Ward Hadaway consultant David Hesselberth have 
provided time, advice and support to the cadets 
since 2008. 

14. London Marathon for Teenage Cancer Trust 
– Commercial paralegal, John Hendry, corporate 
partner, Katherine Hay-Heddle, commercial 
partner, Matthew Cormack, and commercial 
Solicitor, Chris Bowen, took on the Virgin Money 
London Marathon for the Teenage Cancer Trust. 

15. Youth Focus – Since 2013, Norma Tullock has 
been giving her time, advice and support to help 
young people in the community. Norma said: “I 
got involved in Youth Focus North East about five 
years ago by helping young carers and unemployed 
young people gain interview skills. I was then asked 
if I would become a director/trustee. I readily said 
yes because I liked the organisation’s ethos and what 
they were trying to do for young people.” 

16. Community Foundation – Ward Hadaway 
plays a full part in the work of the Community 
Foundation. It has also backed the Giving Network 
to find 30 new people willing to donate £30 per 
month into a collective fund, matched pound 
for pound from the Community Foundation’s 
unrestricted funds. Ward Hadaway has its own fund 
in the Community Foundation and contributes to 
The Women’s Fund.

17. Business In The Community – The firm has 
been involved in the Business in the Community 
organisation for many years. Projects include 
building a sensory garden and painting collages 
for the Percy Hedley Foundation for children 

ADVERTISING FEATURE  
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“I got involved in Youth Focus North East about 
five years ago by helping young carers and 

unemployed young people gain interview skills. 
I was then asked if I would become a director/

trustee. I readily said yes because I liked the 
organisation’s ethos and what they were trying to 

do for young people.” 
- NORMA TULLOCK
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with disabilities, a classroom project for Northern 
Counties School for the Deaf and a garden project at 
Hendon School in Sunderland.

18. Food donations – The team have provided 
clothing, bedding and toiletries to Changing Lives, 
Newcastle, over the years. 

19. Abbey Dash, Leeds –  The Leeds team has taken 
part in the annual Abbey Dash each year. In the 
past, they have raised funds for charities including 
Phys Cap for Children.

20. The Booth Centre, Manchester – Ward 
Hadaway raised £800 this year with a barbecue in 
aid of The Booth Centre in Manchester. 

21. Young Professionals Forum events in aid of 
Smart Works charity – Members of the team were 
involved in organising a Smart Works event at The 
Laundrette in Newcastle. 

22. Governor roles – A number of Ward Hadaway’s 
team are Governors of schools and we allow them 
time and facilities to undertake that role. Senior 
partner, Jamie Martin, was chairman of NCG 
(Newcastle College Group) between 2006 and 
2017, helping to build it into one of the UK’s largest 
and most successful Educational Providers. Jamie 
is also past member of the board and vice chair of 
the Community Foundation serving Tyne & Wear 
and Northumberland and past chair of Sunderland 
AFC Foundation’s Development Committee and 
was Chair of NewcastleGateshead Initiative for six 
years, retiring from that role in 2013.

23. Our firm-wide 30th anniversary Three Points 
North relay challenge raised £7500 for COCO and 
the Greggs Foundation after a non-stop 135-mile 
relay between our offices in Manchester, Leeds and 
Newcastle.

24. Trustees – Head of business development James 
Sykes is one of many within the firm who give their 
time and share their expertise as charity trustees.  
James joined Meadow Well Connected as a trustee 
in January 2017.  

25. Great North Run - Property partner Lesley 
Fairclough was one of a number of women who 
undertook the 2001 Great North Run in their bras, 
in aid of Breast Cancer awareness. This raised more 

than £1500. Lesley is one of many Ward Hadaway 
people who have taken part in the run. 

26. Bursaries – Ward Hadaway give bursaries to 
students in the North East, and in addition we also 
provide paid work experience and guarantee an 
interview in our trainee recruitment programme, 
so long as they obtain a 2:1.

27. The Sponsors Club for Arts and Business – 
The firm supported this for a number of years. 
Founded by North East businesses in 1991, it 
was instrumental in developing and advocating 
Art sponsorship. Members paid fees which 
were used to match fund schemes to encourage 
businesses to sponsor the arts for the first time 
and for arts organisations to approach businesses 
for sponsorship. From 1991 to 2011, the fund 
encouraged 620 businesses to sponsor and gave 
out £869,815 to 306 arts organisations and artists. 

28. The Canal & River Trust in Leeds - Members 
of the Leeds office volunteered to help client The 
Canal & River Trust with a clean-up of a section 
of the Aire & Calderdale Navigation following the 
floods of December 2015.

29. Improving the environment - Ward Hadaway 
have invested significantly in video conferencing 
facilities across our offices to enable “face-to-face” 
meetings to take place which avoids travelling and 
cuts down on the firm’s carbon footprint. The firm 
has achieved top environmental accreditation ISO 
14001 certification from international business 
standards company, BSI.

30. Rugby League Cares, Manchester – Ward 
Hadaway works in partnership with Rugby League 
Cares, a charity to provide welfare support to the 
Rugby League Community of players, ex-players 
and their families. 

WARD HADAWAY 
www.wardhadaway.com
@WardHadaway
www.linkedin.com/company/
ward-hadaway/
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What are the key skills or 
qualities you need to run a 
successful business?
So much of running 
a company is about 

delegating, which means it’s important that you’re 
willing to surround yourself with employees and 
colleagues who are more skilled than you. You must 
put your ego aside and trust in the abilities of others. 
Staying humble will help you to embrace the ideas 
of those you work with, which is vital because they 
may be better than your own. Without humility, 
you’ll never make any progress. You also need to 
be prepared to push yourself out of your comfort 
zone. In my experience, when you do, great things 
can happen. I’m still learning every day, and I know 
that will never change. Tenacity is important, too. 
Starting and growing a business is never going to be 
plain sailing, so you have to be resilient to endure 
the rough patches along the way. On the bright side, 
it tends to be the toughest situations that build the 
strongest people, and the lessons you learn when 
things go wrong are invaluable.

What has been your career highlight?
Setting up Glass Digital and seeing the progress 
we’ve made — especially in the last year. We 
currently employ 28 people, who make up what I 
consider to be the best and brightest team in the 
North East’s digital marketing sector. In August, we 
moved to a larger office space in the Ouseburn area 
of Newcastle. It’s a creative and cultural hub, which 
makes it the perfect place for us to be based. The 
main reason for the move has been to facilitate what 
we have forecast as a super period of growth, both 
in terms of client and staff numbers. We’ve invested 
heavily in the delivery side of our business and 
this – along with our unique collaborative way of 
working – has helped us to achieve a client retention 
rate of 90 per cent. And we’re gaining new clients 
all the time. I’m also very proud of the atmosphere 

ADVERTISING FEATURE  
Glass Digital – Tech

Glass Digital is a Newcastle-based digital marketing agency specialising in search engine 
optimisation, paid search optimisation and performance marketing. Established in 2014, Glass 
Digital now boasts a staff of 28 working with more than 40 clients. North East Times speaks 
to Glass Digital’s managing director, Bridie Gallagher, to get an insight into how she runs the 
business, and what sets the agency apart from its competitors

REWARDING WORK THAT’S 
MAKING A DIFFERENCE
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we’ve been able to create in our office – there’s a 
hugely social side to working at Glass Digital. I think 
we have a culture that’s open, fun and supportive.

What sets Glass Digital apart from your 
competitors?
Transparency is a huge priority for us, which is rare, 
especially in the digital marketing sector. We make 
sure our clients always know what we’re working on, 
so they can see exactly where their money is being 
spent. And, rather than only having contact via a 
client relations manager who can pass messages on 
for them, clients have an open communication with 
everyone who is working on their campaigns. Not 
only does this help to build a high level of trust, but 
it also allows for a very collaborative approach to 
working, which we’ve found to be very effective.

We’re honest with our clients, too. We never 
make empty promises and are very open about the 
fact that certain aspects of digital marketing, such as 
SEO, are long-term investments that can take some 
trial and error to achieve the best results. The results 
aren’t going to be immediate, and we always ensure 
that new clients understand this. We use regular KPI 
reports to show our clients how their campaigns are 
progressing, and we make sure these are explained 
clearly and honestly so everyone’s on the same page. 
Whether we’re getting the results we want or not, we 
always explain why this is and what we’re planning 
to do next. Again, this helps to build a fantastic 
level of trust, and shows our clients that we’re just 
as invested in their success as they are. We’re very 
proud of our high client retention rate – it shows 
that we get the results our clients are looking for. 

What advice would you give to other women in 
business?
I think women can be very self-critical and over-
reflective, so I would say have more confidence 
in yourself! Believe in your abilities and find 
your voice. From my experience, the emotional 
intelligence levels of men and women can differ a 
lot, and I think it’s important that we build on our 
inherent values, rather than denying their value. 
Characteristics that are typically considered to be 
feminine, such as compassion, can be very valuable 
in business. Our board of directors is made up of 
myself and four men, and we all have very different 
personalities, as well as varying skillsets. Regardless 
of the industry you’re in, I believe that having a 
range of perspectives can make for a more creative 
approach and, in turn, a more successful business. 

So, never be afraid to share your views, experiences 
and skills with the team you work in – even if it is 
predominantly male.

How do you achieve a good work/life balance?
With difficulty at times! I don’t believe you can 
‘have it all’ when trying to strike a healthy balance 
between your work and personal life, especially if 
you have children. It’s often about compromise and 
making some tricky choices - which is when guilt 
can creep in. I think, as working mothers, we can 
put immense pressure on ourselves. But you have to 
be fairly flexible and accept help when it’s offered. 
These days, I think it’s a case of integrating the two 
areas, rather than struggling to keep them apart. 
My daughter will often come to work early in the 
morning with me before school drop-off. Similarly, 
there are times when I collect her at home time, 
then bring her back to the office with me. She’ll do 
her homework and enjoys having a nose around. 
I’m lucky to have flexibility at work, as well as a great 
support network of family to help with the likes of 
school pick-ups. Both of my working and personal 
lives are incredibly rewarding – so it’s worth making 
it work.

GLASS DIGITAL
www.glass.digital
@GlassDigitalLTD
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Join principal and CEO Ellen 
Thinnesen on a whistle stop tour 
of Sunderland College’s impressive 
Bede Campus and it’s impossible 
to ignore a burning passion for her 

work and a close connection with staff and students 
alike. Around every corner and at every turn 
there’s a welcoming smile and a friendly exchange 
– whether she’s chatting to the housekeeping staff 
starting their early evening shift, checking up on 
the new faces still settling in to an exciting yet 
unfamiliar learning environment, or discussing 
fresh opportunities with equally engaging 
colleagues.

A qualified nurse and mother of two, it’s clear 
that Ellen approaches a demanding role with the 
care and understanding that underpinned her early 
years as a single parent seeking to progress in the 
medical profession. And if the unique challenges 
associated with senior management inevitably eat 
into her precious time, then Ellen is never happier 
than at the coalface of her beloved college. First and 
foremost, the public face of Sunderland College is a 
people person.

“My first career was in nursing, which is a 
nurturing profession,” she says. “What I loved most 
about that job was the difference that you can make 
to people’s lives.

“But the more that you progress up the career 
ladder and the more removed you become from 
frontline services, I think the more important it 
becomes to stay in touch with all of that.”

Even with her diary at its most congested, Ellen 
still makes time for her students. The positive 
atmosphere bringing the Bede campus to life 
suggests it’s time well spent.

“I have regular focus groups with students,” she 
adds. “Many talk to me regularly – either on social 
media or face-to-face. It’s not unusual for a student 
to email me and tell me what they want. 

“Last year, for example, I had several lunch 
meetings with our students with special educational 

ADVERTISING FEATURE 
Sunderland College – Education

Sunderland College will join forces with Northumberland College in 2019 to create a regionwide 
powerhouse for post-16 education. The former’s principal and CEO, Ellen Thinnesen, puts North 
East Times in the picture

MAKING A COLLECTIVE 
DIFFERENCE 
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needs. The purpose of those meetings was for them 
to tell me what they loved about the college but 
what needed to improve. I wanted to help them 
drive change and drive improvements – which they 
did.  

“I have a small group of students working with 
me at the moment on improving the estate. They 
are doing reviews with their iPads to see what needs 
to improve and reporting back to me directly. They 
tell me their ideas for how the estate can become 
more student friendly.

“We are about to launch a strategic plan that had 
full student engagement. We have students on our 
governing body so they are everywhere. I talk to 
them a lot and it’s what helps me to remember why 
I’m actually here! When you hear them and see 
them they are just fantastic.”

January will mark the third anniversary of 
Ellen’s move from Manchester to Wearside. During 
that time she has challenged staff to buy into an 
ambitious long-term plan that has included the 
acquisition of Hartlepool Sixth Form College and 
the decision to join forces with Northumberland 
College. Almost three years in and it feels as if 
Ellen’s mission to establish Sunderland as a top 10 
college nationally is gathering pace and reaping 
rewards.

“I knew the college had huge potential,” she 
adds. “I knew it had a strong track record and had 
enjoyed many successes. That was important as 
I wanted something that I could build upon. At 
the same time, I felt that when I came here there 
needed to be more ambition, more confidence and 
a greater aspiration to push the college beyond 
being a good organisation.

“I could see it could be truly outstanding and 
truly excellent in everything that it was doing. 

“But I came to Sunderland at just the right time – 
at a time when the city was galvanised. The business 
community, the city council and the university were 
working really well together and we were building 
up to submitting for City of Culture. 

“It felt like there was such a momentum in 
Sunderland and there is still is. There are people 
who are incredibly ambitious for the city and it 
felt like the right time to apply that same approach 
within the college. All it needed was that push, that 

ambition and that confidence to take it to where it 
needed to go.”

So where has Sunderland College gone and 
where is it going? Ellen is meeting North East 
Times just days after the announcement that 
Sunderland will join forces with Northumberland 
College to create a regionwide post-16 educational 
powerhouse – enabling its staff and students 
to benefit from a wider range of resources and 
relationships, greater access to stakeholders and 
partners and access to unique opportunities across 
the North East.

“I was still in my previous job when the 
government launched its area-based review 
– a national reorganisation of post-16 further 
education and the sixth form college sector,” 
explains Ellen. “The Government’s whole trajectory 
was heading towards creating larger and more 
resilient, financially sustainable organisations. 
The idea was to bring about mergers and strategic 
collaborations to strengthen and safeguard 
education at that level.
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“I had been in post at Sunderland for three or four 
months when the North East started to go through 
its own area-based review and I arrived here with 
my eyes wide open. At Sunderland College we were 
very clear that we wanted to improve our position. 
We knew we were strong and we could stand alone. 
At the same time, we saw the bigger picture and the 
opportunity to merge with Hartlepool Sixth Form 
College came at just the right time.”

The 2017 merger increased Sunderland College’s 
financial turnover from £32m to £38m and increased 
its assets by £20m. And it persuaded Ellen and her 
team that opportunities to further widen the college’s 
reach could be approached with confidence.

“When we merge with Northumberland our 
financial turnover will be £54m,” adds Ellen. “What 
that merger begins to create is a large regional college 
group that has much more capability, capacity and 
ability to do what it needs to do to meet the economic 
and skills agenda in the North East.

“It’s another exciting opportunity for both 
Northumberland and Sunderland. Hartlepool’s 
improvement can point the way. That’s come about 
through a lot of hard work by managers and staff right 
across the organisation to work in the most efficient 
and innovative ways to move the college’s finances 
forwards.”

In 2017 Sunderland College scooped a prestigious 
Association of Colleges (AoC) Beacon award for its 
innovative work with employers and its associated 
apprenticeship delivery. The college can point to some 
of the best stakeholder satisfaction data in the North 
East and sits comfortably within the top quartile 
nationally. Sunderland works with 55 levy paying 
organisations following a focused drive to expand 
its network of strategic partners – a move which has 
helped the college drive growth in the region’s rapidly 
expanding engineering and advanced manufacturing 
sectors.

“We have invested a huge amount into aligning 
our curriculum to the North East strategic economic 
plan,” points out Ellen. “Our specialisms are now 
engineering, advanced manufacturing, digital 
and computing technologies, health and care, 
construction industries, business and professional 
services, creative arts and special educational needs.

“We’re still able to maintain a broad and balanced 
curriculum everywhere else and we’re still keeping 
our sixth form provision. But we are investing 
significantly in driving strategic direction in those key 
skills priority areas that are so important to the North 
East and the national economy.” 

If there is no doubt that Ellen’s appointment served 
as the catalyst to unlock Sunderland College’s obvious 
potential, then her insistence that the college’s 
remarkable progress is down to a team of dedicated 
professionals is heartfelt. The principal’s immense 
pride in her staff shines through and she adds: “The 
culture that I wanted to influence and shape within 
my team has been about collaboration, innovation, 
empowerment, accountability, devolving more of the 
decisions and giving staff the ownership to lead things 
themselves.

“We have done a lot around leadership investment 
both at the senior team level and within middle 
management. Everybody has a coach and a mentor 
and they all have their own individualised leadership 
development plans.

“There is clear communication about expectations 
and the new vision which we will formally launch 
very soon. That vision wouldn’t be possible without 
leadership and management teams who want to go 
the extra mile.

“These people want to make that difference and, 
combined with that North East passion and spirit 
that has always existed, they will. Along the way there 
have been moments of absolute joy and periods of 
intense work but there’s a collective determination 
to do the very best we can for our students and the 
region as a whole.”

“We’re still able to maintain 
a broad and balanced 

curriculum everywhere else 
and we’re still keeping our 

sixth form provision. But we 
are investing significantly in 

driving strategic direction 
in those key skills priority 

areas that are so important 
to the North East and the 

national economy.”
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What value does an effective 
social media marketing 
strategy bring to a 
business?
We have clients across 

such a wide range of sectors and we truly believe 
that any business can be significantly improved by 
effective, results-driven social media marketing. 
The value we bring is huge for any company that 
is in two minds whether to take out a social media 
marketing package. As an agency, The Social Co. 
delivers traceable results to all of our clients. This 
is done through great content and knowledge of 
your audiences. Most clients find it hard to see the 
value in allocating budget to their social platforms, 
but once they see the ongoing results and brand 
awareness they receive, a very clear change in 
opinion occurs. It is often an education process but 
ultimately a beneficial one.

You’ve been especially busy with the Graham 
Wylie Foundation. How did this relationship 
come about, what has the project involved and 
what have been the results?
Being fully aware of the fantastic work the 
charity has been doing across the North East, we 
offered to support them in any way we could. The 
foundation is a 100 per cent charity, meaning all of 
the money donated goes directly to good causes, 
as Graham himself supports all running costs. 
We’ve seen first-hand the amazing work Angie 
[Jenkinson, chief executive], Graham and the team 
at the foundation do, so it’s great for us to be able 
to help raise awareness of the foundation’s work 
through social media and media production for 
its events. We are proud to be able to help them on 
their mission and be associated with the charity, 
educating and inspiring young people across the 
North East. 

The Social Co. recently expanded its team, what 
skills have the new members of staff brought to 
the business?
Our in-house team deliver every service we offer; 
there is no outsourcing. The new members of the 

team all bring something slightly different to the 
table. Our company ethos is to have an expert 
in every field, so the new members of our team 
have strengthened each individual department 
significantly, both in terms of numbers and the 
quality of the work we produce. Our staff always 
aim to be as creative, fun and engaging as possible, 
which is reflected in our campaigns and in our 
office environment. The Social Co. always look 
to recruit new staff to compliment what we have 
already worked hard to create.

What do you think have been the main factors in 
the company’s growth this year and how are you 
looking to build on this?
I believe the main factor for the company’s growth 
this year is our relationship with our clients, 
delivering traceable results for each business we 
deal with. It’s quite clichéd but we really do go 
above and beyond for each client. We aim to work 
with every client long term rather than short term, 
so building a good relationship with every client 
is crucial. Another huge factor is the all-inclusive 
package system we have created, which gives the 
client all the services they need for a results-driven 
social media strategy via one agency and has 
proved to be a huge success.

ADVERTISING FEATURE  
The Social Co. – Media

James Ogilvie, creative director of The Social Co., reveals how the agency goes above and beyond 
for its clients 

RELATIONSHIP BUILDING 

THE SOCIAL CO. 
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If you’ve been lucky enough to meet Future 
Skills Vision (FSV) founder Holly, you’ll 
know her no-nonsense approach and outlook 
has a direct influence on the way she runs 
her business and everything in it – forward 

thinking, innovative and efficient. But Holly 
overcame a number of challenges as she progressed 
from senior leader in the education and skills 
industry to CEO of her own business. 

Holly says it’s only now she feels she truly 
has a voice, and is able to use it to challenge the 
status quo and make progressive improvements 
in the way that the skills industry is accessed and 
operates. 

Now entering its third year, FSV is really starting 
to find its feet and establish itself, says Holly.

“We’ve found a niche in the way that we work – 
how we message and execute our services stands 
us apart. We offer an exceptional and professional 
service, and cut through the jargon, which makes 
such a difference to our clients and their ability to 
move at pace,” she says. 

“A lot of this is down to having the confidence 
to be bold and unapologetically myself, which 
permeates through to the brand and how we 
operate, something I struggled with in the 
beginning – it was always there, but the act of 
starting and growing FSV enabled me to focus and 
ultimately do things the way I knew they could 
be done. We could make a difference and create a 
professional business that added value in this area, 
but I wasn’t prepared to do it in a way that was 
false or create a brand that wasn’t reflective of me 
and my values – gone are the days where woman 
should have to uphold a certain image to be a 
successful founder.” 

Holly continues: “Unfortunately, many women 
lack the confidence in business to be themselves 
or implement ideas, based on their beliefs, for fear 
of being judged or failing. I’m disappointed to 
say I am somewhat of a cliché here. I did find the 
transition of working in a very large organisation 
to creating a start-up very difficult.  

ADVERTISING FEATURE  
Future Skills Vision – Development

Holly Thompson, founder and skills strategist at Future Skills Vision, shares her business journey 
and provides insights on being a female entrepreneur

EDUCATOR TO AWARD-
WINNING FOUNDER  
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“What no-one tells you before you embark on 
that journey is how you may or may not feel during 
that time and, honestly, I felt lost to a large extent 
– constantly questioning if I was able to create a 
functioning, profitable business on my own. But I 
could and I did, and quickly people started to get 
on board. 

“I soon realised it was my own self confidence 
that had taken a significant beating over the years, 
which I needed to rebuild. I’m pleased to say 
that with the help of those around me, and those 
who chose to support me on the journey, I have 
reinvented a more confident and content version of 
myself that just hadn’t surfaced before.

When talking to Holly about what it’s like to be 
female founder and CEO, she says: “I don’t think 
it makes a difference that I am a woman. I am a 
person running a business providing a service that 
people need or want, so they choose to access it.  

“I accept there is a need to champion women 
in business and to have a gender balance in terms 
of what and who are represented, but I feel both 
genders have natural differences and that’s a good 
thing, that is diversity.  

“I would add there needs to be diversity in 
business in all areas, rather than just a focus on 
gender – that is what truly drives innovation and a 
diverse workforce.” 

When asked about the issues and challenges FSV 
are helping to address within the skills industry, 
Holly replies: “The team’s key focus is to unmask 
and demystify the rules around funding, to allow 
businesses to access this more readily.  

“It’s that simple. There is a lot of noise and 
various agendas being talked about on the topic 
of skills – from apprenticeships and engaging 
the older generation, to career changers and 
returners, but what we aim to challenge and 
are fundamentally improving is the access to 
opportunity.  

“If businesses understand how to better 
access opportunities to fund training, retraining, 
upskilling, and everything in between, they will 
directly and positively impact the economy, 
creating more jobs and offer strong career 
opportunities, that’s the goal.”

It’s clear that Holly has a huge amount of 

knowledge and expertise in the skills industry, and 
has successfully developed into the entrepreneur 
and CEO that she is, but Holly admits none of this 
would have been possible without the people that 
inspired and helped her along the way. 

“Overall the journey itself has involved a lot of 
soul searching, taking myself from educational 
director, working in the further education sector, to 
business leader and entrepreneur,” she says. 

“Ultimately, you never arrive ‘there’ – you are 
always learning and challenging yourself. Some 
days you feel like you are winning in every area, 
and others you question your decisions and have a 
moment of self-doubt. But this is where you need 
to tap into the mentors and inspirational people 
around you. Surrounding yourself with truly 
good and inspiring people is life-changing, it’s so 
important and fundamental to how you feel and 
therefore to succeeding. If someone is draining you 
and isn’t adding value to your life or business in a 
positive way, walk away.

“So many people that I have had the pleasure 
of meeting and working with on this journey 
really stand out for me, and have helped shape my 
decisions, and the business as it grows.”

Holly’s advice to anyone thinking of starting a 
business is: “Stop thinking about it – just do it. If 
you are even remotely considering starting your 
own business, it is most likely because you have an 
idea, you see an opportunity – so just go for it. 

“If nothing else, you’ll learn something. No one 
ever looks back and says ‘I wish I didn’t try’ – they 
look back and say, ‘I wish I had…’’’

FUTURE SKILLS VISION
www.fsvltd.co.uk
@FSV_LTD
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‘’Personally I don’t think 
it makes a difference that 

I am a woman. I am a 
person running a business 

providing a service that 
people need or want, so they 

choose to access it.’’
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A 
lawyer who recently became an 
associate member of ACTAPS 
(the Association of Contentious 
Trust and Probate Specialists) has 
been promoted to a new role at 

North East independent law firm for businesses, 
Muckle LLP.

Alex Blenkinsop is one of only very few lawyers 
in the region to become an associate member of 
ACTAPS and after successfully completing the 
challenging two-year course, she will now lead 
Muckle LLP’s contentious trusts and probate 
service.

Muckle already offers a dedicated private client 
service to business owners, senior executives, 
professionals and other wealthy individuals 
,providing advice on all aspects of estate planning, 
including wills, succession, inheritance tax, 
family trusts, powers of attorney and probate. The 
strengthening of its contentious probate service 
will complement that offering.

ACTAPS membership is essential to ensure that 
disputes over trusts, administration of estates and 
inheritance issues are handled correctly.

Alex says: “I am excited to become an associate 
member of ACTAPS and to lead Muckle LLP’s 
contentious trusts and probate service. Different 
rules apply to probate claims and there are many 
complex areas to consider when contemplating a 
probate or trust claim, which can be very costly if 
overlooked or misjudged. 

“Issuing an inappropriate claim, for example, 
can not only result in loss, it can lead to an order 
to pay the other parties’ legal costs as well as your 
own. It is therefore essential to instruct someone 
who is fully qualified to deal with your probate 
disputes and has a clear understanding of the rules 
and complexities of a claim or dispute.”

Susan Howe, who leads Muckle LLP’s dispute 
resolution team, says: “I am delighted that Alex has 
taken on this specialist role within our team. This 
is a highly-skilled area and I cannot understate the 
importance of engaging a specialist when dealing 
with potentially contentious trust and probate 
issues including the correct distribution of estates 
and personal wealth.”

ADVERTISING FEATURE  
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Alex Blenkinsop, a contentious trusts and probate specialist, will lead the law firm’s advice on 
trusts and inheritance disputes

MUCKLE MAKES KEY APPOINTMENT 

MUCKLE LLP
Photo: Susan Howe and Alex 

Blenkinsop

www.muckle-llp.com
@MuckleLLP
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“I am excited to become 
an associate member 

of ACTAPS and to lead 
Muckle LLP’s contentious 

trusts and probate service.”



65

You recently celebrated Joe Halliday 
Recruitment’s first anniversary. 
How have you found the first 
year and how has the company 
developed in this time?

We are very pleased with how successful the first 
year has been. The celebration was great. We spent 
quality time with those who have supported Joe 
Halliday throughout the year. Over 70 per cent of 
our success has been word-of-mouth and referrals 
and we are overwhelmed by the positivity we have 
been given by clients and candidates. It truly is a 
motivator.

 
What were your aspirations when you set up the 
company? Do you feel you’ve achieved these?
I’d worked in the [recruitment] industry for over 
ten years but became frustrated; I wanted to focus 
on the quality of customer service rather than 
sales targets with my own business. Looking at the 
fantastic feedback and great recommendations 
we’ve had from clients and candidates since 
establishing Joe Halliday, this has shown to be the 
case.

 
What’s been your highlight of the past 12 months?
My highlight has been growing the team. I’ve 
employed Angela Thompson as associate director, 
Indervir Dulai as recruitment specialist and 
Charlotte Lightfoot as head of social media. 

Within 12 months, I have established a great 
workforce. We’ve also forged brilliant partnerships 
with local and international companies.

 
What’s been the biggest challenge establishing the 
company?
At the beginning, the biggest challenge was my 
family/work life balance but now I have the team, 
there is not as much pressure on me and I find it 
easier to maintain the balance.

 
Recruitment is a competitive marketplace. What 
makes your company different?
We are a family-run business specialising in 
engineering, food production, and warehouse 
and distribution. We have the time and desire to 
understand the individual needs of the clients and 
recruits. This enables us to deliver a high-quality 
service.

 
What are your plans for the next 12 months; what 
about your longer-term plans?
We have very exciting plans, such as the launch of 
a new expansion of Joe Halliday, which will take 
effect late 2018/early 2019. 
We are also delighted to announce that we’re 
moving into a second office, which will be based 
in Sunderland. Longer term, our plan is to keep 
doing what we’re doing and remain focused on 
proving high-quality customer service.

ADVERTISING FEATURE  
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Michelle Lightfoot established Joe Halliday Recruitment 12 months ago with the aim of providing 
exemplary customer care for clients and recruits alike. Here, she reflects on her journey so far

TEAM BUILDING 

JOE HALLIDAY RECRUITMENT
Photo: Michelle Lightfoot and her 
team
www.joehallidayrecruitment.co.uk
@Joe_Halliday_UK
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Natalie Chapman is a recent graduate 
of Durham University Business 
School. She previously worked in 
the NHS and private sector as a 
finance manager, qualifying as an 

accountant (CIMA) before deciding to undertake 
the Durham full-time MBA with the hope of 
it leading to different opportunities outside of 
finance. 

Since completing the MBA, Natalie has been 
offered many new and exciting opportunities and 
has successfully secured a role as a consultant with 
Deloitte, specialising in Risk Advisory.

The Durham full-time MBA is designed to 
challenge, inspire and provide students with the 
business knowledge, experience and enhanced 
capabilities to manage and lead in a global 
environment of change and complexity. A key 
component of the full-time MBA is the Boardroom 
Exercise, a five-week-long project which aims to 
give students an insight into what it’s really like to 
be an executive director in a boardroom.

Natalie Chapman describes her experience of 
the Boardroom Exercise: 

“Our challenge was to work together to plan, 
create the necessary materials for, and run a 
successful 90-minute board meeting for the senior 
staff of Whitbread PLC.

“The first step was compiling our boards.  
Students were put into teams of five or six, and 
assigned the different roles that make up a typical 
board. I took on the role of CFO.

“As for my classmates, Irene Liu became our 
marketing director, Na Li assumed the role 
of business development director, Annanth 
Syam Mohan was our COO and Ying Yang was 
appointed as CEO. To oversee our activities, each 
group was also assigned a chair and two or three 
non-executive directors who were all business 
professionals with some link to the Business 
School.

“Our task was to devise a strategy for the future 
of the company Whitbread, as well as provide a 
report on the company’s current performance, so it 

was particularly interesting to have a presentation 
by the former financial director of Whitbread, who 
gave us his own opinions on the futures of two 
Whitbread-owned companies: Costa and Premier 
Inn.

“The following five weeks were extremely 
intense as we endeavoured to learn as much about 
the company as possible and prepare our materials. 
Key to this was working together as a team, setting 
objectives (and sticking to them) and taking 
responsibility for our own progress.

“During this time, the support from the NEDs 
and chair was invaluable. We met with our advisers 
at least once a week to discuss our ideas and ask 
for their feedback. The vast levels of knowledge 
and experience these successful business people 
possess provided us with a learning opportunity 
we would not have found in a textbook or 
academic journal. Similarly, the support we 
received from the School’s academic staff (all of 
whom have extensive business experience) was 
also fantastic. 

“The culmination was a 90-minute boardroom 
meeting, where each member of the group had 
the chance to present their report or proposal to 
the chair and NEDs. True to any real-life board 
meeting, our ideas and key points were challenged 
and queried throughout the meeting, forcing 
us to think on our feet. Our group had to tackle 
some rather difficult ‘curveball’ questions on 
more than one occasion. This experience quite 
possibly would have reduced some of us to tears if 
it had occurred five weeks earlier, but the learning 
and skills gained from the module enabled us 
to answer with confidence and professionalism. 
Our thorough preparation enabled us to work 
effectively as a team, contributing to the discussion 
if someone found it difficult to answer a question 
and recognising the individual strengths and 
personalities of each team member.

“The MBA Boardroom Exercise has been one 
of the most challenging, interesting and rewarding 
parts of the programme, and I’m sure we will all 
remember it for many years to come.”

ADVERTISING FEATURE  
Durham University Business School – Education

A recent graduate of Durham University Business School’s full-time MBA describes how one five-
week exercise has left her with invaluable insight into business at boardroom level

PREPARING FOR THE BOARDROOM 

DURHAM UNIVERSITY 
BUSINESS SCHOOL
To find out more about the 

Durham MBA visit: 

www.durham.ac.uk/mba
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Long-held perceptions of apprenticeships are changing. 

Nowadays, businesses of all sizes are seeing the value 

of this form of training, which can help firms become 

much more productive, competitive and fit for a successful 

future. 

In the 1980s, when I was growing up in Liverpool, 

employers generally had a less positive opinion of 

apprenticeships. Back then, they were seen as a poor 

alternative to the academic route, an option for people who 

hadn’t made it to university. They were also deemed as a low-

skilled, low-paid job that involved a lot of heavy-duty manual 

work. Fortunately, however, over time these opinions have 

changed. Employers are realising that apprenticeships come 

in all shapes and sizes and can give them direct access to the 

skills they need. At Gateshead College, I manage a team of 

talented colleagues who deliver apprenticeship training with 

more than 400 companies around the region, including large 

multi-nationals and SMEs. 

Many of these firms have championed the benefits of this 

form of training, which can upskill employees, make them 

more efficient and plug skills gaps within the workforce. 

We’re helping Greggs, the iconic Newcastle-

headquartered food-to-go retailer, to roll out a national 

apprenticeship programme to fast-track ambitious expansion 

plans. 

Currently, 120 apprentices in eight locations across 

the country are involved in the initiative and are gaining 

vital skills in key areas such as retail service and retail 

management.

Brewin Dolphin, a well-known national wealth 

management specialist with a century of heritage on 

Tyneside, is also reaping the benefits of investing in 

apprenticeships. 

Together, we’ve created a training programme that’s 

supporting the company’s ongoing expansion in the region. 

Business administration apprentices have undertaken 

ADVERTISING FEATURE Gateshead College 

The region’s business community is recognising the value of 
apprenticeships, according to Ivan Jepson, director of business 
development at Gateshead College

WHY APPRENTICESHIPS 
ARE NO LONGER THE 
POOR RELATION
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on-the-job training within various departments of Brewin 

Dolphin’s Newcastle-based business support function, where 

they’re gaining an overall understanding of the business and 

developing key skills.

We’re also delivering a national apprenticeship scheme 

with one of the region’s largest firms, Virgin Money, which is 

helping staff across the country develop valuable leadership 

and management skills. The initiative is part of a wider drive 

by Virgin to upskill its 3000-strong workforce and plot a 

career path for staff who want to progress to a management 

role. The key to successful apprenticeship delivery is to 

ensure that the training is tailored specifically to the current 

and future needs of the business. 

Off-the-shelf, one-size-fits-all programmes won’t work; 

companies will only gain value from the training if it’s 

bespoke and supports the future aims of their business. 

Some of the region’s most high-profile business leaders 

– including Mike Matthews, managing director of car parts 

maker Nifco UK and Robin Mackie, chairman of Gateshead 

College – have built successful careers on the back of 

apprenticeships. If this approach has worked for them, it can 

work for others. 

The Apprenticeship Levy was introduced last year as 

an incentive for more businesses to invest in this form of 

training. Employers that have a payroll of more than £3 

million are charged 0.5 per cent of payroll costs towards 

training apprentices. 

Since the levy came into force, while it has not been 

without its challenges, it has benefited dozens of companies 

in the North East and beyond. It’s part of a wider Government 

reform of technical education, which will see the introduction 

of T-levels (or tech levels) in 15 key areas including digital, 

construction and social care. These radical changes 

represent a great opportunity for businesses to develop their 

skills base so that they can drive the growth of key industries 

and oil the wheels of the economy. That’s the message I give 

to employers as part of my day job, which essentially involves 

working with businesses to identify their skills needs, helping 

them understand the complexities of funding, frameworks 

and standards, and creating a bespoke training programme 

to suit. Educating people – business leaders, teachers, 

students and their parents – on the vast range of career 

options is also crucial. Far too many young people have been 

advised to go down the traditional academic route when this 

path is clearly unsuitable for them. 

What I’ve learned in my career is that it’s essential that 

every young person has access to good quality careers 

advice so they can make informed choices. If this happens, 

companies will have a much better chance of recruiting 

people with the skills that can make a positive difference to 

their business. 

By promoting apprenticeships and acknowledging the 

great things they’re enabling businesses and individuals to 

achieve, we can break down the misconceptions that do 

still exist. In other European countries, such as Germany, 

vocational education is valued just as much as traditional 

academic qualifications. Hopefully, more people in the UK 

can adopt this mentality and continue to bang the drum 

for apprenticeships, which are a great way of supporting 

business growth and preparing young people for the world 

of work.

GATESHEAD COLLEGE 
www.gateshead.ac.uk/employer  

@gatesheadcoll
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While, for many years, a career 

in professional services 

was widely viewed as 

being inaccessible to those without 

a university education, recent efforts 

have now truly opened up the sector 

to make it a career choice for a much 

broader spectrum of young people. 

Apprenticeships are now offered 

in a range of professional service 

sectors, giving school and college 

leavers the opportunity of achieving a 

successful career as an accountant or 

lawyer without the necessity to go to 

university. 

Among the businesses to throw 

their support behind apprenticeships 

is professional services firm Deloitte. 

For many years, it has been committed 

to offering opportunities to young 

people through its successful graduate 

scheme, but it now also offers an 

apprenticeship programme to run 

alongside it. 

Across its UK-wide operation, 

Deloitte offers opportunities to around 

2,000 young people each year, around 

280 of whom are part of its acclaimed 

BrightStart Higher Apprenticeship 

programme, which has been running 

for three years. Usually, around 15 

of these young people are based in 

Deloitte’s Newcastle office, benefiting 

from on-the-job training and 

development from some of the leading 

professionals in the game.  

Through a combination of graduate 

and apprentice recruitment, the office 

has a cohort of young people who 

work, study and socialise together, 

creating an enviable workplace 

dynamic. And, importantly, each of 

these young people are able to create 

a meaningful career path of personal 

and professional progression from the 

minute they join.

To go from A-levels to accountant 

with a ‘Big Four’ firm in four years is 

proving an appealing proposition, 

with young people across the country 

applying in big numbers for their 

chance. 

For Stephen Hall, office senior 

partner at Deloitte in Newcastle, 

apprenticeships have been an 

important introduction, from the 

INTERVIEW Stephen Hall 

With rising university costs, ‘Big Four’ firm Deloitte is 
looking to offer a different route into professional services 
with its higher apprenticeship programme. Deborah 
Busby speaks to Stephen Hall, office senior partner at 
Deloitte in Newcastle, to find out more

TAKING A 
PROFESSIONAL 
APPROACH TO 
APPRENTICESHIPS 
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perspective of both the business and 

its young people. 

“We have long been committed 

to offering opportunities to young 

people, but we have really stepped 

it up, and are very proud to take a 

leading role in this area,” he says. 

“There are many reasons why it’s 

great for a firm like Deloitte to get 

involved in apprenticeships, but I 

think one of the big things for me 

is that we are finding these young 

people who are incredibly motivated, 

real diamonds in the making, and 

we can help to show them that their 

aspirational career choice can become 

a reality. And there can be few better 

places to build a career than with 

Deloitte.”

Stephen continues: “It is true that 

in recent years the competitive nature 

of this sector has meant that most 

people have a university education, 

but looking back 30 or 40 years, most 

of the articled clerks (who would now 

be known as trainees) didn’t go to 

university. 

“Things have changed along the line, 

but there is so much more to consider 

about going to university these days; 

tuition fees have certainly made a big 

difference. Many young people are 

put off even by the perception of how 

expensive it will be. 

“An apprenticeship programme 

like ours gives them training, a salary, 

access to opportunities, and ultimately 

a job, in exactly the same way we offer 

to our graduates – the only difference 

is that the apprenticeship scheme lasts 

longer, but the outcome is the same.” 

Stephen takes particular pride in 

how apprenticeships open up the 

profession to young people from the 

local area, for whom working in a 

professional services firm may never 

previously have been an option. 

“I think it’s a great thing that, 

for example, a young person from 

Newcastle or Gateshead who has heard 

of Deloitte, has grown up nearby, 

probably passes our office regularly, 

can now think ‘that is where I want to 

work’. 

“Even if university isn’t on their 

agenda, a career with us definitely 

can be. We look for highly-motivated 

people who are willing to work hard, to 

learn, and have a genuine desire and 

enthusiasm for what we do,” he says. 

“We have found some fantastic 

people through both our graduate and 

apprenticeship programmes, and the 

camaraderie they have and collegiate 

nature of how they work is really 

impressive. 

“Our BrightStart scheme is superb 

and has enabled us to build on our 

existing commitment to young people 

by offering opportunities at an even 

earlier stage. It is very rewarding 

for us to be able to do this, and it’s 

a real pleasure to see the ongoing 

development and tangible progress of 

the group of young people we have in 

the North East.” 

DELOITTE 
For more information on the apprenticeships 

offered at Deloitte, visit: www.deloitte.co.uk/

careers

INTERVIEW Stephen Hall 
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Teesside University offers a range 

of degree apprenticeships, giving 

companies the opportunity to 

ensure that their staff are getting the 

skills needed to grow their business, 

while employees can earn while they 

learn.

Like traditional apprenticeships, 

degree apprenticeships are co-

designed with employers and bring 

together the best of higher education 

and vocational on-the-job training.

Apprenticeship levy-paying 

employers (those with pay bills over 

£3m) pay for apprenticeship training 

from their online levy accounts via the 

Government’s apprenticeship service. 

They will also receive a ten per cent 

Government top-up to their online 

accounts. Non-levy payers pay only ten 

per cent of the cost of apprenticeship 

training, with the remaining 90 per cent 

being paid by the Government.

BUILDING THE NEXT GENERATION OF 
SENIOR MANAGERS
An innovative partnership between 

Teesside University and the Chartered 

Management Institute (CMI) is helping 

to build the next generation of leaders 

through a new entrepreneurial degree 

apprenticeship programme.

The MBA Degree Apprenticeship 

is a flagship programme for Teesside 

University Business School that places 

entrepreneurial leadership at its heart. 

Aimed at current and aspiring leaders 

with experience in management, it 

allows students to combine work 

with studying for an internationally-

recognised business qualification.

The course provides a platform 

for professional senior managers 

to challenge themselves and drive 

innovative entrepreneurial leadership 

thinking and practice back into their 

respective organisations at a strategic 

level.

Teesside University has worked 

closely with the CMI to develop the 

curriculum and dual-accredit the 

programme to deliver the skills and 

knowledge employers are looking for. 

Helen Watts, relationship manager 

at the CMI, says: “We have worked 

closely with colleagues in the Business 

School to develop the curriculum and 

ensure that the MBA programme maps 

across to the CMI programme. The dual 

accreditation means that students will 

graduate not only with a great MBA 

from Teesside University, but also 

receive a Level 7 Diploma in Strategic 

Leadership and Management and the 

potential to be awarded Chartered 

Manager, the highest status available 

in the management and leadership 

profession.”

Noel Dennis, principal lecturer and 

programme leader for the MBA, adds: 

“In working closely with the CMI, 

we have developed a programme 

that meets the needs of employers 

and allows its students to take the 

knowledge they acquire straight back 

into the workplace.”

Students on the MBA Degree 

Apprenticeship at Teesside benefit from 

access to the CMI resources, such as 

the online resource portal and the CMI 

membership from the moment they 

commence the programme. 

The first cohort of students began 

ADVERTISING FEATURE Teesside University

Degree apprenticeships are becoming one of the 
fastest-growing routes for employers to grow the skills 
base of their workforce and attract new talent…

GROW YOUR OWN 
WORKFORCE

TEESSIDE UNIVERSITY 
Teesside University offers a range of 

higher and degree apprenticeships and is 

continually adding more opportunities as 

new national standards become available. 

For more information, visit:

www.tees.ac.uk/apprenticeships 
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their studies in June and the group 

includes management professionals 

from a range of different organisations, 

including the NHS, Cummins, Everyone 

Active and Oceaneering International 

Services.

Martin Miles, area manager for 

Everyone Active, manages 25 leisure 

centres across North East England on 

behalf of local authorities. He decided 

to study locally to meet other like-

minded business leaders within the 

region and the campus environment 

really attracted him.

He comments: “I’m looking for 

a more strategic vision to help me 

manage the business and move it 

forward. I like that I have the flexibility 

to study online or at home while 

working full-time.”

Samuel Lind, international operations 

manager at Utilitywise PLC, adds: “The 

most attractive thing about the MBA 

programme at Teesside University is 

that the course is very practical – it’s 

all about what you are doing in your 

current role and what you can take back 

to your role to make a real practical 

difference.”

GRADUATION SUCCESS FOR 
HEALTHCARE STAFF
A major healthcare provider is reaping 

the benefits of an apprenticeship 

partnership with Teesside University.

Staff members from BMI Healthcare, 

the UK’s largest independent hospital 

network, were among the first cohort 

to graduate from the University’s 

new Assistant Practitioner Higher 

Apprenticeship qualification.

A total of 143 graduates celebrated 

the completion of the new qualification 

at the University’s 2018 graduation 

ceremony.

Among those were nine members 

of staff from BMI Healthcare who have 

had training delivered on BMI premises 

by academics from Teesside University.

The Secretary of State for Health and 

Social Care, Matt Hancock, described 

the importance of apprenticeships 

when he set out his priorities for the 

NHS, citing ‘workforce’ as top of the list.

Jenny McKnight, head of people 

development at BMI Healthcare, 

says: “We seek to ensure that all 

apprenticeships within BMI Healthcare 

are aligned to those achieved by NHS 

colleagues, so as to enable smooth 

transition and sharing of skills across 

the public and independent sectors.

“This, we believe, is in the best 

interests of both patient care and safety 

and of career development across the 

healthcare landscape in the UK.” 

The Assistant Practitioner 

apprenticeship has been developed in 

conjunction with senior managers and 

employers to meet the education and 

training needs of care support workers.

The two-year course enables 

students to promote person-centred 

care in a diverse range of health 

and care settings and enhance the 

underpinning rationale of their current 

practice.

Leon Gates, a BMI Healthcare 

Assistant Practitioner graduate 

from South Dorset, says: “It’s been 

a lot of work but really helpful. The 

qualification means we can work with a 

lot more autonomy and if we want to go 

further in our careers, into areas such 

as nursing, it gives us the foundation to 

do that.”

Linda Nelson, associate dean 

(enterprise and business engagement) 

in the School of Health & Social Care, 

adds: “It’s been really exciting to see 

our first group of higher apprentices 

graduate.

“We’re delighted that we’ve been 

able to work with employers to 

develop this qualification which meets 

their workforce requirements. The 

knowledge and skills acquired while 

studying the Assistant Practitioner 

Higher Apprenticeship will have a real 

impact on the quality of patient care 

across the country.”
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Following the introduction of 

the Apprenticeship Levy back 

in April 2017, there is still a 

significant amount of scepticism 

around whether the system actually 

works as there is concern over its 

longevity, as apprenticeship numbers 

continue to decline with large amounts 

of unspent levy funds mounting.

At Future Skills Vision (FSV), we want 

to highlight why apprenticeships are 

good for business at all levels, from 

being new to the workforce through to 

career changers, returners and CEOs 

– we are all continuously learning, 

and the levy allows us to fund new 

learning experiences for anyone in the 

workforce, regardless of their age.

BUSINESS BENEFITS
In recent years, some school and 

college leavers now recognise that 

the traditional university route may 

not provide them with the skills they 

need to be successful in their chosen 

career and are looking towards 

apprenticeships as a way to help them 

kickstart their future career. This means 

that the Apprenticeship Levy has the 

potential to help revolutionise the 

future workforce, as it gives employers 

better ownership of the apprenticeship 

programme. 

Since the Apprenticeship Levy is 

allocated to an online apprenticeship 

account, businesses can spend the levy 

funds on qualifying apprenticeship 

training. This means that employers 

have an increased ownership and 

control of the apprenticeship 

programme, which will boost skills 

and create training opportunities that 

suit the diverse needs of their future 

employees. 

This funding can also be used 

to train and develop their existing 

employees, enabling them to gain a 

ADVERTISING FEATURE Future Skills Vision 

Holly Thompson, director of Future Skills Vision Ltd, 
reflects on the impact of the Apprenticeship Levy 

AN OPPORTUNITY 
TO DEVELOP YOUR 
WORKFORCE

FUTURE SKILLS VISION 
FSV supports businesses to access a wide 

range of funding opportunities to support 

career development of your employees.

For more information contact: 

www.fsvltd.co.uk
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qualification at a higher level than they 

already hold. This will then benefit 

their business as it will produce more 

motivated and loyal employees, who 

feel satisfied and valued due to their 

employer’s investment into their 

professional development. Statistics 

from the National Apprenticeship 

Service revealed that 92 per cent of 

companies with apprentices believe 

that they lead to a more motivated 

and satisfied workforce, while 80 per 

cent have seen a significant increase in 

employee retention.

ARE THERE ANY CHALLENGES?
One of the main challenges that 

many organisations face is that they 

are yet to really benefit from the 

Apprenticeship Levy, as only half of 

organisations are aware that funding is 

available for their employees to learn 

across all levels of the business. 

A good place to start would be to 

engage leaders and managers with the 

idea of a management apprenticeship. 

According to the Institute of 

Leadership and Management, 58 per 

cent of HR professionals believe that 

senior managers are unwilling to be 

seen as an apprentice, as many believe 

that apprenticeship training is only 

relevant for starting a new career. 

Therefore, this attitude is holding back 

organisations, as it is preventing them 

from learning and developing their 

skills.

There is no age limit when it comes 

to doing an apprenticeship. An 

apprenticeship is a way of learning 

through on-the-job training, meaning 

that managers would benefit from 

a management apprenticeship as 

they will be given coaching as well as 

on-the-job training and experience, 

making them more efficient in their 

current job role. Gaining qualifications 

from an apprenticeship will help 

employees to constantly climb up the 

career ladder.

SOME THOUGHTS FROM TEAM FSV
Adam Garrad: “Although traditional 

degrees offer the greatest choice 

of subjects to study and cities to be 

based, degree apprenticeships offer 

debt-free and hands-on paid work 

experience, alongside gaining a level 6 

qualification. In today’s labour market, 

degree apprenticeships are an ideal 

way to plug the skills gap and progress 

in a chosen career.”

Aimee Palin: “Apprentices split their 

time between university study and 

the workplace and are employed 

throughout – gaining a full bachelor’s 

or master’s degree while earning 

a wage and getting real on-the-

job experience in your chosen job 

profession. With apprenticeships, you 

don’t even need to pay or get in debt, 

as the government and your employer 

pay all the funds between them 

meaning you can earn a full degree 

without spending a penny!” 

Jake Solomon: “Many people go to 

university not knowing what they want 

to do after university and come out 

of university with a large amount of 

debt and very little work experience. 

A degree apprenticeship offers the 

opportunity to get a degree without 

the debt attached to it, but to also get 

the real-life work experience and to get 

paid for doing it!”
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INTERVIEW Geoff Ford 

As one of the first businesses in the North East to take on apprentices – with a commitment 
dating back 108 years – Ford Engineering Group is now taking a leading role in ensuring 
that such vital opportunities are offered into the future. Deborah Busby spoke to chairman 
Geoff Ford to find out more

LONG-STANDING COMMITMENT 
TO APPRENTICESHIPS
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The Ford Engineering Group, 

one of the region’s engineering 

stalwarts, has offered 

apprenticeships to countless young 

people over the years – with 14 of its 

current 142-strong workforce being 

apprentices. 

The group (comprising Ford 

Aerospace, Ford Components and 

Ford Laminated Products) has now 

created the Ford Engineering Academy 

to address the major skills gap in 

engineering, while also helping to 

boost career prospects and aspirations 

in the North East. 

Geoff Ford, chairman of The Ford 

Engineering Group, started his own 

career as an apprentice (then called 

an articled clerk) in an accountancy 

business. He is a passionate champion 

of engineering and its vital economic 

role, and is vocal about the importance 

of apprenticeships in supporting the 

development of the sector. 

“We have a growing skills gap in 

this industry and a massive shortage 

of engineers – we need 50,000 new 

engineers across the UK and we need 

to make that happen. But instead 

of whinging about it, I wanted to 

do something about it and find a 

solution to this problem. I have heard 

people say that the North East has a 

reputation for sitting by the side of 

the road with its begging bowl, but 

I thought: ‘To hell with that’. I want 

to get on and get young people into 

engineering,” he says. 

“My father, the second-generation 

MD of this business, started his career 

here as an apprentice aged 15 in 1930. 

I did the financial equivalent of an 

apprenticeship when I started out. As a 

family and a business, we understand 

the importance of apprenticeships 

and know the effect they can have. 

Alongside the training and career 

opportunities are the life skills that 

schools just don’t teach, and that is so 

important. 

“I started out on £1 a week and 

worked five days a week, studying six 

nights a week, for five years so I could 

be an accountant. It showed me the 

value of hard work, and that there’s no 

substitute for that. But it also taught 

me how to prepare for the world of 

work, and that is vital. That’s something 

I have always made sure we instil into 

the young people we work with – 

teaching them the importance of being 

on time, looking smart, being polite, 

not messing about, being prepared to 

work late, knowing how to behave in an 

interview. These are important lessons 

in life which we always make sure are 

part of the training we offer, and they 

are certainly something that everyone 

in the academy will learn very early on.”
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INTERVIEW Geoff Ford 
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The Ford Engineering Academy, 

which began life in South Tyneside in 

2013 but relaunched in partnership 

with Gateshead College last year, 

offers six-month traineeship courses 

in Level 2 Performing Engineering 

Operations (PEO), to equip young 

people with the skills they will need to 

then go on to take an apprenticeship 

or job within an engineering firm. 

The most recent course, which began 

in September, had an intake of 40, 

some of whom may go on to join Ford 

Engineering, but will have the potential 

to go into any engineering business. 

“The academy is for North East 

engineering in general, not just for 

Ford Engineering. We wouldn’t have 

the capacity to take 40 apprentices, 

but by doing this traineeship 

programme, these young people will 

be ready and prepared to take on a 

role anywhere. We need to create the 

next generation of engineers and this 

is making it happen,” says Geoff, who 

joined Ford Engineering in 1974.

“I went in to see the 40 new starters 

in their first week and I told them it’s 

hard work to become an engineer, but 

if you stick in, you will be able to name 

your price because the demand for 

engineers is monstrous. There is an 

industry out there crying out for them; 

this is the profession to be in without 

a doubt.”

The creation of the next generation 

of engineers will impact significantly 

on the sector and the wider UK 

economy, Geoff believes. He points 

to how manufacturing has gone from 

accounting for 35 percent of UK GDP 

to 11 per cent, whereas Germany’s has 

remained fairly static during the same 

period – a country whose approach we 

now need to adopt, he says. 

“A couple of years ago, there was 

a poll about who is the UK’s best-

known engineer. Instead of it being 

someone like James Dyson, it was 

Kevin Webster, the garage owner 

from Coronation Street. Seemingly 

the British perception of an engineer 

is someone in dirty, oily overalls with a 

Biro in his top pocket – yet in Germany, 

their engineers are revered and their 

industry is held in the highest esteem,” 

he says. 

“At Ford Engineering, we have had 

a group of college students coming 

over from Wuppertal, near Dortmund, 

each year for about 20 years, and they 

are light years ahead of where we 

are in this country. For our centenary 

in 2010, we made some specially-

designed chess sets, but we couldn’t 

find the software to design one of the 

pieces – two of the German students 

were able to design the software 

instead. 

“But instead of being envious of 

them, we need to emulate them, and 

that is what we want to do. Through 

our Academy, we are raising the 

aspirations and opportunities of young 

people, to show them what a fantastic 

industry this is and the careers they 

could have within it. A traineeship and 

then apprenticeship is a great way to 

start, and having done so in my own 

career, I know this is true.”

THE FORD ENGINEERING GROUP
www.ford-engineering.com
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NEWS Darlington College

A female engineering student from a North East college 
has secured an apprenticeship in the subsea sector

BREAKING 
THE MOULD Darlington College student 

Rosalyn Mitchell has been 

taken on by subsea specialists 

Supergrip, whose headquarters are in 

the town’s Coniscliffe Road – working 

four days a week in industry and one in 

the classroom.

The 19-year-old, who has completed 

a two year full-time extended diploma 

in engineering at the college, is already 

working on a pipeline project that will 

ensure the safety of gas workers in 

Malaysia.

She says: “It’s a fantastic 

opportunity. I always wanted to work in 

engineering, either in the air or below 

the sea, and at college hydraulics was 

my favourite subject. 

“I was inspired on a school visit to 

the college when I was 14 and saw its 

subsea robot. I’m really enjoying the 

higher apprenticeship with Supergrip 

as I’m involved with real projects which 

are so varied.”

Supergrip director Gordon Conlon, 

who also studied at Darlington College 

and now runs a company designing 

and engineering subsea products with 

co-director Darren Blackburn. 

Darren says: “The apprenticeship 

scheme is a great way to study.

“It’s a tough sector but we trebled 

our turnover and profits last year and 

I wanted to take on someone as an 

apprentice to offer them a chance 

like I was given when I was young. 

Darlington College was brilliant at 

setting it all up and also introduced us 

to additional funding streams in the 

Tees Valley.”

Neil Bowen, Darlington College 

curriculum manager for engineering, 

science and automotive technology, 

adds: “The apprenticeship scheme 

is a great way forward for students 

and employers. The student is paid 

to study and Rosalyn will come away 

with an HNC and the chance to gain an 

HND and B.Eng degree if she wants to 

continue her studies.

“The employer gains a motivated 

student whose knowledge is up to 

date with the very latest technology 

and practices. It’s great to see Rosalyn 

in engineering, an area where we are 

striving to break down stereotypical 

perceptions that it is a man’s world.”

Gordon added: “It has certainly 

worked well for us and it’s great to 

see Rosalyn working with our team 

on the subsea pipeline plug which 

will improve safety hugely for the 

maintenance engineers working on a 

gas line.”

DARLINGTON COLLEGE
www.darlington.ac.uk

@Darlingtonfe
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on topic: Apprenticeships INFOGRAPHIC

APPRENTICESHIP LEVY*
The UK wide Apprenticeship Levy came into force on April 6, 2017 

requiring all UK public and private sector employers with an annual pay 
bill of £3 million or more to invest in apprenticeship training 

OF WHICH…

APPRENTICESHIPS*

91.7% 
OF THOSE WHO HAVE PAYE SCHEMES 

WITH APPRENTICESHIP LEVY 
DECLARATIONS IN ENGLAND OF OVER 

£150,000 HAS REGISTERED ON THE 
APPRENTICESHIP SERVICE

THE GOVERNMENT HAS 
COMMITTED TO REACHING 

3  MILLION 
APPRENTICESHIPS BY 2020 

(source www.gov.uk) 
*In England

494,900 
APPRENTICESHIP STARTS 2016/17 

ACADEMIC YEAR OF WHICH:260,700 
WERE AT 

INTERMEDIATE 
LEVEL

197,700 
WERE AT 

ADVANCED LEVEL

36,600 
AT HIGHER LEVEL

21 ,100 
APPRENTICESHIP LEVY 

APPRENTICESHIP STARTS 
WERE RECORDED BETWEEN 

APRIL-NOV 20171 1 ,400 
WERE AT 

INTERMEDIATE 
LEVEL

7 ,800 
WERE AT ADVANCED 

LEVEL

2000 
WERE AT HIGHER 

LEVEL
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COMMENT 

DO YOU THINK THE 
APPRENTICESHIP LEVY WILL 
EFFECTIVELY TACKLE THE 
SKILLS GAPS IN OUR REGION? 

Chris Wiper

Learning and development manager

Sterling Pharma Solutions 

Yes, the Apprenticeship Levy will help to reduce the skills 

gap. There are areas of the Levy system that still require 

improvement, the sheer scale and impact of the reforms 

were certainly underestimated. However, when the 

creases are ironed out I think we will have a system that 

allows employers to develop a skilled workforce through a 

combination of new and existing talent to meet business 

needs. Sterling Pharma Solutions is now seeing the benefits 

that the Levy can offer, we are investing in a wide range of 

apprenticeships across our business from introductory to 

higher degree level standards.

Brenda McLeish

CEO

Learning Curve Group

Businesses should embrace and not waste the opportunities 

the Levy presents. It enables employers to develop bespoke 

apprenticeship programmes that tie in with long-term 

business objectives and enables the creation of a sustainable 

workforce. Creating bespoke apprenticeships is part of 

establishing a culture of learning that goes beyond the Levy 

to provide a comprehensive approach to preventing a skills 

and employment gap.

Frances Hoy

HR manager 

Nifco UK Limited

Reports are indicating a decline in apprenticeship starts 

since the introduction of the Levy. Our regional skills gap 

mirrors what is happening on a national scale and it will 

take a number of small steps to bridge that gap, rather than 

one ‘silver bullet’. The Government has gone very quiet – it 

should be leading stakeholders to work together to improve 

this situation, and more businesses need to offer training and 

development for existing staff as well as apprenticeships to 

develop the workforce of the future. Only then will we see a 

positive shift.

Jonathan Walker

Assistant director of policy

North East England Chamber of Commerce

There are changes needed to ensure the apprenticeship 

system meets the needs of businesses. Since major reforms 

were introduced in April 2017, including the introduction 

of the apprenticeship levy for larger businesses, the overall 

number of apprenticeship starts has fallen. The Chamber has 

called on the Government to review apprenticeships policy, 

to ensure that the levy paid by North East businesses can be 

spent on training in the region, and that the system is as easy 

as possible for small businesses to navigate. It is vital that the 

Government gets this right.
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The introduction of the Sex 
Disqualification (Removal) Act 
1919 came after the Law Society 
refused to allow four women to sit 
its examinations in 1913. They took 

their case to the courts where the judge, Mr Justice 
Joyce, ruled that women were not ‘persons’ within 
the meaning of the Solicitors Act of 1843. It was 
not until 1919, when the Sex Disqualification Act 
was passed, that women were allowed to practice 
law.

Interestingly, when I was appointed to the role 
of managing partner of GBLF in 2013, I found 
myself the subject of much media interest, because 
I was only one of two female managing partners in 
the North East legal scene at that time.

From an early age, I was determined to work 
within the legal industry, but found it extremely 
difficult to break into the profession. I believe 
this was because I had no family or personal 
connections in the law to help me get a foot in the 
door. After almost a year of unsuccessful training 
contract applications, I chose the paralegal route. 
In my eyes, this allowed me to put my degree 
to use and gain knowledge, experience and 
confidence. Once those skills had been developed, 
I was able to successfully apply for a trainee 
solicitor position. 

I qualified as a solicitor 15 years ago and the 
profession was definitely more weighted on the 
male side back then. I cannot say that I feel being 
female has particularly held me back in any way 
– my philosophy has always been that to prove 

myself I needed to show hard work, commitment 
and dedication. I must also give some credit to 
Gordon Brown, the founder of our firm, who has 
encouraged me every step of the way to get to the 
top. 

I believe entering the profession being male or 
female is just as difficult as ever. One of the best 
things about being a managing partner is that I 
can ensure that our firm adopts a fair and equal 
approach to recruitment of trainee solicitors, 
where background and connections aren’t taken 
into consideration. People are purely judged on 
merit.

ADVERTISING FEATURE  
Gordon Brown Law Firm LLP – Law

Next year marks the centenary 
of the change in the law which 
paved the way for women to 
become lawyers for the first time 
in England and Wales. As one of 
the region’s few female managing 
partners, Gordon Brown Law Firm 
LLP’s Kathryn Taylor shares her 
personal experience and thoughts 
on women in the industry today

WOMEN IN LAW: 
KATHRYN TAYLOR

GORDON BROWN LAW 
FIRM LLP
With offices located in Newcastle 

and Chester-Le-Street, GBLF 

offers a range of legal services 

across all areas of family, 

residential conveyancing, wills 

and probate, dispute resolution, 

corporate and commercial law. 

0191 388 1778 

info@gblf.co.uk

www.gblf.co.uk
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COVER STORY  
Arwen Duddington

In just four years, ZeroLight – originally a division of Tyneside-based 
Eutechnyx – has conquered the global automotive visualisation 

market by drawing on its racing video games heritage. Here COO, 
Arwen Duddington, reveals how the company is nurturing its world-

leading team, while also inspiring the next generation 

LEADING LIGHT 

A
rwen Duddington enjoyed an idyllic village 
upbringing in the Midlands and, after 
completing her studies, travelled the world 
spending extended periods living in Australia 
and Japan. 

On her return to the UK, she set about building 
a career in operations. 

Arwen initially joined the Hilton Group in its 
London-based international sales department 
before moving to Virgin Projects in 1998. Part 
of the Virgin Group, the entrepreneurial values 
instilled by its free-spirited owner chimed with the 
adventurous Arwen. 

“Virgin Projects sat under Virgin Management 
and you could be working on a print procurement 
initiative one day, and arranging a staff party at 
Richard’s [Branson] house on another. 

“Despite its size, the group at that time still had 
a start-up mentality and could be agile and quick 
thinking. You felt anything was possible and I 
really liked that.”

Arwen relocated to Newcastle in 2004 and 
started to search for an operations role at an 
organisation with a similar ethos to Virgin Group.  
She applied for a position at Eutechnyx, which had 
gained international recognition for its racing and 
driving video games.
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Arwen became head of operations and was 
tasked with setting up a talent development team. 

“At the time, it was difficult to attract software 
developers to the North East and so we set up a 
graduate academy with the local universities to 
create our own talent pool,” she reveals.

In 2012, Eutechnyx received a phone call 
from IBM asking whether it could assist with an 
automotive project. 

Arwen explains more: “Jaguar Land Rover 
wanted a digital version of its latest car for the 
Paris Motor Show and, because of our specialism 
in creating photo realistic visualisations of car 
models, we were asked if we could deliver it. 

 “Our team place a great deal of emphasis 
on innovation and saw the potential of using 
our tech for a new purpose so we jumped at 
the opportunity. The success of the project led 
Eutechnyx to set up a separate division to explore 
the potential of delivering similar visualisations to 

motor companies. It was named ZeroLight. 
Within four short years, ZeroLight’s state-of-

the-art digital configurators, 3D models and VR/
AR experiences – using proprietary software 
created from 20 years of specialist automotive 
experience – have been used by Audi, Porsche, 
Nissan, BMW, Toyota and Volkswagen, among 
others. The company has also won plaudits and 
countless awards around the world. 

As chief operations officer of ZeroLight, Arwen 
is responsible for all the non-technical elements 
of the international business including building a 
brilliant team of software developers, technicians, 
engineers and support staff. 

With ZeroLight’s values of ‘innovation, 
collaboration, focus and quality’, Arwen’s key 
responsibility is to create the right environment 
for its 96-strong team (80 of whom are based on 
Tyneside with satellite offices based in China, 
Germany and the US) to develop their pioneering 
ideas in a creative and supportive environment.

She, and ZeroLight, achieve this in several ways. 
Firstly, the company employs a multi-

disciplinary staff development programme –ZL 
Talent – comprising bi-annual reviews, in-house 
mentoring and training, as well as opportunities 
to attend conferences and trade shows around the 
world. 

Considerable attention is also paid to 
#LifeAtZeroLight, with team members benefiting 
from flexible working, social events, sports clubs, 
free food and drink and varied CSR activities. 

The physical environment has proved an 
essential element in the development of the 
international company too.

Two years ago, ZeroLight moved from its base 
in Gateshead to Live Works – a stunning building 
developed by Live Theatre, which is located in the 
heart of Newcastle’s thriving Quayside. 

The highlight of the building is undoubtedly 
the top floor space with its spectacular views of 
the Tyne, bridges and Sage Gateshead and when 
Arwen first visited Live Works – which at that 
point was still a building site – she immediately 
knew what she wanted to do with the space. 

Instead of earmarking it for senior management 
offices, it has become a fabulous communal 
space – known as The Terrace – complete with a 
fully stocked kitchen offering a range of snacks, 
pool and table tennis tables, board games, a flat 
screen television showing music videos and comfy 
seating.

COVER STORY  
Arwen Duddington
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“At the time, it was 
difficult to attract software 

developers to the North 
East and so we set up a 

graduate academy with the 
local universities to create 

our own talent pool.”

ARWEN DUDDINGTON
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Arwen adds: “When we moved into Live Works, 
it was absolutely key that we created something 
that reflected our values as a company. “So not 
only is the building beautiful, there are a number 
of break out areas – including the Terrace – where 
people can collaborate and have the freedom to 
innovate.”

By accommodating Live Works – and proudly 
adorning its exterior with its branding for every 
passer-by to see, ZeroLight is making an important 
statement, as Arwen explains:

“All our clients are international and our 
partners are from Silicon Valley, so we could 
operate anywhere. We chose to base our 
headquarters in Newcastle because it’s part of our 
heritage. 

“We also recognise the city has a thriving tech 
and digital scene and we want to be a visible part 
of that ecosystem and the local community – 
whether that’s through knowledge sharing, skills 
sharing, talent development, or simply by hosting 
events in our office space.” 

Arwen also sits on the boards of Creative 
Fuse, the research project exploring the social, 
economic and innovation value of the creative, 
digital and IT sector in the North East, and 
business improvement district company NE1, to 
further help promote and develop the North East’s 
benefits.

Meanwhile, Arwen is rightly proud of the 
ZeroLight team, describing them as “world 
leaders in their field” and reveals that members 
are regularly asked to speak at tech conferences 
around the world. 

The COO is also unapologetic about the 
company’s strategy to recruit “the best of the best” 
– regardless of gender, background or location. 

Arwen does, however, admit that Brexit is 
already causing an impact on recruitment with 
ZeroLight – like many other UK tech companies 
– experiencing a noticeable drop in European 
applications.

To ensure a pipeline of talent continues to 
be nurtured in the North East, ZeroLight is 
maintaining close relations with the region’s 
universities through its academy. It’s a tried-
and-tested strategy, as Arwen reveals that 70 per 
cent of ZeroLight’s tech directors, including its 
chief technical officer, was part of the academy’s 
graduate programme. 

The ambitious company is also mindful of 
encouraging more females into the tech industry 
and is currently working with local schools and 
colleges to promote opportunities in the tech 
sector and encourage both boys and girls to aspire 
to be the ‘best of the best’ in STEM related careers.

“We host cohorts of girls who get to come to 
our office and use our technology so that they can 
learn what opportunities are out there for them,” 
Arwen reveals.

ZeroLight’s COO also sees it as particularly 
encouraging that a number of major global 
tech firms are now led by women – citing both 
Sheryl Sandberg (Facebook) and Susan Wojcicki 
(YouTube).

“Perhaps the perception has been that tech is 
a man’s world but we are now seeing amazing 
women who are leaders in their fields,” says 
Arwen, adding “encouraging more females into 
the sector is a big piece of work though, and it’s 
one that everyone must be involved with to help 
change the perception.”

ZEROLIGHT
www.zerolight.com
@ZeroLight
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TusPark Newcastle has partnered with 
Newcastle-based Sintons, with the 
law firm being selected as a specialist 
organisation that can help support 
the progress and development of its 

tenants, all of whom are tech businesses with high-
growth potential. 

Sintons joins a number of global brands in being 
a partner of TusPark Newcastle, which was set up 
late last year in Newcastle and has already invested 
tens of thousands of pounds in North East tech 
businesses. 

TusPark Newcastle, an ultra-modern co-
working space on Newcastle’s Grainger Street, is 
the first facility of its kind to be established by Tus 
Holdings in the UK. 

Tus – an abbreviation of Tsinghua University 
Science Park – has nearly 200 worldwide presences 
and is the largest incubator network in China. 

The facility in Newcastle, while only operational 
for a matter of months, has already become a 
highly respected name in the region’s tech and 
wider business community, and Barclays recently 
announced it will be partnering with TusPark 
Newcastle to create its Eagle Lab business 
accelerator scheme there in the near future. 

Sintons has been chosen as a partner in 
recognition of its tech specialism and knowledge 
and capability in the wider commercial field, 
which enable it to advise businesses on a full range 
of issues at all stages of their development, from 
concept stage to launch, through to growth and 
expansion. 

Colin Tan, head of TusPark Newcastle, says: 
“TusPark Newcastle speeds up the expansion 
of startups and businesses in the North East 
into China by connecting them to the largest 
innovation network in China, present in every 
major city. 

“We are excited by the possibility of Sintons, 
with their expertise in commercial, corporate and 
intellectual property law, helping our startups. 
Together we will jointly run talks and programmes 

to make Newcastle and the North East of England 
a great place to build and grow your company.” 

Lucy Cook, a well-known specialist tech 
lawyer and senior associate at Sintons, alongside 
corporate solicitor Luke Philpott, are leading the 
law firm’s relationship with TusPark Newcastle. 

Both are highly respected lawyers in the tech 
and wider business community, with Luke recently 
moving to the North East from a leading business 
law firm in Manchester. 

Lucy says: “Tus Holdings has been in existence 
for many years in China and has become a highly 
successful business park operator. The fact that 
an organisation of that magnitude has chosen 
Newcastle as the site of its first business space 
outside of its native country is a huge endorsement 
of the work we are doing here in the tech sector, 
and confirmation we truly are making waves 
internationally. The investment they have already 
made in Newcastle is of huge benefit to the tech 
sector and wider North East economy. 

“We are delighted to have built a relationship 
with Colin and the team, which has resulted 
in us being named as a partner of TusPark 
Newcastle. As a full service firm with one of the 
most experienced and capable corporate and 
commercial teams in the North of England, we 
are able to offer the full spectrum of services to 
businesses at all stages of development, and our 
tech specialism gives us the edge that most of our 
rivals cannot compete with. We look forward to 
supporting TusPark Newcastle and its tenants as 
they continue to grow and thrive.” 

ADVERTISING FEATURE  
Sintons – Law

A fast-growing tech business park in Newcastle has announced law firm Sintons as one of its 
partners, alongside an array of major global businesses

TUSPARK JOINS FORCES 
WITH SINTONS

SINTONS
Photos: Colin Tan and Luke 

Philpott (top) and Lucy Cook 

(above)

www.sintons.co.uk
@SintonsLaw
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According to the Global Leasing 
Report, the UK is Europe’s 
biggest leasing market – worth a 
staggering £62bn a year – having 
grown by 9 per cent in 2017. 

When we think of the types of assets businesses 
lease, we are all too familiar with cars, commercial 
vehicles and manufacturing equipment, but we are 
seeing more and more businesses starting to lease 
their technology equipment. 

In today’s digital economy, every business 
must invest in the appropriate technology at the 
right time to keep their business moving in the 
right direction and ideally use these technology 
platforms they’re investing in as an enabler to 
compete in the highly competitive markets they 
operate in. 

Whether this involves investing in additional 
technology as part of a growth strategy, such 
as handheld devices to ensure a workforce 

can access core data and business applications 
anytime, anyplace, anywhere, or implementing a 
more robust cyber security solution to improve 
data security - those that don’t invest, or delay 
investment due to budgets, can find themselves 
left behind by their competitors and severely put 
their business’ reputational risk on the line through 
increasing the chance of a cyber breach.   

Is leasing really the more affordable option? 
Many businesses see the primary cost of 
technology as the up-front purchase of equipment, 
but often the hidden costs are for ongoing support 
and maintenance. 

There is evidence to suggest the year-on-year 
costs of support and maintenance over the life of 
the technology can often be more than two or three 
times the original technology investment price. 

Leasing can be the more cost effective option 
because you don’t need to fund the full cost of the 

ADVERTISING FEATURE  
Close Brothers Technology Services  – Tech

Craig Smith, relationship director, North East of England, at Close Brothers 
Technology Services, explores what is means to lease IT equipment and 
why it could be the best option for your business

CUTTING EDGE TECHNOLOGY, 
LOWER COSTS AND A HAPPY CFO – 
SOUNDS GOOD, DOESN’T IT?

CLOSE BROTHERS 
TECHNOLOGY SERVICES
To find out more about Close 

Brothers Technology Services 

contact Craig on:

07711 191346

craig.r.smith@closebrothers.com

www.closebrotherstechnology.
co.uk
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technology, and by refreshing it more regularly you 
can see a significant reduction in the total cost of 
ownership. 

At Close Brothers Technology Services, we 
understand the future value of all our customers’ 
technology, enabling us to invest what we call a 
residual value, which we subtract from the cost 
of the technology. This means that you don’t fund 
100 per cent of the cost of the equipment, helping 
to decrease payments significantly, reducing your 
total cost of ownership by anywhere up to 30 per 
cent. 

Reducing and delaying your VAT payment
There could be some VAT advantages with a 
business only paying the VAT on the lease rentals, 
for example, over a three-year period, rather than 
up-front in one go. For those businesses that 
are unable to reclaim all their VAT on expenses, 
both the deferment of the VAT over the term 

of the finance agreement and reduction due to 
our residual value investment can represent a 
considerable saving. We do, however, recommend 
that businesses should seek their own independent 
tax advice.

All this can really have an impact when a 
business is investing in a wide range of technology 
for their employees, such as desktops, thin clients, 
smart phones and tablets through to servers, 
storage and networking, along with any associated 
software and transformation services. 

We work with businesses on regular technology 
refreshes and not being tied to any technology 
vendor means we can help you select the right 
technology for your business and the business 
outcomes that are driving your business’ 
technology strategy, which may be across various 
manufacturers and product platforms. 

Cost savings, flexibility and the latest technology 
in your business...what’s not to like?

THE POTENTIAL 
BENEFITS

Reduced costs
•  Cash-flow boost through 

reduced rentals and low 
capital outlay  

•  VAT paid on lease rentals 
only 

•  Delayed VAT payments 
for businesses that have a 
significant disallowance of 
VAT 

• Lower maintenance costs
•  Payments linked to the 

usable life of the technology 
– certainty of budgeting  

Reduce (not eliminate) the 
risk of a cyber breach
•  Cyber criminals target the 

weakest link; more up-to-
date equipment with better 
supported security patches

•  Optional inclusion of data 
erasure software in lease 
contract

Regular refreshes of 
technology
•  Increased business 

productivity through faster 
processing speeds 

•  Happier workforce with 
newer and better equipment 

•  Longer battery lifetimes for 
mobile employees 

Remove the technology 
ownership burden and 
disposal headache 
•  Safe disposal of your 

technology equipment 
•  Equipment collection 

service with our world-
leading recovery services 
partner 

•  Choice of options such as 
destruction, wipe, remarket 
and reuse

• WEEE compliant disposal 
•  Certified data wiping to UK 

and European Government 
standards 

•  On or off-site data removal 
security

•  In-life data erasure service 
for reallocation of employee 
equipment
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BUILT 
ENVIRONMENT

At Womble Bond Dickinson, 
we know that manufacturing 
businesses are incredibly 
important to the UK economy – 
and society, as a whole – acting 

as large employers and accounting for 45 per cent 
of all UK exports. We were therefore delighted 
to have collaborated with EEF on a compelling 
study, which confirms that the UK public backs 
manufacturing too.

As a firm, we are truly embedded in the 
manufacturing sector and we wanted to 
understand the perceptions around UK 
manufacturing. We decided to work with EEF 
to ask the general public about their views 
on the sector. This is particularly important 
for an industry that has been the victim of 
misconceptions and clichés. 

The findings are very encouraging, if not slightly 
surprising. Despite the UK’s economy being 
largely dependent on the service sector, the results 
show that the public understands and appreciates 
how important manufacturing is. The public also 
recognises manufacturing as an innovative sector 
that is pivotal to helping tackle some of our greatest 
challenges that lie ahead, through an investment in 
research and development and the introduction of 
new technologies.

Back in November 2017, the Government 
revealed the UK’s Industrial Strategy with the aim 
to boost productivity, create jobs and embrace new 
technology to allow the UK to meet four ‘grand 
challenges’: 
•  Putting the UK at the forefront of the AI and data 

revolution
•  Harnessing the power of innovation to meet the 

needs of an ageing society
•  Maximising the advantages for UK industry from 

the global shift to clean growth 
•   Becoming a world leader in shaping the future of 

mobility
The survey results reflect a high level of 

confidence in the sector. Manufacturing has an 
important role to play when it comes to these 
‘Grand Challenges’, with 70 per cent of respondents 

agreeing that the UK can’t tackle these future 
challenges without a strong manufacturing sector. 

The report also shows that the myth of 
manufacturing being old-fashioned, grimy and 
unsafe has fortunately been dispelled. Instead, 
survey respondents believe that manufacturing 
is performing positively in comparison to other 
sectors when it comes to providing a clean and safe 
working environment, developing new products 
and using new technology. 

Manufacturing is also working hard to attract 
more women to the profession, with a range 
of initiatives being put in place to encourage 
the recruitment and retention of women into 
manufacturing jobs. 

However, the report confirms some of the 
common misconceptions that the industry still 
faces. Many people believe those working in 
manufacturing suffer from low pay, with only 17 
per cent actually realising that the average earnings 
in manufacturing exceed average earnings in 
services and the wider economy. 

Most surprisingly of all, the survey respondents 
massively underestimated the UK manufacturing 
sector’s output, estimating that the UK ranks 56th 
in the world when it comes to value of output. In 
fact, the most recent data puts the UK in ninth 
place globally for output. 

There are more challenges on the horizon for 
manufacturers to overcome. Brexit continues 
to edge closer with questions around trade and 
the movement of goods outstanding. There is 
also the ongoing skills shortage that remains to 
be addressed. Manufacturing, however, has the 
public backing and 78 per cent of respondents feel 
the Government should place more value on the 
sector.

Manufacturing provides enormous value to the 
UK economy. It is encouraging that the public’s 
perception acknowledges this, with widespread 
confidence in the manufacturing industry’s ability 
to solve many of the UK’s challenges. Our clients 
are proof of this – embracing technologies to 
enhance their productivity and compete on a 
global scale.

ADVERTISING FEATURE 
Womble Bond Dickinson – Law

...says Peter Snaith, partner and head of manufacturing at Womble Bond Dickinson 

MANUFACTURING IS 
PARAMOUNT TO UK GROWTH

WOMBLE BOND 
DICKINSON 
www.womblebonddickinson.
com/uk
@WBD_UK

i
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North East Times’ success in covering the commercial property sector has prompted us to widen our scope to the Built 
Environment. Just as we will continue to focus on news and views in the important commercial property sector, we have extended 

our interest into every aspect of the construction environment. We will seek to engage with the many disciplines involved and 
highlight the issues impacting them. Above all, we will promote the excellence that exists in the North East and deliver where we 

can the inside stories from within the complex world of the Built Environment

BUILT 
ENVIRONMENT
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BUILT ENVIRONMENT - NEWS

WEARSIDE

Work starts on IAMP site  
                                             
Preparatory work has started on phase one of the International 
Advanced Manufacturing Park (IAMP), close to Sunderland’s 
Nissan plant.

The IAMP is being built on a 150-hectare area of land. Phase 
one will see 50 hectares transformed with phase two expected 
to follow soon after. Over the next ten to 15 years, the park 
will support more than £400m of private sector investment, 
creating over 7000 jobs.  Councillor Graeme Miller, Leader of 
Sunderland City Council, said: “IAMP is one of the most significant 
developments that the region has seen in decades and will play a 
crucial role in rebalancing the North East economy.  
“The vision and hard work of South Tyneside and Sunderland 
Councils to secure a deal that will bring huge economic benefits 

will soon bear fruit, and it’s fantastic to take such a major step 
forward.”
David Land, North East Local Enterprise Partnership board 
member, said: “Advanced manufacturing is one of the strongest-
performing sectors in the North East, which is why growing 
this important area of industry sits at the heart of our Strategic 
Economic Plan.”

TEESSIDE

Middlesbrough’s Albert Road 
to be transformed                                                  
A rundown area of Middlesbrough is being brought back to life by 
local regeneration specialist Jomast and Middlesbrough Council. 
Albert Road, which is a main thoroughfare in the town, runs from 
Middlesbrough railway station to Centre Square and Teesside 
University. The once-bustling commercial district is now benefiting 
from significant regeneration to reinvigorate the area into a vibrant 
new business community, known as Albert North.

Mark Hill, commercial property director at Jomast, said: 
“Our aim is to bring together passionate people and inspiring 
businesses into one exciting business community.” 

TYNESIDE

Plans submitted for residential 
scheme in Newcastle city 
centre                                               
Plans to build a private rented sector residential scheme featuring 
179 apartments have been submitted to the city council.

The detailed proposals were lodged by St James Boulevard 
Developments for a site to the south of Heber Street.  

Ryder Architecture was commissioned to design a development 
tailored to providing high-quality purpose-built residential 
accommodation for working professionals in this desirable, 
accessible city centre location.  The development comprises a 
mix of studios, as well as one, two and three bed apartments. 
The building will rise to 13 storeys and includes concierge 

accommodation on the ground floor fronting Heber Street. Two 
external courtyards and a roof terrace provide external space for 
residents. 

IN ASSOCIATION WITH:
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Building a career as 
a female architect

As with most professional services, architecture 
often sees an equal female-to-male numbers 
enter the profession, but fewer women achieving 
management and board level positions. 

Laura Ruxton, who became a director of 
Dunwoodie Architects in 2017, recognises this 
as an ongoing issue facing women who are 
ambitious to achieve senior positions in the 
profession.

Born in Colombia and graduating in 
Architecture from Medellin UPB University, Laura 
subsequently moved to Switzerland to carry out 
further studies in architecture, deepening her 
understanding of the construction methods used 
in Europe.

“I worked in Switzerland in a small rural 
practice and even then I was very surprised at 
the secondary role female architects played in 
the running of a practice,” she says. “The only 
qualified architect was one of the two directors, 
the other being a senior technician. He had the 
ego of a frustrated Le Corbusier and didn’t let his 
fellow director go to meetings without him. It was 
indicative of the practice’s approach to women, 
that he used to send me to do his food shopping 
during my lunch break.”

Following the completion of her Masters in 
Business Management, and having met and 
married her ‘Geordie’ partner, Laura moved to 
Newcastle and started working for Dunwoodie 
Architects.

“I was very disillusioned about the architecture 
profession when I moved to the UK, and I was 
even considering a change of career,” Laura 
reveals. “I was therefore pleasantly surprised 
when I started to work at Dunwoodie with the 
inclusive and respectful attitude of the directors 
and my fellow co-workers.  

“This approach has allowed me to expand 
my reach, and further develop my interest and 

expertise in the healthcare sector. There were 
no barriers to stop me from achieving my full 
potential, and this has helped move both the 
business and my career forwards.”

Laura attributes Dunwoodie Architects’ 
ongoing achievements with the positive and 
inclusive nature of the practice.  

“Since I became a director, I have been able 
to build on the practice’s successes, developing 
what we do at Dunwoodie and how we do 
it.”  Laura continues: “We have built on our 
expertise in healthcare, adding additional sector 
experience, and we have done this by employing 
the best people, irrespective of gender. By 
nurturing and developing our talent in the 
business, we are able to expand the service we 
provide to our growing client base.”

The practice’s approach is evident in the often 
sensitive work Dunwoodie Architects does within 
the healthcare sector. 

Laura explains: “A well-considered and 
planned healthcare project can become part 
of the care to patients, offering spaces for 
self-awareness, reflection, distraction and social 
interaction, during the different stages of a 
patient’s treatment and care. This allows them 
to heal and recover in their own time, not only 
physically but also mentally.

“With the current trend and awareness 
about mental health, it is becoming increasingly 
important for healthcare buildings to provide 
an environment that allows for a more 
comprehensive and inclusive route to patient 
care.”

Moving forwards in her directorship role, Laura 
is keen to further develop the nature of the work 
her practice undertakes in people-centric spaces, 
and to continue being a vocal and supportive 
advocate in helping more female architects move 
into senior positions within the profession.

After a bad experience at an architecture firm in Switzerland, Laura Ruxton almost left the profession but instead decided to join 
Newcastle-based Dunwoodie Architects, where she has since thrived in the welcoming and inclusive environment. Here, she 
reflects on her journey

ADVERTISING FEATURE - DUNWOODIE ARCHITECTS – BUILT ENVIRONMENT

Dunwoodie Architects

Photo: Laura Ruxton

www.dunwoodiearchitects.co.uk
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Putting our best 
foot forward

I have twice covered MIPIM as a journalist. If 
there is one event that brings the great and 
good of the property sector together it’s this 
one. 

This is a highly-competitive event that has 
architects and planners rubbing shoulders with 
associations and academics, with developers, 
investors and financial institutions, corporate 
end-users and, amongst others, local and 
public authorities.

There are just two days of exhibitions 
and conferences to focus on the issues and 
opportunities facing the market and to, bluntly, 
do a good sales job for regions such as the 
North East to a UK-wide and international 
audience.

Invest North East England (INEE) is the 
promotional vehicle for the region, competing 
with other UK cities and regions across the UK 
but also on a global basis.

So if intrigued by the region’s ‘offer’ what 
are the next steps? This is how INEE can help 
incoming businesses.

Firstly INEE’s website has a dedicated 
page for development opportunities https://
investnortheastengland.co.uk/development-
opportunities/ 

There is a property search database 
https://property.investnortheastengland.
co.uk/. This has nearly 400 available premises 
and 83 strategic employment sites prime 
for development. It is updated monthly with 
input from more than 40 property agents and 
developers. 

INEE has an experienced team who can 

discuss development opportunities and can 
also support Inward Investors – that is end 
users of property – with advice on availability of 
land and property and relevant costs.

INEE can supply information and statistics on 
the local economy, demographics, infrastructure 
and the labour market. It can also organise 
visits to the region and meetings with key 
stakeholders and assist with introductions 
to supply chain knowledge networks and 
technological expertise.

It can advise on access to finance and 
give guidance on the availability of financial 
assistance and grants, plus help with 
Human Resources support, including wage 
comparisons, training, recruitment and local 
market information.

Further INEE can support key employees and 
their families moving to the area.

So what are INEE’s key messages? The 
region offers a compelling set of opportunities 
– it is, after all, the English region with the 
greatest capacity for growth, boasting a wealth 
of natural assets and resources, available 
development sites, a skilled workforce and a 
quality of life envied across the rest of the UK. 

The North East will play a key role in the 
Government’s Northern Powerhouse. With 
impressive prime development land, the region 
is bursting with untapped potential. 

The North East’s seven local authority areas, 
each with its own distinct offer for the market, 
are showcasing the wide range of opportunities 
available – and those included in this guide are 
but a selection of what the North East has to 

If the annual MIPIM show is foreign to you then it’s for a very good reason, writes Chris Dobson, as ‘MIPIM’ is the acronym for 
Le marché international des professionnels de l’immobilier, the international trade fair for property professionals that has its roots 
in Cannes, France. It’s shortly to have its fourth London Show at Olympia on October 17-18

COMMENT - CHRIS DOBSON
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offer. From prime sites suited to commercial 
offices, to manufacturing and warehousing, 
retail and leisure developments and residential 
space, the North East has it all. 

Guy Currey, director, Invest North East 
England, says: “For businesses looking to 
relocate or open an office in a new area, 
lifestyle factors can be as important as the 
infrastructure. A location may be well-suited to 
trade or access to finance, but can it offer staff 
a good quality of life?

“Here in the UK, we’re home to some of 
the most exciting destinations in Europe, and 
indeed the world. People flock here because 
of our reputation as a culturally-rich, diverse 
country with something to offer everyone.

“Not only does the North East have one the 
UK’s fastest-growing economies, it’s also home 
to castles, coastlines, great art and culture, 
Michelin-starred restaurants and a bustling 
evening economy. All these factors combined 
make it such a unique and exciting place to live 
and work.

“When I’m talking to businesses about 
investing in North East England, I spend a lot of 
my time talking about the unrivalled quality of 
life; it’s one of our unique selling points.

“IT and digital companies are particularly 
interested in what our thriving cities have to 
offer and I’m glad to report they are never 
disappointed. Similarly, the health and life 
sciences sectors are impressed with our five 
universities, which attract and develop some of 
the brightest minds in the UK.”

The region offers a compelling set of 
opportunities for developers, investors and 
end-users alike. 

The area boasts one of the fastest-growing 
knowledge economies in the UK, and builds 
on its strong industrial heritage, as home 
to major manufacturers including the most 
productive car plant in Europe, Nissan Motor 
Manufacturing UK, and major international 
supply chain companies. 

The North East is a well-established hub 
for offshore energy, supported by four ports, 
positioned down the region’s North Sea 
coastline. Pharmaceuticals and life sciences are 
also growing sectors, supported by the area’s 
cutting-edge universities, including Durham and 

Newcastle. 
The area has a thriving financial, professional 

and business services sector, and is home to 
a number of big name businesses. From BT 
to Barclays and Virgin Money to Tesco Bank, 
the North East offers a unique combination of 
skilled, flexible, ideally-located development 
sites and excellent connectivity. Public-
private sector collaboration helps projects 
to progress at pace too, meaning the North 
East will continue to be an area of choice for 
investors looking for attractive development 
opportunities.

I have studied many European destinations 
and even those that compete with London are 
not shy in what they say about themselves. 
Take the Frankfurt /Rhein-Main region, where 
the intention is to become a leading European 
metropolitan region by the year 2020. 

To do this they say we will have to assert 
ourselves in the international competition 
between regions. One prerequisite for this 
process is that everyone involved in the 
region coordinates their efforts, because 
communication and the exchange of 
information form the basis of success.

As an example of regional coordination, 
the INEE stand at MIPIN will be supported 
by Bradley Hall, Siglion, Highbridge, Lambert 
Smith Hampton, Hanro, Naylors, Newcastle 
International Airport, Quorum Business Park 
and Ryder Architecture, together with the 
region’s seven local authorities. 

Best foot forward indeed.
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People architecture

GT3 Architects is determinedly people-focused. 
We position people, not buildings, at the heart of 
our projects, working to ensure that the spaces 
we create are not just beautiful, but that they 
deliver real, enduring value to the people who 
use and operate them long into the future. It’s 
an approach to engagement and thoughtful 
creativity that we like to call ‘People Architecture’.

We are advocates of early engagement 
to fully understand and develop our clients’ 
brief, ensuring that all community aspects are 
considered. Diligent follow-up to evaluate project 
outcomes helps us to ensure the very best 
results for our clients. We not only bring our 
experience to our projects, but also the lessons 
we have learnt and the knowledge of how we 
can add value to deliver successful outcomes. 
People Architecture drives GT3 Architects’ strong 
company culture. It manifests in how we engage 

our clients and communities, the transparency 
that we foster throughout our projects and 
the opportunities that we provide for our staff. 
While our culture is most important because it 
represents us as individuals and leads to success 
for our clients, it has undoubtedly brought other 
benefits too. We have a higher than industry 
average ratio of female to male Architects 
(1:1) and the performance of our architects is 
significant when compared to statistics published 
in the AJ100.

We have developed a reputation for our 
creativity and innovation, supported by a proven 
track record of translating bold concepts into 
elegant technical details and successful project 
delivery. 

Most of our projects are commissioned by 
repeat clients and/or won in competition, which 
reflects both our commitment to ongoing client 
service and design creativity. 

It is an approach that has led to continued 
growth for the company, helping us on our way 
to become a Top 100 UK Practice and more 
importantly, a Top 100 place to work.

GT3 Architects is a growing, award-winning and ambitious business, with a drive to redefine architectural practice. From studios 
in Newcastle and Nottingham, GT3 Architects champions an inclusive, sustainable and engaging way of doing business

ADVERTISING FEATURE - GT3 ARCHITECTS – BUILT ENVIRONMENT

GT3 ARCHITECTS

GT3 Architects delivers projects 

throughout the UK from our studios 

in Newcastle and Nottingham. We 

demonstrate particular expertise in 

sports and leisure, masterplanning 

and workplace design, but we’ve also 

earned recognition for our innovative 

and sustainable projects in a range 

of sectors including education, civic, 

retail and residential.

www.gt3architects.com
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Defining your own success

The gender pay gap continues to be a hot topic 
in business. ONS statistics show that there’s 
a 9.1 per cent difference between male and 
female pay while Government figures reveal that 
,within the North East, three-quarters of men 
are being paid more than women. 

It is clear, therefore, that there is progress to 
be made in closing the gender pay gap in some 
sectors, but we cannot disregard the fantastic 
and proactive business support network that 
exists in the North East. 

Historically, in the land and property sector, 
the senior employment landscape has largely 
been dominated by men, and sadly this is still 
the case in many businesses. As a leading 
consultancy in the North East, George F. 
White provides opportunities across all of 
our business and service roles based on 
a transparent and fair career matrix, this is 
testament to how far we have come as a 
business and the significance of change; 
showcasing the value and respect we give each 
and every one of our employees. 

In 2017, we welcomed Julie Hunter as the 
first female partner, while supporting graduates 
and those taking the first steps into their career. 
More recently, I became our first female equity 
partner. 

I joined George F. White in 2014 as head of 
communications and, within six months, was 
invited to join the board. Over the past four 
years, I have successfully rebranded George 
F. White, played an instrumental role in the first 
change of managing partner in 25 years, and 
instructed a full strategic review of the business.

I personally have never felt that I have been 
disadvantaged in business for being a woman, 
however, I have experienced perceptions 
towards me, whether that be age or gender. 
The biggest perception, for me, is that as soon 

as you start a family, your career is over – this is 
simply not true. I started my own family within 
my first year as operations director and have 
since been invited to become an equity partner. 

I truly believe that you define your own 
success; if you have a strong skill set and 
ambition then it is all about finding the 
opportunity or business that will support your 
development and growth. We should be very 
proud of the support network that exists for 
both business women and men in the region; 
it is right that we actively encourage and 
champion one another.

At George F. White, we concentrate on 
engaging with young talent, ensuring that we 
develop the next generation of our team, both 
male and female, to be the best they can be. 
I must stress how important it is to nurture 
young talent in the region; if there are no 
opportunities, inevitably young people are going 
to leave the North East to pursue their careers 
elsewhere.

We all know that being successful in 
business is not easy and there will be stumbling 
blocks along the way, however, your success 
is largely dependent on the lessons that you 
take from the mistakes you make. This is some 
of the best advice I’ve been given; it is critically 
important that we share our knowledge with our 
young talent, we have made a huge amount 
of progress in developing the North East as a 
business hub, and I see equality, engagement 
and mentorship as the next step for the region.

The business landscape is forever changing, 
becoming increasingly competitive and chaotic 
both at the same time. This presents a great 
opportunity to push forward the mutual 
business desire, cross-sector, to create level 
playing field and equality for all to succeed, 
irrespective of age, class or gender.

Sally Hart, who was recently appointed George F. White’s first female equity partner, reflects on her career journey at the land, 
business and property group

ADVERTISING FEATURE - GEORGE F. WHITE – BUILT ENVIRONMENT

George F. White

www.georgefwhite.co.uk

@GeorgeFWhite
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Viewpoint

Acritas intrigues me because of your 
international success as a market research 
company. Just how have you achieved this?
I think it’s about being bold, committed and 
willing to invest in time and effort to develop 
the business. I have done this throughout the 

growth of Acritas. To this end, I have one day a 
week in London, I travel to the US about eight 
times a year and, throughout, I have a hands-on 
management style supported by an excellent 
team.

What is the structure of the company in 
terms of the sectors it follows?
We have a staff of 50 in the Newcastle office, 
four in London and two in New York. Both 
London and New York offices are headed up 
by Newcastle people. Being headquartered in 
Newcastle gives us access to two universities, 
which are a brilliant source of linguists. Law and 
commercial property are key sectors and there 
is synergy between them and other professional 
services. We are very comfortable with our 
Newcastle address, which in no way reflects 
negatively on the business.

Aren’t you just heavily focused on the legal 
sector?
Certainly from the beginning that was our 
focus and today commercial lawyers are a 
predominant share of the business. We have 
some high-value relationships which currently 
generate 80 per cent of our revenue. But we also 
have strengths in commercial property surveyors 
in the UK and Europe.

I see you single out ‘property’ as one of 
your sectors. Is this just a focus on property 
law specialists or do you follow the property 
sector as in chartered surveyors?
It’s the major firms of surveyors where property 
models are similar to those found in the legal 
sector. We seek out challenges to assess 
positive or negative impacts on a business. 
Clearly Brexit is a main one just now. We 

Chris Dobson talks with Lisa Hart Shepherd, chief executive officer of Newcastle-headquartered Acritas Research, a company 
that has developed a global reputation for niche market research across sectors such as commercial property and law

INTERVIEW - LISA HART SHEPHERD
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certainly have growth plans for the property 
sector with innovation and technology to the 
fore. We are also engaged with the Big Four 
accountants who are moving into the property 
and legal sectors. 

I see you offer a data package relating to 
the future of the property market. Are you 
being particularly brave given the many 
unknowns facing the sector through the 
twists and turns of Brexit?
When we introduced our Sharplegal programme 
about ten years ago, we presented a new, 
original and unique approach to measuring and 
tracking brand performance and market trends 
in the legal sector. 

Something similar will apply to the property 
sector. We celebrate being data savvy, bringing 
an integrity and energy to projects that we 
believe will not be found anywhere else. Brand 
assessment is allowing clients to look through 
the lens of the market. You refer to ‘unknowns’, I 
feel brand assessment is a process of removing 
‘unknowns’. 

Sharp property data particularly interests 
me given the anticipation of change. Is this 
based on national views or can you drill 
down into a crystal ball for the North East?
The first point to make is being headquartered 
in the North East is not a negative. Yes, regional 
markets vary in size, which brings different 
twists and turns, but this is a very good base for 
business. There is probably too much over-
emphasis on anecdotal evidence, persuasive 
personalities and ‘gut’ feelings about the region. 

As for clients, we bring science and rigour 
to the decision-making process. The ‘outside 
view’ is a fundamental part of any strategic 
decision-making process and is proven to 
forecast outcomes more reliably than any other 
approach.

Your name is linked with Harvard. What is 
the connection and does this indicate your 
strength in North America?
I believe it does. I was just recently a guest 
speaker at Harvard Law School, which is 
effectively teaching the future leaders of global 
law firms. It’s about running a law firm as a 

business, managing talent and future-proofing 
the business. I think it underlines our reputation 
in the States.

Where do you go from here?
We must build on our data assets and 
our consistency in delivering a top-quality 
professional service, as well as growth in Europe, 
North America and Asia. We have access to over 
10,000 contacts at partnership level across the 
world and we are focusing where we can on the 
clients of our clients. We are growing our tech 
team and have just invested a six-figure sum in 
digitising our business intelligence system. We 
are certainly well-placed for the future.

Acritas Research

www.acritas.com
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A 
brighter, more female future for 
entrepreneurs.
The past 18 months have been 
monumentally important for 
women around the world. The 

women’s suffrage movement turned 100, #metoo 
continues to transform gender equality and figures 
on the gender pay gap revealed that many women 
are still being short-changed in the workplace. 
These forces are driving great advancements for 
women, in their personal lives and also at work, 
and women’s entrepreneurship is surging in the 
UK.  

More and more start-ups are taking off but, 
importantly, this growth is rising faster among 
women than men. 

According to the Global Enterprise Monitor’s 
(GEM) latest report, the female to male 
entrepreneurs ratio is up by six per cent from a 
year ago. Similar results were found in University 
of New Hampshire research on women involved 
in angel investing in the US. This was fairly static 
at roughly 15 per cent of the total before spiking to 
19 per cent in 2014 and carrying on that surge to 
28 per cent by 2017. 

The numbers are moving in the right direction, 
but work remains to be done – women are still 
roughly half as likely to become entrepreneurs 
as men, and the UK is trailing other developed 
economies. 

So what factors are enabling the growing trend 
toward female entrepreneurship?

Smashing through the barriers to entry
Barriers to entry for new business are coming 
down. For example, domain names start at about 
£10 and websites can be built within hours. 
No expensive offices are necessary, with some 
businesses existing entirely online. 

The continued rise of social media has also 
made marketing and customer engagement 

much easier for small businesses. Platforms like 
Facebook, Twitter and Instagram have enabled 
cheaper and more immediate marketing channels, 
which can be more targeted and have a higher 
impact. 

An increase in self-employment and 
consultancy means that startups don’t have to pay 
for teams of staff from day one. Technological 
advancements make flexible working easier and 
staff can work longer hours but on their own 
terms, typically increasing productivity. 

New ways to raise cash
The financial crisis of 2008 led to the tightening 
of purse strings at banks around the world. Banks 
wanted to take less risk, so an important source 
of capital for entrepreneurs was less available. 
A report by Florida Atlantic University found 
that small business loans decreased 14 per cent 
from 2008 to 2016, while lending to large firms 
increased by 49 per cent over the same period.

The same report found that women received 
just 16 per cent of all conventional small business 
loans in 2016, and only two per cent of venture 
capital (VC) funding. This means that female 
entrepreneurs often rely on alternative sources of 
financing. 

ADVERTISING FEATURE  
Rathbones – Finance

In 2017, investment management firm Rathbones established Rathbones Active Women (RAW) to 
enhance and capitalise on the role of women as employees, investors and clients. One of the areas 
that RAW has looked at since forming is the increasing role of women as entrepreneurs…

RECOGNISING THE 
VALUE OF WOMEN

RATHBONES
If you’d like to find out more 

about entrepreneur networks 

that Rathbones can put you in 

touch with, please contact Kirstie 

McKeown at:

Kirstie.McKeown@rathbones.com
www.rathbones.com

i

“There has been huge growth 
in support networks for 

female entrepreneurs over 
the past few years. Women 

in business are being 
increasingly well represented 

and these networks are 
valuable to entrepreneurs.” 
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Fortunately, the rise of crowdfunding has 
coincided with banks reducing their small business 
lending. Kickstarter was established in 2009 and 
412,494 projects have since been launched on the 
site. The total crowdfunding volume worldwide 
is $16.2bn, up from $2.7bn in 2012. The growth 
of this industry has enabled many female 
entrepreneurs to start a business at a time when 
banks are less willing to lend.

Strong support
There has been huge growth in support networks 
for female entrepreneurs over the past few years. 
Women in business are being increasingly well 
represented and these networks are valuable to 
entrepreneurs. A quick Google search reveals 
dozens of networks and events for female 
entrepreneurs, and that’s just in the UK. Not 
only do these networks facilitate introductions 
and the sharing of experiences, a lot of them 
also offer structured education around business 

management and growth. There are also 
several VCs which specifically target female 
entrepreneurs. 

Confidence is growing  
These changes and trends all support the growth 
of female entrepreneurship around the world 
and women feel optimistic about the future. 
This is borne out in Hiscox’s 2017 DNA of an 
Entrepreneur report, which found that 61 per cent 
of female small business owners have a positive 
view on the current economic climate and 40 
per cent feel better about their personal financial 
situation than they did one year ago. Overall, 61 
per cent of women believe their wages will equal or 
surpass men’s pay in two decades’ time. 

Their outlook is positive, their barriers to entry 
lower and support networks greater. The future 
holds great promise for female entrepreneurship 
around the world.
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November 7 will see the launch 
of the GeNErosity Festival of 
philanthropy and giving – a unique 
series of 50 events taking place 
across the North East celebrating 

the past, discussing the present and looking at the 
future of philanthropy in the region.

Much of what we see around the North East 
today has been made possible by philanthropists 
in the past. 

It’s the generosity of these people in giving 
their money and time that has shaped some of 
the most iconic landmarks in our region, such as 
Grey’s Monument in Newcastle, Bowes Museum 
in Barnard Castle, and the Hospital of God at 
Greatham.

Historically, the most prolific philanthropists 
have been wealthy businessmen, but growing 
evidence shows that, actually, it is women who 
are more generous and have a bigger influence in 
shaping philanthropy today.

At the Community Foundation, we match 
generous people with important community 
causes through a growing portfolio of charitable 
funds. One of those generous people is female 

philanthropist Lyn Shears. She has donated over 
£1 million to causes across the North East through 
us to help support those less fortunate than 
ourselves, and even more through her own family’s 
philanthropy. 

Spend just five minutes with Lyn and her 
passion for philanthropy is palpable. She’ll tell you 
that, no matter how big or small the donation, 
giving is good for you. 

She believes that there’s nothing quite like the 
feeling of knowing that you’ve done something 
to help someone better their life, brighten 
their prospects and, in turn, contribute to the 
community in which they’re living. 

Yes, Lyn is perhaps one of our most generous 
donors – she even personally contributed to the 
GeNErosity Festival to help spread the word about 
the important need for more giving in terms of 
money and time across our region – but she’ll also 
tell you that giving doesn’t have to be in big bucks; 
every little helps, including time to support local 
communities in the North East.

Lyn works tirelessly with the causes her funds 
support, seeing first-hand the positive impact 
her philanthropy is having on the people who are 
supported by these charities. So much so, she has 
not only been richly rewarded personally, but her 
contribution to society has also been recognised 
through awards.

Lyn will tell you that anyone can be a 
philanthropist and she is supporting us in our 
search for the region’s Unsung GeNErosity Heroes 
– people who donate their money and time to 
worthwhile causes, but rarely have their generosity 
recognised publicly.

If you’d like to join a growing number of 
men and women in supporting charities and 
community causes across the North East, to find 
out more about what philanthropy is really all 
about through our GeNErosity Festival, or to 
nominate an Unsung GeNErosity Hero, please visit 
our website at www.generosityfestival.co.uk.

ADVERTISING FEATURE  
GeNErosity Festival of Philanthropy and Giving – Event

Sandra King is the chief philanthropy officer at the Community Foundation Tyne & Wear and 
Northumberland. Here, she talks about the growing trend for female philanthropists generously 
giving their money and time to community causes across the North East and how you can get 
involved too through the GeNErosity Festival –  a unique opportunity to find out more about how 
to make a difference in the region

THE GIFT OF GIVING

GENEROSITY FESTVIAL 
OF PHILANTHROPY AND 
GIVING
www.generosityfestival.co.uk
@GeNErosityFest
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Are you obliged to provide a 
reference?
No – there isn’t usually a legal 
requirement to provide a reference 
and, ultimately, an employer 

can decide to provide as little or as much detail 
as they want. However, all employees should be 
treated consistently. Ideally, there should be a clear 
company policy on when references will be given 
and what level of detail will be provided. 

What can you include?
It is essential that references are a true, accurate 
and fair representation of the individual. When 
providing a reference, it’s best to stick to basic, 
objective facts about the applicant, including:
• Start and end date
• Job role and a brief description of duties 
•  An explanation that it is company policy to only 

provide brief, factual references (if, in fact, this is 
the case)

• A disclaimer of liability

What should you not include?
At Hay & Kilner, we would recommend avoiding 
the following: 
•  Providing any subjective comments or opinions 

about the applicant that may sway the new 
employer’s decision either way

•  Speculating on whether an employee will be 
suitable for a new role, especially where that role 
differs from their previous position

•  Any sensitive personal information

As well as avoiding sensitive personal information, 
it is important to consider data protection issues 
more generally. For example, has the employee 
consented to you providing confidential references 
about them? Does your data protection policy refer 
to the provision of references?

Also, care should be taken to avoid any 

allegations of discrimination. Commenting on 
an ex-employee’s long-term health problems or 
sickness absence records, for example, could lead to 
a disability discrimination claim being pursued. 

Are there potential risks? 
Providing a negative reference could obviously 
lead to an applicant being unsuccessful and they 
would then have the right to request a copy of the 
reference. If it proved to be inaccurate or misleading 
then the individual could have grounds to bring a 
claim. Similarly, providing a positive reference for 
an employee who does not then perform to the 
standards expected by the new employer may then 
lead to a claim from that new employer. 

What else should you be doing?
At Hay & Kilner, we recommend that employers 
adopt a company-wide policy in respect of 
references to ensure a consistent approach. Creating 
a template document for responding to requests 
is always a good starting point with only certain 
individuals (such as the HR department) having the 
authority to issue them. Of course, if you have any 
specific enquiries, please contact Tom Clarke at Hay 
& Kilner. 

ADVERTISING FEATURE  
Hay & Kilner – Law

Employers regularly receive requests for references for ex-employees and, when considering the 
potential legal pitfalls, it is important that they stay on the right side of the law. In light of new 
guidance from ACAS, Tom Clarke, who recently joined the expanding employment team at Hay & 
Kilner Law Firm, sets out some of the dos and don’ts to consider when responding to requests

REFERENCES – IS HONESTY 
THE BEST POLICY?

HAY & KILNER 
tom.clarke@hay-kilner.co.uk 

0191 232 8345

www.hay-kilner.co.uk
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Tell us a bit about your business, 
when it was founded and what you 
do?  
Crowther Mediation was established 
in 2014.  Prior to this I had been 

mediating with other firms and had enjoyed a 
career in law for 15 years. I made the change 
from law to mediation in 2010, largely because I 
thought there had to be a better way of resolving 
disputes than going through a court process. 
Crowther Mediation has grown rapidly and now 
provides mediation and training on a local and 
international level, in all major areas, including 
civil, commercial, family and workplace disputes.

What is mediation and what are the benefits? 
Essentially, the role of a mediator is to keep those 
in dispute out of court, be it individuals or large 
companies. Parties come together in the same 
building where a skilled mediator will facilitate 
a negotiation, which will ultimately resolve the 
conflict. Being bogged down in litigation can 
be expensive and time-consuming, as well as 
physically and emotionally draining. Mediation 
presents a much quicker, more cost-effective way 
of resolving disputes.

What is it you love about what you do? 
I suppose like most people I enjoy the thrill of a 
‘job well done’. At the start of my working day I 
am faced with individuals who can see no light at 
the end of a very dark tunnel and by the end of my 
day real progress has been made. It’s wonderful to 
share in that sense of relief and achievement clients 
get when a deal has been made and a burden has 
been lifted.

How do your services differ from other mediation 
service providers? 
Crowther Mediation offers the full package 
and isn’t limited to specialising in one area or 
another. Instead, we have carefully selected a 
dedicated team which focuses on different areas 
of mediation. Every team member comes with 
a wealth of knowledge and experience in their 

chosen field, meaning we can confidently offer a 
mediator to suit every dispute. This saves clients 
the time and expense of having to shop around to 
find the right person for the job.

What do you feel the main challenges are for 
women in business today?
Breaking down gender stereotyping is a huge issue 
facing women in the workplace. It has been for a 
very long time and I think it will still be an issue 

ADVERTISING FEATURE  
Crowther Mediation – Business

Nicola Crowther of Crowther Mediation provides advice on tackling disputes and gender 
stereotypes, while reflecting on being a woman in business 

MEET THE MEDIATOR 
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for some time to come. But that doesn’t mean to 
say we should give up. After all, there has been 
significant progress.

Civil and commercial mediations are still 
a largely male-dominated environment. In 
part, I feel this is because there is still a gender 
imbalance in the ‘top jobs’, with far more male 
CEOs than female ones, for example. Similarly, 
there are significantly more civil and commercial 
male mediators than female ones. Yet, there are 
comparatively few male family mediators.

Gender aside, Crowther Mediation has the 
expertise to effectively deal with any type of 
dispute and we are proud to have supported a vast 
range of clients over the years.

What are your ambitions for the business now 
and in the future?
I feel a responsibility to the amazing people I work 
with and want to keep building on our success and 
expanding the team further.  

While I always envisage the heart of Crowther 
Mediation being here in the North East, I still 
want the firm to have a bigger presence on an 
international scale and we are already making 
strides in this area through the recent family 
mediation work we acquired in Greece.

When you are not at work, how do you relax?
Of course this is the part where I say I enjoy 
spending time with my family… and while I 
do love my girls to bits, raising two princesses 
is not really a way for anyone to relax! For me, 
unwinding and switching off involves a round of 
golf. I love the fresh air, gorgeous scenery, some 
good company and if there is a well-earned gin 
and tonic at the 19th hole then I’m in heaven. 

What’s the best piece of business advice you have 
had?
“Grow a thicker skin – fast. Not everyone will like 
you and no one will love your business like you 
do.” These wise words came from my husband, 
who has been running his own successful kitchen 
company for years. 

What advice would you give other women in 
business? 
Have faith and confidence in your own abilities, 
don’t play up to the ‘female’ stereotype, build your 
network and support other women in business.

Which female entrepreneurs or leaders inspire 
you and why?
I know lots of excellent lawyers and entrepreneurs 
in the North East who are juggling careers and 
motherhood very well. Without doubt, those 
ladies are my inspiration. I admire their drive and 
determination to have the best of both worlds and 
could easily list a dozen off the top of my head, but 
I don’t think they would thank me. I like to think 
they know who they are.

What would you like the world of work to be like 
for your daughters? 
I want their achievements to be valued as much 
as anyone else’s and I want their decisions to be 
respected and not judged. I sincerely hope I am 
leading by example with my own daughters and 
nieces, who are being raised in an environment 
where they see women making their own decisions 
without question from male role models. I’m 
taking my daughters and my husband on a 
business trip to Dubai later this year. I think 
it’s really important for them to see the perks 
of Mum’s hard work and Dad being wholly 
supportive.

CROWTHER MEDIATION 
www.crowthermediation.co.uk 
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“What’s your attitude 
to babies?” It’s 
not a question 
that you would 
normally 

expect a solicitor to ask you in an interview but 
unfortunately this was not a unique experience for 
me. I was later told that I could not be a partner 
because of “the baby problem”.

I became a solicitor for the challenge. From my 
working class background, I was the first of my 
family to go to university. 

After a law degree from Durham, I qualified as a 
solicitor in 1991. 

Despite more women than men qualifying as 
solicitors in the past 30 years, generally speaking, 
it is still men who own the firms and dictate the 
culture of them.

At the end of 2000, I became a mum and 
decided, like a lot of women before me, to 

walk away from the 60-hour week that being a 
commercial property solicitor entailed. The firm 
I was a partner with would not allow me to work 
four days a week and they expected me to go out 
and win new clients while my junior assistant did 
the work from my existing clients. 

I decided that if I was going to have to win new 
clients, I would do it for myself and so I set up my 
own solicitor firm, shortly after my daughter was 
born. 

Following a relocation to the North East in 
2005, I had to close my firm. When I did return 
to working for other solicitors again, the only 
opportunities that I could find for part-time work 
were firms who only paid a bonus, or a very small 
basic salary and a bonus. In one case, they did not 
pay me the bonus.

I believe that there is a better way to provide 
legal services and that is why I have since formed 
Toomey Legal Limited. Each member of my team 
is there on merit and every member of the team is 
equally important. I work with a pool of talented, 
motivated people, some of whom cannot commit 
to full-time work because of family commitments. 

Not only is there tremendous talent there, they 
also appreciate the opportunity given to them and 
this is repaid in their energy and commitment, 
which helps us to out-perform many other 
traditional solicitors. 

The ethos behind Toomey Legal Limited is to be 
fair and open. We operate a fair, fixed price system, 
based on time, skill and risk level (not what we 
can get away with) and we have a staff ownership 
scheme so that our success is shared with those 
who have helped achieve it. 

My message to employers is simple: ‘If you want 
to have the best committed staff, who outperform 
your targets and expectations, don’t have strict, 
non-flexible rules. Accommodate, whenever you 
can, the wishes of your employees. They will pay 
you back with loyalty and commitment. Instead 
of fear, let opportunities rule your business and 
you will discover your staff have talents you never 
knew.’

ADVERTISING FEATURE  
Toomey Legal Limited – Law

Sue Toomey is a specialist property lawyer based in Cramlington. She started her own business, 
Toomey Legal Limited, after suffering sexism in the workplace and her experience has shown her 
the right way to look after her employees. Here is her story

LEAD BY EXAMPLE 

TOOMEY LEGAL LIMITED
Toomey Legal Limited currently 

has an opportunity for a part-

time commercial property 

lawyer. Email Sue@toomeylegal.

co.uk for further details or visit: 

www.toomeylegal.co.uk 

Photo © Gavin Forster
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In the lead up to the June 2016 referendum, 
polls suggested the result to remain in the 
European Union was likely. However, the 
pendulum swung, and the resulting vote has 
led to over two years of uncertainty – a word 

we have become accustomed to when talking 
about UK markets with clients. 

Many saw Brexit as ‘bad news’; the FTSE 
100 fell to below 6000 (intra-day) the day after 
Brexit, while sterling plummeted against major 
currencies. The former of these reactions was 
short lived, as the subsequent weakness of sterling 
benefitted many of the FTSE 100 companies, 
dominated by international earners (according to a 
2018 London Stock Exchange report, 70 per cent+ 
of revenues of FTSE 100 companies are derived 
from international markets), and confirming more 
so the benefits of diversification in portfolios. 

The noise surrounding Brexit is getting louder 
and in an attempt to ‘settle the boat’, Mark Carney 
announced he was to stay as Bank of England 
(BoE) Governor until January 2020. Despite a 
slight tailwind to sterling through the EU’s Chief 
Negotiator Michel Barnier’s six to eight week 
prognosis for a deal, the future of the UK’s divorce 
from the EU remains blurred. 

Opinions have circulated in recent weeks that 
a hard Brexit could lead to a severe economic 
slowdown, rising unemployment and a housing 
price slump. The ghost of the 2008 financial crisis 
has been rumoured to be replicated, but unlike ten 
years ago, the BoE doesn’t have the scope to cut 
interest rates, nor implement Quantitative Easing 
to help support the economy. 

Prime Minister Theresa May resumed 
discussions with EU leaders at a summit in Austria 
in September, the first of three likely summits over 
the coming months as the March 2019 deadline 
looms. 

Equity markets are effectively leading indicators 
of future economic and company specific 
performance. London indices have more than 
recovered since the initial Brexit reaction (FTSE 
100 +c.30 per cent), aided as such by global 
economy strength. These businesses are not as 
exposed to a UK centric downturn, but in the 

instance of oil and miners in recent weeks, they 
have been victim of US President Trump’s war of 
words with China and Iran. It only leads to further 
evidence of the benefits and protection from a 
diversified portfolio. 

What we do expect is that a hard Brexit would 
add further pressure to sterling (a net short 
position against the pound has been building in 
recent months, suggesting further volatility) while 
May’s ideal soft Brexit should come as a welcome 
relief as investors and markets continue with the 
status quo. 

The Irish border situation continues to be a 
sticking point, the result from discussions merely 
a prediction rather than facts as we stand. The 
media are quick to share the doom and gloom of 
further uncertainty, sometimes adding additional 
scaremongering.

While we wait with bated breath for the 
negotiations to come to an end, what remains 
May’s objective is that the UK will leave the EU 
on 29 March 2019. To help our clients steer their 
way through this conundrum, Vertem is hosting 
a series of seminars throughout the Autumn: 
Navigating Brexit – Stock picking your way around 
the Brexit puzzle.  

As a specialist research house, Vertem will 
forecast how markets are likely to react to the 
various potential outcomes and will explain how to 
position your portfolios to best protect and benefit 
your capital from eventual Brexit ramifications. 

ADVERTISING FEATURE  
Vertem – Finance

Fiona Ratcliffe, Investment Associate at Jesmond-based bespoke stockbrokers Vertem, reflects on 
the continuing uncertainty around Brexit 

NAVIGATING THE BREXIT STORM

VERTEM
If you would like to attend 

Vertem’s seminars please 

contact info@vertem.co.uk or 

call 0191 341 0289.

@Vertemam  
www.vertem.co.uk
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Leading Westfield School’s drive to 
give girls the confidence to pursue 
traditionally male-dominated STEM 
subjects and careers are Junior House 
science coordinator Karen Meeson and 

mathematics teacher and STEM coordinator Fiona 
Swift.  

Karen says: “Nationally, there is no denying 
that women are under-represented in STEM, and 
schools have an opportunity to engage young 
girls in these subjects to help inspire the next 
generation of scientists, engineers and beyond.”

Among the initiatives adopted by the 
independent day school to encourage more 
engagement in these subjects is STEM Week. Last 
year, tech enthusiast ‘Technology Tom’ taught 
the youngsters how to craft land yachts and 
cams in a workshop, showing the components 
needed to make a moving mechanism, while Hui 
Yan, a development engineer from Soil Machine 
Dynamics, held a question and answer session 
followed by a design masterclass to create an 
underwater vehicle. 

Fiona adds: “STEM Week helps focus the girls 
on the diversity that STEM subjects bring. We aim 
to shine a spotlight on how exciting they can be; 
we take experiments beyond the classroom and 
set practical projects led by experts working in the 
industry here in the region.” 

In Westfield School’s Senior House, girls also 
received a fun and practical masterclass creating 
‘fireworks’ (the labs and fireworks activity was 
featured on www.madeintyneandwear.com).  

The school also has a fantastic relationship with 
companies such as P&G, Northern Powergrid, 
Akzo Nobel and Newcastle University, where 
female representatives come in to talk about their 
role and the routes they took to their chosen 
STEM career.  

“We feel that it is important that we spread 
our STEM ethos outside of school and run two 
external STEM events where we invite schools 
in our community to join us for the day and take 
part in a fun schedule of interactive and inspiring 
activities,” adds Fiona. 

Westfield School is an independent day school 
for girls aged four to 18-years-old, and is situated 
in the heart of Gosforth. This year, it celebrated a 
year of outstanding exam results, with nearly 60 
per cent of students achieving A*-B grades at A 
Level while 42 per cent of all GCSE entries were 
awarded 9-7 (A*/A). 

What is so special about Westfield?
“It’s our ability to really get to know a student 

very quickly.  We do more than just ‘teach’ a 
subject; we can tailor-make a programme that 
suits the individual. We don’t believe education 
to be an off the shelf product – our teaching style, 
small class sizes and ethos allow us to bring out 
the best in the girls. That’s why our girls make 
better progress and achieve more than they ever 
expected,” says headmaster Neil Walker. 

ADVERTISING FEATURE  
Westfield School – Education

Westfield School in Gosforth has been focused on helping to shift the gender imbalance in STEM 
by encouraging girls to have an interest in the specialist subjects from a young age 

STEM SUBJECTS TAKE CENTRE 
STAGE AT INDEPENDENT 
SCHOOL FOR GIRLS

WESTFIELD SCHOOL
The school is now taking 

registrations for reception entry 

and Y7 entry for 2019. There are 

also limited places available in 

other years. An Autumn Open 

Day will take place at the school 

on Saturday, October 13, 10am-

1pm. For more information, visit:

www.westfield.newcastle.sch.uk. 
0191 255 3980
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Having grown up and studied in 
Newcastle, I knew that I wanted 
to work in the region, so I was 
thrilled when in my second year of 
university I was offered a training 

contract by what was then Dickinson Dees.  
In the nine years since I joined the firm, it’s 

fair to say a lot has changed (not least through 
two name changes) but what hasn’t changed 
is the supportive, encouraging and friendly 
environment.  

I am now a managing associate in Womble 
Bond Dickinson’s Commercial team and I advise 
clients on their commercial contract requirements 
and data protection compliance.  

Every law firm provides training to its staff but 
what has really helped me develop is that Womble 
Bond Dickinson has matched my skill set with 
opportunities as they arose and really challenged 
me to take on projects and new responsibilities – 
even though I sometimes questioned whether they 
were within my capabilities.  

I have been lucky enough to lead on the firm’s 
Exporting is Great initiative with the North East 
LEP. I also played a pivotal role in advising on 
elements of the redevelopment of the SSI site at 
South Tees, spoke at regional events on the GDPR 
in front of audiences of more than 250 people and 
represented the firm on the CBI North East Future 
Leaders Group. 

Lucy Pringle, a legal director at the firm, has 
showed me that the work we do in bringing 
together businesses to share know-how and best 
practice is as important as imparting information 
about legal developments (and probably, if we’re 
honest, more interesting for everyone). Working 
closely with Lucy, I have developed an interest in 
the manufacturing sector, too.  

The firm’s sector focus, combined with our 
strong manufacturing sector client base in the 
North East, has meant I have not been short of 
opportunities. I have focused on considering the 
issues that really matter to manufacturing clients 
by organising practical seminars to facilitate the 
sharing of best practice and also worked with the 

North East Process Industry Cluster (NEPIC) to 
encourage junior to mid-level employees in the 
process sector to form a network in the region.  

My work in the sector was recognised when 
I won the Young Achiever award in the Supply 
Chain category at the NEPIC Annual Awards 
2018. I was delighted, as a lawyer, to be recognised 
in this way and this would not have been possible 
without the support of the firm. 

Alongside all of these initiatives and my legal 
work, I have also started a family. Balancing a 
demanding and challenging legal career with the 
equally demanding needs of a toddler has not been 
easy – but the flexibility the firm has shown and 
my team’s understanding of those challenges has 
enabled me to obtain a promotion to managing 
associate within a year of coming back from 
maternity leave. 

I know continuing to balance my career with my 
personal life isn’t going to be easy but knowing the 
support is there if I need it makes that a challenge I 
don’t worry about overcoming. 

ADVERTISING FEATURE 
Womble Bond Dickinson – Law 

Sarah Daun, managing associate at Womble Bond Dickinson, reflects on her legal career 
progression and the support she’s received from the evolving firm she joined from university 

BUILDING A CAREER 

WOMBLE BOND 
DICKINSON
www.womblebonddickinson.
com/uk
@WBD_UK
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Operating in the IT and 
telecommunications sectors, 
hardly a day goes by without 
Activ Technology having to be 
aware of the latest innovation 

and technological change that is set to sweep 
across the market place. 

Yet, by being fleet-of-foot, flexible and 
continually focused on the customer, the company 
is experiencing high levels of growth across its 
divisions, so demonstrating it is not only keeping 
pace with the changes but is ahead of the curve. 
Indeed, it is currently seeing a growth in revenue 
within its technology division of 78 per cent and 
telecoms of 53 per cent.

Established in 2010 by managing director, Ian 
Gillespie, as Activ Telecom, it rebranded in 2013 
to Activ Technology as it diversified its offering 
to become a managed service provider for IT and 
telecommunications. 

Ian says: “The changes that have taken place in 
our sectors in recent years have been breathtaking 
and it is not going to slow down. You have to 
embrace it and move with it constantly. It can be 
challenging but that’s what makes it so interesting.”

The 25-strong company attributes its success 
to its integrated services approach, which enables 

customers to embark on a bespoke journey in 
close partnership with Activ’s expert customer 
support team.

The launch of new products such as Promethean 
interactive boards, onsite training into a range of 
North East colleges and the introduction of Activ-
hosted Mitel – which enables an organisation 
to simplify its business communications with 
Cloud solutions – has helped Activ establish a 
strong foothold in the education sector. Cloud 
communications eliminates the need to spend a 
lot of money up front, offers a flexible plan and is 
tailored to an organisation’s needs.

Ian adds: “Our goal is to be a central part of 
a customer’s journey. We want to take time, 
maintenance and pressure away from them. 

“We offer customers an integrated solution, 
tailored to their specific requirements. To do this, 
we have established a senior management team 
within the business who have the expertise and 
knowledge to guide our younger members, who 
are progressing their career journey.

“Our people are key to the business and it is 
important that they feel valued. 

“It is the consistent blend of mature and new 
skills which keeps Activ at the forefront. Indeed, 
we are looking to grow and currently seek a 
highly-motivated individual to join our business 
development team.”

In a competitive market, the company must 
attract high-quality employees and to do this 
it needs to communicate its core values and to 
promote itself as an employer of choice. To assist 
with this, Activ has entered a partnership with 
Bradley O’Mahoney Public Relations.

Established in 1991, Bradley O’Mahoney 
represents a wide range of ambitious SMEs, 
many of which are owner-managed or family-
led businesses, such as Hodgson Sayers, Park 
Electrical Distributors, Washington Direct Mail, 
UTS Engineering and Activ Technology.

Ian says: “We are very ambitious and have come 
a long way since we rebranded in 2013. We have 
identified areas of growth through diversification 
and we aim to deliver against this going forward as 
we remain innovative, agile and competitive.”

ADVERTISING FEATURE  
Bradley O’Mahoney Public Relations 

Sarah O’Mahoney, account director at Bradley O’Mahoney Public Relations, outlines how Activ 
Technology has continually evolved and developed in one of the most competitive markets

STAYING AHEAD OF THE CURVE

BRADLEY O’MAHONEY
www.bradleyomahoney.co.uk
@BradleyOMahoney

ACTIV TECHNOLOGY
www.helloactiv.co.uk
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W
hen did you first become 
interested in fashion design and 
why?
I’ve always been interested in 
making things. Even today, 

though my garments are made elsewhere, I still make a 
lot of things – I’ve come to the realisation recently that it’s 
my way of relaxing. I’ve always liked to make functional 
things and I suppose clothing is just that – something I 
can make that is useful as well as beautiful.

Where did you study and how did your career progress 
after you graduated?
I studied fashion knitwear at Nottingham Trent 
University. After graduating, and having worked in New 
York for the global supply chain manager Li & Fung as 
well as in Switzerland for Hugo Boss, I took a role as a 
knitwear designer for the Italian label Stefanel. After that, 
I came back to the UK to set up STUDY 34.
 
Which designers have inspired you?
Stella McCartney’s fierce pursuit of ethical fashion at 
all costs is remarkable and labels like Eileen Fisher and 
Filippa K also set an amazing example. I’m also inspired 
by labels like The White T-shirt Co., Hiut Denim and 
Veja. They all do one thing exceptionally well, and I’m a 
regular customer of all of them!
 
When and why did you establish STUDY 34?
STUDY 34 started in 2015. I was frustrated with the lack 
of interest in the fashion industry in where clothes come 

from. I wanted to create a role that would allow me to 
be more involved with the supply chain from start to 
finish: from sourcing the fibres to marketing the finished 
product and experiencing every process along the way. It 
allows me to better understand the impact my decisions 
have on the environment and others in the supply chain 
and challenges me to be a better designer.
 
Tell us about the ethos behind the studio.
By using exclusively natural, sustainably sourced fibres in 
neutral colours I design classic pieces that are designed 
and made to last beyond the seasons. With a focus 
on drape and quality, each style is designed with the 
customer’s ultimate comfort and convenience in mind. 
And by investing in a supply chain focused on quality 
and craftsmanship, STUDY 34 knitwear is the ultimate 
modern and sustainable luxury.

Eleanor O’Neill studied fashion knitwear at 
Nottingham Trent University before building 

her experience in the industry, working for 
global brands. She returned to the North 

East to establish STUDY 34, a fashion studio 
dedicated to producing quality fashion, 

working directly with Incalpaca in Peru to 
ensure an ethical manufacturing process. She 

explains more…

ALL IN THE 
DETAIL

FASHION – STUDY 34
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Why did you decide to base the studio in 
Newcastle?
Although I’m not from Newcastle, I went to 
school here, and my boyfriend also runs his 
business in the region, so I feel very much at 
home in the city. 
 
What are the advantages of basing yourself in 
Newcastle – and what about disadvantages?
Newcastle is a hugely welcoming city and has a 
very diverse startup community. I have lots of 
friends here who also run their own businesses. 
One of the disadvantages, for my business in 
particular, is that the fashion industry in the 
North East is relatively small, and I often have to 
travel to London to build my network.

 
Tell me about your knitwear and, briefly, what’s 
the process for producing your products?
I design everything in my studio with fibre 
mixes in mind that I bring back from Peru. I 
then send the completed design to be sampled 
and, following approval from me, they go into 
production. The manufacturer orders the yarns 
in the selected colourways from another local 
producer I work with, and then produces the 
knitwear in line with the specifications. The 
process, from initial design to the styles being 
available online takes about nine months, but I 
think they’re worth the wait!

What makes alpaca wool so special?
So many things. It’s very soft – the hair of 
the Huacaya alpaca is short, curled, dense 
and sponge-like which gives it strength and 
elasticity. The microscopic air pockets found in 
alpaca fibres mean that clothing made with it is 

very light and breathable too, and this structure 
also means alpaca garments drape beautifully.

Do you have a typical customer?
Women aged 25 to 75 purchase my knitwear, 
which is fantastic and suggests STUDY 34 
knitwear can be styled in so many different 
ways. My usual customer profile is professional 
women between 35 to 45 with their own style 
and importantly, appreciative of quality and 
craftsmanship.
 
What’s your future plans and ambitions for 
STUDY 34?
My long-term plan for the business is to 
continue growing sustainably. Also, to 
encourage more consumers to be interested 
in where their clothes come from and 
understand the value of investing in quality and 
craftsmanship.

STUDY 34

www.study34.co.uk

@study34_

Instagram - @study34_
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S
arah Antonopoulos had no 
intention of following her mother, 
Allison, into the family business, 
the luxury hotel and destination, 
Wynyard Hall

The third generation to call Wynyard Hall 
‘home’, it wasn’t until she moved to Leeds for 
university that she began to realise its full 
potential.

She reflects: “I was adamant that I wouldn’t 
work in the family business, but part of my 
degree in business management was a year’s 
work placement, so I took it at Wynyard. 
My mum allowed me to spend time in each 
department of the business, which was an 
amazing learning experience. 

“I enjoyed it and loved the team so much 
that I knew I was going to continue there after 
university.”

Wynyard Hall has been in Sarah’s family ever 
since her grandfather, property developer and 
former Newcastle United owner Sir John Hall, 
bought it in 1987 to use as headquarters for 
the family property business, Cameron Hall 
Developments.

Allison Antonopoulos, who is managing 
director at Wynyard Hall, explains: “Our family 
had always realised that historic buildings such 
as Wynyard Hall need an economic use to 

maintain them and I felt the private Chapel and 
State Rooms were crying out to be used again as 
a stunning wedding venue and country house 
hotel.” 

In 2008, Allison began a programme of 
refurbishments, with Sarah coming on board as 
weddings coordinator four years later.

And both women agree that their family links 
– both with each other and with the Hall – are 
vital to the venue’s success.

Sarah says: “Wynyard holds a lot of memories, 
not just for us as a family but for the families 
before us and the guests who have been married, 
celebrated an occasion or simply enjoyed a 
relaxing day here, so I want to see it continue to 
create those memories for people.”

Allison agrees: “It’s our family home as well as 
a business and we are very attached to it.”

While working with family is not always 
a recipe for success, Sarah and her mother 
find their relationship is nothing but a boost, 
especially as both women bring very different 
skills to the business.

Sarah says: “Over the years, I’ve worked in 
most areas of the business, from waitressing to 
reception to sales, so I bring a lot of knowledge. 
I know how every link has to work to keep the 
chain together and keep things going. 

“On the other hand, my mum’s strengths lie in 
her amazing attention to detail and her creativity.

“We do have different personalities and 
different ways of working so we balance each 
other out. We both bring different views and 
ideas to the table – my mum is very creative and 
takes risks, whereas I’m more organised and 
sales-driven, so we tend to find a good middle 
ground that works for the business.”

Allison concurs: “Sarah is more level-headed 
and good at solving problems, whereas I focus 
more on coming up with the creative ideas.

“Sarah also keeps me up to date with the latest 
technology and social media, which for me is 
still very much a work in progress!

Mother-and-daughter team, Allison and Sarah Antonopoulos, talk about their working relationship and how their 
complementary skillsets are driving the strategy at the four-star Wynyard Hall hotel 

FAMILY AFFAIR 

ADVERTISING FEATURE – Wynyard Hall
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“That’s very much why we work well together 
– Sarah appreciates my experience and me hers, 
and we both bring different things to the table.”

Working together has had nothing but a 
positive impact on their personal relationship, a 
real testament to the strength of their mother-
daughter bond.

Sarah says: “When you know someone is 
always going to support you, like your mum, 
you can transfer that to work, so that’s exactly 
what we do; we always support each other as 
much as we can.

“On top of that, it’s always fun – mum’s 
hilarious so she makes me laugh every day. And 
she’s always there with a glass of wine when I 
need it!”

And Allison was delighted that her daughter 
decided to join the family business: “I was so 
pleased when Sarah came on board – she has 
been a constant support and a huge help.

“We have a great working relationship and 
don’t remember ever having a disagreement. 

“Sarah has been brought up in the family 
business from a young age and seen the 
advantages and disadvantages, but I would say 
we are a really close family and enjoy it all. It’s 
been interesting, exciting and challenging, but 
also great fun.”

As for the future, the pair are, perhaps 
unsurprisingly, on the same page – to continue 
building on the remarkable work of the past 
decade.

Allison says: “Since the hotel opened ten 
years ago, we have been constantly developing 
it. We started just as a wedding venue and 
the business has grown organically since, 
initially with the development of luxury 
accommodation, followed by the Wellington 
Restaurant, which provides a two AA-rosette 
dining experience, and more recently we 
developed The Gardens, Farm Shop and 
Woodland Walks.

“These, combined with our wedding and 

corporate clients, see us attract more than 
100,000 visitors to the estate every year. Now 
that everything is finished, my vision for 
the next ten years would be to maintain our 
standards and create the best customer care.”

Sarah agrees: “I’m so proud of the place that 
Wynyard Hall has become over the past ten 
years, and I love watching members of the team 
progress and do great things. 

“I want to continue to inspire quality, to 
continue to employ and develop people in 
Teesside and the wider North East region and 
continue being a fantastic place to visit.”

Wynyard Hall

www.wynyardhall.co.uk

@WynyardHall
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W
hat is the thinking behind 
the bid to bring the Rugby 
League World Cup to 
Newcastle in 2021?
There are lots of different 

reasons why Newcastle would be a good fit. We’ve 
hosted the game’s Magic Weekend at St. James’ Park 
for four years in a row, and that has been brilliant for 
the city.

A huge percentage of the crowd have been local 
people, and I think if you turned the clock back five 
years, before we started hosting the Magic Weekend, 
a lot of people in the region wouldn’t have ever been 
to a rugby league game.

People have got behind the event and really 
enjoyed it – the atmosphere around the town is 
fantastic and it brings visitors from across the North. 
We’re keen to attract people to the city and this 
tournament would do that.

We’ve had a real drive on events, and we want to 
see the city on an international stage. 

Outside of the obvious economic benefits, are 
there any parallels that make Newcastle the ideal 
destination for the tournament?
The values of the city, and the way we envisage the 
future of the city, fit really well with the sport of 
rugby league. It’s about inclusion, and the organisers 
are just as keen on the game for women and for 
people with disabilities as they are on the men’s 
game. 

They are running all three competitions together 
and they’re keen on legacy. 

Is legacy a big priority for the city?
In everything that we do, we want to make sure 
there’s an ongoing benefit for the residents of 
Newcastle, be that more kids becoming aware of 
rugby league, more people trying a different sport or 

people becoming inspired to get fit and get moving.
We want to provide an amazing experience for 

everyone who visits the city, but we also have to 
ask ‘how does this benefit not just the businesses in 
town, but also our communities out in places like 
Lemington, Walker and Elswick?’

How refreshing is it to see sports such as rugby 
union and rugby league thriving in a region so 
traditionally entrenched in football?
St. James’ Park is a beacon to the people of this city, 
and the stadium is full week in, week out, regardless 
of what the weather is like and regardless of how 
Newcastle United are doing and what league they’re 
in.

I don’t think anyone would ever look to change 
that, but having a rugby union side doing as well as 
the Falcons adds another dimension to our sporting 
armoury, and that can only be a positive thing.

Newcastle Falcons completely exceeded 
expectations last season, and their popularity was 
clear to see when they played Northampton Saints at 
St. James’ Park in March in front of over 30,000.

Our values as a city are synonymous with 
the values that rugby has, and I’d like to see that 
continue and both codes of the game progress here.

As a Geordie yourself, how would you describe the 
city’s relationship with sport?
The people of the North East love sport – that’s not 
a secret. If you ask groups of three across the city if 
they’ve ran the Great North Run, at least one of them 
will say yes. 

There is a pride involved in the place as well as an 
intrinsic relationship between this region and sport.

There’s a reason Geordies have a warm, friendly 
reputation and part of that is because they’re proud 
of their city and we enjoy welcoming others and 
showing off where they come from.

Following the launch of Newcastle’s bid to host the Rugby League World Cup in 2021 last month, Dan Sheridan 
chatted to Cabinet Member for Culture, Sport and Public Health and Labour Councillor for Lemington, Kim 

McGuinness. The Newcastle-born 33-year-old was elected in 2015, and appointed to the cabinet around a year later 
in June 2016. She also works for Groundwork – a charity looking to deliver sustainable change in places of need 

across the region

SPORT TAKING PRIDE OF PLACE

INTERVIEW – Kim McGuinness 
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Does it sadden you to see the apparent disconnect 
between fans of Newcastle United and the club’s 
owner at the moment?
Newcastle United are a big business, but what they 
also are is a huge part of the heart and soul of the city. 
What the fans want more than anything is to see their 
team succeed and to enjoy going to the games. 

The people of this city feel like they have an 
ownership of the club, and they’ll always make that 
known. People here will always tell you want they 
think, and in that regard I think it’s prudent to listen.

How would you describe your relationship with the 
club?
As a council, our relationship with the club is getting 
better and better. We’re working together to bring 
events to St. James’ Park and to use the very unique 
benefit of having a city centre stadium with an 
amazing backdrop that is easy to get to.

It’s dawning on us just how massive the 2019 
European Rugby Champions and Challenge Cup 
finals will be next May, and we couldn’t do any of that 
without Newcastle United.

Talk me through some of the challenges that arise 
when a bid such as the Rugby League World Cup is 
first put forward…
We have a job to do, and that is to show this city in its 
best light. We’re very aware of the historic grumble 
that it’s ‘grim up North’, and our job is to prove that 
perception to be 100 per cent untrue. It seems crazy 
in 2018, but that misconception still exists.

Another challenge is that we’re a Labour-led 
Northern city, and financially it is very difficult for 
us. We have significant and severe budget challenges, 
and we try to find the balance between keeping our 
city a clean and safe place to live and leveraging the 
kind of things that will enable it to grow.

How do you work around those constraints?
Some of the major competitions we’d love to bring 
to the city are just not financially viable, so we have 
to think outside the box and look at ways other than 
throwing cash at them.

What that has produced is a lot of partnerships. To 
make things happen we work alongside the Falcons, 
the Eagles and, of course, Newcastle United. We try 
to transcend the cash by making these connections.

Newcastle City Council 
www.newcastle.gov.uk

@KiMcGuinness

“People have got 
behind the event and 
really enjoyed it – the 

atmosphere around the 
town is fantastic and 
it brings visitors from 

across the North.”
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M
y name is Daniel Müller, 
and I am co-CEO of 
Motel One...
I can’t sit still in the 
office for too long, so I 

am frequently travelling across Europe visiting 
our passionate hotel teams. Travel needs to be 
efficient, comfortable and most importantly 
convenient. 

I always enjoy visiting the North East...
My hometown of Gelsenkirchen has a long-
standing link with Newcastle, as the towns 
have been twinned since 1947, so I was very 
excited about the plans to open a hotel in the 
North East. The region is a very special place! 

Newcastle International Airport is very 

convenient for business travel…
I love travelling to Newcastle International 
Airport, as it is easy to navigate and accessible 
from the city centre, making the journey that 
bit quicker. On touch-down I often hop on 
the Metro, so in twenty minutes I can be in 
the heart of Newcastle. The range of airlines 
operating provides passengers with a selection 
of convenient flights.

Getting from A to B with KLM...
Since opening our hotels in Amsterdam, I am 
more frequently travelling with KLM. This 
is supported by the connectivity of Schipol 
Airport, a superb hub for onward travel. The 
KLM app helps me to make sure I am always 
in the right place at the right time, and ensures 
the forward-planning for the journey is 

Daniel Müller is co-CEO of budget 
design hotel group Motel One and 
regularly travels into Newcastle 
International Airport to visit the 
Newcastle city-centre hotel. He is also 
often required to visit other hotels in 
Europe meaning connectivity is key, 
KLM is therefore the natural travel 
partner for taking him across the skies

LIFE WELL-
     TRAVELLED 

ADVERTISING FEATURE – Newcastle International Airport & KLM

Motel One Newcastle 
The luxury budget hotel is 

located in Newcastle city centre, 
ideal for overnight travel when 

visiting for business, offering 
unique interiors and individually 
designed rooms with free WiFi, 

a healthy breakfast, and a 
welcoming service.

Newcastle International Airport
Passengers travelling on business 
from Newcastle International Airport 
will find excellent transport links to 
the city centre. You have the option 
to sit back and relax, or catch up on 
emails, in the contemporary Aspire 
and Aspire Plus Lounges, with a 
wide range of exclusive facilities 
and services. WiFi is available 
throughout the terminal building, 
and the app gives you access to all 
the information you need while on 
the move. 
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accessible at my fingertips. The check-in is easy, 
a couple of clicks and you have everything you 
need for your flight right in your pocket.  

Looking ahead for Motel One...
Motel One operates in more than ten countries, 
when planning a city base for a new hotel we 
must consider the connectivity available for our 
customers. KLM is one of the biggest airlines 
in Europe and the world, and they bring a lot of 
guests to the cities we operate in, which creates 
a good match. 

Further details:
For more information about Newcastle 
International Airport, and how it can support 
your business travel, visit the website.

Look out for the film documenting Daniel’s 
journey from Newcastle to Amsterdam - 
coming soon!

Newcastle International Airport
www.newcastleairport.com
@NCLairport

KLM 
www.klm.com
@KLM_UK

Motel One 
www.motel-one.com
newcastle@motel-one.com

Why fly with KLM?
KLM offers a choice of 17 departure points in 
the UK, providing passengers with seamless 
travel to 165 worldwide destinations from the 
convenience of their regional airport. 
For 99 years, KLM has been a pioneer in the 
airline industry and is the oldest airline to still 
be operating under its original name, aiming 
to be the most customer-focused, innovative 
and efficient airline in Europe, offering 
reliable service and top-quality products. 
KLM flies via its multi-award winning hub at 
Schiphol Airport in Amsterdam. 

KLM Crown Lounge
KLM is building a completely new 
lounge at Schiphol, the Non-
Schengen Crown Lounge. The 
concept behind the new lounge fits 
in with KLM’s strategy of placing 
hospitality and customer experience 
at the heart of what it does. 

Of the 50 million passengers who 
travel through Schiphol every year, 
70 per cent fly with Air France KLM 
and its partners. KLM’s ambition is 
to create the most attractive lounge 
in the world, which will bring the 
KLM brand to life for travellers and 
make it a destination in its own 
right. 

While currently available to 
passengers, the final opening of the 
renovated Non-Schengen Crown 
Lounge will be in March 2019.

Motel One Amsterdam
Echoes of iconic art, a sea of flowers, and the contemporary 
cult of the bicycle, Motel One Amsterdam is situated next to the 
convention centre at the Amsterdam RAI, and the city centre is 
just a few minutes away by bicycle or public transport.
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F
itness has never been more accessible. 
Back when I first started out in the 
industry as a super-enthusiastic 
16-year-old, there was a very limited 
range of choice when it came to getting 

fit. You either opted for a group fitness class in your 
local church hall, joined the leisure centre or took 
the plunge and treated yourself to an exclusive health 
club membership if you were lucky enough to have 
one nearby. 

Fast forward to 2018 and we are spoilt for choice, 
with everything from budget gyms and online fitness 
platforms to five-star luxury boutique gyms and 
incredible personal trainers in every town and city. 

Despite this, why do we continue to have elevated 

obesity rates and levels of inactivity?
It may be that you have so much on your to-do 

list, you don’t know where to start and end up 
procrastinating. But this is the very time you should 
be doing something instead of nothing. 

So how do we break the cycle and ensure we find 
the right form of exercise that suits us and gets results 
and filter out the fitness distractions? 

First up, take a step back from all the fitness choice, 
grab a pen and paper and make a list of the things 
that you personally look for in a fitness regime to 
keep you engaged. 

Ask yourself questions such as ‘do I prefer to 
exercise alone or with others?’, ‘does it work better for 
me to workout at the gym, outdoors or at home?’ and 
‘which time of day works best for me to exercise?’. 
Keep questioning yourself and make a bulleted list 
of your wish list, this will give you clear criteria and 
make it much easier to decide which form of fitness 
is going to engage you best and therefore make you 
more adherent. 

Once you’ve got your criteria and you’ve made a 
decision, don’t be swayed by your friends and the 
things you see on social media. Make a commitment 
to your chosen fitness path and give it a chance. 

Too many people chop and change from one thing 
to the next, and with a lack of consistency never see 
the results they crave. Set a fixed timescale of at least 
a month as a trial period before you allow your head 
to be turned. 

Finally, get on with it! So many people make 
excuses about why they should skip their fitness 
commitment or workout. There is no way to sugar 
coat this – you just have to do it. You can either 
have an excuse or a result but never both, so pull on 
your gym kit and trainers and give it your best shot. 
Much like other areas of our lives, such as work or 
relationships, you get out what you put in. 

Katie Bulmer-Cooke gives advice on how to balance your busy schedule with your fitness goals

NO EXCUSES 

HEALTH & FITNESS – Katie Bulmer-Cooke

Katie Bulmer-Cooke
UK Personal Trainer of the Year 2012 & UK Fitness 
Professional of the Year 2013.
Entrepreneur/Consultant/Speaker/
Bookings: michael@usb-uk.com
www.katiebulmer.com
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Alison Cowie visits Whitely Bay’s newest restaurant at the recently transformed Spanish City that combines fine 
dining with stunning coastal views

BUSINESS LUNCH: 
1910 STEAK & SEAFOOD

BUSINESS LUNCH - 1910 Steak & Seafood

H
aving grown up near Whitley 
Bay, I’m familiar with the 
Spanish City – the historic 
domed building that had slid 
into disrepair over decades of 

neglect. 
But thanks to the ambitious redevelopment of 

the seaside town’s promenade area – spearheaded 
by North Tyneside Council – this iconic seaside 
building has now been brought back to life. 

The all-new Spanish City opened in June this 
year, amid fevered excitement among the locals. 

For its opening weekend, people were invited 
to look around the revamped building to see how 
this former space had been reimagined by Kymel.

The all-new Spanish City offers visitors a choice 
of places to eat and drink – including traditional 
fish and chips under the exquisite domed ceiling 
in Trenchers and a Champagne Bar offering 
amazing vistas across the Whitley Bay towards St 

Mary’s Lighthouse. 
A versatile function space also benefits from 

the exquisite coastal views, as does 1910 Steak & 
Seafood, which my two colleagues and I visited 
last month. 

The first-floor restaurant is open Thursday, 
Friday and Saturday evening and at lunchtimes 
on Friday, Saturday and Sunday. It aims to offer 
something more upmarket to other dining 
options in the venue – with a menu focused on 
fine seafood and meats. 

Be warned, prices are reflective of this luxury 
positioning, with starters ranging from £9.50 to 
£14.50 and mains priced from £15.50 to an eye-
watering £52. But there is a more reasonable set 
lunch menu available, priced at two courses for 
£18.50 or three courses for £20.50. 

Inside 1910, the décor is purposefully minimal 
so that diners’ eyes are drawn to the magnificent 
coastal views available through floor-to-ceiling 
windows. 

After being greeted by our amenable wait staff, 
my colleagues and I were presented with the 
lunch comprising seafood and meat selections as 
well as Lindisfarne oysters and sharing cuts (Cote 
de Bouef and Chateaubriand, among others).

While I opted for the set lunch menu, my 
colleagues choose a more indulgent path with 
selections from the main menu. 

The stand-out dishes were the beautifully rare 
Thai beef salad with just the right amount of chilli 
heat, and the melt-in-the-mouth sirloin steak. 

I was, however, not a fan of my risotto, which 
was rather uninspiring and insipid. Also, chunky 
triple cooked fries would have been favoured over 
the French Fries served with the steak. 

Offering something new and different for 
Whitley Bay, I’m sure 1910 Seafood & Steak 
will attract intrigued diners, but an extra kick of 
refinement on a few of the dishes may be needed 
to keep diners returning again and again. 

1910 STEAK & SEAFOOD
www.spanishcity.co.uk/1910-

steak-seafood
0191 6917090
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Soufflé
Mature cheddar cheese and spinach 
souffle with a pear and walnut salad

£11.50

36-day salt aged Sirloin steak served 
with fries

£24 

Cod cheeks 
Crispy cod cheeks with roasted 

cauliflower, scraps, hazelnuts and 
lightly curried mayonnaise

£12.50 

Lobster Thermidor
Native Lobster, queenie scallops, tiger 

prawns, dijon mustard, cognac, Isle 
of Mull cheddar served with a side of 

butter Heritage potatoes 
£26 (half)

Wild mushroom risotto, poached 
hen’s egg and béarnaise sauce

Part of the three-course £20.50 set 
menu

Rare Thai beef salad, toasted peanuts, 
red chilli and soy dressing

Part of the three-course £20.50 set 
menu

Croissant bread and butter puddling, 
vanilla ice cream

Part of the three-course £20.50 set 
menu

Lemon and vanilla cheesecake 
£8.25

Chocolate tart
£8.25

Mains

Desserts

Starters
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Mo O’Toole, co-owner of Gosforth-
based independent fine wine company 
Carruthers & Kent, selects her favourite 
autumn wine and reveals its most 
complementary foods

WINE OF THE MONTH - Carruthers & Kent

Carruthers and Kent 
www.carruthersandkent.com
@candkwines

C
ustomers at Carruthers 
and Kent are always 
asking what my favourite 
wine is. To be honest, it 
depends a lot on where 

I am and what season it is. We’re now 
moving from the season of a glorious 
Provence Rosé or a crisp Loire Sancerre 
to a more hearty autumn red and 
you can do no better than choosing 
Papale Oro Primitivo Di Manduria 
(Varvaglione 2015). 

As the nights close in and a slight 
chill descends on us, Papale will lift your 
spirits. It is a rich full-bodied velvety 
wine which oozes sensuality; notes of 
dark chocolate are followed by ripe 
cherries, kirsch and plums, so typical of 
the Puglian Primitivo grape. It’s aged for 
ten months in French and American oak, so has an added 
spiciness and very silky tannins. 

Big red wines adore strong meat and mature cheese, 
so at At Carruthers & Kent, we offer complementary 
food with our wines. We would pair the Papale with our 
‘posh ploughmans’ a great scotch mutton pie from the 
feathers with a selection of our finest Northumbrian and 
Swiss cheeses. The wine would go equally well with a beef 
casserole or a wild boar ragu. 

This award-winner is blessed, so to speak, and gets 
its name from a 17th century Pope as it is made from 
vines which he planted in that plot. At £27 it’s definitely a 
weekend wine, so as an alternative weekday wine, try Pipoli 
Aglianico. At £11.99, it’s a cheaper option but will match the 
food above.

WINE OF 
     THE MONTH
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WINE OF 
     THE MONTH



118

Dan Sheridan looks at the latest books, DVDs, music and television to enjoy in the comfort of your own home

CULTURE IN 

ARTS - Culture in

DVD:
OCEAN’S 8

In keeping with previous 
incarnations of the heist 
franchise, Ocean’s 8 is 
packed with heavyweight 
Hollywood names, but 
in a welcome switch 
from writer and director 
Gary Ross (Seabiscuit, 
The Hunger Games), the 
familiar set-up features 
an all-female cast.
While many of the 
movie’s significant 
set-pieces are handed 
to superstars such 
as Sandra Bullock, 
Cate Blanchett and 
Anne Hathaway, there 
are some pleasing 
appearances that fly slightly under the radar from the likes of Rihanna, 
Mindy Kaling and the brilliant Sarah Paulson (Studio 60 on the Sunset 
Strip, American Horror Story).

Out October 22
www.hmv.com

TV SERIES:
DOCTOR WHO

There’s always an air of 
anticipation whenever a 
new Doctor is revealed, but 
levels of expectation are at 
an all-time high following 
the news that the 13th 
incarnation of everyone’s 
favourite Time Lord will, for 
the very first time, be played 
by a female.
Jodie Whittaker, previously 
best known for her striking 
role as Beth Latimer in 
ITV’s hit crime drama 
Broadchurch, has been 
handed the keys to the Tardis and will be joined by a host of 
new faces, including companion Graham, played by Bradley 
Walsh, and newcomers Tosin Cole and Mandip Gill. 

Out October 7
www.bbc.co.uk/iplayer

MUSIC:
RAZORLIGHT: OLYMPUS 
SLEEPING

Described by frontman 
Johnny Borrell as a love letter 
to rock n’ roll, Razorlight’s first 
album in ten years, Olympus 
Sleeping, looks set to propel 
the former chart-toppers back 
into the musical spotlight.
Best known for singles such 
as In the Morning, Somewhere 
Else and their number one hit 
America, their fourth studio 
album features the likes of Martin Chambers (The Pretenders) on drums 
and David Ellis on guitar.
It’s been a long road back to the studio for Razorlight after a lengthy 
hiatus, but Borrell and co are hoping that Olympus Sleeping will make 
up for lost time. They’re also hitting the road, and play Newcastle’s O2 
Academy on December 17.

Out October 26
www.itunes.com

BOOK:
KILLING 
COMMENDATORE
BY HARUKI MURAKAMI

A two-part story published in 
a single volume, Murakami’s 
Killing Commendatore is an 
evocative novel that skirts 
around the creation of one’s art 
and a painter coming to terms 
with the breakdown of his 
marriage.
The discovery of a curious 
work relating to Mozart opera 
Don Giovanni peaks the 
protagonist’s interest – particularly in the way it is painted 
and the era in which in belongs.
Comparable with his much-lauded The Wind-Up Bird 
Chronicle, Murakami’s Killing Commendatore is a welcome 
addition to his ever-expanding and always interesting back 
catalogue.  

Out October 9
www.amazon.co.uk
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ART:
RASHEED ARAEEN: A 
RETROSPECTIVE

In a retrospective that spans a 60-year 
career, encompassing art, writing, editing 
and curating, this is a wide-ranging 
and comprehensive study of Rasheed 
Araeen’s artistic and academic practice.
Born in Karachi, Pakistan in 1935, Araeen 
has had a profound influence spanning 
generations, and the exhibition includes 
his early experiments in painting in the 
1950s and early 60s, his pioneering 
minimalist sculptures carried out after his 
arrival in London in 1964, and key pieces 
from the 70s and 80s following Araeen’s political awakening.

From October 19 2018 – January 27 2019
www.baltic.art

FILM:
A STAR IS BORN

As the film industry moves into Oscar season, one movie 
already being tipped for Academy Awards success at the end 
of February next year is Bradley Cooper’s directorial debut, A 
Star is Born.
Starring Cooper himself, alongside a show-stopping 
performance from Lady Gaga, early festival circuit chatter 
suggests the chemistry between the two leads is what gives 
the piece its grandeur.
The previous three incarnations of A Star is Born, including 
the 1976 version featuring Barbra Streisand, all received 
Oscar nominations, and 2018’s adaptation looks set to follow 
suit in a variety of categories.

In cinemas from October 5

THEATRE:
THE LOVELY BONES

Based on Alice Sebold’s global best-
selling book and one of the most 
successful novels of the 21st century, 
The Lovely Bones is being brought to 
life on stage for the very first time in 
an adaptation by Bryony Lavery.
The coming-of-age tale centres on 
Susie Salmon, who can only watch 
over her family’s grief following 
her own murder – her father, Jack, 
obsessed with identifying the killer, 
her mother, Abigail, desperate to 
create a different life for herself, and 
her sister, Lindsay, who is discovering 
the opposite sex with experiences 
that Susie will never know. 

From October 9 – October 20
www.northernstage.co.uk

COMEDY:
SARA PASCOE

Prompted by her break up with fellow comedian John Robins, Sara Pascoe’s 
LadsLadsLads show was described as “whipsmart standup” by The Guardian 
following her recent Edinburgh Fringe return.
Amongst other things, the author of Animal: The Autobiography of a Female 
Body plots a path through the end of her four-year relationship with Robins and 
the chapters that followed – sometimes with uneasiness but always with self-
observation and wit.
Pascoe is a Londoner who is always honest, and always regretting it later, and her 
show promises to be “full of jokes, hope and white wine”.

October 31
www.galadurham.co.uk

A closer look at the arts and cultural highlights in the North East this month

CULTURE OUT 

ARTS - Culture out
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Mercedes-Benz will 
launch its innovative new 
GLE range this month, 
which promises to set a 
new standard in the SUV 
market

THE SUV 
TRENDSETTER 

T
he new Mercedes-Benz GLE 
boasts a wealth of innovations. For 
example, the active suspension 
system E-ACTIVE BODY 
CONTROL using a 48-volt system 

is a world first, while the driving assistance 
systems take another step forward with Active 
Stop-and-Go Assist. 

The interior is even more spacious and 
comfortable, with a third seat row available as 
an option. And the infotainment system has 
larger screens, a full-colour head-up display with 
a resolution of 720 x 240 pixels and the MBUX 
Interior Assistant, which can recognise hand 
and arm movements and supports operating 
intentions. 

Meanwhile, the exterior design not only exudes 

presence and power, but it sets a new standard for 
aerodynamics in the SUV segment.

The GLE will receive a completely new range 
of engines on market launch in early 2019. The 
new 4MATIC ensures great agility on the road 
and superior performance off the beaten track. 
At a later stage, a plug-in hybrid variant with a 
particularly long range is also planned for the 
portfolio. 

Ola Källenius, responsible for corporate 
research at Daimler AG and Mercedes-Benz Cars 
development, says: “The new GLE is not only 
more comfortable than ever before on the road, 
but also shows its superior off-road character 
off the beaten track. This alone shows our 
determination to reinforce our claim to leadership 
in the SUV segment.

“Significantly more space in the interior, the 
new control concept, considerably extended and 
refined assistance systems, the best aerodynamics 
in the segment, a completely new range of engines 
and numerous other innovations emphatically 
underline this.”

Gorden Wagener, chief design officer at Daimler 
AG, adds: “The GLE exhibits iconic Mercedes-
Benz design while remaining true to its character 
as an off-roader. 

“With its design idiom, it perfectly embodies 
our design philosophy of sensual purity, thus 
representing modern luxury. The interior derives 
its fascination from the contrast between the 
luxurious and elegant design and the digital high-
tech of our MBUX system.” 

In 1997, Mercedes-Benz established the 
premium SUV segment with the launch of the 
M-Class. Since autumn 2015, the model family has 
borne the name GLE, emphasising its positioning 
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MERCEDES-BENZ GLE
UK pricing for the new GLE will be 
announced in the autumn, with first 
cars arriving in spring 2019.
www.mercedes-benz.co.uk
@MercedesBenzUK

MOTORS  – Mercedes-Benz GLE

as an SUV in the E Class model family. At present, 
Mercedes-Benz is highly successfully represented 
with seven models in the SUV segment (GLA, GLC, 
GLC Coupé, GLE, GLE Coupé, GLS, and G-Class). 

The new Mercedes-Benz GLE will be presented 
to the public for the first time at the Mondial de 
l’Automobil in Paris (October 4-14) and will be in 
UK dealerships in early 2019. 

THE FIVE MOST 
IMPORTANT INNOVATIONS 
IN THE NEW GLE:

E-active body control: 
This is the only system in 
the market where the spring 
and damping forces can be 
individually controlled at each 
wheel. This means that it not 
only counteracts body roll, but 
also pitching and squat.

Active Tailback Assist: 
This driving assistance system 
enables the GLE to recognise 
tailbacks at an early stage, 
actively supports the driver in 
stop-and-go traffic up to approx. 
60 km/h (37 mph) and even 
helps to form a rescue lane.

Turn-off function of Active 
Brake Assist: 
If there is a danger of a collision 
with oncoming traffic when 
turning off across a carriageway, 
the GLE can be braked at 
the speeds typical of such 
manoeuvres.

4MATIC: 
Available for the first time for 
models with six and eight-
cylinder engines and the plug-in 
hybrid, fully variable all-wheel 
drive (Torque on Demand, TonD) 
controls the torque distribution 
between the front and rear axle 
from 100 per cent, depending on 
the selected driving mode. With 
the optional Off-Road package, 
and as a world first, likewise fully 
variable all-wheel drive (TonD) 
with a low and high range is 
available. This makes the GLE 
more off-road capable than ever.

Seating comfort: 
The new GLE has a much 
longer wheelbase (plus 80 
mm), with corresponding 
interior spaciousness. Comfort 
is particularly enhanced by 
the optional fully electrically 
adjustable second seat row – a 
third seat row is also available 
as an option. ENERGIZING seat 
kinetics is another innovation 
available for the front seats in 
conjunction with fully-electric 
seat adjustment with memory 
function. ENERGIZING seat 
kinetics supports changes in the 
seating posture by means of 
minute movements of the seat 
cushion and backrest. 
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APPLE IPHONE XR

Hot on the heels of the recently-released iPhone XS, 
Apple is now launching its XR model, which integrates the 
revolutionary technologies from its XS model to create a 
model of smartphone with unrivalled LCD quality and next-
generation TrueDepth camera with a single-lens wide angle 
range. 
The XR, which uses ios 12, comes in six new finishes – white, 
black, blue, yellow, coral and red – and its all-day battery 
life significantly improves on that of previous models of 
iPhone – Apple claims it will last up to 90 minutes longer 
than the iPhone 8 Plus from a single charge. It is made from 
aerospace-grade aluminium and a glass enclosure which 
has protection which is splash and water resistant, to ensure 
the phone is one of the sturdiest models ever made. 

From £999
Released October 26
www.apple.com 

The 6.1-inch all-screen liquid retina display is hailed 
as being the most colour accurate smartphone ever 

created, with wide colour support and True Tone for a 
more natural viewing experience. Precision-milled glass 
for the screen, alongside a new backlight design which 

enables the display to stretch into the corners, gives 
quality. The screen quality is especially useful for the 
range of AR, games, photography and video editing 

software which can be used with the XR model. 

Apple’s iconic Face ID is also faster on the iPhone 
XR than any other model, enabled by software 
optimisation, and the TrueDepth camera capabilities. 
The programme uses facial scanners for features 
including to unlock the iPhone, use Apple Pay and 
gain access to secure apps with a single glance.  

Deborah Johnson reveals what’s new and improved with the world of gadgets and technology

TECH 

TECHNOLOGY
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SPHERO BOLT

Gaining huge popularity as a robotic tool to 
teach children (and increasingly adults, too) how 
to code, Sphero has launched its latest model, 
Bolt. Its multi-coloured light matrix offers more 
possibilities with coding and gaming than ever 
before, and uses advanced sensors to track 
speed, acceleration and direction. Controlled via 
Bluetooth, this version of Sphero features infra-red 
communication, allowing Bolt to ‘talk’ to other 
similar models and enables advanced coding and 
gaming options.

£149
www.sphero.com 

SONY WF-SP900 EARPHONES

Sony has launched earphones which are both 
wireless and waterproof, allowing music to be 
listened to in the swimming pool, or, due to 
their salt water resistance, the sea up to a two-
metre depth. The earphones boast Sony’s best 
in-ear comfort to date and have 4G of internal 
memory so music can be stored – up to 920 
songs – or else streamed via a smartphone or 
Bluetooth connection. With up to six hours of 
battery life, or up to 21 with the charging case, 
they have some of the best battery life around. 
The earphones are available in black, white and 
yellow and users can choose from four sizes of 
earpiece and three sizes of arc support. 

£250
www.sony.com 

SAMSUNG FRAME

Samsung has released an updated version of its iconic 
Frame, which reinvented the conventional TV screen 
to make it appear as a work of art. Available in screen 
sizes from 43-inch to 65-inch, it boasts a range of 
enhanced features and customisation options, alongside 
a catalogue of hundreds of works of art from collections 
including those at the V&A Museum and Tate Gallery. The 
Frame can be personalised, and allows a bespoke ‘playlist’ 
to be created of favourite photographs and artworks, and 
an automatic rotation can be used to change what is on 
the screen as often as required. 

From £1199
www.samsung.com/uk

TECHNOLOGY
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1910 
A high-quality restaurant with stunning sea views, 
specialising in spectacular steak and seafood dishes, 
served in contemporary surroundings.

Led by renowned chef Alan O’Kane, the menu 
includes opulent and creative dishes that will tantalise 
your taste buds with flavours both classic and 
innovative. With outstanding service and use of only 
the best ingredients going into everything they create, 
1910 is the perfect place to make memories that will 
last a lifetime.
Trenchers and Trenchers takeaway 
Offering friendly service with a smile, Trenchers is a 
place the whole family will love. The restaurant notably 
enjoys a very special spot directly under the dome itself 
with a pianist playing on selected days.

Following almost 40 years of traditional fish and 
chips at Trenchers of Whitby, the group are proud to 
bring this institution to Whitley Bay.

The menu includes fish and chips, vegetarian 
options, grilled fish, traditional British fayre and fresh 
seafood including oysters, crab, prawns, lobsters and 
much more. Be sure to check out the specials for the 
catch of the day.

Meanwhile, Trenchers takeaway is available with 
traditional and delicious fish and chips available, 
among lots of other favourites.

Valerie’s Tearoom 
Taking diners back to the era of ultimate sophistication 
and the start of Spanish City’s journey back in 1910, 
Valerie’s Tearoom is ideally located on the seafront and 
adorned with luxurious materials and cuisine to match.

Valerie’s Tearoom offers a selection of traditional 
teas, herbal teas, fruit teas and coffees, as well as 
juices and smoothies available to enjoy inside or to 
take away. For those looking for something to eat, 
pastries, muffins and cakes are made fresh daily while 
the breakfast/ brunch and daytime menus are packed 
full of delicious options including Eggs Benedict, Full 
English Breakfasts, omelettes, sandwiches, salads and 
quiches that are guaranteed to delight.

Afternoon Tea 
With head pastry chef, Kristian Branch, at the helm of 
a talented team, Spanish City is confident in offering 

one of the best afternoon teas in the North East.
Full of opulence and indulgence, relax and enjoy 

endless teas or coffees included in the price of your 
afternoon tea, or upgrade to enjoy a glass of Prosecco 
or Champagne, before savouring freshly made 
finger sandwiches, divine quiches, savoury pastries, 
homemade scones and painstakingly created cakes that 
are guaranteed to ‘wow’ you.

Spanish City also offer a Gentlemen’s Afternoon 
Tea for those that fancy something truly hearty. Think 
black pudding pastries, generously filled sandwiches, 

flaky sausage rolls and giant Jammy Dodgers to name a 
few - you’ll want plenty of room for this one!

Waffle and Pancake House 
The Spanish City Waffle and Pancake House is all 
about fun. With a counter full to the brim of luxury 
ice creams and a menu bursting with exciting waffles, 
pancakes and sundaes, your sweet tooth will not be 
disappointed.

Dream of caramels, exotic fruits, luxurious 
chocolates and delicious candies atop truly 
scrumptious waffles, pancakes and sundaes.

The Champagne Bar
The perfect place to enjoy with family and friends, the 
Champagne Bar will provide you with Champagnes, 
Proseccos, beers, lagers, cocktails, wines, spirits and 
much more.

In addition, the Champagne Bar enjoys sea 
views across each floor-to-ceiling window with 
contemporary interior design and regular live music 
really setting the mood.

This summer, Whitley Bay’s iconic Spanish City was transformed. So what’s inside…?

WELCOME TO SPANISH CITY 

ADVERTISING FEATURE – Kymel

Spanish City
www.spanishcity.co.uk
@MySpanishCity



126



127

Interior design practice Bernard Interiors celebrated 10 years in business with more than 140 guests at BALTIC 
Centre for Contemporary Art on September 12. A Champagne reception was followed by canapes, cocktails and live 
music. Jen Bernard, founder and managing director of the award-winning practice, described how it has grown and 
now works internationally, and thanked guests for their support over the years. Roger Tames, special guest auctioneer 
for the evening, then led a charity auction of generously donated luxury interior design pieces with all proceeds going 

to the Alzheimer’s Society

BERNARD INTERIORS CELEBRATES 
TENTH ANNIVERSARY

EVENT - Bernard Interiors
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North East Times hosted 100 attendees at By The River Brew Co. on September 6 for informal networking and 
refreshments. Attendees from the region’s business community were the first to receive a copy of the September issue 

– with Dean Richards, director of rugby at Newcastle Falcons. We were delighted to welcome Phil Kite of Team Tyne 
Innovation as guest speaker. He discussed the journey so far in preparing for the 3000-mile Talisker Whiskey Atlantic 

Challenge and some of the innovative North East businesses and organisations supporting the epic voyage

NORTH EAST TIMES’ BREAKFAST

EVENT - North East Times’ breakfast
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F
or me, the best thing about 
living and working in the North 
East is the variety of business 
communities across a range of 
sectors that choose this region 

as their base; there’s a real sense of combined 
strength and collaboration. 

If you’re lucky enough to call the North East 
home then the best thing has to be our mix of 
city, country and coastal life. It’s all within a 
30-minute drive of Jesmond, where I live.

I love to spend quality family time at 
Bamburgh. The Northumberland coastline is 
breath-taking. 

My favourite place to eat in the North East is 
Les Petits Choux. It’s a fabulous independent 
coffee and patisserie shop just two minutes’ walk 
from our office on the edge of Leazes Park. It’s a 
team favourite, and you must try their cakes! 

This summer we sponsored a design sprint at 
Northumbrian Water’s Innovation Festival, 

which was held at Newcastle Racecourse. 
It really was a festival vibe, and Newcastle 
Racecourse did a great job in delivering the 
festival over the week – catering and service 
were all very good. 

What ‘makes’ the North East for me is the 
variety of people, businesses, places to go and 
people to see. It’s a great place to have our head 
office and be based – there’s a real sense of 
community. 

My ‘hidden gem’ in the North East is 
Milbourne, on the outskirts of Ponteland. I 
got married there, but it tends to be a go-to for 
family walks at weekends.  

I think the North East is missing an outdoor 
swimming pool, especially after the fabulous 
summer we’ve had. It would be a go-to for 
me and my kids on summer days! I travel to 
London frequently as we deliver client projects 
throughout the UK and I do often think how 
lucky they are in the summer to have Lidos – a 
Newcastle Lido would be pretty special! 

Kim Davis is managing director of Newcastle city centre-based Explain Market Research. In the role, she acts as 
strategic lead on the agency’s market research projects while overseeing the running of the business

MY NORTH EAST 
INTERVIEW - Kim Davis

EXPLAIN MARKET 
RESEARCH

www.explainresearch.co.uk
@ExplainMR

Kim@explainresearch.co.uk
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