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EDITOR’S WORD 
Welcome

For the first issue of 2019, North East 
Times takes a look at the professional 
services sector. We’ve spoken to 
some of the key figures and firms 
operating in the region, and look at the 

impact they are making regionally, nationally and 
internationally. 

Our cover story is Tim Bailey, founder of 
Xsite Architecture and chairman of RIBA North 
East. He speaks to North East Times about his 
doorstep architecture ethos and why he believes the 
challenges facing the region’s professionals are best 
addressed via its professional body.

We also speak to private client lawyer Alison 
Hall, who reflects on her role as president of the 
Newcastle Law Society, while Professor Scott Wilkes 
– professor of general practice and primary care 
and part-time GP – reveals how the University of 
Sunderland’s School of Medicine, which will open 
in September, aims to address regional imbalances 
in medical education. 

In addition, we examine the differences between 
niche verses global professional services firms, and 
ask the sector how the ongoing uncertainty around 
Brexit is impacting their firms.

I hope that you enjoy this issue.

Welcome to the Professional Services 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

Business leaders of some of the UK’s fastest-growing 
companies said they found funding to be their biggest 
blocker to expansion, quoted by 51 per cent of the 380 
founders and executives interviewed as part of EY’s last 
Fast Growth Tracker.  

While the majority said they were still hungry for capital (66 per 
cent), the number of entrepreneurs who said they wanted to raise 
funds has fallen since last year – down from 71 per cent (EY’s 2017 
Fast Growth Tracker). Of those who wanted to raise funds (66 per 

cent), 81 per cent were looking for a minimum of a £5 million cash 
injection and 19 per cent up to £10 million.

Victoria Price, EY Entrepreneur of the Year lead partner in the 
North, said: “With their positivity and ability to spot opportunities 
in challenging times, entrepreneurs will help to lead the way through 
the uncertainty that lies ahead. With such an important role to play 
in boosting confidence, it is important that we maintain a supportive 
environment in the UK that supports their expansion plans.”

BUSINESS

Growth plans of UK 
entrepreneurs blocked by 
access to funding 

BULLETIN

PROFESSIONAL SERVICES

Professionals job market continues 
to grow in North East
Demand for permanent professionals within the North East 
increased by 13 per cent from November 2017 to November 
2018, according to research from the Association of Professional 
Staffing Companies (APSCo).

The data, provided by recruitment software company, 
Innovantage, also reveals a rise in engineering and 
manufacturing vacancies which increased by 13 per cent.

Commenting on the data, Moya Rylands, regional director 
at APSCo – the membership body for professional recruitment 
in the UK – said: “After months of positivity, professional job 
vacancies in the North East continue to rise; in particular, the 
region’s engineering and manufacturing sector is showing 
ongoing strength.”

Over half of UK entrepreneurs (51 per cent) 
are expecting to increase their revenues by 50 
per cent in 2019, yet many are facing an uphill 
battle when it comes to funding the growth of 
their businesses, according to EY’s latest Fast 
Growth Tracker
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PROPERTY 

Spanish City recognised for 
industry awards
Spanish City, which reopened earlier this year, has 
been announced as one of nine projects across 
the UK to win a Civic Trust AABC Conservation 
Award or Commendation. The awards celebrate the 
highest standards of historic building conservation.

Architectural practice ADP worked closely with 
North Tyneside Council, construction company 
Robertson, and the new operator, Kymel, to restore 
Spanish City, which open in June 2018. 

TECH

Firm fast-tracks 
international expansion
North East energy data firm EnAppSys has 
continued its expansion into mainland Europe with 
the opening of a new office in Terneuzen, in the 
Netherlands.

The move is part of an ambitious strategy by the 
Stockton-on-Tees-headquartered firm to grow its 
presence – expanding coverage across Belgium, 
France, Spain, Portugal and Germany.

National and 
international 
news 
UK Government announces 
loan for Bahrain water plant

UK Export Finance (UKEF) 
has provided Bahrain’s 
Ministry of Works with a 
loan of £27.9 million under 
its direct lending facility 
to upgrade a waste water 
plant in Bahrain. Bluewater 
Bio’s enhancements follow 
previous successful work by 
the company on the plant. 
The announcement comes 
shortly after the Chancellor 
announced an additional 
£2 billion in direct lending 
support from UKEF in this 
year’s Autumn Budget.

E.ON makes a strategic 
investment to Finnish 
software company 
 
E-mobility software 
company Virta, together 
with its lead investor, Helen 
Ltd, has finalised a funding 
round with Europe’s leading 
energy company E.ON. 
The partnership is set to 
establish thousands of 
intelligent E.ON charging 
stations, available to 
electric vehicle users, in ten 
countries across Europe. 

 

PROPERTY

Ground broken at Hexham 
development
Work has begun on a £5.5 million development in 
the heart of Hexham. 

Karbon Homes is working with Tolent to build 
homes to suit all sections of the community, with 
20 apartments available for Shared Ownership 
and 18 for rent. The project, designed by architects 
HMH, has been supported with £2.3 million of 
funding from the Homes England development 
and regeneration agency.

BIOTECHNOLOGY

Multi-million-pound 
investment for FUJIFILM
A £7 million investment into a major 
biotechnology facility has been agreed by the 
Tees Valley Mayor and the Tees Valley Combined 
Authority Cabinet.The investment, which will 
aid the development of FUJIFILM Diosynth 
Biotechnologies’ £14.5 million BioCampus project 
at its site in Billingham, is expected to lead to the 
creation of up to 50 high-value jobs and add £4 
million per year to the regional economy.
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TECH

Software firm awarded 
£500k investment
Notify Technology, a Newcastle company that 
allows organisations of any size to manage 
worker health and safety, has secured a £500,000 
investment from the North East Venture Fund, 
managed by Mercia Fund Managers.

The funding will allow the tech company to step 
up its sales and marketing activities to attract new 
customers, and is expected to create significant 
jobs in the next five years. 

TECH

Multi-million pound NHS win for ITPS
ITPS has won a multi-million pound, three-year contract to connect NHS organisations on 670 sites to 
the new NHS Health and Social Care Network (HSCN) as part of the Gateshead-based IT firm’s long-term 
strategy to carve out a bigger share of the public sector market.

HSCN is a new UK-wide network connecting thousands of NHS and public sector organisations with 
health and social care providers such as pharmacies, dentists, opticians and care homes.

LAW

Ward Hadaway to work 
with EdTech firm
Newcastle law firm Ward Hadaway has been 
announced as the exclusive provider of UK visa 
and immigration legal advice for StudyAtlas, 
which helps international students apply for higher 
education courses around the world.

Employment lawyer and immigration specialist 
at Ward Hadaway, Flora Mewies will lead on the 
legal work, supported by associate Gillian Burns 
and solicitors Natalie Payne and Andrew Craven.

Calendar of events:
January 31, 9.15am-1.30pm

YOU CAN EXPORT: Overseas 
Opportunities in High Growth 
Markets
Location: Durham County 
Cricket Club, Chester-le-
Street, DH3 3QR
Price: Free
Department for International 
Trade North East
www.eventbrite.co.uk
By identifying and prioritising 
certain overseas markets, 
exporters of products and 
services can develop a 
more effective international 
strategy. During this 
interactive masterclass 
attendees will look at the 
countries exporters have 
traditionally targeted and 
focus on the new market 
opportunities for future 
development.

February 1, 8am-10am

First Friday
Location: NBSL, 6 Esther 
Court, Wansbeck Business 
Park, Rotary Way, Ashington, 
NE63 8AP
Price: Free
Newcastle Helix 
www.eventbrite.co.uk
Attend for coffee and 
informal networking on the 
First Friday of the month at 
Newcastle Helix (formerly 
Science Central). There’s no 
need to register, just pop 
along and say hello.

February 8, 8am-10am

Maximising your Membership
Location: Newcastle 
Gateshead Marriott Hotel 
MetroCentre, Marconi Way, 
NE11 9XF
Price: Free
North East England Chamber 
of Commerce
www.neechamber.co.uk
Members new and old are 
invited to attend this event, 
giving the opportunity to 
meet key members of the 
Chamber team to ensure you 
are making the most of the 
products and services within 
your Chamber membership. 

NEWS
Deals

DEALS
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Teesside University launched its new-
look Business School on December 7. 

Alongside state-of-the art learning 
facilities and collaborative workspaces, 
the new Business School will see 

companies, ranging from micro-businesses, SMEs 
to key North-East businesses, using its facilities and 
working alongside students, sharing knowledge and 
innovation.

As well as providing opportunities for students 
to gain insight into real-world business issues and 
hone their graduate capabilities, it will also provide a 
forum for collaboration, helping to build a network 
of engaged students and employers which will boost 
graduate level job opportunities, keeping key skills 
and knowledge within the region.

Teesside University Business School has 
highlighted scale up support as a key strand of 
its activity and has introduced a programme for 
business leaders called Leap 50, which focuses on 
supporting leaders and organisations through the 
business scale-up process.

It is estimated that the school will enhance the £76 
million per annum GVA generated across the Tees 
Valley and North East by the university’s knowledge 
transfer and business collaboration activities.

This figure comes from an economic impact 
assessment carried out by New Skills Consulting 
which analysed data from the Higher Education 
Business and Communities Interaction Survey 
(HEBCIS) that revealed in 2016/17, the GVA 
generated by knowledge transfer activity by Teesside 
University amounted to £17.7 million in the Tees 
Valley and £11.5 million in the wider North East. 
Taking into account the longer-term impact of some 
of this activity, this would equate to £45.7 million in 
the Tees Valley and £30.1 million in the wider North 
East.

Vice-Chancellor Professor Paul Croney said 
at the opening: “Teesside University is an anchor 
institution, driving economic growth through 
the development of people, business support and 
innovation.

“The Business School is a fundamental catalyst 
for the region and also a significant player on the 
international stage, developing the leaders and 
managers of the future in countries including Sri 
Lanka, Singapore, Sweden and the Czech Republic.”

New business school to help transform the Tees Valley economy 

MONTHLY REPORT
Teesside University Business School

MONTHLY REPORT 

TEESSIDE UNIVERSITY BUSINESS SCHOOL 
www.tees.ac.uk/business-school

i
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North East Times welcomed over 100 attendees at BALTIC last month for the inaugural Impact 
Awards, powered by Sunderland College, to celebrate individuals based in the region who have 
made a significant mark on the North East. Winners included Jim Mawdsley (CEO - Generator), 
Lesley Spuhler (CEO - Foundation of Light), Neil Herron (founder and CEO– Grid Smarter Cities), 
Steve Parkin (CEO – Mayborn Group), and John Savage (managing director – Flame Heating 
Group).  Attendees from the region’s business community were the first to receive a copy of the 
Impact Issue – with Outstanding Impact Award winner Lesley Spuhler, CEO of SAFC Foundation 
of Light, on the cover. Thank you to event sponsors – Sunderland College, SEAO Talent Partners, 
St James’ Square Law Firm, Motel One, North East England Chamber of Commerce and Projector

IMPACT AWARDS 2018

KEY EVENT 
North East Times



13



14

Q
OPINION
Burning Issue

Q: How is the ongoing uncertainty around Brexit impacting your professional 
services firm?

BURNING ISSUE

The continued uncertainty around Brexit has not impacted 
professional services as much as certain industries, such as 
manufacturing. It has been known from the outset that there was no 
intention to include services within a new deal with the EU.  
Typically, professional services firms are less capital intensive 
than manufacturing so are therefore more agile with contingency 
planning. For example, Square One Law agreed a strategic alliance 
with niche EU-law Brussels-based law firm Kemmlers in 2017 to 
ensure its clients would still have access to EU institutions and have 
influence within the EU’s trading community.

Brexit uncertainty is affecting Vertem in two ways. Firstly, there has 
been an inevitable impact on the stock market; there is nothing the 
market likes less than uncertainty – it is often more comfortable 
with the knowledge of a worst-case scenario. Lower market levels 
impact our revenue, which is generated as a percentage of invested 
assets. However, on the flip side, a lower pound has inflated the 
sterling value of our overseas investments. Secondly, a number of 
new clients have indicated they want to wait until a Brexit outcome 
has been reached before committing their hard-earned money to the 
market.

The continuing uncertainty and prospect of a hard Brexit is 
particularly unwelcome. Like many businesses, we need clarity on 
what is happening and once a decision is made, we can all budget 
and plan accordingly. We are finding that many large organisations 
are postponing relocation/expansion plans until the uncertainty 
has been resolved. Also, shorter leases and contracts are being 
awarded as circumstances are likely to change. However, once 
final decisions have been made, we expect that business will move 
on. Fundamentally, the economy is robust and while Brexit will 
inevitably affect growth initially, it shouldn’t have a dramatically 
negative impact.

The current uncertainty is worrying – while the Prime Minister’s 
deal is far from perfect, it provides stability and a way forward. In 
the last few months, we have noticed that the small and medium-
sized developer clients who have regional roots are slightly more 
tentative to invest than earlier on in the year.
We are, however, a small and nimble business. As such, we remain 
incredibly busy with an order book taking us well into 2019. 
Business is robust and we continue to grow the team with new 
appointments.

Neil Warwick
Head of EU and competition, Square One Law

John Dance 
CEO, Vertem

Angus White
Managing director, Naylors

George Musson
Partner, Squires Barnett Architects
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RECRUITMENT

Your monthly guide to the people moving jobs in the region

APPOINTMENTS 

An experienced executive has been appointed to 
lead on the ambitious development programme at 
Karbon Homes.

Ged Walsh has joined the housing association 
as director of development and will lead a team 
responsible for delivering 500 new homes a year 
while investing in maintaining and renewing 
Karbon’s stock of close to 30,000 homes across the 
North East and Yorkshire.

BMC Recruitment Group has appointed Chris 
Milnes as managing director of its expanding 
Newcastle-based operation. Chris, who has more 
than ten years’ experience in the insurance industry, 
joins from global insurance broker Marsh where he 
was head of the firm’s Newcastle and Carlisle offices. 
Chris has plans to expand the specialist areas within 
BMC, grow his own team and push into London 
within the next 12 months.

Stockton and Newcastle-based e-commerce and 
digital agency Visualsoft has appointed Daniel 
Dixon to direct social media strategy as the 
company continues to grow.

Daniel will be responsible for scaling the 
company’s social media offering, overseeing 
specialist marketing campaigns, developing content 
topics and managing day-to-day social media 
output.

Gateshead College has strengthened its senior 
management team with the appointment of two 
assistant principals.

Deni Chambers will lead a number of curriculum 
areas, including digital tech, while Suzanne 
Slater will be the strategic lead for the delivery of 
apprenticeship programmes.

EY has appointed a new head of financial services 
for the North East, underlining its commitment 
to building its managed services business in the 
region.

Partner Mike Scoular, who also heads up 
managed services across the UK, has relocated to 
Newcastle from EY’s Edinburgh office to head up 
and grow the North East financial services business, 
which works with financial institutions across the 
country.

County Durham shipping container and self-storage 
businesses Parsons Containers Group has appointed 
a finance director to support the company’s 
expansion in the North East and across the UK. 
Chartered accountant Helen Parsons has joined the 
Sedgefield based firm, bringing more than ten years’ 
experience in auditing and finance to the new role 
at the business, founded by her father Ean.

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

alison@netimesmagazine.co.uk

i

Ged Walsh
Director of development
Karbon Homes

Chris Milnes
Managing director
BMC Recruitment Group

Daniel Dixon
Head of social media  
Visualsoft 

Deni Chambers and 
Suzanne Slater
Assistant principals 
Gateshead College 

Mike Scoular
Head of financial services 
North East 
EY

Helen Parsons
Finance director
Parsons Containers Group
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RECRUITMENT

New positions available in the North East

JOBS

JOBS  
To post a position, contact 

alison@netimesmagazine.co.uk

i

Journalist
Newcastle, competitive salary 

North East Times 

North East Times is seeking an experienced 
business journalist to work across print, online, 
events and film. The successful candidate will be 
responsible for sourcing, writing and editing a 
range of profile interviews, news stories and feature 
articles across North East Times’ multi-channel 
platform and contract publications. Applicants 
should be creative and have excellent copy-writing 
skills. Experience of sub-editing and project 
management is desirable. Please send your CV, 
covering letter and examples of your work to: 

alison@netimesmagazine.co.uk

Business development manager – 
I&C
National, £43K

NRG

NRG is seeking a business development manager 
to work for an innovative organisation within the 
water industry. Candidates must demonstrate 
proven business development skills through 
effective prospecting and sales technique. The 
successful candidate will work closely with the 
business development, finance and bid teams, 
while playing a lead role in the development of 
high-quality, competitive tenders and pro-active 
sales opportunities. For more information, contact:

georgiascott@nrgplc.com   

Finance manager
Newcastle, £35K - £45K

NRG

NRG is working with a niche firm in professional 
services that is looking for a finance manager 
to join its fast-paced business in Newcastle. 
The successful candidate will be tasked with 
introducing and improving existing controls, with 
a focus on streamlining business activities relating 
to the collation of financial data. Applicants must 
be a highly-motivated, qualified accountant with 
experience in both practice and industry desirable. 
For more information, contact: 

craigstewart@nrgplc.com

Chief legal officer
Newcastle, competitive salary

BMC Recruitment Group

BMC Recruitment Group is seeking an experienced 
corporate lawyer who will play a critical role in 
building a new financial institution. The successful 
candidate will provide the legal template for 
trading and adherence to all regulatory and 
statutory requirements. They will support the main 
board across all legal matters and be able to excel 
in a fast-paced and challenging environment. For 
more information, contact: 

avid.lovenbury@bmcrecruitmentgroup.com
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COMMENT
In the limelight

Alison Cowie looks at the impact niche professional services companies are making in the North 
East

IN THE LIMELIGHT

In recent years, there has been rise in the number of 
niche professional services firms opening across the UK 
– and the North East is no different.

These niche firms have tended to utilise the latest, 
disruptive technologies to provide bespoke services to a 

more targeted client base. 
One such example is Blu Sky, the award-winning 

Chartered accountancy firm located in North Tyneside.
Director of innovation and transformations, Sam Wood, 

says: “We’re definitely at the forefront of the change and are 
known for pushing things forward.”

Sam explains this ‘sea-change’ began around five years ago 
when Blu Sky – which was established by Dave Gibson and 
Jon Dudgeon in 2005 – made the decision to focus its efforts 
on attracting clients from the burgeoning local tech sector.

“With the rise of the Newcastle tech scene – accelerated 
by initiatives such as Ignite and Campus North – we 
identified the opportunity that there was a growing need for 
a firm to specialise in tech and digital accountancy services,” 
Sam says.

He continues: “The feedback we were getting from the 
type of clients we wanted to attract was that they dreaded 
going to their accountant. They had an image of a man in a 
grey suit and a brief case who you’d go to once a year to get 
told off.

“At Blu Sky, we wanted to be the opposite and believed 
that by dressing like our clients and using the technology 
that they used, it put them at ease and enabled us to build 
more human relationships.”

Bly Sky has since become known as the ‘accountants who 
don’t wear suits’, instead preferring more ‘techy’ hoodies. The 
firm has also adopted the Xero online accountancy platform 
(becoming a Xero Platinum Partner) which, as Sam explains, 
allows a more bespoke and connected service.

“The platform can be adapted to solve specific business 
problems – such as expenses automation and reporting add-
ons, which allow clients to visualise their data more easily.”

Blu Sky won UK Mid-Size Firm of the Year in the Xero 
Awards 2018. It also won the Independent Accountancy 
Firm of the Year at the North East Accountancy Awards in 
2017. 

Sam – who was named Accountant of the Year at the latest 
North East Accountancy Awards – joined Blu Sky from one 
of the Big Four accountancy firms in 2015. He believes there 
are undoubted benefits of working in a more niche firm. 

“The difference of working in a big accountancy company 
compared to a smaller one is that bigger companies can find 
it more difficult to move with the changes and implement 
something that can potentially be influential and of more 
value. It’s all about small-step changes that can take months 
if not years to implement,” he says.

The idea that smaller firms are more agile or 
technologically advanced is one that Mike Scoular, head of 
financial services for the North East at EY, unsurprisingly, 
doesn’t accept. 

“I wouldn’t say they’re more agile or disruptive in 
thought,” he says. “The strength EY has is that it can build 
alliances with the biggest global tech companies – Microsoft, 
SAS and Blue Prism – as well as having people with the 
specialisms to create in-house tools. 

Mike goes on to say that EY also benefits from a top-down 
global IT structure. 

“Because of our global infrastructure, we can share the 
tools and technologies that are being developed around the 
world. 

“We have mechanisms within the firm to be able to 
efficiently and securely tap into these products and services 
– whether they’re being developed in Europe, America or 
Asia.”

But while Mike is proud of the managed services EY 
provides from its Newcastle base (which totals more than 
600 people), he is not dismissive of the smaller firms 
operating locally. 

“All competition is welcome,” he says. “It’s only when you 
have more competition that people are more innovative.

“With my North East hat on, I’m delighted that there is 
more work like ours operating in the region – and it shows 
that not everything has to be based in London.”

Sam also concedes that the major global accountancy and 
business service firms are better “set up to service high-end 
big corporate, FTSE100 companies”, leaving firms like Blu 
Sky to focus more on the SME market. 

It seems that, like all sectors, accountancy and other 
professional service firms are experiencing change at a 
pace not otherwise seen before, and they are adapting 
accordingly.

The fact that the North East can support an ecosystem 
where both global professional services firms and smaller 
niche companies can thrive is surely a good thing – not only 
for innovation but for skills and talent retention. 
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Alexandra Chan
After learning more about the EY Foundation’s 
Smart Futures programme when I first joined EY 
in 2016, I knew it was something I wanted to get 
involved with.

I met David in July 2017 when he joined the 
Smart Futures programme. I was impressed 
with the enthusiasm, positivity and happiness he 
showed. 

David and I met regularly throughout the ten-
month programme and we have maintained our 
relationship since then more informally. 

We regularly chat about what David wants to do 
in later life and how to develop his career in line 
with his ambitions. In June 2018, David took part 
in our EY Foundation expedition to take on Mount 
Toubkal in South West Morocco and I supported 
David in his fundraising efforts. 

David’s commitment, attitude and willingness 
to succeed, coupled with the support of his school 
and our EY office, has allowed him to experience 
opportunities that he may not have otherwise.

Since Smart Futures, David has joined the 
National Youth Panel on behalf of EY and he 
has already attended multiple events. Whatever 
career path David decides to embark on, he will 
give everything 100 per cent with his ‘can do’ 
attitude and passion. I feel lucky to have had the 
opportunity to mentor someone with so much 
potential.

INTERVIEW  
Alexandra Chan and David Adenken

Through the delivery of high-impact programmes, the EY Foundation supports young people 
to develop the skills, behaviours and experience to thrive in the workplace. Here, Alexandra 
Chan (mentor) and David Adeniken (mentee) reflect on being part of the foundation’s Smart 
Futures programme

SUPPORTING ROLE

EY FOUNDATION
www.eyfoundation.co.uk
EY_Foundation
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David Adeniken
I’ve always been quite curious about accounting 
and financial services but I didn’t know much 
about that world. I joined Smart Futures 
programme as I saw it as an opportunity to step 
outside my comfort zone. I was also keen to get a 
glimpse of what working life looked like.

The programme consisted of several different 
workshops, which helped me improve my 
employability skills. There were several challenges 
we took part in – for me, the most memorable 
of these was the Dragons’ Den challenge, where 
we were tasked with creating and then pitching a 
product to several senior staff at EY.

I was really privileged to have had Alexandra as 
a mentor over the ten months and I now see her as 
more of a friend than a mentor.

The biggest thing Alexandra has taught me is 
the benefits of being proactive – not just teaching 
it to me but always leading by example. She has 
taught me to take the initiative and to boldly strive 
for my career aspirations and dreams no matter 
how impossible I sometimes think they may be.

Alexandra also played a key role in helping me 
reach my fundraising target for the foundation’s 
trek.

I joined the advisory board for the programme 
and my role is essentially to provide a voice for 
young people at the EY Foundation. It’s been 
extremely rewarding and I feel I’m playing a part 
in helping the foundation grow and flourish so 
other young people can benefit from the same 
support and inspiration I received.

I was stuck between going to university and 
entering the world of work until I found out about 
degree apprenticeships, seeing them as a great 
opportunity to experience the best of both worlds. 

With Alexandra, EY, and the foundation’s help, I 
have developed a new sense of confidence this year 
I never thought I would be able to achieve. I feel 
as though I am ready to take on the challenges of a 
working life. 
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What was your first break in business?
I think my first awareness of a real business 
opportunity was when I started my career in tax 
with the Inland Revenue (now HMRC). At the time, 
the highest tax rate applied on earned income in 
the UK was 83 per cent and there was an additional 
surcharge of 15 per cent on earned income, which 
made a potential top rate of 98 per cent. These 
astonishing tax rates led to many talented people 
leaving the UK, but as a very young man I could see 
the opportunity in a career as a tax adviser.
 
What did you want to be growing up?
I am not sure I have grown up yet, but when I do I 
will be the lead guitar player in the world’s best blues 
band.
 
What attracted you to your current role?
I saw a strong sense of shared vision and values with 
the senior leadership team at Armstrong Watson. 
I also saw a real opportunity to contribute to the 
firm’s success.
 
What is your firm’s mission?
To help our clients achieve prosperity, a secure 
future and peace of mind.
 
How do you get the best out of your staff?
I think by trying to create a real feeling that while 
someone has to be the leader, we are all vitally 
important. Also, by trying to have some fun and an 
understanding of one another as people. We put a 
lot of time and energy into what we do and there 
has to be more than just a financial reward at the 
end of the month.
 
What has been your career highlight?
At my previous firm, I played a crucial role in 
growing the tax business of £90 million of revenues. 
I’m hungry to surpass that – maybe not in absolute 
terms, but definitely relatively at Armstrong Watson.
 

What has been your biggest challenge?
Having insisted on leaving school at 16 because 
“I knew best”, I had to spend five years catching 
up on my professional peers – but I think I got 
there as my own person.
 
Who or what inspires you?
Many different things in different ways. I admire 
the way many of my musical heroes, such as 
BB King, have done more than any politician 
to break down prejudices. Forty years after his 
passing, am still inspired by the outlook on life 
my father had. My wife, Joanne, also encourages 
me to get out and do what I need to do even at 
times when I don’t feel like it. In business and 
professionally, I have been inspired by many 
people but one who sticks in my mind is Roger 
Frost, who was my senior partner when I first 
became a young partner and showed belief in 
me.
 
What are Armstrong Watson’s short and long-
term goals?
Our short-term and longer-term aspirations 
revolve around our people and our clients. 
Ultimately, we aspire to be the go-to firm for 
family-owned and owner-managed businesses 
in the North of England. To achieve this, 
Armstrong Watson must have a culture that 
truly enables people and puts our clients at the 
centre of everything. We want the firm to be 
acknowledged as ‘a great place to work and a 
great firm to do business with’.
 
How do you achieve a good work/life balance?
I have fantastic family and friends who remind 
me there are lots of other things in life than 
work. But, for me, the key to self-regulation is to 
remind myself that while what I do is important 
to my clients and others, I shouldn’t take myself 
too seriously. 

INTERVIEW  
Jim Meakin

10 QUESTIONS 
Jim Meakin has been working with entrepreneurial clients as a tax and business adviser for more 
than 30 years. He was the managing partner of the Newcastle office at a major international 
firm but four months ago joined Armstrong Watson – a top-30 firm of accountants and business 
advisers – as head of tax

ARMSTRONG WATSON
www.armstrongwatson.co.uk 
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ADVERTISING FEATURE – LAW
Muckle LLP

Law firm Muckle LLP is leading the way when it comes to revolutionising the workplace. Managing 
partner Jason Wainwright explains how embracing an agile approach to working and underlining 
the firm’s core values has put its clients and people in control

A LESSON IN AGILITY 

A 
new era of transparency, team-
work and 24/7 support underpins 
the 21st century approach to 
all things legal. That’s the bold 
claim of Jason Wainwright as he 

outlines the giant strides being taken by North 
East-based Muckle LLP on the journey towards 
workplace evolution and unrivalled customer 
service.

With a vision to introduce agile working (which 
Jason prefers to call ‘connected working’) and to 
encourage all staff to embrace a new blueprint 
for core values, the firm’s ambitious managing 
partner identified 2018 as a year for action. Twelve 
months on and Jason remains convinced that 
Muckle LLP’s subtle shift in focus – both internally 
and externally – has positioned the city centre 
institution as a sector leader.

“Those days of the law being mysterious and 
impenetrable with lawyers almost hiding from 
clients have long gone,” he explains. “Clients 
have wised up to that and technology has made 
everything faster and more accessible. 

“Responsiveness and an ability to react quickly 
is what people want. Clients take technical 
knowledge and legal expertise as read and there 
are numerous firms across the North East who 
can deliver in that respect. People are choosing 
their lawyers based on quality of service and their 
experience with their provider. 

“Our clients want a solution and they want it to 
be clear and fast. As a result, the people I look after 
at Muckle – the people at the heart of our business 
– can be expected to be available around the clock.

“What I wanted was for our team to have 
control of their own time, subject to client 
demands and our demands. They don’t have to 
sit chained to their desks all day. Presenteeism is 
counter-productive for everyone.

“If it’s convenient and suits them and their 
client, then they can work at the client’s offices for 
a day or maybe work for a couple of hours at home 

before they come in – who am I to say that they 
shouldn’t do that? I advocate agile working and 
have done for some time. It works both ways.”

Jason insists his mission to focus on a more 
flexible working week has been met with almost 
universal approval within the enlightened 
corridors of Muckle. And he has the figures to 
support the notion that agile working can be the 
precursor for greater productivity.

“The original motivation for introducing agile 

working was that people’s lives in the office were 
becoming increasingly stressful because of the 
hours spent working alongside clients and the 
need to be available,” he adds. “It was received 
really well across the board. I think a minority 
had a perception that people would suddenly sit at 
home watching Jeremy Kyle in their pyjamas! But 
more and more people quickly became switched 
on to its positive impact. 

“We launched our agile working plan just over 
a year ago – and we’ve brought in much better 
infrastructure to support this new approach. It’s 
been a cultural change as much as a technological 
change – we’ve had to encourage people to 
change their mind-set. The firm’s productivity has 
improved and if you look at the individual figures 
of those working agilely, then those numbers have 
improved also.”

Greater productivity leads to greater efficiency 
and, ultimately, better value. Jason admits that 
explaining the true value of Muckle LLP’s work 

“We’re trying to stay 
ahead of the curve. We 

don’t want to be the 
firm playing catch-up or 

clinging on to the old ways 
of working.”
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remains a significant challenge at a time when 
clients expect more for their money. Clarity, 
cooperation and consistency are key. 

“What’s changed a lot in the market – and what 
we’ve responded to really well – is getting away 
from the idea of an hourly rate,” he adds. “We did a 
lot of work internally to try and fix prices where we 
can and be transparent from the outset. 

“The whole legal industry is slowly waking up to 
the fact that you can’t keep charging people by the 
hour, which effectively rewards inefficiency. The 
idea that the longer I pore over this contract the 
more I charge you – that’s just ridiculous.

“We’re trying to stay ahead of the curve. We 
don’t want to be the firm playing catch-up or 
clinging on to the old ways of working. Value 
means many different things to many different 
clients but when I talk to them, they all say that 
value is getting a solution quickly and without a 
load of legal faff around it. Sometimes you do have 
to explain the amount of work that needs to be 
done behind the scenes but it’s more about building 
a relationship with our client.”

In addition to the agile working revolution, 
Muckle LLP’s new company values underpin that 
precious relationship. In tandem with the firm’s HR 
director, Nicola Leyden, and after consultation with 
everyone at Muckle, Jason has mapped out four key 
values which, he insists, sit at the heart of a unique 
lawyer-client connection. “Trust, teamwork, 
responsibility and care are the four cornerstones 
of Muckle,” he adds. “They are the values we 
adhere to at every level and all four are common 
to our own people, clients, suppliers and everyone 
involved with our business.

“Nicola gauged opinion across the firm and the 
feedback reflected exactly what I always imagined 
our values were. Reassuringly, the response 
reiterated and underlined what we’re all about. 
Now, instead of making decisions in line with what 
we think our values are, we can make decisions 
knowing exactly what they are and know that this 

came from our people. 
“Of the four values, I think the most interesting 

one is care. I’ve always used the word care but 
I didn’t always think it fitted with a corporate 
law firm. It’s the essence of what’s a bit different 
about working at Muckle. People really care about 
one another and look out for one another. We 
care about– and are invested in – the North East 
community and a lot of lawyers are here because 
of that. 

“We do a lot of pro bono work, give 1 per cent 
of profits to charitable causes and our people have 
two community days a year when they volunteer at 
local charities away from the office. Whether we’re 
talking about agile working, offering better value 
to clients or staying true to our core beliefs, we do 
care. And we should be proud of that.”

MUCKLE LLP
www.muckle-llp.com
@MuckleLLP
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Eldon Financial Planning is celebrating after being named Chartered Financial Planning Firm of 
the Year at The Personal Finance Society Awards 

FIRM OF THE YEAR

Newton Aycliffe-based Eldon 
Financial Planning (Eldon) 
picked up the Chartered Financial 
Planning Firm of the Year award at 
The Personal Finance Society (PFS) 

Awards UK 2018/19, held in London in November 
2018 and hosted by broadcaster Clive Anderson. 

This is the second time Eldon has received the 
award, having also won in 2011. PFS is part of the 
Chartered Insurance Institute (CII) Group, which 
gained its Royal Charter more than 100 years ago.

Director Gemma Siddle was also celebrating 
on the night, having reached the final three in 
the individual UK Chartered Financial Planner 
of the Year category for the second year in a row. 
A record number of entries for the 14 categories 
made these the most competitive awards yet.

Eldon was founded in 2002, by three like-
minded financial planning experts determined 
to re-think the traditional model by providing an 
ongoing, holistic, financial planning service. 

The directors went on to gain the highest 
available CII qualifications and embed a culture of 
‘treating customers fairly’. 

Passionate about the development of the 
profession, they achieved Chartered status and 
Fellowship of the PFS in their very first wave. 

Since then, Eldon has continued to grow 
through referral and recommendation by listening 
closely to its clients and helping them understand 
their finances. 

The Eldon team works with its clients to answer 
key questions such as when can they retire, is their 
money in the best place, do they have enough for 
their future plans, can they make gifts, and can 
they afford future care? 

Through years of experience, technical 
expertise and professional qualifications, the team 
demonstrates to clients the benefits of successful 
financial planning, in turn giving them choices 
and the ability to confidently deal with life’s 
inevitable unexpected circumstances.

Eldon continues to invest in technology and 
systems to deliver an efficient, accessible and 
personalised service, setting out clients’ financial 
goals and milestones in a highly visual and easy to 
understand way.

Engrained with its CII pedigree, Eldon’s new 
colleagues – be they paraplanners or financial 
planners – all work towards Chartered status. The 
team can proudly boast that, other than through 
retirement, no-one has ever left the business. 

Gemma is a ‘Chartered Champion’ and an 
active member of the national Financial Planning 
Panel who gets involved with local community 
and charity initiatives as well as promoting the 
profession to young people through training and 
work experience. The team also regularly provides 
financial planning industry insight to local BBC 
Radio.

To win the PFS award, Eldon went through a 
rigorous process to satisfy the judging criteria 
of demonstrating the highest commitment to 
professionalism, the qualification and development 
of its people, as well as a highly-professional 
and ethical culture, and a strong commitment 
to customer care. The PFS panel said of the 
winning team: “The judges were impressed by 
Eldon, a Chartered financial planning firm with 
a unique culture driven by client centricity and 
commitment to nurturing the talent of the future.” 

Reflecting on the win and being up against 

ADVERTISING FEATURE – FINANCE
Eldon Financial Planning 
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much larger city-based firms with national 
reach, Eldon director, Tony Conner, says: “We 
are absolutely delighted to win this accolade. 
Our team is hard-working with a strong culture 
of doing the best for our clients, so to have this 
external recognition and endorsement of the work 
we do is fantastic.

“Because of the value we add, we have clients 
that travel hundreds of miles for their review 
meetings with us, even from London – a form of 
‘North-shoring’. The award shows that we have 
nationally-recognised expertise right here in the 
North East.”

The Eldon team works to keep the business 
agile, nimble and up-to-date with the latest 
industry and technological developments for the 
benefit of its clients. This flexibility helps it to 
identify with the likes of entrepreneurs, scaling 
business owners, those wondering whether they 
can afford a significant career change later in life or 
those who are looking to retire early.

Adopting a collaborative, client-centric and 
tailored approach, the Eldon team works closely 
with each of its clients’ other professional advisers 
to develop a fully-integrated financial plan. It is 
not unusual for solicitors and accountants to meet 
with clients at Eldon’s office, or vice versa. This 
ensures that all the professionals are aligned with 

the overall financial plan – with the client front 
and centre. The client-focused process, long-term 
relationships and results it generates mean that the 
majority of Eldon’s work comes from referrals and 
recommendations by fellow professionals.

Another key differentiator is that Eldon is 
strategically configuring itself to become an eternal 
business by gradually moving it into employee-
ownership. Bucking the trend in the financial 
planning industry for takeovers and buy-outs 
and adhering to its own ethos of thinking ahead, 
Eldon’s carefully considered succession planning 
will guarantee ongoing client focus and stability 
and reward the team for its hard work and 
dedication. As well as helping to retain and attract 
top-level financial planning talent, this strategy 
will insulate the business from the risks and 
uncertainties of sale in the future.  

Gemma Siddle concludes: “We’re not trying to 
take over the world and are not targeting a large 
number of clients. We know each of our clients 
extremely well and work with them to help them 
understand their finances. We use our skills and 
approachability to find out what’s important to 
them and then agree a strategy to meet those 
priorities. 

“For some, it is looking at early retirement; for 
others, it is handling complex pensions tax issues, 
or personal planning issues around selling their 
business; and for others again, it is balancing 
the worries of parents needing care, their own 
retirement and supporting children. 

“Everyone has their own story and we work out 
where we can add value to that story.”

ELDON FINANCIAL 
PLANNING
Eldon Financial Planning Limited 
is authorised and regulated by 
the Financial Conduct Authority. 
Registered in England & Wales 
No. 4561871.
01325 318000
gemma.siddle@eldonfinancial.
co.uk 
www.eldonfinancial.co.uk  
@EldonFinancial
LinkedIn: www.linkedin.com/
company/eldon-financial-
planning-ltd
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“Because of the value we 
add, we have clients that 

travel hundreds of miles for 
their review meetings with 
us, even from London – a 
form of ‘North-shoring’.”
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Recruitment is a key part of the 
growth strategy, with lawyers 
continuing to relocate from across 
the UK to join Sintons. The level of 
senior appointments seen during 

2017 has continued over the past year and is set 
to do so into the future as Sintons’ significant 
progress continues. 

Mark Quigley, managing partner of Sintons, 
says: “As a business which recognises that people 
are central to our continuing success, we are 
committed to recruiting and retaining outstanding 

people who share our vision of excellence, both in 
terms of legal work and client service. 

“We have taken on a number of very high-
calibre new people, which is indicative of our 
commitment to increasing and strengthening our 
teams across a range of practice areas, particularly 
across the commercial group. We have made 
strong progress since we unveiled our Strategy for 
Growth, and the positive impact of our strategic 
recruitment is a central factor in that. As a growing 
and ambitious law firm, we are continually looking 
to add further to our team.” 

ADVERTISING FEATURE – LAW
Sintons

Law firm Sintons has continued with its ongoing recruitment drive – a key component of its 
Strategy for Growth – by adding new lawyers in departments across the business during 2018 

TEAM BUILDING 

SINTONS
www.sintons.co.uk
@SintonsLaw
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Lucy Carlin
Senior associate

As one of the region’s 
leading IT and tech 
specialist lawyers, 
Lucy (formerly Lucy 
Cook) is regularly 
acknowledged by Legal 
500 and Chambers for 
her work in these highly 
niche areas, being 
named as an ‘associate 
to watch’ and ‘future 
generation lawyer’ for 
her fast-developing 
reputation. Since 
moving to Sintons, she 
has helped significantly 
develop its presence 
in the region’s startup 
and tech sectors, which 
has resulted in coups 
including Sintons being 
named as a partner 
of TusPark Newcastle 
and premium sponsor 
of Newcastle Startup 

Week. 

Luke Philpott 
Solicitor 

Since relocating from 
a leading business law 
firm in Manchester 
to join Sintons, Luke 
has quickly built a 
reputation in the North 
East and works widely 
with startups. He is a 
specialist in corporate 
finance, mergers 
and acquisitions 
and venture capital 
work, and has been 
involved in a number 
of significant deals 
completed by Sintons’ 
highly-regarded 
corporate team. He 
works alongside Lucy 
Carlin in developing 
the firm’s presence in 
the region’s dynamic 
startup sector.   

Elizabeth Gallagher 
Consultant 

A well-known and 
highly-rated family 
lawyer with over 25 
years’ experience, 
Elizabeth joined Sintons 
to help continue the 
strong growth of its 
specialist matrimonial 
team. Having previously 
been head of family law 
at another regional law 
firm, Elizabeth has huge 
capability in handling 
complex financial 
issues arising from 
divorce and separation, 
and is a committed 
collaborative lawyer 
who champions 
resolving family 
disputes at an early 
stage. 

Louisa Bestford 
Solicitor

Louisa, a well-known 
matrimonial specialist, 
moved to Sintons 
from a senior role in a 
Teesside-based firm. 
She is highly regarded 
for her work in divorce, 
cohabitation and 
financial settlements, 
and regularly acts in 
high-value complex 
cases. As part of 
Sintons’ specialist 
team, she represents 
the firm’s clients – 
including high net 
worth individuals, 
public figures, sports 
professionals and senior 
lawyers – in securing 
the best and quickest 
outcome. 

Matthew Pexton 
Associate

A highly-rated 
construction specialist 
lawyer, Matthew is 
relocating from London 
and a role with a 
leading independent 
business law firm to 
join Sintons. He has 
significant experience 
of acting for major 
clients in an array of 
construction projects 
and joins Sintons’ 
specialist Construction 
and Engineering team 
at a time of strong 
growth. The team, 
led by Alex Rayner, is 
increasingly appointed 
on a national level and 
is highly rated in both 
contentious and non-
contentious matters. 

CORPORATE AND COMMERCIAL MATRIMONIALCONSTRUCTION
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Kate Nicklin 
Associate

Kate, recently named as 
an associate to Watch 
by Chambers, is a well-
known name in serious 
injury work and has a 
stellar reputation for 
fighting hard on behalf 
of her clients. As part 
of Sintons’ fast-growing 
neurotrauma team, 
Kate acts for people 
across the UK who 
have sustained serious 
injuries to secure 
bespoke packages 
of support. Through 
moving to Sintons, she 
re-joins John Davis, 
formerly regional 
managing partner of 
Irwin Mitchell and now 
neurotrauma consultant 
at Sintons, with whom 
she worked for eight 
years.

Adam Burton 
Associate

With more than 22 
years’ experience at 
two nationally-known 
law firms, Adam joins 
Sintons with a wealth 
of experience and 
capability in serious 
injury work. He has a 
strong track record 
in pursuing complex 
and high-value 
personal injury claims, 
and joins Sintons’ 
specialist Serious 
Injury team to help 
support its growing 
presence nationally. 
The department is 
consistently highly 
rated, was recently 
hailed as being “first 
class” by Legal 500, 
and acts for increasing 
numbers of clients 
outside of the North 
East.

Jami Blythe 
Client support 
executive

Formerly a family 
liaison officer and 
part of the nationally-
renowned Operation 
Dragoon motor patrols 
team at Northumbria 
Police, Jami joins 
Sintons in a newly-
created role which 
will see her working 
directly with clients and 
their families to offer 
support during the 
traumatic aftermath of 
sustaining their injuries. 
As an experienced 
police investigator, Jami 
will also help with the 
collation of witness 
material and other 
evidence, liaising with 
police and other parties 
to ensure matters 
progress as quickly and 
efficiently as possible. 

Michael Cattermole 
Solicitor

A specialist wills and 
probate lawyer, Michael 
moved to Sintons 
to help support the 
strong growth of the 
department, which is 
regularly instructed to 
act in highly-complex 
matters around the UK. 
He also works closely 
with clients on matters 
including trusts, estate 
planning and lasting 
powers of attorney. 

Lauren Fraser 
Solicitor

Lauren, who moved 
from a Yorkshire firm 
to join Sintons, is a 
specialist wills and 
probate solicitor who 
was attracted to move 
to Newcastle by the 
strong reputation 
of the private client 
team, which is led 
by Paul Nickalls, who 
is regularly rated by 
Legal 500 as a Leading 
Individual in the North 
of England. Lauren acts 
in a range of matters 
for clients across the 
region and beyond. 

Robert Burn
Solicitor

Robert relocated from 
the North West to join 
Sintons at a time of 
growth for its specialist 
dispute resolution 
department and is 
the latest in a series 
of key appointments 
to the team. Robert 
has experience of 
handling a wide range 
of commercial disputes 
and works alongside 
partners Angus 
Ashman and Graeme 
Ritzema – two of the 
most respected names 
in the North for dispute 
resolution work – and 
the wider team to 
represent clients across 
the UK.  

Andrew Graham 
Associate 

A highly-experienced 
and well-known 
residential property 
lawyer, Andrew has 
strong relationships 
with several major 
housebuilders and is a 
specialist in new-build 
property work. His 
arrival at Sintons has 
helped further develop 
the highly-esteemed 
team, which was named 
as Residential Property 
Team of the Year at the 
Northern Law Awards 
2018.  

Sarah Holmes 
Solicitor

With a long-established 
reputation as one 
of the biggest and 
most capable real 
estate teams in the 
North East, the Real 
Estate department is 
continuing to grow 
through new client 
wins and strategic 
additions to its 
team. Sarah joins to 
support the continuing 
development of 
Sintons’ real estate 
offering, and has also 
become part of its 
specialist ecclesiastical 
team, which is one of 
only a handful of teams 
of its kind nationally 
and works with church 
clients across the UK. 

Continuing its commitment to supporting legal 
talent from the earliest stages, Sintons has again 
taken on a group of new trainees, awarding them 
two-year training contracts to work in departments 
throughout the firm as they prepare for qualification. 
The new cohort – Liam Anderson, Jay Balmer, Caitilin 
Hepworth and Sophie Townes – join the second-year 
trainees, Tessa Carr, Edward Forshaw and Emelie 
Vardon, at Sintons. 
The firm is also a founder member of the North East 
Solicitors Apprentice (NESA) programme, which 
offers young people an alternative route into law 
through an apprenticeship, instead of the traditional 
route of university. Having taken two apprentices 
onto the six-year programme last year – Leah 
Greenwell and Nathan Johnson – Sintons has added 
a third legal apprentice, Saffron Sinclair, to its ranks.  

CONVEYANCING SERIOUS INJURYREAL ESTATE

DISPUTE 
RESOLUTION

PRIVATE CLIENT TRAINEES AND SOLICITOR APPRENTICES 
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Pay attention to the finer details. 
This was the first lesson I learnt 
in business. As an enthusiastic 
placement student, I was left to man 
the fort for a week, which was a 

great experience. All was well until I sent out an 
email declaring a big event at the Teesside office 
(with the wrong date and missing out an ‘e’ from 
the word Teesside). The next week I’d recovered 
and accepted that everyone makes the odd 
grammatical mistake. I definitely learnt from this. 

Take care of your team so that they provide great 
client service. The rest should fall into place.

Surround yourself with people who have 
different skills and learn from them. You can’t be 
good at everything and it’s great to have people 
who are better than you at different things. 

Find people who are willing to go that extra mile. 
The most important thing for marketing (or any 
team, in fact) is finding the right person who is 
really keen and wants to learn. 

Don’t be afraid to make mistakes. Marketing 
changes every day and not everything will go 
to plan all the time. When PR and events are 
involved, there’s always a lot of room for error and 
elements you can’t control. But you should try 
new things, give new ideas a go and always learn 
from any idea or venture, measure the outputs and 
try it differently next time. Experiment with new 
designs, try out innovative software and test new 
ways of communicating with your clients – just 
make sure you can admit when things didn’t go 
to plan.

Keep learning. Marketing is changing so quickly, 
and so many traditional theories and tools are 
becoming obsolete. All marketing people should 

aim to learn something new or explore new 
online tools every day if they can or at least once 
a week! I genuinely think, as years go by, the roles 
that separate elements of marketing will start to 
tail off. A good marketer should be able to do 
social and digital and storytelling and PR. Yes, 
you will outsource elements and have in-house 
specialists, but I think a good marketer should 
be able to, at the very least, understand every 
element and be able to implement most aspects of 
modern communication strategies. I’d also advise 
marketers to understand financials, budgets and 
measurements – it’s the only way to communicate. 

Create a good online presence. It gets noisy on 
LinkedIn and online, with people shouting about 
how great their businesses are. What always 
stands out for me are the businesses who don’t 
shout at all. The businesses who have clients 
communicating how great they are instead, or 
their team or business community – those are the 
ones who really stand out. Make sure your team 
creates a good online presence to drive visibility, 
clear messaging and targeted communications. 

Give your team ownership. My team tells me how 
they want to manage their projects, and they do 
it, which gives them ownership and freedom to 
control their own workload. They enjoy training 
courses, managing their days and being in and out 
of the office for events and meetings. We also talk 
every day about things working well and things 
they would like to change. 

Never expect anyone to do something in business 
that you wouldn’t do yourself. The quickest way 
to make someone feel undervalued is to treat 
them less than equal. Making tea or running 
errands or doing the rubbish jobs is a team role; 
pull together and everyone can pull in the same 
direction.

INTERVIEW
Kirsty Ramsey 

Kirsty Ramsey is a Chartered marketer specialising in marketing strategy and business 
development. She spent a placement year at accountancy firm Tait Walker, before being offered a 
marketing executive position. Kirsty has been promoted several times at the Newcastle office and 
she is now a senior marketing manager, managing her own team 

WHAT I’VE LEARNT

TAIT WALKER
www.taitwalker.co.uk
@TaitWalker 
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Tim Bailey, founder of Xsite 
Architecture and chairman 
of RIBA North East, talks to 

Alison Cowie about his design 
ethos and why he believes the 
challenges facing the region’s 
architects are best addressed 

via its professional body

M A R K S  T H E  S P O T 

X
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Growing up in Hartlepool in the 
1970s – the eldest of eight children 
– Tim Bailey developed a love for 
the sea. But when his dad told 

him he would not support his naval ambitions, 
the 14-year-old turned his attention to another 
developing passion.

“I had become fascinated with dimension and 
space – which I now know was ergonomics,” 
explains Tim. “I did a measured survey of my 
house without knowing what I was doing or 
really having a reason to do so.”

Tim studied architecture at Newcastle 
University, during which time he spent a year 
as a student councillor for the Royal Institute 
of British Architects (RIBA). It would be the 
beginning of his life-long alliance with the 
organisation.

“RIBA is the body that effectively marshals 
the collective thought of architects,” says Tim. “It 
drives a lot of policy and pushes boundaries in 
the ways that architects behave.

“My job as a RIBA student councillor was 
essentially to visit all the schools of architecture, 
gauge opinion and report this back to the 

council four times a year. It was a brilliant 
experience and it made me realise the value of 
the professional institute in putting you at the 
front of the conversation.”

While many of his peer group ventured to 
London after graduating, Tim chose to develop 
his architectural career on Tyneside, taking a 
position at Browne Smith Baker. He spent ten 
years at the mid-sized architectural practice, 
becoming a partner after seven. But the art-
loving architect decided to establish his own 
practice in 2000 to focus on local cultural and 
civic projects.

Xsite Architecture’s first project was 
Intermezzo (what was then the ground-floor café 
at Tyneside Cinema) and the practice – based 
in the Ouseburn Valley – has since developed 
a stellar reputation for delivering design-led 
leisure, cultural and commercial developments, 
the vast majority of which are based in the North 
East. 

“I have a term called ‘doorstep architecture’, 
which is an important way to stay closely 
related to projects,” Tim explains. “If it’s on our 
doorstep, you want to make sure it’s good. You 
don’t want to be embarrassed by a building you 
walk past every day.”

Tim highlights three key ‘doorstep 
architecture’ projects that represent ‘change-
points’ for Xsite.

The first is Boho One in Middlesbrough, a 
major project the practice first became involved 
in 2005.

“We began working with the leader of 
DigitalCity, who had realised the town needed 
an accelerator space for digital enterprises,” Tim 
explains.

The striking £9.2 million Boho One opened 
in 2009 and its success has led to seven more 
adjacent developments – creating Boho Zone, 
a digital, creative and business hub for the Tees 
Valley. 

The second project is the Toffee Factory – 
based in the Ouseburn Valley – which Xsite won 
off the back of Boho One in 2009. 

“We felt a big sense of responsibility because, 
at the time, the Toffee Factory was tagged as 
the venue that would change the Ouseburn into 
the obvious place to go if you were a creative or 
digital business,” says Tim.

C O V E R  S T O R Y 
TIM BAILEY 
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XSITE ARCHITECTURE 
www.xsitearchitecture.co.uk
@xsite_arch

RIBA NORTH EAST 
www.architecture.com/my-local-
riba/riba-north-east
@RIBANorthEast
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C O V E R  S T O R Y 
TIM BAILEY 

The renovation of the former factory has gone 
on to win multiple awards and has fulfilled its 
objective to establish a new focus for the area.

The third project Tim highlights is Xsite’s most 
recent – the NE Futures UTC at Stephenson 
Quarter, in the heart of Newcastle city centre. 

With a challenging site and pressured budget, 
the Xsite team had to use all its expertise to 
create an inspiringf state-funded technical school 
for 14 to 19-year-olds. The school now merges 
seamlessly into its former historic industrial 
site, and boasts an elevated walkway entrance, a 
multi-use presentation hall and sports facilities 
on the roof.

Xsite’s team now totals ten and continues to 
deliver the doorstep architecture philosophy 
developed by its principal.

Meanwhile, Tim has continued to foster close 
links with RIBA and between 2016 and 2018 he 
was a non-executive director of Newcastle based 
RIBA Enterprises Ltd (now known as NBS). 

In the role, he helped the institute’s commercial 
arm secure investment to realise its potential in 
becoming a global force in digital construction.

Tim believes it can’t be overstated how 
important it is having NBS based in the North 
East. 

“It’s critical for the region’s architecture and 
construction professions to have a success story 
like NBS on their doorstep. Not only is it a major 
employer but it helps make you feel like you’re 
part of a place that is capable of producing a 
world leader in its field.”

Since 2016, Xsite’s founder has also been the 
chair of RIBA North East (having previously held 
the position in the 1990s).  In his most recent 
tenure, Tim has made it his mission to encourage 
more collaboration among local practitioners to 
share knowledge and attract and retain talent in 
the region. 

“We’ve got to be more attractive, more 
collective and more open and clear about the 
career trajectory of staying to practice in the 
North East,” says Tim. 

RIBA North East has established three special 
focus groups to address specific challenges. 

The first of these looks to cement the 
architectural journey in the region by 
linking members of the Young Architectural 
Practitioners’ Forum (YAPF) with those who are 
more established in their careers. 

“It’s helping younger people to have a voice 
with older professionals and allows these older 
professionals to have a sense of what’s new. 

The second focus is on locally-based research 
to help inform national RIBA’s policy work and 
encouraged knowledge sharing among practices 
as, “the sector realises this is not about giving 
something away, it’s about adding something”.

The third focus group is aimed at supporting 
small practices by assisting them with business 
services such as accounting and marketing. 

“Owning a small practice can be quite isolating 
but we have emerging small pockets of practices 
that are grouping together and sharing their 
knowledge and experiences,” says Tim.

These three special interest groups, Tim 
reports, have been hailed by the wider RIBA 
community, and similar initiatives are now being 
adopted across the organisation. 

Furthermore, Tim is working with his 
counterparts in the North West and Yorkshire 
to build stronger lines of communications in the 
north. 

“It’s about recognising that there are differences 
between practices in the north and the south, and 
asking ourselves how we best respond to those,” 
the RIBA North East’s chair reveals.

As for Xsite’s future, Tim – who is a Governor 
at the Northern School of Art – is currently 
looking at ways to embed the architect’s role more 
into the construction process. 

“The challenge Xsite is facing – along 
with most other small practices – is that 
artificial intelligence and other technological 
developments are narrowing architectural 
services to a little band of influence, early in the 
process. But there’s a role for design at every 
part of the process. We have to find new ways 
to augment the journey so that architects can 
stay more involved – whether that’s through 
being better client advisers, brief takers, contract 
administrators or project managers,” says 
Tim, who became the new creative director of 
Northern Design Festival this month.

As well as working on a new integrated design 
strategy for Xsite, Tim remains committed to 
working with RIBA and championing the North 
East. “I’ve got a political instinct which never 
goes away,” he says, “I’m also interested in making 
sure, through RIBA, that the North East is a 
better-informed region and it has a strong voice.”
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W ith a growing team 
brimming with expertise, 
an international network 
of offices to call upon, 
and a capability and 

approachability that few can come close to, it is 
little wonder Deloitte is the go-to adviser for so 
many leading entrepreneurs and wealthy families 
across the North East. 

Unquestionably one of the leading private 
client specialists in the North, Deloitte’s North 
East and Yorkshire operation comprises a vastly 
experienced group of advisers and acts for the 
firm’s enviable regional client base on a range of 
highly-complex matters, many of which have an 
international dimension. 

With a strong expert team across the two 
regions, Deloitte can handle a number of major 
matters simultaneously, covering inheritance tax 
advice to huge private equity transactions, and 
everything in between.  

On the strength of its growing workload and 
client base, its private client tax team continues 
to grow with key strategic director-level 
appointments, combining with long-standing 

names at Deloitte’s Newcastle office to great 
effect. 

New appointment Jodie Barwick-Bell – widely 
known from her KPMG days, and who more 
recently has worked in-house for high net worth 
families – joins Deloitte’s regional team. She adds 
to the expertise of Jackie Ward, who is now with 
Deloitte following an eminent career with EY, 
working with clients across the North East and 
Yorkshire regions. 

They slot into a team already known and 
admired for its expertise in handling private 
client affairs, led by Stephen Hall, senior partner 
of Deloitte in Newcastle, and supported by 
leading tax adviser David Hicks. Both Stephen 
and David have been with Deloitte for over 25 
years. 

Despite the reputation and scale of the Deloitte 
global network, Stephen is keen to dispel the 
misconception that the firm is remote or its fees 
are too high, pointing out its deep commitment 
to the North East and long history of acting on a 
host of prominent and complex transactions. 

“We have masses of experience here in this 
region – practical commercial experience that 
has been built over many years, so we can advise 
on the most complex matters. Regularly, we help 
our clients negotiate their way through choppy 
waters, and with the kind of back up we have – 
with offices in Deloitte member firms around the 
world and 16,000 people in the UK alone – we 
can handle even the most exceptionally complex 
affairs,” says Stephen. 

“Our private client team across the North East 
and Yorkshire continues to grow and in the area 
of private client tax work, we have some of the 
leading names here at Deloitte in David, Jackie 
and Jodie. But despite that, we remain very 
accessible and approachable. 

“Our client base is varied – we have long-
standing clients who we have developed trusting 
relationships with over many years, and we help 

ADVERTISING FEATURE – FINANCE 
Deloitte 

The private client tax team at Deloitte, already one of the most respected in the North, continues 
to grow with strategic appointments and new client wins. North East Times speaks to Stephen 
Hall, senior partner of Deloitte in Newcastle, about why its size and capability makes it the firm of 
choice for growing numbers of high-net worth entrepreneurs and families in the region

STRENGTH IN NUMBERS
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with their tax affairs and family office work. We 
have many serial entrepreneur clients whose lives 
have been spent building businesses,  and being 
hugely ambitious, and they want advisers who 
can tell them what is possible instead of only 
seeing the risk and who can be with them on 
their journey. 

“Then there are those who come to us for 
perhaps one major transaction, which could be 
preparing for the sale of their business. We often 
have this type of work referred to us by smaller 
accountancy firms, who trust us to complete 
work for their clients which they cannot service, 
usually due to the very complex nature or high 
value. We have a great network of such firms 
locally, and equally we refer work back to them.

“I think people often assume that because 
we’re Deloitte, our fees will be very high, but in 
reality they’re very competitive. While a smaller 
firm or high street accountant may have a 
cheaper hourly rate, they will take much longer 
to do the complex work than we do – they may 
handle the type of work we do every week once 
a year, so for us it is routine and we have the 
people here to get the job done.”

Deloitte is also a main port of call for those 
with interests abroad, says Stephen. 

“Being part of an international network is very 
important to clients with interests overseas, and 
that can be anything from having a property in 
Spain, which you need to understand your tax 
liability for, to owning a global business. We 
might have a client, for example, which starts 
in the UK then might expand into the US and 
Europe, and our international knowledge and 
network is there for them to use. As the network 
has offices around the world, if our client has a 
matter in Hamburg, we will call our office there 
and liaise with them. If a client needs some 
support in New Zealand, they’re just an email 
away. Advice or guidance is available to our 
clients wherever they need it just by contacting 
their adviser in Newcastle,” he adds. 

“Clearly with Brexit and the many challenges 
that will bring, entrepreneurs need the right 
guidance from advisers who are aware of the 
international picture and what that will mean for 
them. It is important to have the right advisers 
in place to help negotiate your way through what 
lies ahead.”

For Deloitte’s private client offering in 

the North East and Yorkshire, the outlook is 
certainly very good, as they continue to grow 
both their team and client base.

Stephen says: “We have a highly capable 
team, and through the additions of Jackie and 
more recently Jodie too, we are continuing to 
increase our presence all the time. But for all we 
are part of a huge international brand, we are 
local and proud of our presence in this region 
and are deeply committed to our clients and 
helping them, their businesses and their families 
in preparing for the future and overcoming any 
issues that may arise in the meanwhile.”

DELOITTE 
Photos (above): Stephen Hall 

(left) Jodie Barwick-Bell, David 

Hicks and Jackie Ward

www.deloitte.co.uk/northeast
@DeloitteUK
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What led you into a law 
career?
The honest answer is, I’m 
not sure. I did okay at 
school and so the careers 

advice was that I should go into either law or 
medicine. I remember my mother saying to me, 
‘you can argue your way out of a paper bag, you 
should go into the legal profession’.

I really enjoyed the first year of my law degree 
but in my second year, I began to wonder if it 
was the right path for me. I wanted to keep my 
options open so I applied to York University to do 
a masters in computing. It was a highly-respected 
course at the time and you were guaranteed a job 
at the end of it. 

By the end of my law degree, I’d realised that 
I did want to pursue a legal career but I decided 
to continue with the masters. Afterwards, I did 
my LPC at York University and started to apply 
for trainee contracts. I intended to go into IT law 
but I got a training contract at Ward Hadaway in 
Newcastle and fell in love with private client work. 

Do you regret doing the masters?
I may not have used IT in a professional sense but 
it’s still proved very helpful in my career. When 
I first started at Ward Hadaway, we didn’t have 
a formal IT department and I was able to use 
my expertise, especially in coding. The masters 
also taught me about systems analysis, which I 
definitely use in my work. 

What is it about private client work that appeals 
to you?
The best thing about private client work is that 
you really get to know your clients. They must 
trust you completely as they’re often divulging 
personal information about their assets, their 
family and their relationships. The great thing is 
that I’ve acted for clients and I’m now acting for 
their children. You don’t get that same relationship 
building in other areas of law. 

What qualities do you need to be a successful 
private client lawyer?
You need to be able to build a rapport with 
someone very quickly. I always say to my trainees 
and colleagues that you have to give a bit of 
yourself. Clients don’t want to just see you as a 
walking legal textbook. Most of my clients know 
my husband’s name, they know my dog’s name, 
and they know that I used to ride a motorbike.

You joined Hay & Kilner in 2011 after 15 years at 
Ward Hadaway, where you had become a partner. 
Why the move?
I knew Kirsten Cook, who was head of private 
client at Hay & Kilner and had previously been at 
Ward Hadaway. Kirsten and I used to get together 
to share knowledge and talk about the sector. A 
few times she’d asked if I would consider moving 
to Hay & Kilner but I was happy where I was. 
Then one day, we were having dinner and Kirsten 
asked me again. I said, ‘let’s explore it’, and we did. 
As I found out more about Hay & Kilner, I realised 
there was an opportunity for me to make a real 
difference at the firm. 

When did your association with Newcastle Law 
Society begin?
When I was a trainee, I was chairman of the 
Trainee Solicitor Group and had to attend Law 
Society Committee meetings and go to the annual 
dinner. But I didn’t get involved in the society 
again until I joined Hay & Kilner. Kate Goodings 
– who is director of operations at the society and 
who knew me from my trainee days – asked if I 
would join the committee and I said yes. 

Initially, it was meant to be a three-year stint 
but then I got a phone call from Verity Dobbie, 
who was the immediate past president, who 
asked if I’d be interested in becoming president. 
It came as a complete bolt out of the blue. I said 
I’d have to think about and that I needed to talk 
to my fellow partners at Hay & Kilner. I also rang 
past presidents and they all said they loved the 

INTERVIEW
Alison Hall

Alison Hall grew up in Knaresborough, North Yorkshire, before moving to Newcastle to complete 
a law degree. Despite going on to study a masters in computing, she returning to the world of law 
and has carved out a successful legal career in Newcastle. Alison is currently a partner and head 
of private client work at Hay & Kilner and since March 2018, she has been president of Newcastle 
Law Society. Here, she talks to North East Times

PART OF 1000 YEARS OF TRADITION
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“Most of my clients know 
my husband’s name, they 
know my dog’s name, and 

they know that I used to ride 
a motorbike.”

ALISON HALL
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experience and that I should definitely do it. So I 
accepted.

What does the role of Newcastle Law Society 
president entail?
It’s a year in office, which starts in March, and 
it’s a role you could do full time if you had a real 
mission you wanted to achieve. 

You run a committee that responds to policy 
and consultations, and you also act as a helpline 
for members who have a query about law. They’ll 
get in touch with us and if we can’t help, we’ll put 
them in contact with someone who can. 

In addition, the society runs a programme of 
lectures and dinners throughout the year. 

Did you have a mission when you became 
president?
I wouldn’t say it was a mission but I’ve made a 
concerted effort to try and engage with more 
commercial law firms. My vice president, Chris 
Hugill, who is at Ward Hadaway, is very keen on 
this too and has been helping me to work with 
commercial lawyers and asking them what they 
want from the society. It’s still a work in progress 
and I’ll probably stay on the committee for 
another year with Chris to see if we can keep that 
momentum going. 

What is your overall impression of the law sector 
in the region?
I think the local sector is thriving and it’s great 
to see new firms are opening in the region – 
especially the niche ones. 

The Law Society carried out a research project 
in 2017, which revealed that the North East, 
along with Wales, came out top for the having the 
best opportunities to become a partner in a law 
firm. That’s great news for youngsters joining the 
profession.

What’s the biggest challenge for the North East 
law sector?
Despite evidence showing that there are 
opportunities to build a career in law in the region, 
we still suffer from brain drain. Young lawyers 
qualify in the North East but if they can get 
training contracts in London or Manchester, they 
tend to go. At this year’s Newcastle Law Society 
dinner, we gave out certificates to newly-qualified 
lawyers who had completed their qualifications 
and training in the region. There were loads of 
them and we need to keep this talent in the region.

Historically, there’s been a lack of training 
contracts for law students finishing their studies. 
Is this still the case?
There are still far too many people coming out of 
law school, which is something that the society’s 
talked about in the last committee meeting. I’m 
not sure prospective students’ expectations are 
managed enough when they’re applying for their 
degrees. There aren’t enough jobs for all of them. 

When I finished my LPC, I heard a rumour that 
across the UK, there were 8000 people with a law 
degree, 3000 of those had LPC, and there were 
only 1000 training contracts on offer. I sent off 180 
applications for a training contract and got one 

INTERVIEW
Alison Hall
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interview at Ward Hadaway. 

What are your thoughts about apprenticeships 
in law?
Arguably, it means there’ll be even fewer training 
contracts as firms go down the apprenticeship 
route, but I do think they are an excellent idea for 
getting people into law early, getting them used 
to work, and allowing them to earn. Accountancy 
has been doing it for years. Law apprenticeships 
are still very much in their infancy but I can see 
it’s going to be the way forward for many. If I’d 
had the opportunity to do a law apprenticeship, I 
would have definitely considered it.

What’s been your highlight as Newcastle Law 
Society president?
As president, you get to attend the opening of the 
Legal Year in London on October 1. You go to a 
service at Westminster Abbey – attended by the 
Lord Chief Justice, the Lord Chancellor and all the 
Supreme Court, the Court of Appeal and the High 
Court judges. It’s a ceremony that’s been running 
for over 1000 years and it really reminds you that 
you’re part of a profession. 

Talking to law society presidents in other areas, 
do you get a sense of what challenges they’re 
facing?
They’re all facing the same things: challenges 
around the next generation of lawyers wanting a 
better work-life balance, the uncertainty around 
Brexit and the issues around transparency rules 
that came into effect last week.

Tell me more about the transparency rules?
The solicitors must now advertise their fees for 
certain work areas. So, if you take something that 
I do – probate – you have to give an indication of 
fees on your website. The problem is it depends on 
so many things, such as how much is in the estate, 
what assets you have and how many beneficiaries 
there are. You end up putting so many caveats on 
the fee estimate that you wonder if it’s beneficial 
to the public. The only people looking at it will 
probably be other lawyers. 

Regulation is something that’s crippling firms – 
with transparency rules, GDPR, and anti-money 
laundering controls.

So if you had a magic wand, would you get rid of 
this regulation? 

It’s funny, you moan about these things but you 
also see the reasons for having them. They’re 
all client-driven, which is important, but you 
sometimes wonder, ‘when will I have time to give 
legal advice?’. 

Your law society presidency finishes in March 
2019; what’s next for you?
I sit on the management board at Hay & Kilner, 
which is great because I can get involved in all 
the strategy of the firm, and I hope to be able to 
continue that. 

I’m also head of the private client department 
and I have a fantastic team. The idea is that one 
will eventually lead the department. With private 
client work it’s essential to have good successors 
because of the relationships you have with your 
clients. I’ll be looking to someone I can trust and 
who is technically good enough to hand over the 
work to, before I retire – but that won’t be for a 
while yet!

NEWCASTLE LAW SOCIETY
www.newcastle-lawsoc.org.uk
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Dealmakers at Chartered accountancy and business advisory firm UNW are celebrating 12 deals in 
12 record-breaking months for the corporate finance team

RECORD BREAKING 2018

Over the past 12 months, 
Newcastle-based UNW’s 
corporate finance team has 
completed several high-profile 
transactions that included 

a number of finance raises, re-financings and 
company disposals. 

The transactions have catered for clients in 
a wide range of sectors, including healthcare, 
manufacturing, technology and digital.

Early 2018 saw the team advise Reading-based 
drone technology company Altitude Angel on its 
£3.4 million Series A funding round with Seraphim 
Capital, ADV and Frequentis AG. Meanwhile, in the 
autumn, a £2.1 million venture capital funding deal 
and £0.5 million worth of growth capital funding 
were secured for North East tech-enabled firms 
Boiler Plan UK and Troocost, respectively.

In a strong year for mergers and acquisitions 
generally, UNW acted on several cross-border 
disposals, with highlights including the sale of 
manufacturing firm International Syalons to 
German firm Calsitherm Group, digital agency 
TH_NK to EPAM in the United States and Hydram 
Engineering to Dynamic Aerospace and Defense 
which is also based in the States. 

Closer to home, the team advised on Vocare’s 
sale to AIM-listed Totally plc, private dental group 

Morrison Shenfine on its sale to BUPA, Lawson 
Fuses throughout its disposal to Lucy Group and 
Sunderland-based John Hogg Funeral Directors on 
its sale to Funeral Partners, a leading UK network of 
funeral directors.

John Healey, corporate finance partner at UNW, 
reflects: “Our corporate finance team is one of the 
largest in the North East and growing all the time. 
This is reflected in a year that has been our most 
successful in terms of the variety and volume of 
deals completed.

“Our collective skills in navigating successful 
acquisition, fundraising and disposal processes have 
helped our clients to conclude transactions with 
businesses and funders around the world. With 
a strong pipeline coming through for 2019, we’re 
hoping that this year will be even more successful 
than last.”

Speaking of the UNW support during his 
firm’s successful multi-million-pound fundraising 
application, Altitude Angel CEO Richard Parker 
says: “In UNW, we found a real trusted advisor. 
Their expertise in both domain and industry really 
helped us navigate a somewhat daunting and 
complex process to ultimate success. We felt John 
Healey and his team became an extended part of 
our team and would not hesitate in recommending 
them to assist with a fund-raise for others.”

ADVERTISING FEATURE – FINANCE 
UNW

UNW
Photo, left to right: Chris Forster 

(Altitude Angel), John Healey 

(UNW) and Richard Parker 

(Altitude Angel)

www.unw.co.uk
@UNWLLP
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Marlin Corporate Finance fuses old-school relationship management with technological know-how 
to secure the best deals for a range of clients. Simon Rushworth finds out more from founder Paul 
Griffiths

A BRIGHT FUTURE 

The plan was to pick an Australian 
beach, catch up with his best friend 
and, for a while at least, kiss banking 
goodbye. At a time when lending 
was the last thing on the minds of 

the high street’s biggest names, a frustrated Paul 
Griffiths parted company with a major UK bank 
and set about planning his big trip Down Under. 

“That was five years ago,” he explains. “And I still 
haven’t made it over there!”

So what changed? “After 13 years in banking I’d 
always planned to take some time out, go travelling 
and then return to the UK to take a position at 
another bank,” reveals the Teessider. “But before 
I had chance to pack my bags, an independent 
financial adviser friend of mine asked me to help 
him with a London-based client as they sought to 
restructure the commercial side of their business. 

“They appreciated the one-to-one service I 
could offer and that’s what I’d always enjoyed about 
the job. In the end, they asked me to look after 
their finances across the board and it persuaded 
me to set up Marlin.”

Marlin Corporate Finance started out as a 
one-man band working from a box room in Paul’s 
Middlesbrough home. Fast-forward five years 
and the firm has moved premises three times to 
meet growing demand and will look to employ 
three further members of staff in 2019. Expansion 
into other areas of the UK is also a key part of the 
short-term plan. Marlin invested £400,000 into 
the business last year – securing its new Stockton 
base, expanding its workforce and integrating 
cutting-edge IT equipment to enable even swifter 
expansion and evolution.

“The business has snowballed,” admits Paul. 
“But I always knew the work was there and I knew 
I could fall back on relationships with trusted 
clients who appreciate my approach to the job. 

“We also work closely with the banks. They have 
tightened up their credit controls and so we get 
referrals back from banks who are unable to help 
their clients. The banks want to help them – and 
are keen to retain them as clients – but their hands 
are often tied when it comes to doing specific 
deals. 

“That’s where we come in. We deal with bespoke 
funders and not just the high street banks. We 
work with a lot of the new challenger banks – I 
know how they operate and how they want to 
operate. Marlin works with them on their products 
and we can identify the right deals for our clients 
as a result of that industry knowledge.”

ADVERTISING FEATURE – FINANCE 
Marlin Corporate Finance 
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Marlin’s ethos reflects its founder’s personal 
approach – a philosophy based on clear 
communication, an ability to source the right 
deal for the right client and the value of long-
term relationship management which historically 
underpinned the service offered by the very best of 
the traditional high street lenders. 

“We focus on that personal touch,” he agrees. 
“It’s old-school banking relationship management 
with a modern twist. We’re still focused on getting 
the very best out of new technology and I’d like to 
think we’re ahead of the curve in that respect.” 

In a bid to offer the full financial package, Paul 
brought on board Gary Lumby, a former head of 
Yorkshire Bank, as a consultant and introduced 
Stewart Williamson to the Marlin team in 
September. 

“Stewart is a respected lawyer who has 
experience working with several law firms on 
Teesside,” adds Paul. “We’re constantly adding to 
the overall pool of experience and skills within 
Marlin and looking to cover all bases.”

A period of austerity, coupled with lingering 
uncertainty around Brexit, could have proved 
challenging for Paul and his fledgling team but he 
explains: “I worked through the recession in 2008, 
which was a very difficult time for the banks and 
their customers, so I’m in a strong position to offer 
the best advice now.

“We stress the need for businesses to plan 
for the future – even when the future might 
appear to be unclear. We can advise our clients 
on investment in new premises and equipment, 
restructuring existing debts, raising capital and 
acquiring other businesses but planning is pivotal.” 

And as for Brexit? “We’ve actually seen a rise in 
clients looking for higher returns from property,” 
he says. “They’re investing in areas outside 
of London and returning higher yields from 
investment in the North of England. It’s not all bad 
news.”

Whether talking business or pleasure – Paul 
is a Middlesbrough Football Club season ticket 
holder – Marlin’s main man screams optimism and 
the future looks bright for one of Teesside’s biggest 
success stories. 

“This year, we’re actively seeking more business 
north of the Tyne and we’re keen to expand into 
Newcastle,” he adds. “That’s just one of the areas in 
which we’re hoping to source a satellite office. We 
have clients across the North East, throughout the 

UK, in Spain, eastern Europe and America and we 
recognise the need to be closer to all of them. 

“But we’ll always be based on Teesside because 
that’s where we built the business. The transport 
links are improving all the time and the operating 
costs are so much more competitive here. Our 
commitment to the North East mirrors our 
commitment to our clients and I think that loyalty 
counts for something. 

“We’ve carefully positioned ourselves as the 
conduit between property investors diversifying 
into different types of property and high street 
banks facing increased competition from a raft 
of new to market lenders aiming to increase their 
market share. There is a level of trust on both sides 
and a recognition that Marlin can make deals 
happen.”

MARLIN CORPORATE 
FINANCE
www.marlincorporatefinance.
co.uk
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PAST
Looking at my career, I’ve had a very fortunate 
insight into recruitment. I had the joy of starting in 
recruitment a year or so before the financial crash 
of 2008. I was making significant headway with my 
market until the start of 2009 when the local job 
market caught up with the global economy. Jobs 
that needed to be filled urgently suddenly went on 
hold and candidates were increasingly being found 
internally. Even those who did want to move 
became nervous.

Generally, recruitment was easier before that 
point. Consultants earned high fees without 
necessarily giving outstanding service or 
particularly specialist knowledge. The financial 
crash changed all that. Weaker competitors 
struggled and only the stronger consultancies 

survived. Consultants suddenly had to offer a 
much better level of service and thoroughness to 
ensure clients would commit to exclusive work.

PRESENT 
The market has generally been quite buoyant since 
2012 aside from a collapse in the price of oil in 
2016, which subsequently impacted the oil and gas 
job markets significantly.
After gathering insight of the markets in 2009, 
I decided that Jackson Hogg would focus 
on our areas of strength within engineering, 
manufacturing and technology.
In my opinion, I think the recruitment sector as 
a whole nationally has lost some of the rigour it 
gained during the financial crisis. 
This has been beneficial to Jackson Hogg in 

Richard Hogg is the managing 
director of Jackson Hogg 
– an international specialist 
recruitment business based 
in the North East focusing on 
engineering, manufacturing 
and technology. Richard 
started his career at Siemens 
Power Generation and the 
RCID design consultancy 
at Newcastle University 
before finding his place 
in the recruitment sector. 
After spending five years at 
another Newcastle-based 
recruitment agency, Richard 
founded Jackson Hogg in 2012, 
capitalising on his previous 
experience and his expansive 
network in the engineering 
sector

THE LONG GAME

INTERVIEW  
Jackson Hogg
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allowing us to stand out as one of the strongest 
relationship-led businesses in the North East. In 
addition, our business has realised that there is 
a significant value add to our clients – over the 
last six years, our clients have secured contracts 
worth many hundreds of thousands of pounds, 
which were initiated by introductions made by 
the consultants at Jackson Hogg. I have seen this 
trend play out across industries as businesses 
increasingly look to get more from their suppliers.

FUTURE
We’re already seeing quite sizeable shifts in the 
labour force. The introduction of advanced 
automation is already reducing the amount of 
manual operations required in our North East 
businesses, but it has also caused a significant 
spike in the demand for electronics, IT and 
mechanical engineers to design and develop the 
next generation of automation technologies. 

We’ll see a general increase in the number of 

contractors and temporary workers, but this will 
be hampered by changes in the IR35 legislation 
due to come into effect in 2020.

Another trend I’ve noticed in recent years 
is that of top-flight businesses actively seeking 
out candidates with varied and diverse career 
backgrounds as opposed to those with decades of 
experience within one particular company. 

The notion of a job for life seems to have fallen 
by the wayside and our most successful candidates 
are proactively seeking new experiences outside 
of their comfort zone to bolster their professional 
flexibility.

The future is bright for our sector but 
competition is still as fierce as ever. To stay 
ahead, Jackson Hogg Recruitment will continue 
to innovate with our recruitment models to 
continuously provide the next level of service. 
Competitors will always be keen to copy new ideas 
but it’s a case of continuing to innovate further to 
stay ahead.

JACKSON HOGG
www.jacksonhogg.com
@JacksonHoggRec
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Artificial intelligence (AI) is set to 
revolutionise the legal profession, 
according to a recent report by 
Jomati Consultants, a leading 
strategic legal consultancy. 

While solutions already exist within the sector, 
the cost of using the technology means that 
not many law firms have been able to adopt the 
AI-assisted contract review tools available on the 
market. 

As costs fall however, adoption will increase and 
the report suggests this could drastically alter the 
pricing model and the structure of traditional law 
firms. 

The report states: “Undoubtedly, when vendors 
offer AI-assisted contract review tools at a 
price that makes the technology’s usage a viable 
commercial proposition, take-up will increase 
rapidly. 

“Will the technology free fee earners from 
drudge work, and allow them to focus on more 
‘cerebral’, legal advisory matters? Or will it simply 
mean a significant reduction in work undertaken 
by law firm personnel, with all the implications for 
fee earner recruitment, lawyers’ career trajectories 
– and, indeed, the entire partnership pyramid?”

The report adds: “At present, we are probably 
not yet at that tipping point, even within the top 
end of the commercial legal market. But it is 
almost certainly a matter of years, if not months, 
before that point is reached.”

Independent North East law firm Muckle LLP is 

one of the few firms in the country that is actively 
using the technology already. Since 2016, the firm 
has been deploying AI solutions to speed up large, 
complex disputes. 

The innovative move has been led by Susan 
Howe, partner and head of dispute resolution at 
Muckle, whose team has been using predictive 
coding – also known as technology assisted review 
(TAR) – to analyse hundreds of thousands of 
disclosure documents on a number of multi-
million pound claims. 

Speaking on her experience, Susan says: 
“Having access to ground-breaking software such 
as TAR is game-changing and has revolutionised 
our capability to handle large claim cases, typically 
undertaken by larger London-based firms.

“Our first case that utilised TAR initially 
involved one million disclosure documents, which 
was cut to 660,000 after a standard keyword 
search, and then this innovative technology 
enabled us to reduce that number down by more 
than 90 per cent to 35,000.

“A process which would traditionally involve a 
team of trainees or paralegals turning the pages 
in a room for many months is now significantly 
condensed thanks to this cutting-edge technology.”

Susan adds: “While the cost of using AI is 
significant, in the context of substantial claims, it is 
worth the expense to be able to drop 75 per cent or 
more of your documents in a single swoop.

“As a litigator, it’s understandable to feel uneasy 
having to rely on technology, but once you use the 
system and understand you’re the one training it, 
then it becomes very easy to trust. 

“We wholeheartedly welcome the report’s 
predictions that costs of using this technology are 
set to fall. Muckle recognised several years ago that 
clients require capped costs and we already offer a 
host of fixed-price packages and legal support. 

“These advancements make pricing even more 
transparent and consistent for clients and, far from 
reducing opportunities for lawyers, the technology 
has been liberating, aiding junior lawyers’ 
development by allowing them to engage in more 
challenging legal work while simultaneously 
improving cost efficiencies for clients.” 

ADVERTISING FEATURE – LAW 
Muckle LLP

Newcastle law firm Muckle is already embracing the technology that’s promising to transform the 
way law is practised  

MUCKLE JOINS THE AI REVOLUTION

MUCKLE LLP
Photo (above): Susan Howe 

(partner)

www.muckle-llp.com
@MuckleLLP
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The University of Sunderland will 
begin training the next generation 
of medical professionals this 
autumn. Its School of Medicine – 
which will welcome its first cohort 

of 50 students in September – is part of the 
Government’s Department of Health strategy 
to establish five new medical schools across the 
UK that address regional imbalances in medical 
education. 

When announcing the project in 2016, the then 
Health Secretary, Jeremy Hunt, said: “Setting up 
five new medical schools is part of the biggest ever 
expansion of our medical and nursing workforce, 
which will help us deal with the challenges of 
having around one million more over 75s in ten 
years’ time.

“These schools are being set up in parts of the 
country where it can be hard to recruit and attract 
new doctors – but will benefit doctors everywhere 
as we start to eliminate the rota gaps that add so 
much pressure to their work.”

The bid by the University of Sunderland to be 
home to one of the five new medical schools was 
led by Scott Wilkes, a professor of general practice 
and primary care.

Professor Wilkes reveals that – despite being 
able to draw on the university’s existing strengths 
in nursing, pharmacy, paramedic and biomedical 
science training – establishing a school of 
medicine is a significant undertaking.

“The bid was an enormous task and we 
had a large team working on it,” he says. “I led 
the process but we had the full backing of the 
university’s vice-chancellor and chief executive, 
Shirley Atkinson, and a tidal wave of support from 
the NHS, with many local chief executives offering 
letters of support.” 

Professor Wilkes continues: “It takes three years 
to open a medical school and there is a series of 
stages that must be completed. 

“The university has also entered into a crucial 

partnership with Keele University School of 
Medicine – which tops the rankings in many 
medical student metrics – to help us in the 
process.”

Professor Wilkes, who will oversee the School 
of Medicine’s teaching, research and engagement 
with NHS partners, is keen to stress its “socially-
responsible” approach in addressing three critical 
challenges faced by the sector. 

The first is around encouraging a widening 
participation in medical education, particularly by 
students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds.

“Over the past ten years, we’ve slowly eroded 
students’ belief that they can study medicine,” says 
Professor Wilkes. “And at the same time, we’ve 
built up filtering barriers that favour socially-
privileged work experience and economically-
privileged entrance exams. 

“Those things together have led to the situation 
that we’re in now where we’ve got half the number 
of widening participation students accessing 
medicine compared to other STEM subjects.”

Professor Wilkes says that the application 
process for Sunderland’s School of Medicine 
will not disadvantage students from poorer 
backgrounds.

An example he gives is around the Duke of 
Edinburgh Award. 

INTERVIEW 
Professor Scott Wilkes

The University of Sunderland’s School of Medicine will open this September as part of a 
Government drive to rebalance medical education in the UK. Professor Scott Wilkes, who is 
overseeing the process, talks to Alison Cowie about what it takes to create a socially-responsible 
medical school and the potential impacts for students and local NHS provision

MEDICAL MARVEL

“My aspiration is for 
[our students] to turn 
into doctors who are 

capable of choosing and 
following any career 
they wish and be the 

best in their field”
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“The Duke of Edinburgh Award is a fantastic 
programme that demonstrates great leadership 
qualities but it’s an opportunity that’s not afforded 
to everyone,” Professor Wilkes explains. “We 
will, therefore, award just as many points in the 
application process to students who have shown 
leadership in other more accessible ways – such 
as volunteering with a Scout Group, which doesn’t 
cost anything.”

Once the medical students arrive in Sunderland, 
they will have access to the university’s wide-
ranging support services.

“Sunderland has the highest number of 
widening participation students of any university 
in the UK and, as a result, it has an extensive and 
mature support infrastructure. I will, unashamedly, 
be using this expertise for the benefit of the School 
of Medicine students,” Professor Wilkes says.

The growing team at Sunderland School of 
Medicine is also keen to rectify the worrying 
statistic that of all the students studying medicine 
in the UK in 2017, only four per cent were from 
the North East. 

The school will be working with existing 
University of Sunderland initiatives, such as Bright 
Sparks and Leading Lights, to engage school 
children from age seven years onwards. And, in 
line with other degree courses at the university, 
the School of Medicine has established an annual 
summer school for prospective Year 12 students 
based in the local area who fulfil the Office for 
Students’ widening participation metrics.

“We give them a taster as to what it’s like to 
study medicine,” Professor Wilkes explains. “We 
teach them about the NHS Constitution for 
England, General Medical Councils Good Medical 
Practice, the Duty of Candour and the importance 
of professionalism, empathy and trust. 

“The aim is to demystify the process for 
students who may not have been exposed to this 
information before so that they can compete on 
a level playing feel with students from the rest of 
the UK,” explains Professor Wilkes. He adds: “But 
what we don’t want to do is conflate academic 
ability with socioeconomic disadvantage; we 
want students at Sunderland who can cope with 
the demands of a very demanding degree – and 
career.”

The second challenge Sunderland School of 
Medicine will look to address is the specialty 
shortages that exist on Wearside – namely in 
general practice and psychiatry.

Professor Wilkes – who spends one day each 
week working as a local GP – reveals that one in 
five GP positions in the North East is currently 
unfilled. 

“Because we don’t have the resource in the 
primary care system in the NHS, secondary care is 
suffering,” he says, adding: “We know that about a 
third of medical students tend to work in the area 
where they train, while another third return to the 
area they’re from. Therefore, by training the next 

INTERVIEW 
Professor Scott Wilkes
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generation of doctors in Sunderland, we should be 
able to address the imbalances that exist here.”

Students who attend Sunderland School of 
Medicine will have access to the university’s 
existing health sciences teaching and learning 
space, which includes outstanding real-life settings 
and cutting-edge simulation equipment, while two 
new anatomy labs will be built by 2021 – one at the 
university and one at Sunderland Royal Hospital.

As Professor Wilkes explains, the medical 
students will also be taught by some of the 
country’s leading medical educators.

“In years three, four and five of a medical 
degree, students are essentially taught by GPs and 
doctors and the way these educators are split up in 
the UK is into 15 different ‘deaneries’.

“The University of Sunderland is fortunate 
because it falls into the North East and North 
Cumbria deanery [Health Education England 
North East], which is ranked number one in 16 
of 18 indicators in the General Medical Council’s 
annual training survey. 

“The argument could, therefore, be made that, 
if you were to study medicine anywhere in the 
UK, you should choose the North East or North 
Cumbria because the metrics show that this 
region’s medical education is the best.”

The final challenge that Sunderland School of 
Medicine will address will be instilling inter-
professional learning into its students.

“The NHS runs in teams, and to teach medical 
students in isolation is short-sighted,” Professor 
Wilkes explains. “Currently, the university’s 
trainee nurses, paramedics and pharmacists all 
have a very good understanding about what each 
others’ roles and responsibilities are and the same 
has been embedded into the School of Medicine 
curriculum.”

The head of Sunderland School of Medicine has 
high hopes for the cohorts of students – which will 
rise to 100 after the first-year intake – who choose 
to study on Wearside. 

“My aspiration is for them to turn into doctors 
who are capable of choosing and following any 
career they wish and be the best in their field,” he 
says.

“It’s bloody exciting, isn’t it?”, the professor adds 
with a knowing grin that the school he’s helping 
to create is on course to change the lives of future 
medical professionals and their patients. 

UNIVERSITY OF SUNDERLAND SCHOOL OF MEDICINE
www.sunderland.ac.uk/about/school-of-medicine
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Managing director Neil Capstick 
founded Executive Compass in 
2009 after a 15-year career in 
the rail and civil engineering 
industry. In the early days, 

the business focused primarily on PQQ (pre-
qualification questionnaires) and tender 
submissions for smaller SMEs and was run solely 
by Neil and one other bid writer.

Over the past ten years, the company has 
expanded and relocated to larger office space 
three times, settling in Hoults Yard with a team 
of 14 staff. At the start of 2018, it also launched 
a Glasgow office and has a strong presence in 
London for its client base bidding in the south of 
England. The core services have grown to PQQ 
and tender documents, bid management, training 
and consultancy services for companies across the 
UK and internationally. 

The majority of the core team has been with the 
business for over three years. Sales and marketing 
director Amy Forshaw reflects: “It is brilliant to see 
the business grow from strength to strength and I 
am excited to see what our tenth year in business 
will bring.” 

Bid writing 
On average, Executive Compass provides support 
with approximately 500 bids every year. Some 
stand-out projects in recent years have included 
a bid for a Canadian online gaming platform, 
supporting one of the top law firms in the North 
East, a Sellafield nuclear bid, and national Crown 
Commercial Services contracts. Day-to-day 
contracts for the team of writers are bids for local 
authorities, NHS, housing associations and central 
government, for all industry sectors. 

The company has evolved with the public-sector 
procurement environment over the years, as it 
has seen the introduction of standardised – and 
often highly complex – processes, such as the 
standardised SQ, PAS91 and the ESPD. There has 
also been a general movement towards the one-
stage process and numerous changes to regulations 
and legislation. While the traditional price-quality 
relationship (most economically advantageous 
tender or ‘MEAT’) is still the preferred method of 
evaluation in the procurement process, buyers are 
also increasingly focused on wider themes, not 
least social value.

Accelerated by the Public Services (Social 
Value) Act coming into force in 2012, social 
value moves the focus away from traditional 
ideas of pre-determined objectives against which 
contractors must deliver, and enables a wider view 
at the true contribution of projects, contracts and 
delivery models within communities. 

This change in perspective has led to bidders 
being evaluated accordingly, with buyers looking 
for a real commitment from their suppliers. 
Executive Compass continues to learn from the 
leading authorities on social value across the 
North East, the UK and globally, and the company 
is increasingly focusing its attentions on working 
with clients to reflect on the real value that they 
add through their operations, and leverage that to 
their advantage.

Executive Compass provides procurement 

ADVERTISING FEATURE – BUSINESS  
Executive Compass

This year marks the ten-year anniversary of Newcastle-based Executive Compass. The business 
consultancy provides professional bid and tender writing services, helping clients across the UK 
to secure more contracts. Here, members of the senior management team reflect on how far the 
business has come, and plans for 2019

EXECUTIVE COMPASS 
CELEBRATES 10TH ANNIVERSARY 
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advice and ideas on how companies can ensure 
they have the correct ‘bid collateral’ to increase 
success rates and secure more contracts. It 
is a specialised skill to understand the buyer 
specification and create a high-quality tender 
response, and one which the team has perfected in 
its ten years of business. 

Company success
Executive Compass is now one of the largest bid 
writing firms in the UK, with all writers directly 
employed by the Newcastle-based company. 

Neil says: “The company’s success has stemmed 
from a focus on quality and ensuring that 
Executive Compass provides a professional, high-
quality service for every single bid we are involved 
in.” 

The company experiences 75 per cent repeat 
business and has built up a large client base 
over the past ten years – this ranges from large 
construction and law firms, to national charities 
and smaller owner-managed businesses. The same 
focus on quality is at the heart of every project, 
whether that’s a bid for £2000 funding from the 
Greggs Foundation or a £6 billion tender for 
nuclear decommissioning works.

Executive Compass is one of the only bid 
writing firms to be certified to the UKAS ISO 
9001:2015 quality management standard, and this 
drives the company’s quality assurance process. 

Amy explains: “This year, we hired a technical 
editor, Peter, to manage the quality of all our 
bids, which is an extremely important part in our 
process and we are dedicated to providing the best 
final product to our clients.” 

Corporate social responsibility
While Executive Compass’s focus is on building 
its business by helping others build theirs, they 
remain committed to supporting charities, and the 
team often finds meaningful local causes to which 
they can contribute their skills and knowledge 

in the writing field. This year, the team has 
supported local charity organisations with funding 
applications for projects such as community radio 
and leisure programmes. The team also took part 
in the CEO Sleepout at Newcastle United’s St 
James’s Park and supported Prostate Cancer UK 
with a cycle ride from the UK to Prague.

Plans for the ten-year anniversary
The team has some exciting plans in place for 
its ten-year anniversary, including events, new 
company videos and charity programmes. It is a 
great success to be celebrating ten years of business 
in the North East, and the company works closely 
with many high-profile clients in the North of 
England. The team remains excited and proud 
to support businesses to grow in the region, and 
nationally, through securing more contracts. 

EXECUTIVE COMPASS
www.executivecompass.co.uk
@ExecCompass
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Next year will see the biggest change 
in tax reporting for a decade. From 
April 1, 2019, all VAT-registered 
businesses over the VAT threshold 
will have to submit their returns 

digitally.
Like GDPR, there has been a lot of noise around 

Making Tax Digital (MTD) with many suggesting 
that it’s simply another ploy to create problems 
for businesses. But why is MTD important? Isn’t 
it just another hoop HMRC is asking businesses 
to jump through, and another compliance issue to 
consider? 

Well, MTD is that but it’s also a lot more. It’s 
part of HMRC’s aim to make the UK tax system 
one of the most efficient in the world – helping 
them reduce the amount of unpaid tax which they 
say numbers around £9 billion*.

As an accountant, I’ve seen a lot of changes 
over the past 25 years but MTD poses a unique 
challenge, not just for businesses but for 
accountants as well. 

MTD will completely change the way most 
businesses keep their records and maintain their 
bookkeeping, and will also mean accountants will 
have to do nearly four times the work for each 
VAT-registered client.

A key challenge for many businesses facing 
MTD is the way in which their records are kept. 
MTD will require businesses to keep their records 
digitally rather than just electronically; this will 
prove particularly challenging for businesses that 
keep their records on Excel spreadsheets and on 
paper. 

As a practice, Bailey Group has been working 
hard to find a solution to MTD that not only 
eases the transition for our clients but helps us to 
provide a better service. We see MTD as a fantastic 
opportunity to give our clients more insight into 
their businesses, allowing us to provide them with 
more detailed advice to help them grow. 

We have partnered with IRIS, one of the largest 
accountancy software providers on the market, to 

provide all our clients with access to KashFlow a 
Cloud-based bookkeeping solution.

A unique part of our solution is a mobile 
scanning solution where we visit our clients once 
a quarter and digitise all the records on site. This 
helps the client make sure they are compliant with 
the new regulations whilst helping us ensure that 
our accountants are able to get the jobs done as 
quickly as possible.

MTD is a challenge but one that businesses can 
easily overcome with the right help and advice. 
There’s not long to go until the deadline but there 
is still plenty of time to prepare. My advice would 
be to speak to your accountant as soon as possible 
and if you aren’t already using software for your 
bookkeeping, to look around and find the best 
option for you and your business.

ADVERTISING FEATURE – FINANCE 
Bailey Group

Chris Bailey, owner of Chartered accountancy firm, Bailey Group, reflects on how HMRC is using 
technology in its bid to make the UK tax system one of the most efficient in the world

WHY IS MAKING TAX 
DIGITAL IMPORTANT?

BAILEY GROUP
www.out-law.com/en/
articles/2018/october/hmrc-
delays-making-tax-digital-for-
large-businesses/
www.baileygroup.co.uk
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Seeing the world from different 
perspectives is an essential skill for a 
filmmaker. Being able to understand 
all the processes, hopes and dreams 
of an organisation is just an average 

day for the team at Ithica Films. 
The strongest films we make are when we’re in 

true collaboration with our clients. This is the core 
of any creative endeavour – and with something 
as subjective as filmmaking, it helps when people 
are willing to make the leap into the unknown and 
take risks. 

As a dedicated team, we work on our craft every 
day. We understand our current and upcoming 
projects, we know our equipment inside out, and 
we hone our skills together. 

We’ve found that this approach gives the people 
we work with a great deal of comfort in the ability 

to create something really amazing.
Finding that special something for our clients is 

an amazing feeling. Whether it’s how something in 
the accessibility industry gives people their home 
back, or how a charity helps those in need, or how 
industry changes the world. 

When you find the little nub of an idea that is 
unique, knowing that the whole film will hinge on 
it, it’s an incredible feeling and goes back to the 
core of creative filmmaking: finding something 
that someone cares about and amplifying it 
through the medium of film, cutting through all 
the noise. 

Having the right processes and tools is 
essential. To be able to put your heart and soul 
into something means having the space to express 
ideas. By assuming that you’ll come up with a 
golden idea immediately, you’re setting yourself up 
to fail. At Ithica Films, we look to spark the great 
ideas off the back of an open forum. Ideas can 
come from across the team so you don’t just have 
to be a filmmaker to be able to contribute ideas. 
Being open to creativity is something incredibly 
powerful. So being able to take these ideas and 
map them to realistic techniques brings an 
incredible amount of value to our films. 

We’re pushing a lot on the boundaries of what 
we achieve with motion currently. How the camera 
moves is the most telling technique at our disposal 
and the way we use hyperlapse, stabilisation, 
timelapse and tracking is something that brings 
stories and people to life. I personally love this part 
of the process.

As with everything, it’s all about results. Being 
able to create something with an aesthetic, strong 
creative realisation can be extremely engaging. 
Being able to almost reach out and feel a brand is 
no feat but at Ithica Films, we’re always working to 
achieve that. 

ADVERTISING FEATURE – MEDIA
Ithica Films

Ithica Film’s main role is to take ordinary life and turn it into something extraordinary, says 
managing director Matt McGough 

THE POWER OF CREATIVITY

ITHICA FILMS
Photo (above): Matt McGough

www.ithicafilms.com
@ithicafilms 
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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

NEWCASTLE

Norton Rose Fulbright growth    
Having grown from a team of four to a 70-strong Hub on one 
floor at Quayside House, Norton Rose Fulbright (NRF) has taken 
a second floor to double its capacity, with a view to increasing 
staffing levels over the course of the next 12 months. The Hub 
delivers legal process efficiencies, trials the use of new innovative 
legal technology and collects and analyses data for research for the 
benefit of clients and the firm. NRF has 4000 lawyers based in 33 
countries. NRF has agreed a ten-year lease with Northumberland 
Estates, advised by Gavin Black & Partners. 

NEWCASTLE

Major works commenced on 
Newcastle’s Civic Centre      
Sir Robert McAlpine is converting part of the Civic Centre building 
into a new complex of courts, judges’ chambers and public spaces 
for HM Courts and Tribunals Service. The work will also create new 
offices and other public facilities for Newcastle City Council.

The £19 million design and build project is on behalf of the 
council and is part of the building’s wider redevelopment to create 
a new civic heart for the city. New tenants now onsite include the 
Advisory, Conciliation and Arbitration Service, Insolvency Service and 
Northumbria Police Occupational Health.

Seven out of ten floors in the large tower block have now been 
completely refurbished, providing 70,000sq ft of modern office 
accommodation, of which 60,000 sq ft is occupied by 1000 council 
staff.

TEES VALLEY

Tees Valley success     
HTA Real Estate has completed three industrial property 
transactions in the Tees Valley as the Newcastle-based firm 
celebrates its fifth anniversary. 

The specialist industrial property company has concluded 
the deals in Middlesbrough, Redcar and Darlington and is now 
marketing a major new development project in Stockton. 

In Redcar, the firm has sold a 4.5-acre development plot at 
Limerick Road on behalf of the site owner, Air Products, to Sigma 
Plant for a six-figure sum.

At Mickleton Road in Middlesbrough, the firm has acquired a 
high-yielding industrial investment on behalf of retained client Boru 

Estates and in Darlington, HTA has leased premises at Lingfield 
Way to Molekula, which has consolidated its operations to one 
central facility.

IN ASSOCIATION WITH:
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Fresh thinking at Fram Well

From the traditional building at No 1 Charlotte 
Square, Newcastle, a thriving architectural team 
has brought fresh air to the built environment with 
around 33 awards to its name, including being a 
Grand Design House of the Year finalist.
“It was this clear level of fresh thinking that drew us 
towards MawsonKerr, as well as a recommendation 
from another architect,” says Neil McMillan, director 
of iMpeC, the joint developer with Hanro of the 
Fram Well office building in Durham City, which 
will shortly be on site. It was their successes on 
exemplar housing that prompted us to approach 
MawsonKerr as we sought a new approach to the 
design of the office building.

“Mawson Kerr’s brief is to deliver a building 
that will work and match our ambition to create 
an office building that is informal, flexible, even 
agile, so becoming a place where staff really 
want to go.  This is all about helping businesses 
attract and retain the best talent; a well-designed 
workplace environment can help to do that. We 
also wanted Fram Well to complement the much 
larger schemes at Milburngate and Aykley Heads 
by bringing forward something that will be different 
in its scale and offer.”

Led by Will Mawson, a Newcastle University 
qualified architect, MawsonKerr is presently a team 
of nine young and dynamic architects committed to 
bringing fresh thought into design. Will comments: 
“We are in the business of pushing boundaries, 
creating inspiring places for people to work in 
outstanding environments, which in turn support 
increased productivity as employees enjoy the day-
to-day work experience.

“To achieve this requires something different and 
the Fram Well is certainly that with its contemporary 
touch of an agricultural/industrial theme to the 
building rather than the unimaginative office ‘block’.
It’s going to bring an outstanding work environment 
to Durham City and the region.”

Work starts this spring on Fram Well, a 12,033 
sq ft (1,118 sq m) three-storey building that sits in 

a rural oasis, minutes from Durham’s railway station 
and overlooking Durham’s cathedral and castle.  

“What we have at Fram Well is an opportunity 
to bring forward offices that meet the needs of 
modern businesses and Durham City. This will be 
achieved by integrating contemporary design into 
the historic core,” Will adds.

Greg Davison, partner at Cushman & Wakefield, 
sole agent on the Fram Well project, says demand 
should come from indigenous Durham City 
businesses looking for better quality space and 
from businesses that would like to be located 
in, and associated with, a city of World Heritage 
status, but are currently unable to consider it due to 
a lack of Grade A space.

“Above all, Fram Well will bring the most modern 
workplace to the market for many years, which not 
only meets the requirements of modern businesses, 
but which raises the bar for architectural standards 
for contemporary office buildings that need to 
integrate into, and complement, long-established 
historic communities. We will be marketing cooler, 
higher quality, space in a spectacular setting which 
is not contaminated by a legacy of poorer post war 
architecture that affects competing centres. It will 
introduce an almost ‘cafe culture’ to create a cool 
and relaxed place to work, designed with the WELL 
building standard in mind, thus helping with staff 
retention and delivering higher levels of production.”

Chris Dobson speaks to Neil McMillan from iMpeC, Will Mawson from MawsonKerr and Greg Davison from commercial 
Cushman & Wakefield, about an exciting new office building for Durham City

ADVERTISING FEATURE – BUILT ENVIRONMENT – IMPEC

iMpeC

neilmcmillan@impec-uk.com 

Hanro Group

duncan.barrie@hanrogroup.co.uk

MawsonKerr

www.mawsonkerr.co.uk

Cushman & Wakefield

www.cushmanwakefield.co.uk
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Make your office 
search a success

Leasing office space can be a complex undertaking 
for any business and is likely to be problematic for 
those doing it for the first time.

As a business owner, your first priority will be the 
day-to-day running of your business; that’s why it’s 
important to have a professional team in place to 
guide you through the office acquisition process, 
including:
An accountant: to help you establish what your 
business can afford and how much you need to 
budget for any initial fit-out costs.
A solicitor: to help you through the process of 
agreeing a lease and dealing directly with the 
landlord’s solicitor.
An office agent: to help you identify suitable 
properties, negotiate the terms for you and 
generally let you get on with running your business.

Once you have established your team, you need to 
give thorough consideration to the following before 
starting your office search:
Location: think about where your staff live and will 
you be able to recruit new staff easily in a particular 
location? Think about road access and proximity 
to local amenities. City centre locations generally 
offer the best access to public transport, shops and 
leisure facilities, but business parks provide better 
parking facilities. 
Self-contained or multi-let: do you want your 

own building, which will usually mean being split 
over several floors? Or would you prefer a floor 
in a multi-let building which is shared with other 
companies and would involve paying a service 
charge for the common services? If you have your 
own building, you have more control, but it is likely 
that your staff will not all be on the same floor. 
Image: do your clients visit your office or is it purely 
an administrative office? If it’s client-facing, then you 
will want an office that projects the right message 
for your business. Even if it’s not client-facing, you 
should consider what image you want to give to 
your staff and prospective recruits in order to help 
you retain and attract the right people.
Layout: most offices offer a clear open-plan layout 
and it’s the new tenant’s responsibility to install 
internal partitions and potentially a new kitchen and 
reception. While you may find some offices with 
partitions already installed, it’s always going to be 
challenging to find to somewhere that will suit your 
business perfectly. 

Once you have identified some suitable options, it’s 
time to start appraising the costs of occupation:
Rent: the most significant cost and normally 
quoted on a ‘per sq ft’ annual basis. Rent is 
sometimes negotiable, and it can be possible to 
secure a reduced rental period at the start of a 
lease, depending on its length.
Service charge: generally applicable in multi-let 
buildings and business parks and calculated on a 
‘per sq ft’ basis.
Business rates: normally charged directly by the 
local authority and can sometimes be appealed. 
There are a range of other issues that need to 
be considered, including repairing liabilities, rent 
reviews, break clauses and your rights to sublet.

A commercial agent can negotiate these points on 
your behalf with the potential for significant financial 
savings. The time it takes to navigate your way 
through this maze should not be underestimated – 
all the more reason to appoint an agent.

James Fletcher, a surveyor in office and retail at Naylors, provides his top tips when searching for new office space
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Naylors
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(surveyor) and Jessica Ross 

(associate director) at Naylors 

www.naylors.co.uk 

0191 232 7030 
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jamesfletcher@naylors.co.uk 
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Celebrating 40 years of 
business diversification

George F. White was formed by George White (who 
remains as partner in the firm) in 1979 in the market 
town of Alnwick. The business began as a small 
team of rural consultants – an industry we are still 
proud to serve comprehensively to this day – and 
as George’s team grew, so did our service offering 
of specialist services.

Thanks to the foundations George laid, the 
business has been able to diversify with notable 
success – a journey we continue today. Over 
ten years ago, we took the decision to invest in 
our planning and development team; they now 
represent over a quarter of our business, with 
success being driven by high-quality specialist 
advice. This is a model we are now replicating 
within our commercial team. Already covering 
commercial property valuations, landlord and 
tenant and agency services alongside an energy 
consultancy (including commercial EPCs), this year 
we’ve added building surveying to our offering 
through the appointment of James Cullen, who 
recently joined us as head of building surveying. 
This has been a successful move and, in line with 
our plan, we are looking to expand the team in 
2019.

Our Newcastle city centre office is now an 
evolving hub for our planning and development, 
lettings, energy and commercial property teams. In 
2019, we plan to further strengthen our presence 
in the urban market, both in Newcastle and further 
afield.

Alongside investment in our Tyne and Wear 
offering, we have been working hard on our 
strategic expansion plans and have identified 
potential to grow turnover by 25 per cent over 
the next three years. That includes significant 
investment in the business’ systems, offices and 
flexible working systems.

We have a clear plan as to where the partners 

and team leaders wish to take the business over 
the next three years. At the heart of that is a focus 
on our client care and the quality of our output; 
the way we communicate with our clients and 
our colleagues has changed beyond recognition 
during my time at the business. We have significant 
investment planned over the next year. Alongside 
the focus on quality, we are also modernising our 
whole business, including our offices, providing 
a high-quality environment for our clients and 
staff, whose needs have also changed. As part 
of our strategic investment, technology will allow 
all our staff to work more flexibly and deliver a 
higher-quality client service. This business is built 
around succession and the Millennial generation 
will be the key to our future success. Rather than 
resisting change, we are proud to be embracing 
new technology in the constant drive to make us 
stand out.

Last year was a significant one for George F. White as the firm strengthened its foothold in the North East commercial property 
sector, celebrated a year in its Newcastle city centre office and expanded its range of services. Richard Garland is head of 
the Tyne and Wear division and is spearheading the development of the business’ on-going diversification from its rural roots 
across the urban sectors. Here, he looks back at the business’ journey and forward to the future as the firm gets ready to 
celebrate its 40th anniversary
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George F. White

Photo: James Cullen and Richard 

Garland

www.georgefwhite.co.uk

@georgefwhite



68

Uncertainty faces 
the property sector

The commercial property sector and its 
anticipated performance in 2019 is facing 
uncertainty according to a qualitative survey of 
selected members of Developing Consensus, 
a group of leading private sector investors, 
developers, property agents and professionals 
and public sector authorities and enterprise 
partnerships in the North East of England. 

The survey participants were BNP Paribas 
Real Estate; Ryder Architecture; Broadoak Asset 
Management; Newcastle City Council; Invest 
North East England; Gavin Black & Partners; Kier 
Developments; iMpeC Developments and  South 
Tyneside Council. 

With a confidence score of just 53 per cent, 
the continuing political environment and Brexit 
uncertainties are casting long shadows.

Looking at the key findings, Newcastle’s office 
market is likely to become more attractive as 
a clear Grade A development pipeline starts to 
come to the fore and there will be opportunities 
for small business and digital clustering in the 
city’s stock of historic buildings.

But there is market uncertainty and a lack of 
major private sector investment in the region. 
The uncertainty can be traced back to the EU 
referendum and the later general election. As 
a result, there are increasing levels of delays in 
decision making, particularly with large scale 
occupiers, as they decide whether to expand or 
contract.

There is now a pervading sense of decisions 
being by committee rather than an individual 
being accountable, and committing to a new 
office or manufacturing plant means that hoped-
for pre-let deals of new accommodation have not 
materialised. 

With Newcastle’s office market committed 
to deliver, on historic analysis, five to six years’ 
supply of new Grade A space to make this 
commitment work, the city needs “a major boost 
through a significant inward investor that brings 

more and better jobs to the heart of the main 
commercial centre of the North East”.

Industrials
There are encouraging signs in the industrial 
sector but clarity of trading arrangements after 
the exit from the EU is desperately needed. The 
uncertainty clearly impacted on voting for the 
strongest performing sector in 2019. Industrials 
narrowly edged ‘Offices’ out of the top spot 
because ‘the manufacturing sector keeps 
motoring on, despite the political uncertainty’ and 
there will be some be some steady deals done in 
2019 through advanced manufacturing activity, 
especially automotive. 

There is a caveat, however, with a potential 
meltdown on no-deal Brexit and the short-term 
shock to economy as we all know the North East 
will be the most negatively affected region in the 
UK due to structure of economy and exposure to 
EU exports of manufactured product’.

Retail
Retail will be the sector likely to have most 
difficulties with 100 per cent voting to support this 
view. The reasons for this are many and familiar – 
structural changes facing the sector will continue 
to bite hard, the balance between traditional 
physical retail space and on-line sales has still 
not been found, consolidation into the strongest 
locations will continue and it is likely there will be 
further high-profile casualties.

The challenge of repurposing much of our 
town and city centres is going to get more 
urgent. Retailers as place-makers and creating 
experiences are those that will survive in cities. 
Smaller centres will really struggle.

Another challenging factor across the sector 
is property values, which have ‘on the whole 
remained flat for a number of years’ when 
construction and delivery costs have increased. 
This puts significant pressure on project viability, 

Chris Dobson reflects on a recent survey that’s predicting a challenging 2019 for the commercial property sector

COMMENT - CHRIS DOBSON
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making it difficult to demonstrate an appropriate 
return on investment.

Regional skills shortage
The North East is in ‘an uncertain landscape’, 
coupled with availability of people – skills 
development and people retention remain 
priorities for business and the region. The 
challenges faced by occupiers are those arising 
as a result of uncertainty. Until all aspects of Brexit 
are understood, the level of uncertainty will have a 
major impact on future intentions. 

The lack of availability of talent in the region is a 
‘massive limiting factor’ with businesses ‘wanting 
and needing more people but struggle to find the 
right quality’.

The challenges faced by occupiers in the region 
inevitably feed into decision making and the 
signing of leases with developers.

For completed buildings, this means that void 
periods extend and profits are eroded by interest 
burdens. For proposed schemes, developers 
must assess the exit strategy and think about 
the degree of commitment they can expect if 
they speculatively develop. However, there is an 
inevitable reduction in activity where occupiers are 
uncertain.

Looking at the key strengths of the region, 
the inward investment focus should vary by 
sector. For instance, the established skills in car 
manufacturing and battery technology mean the 
region should appeal to global businesses seeking 
new production facilities. In healthcare, UK and 
global businesses should be targeted for the 
establishment of new facilities in the North East.

Funding will follow the opportunity – the 
focus should be on enabling the highest value 
opportunities in each sector, and promoting these 
in a regionally coordinated way. There is a role for 
the public sector to come together and create an 
equity-based investment vehicle, to complement 
the current grant/loan regime, to stimulate 
development activity. There is also a case for 
exploring tax-based investment structures to 
stimulate investment in key areas.

Returning to Developing Consensus’ 
regional campaigning, priorities should include 
infrastructure investment, supporting the North of 
Tyne devolution and forming closer co-operation 
with Teesside so that the region as a whole can 
present a united image.

Commenting on the research, Adam 
Serfontein, chair, says Developing Consensus is 
now an active partner in the delivery of the North 
East Strategic Economic Plan, actively supporting 
work around the areas of Economic Assets, 
Infrastructure and Inward Investment.

“We have a number of clear objectives, 
including to be a voice for the property sector 
in the region, championing opportunities and 
issues in the sector, so that there is greater 
understanding of the industry,” he says.

“We will play a positive role in delivering an 
active and prosperous property market which 
will, in turn, support the region in attracting the 
inward investment from national and international 
markets necessary for regional development and 
growth.”
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Taking the leap to Aspray 

Your CV suggests that you have a 
huge amount of experience in project 
management…
Absolutely. I’ve provided strategic and operational 
direction for many projects, which I have created, 
designed and delivered. I am also used to co-
ordinating and leading multidiscipline teams in 
order to deliver successful projects. The scope of 
my work has focused heavily on customer service 
delivery and has entailed managing different 
people’s expectations to deliver what everyone 
wants. I’ve been a project director, a head of 
business development and a development director 
during my career.

What would you describe as your best 
qualities?
Credibility, tenacity, leadership and the ability to 
take a strategic, commercial approach.

How would you describe your personality in 
three words?
Enthusiastic, talkative and resourceful.

Now we know you a little better, why do you 
think these qualities and skills, coupled with 
your personality, are useful in your Aspray 
business?
My ability to plan, organise, negotiate, lead and 
manage teams of people, while also being abreast 
of various situations, suits the role well and 
dovetails with my credibility as an individual.

Who has helped you most in your career and 
how?
This is difficult to answer, as I have taken 
inspiration and guidance from so many people 
over the years that it’s impossible to name just 
one person. Delivering housing projects in both 
the public and private sector has exposed me 

to different business drivers and measures for 
success and, as a result, the skills and traits of 
those I have worked with have varied dramatically. 
I have worked with some fantastic people; I have 
also worked with some who weren’t great, but I 
believe that I learned something from everyone 
and that the experiences I have had have made 
me the professional I am today.  

How does it feel helping people through their 
property insurance claim and what can often 
be a distressing situation for them?
It feels great when I call the claimant to give them 
an update and they say: “I’m so pleased that you 
are doing this. I wouldn’t know where to start.”

Sum up what 2018 meant for you and your 
career...
Making the decision just over 12 months ago to 
change the direction of my career and to start 
my own business has made this one of the most 
exciting years I have had from a work perspective. 
Of course, it hasn’t all been easy and there have 
been some big challenges along the way, but I 
can honestly say that it has all been worth it. The 
sense of satisfaction I get from resolving difficult 
claims gives me such a buzz and after just a few 
months of operating Aspray Sunderland I was 
presented with the Most Promising Newcomer 
of 2018 award by the principal company at the 
national conference, which was a real boost.

With over 20 years’ experience under her belt delivering successful housing and regeneration schemes in the public and 
private sector, Sara Holmes has developed a track record of hitting targets, fuelling business growth and enhancing the 
profitability of businesses before she joined property damage insurance company, Aspray, and became a loss assessor. She 
talks to North East Times to explain more
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Viewpoint

I attended the first two MIPIM shows at 
Olympia and was impressed by the effort put 
in by exhibitors at the first one but not so 
much by the second show. What was your 
feeling about the impact of the MIPIM 2018?
The event was more compact this year, which 
actually worked in our favour. While many UK 
cities and regions were represented, there were 

some noticeable absences, including Manchester, 
Cardiff, Glasgow and Sheffield. However, we did 
see an increase in footfall to our stand and I can 
confidently say that there were some excellent 
conversations taking place. We had more private 
sector partners join us this year than any year 
before and feedback has been very positive. 
 
There is no doubt by looking at the list 
of exhibitors that this attracts significant 
exhibitors, such as economic development 
companies, professional services, 
developers, asset managers and so forth. Are 
these important sectors for you to target or is 
this simply flag-waving for the North East in a 
highly competitive sector?
To be honest, this isn’t our core activity, we spend 
the majority of our time working with potential 
inward investors – ‘end users’ if you like – who 
will create the job opportunities in the offices and 
industrial units across the region. However, as the 
most appropriate regional body, with very strong 
links to the public and private sector, it makes a 
lot of sense to lead this activity. The North East 
has some excellent development and investment 
opportunities and it is important for these to be 
showcased on the biggest stage.
 
I know enquiries and general interest shown 
in the North East message take a great deal 
of time to turn into serious enquiries but can 
you indicate what sort of level of interest you 
received?
They do indeed, but I am confident that the 
quality of conversations taking place on the 
stand resulted in some firm enquiries for the 
region. We won’t know for some time how these 
progress, but you have to be in it to win it, as 
they say! A particular highlight this year was the 
announcement of the plans for Gateshead Quays, 

North East Times’ property writer Chris Dobson meets David Pattison, inward investment manager for Invest North East 
England, to discuss the impact of MIPIM 2018 – the ‘number one’ show for the property sector, held each year at Olympia 
London

INTERVIEW – DAVID PATTISON
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which was very high profile. We also had some 
good conversations with Graham Stuart MP, UK 
Minister for Investment at DIT. Much of the event is 
about relationship building.
 
Naturally, I need to mention Brexit; what 
impact is this having on overall sentiment?
Without getting political, it is clearly a concern 
for us as foreign investors are taking a more 
cautious approach to any investment decisions. 
Like everyone, regardless of their stance on Brexit, 
we just need to see some clarity to help us move 
forward. 
 
Your particular skill is inward investment 
and the region has been very successful in 
this regard. How does the inward investment 
process work for the region given local 
authorities and county councils appear to 
do this themselves? Is there a danger of 
conflicting messaging?
We describe the model as ‘hub and spoke’ with 
our team as the hub. We’ve got some exceptional 
local authority teams in the region and collectively 
we work well together to ensure our messaging 
is consistent. We’re in daily contact with most 
partners and are all part of an extended team. 
Whilst the local authorities are very capable of 
landing investment within their own boundaries, 
we can represent the region (seven local 
authorities), which ensures a much stronger 
message including all the regional opportunities 
and assets is provided from a central point of 
contact. We are essentially a one-stop shop!
 
I believe in the North East as a place to 
live and work and, indeed, was recently 
described as a brilliant ‘Newcastle 
ambassador’; what are the key selling points 
for the region?
We spend a lot of time articulating our selling 
messages (backed up by data) as they vary from 
sector to sector, but generically speaking we’ve 
got very strong sectors in digital, advanced 
manufacturing, energy, business services and 

life sciences with some excellent development 
and investment opportunities. We’re a very 
cost-competitive region, with a loyal and skilled 
workforce, five universities generating a pipeline of 
talent, and a great quality of life. It’s a privilege to 
be an ambassador for this incredible region. 
 
Finally, are you confident about the region’s 
fortunes going forward into 2019?
Absolutely. We’ve made some excellent progress 
in recent years and are seeing results from our 
hard work. There are clear challenges in a very 
competitive environment; we’ve already talked 
about Brexit, but the North East has a very strong 
offer to inward investors and we’ve got some 
excellent opportunities on the horizon in the shape 
of the International Advanced Manufacturing Park 
and Helix in Newcastle, to name but two.

Invest North East England

www.investnortheastengland.co.uk
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Womble Bond Dickinson is taking an innovative new approach to dealing with complex business 
issues, with its recently-launched WBD Advance service

ADVANCED APPROACH FOR 
WOMBLE BOND DICKINSON

In June 2018, Womble Bond Dickinson (WBD) 
launched a new service that pulls together all 
of its key technology and business expertise, 
which are becoming increasingly essential to 
clients alongside its traditional legal advice. 

The expertise includes support for high-volume 
projects such as document review; project and 
risk management of legal work; automation 
and process design; managing knowledge and 
information; and flexible resourcing.

WBD Advance delivers these services through 
a multi-disciplinary team of more than 100 people 
focused on developing new ways of working for 
clients – this includes lawyers, project managers, 
technologists, data analysts, knowledge managers 
and operations professionals.

Commenting on the launch, WBD’s head of 
innovation, Nigel Emmerson, says: “Our clients’ 
needs are changing. As well as traditional legal 
advice, they also often want our help to design 
high-quality, cost-effective processes to resolve 
wider, complex business issues. WBD Advance 
aligns with our business goals as we look to 
provide our clients with the most efficient and best 
possible solutions for their business needs. We 
believe innovation comes from the ability to see 
things from a different perspective and that’s how 
WBD Advance was born.”

Andy Layton joined the firm two years ago as 
operations director. He leads on the application 
of technology, legal project management and 
efficiency methodology, and provides valuable 
solutions to resolve complex client issues. 

He comments: “Clients have complex issues 
to deal with – and doing the right work to find 
solutions is critical. 

“We can provide a lot of help with WBD 
Advance but want to be sure that we are targeting 
the areas that are of most significance to our 
clients. We have developed a diagnostic tool – the 
Legal Heat Map – which allows us to identify client 

priorities. WBD Advance provides innovative 
support to clients in a totally different way to 
traditional legal services.”

The five main services offered through WBD 
Advance in the UK are:

Support for high-volume projects
Delivered through the dedicated paralegal 
resource. This is an established service providing 
support on e-disclosure, high-volume commercial 
disputes or real estate matters, and more recently 
GDPR-related contract review and remediation.

Project management
Project planning and management to support 
clients with delivering complex work on time, 
to budget and to a high standard using tried and 
tested, best practice project and risk management 
approaches and tools.

Legal process
Legal process design and improvement for clients 
with large operations. The team will advise on the 
data flows needed to complete complex work and 
projects ensuring that the right technology is being 
leveraged. Good process is central to reducing 
waste, increasing value and managing risk.

Advance insight
Helping clients to stay up to date and compliant 
with the law, to devise, manage and deliver 
bespoke knowledge management products and 
also to provide management information in 
interactive formats, perform data analysis and 
provide a Key Client Co-ordination service.

GCSolutions flexible resourcing
Providing seconded lawyers for clients to increase 
in-house capacity or cover gaps when needed. 
GCSolutions will offer affordable, scalable services 
staffed by highly-qualified lawyers.

ADVERTISING FEATURE – LAW
Womble Bond Dickinson

WOMBLE BOND 
DICKINSON
Photo: Nigel Emmerson

www.womblebonddickinson.
com/uk
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For almost 30 years, Leathers has quietly 
gone about its business. 

From its offices in Newcastle, 
Durham and more recently Harrogate, 
the team has amassed a client base 

that could easily be mistaken for that of a Big Four 
firm. Acting for entrepreneurs, major businesses, 
property investors and high net worth individuals 
and families, not just in the UK but around the 
world, Leathers has built a reputation that many 
firms could only dream of. 

With the vast majority of its work coming from 
personal recommendation, referral and repeat 
business from long-standing clients, and being 
widely known for its ability to solve the kinds of 
complex tax problems that leave many other firms 
baffled, Leathers has plenty to shout about – but 

until recently has chosen not to, despite its many 
successes and rapid growth since its foundation in 
1990. 

However, after three decades of growing quietly, 
Leathers is now open in its ambition and in its 
desire to become even more dominant in its field, 
where its combination of outstanding tax expertise 
and unrivalled bespoke client service have truly set 
it apart in the crowded accountancy marketplace.

So what is behind Leathers’ new-found desire 
to be public with its ambition? Certainly its 
performance during 2018 is a factor in that. Having 
won a series of significant new clients around the 
world, achieving a surge in turnover, successfully 
expanding into Yorkshire, and winning Best Small 
Firm at the North East Accountancy Awards at the 
first time of entry, the past 12 months for Leathers 
have been some of its most successful yet. 

And with strategic plans for further growth and 
expansion during 2019 already in place – supported 
by the relocation of its flagship Newcastle base from 
Cale Cross House into premium office space at 2 
Collingwood Street – the firm’s outlook has never 
felt more positive. 

Michael Leather, founder and managing partner 
of Leathers, says while he is hugely proud of his 
team and the achievements of the firm, its success 
and reputation is something he sometimes struggles 
to realise.  

In typically direct fashion, he says: “It’s often hard 
to realise that you’re doing anything special or to 
really appreciate how good you are at what you do. 
We don’t seek praise, we don’t look for attention, 
we’ve always just got our heads down and got on 
with the work for our clients.  

“Routinely, we do work for clients that to us 
is just doing our job, but to them it is huge, and 
often they have come to us because their previous 
advisers just could not handle it. Recently, I heard 
some absolutely fantastic feedback about our work 
and it was just one of those moments where you 
stop and go ‘whoa’. While we constantly think about 
our clients and assess whether we are doing the 

ADVERTISING FEATURE – FINANCE
Leathers 

With regular instructions from around the world and a stellar client list, accountants Leathers has 
built a reputation among many as the go-to tax adviser. But despite its huge achievements, the 
business has never shouted about its success – until now. Managing partner Michael Leather tells 
North East Times why 2019 marks the start of a new era for the business 

FINDING ITS VOICE
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best possible job for them, I don’t think I have, until 
very recently, considered our advice in terms of its 
positive impact. As a direct result of our tax advice, 
our willingness to push the boundaries, and our 
ability to foresee problems before they even arise, 
we are having a huge impact on people’s lives and 
businesses, and are making a difference to their 
families and their future. We are privileged to be 
in that position, and for our clients to trust us with 
such huge responsibility. 

“People who know me will know that I am not 
comfortable with the idea of publicity and I never 
will be, but it has dawned on me recently that 
we have so much we could and should be telling 
people. While our clients know how good we are, 
there are still many people who have no idea about 
the levels of expertise we have here and the work we 
are doing.”  

Even from 2018, the highlights are numerous 
and highly impressive. Amongst the array of major 
successes, Leathers has achieved for clients, some of 
the stand-out matters include:

•  Acting for a national housebuilder on three 
different development schemes, and recovering 
£500,000 of overpaid VAT on another property 
development project

•  Advising on the acquisition of two health sector 
businesses, with a deal consideration of more 
than £10 million

•  Providing tax advice on the restructure of a £60 
million property company

•  Advising on business sales and transactions in 
Germany, Latvia, Croatia, Canada and Hong 
Kong

•  Advising on taxation and structuring in the 
successful buyout of a founder shareholder of a 
technology business, in a deal worth more than 
£5 million

•  Providing UK taxation advice on the disposal of 
a US trading entity and subsequent repatriation 
of profits to the UK, with a deal consideration of 
more than £5 million 

•  Completing detailed Inheritance Tax work 
across a range of high-value trusts and estates, 
including the implications of charitable 
donations. 

With a young, dynamic and fast-growing team, 
which has the capability to complete such highly-
complex pieces of work, it is little wonder that 

Leathers is looking to the future with confidence. 
Led by Michael Leather and managing director Tim 
Mallon – two of the best known and respected tax 
accountants in the North of England – and with 
head of private client Ryan Harrison recently being 
promoted to partner, the business is in great shape 
to push on with its ambitious plans. 

Michael says: “We have a very clear strategic 
direction and we are now taking those steps 
forward to develop the business. Our move into 2 
Collingwood Street is an important part of that. It is 
a statement of our ambition and our intent to move 
our Newcastle operation into such sought-after 
premises, which also allows us the space we need 
for further growth and to accommodate the new 
additions to our team we are already planning to 
make. 

“The past 12 months have been very successful, 
and that is down to the fantastic efforts and 
outstanding capability of our team, and the fact they 
share in our vision for the future of Leathers. 2019 
looks to be another exciting year as we continue to 
build the business further across our three offices 
and expand our client base locally, nationally and 
internationally.”

LEATHERS 
www.leatherstheaccountants.com
@leathersllp
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Sunderland College held a black-tie event to celebrate its successes in 2018, and to announce its 
ambitious new strategic plan

COLLEGE LAUNCHES NEW VISION

Sunderland College has announced 
an ambitious new strategic plan that 
will shape the strategic direction of 
the college until 2023 and position it 
as a leading organisation, nationally, 

regionally and locally.
Principal and chief executive of Sunderland 

College Ellen Thinnesen formally launched the 
college’s ‘vision of excellence’ to stakeholders at an 
event, which took place at the college’s £30 million 
City Campus.

The college’s strategic plan focuses on ‘excellence 
at the heart of everything’. The strategic vision will 
be supported by a set of four professional values 
and behaviours, which will underpin all of the 
college’s activities, and five strategic goals relating 
to a careers-focused curriculum, outstanding 
learning opportunities, a united culture, financial 
resilience and engagement locally, regionally and 
nationally.

During the launch event, Ellen praised the 
college’s stakeholders and governors for their 
passionate support of the college and thanked the 
amazing staff for their passion and commitment 
to transforming lives and making the student 
experience the very best it can be.  Drama lecturer 

Jonathan Wharton – described as ‘inspirational’ by 
his students – was given a special mention for his 
FE Lecturer of the Year Pearson’s Teaching Award.  

Ellen also paid tribute to the ‘fantastic’ students 
who have accomplished great things, saying: 
“I’m extremely proud to launch the college’s new 
strategic plan, which sets out our bold new vision 
and ambitious goals to nurture a better world, 
shape better communities and inspire the next 
generation of students.

“A culture of strong values is hugely important 
to us and our strategic goals will ensure we 
embrace change, have courage in our aspirations 
and seek new opportunities to embed excellence in 
everything we do. 

“Against a climate of significant changes in 
the further education sector, colleges play such 
an important role in transforming lives. I am 
extremely optimistic for the future and our 
college’s remarkable past will create even more 
ambition for the future.”

The strategic plan is the result of extensive 
consultation with a wide range of stakeholders, 
including government bodies, community 
partners and employers, along with the college’s 
staff, governors and students.

Rob Lawson, chair of Governors at Sunderland 
College, adds: “I am very much looking forward 
to working with our colleagues to achieve the new 
strategic plan and support the college to build on 
its successful past, towards a bold and aspiring 
future.”

Following Sunderland College’s merger with 
Hartlepool Sixth Form College in September 2018, 
the college recently announced plans to merge 
with Northumberland College in a move that will 
bring significant benefits to the North East region 
and create a large dynamic Regional College 
Group with campuses across Northumberland, 
Sunderland, Washington and Hartlepool.  

ADVERTISING FEATURE – EDUCATION
Sunderland College

SUNDERLAND COLLEGE
More information about the 
College’s strategic plan is 
available online: 
www.sunderlandcollege.ac.uk/
strategicplan2023
www.sunderlandcollege.ac.uk
@sunderlandcol
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Fairstone chief operating officer Adam Smith takes a look at the ethical investing space

INVESTMENTS THAT MAKE 
A POSITIVE IMPACT

Over the last few years, investors 
have been increasingly looking at 
investing more ethically.

For those looking to make 
the world a better place, but 

not wanting to sacrifice returns or profits, impact 
investing aims to support a positive social or 
environmental impact, as well as looking to 
achieve compelling financial returns.

Investing responsibly is not a new concept. 
Over a century ago, the Methodist church was 
instructing congregations to “do no harm” with 
either their behaviour or their assets, while mutual 
societies in the UK can be said to have been 
encouraging responsible investing for even longer. 

More recently, in 2013, the Church of England 
was left red-faced when it widely criticised Wonga 
– a pay day loans provider – while holding a 
significant investment in the company through an 
investment fund managed on its behalf. 

Impact investing, the latest form of responsible 
investing, goes further than just avoiding 
embarrassing conflicts; it can allow private 
investors to truly invest for the greater good, 
aligning their investments to their beliefs and 
values, without having to give up investment 

returns for a social return and vice versa.
It follows on from two earlier broad stages of 

development within responsible investing.
Avoiding irresponsible or immoral activities is 

known as negative screening – that is, applying 
a filter to remove unwanted investments. These 
practices became known as ethical investing and 
over time, the investment community started to 
integrate information about businesses that were 
developed from environmental and social pressure 
groups. 

These groups started to document the practices 
and policies of businesses, as well as how they 
were run, and this data drove the evolution of 
incorporating ESG (environmental, social and 
governance) considerations into investments. 
ESG investing became popular in the 1990s, 
where investors could apply filters to find well-run 
businesses. This approach is sometimes called 
positive screening, in part to distinguish it from 
ethical investing. 

What became clear was that ESG considerations 
could be used as a proxy for a well-run business. 
Yet these businesses could still have a net negative 
impact on the world. Growing numbers of 
investors wanted to support businesses that had 

ADVERTISING FEATURE – FINANCE 
Fairstone
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positive impacts; investments that are going some 
way to try to solve the major challenges we face: 
education, environmental degradation, healthcare, 
etc. 

These are future-fit businesses – those that are 
truly sustainable. Looking for these net positive 
investments is at the heart of impact investing. It is 
no longer enough to not be bad; these businesses 
must be for the greater good.

Take tobacco as an example. Ethical investors 
might take the stance that an industry that is 
responsible for the deaths of seven million people 
a year is immoral. Their strategy would be to 
invest in everything but tobacco. While it is easy 
to identify the tobacco producers themselves, it 
is harder to target all parts of the supply chain; 
they would need to work on some sort of level 
of tolerance – for example, many supermarkets 
and general retailers will derive around five per 
cent of their sales from cigarettes and tobacco. 

On the other hand, an ESG investor might look 
at the tobacco industry and select those with 
the most effective environmental practices, best 
safety records, most comprehensive employee 
engagement, etc. An impact investor would see the 
problem as one of healthcare or addiction, so their 
investments would be aligned to finding solution 
to these issues – biomedical research, cancer 
treatments, etc. Rather than avoiding the problem, 
they’re investing in the potential solution. 

As impact investing is relatively new, there isn’t 

a large amount of historical data on investment 
performance. However, in 2015, Oxford University 
reviewed over 200 academic papers on the 
topic. They found that 80 per cent of the studies 
reviewed demonstrate that “prudent sustainability 
practices have a positive influence on investment 
performance”, which translates as suggesting that 
investing for impact could actually generate better 
investment performance.

While it’s relatively new, it’s no longer niche. 
In fact, these sustainable investing practices were 
put into a global framework by the UN, known 
as the Principles for Responsible Investing (UN 
PRI). This year, the signatories to the UN PRI were 
managing around £50 trillion in assets. The largest 
of these is BlackRock, which is also the largest 
asset manager in the world. 

At the beginning of 2018, BlackRock wrote 
a letter to every CEO they invest in and with, 
explaining that “every company must not only 
deliver financial performance, but also show how it 
makes a positive contribution to society”.

In other words, businesses should be doing 
financially well and also doing good for people and 
the planet. 

Those that do this best are those that do well 
by doing good. And these are at the heart of 
sustainable investing.  

FAIRSTONE
Fairstone is one of the UK’s 
largest Chartered Financial 
Planning firms, with over 300 
advisers nationwide. The 
company’s head office is based 
in Newcastle and it operates 
across 40 offices, including a 
significant presence in London.
www.fairstone.co.uk
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private investors to truly 

invest for the greater good, 
aligning their investments 

to their beliefs and 
values.”
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Craig Smith, relationship director at Close Brothers Technology Service, looks at the ways 
companies can combat cyber criminals 

IS YOUR BUSINESS 
THE WEAKEST LINK? 

With most businesses 
operating digitally in 
some form – and as cyber 
criminals become more 
and more sophisticated 

– business leaders need to stay ahead of these 
criminals to ensure their business isn’t ‘the weakest 
link’.   

Digital transformation and the Internet of 
Things bring significant business opportunities 
and benefits but they also bring security risks 
to businesses in the form of data theft, money, 
or business disruption. Cyber security is about 
protecting your network, data, customers and 
your reputation. Here are some of the key areas 
businesses need to focus on:

Criminal profiteering 
Cyber crime is big business with cyber criminals 
looking to both minimise their risks, in terms 
of financial cost for them to breach security 
systems, and minimise the risk of being caught 
for the maximum gain. The value of data has led 
to an explosion of cyber attacks and the potential 
rewards for successful attacks can be large.

Business breaches come in many shapes and 
forms and all organisations face one of two types 
of cyber attack:
Deliberate attack: targeting a high-profile business 
which appears to have valuable data (or there is 

some other publicity benefit in a successful attack).
Opportunistic attack: automated scanning 
detects the existence of exploitable vulnerabilities. 
Virtually every Internet-facing entity, unless it 
has been specifically tested and secured, will have 
exploitable vulnerabilities.

Is technology the only solution?
The simple answer is no; technology is only one 
strand of improving cyber security. There are three 
key elements to having a robust security policy 
in place: having the latest technology platforms; 
implementing robust business, operating and 
monitoring processes; and the human interface. 

Constant investment 
Managing your company’s cyber security is 
a constant investment and at Close Brothers 
Technology Services, we can help make sure your 
technology platform – both hardware and software 
– is at the leading edge of what’s available in the 
marketplace.

By using our technology funding facilities, 
we can also help spread the cost over an agreed 
period that suits your technology refresh strategy 
– enabling you to stay one step ahead.

Sophisticated cyber criminals operate as a 
business and they look for vulnerable businesses 
that don’t have robust operating procedures and 
technology platforms. They’re in search for the 
weakest link, which is often the human interface 
(employees) within the business. 

If companies are strong in terms of disciplines 
of technology platform, security systems operating 
these platforms, business procedures and 
processes, and have an awareness programme for 
their staff and their customers, they will be more 
secure by not allowing weak links to be exploited. 

Close Brothers Technology Services and its 
partners are committed to staying at the forefront 
of providing the best levels of defence and 
mitigation against attacks of all kinds to give our 
customers peace of mind that their internal and 
external networks are secure.

ADVERTISING FEATURE – TECH
Close Brothers Technology Service

CLOSE BROTHERS 
TECHNOLOGY SERVICES
To find out more about Close 
Brothers Technology Services, 
contact Craig Smith, relationship 
director, North East of England, 
on:
07711 191346
craig.rsmith@closebrothers.com
www.closebrotherstechnology.
co.uk

i



83



84

More than two-thirds of UK 
employees experience stress in 
their jobs with nearly half of UK 
businesses offering initiatives 
designed to promote health 

and well-being in the workplace*. For employees 
in the North East, and the UK as a whole, the 
issue of staff health and well-being and its link to 
productivity is becoming increasingly important. 

At Gordon Brown Law Firm LLP (GBLF), 
employee well-being is an extremely important 
part of the business. At GBLF we have introduced 
a formal well-being policy as part of an updated 
staff handbook; this includes a breastfeeding 
policy and improvements to our alcohol and drugs 
policies. 

We have also implemented an employee 
assistance programme and are active members 
of the Better Health at Work Award (BHAWA), 
which is sponsored by the NHS. The scheme is 
an excellent way for employers to learn about 
promoting well-being and is free to businesses in 
the North East and Cumbria, regardless of size, 
location or type of business. For those that already 
promote a healthy lifestyle, their achievements will 
be recognised, and they will be helped to move 
forward in a structured and supported way.

It’s essential that managers in the workplace are 
encouraged to undertake and provide continued 

support for employees returning to work after an 
absence. It is also significant that they are trained 
in mental health awareness, which allows them to 
understand how to support those who may have 
issues and help them in the workplace. 

While it is almost impossible to measure 
productivity, we have had lots of positive employee 
feedback in terms of health and well-being 
initiatives at GBLF. They feel like they are well 
looked after and enjoy participating in the events 
that we put on. The business is continuing to 
grow, and we have certainly seen a significant 
reduction in attrition rates since we introduced 
these initiatives, and increased scores on annual 
staff surveys. 

At GBLF, we have health and well-being 
advocates who regularly hold meetings with 
staff and encourage suggestions for upcoming 
initiatives. Staff are encouraged to feed into the 
initiatives that are taking place and feedback on 
how we could improve them. Where possible, 
we also link to national awareness events such as 
the National Work Life Balance Week in October 
and International Day of Elimination to Violence 
Against Women in November.

Many companies now have a formal policy 
in place, and I expect that number to grow 
significantly in the next few years. It will soon be 
commonplace for businesses, and those who do 
not have policies will struggle to attract the best 
talent.

If a business promotes employee well-being on 
its website, as well as during the interview process, 
this increases the opportunity to add value and 
thereby become an employer of choice. Also, 
by communicating success stories to jobseekers 
and recruitment agencies, a business enhances 
its reputation. There is definitely a correlation 
between a focus on well-being and the health of 
staff and their desire to work for a company. 

When employees know how supportive you 
are and how much you care about their well-
being, they are more likely to offer discretionary 
behaviour and less likely to be absent or resign. 

ADVERTISING FEATURE - LAW
Gordon Brown Law Firm LLP

Kathryn Taylor, managing partner at Gordon Brown Law Firm LLP, discusses employee health and 
well-being, as well as the benefits that it can bring to businesses

HEALTH AND WELL-BEING 
IN THE WORKPLACE

GORDON BROWN LAW 
FIRM LLP
*www.smallbusiness.co.uk/
employers-introduce-wellbeing-
schemes-2537540/ 
0191 388 1778 

info@gblf.co.uk     
www.gblf.co.uk  
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Established five years ago in 
Sunderland, Crowther Mediation has 
steadily evolved into one of the largest 
mediation practices in the North of 
England, with a dedicated team of 

staff and eight offices across the region. 
The business specialises in acting as mediator to 

assist parties to resolve civil, commercial, family 
and workplace disputes, as well as offering a range 
of training services.  

Sintons is one of the largest law firms in 
the North East with a team of more than 200, 
including 33 partners and in excess of 100 lawyers. 
As a firm, it is committed to securing the best 
outcomes for its clients and regularly advises them 
to attempt to resolve matters through the use of 
mediation and other forms of alternative dispute 
resolution.

Nicola comments: “Mediation is nothing new, 
it’s been around for hundreds of years, but it is fast 
gaining recognition by both lawyers and clients 
alike as a more effective way of resolving disputes 
than going through a court process.”

Both Nicola and Alex Rayner, partner and head 
of construction and engineering at Sintons, believe 
this is largely because clients enjoy the benefits of 
solving their disputes quickly and cost effectively.

Alex adds: “Mediation is something we would 
consider in every case; we have a duty to advise 
our clients about methods of alternative dispute 
resolution and mediation is one of them. In my 
experience, it can be a very useful tool in resolving 
disputes. Having worked with a number of 
experienced mediators, I’ve witnessed some very 
good results. As Nicola says, mediation is not new, 
but it is fair to say that judicial encouragement 
of mediation has certainly meant that legal 
representatives are more tuned into it as a method 
of resolving disputes – hopefully at an early stage 
and without the parties incurring the costs of full-
blown litigation. 

“Our role is to support our clients to achieve 
the best possible outcome and mediation often 
provides a more flexible framework for exploring 
outcomes that both parties can live with, but that 
they might not have previously considered.”

Nicola and Alex have each helped a number of 
commercial clients over the years find resolution 
through the mediation process – from commercial, 
complex construction and engineering disputes to 
partnership dissolutions and more. 

Nicola says: “Being involved in a dispute can 
be a very draining process for clients, not just 
affecting their work life, but their home life too. 
Most of the individuals we support simply want to 
feel unburdened and reach a resolution so that they 
can move forward confidently. While this process 
can take all day, and sometimes into the evening, 
it’s certainly much quicker than conducting those 
negotiations via solicitors’ correspondence.  

“The sense of relief I see from clients at the end 
of a long, successful day is very rewarding for me 
as a mediator and makes this a very worthwhile 
career.” 

The mediation process usually involves clients 
and their legal representatives attending a meeting 
with their opponent and their representatives 
in the same building. The mediator essentially 
acts as an impartial ‘go-between’ for the parties, 
facilitating a conversation that will ultimately lead 
to resolution. 

Nicola continues: “In mediation, the legal 
representatives form an integral part of the process, 
providing advice and ultimately preparing legally-
binding agreements. It’s always a real pleasure to 
work with lawyers who are actively encouraging 
their clients to find solutions via mediation and 
valuing the role it plays in achieving excellent 
results.” 

Alex adds: “From a client and lawyer 
perspective, a good mediator will manage the 
process to maintain a clear impartial role and not 

ADVERTISING FEATURE – MEDIATION
Crowther Mediation

Nicola Crowther, of Crowther Mediation, and Alex Rayner, partner and head of construction 
and engineering at law firm Sintons, talk to North East Times about the growing demand for 
mediation services across the region, and how they are helping businesses in dispute to move 
forward

MOVING FORWARD 
WITH MEDIATION 
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allow either party to monopolise negotiations. 
“My view is that the clients should be given their 

opportunity to speak and air their grievances, and 
this process in itself can break down barriers. If a 
client feels unheard, they can very quickly become 
disillusioned with the process. 

“A mediator also needs to be intuitive, to think 
outside the box and offer a flexible approach to 
problem solving. Quite often, clients are keen to 
maintain their working relationship, so as well as 
settling a dispute, the mediator can help to build 
bridges for the future.”

Mediation isn’t just limited to disputes in the UK 
and Nicola has also been involved in several cases 
on an international basis. To be able to use her 
globally-recognised expertise in the North East is a 
real credit for the region. 

Nicola says: “While travelling can be exhausting, 
mediations in international cases are always 
challenging and present an opportunity to put all 
my skills to the test. I do love working abroad and 
taking advantage of experiences and opportunities 
I get, but I grew up in the North East and I am 
justly proud of our region.  

“I really want North East businesses to be at the 
forefront of mediation, thinking outside the box to 
resolve their disputes.”

Both Nicola and Alex agree that, with the right 
professional support, clients can benefit hugely 
from mediation as a form of dispute resolution.

CROWTHER MEDIATION 
www.crowthermediation.co.uk 
@CrowtherMediat1

i

“A mediator also needs 
to be intuitive, to think 

outside the box and offer 
a flexible approach to 

problem solving.”
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Mick Welch established Gemini 
Mechanical Services Engineers 
Ltd in 2015 after seeing an 
opportunity in the market for 
a new professional mechanical 

business in the North East.
Mick reflects: “I have always found a friendly 

service paired up with caring about your 
installation goes a long way and at Gemini, this is 
at the forefront of the business. 

“We work hard and are proud of the service we 
deliver. It gives the team great pleasure when a 
client acknowledges the quality of our installation.”

With increasing demand for electrical works, 
Mick decided to introduce Gemini Electrical 
Services to the business to provide a full 
mechanical and electrical package. 

Starting gradually with smaller controls projects, 
the Electrical division has been built on the same 
ethos of quality over quantity. Having achieved an 
impressive £1 million turnover in his first year of 
business, Mick has recently brought Josh Boyle on 
as a partner, appointing him managing director of 
Gemini Electrical Services.

“Josh and I have known each together for over 
14 years and both have great understanding of how 
each other works,” Mick says. “We have the same 
proactive, can-do attitude and together we make a 
very strong team.”

Josh adds: “Mick and I have delivered many 
projects together over the years. We’re confident 
and conscientious in what we do and we have a 
proven track record of keeping our clients happy. 

“We also have the same goal – repeat business 
– and want our clients to think of us as their ‘go-to 
guys’, knowing they’ll receive a quality service 
every time.” 

In Josh’s first five weeks of starting at Gemini 
Electrical Services, the company has secured more 
than £1.5 million of work for 2019. 

“We’ve managed to secure some great projects 
both locally and further afield, and we will 
continue to do so at a rate that suits our business 
model,” says Josh. 

“We’re still a new business and we have a lot to 
learn, but as we evolve, we’ll change processes and 
adapt the business to deliver the best service we 
can to our clients. 

Josh continues: “To make a business successful, 
you have to invest in your people, give them the 
tools they need and motivate them to do the best 
job they can every time. Mick and I are committed 
to this and instil this into every person who joins 
us.” 

So what does the future hold for Gemini as a 
whole?

Mick says: “The business model we’ve developed 
ensures we’re sustainable and that we are re-
investing into the business for growth. We have a 
strict checklist for our clients so that we want to 
make sure that we can deliver what we promise. 
If a project isn’t for us, we’re honest and upfront 
about this from the start. We don’t want to let 
anyone down. 

“With this in mind, our aim is to grow the 
business to a strong and stable place within the 
marketplace, at a rate that suits the business and 
with a brand that people want to work with and 
for.”

ADVERTISING FEATURE – BUSINESS  
Gemini Mechanical Services Ltd 

Mick Welch, managing director of Cramlington-based Gemini Mechanical Services Ltd, reflects on 
four years in business and how his independent firm has developed in this time

SETTING NEW STANDARDS 

GEMINI MECHANICAL 
SERVICES LTD
www.gemini-msltd.co.uk

i
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‘We are committed 
to meeting client 
needs’; ‘we have deep 
industry expertise’; 
‘we have a culture 

of transparency and trust’. How many times have 
you heard those statements from a professional 
services firm when they’re talking about 
themselves? The answer is probably a lot.

And the reason is that professional services face 
the complex challenge of selling the intangible. 
Unlike product brands, their offerings can’t 
be tested or experienced by audiences ahead 
of purchase. Instead, they have to market the 
invisible; a promise to produce a specific future 
outcome. This means service brands need to 
work significantly harder to demonstrate their 
capabilities and differentiate themselves from     
the competition.

The way to do that is through your brand and, 
ultimately, your positioning. Intangible services 
are often perceived as being difficult to understand 
so it’s important that a brand is able to clearly 
articulate three things: who they are, what they do 
and why they are different. 

As part of Projector’s brand discovery process, 
we work with a firm’s leadership team to establish 
six core areas: a roadmap, vision, values, audience, 
personality and business landscape. Together, 
these areas quickly populate a brand positioning 
model and give the client a wider view of their 
brand characteristics. 

The truth is, we expect the firms we choose to 
work with to have all the characteristics most list 
as differentiators as a matter of course. Finding 
a brand position in a field as crowded and 
competitive as professional services isn’t easy.

I think it’s why so many firms fall back on 
safe ideas and tired claims. Doing this thinking 
alone without asking for help from people like us 
is harder again. Our brand discovery process is 
designed to give some objective perspective, ask 
the right questions and apply creative thinking to 
the challenge. 

Our process has helped clients with various 
areas of specialism in the professional services 
space, from financial giants Positive Solutions and 
True Potential to boutique recruitment specialists 
Zenith. Our strategic approach has helped to 
establish an offer that is distinctive and motivating 
for all audiences. We’ve also helped firms with 
internal audience challenges as their firms have 
grown or changed in direction following a merger 
or acquisition. 

With a clear positioning model, we then 
apply creativity to help bring this identity to life. 
The role of creativity here is to unlock the key 
components of your brand’s characteristics. With 
engaging communications, advertising and design 
across every touchpoint, the brand proposition is 
reinforced each time a customer – new or existing 
– connects with the business.

ADVERTISING FEATURE – MEDIA  
Projector

Phil Lowery, owner of brand and design agency Projector, explains the importance of a clear 
brand in the professional services sector

SEEK PROFESSIONAL HELP 
FOR YOUR BRAND

PROJECTOR
To find out more about 

Projector’s strategic and 

creative branding services, 

and how they can help your 

firm stand out, please contact 

Phil on:

0191 265 2400

phil@yourprojector.com

www.yourprojector.com

i
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DUNE BUDDIES
All clothes: Barbour Beacon
www.barbourbeacon.com
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(Left) B.Beacon Starling £99.95
(Below) B.Beacon Starling £99.95, B.Beacon Haystacks £89
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B.Beacon Troutbeck Jacket £179
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B.Beacon Holt £199

B.Beacon Glenridding Jacket £129
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B.Beacon Egremont Fleece £89.95

B.Beacon Askern Overshirt £129
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B.Beacon Fell £199
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T
welve months ago, Leah Kennedy 
was a contender for England’s 
Commonwealth Games squad, 
committed to her first Netball 
Superleague season north of the 

border, and on course to cement her reputation 
as the go-to role model for North East players 
seeking to establish themselves at the highest 
level. 

What a difference a year makes. Fast forward 
to 2019 and Leah is still the most prominent 
poster girl for netball in a region regularly 
overlooked as a potential hotbed for the sport. 

But the England dream has been placed on 
hold and, for the first time in almost a decade, 
the Darlington native will not be gracing the 
Superleague stage in front of the Sky Sports 
cameras. 

At the age of 25, the talented defender has 
turned her back on top level action to focus 
on her true vocation – nurturing the next 
generation and laying a platform for netball’s 
long-term success.

“I took the decision to take time out from 
the professional game,” explains Leah, who 
will marry fiancé and England volleyball 
international Darius Setsoafia in the summer of 
2020. “I decided to take a career break from the 
Netball Superleague and England. 

“I have so many projects on the go and I love 
the coaching side of the game. I also suffered a 
severe shoulder injury last season and that gave 
me a lot of time to think and to reassess my 
goals. 

“In November 2017, I signed for Sirens in 
Glasgow after playing my entire career with 
Team Northumbria. I went up there with high 
hopes last January but my season ended early 
when it became clear my shoulder required 
surgery. That was tough to take but there was 
plenty of time for reflection.

“During my time on the sidelines, my 
England contract was downgraded and I’d 
decided that I didn’t want to do so much 

travelling for the first time in ten years. I 
needed a break and I wanted to focus on player 
development.”

Her Superleague season was curtailed and 
her Commonwealth Games dream shattered. 
England went on to win gold on Australia’s Gold 
Coast to spark fresh interest in a sport so often 
ignored by mainstream media while Leah took 
stock and bounced back. But a life-changing 
decision didn’t come easy.

“I’m only 25,” she adds. “I’m young enough to 
play Superleague netball again in the future and 
experienced enough to give England another 
crack. But right now I feel as if coaching is my 
calling.

“Yes, it was a huge decision to turn my back 
on full-time professional netball as it’s all I’ve 
ever wanted to do for as long as I can remember. 
On the other hand, I had the opportunity to 
coach young players at various levels and help to 
grow the sport I love in the part of the country 
that means the most to me. But it’s a gamble. A 
lot of the programmes I’m involved with don’t 
offer full-time jobs. In many respects, I’m going 
out on a limb.”

Leah began her netball career with 
Hartlepool-based Oaksway – a club she has 
returned to following her recovery from injury – 
and became the youngest player to don a Team 
Northumbria vest at the tender age of 17. She 
was awarded the captaincy of the North East’s 
now defunct Superleague franchise in 2015 
before making her senior England debut against 
Northern Ireland at Northumbria University’s 
Sport Central a year later. 

As a consequence, many of her peers were at 
a loss to explain last summer’s decision to call 
time on a playing career that still appeared to be 
in the ascendency. 

Too much, too soon? Perhaps. But even as 
a fast-rising star destined for the top of her 
profession, Leah felt frustrated at the lack of 
opportunities available to North East players 
and frequently expressed concern at the 

SPORT – Leah Kennedy  

CAREER PIVOT 
Netball has never been more popular with the World Cup coming to Liverpool this summer and host nation England 
tipped to take gold. Simon Rushworth meets a North East favourite determined to set the region’s emerging stars on 

the road to international glory
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pressures facing the region’s elite performers as 
they aspired to take their game to the next level. 
And it is that prevailing attitude, rather than 
premature burn-out, which lies at the heart of a 
decision to devote the next stage of her netball 
career to coaching.

“Demand is outstripping supply as far as 
junior netball provision in the North East is 
concerned,” adds Leah. “There are so many 
kids keen to play and there’s a need to get more 
coaches qualified and establish new clubs. I saw 
it happening when I started working with Dame 
Allan’s School, in Newcastle, three years ago. It 
went from half an hour with a few children to an 
hour’s session that’s always packed out.

“I’ve since worked with Colegate Community 
Primary in Gateshead and St Teresa’s Catholic 
Primary in Heaton. Both of those schools 
asked me to provide them with a coach to meet 
demand. There are so many more schools in 
the same position but I simply don’t have the 
coaches or the time to give them what they 
need.”

A wholly positive experience working with 
the staff and pupils at Dame Allan’s was part of 
the reason Leah chose to take the plunge and 
focus on coaching. “I’ve always enjoyed my role 
as junior netball coach at Dame Allan’s and with 
their help I’m launching a club for the wider 
community, based at the school,” she explains. 

“It’s an area of Newcastle that lacks the proper 
provision for netball and there’s a huge gap in 
the market. The club launches in January and 
it will provide an extra opportunity for those 
Dame Allan’s girls who aren’t a member of 
a club and also encourage pupils from other 
schools in the area to play somewhere with 
fantastic facilities. 

“Fenham, and the surrounding area, is home 
to so many exciting young players with so much 
potential – we’ll start working with years five to 
nine and take it from there. From September, we 
aim to affiliate with England Netball and Tyne 
& Wear Netball and start to play competitively 
against other clubs in the region.”

And Leah won’t stop there. Her one-woman 
mission to bring netball to the masses includes 
a key role with coaching provider One Netball 
– a successful offshoot of One Hockey – and a 
temporary position with North East Netball, 
coaching Under 17 players at a time when the 
sport in the region is under review.

“There are discussions ongoing in terms of 
how the regional pathway will look moving 
forward,” adds Leah. “At the moment, I’m 
working with Rachel Dauber to maintain a 
regional framework for Under 17 and Under 19 
players. But there is no provision for Under 15 
or Under 21 players. I’m hopeful we will find the 
support from the community to run those teams 
in the future.”

LEAH KENNEDY 
One Netball hosts its first 

camp of 2019 on January 4 at 
Walbottle Campus. For details, 

visit www.one-netball.com 
@LeahEm11
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Northumbria University’s decision to shift its 
focus from performance sport to participation 
last summer claimed a number of high-profile 
casualties – including Leah’s former club Team 
Northumbria. And without a Superleague 
franchise in the North East, there are fears the 
regional pathway will suffer and talented players 
will be forced to move elsewhere.

“If you’re a North East-based player aspiring 
to make the Superleague right now then you’d 
have to go to Manchester and become part of 
the Thunder setup,” explains Leah. “The travel 
and time involved for teenagers still in full-time 
education will make that very difficult – those 
who want to become part of the England 
pathway will have to relocate. 

“Until the North East wins back its 
Superleague franchise then we face the prospect 
of losing our most promising players. That has 
already happened with Ella Bowen – one of our 
best young players in the region – who started 
college in Manchester last September in order to 
link up with the Thunder. 

“But the biggest downside to the loss of Team 
Northumbria is the lack of role models. That’s 
what I have always aspired to be – a role model 
for players in the North East. But there is no 
better role model than a player operating at 
Superleague level week in, week out. 

“For the younger players to see those senior 
stars training and playing at Sport Central was 
a huge inspiration and Northumbria University 
became a hub for netball in the region. It was 
where the community came together on a 
match day and, in my eight years as a Team 
Northumbria player, it was fantastic to know 
that everyone was right behind us and that we 
were part of the North East netball family. 

“When I was injured last year, I was still going 
to the games at Sport Central and seeing all of 
the same faces. Almost regardless of results, 
the support was there. I’m not sure where you 
would find the same regional hub right now. 
It was a blow, but we can’t give up on the next 
generation and I want to be there for them, now 
more than ever.”

SPORT – Leah Kennedy  
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Try this winter warmer from Chris Finnigan, head chef at The Impeccable Pig in Sedgefield

FOOD AND DRINK - Recipe of the month

THE IMPECCABLE PIG
Front Street, Sedgefield, TS21 3AT

www.impeccablepig.co.uk
@_ImpeccablePig_

Ingredients (part A)
2kg of beef blade (or diced braising steak)

1 onion, roughly chopped 
1 carrot, roughly chopped 

1 stick celery, roughly chopped
1 clove garlic, sliced 

1 small leek, roughly chopped 
1 bottle of red wine (Burgundy ideally) 

25g sunflower oil

Ingredients (part B)
200g diced pancetta 

200g button mushrooms 
300g shallots 

Salt and pepper 
10g vegetable oil 

3 cloves garlic, sliced
1 sprig of thyme 

1 sprig rosemary
3 litres of chicken stock

50g unsalted butter 
50g plain flour 

1 bay leaf

 

Method
Part A
•  Heat up a large frying pan and add the oil
•  Season the beef with salt and pepper then seal the beef off 

until golden brown. Place the beef in a large container to cool
•  Add the first bottle of red wine to the frying pan and bring to 

the boil then leave to cool
•  Add the roughly chopped carrots, onions, celery, leek, garlic 

and thyme to the beef and pour over the cooled red wine. 
•  Leave to marinade for 12-24 hours 

Part B 
•  Place 10g of vegetable oil in a saucepan and add the shallots, 

button mushrooms and pancetta and sweat off until golden 
brown. Remove from the pan and reserve

•  In the same pan, melt the butter gently then add the flour 
and stir constantly to form a roux. Add the chicken stock and 
whisk until it comes to the boil then simmer until it starts to 
thicken and reduce by a third

Part C
•  Take the beef out of the marinade and strain off the red wine 

(discard the chopped vegetables)
•  In a large casserole dish, place the red wine and beef with the 

cooked shallots, pancetta and mushrooms. Add the garlic, bay 
leaf, rosemary and thyme

•  Cover with the reduced chicken stock, place a lid on top and 
put in the oven for two-three hours at 140 degrees or until the 
beef is tender

Beef Bourguignon 
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A
s we start 2019 with enthusiasm 
and motivation for exercise 
and leading a healthier lifestyle, 
we need to make sure that this 
positive energy is correctly 

channeled and it leads us to the result we want. 
The best way to achieve this is to enlist the 

help of a professional – but how do we know we 
are choosing the right one? 

Health and fitness advice is everywhere, which 
on one hand is great because we don’t have to go 
searching too far and wide for information and 
inspiration, but on the flip side it can be tough to 
filter the good from the bad.

Sound, solid, professional advice can come in 
many forms and mediums, from choosing a face-
to-face personal trainer to following a fitness 
professional on social media. There’s an option to 
suit every lifestyle and budget. 

To help you find the right fitness professional 

to help you achieve your fitness goals in 2019, 
here are my top three things you should be 
looking out for.

Check professional qualifications and 
appropriate insurance 
This may sound glaringly obvious, but as a career 
in fitness has become more desirable in recent 
years, it’s scary how many fitness enthusiasts 
have branded themselves fitness professionals 
or personal trainers, without studying for the 
appropriate qualifications. 

No qualifications equates to no insurance, 
meaning that you aren’t in the safest hands 
possible. 

To ensure your fitness guru is up to industry 
standard, you can either ask to see their 
qualifications or you can check them out on 
the Register of Exercise Professionals (www.
exerciseregister.org). 

Seek a specialist 
Look for someone who highly knowable in the 
area of nutrition or training that you personally 
want to improve on. For example, if you want to 
gain some muscle mass, look for someone who 
specialises in this. Similarly, if you’re returning to 
exercise after having a baby, seek out a post-natal 
exercise specialist. 

Research credentials
Once you’ve sourced your potential trainer, 
whether it’s in person or online, then see what 
others have to say about them on their website or 
on social media. 

You should be looking for information on 
results that previous clients or followers have 
achieved, and such results or claims should be 
backed up with videos and photographs. 

As an extra little tip, avoid any trainer or 
instructor who promises quick fixes, whether 
that’s in person or online. Yes, they may well be 
able to show you how to drop 7lbs in a week, but 
there is no way on this earth that the method 
used to achieve this will be one that promotes a 
life-long healthy lifestyle. 

Health and fitness expert Katie Bulmer-Cooke provides her top tips for seeking a trainer who will help you reach 
your exercise goals in 2019 

NEW YEAR FITNESS CHECK LIST 

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 makes her way to Umai Mi, a new independent Oriental kitchen that has opened in 
Eldon Square’s Grey’s Quarter

BUSINESS LUNCH

BUSINESS LUNCH - Umai Mi

E
ldon Square’s foodie quarter has 
proved a popular destination for 
those seeking chain restaurant 
fare – pizzas, pastas, burgers and 
the like – but a new independent 

eatery has now opened offering something 
completely different. 

Located upstairs, Umai Mi doesn’t look 
like an independent restaurant thanks to its 
contemporary décor and stylised Asian graphic 
art adorning the walls and the menus. But as 
director James Lan tells me, this is the first 
restaurant of its kind for his family-run company, 
which owns an Asian grocery distribution 
business, Nudo Noodle House, on Low Friar 
Street in Newcastle and nine Nudo Sushi Box 
takeaways across the North. 

Umai Mi is named after the fifth basic taste 
in Asian cooking, which James reveals loosely 
translates as a “moreish delicious taste” that is 
intended to “leave diners wanting more”. 

The restaurant had only been open for a few 
days when my two colleagues and I visited last 
month, but when we arrived it was already 
hosting a hefty throng of diners.

The Pan-Asian menu is a cacophony of tastes 
and flavours from the East, divided into pre-eats, 
small-eats, dumplings, tempura, sharing platters, 
sushi, soup noodles, rice bowls, rice dishes and 
sizzling rice hotplates. 

In addition, Umai Mi has separate gluten-free 
and vegetarian menus. 

A little dazed by the extensive choice, we 
allowed James to choose our selections for us 
and we were soon presented with chicken gyoza 
dumplings with Chinese black vinegar, Korean 
fried chicken, the Yaki skewers (chicken, beef 
and pork), the green dragon sushi rolls, the duck 
donburi (rice bowl) and the king prawn sizzling 
rice hotplate with garlic sauce. 

The three of us set about sharing the feast, 
which was all beautifully presented and tasted 
delicious. The sizzling plate – which is mixed at 
the table – was an unexpected treat and could 
have easily been eaten as a main meal, while the 
sticky nuggets of Korean fried chicken from the 
small-eats proved a real hit.

We didn’t really need to finish our meals 
with a dessert but the Sweet Ending (fried apple 
dumpling, steamed Malay cake and green tea ice 
cream) and the deep-fried black sesame ice cream 
proved too tempting to resist. 

Umai Mi may be an independent restaurant but 
its owners have clearly thought about every detail 
and it is operated with remarkable slickness. It 
definitely left me wanting more…

UMAI MI
Grey’s Quarter, Eldon Square, 

Newcastle
www.umaimi.co.uk

0191 591 0998
Instagram: @umaimiuk
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Korean fried chicken in a sweet and 
spicy sauce

£7.50

Duck bonburi (Japanese rice bowl), 
served with teriyaki sauce, jasmine 

rice and a shoyu egg
£11.50

King prawn sizzling jasmine rice 
hotplate with vegetables and garlic 

sauce
£12

Yaki skewer set (beef, chicken and 
pork), served with Togarashi salt

£13

Green Dragon sushi roll 
Prawn tempura with cucumber, nori 

and sushi rice wrapped with avocado 
and topped with eel sauce 

£9.50

Pan-fried chicken gyoza (dumpling), 
served with Chinese black vinegar

£6.95

Sweet ending – fried apple gyoza 
(dumpling), steamed Malay cake and 

green tea ice-cream
£6.20

Deep fried black sesame ice cream 
served with golden syrup 

£5.80
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Deborah Johnson looks at the latest books, DVDs, music and television to enjoy in the comfort of your own home

CULTURE IN 

ARTS - Culture in

SERIES
INFORMER

BBC’s latest gritty drama is now out 
on box set, allowing binge watching 
of the tense thriller that many have 
compared to Jed Mercurio’s most 
recent masterpiece, Bodyguard. 
Informer tells the story of Raza, a 
young British-Pakistani man whose 
ability to seamlessly glide through 
different worlds brings him to the attention of London’s Counter-Terrorism Special Unit (CTSU). 
Faced with the threat of a member of his family being deported, Raza becomes a police 
informant, coerced by DS Gabe Waters, part of the crack team waging the undercover war 
against terror. Over six episodes, Informer explores the complex relationship between the two 
men and their circumstances, and how their situation escalated into a fatal conclusion. 

www.bbc.co.uk/iplayer 

DVD
CRAZY RICH ASIANS 

One of the biggest hits of 2018 at the box office, Crazy Rich Asians 
is expected to prove equally popular on DVD. The surprisingly 
enjoyable romantic comedy tells the tale of Nick Young and his 
girlfriend Rachel Chu, who have been dating for more than a year 
and Nick decides it is time for his beloved to meet his family when 
they travel to Singapore for his best friend’s wedding. Having 
discovered little about her potential in-laws so far, Rachel is shocked 
to discover Nick is the sole heir to a huge fortune and his family 
are part of the elite ‘super rich’. However, culture clashes and an 
ultimatum from Nick’s hostile family threaten to derail the relationship, leading to some tears 
amidst the laughs aplenty in this movie. 

Released January 21
www.hmv.com 

BOOK
LET HER FLY

While the story of Malala, the 
extraordinary girl who has become 
a global inspiration after being shot 
by the Taliban in 2012 for wanting 
to go to school, is well known, 
this book details the memoirs of 
her father, Ziauddin Yousafzai. A 
passionate advocate of equality, 
he has championed the rights of 
girls throughout the world living in 
patriarchal societies, since rebelling 
against the mantra that he was 
inherently better than his sisters as 
a young boy living in Pakistan. He 
said: “Whenever anybody has asked 
me how Malala became who she is, 
I have often used the phrase ‘Ask 
me not what I did but what I did not 
do. I did not clip her wings’.” Let Her 
Fly looks at what it means to love, 
how to be courageous in the face 
of adversity, and why the fight for 
equality must continue. 

Out now
www.waterstones.com

ALBUM
DIDO, STILL ON MY MIND

One of the most iconic voices of the early noughties returns 
with her fifth studio album, her first in six years. The lead single, 
Hurricanes, received critical acclaim and Dido’s haunting voice is 
every bit as pure as it always has been, although the album is said 
to display her love of hip hop and her folk roots, suggesting its 
style may well also echo what has gone before. Again, she worked 
with her Faithless brother Rollo on the album, and is said to have 
been so relaxed while making it that many of the vocals were 
recorded at home. The album’s release is set to be proceeded by a tour from May, which will 
be her first in 15 years. 

Available to pre-order now
www.itunes.com 
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THEATRE
WAR HORSE

After eight years in 
the West End, the 
spectacular production 
of War Horse comes to 
the Sunderland Empire 
as part of its national 
tour. Based on the 
classic novel by Michael 
Morpurgo, it tells the 
story of beloved horse 
Joey who is sold to the 
cavalry and shipped to 
France at the outbreak 
of the First World War. 
His owner Albert can’t forget his adored Joey, and although he is in 
his parents’ Devon farm rather than the battlefields of France due to 
his young age which prevents him from enlisting, he embarks on a 
treacherous mission to bring Joey home. Hugely emotional and visually 
stunning, the production uses life size horse puppets to bring the 
galloping horses to reality. 

February 6 to 23 
www.atgtickets.com 

ART
21 YEARS OF AN 
ANGEL

As one of the most 
instantly-recognisable 
features of the North East 
to people around the world, 
the Angel of the North has 
become one of the UK’s 
best-loved pieces of art. 
Now, to celebrate its 21st 
birthday, an exhibition of 
art in celebration of the 
sculpture is being held 
in its Gateshead locality. 
21 Years of an Angel will 
feature work from established and up-and-coming artists 
and will include a hugely diverse mix of paintings, drawings, 
Chinese art, embroidery, textile work and photography. The 
exhibition will run throughout February, the month of the 
Angel’s milestone birthday, and March.  

January 31 to March 30
www.gatesheadlibraries.com 

EXHIBITION
CHRIS KILLIP: THE LAST 
SHIPS 

This photography exhibition 
chronicles the lives of working 
people on Tyneside alongside 
the steady decline of industrial 
Britain. The pictures are the 
work of Chris Killip, who came 
to the region in 1975 as the 
Northern Arts Photography 
Fellow, and lived and worked on Tyneside until 1991 when he moved 
to Harvard University to teach photography. His work showcases how 
life in Wallsend and South Shields was played out against a backdrop 
of huge ships and industrial cranes, and how that was the lifeblood 
of these communities. His exhibition – donated to the Laing in tribute 
to the shipyard workers of Tyneside – shows how rapid the decline of 
these heavy industries was. 

Until May 2020
www.laing.org.uk 

MOVIE
STAN AND OLLIE

As one of the best 
known and loved 
comedy duos of 
all time, Laurel and 
Hardy are the stuff of 
Hollywood folklore. 
Rather than paying 
tribute to their glory 
days, this movie, starring John C Reilly and Steve Coogan, 
tells the story of the period where their golden age is long 
behind them and Stan and Ollie embark on a tour of the 
music halls of Britain and Ireland. Despite the stresses of the 
tour, past resentments coming back to the fore and Hardy’s 
failing health, the show must go on. In the end, it is their 
love of performing and making people laugh – and their love 
for each other – which ensures they secure their place in the 
hearts of the public. 

Released January 11
Cinemas nationwide 

A closer look at the arts and cultural highlights in the North East this month

CULTURE OUT 

ARTS - Culture out
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MAGIC LEAP AR 
HEADSET 

Hailed as upping the game 
in new technology further 
still, the Magic Leap AR 
headset is hoping to lure 
the likes of gamers and 
software developers away 
from the likes of Microsoft 
Hololens with its new 
creation, which is certainly 
cheaper in price as well 
as, it claims, another leap 
forward in augmented 
reality innovation. 
Its Silicon Valley-based 
developers – a startup 
company backed by the 
likes of Google – have 
hailed the Magic Leap 
as bringing “another 
dimension to computing” 
and said it will “change 
the way we experience the 
world”. 

£1780
www.magicleap.com

The headset essentially mixes together graphics and real 
world views, and comprises three components - glasses called 
Lightwear, a wearable computer called the Lightpack, and a 
handheld controller. The Lightwear’s computer vision and spatial 
audio technology powers the mixed reality gaming, and gives 
users the ability to fill the real world with lifelike digital objects 
and authentic audio. The controller offers force control and 
haptic feedback, with smooth movement and intuitive response. 

Magic Leap also features its own software called LuminOS that is said 
to be optimised for environment recognition. LuminOS has a social 
feature called Avatar Chat to support sharing experiences in mixed 
reality, and allows users to create multiple virutal screens of any size to 
view entertainment content. There is also a gallery feature to showcase 
photos, videos, and 3D objects.
As a leader in the field of innovation, Magic Leap has promised yet more 
developments to come, including the release of a prescription lens insert 
for the headset, based on eyesight prescriptions. 

Deborah Johnson reveals what’s new and improved with the world of gadgets and technology

TECH 

TECHNOLOGY
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DYSON SUPERSONIC HAIRDRYER 23.75 
CARAT GOLD

Having redefined the long-held standards of hairdryer, 
Dyson has upped its game yet again through 
introducing precious metal into its iconic creation. 
The Supersonic has revolutionised hair care with its 
invention of a dryer which offers a digital monitor 
to allow ultra-rapid drying, and in-built heat control 
technology to protect hair from damage, but now 
comes in a luxe version. The gold used on the head – 
set against a vibrant blue body – is specially-sourced 
from Florence and each gold leaf is individually 
chosen. Certainly a luxury product rather than a 
necessity, but a super stylish addition to any appliance 
collection. 

£399
www.dyson.co.uk 

SAMSUNG GALAXY WATCH 4G

The latest in a series of smartwatch releases, 
the Samsung Galaxy 4G is the first Android 
compatible 4G enabled smartphone and has 
been released in the UK following its successful 
launch in the Far East. The watch, which is 
initially available only on EE network, enables 
people to leave their smartphone behind and get 
on with their everyday activities while answering 
calls, sending and receiving messages, streaming 
music and tracking their fitness routine. The 
watch comes in two face sizes, 42mm and 
46mm, is waterproof to 50 metres and has 4GB 
of internal memory for storing music.  

From £279
www.samsung.com/uk 

MEETING OWL

Helping to bring a bit of novelty into conference calls, 
the Meeting Owl has created a means of seeing and 
hearing your remote team clearly to allow more inclusive 
meetings. The device, the first of its kind to have a 360 
degree lens, allowing users to see in all directions. It also 
has an eight microphone array to allow anyone within 
a 12-foot radius to be heard and the owl also moves its 
head from person to person as the conversation moves. 
The Meeting Owl is compatible with the full range of 
video conferencing platforms, such as Google Hangout 
and Skype, and is easy to set up with no software 
downloads required – it is powered 

£799
www.amazon.co.uk 

TECHNOLOGY
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The Range Rover 
Evoque – the luxury 

compact SUV for the city 
and country – has been 

relaunched with updated 
design and tech, and a 

choice of hybrid-electric 
options

EVOQUE EVOLUTION 

H
aving pioneered the luxury 
compact SUV market, with 
global sales of over 772,096 (20 
per cent sold in the UK) and 
more than 217 international 

awards, the new Range Rover Evoque is a 
sophisticated evolution of the original. 

Building on the original’s instantly-recognisable 
design, the new Range Rover Evoque is a 
sophisticated evolution of the distinctive coupé-
like silhouette, typified by its distinctive fast 
roofline and rising waist, which unmistakably 
identify the Range Rover family.

The outstanding volume and proportions 
are amplified by its pronounced shoulders and 
powerful wheelarches that, alongside new 21-inch 
wheels, combine to create a strong and dynamic 
attitude.

The introduction of elements such as super-
slim Matrix LED headlamps provide a more 
sophisticated front and rear lamp graphic. 
Flush door handles add to the smooth, sculpted 
aesthetic, while sweeping directional indicators 

create a purposeful signature. Optional 
R-Dynamic details and burnished copper accents 
add to the unique appeal.

Inside, the finely crafted design integrates 
uncluttered surfaces and simple lines with 
carefully curated materials to create a luxurious, 
minimalist, digital cabin. 

Technologies include the twin touchscreen 
Touch Pro Duo system, featuring new, faster 
software, 16-way seat controls and cabin air 
ionisation that complement the increased interior 
space.

The footprint is almost identical to the previous 
Evoque yet built on Land Rover’s new mixed-
material Premium Transverse Architecture, there 
is more interior space than before. A longer 
wheelbase yields 20mm extra rear kneeroom and 
an increase in small item stowage – the larger 
glove box and centre cubby can now fit tablets, 
handbags and bottles with ease. The luggage space 
is 10 per cent larger (591 litres) as well as much 
wider and easily fits a folded pram or set of golf 
clubs, with space increasing to 1383 litres when 
the flexible 40:20:40 second-row seats are folded.

The new design has been developed for 
electrification, with a 48-volt mild-hybrid available 
at launch and a plug-in hybrid model offered 
around 12 months afterwards. 

The mild hybrid powertrain is a first for Land 
Rover and works by harvesting energy normally 
lost during deceleration thanks to the engine-
mounted belt-integrated starter generator, storing 
it in the under-floor battery. At speeds below 
11mph (17km/h), the engine will shut off while 
the driver applies the brakes. When pulling away, 
the stored energy is redeployed to assist the engine 
under acceleration and reduce fuel consumption. 
The result is a refined, quiet and efficient drive 
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RANGE ROVER EVOQUE
The New Range Rover Evoque 
is available to order now, priced 
from £31,600
www.landrover.co.uk 

MOTORS  – Range Rover Evoque

in built-up traffic heavy areas, in addition to 
efficiency savings.

Available across the range (when specified 
with automatic gearbox) of four-cylinder 
Ingenium petrol and diesel engines, the mild 
hybrid delivers CO2 emissions from as low 
as 149g/km and fuel economy from 50.4mpg 
(based on the new NEDC Equivalent WLTP test 
procedure). If the customer chooses the 150PS 
diesel engine with front wheel drive, Evoque 
only emits 143g/km. 

An even more efficient plug-in hybrid electric 
vehicle (PHEV) model and three-cylinder 
petrol Ingenium engine will also join the range 
later in the year.

New Evoque features All-Wheel Drive, as 
well as a second-generation Active Driveline 
with Driveline Disconnect to enhance efficiency 
and Adaptive Dynamics to deliver the optimum 
balance of comfort and agility when driving. 

Terrain Response 2 – technology first found 
on full-size Range Rovers – automatically 
detects the surface being driven on a adjusts 
the set-up accordingly, while Evoque can now 
wade through water up to 600mm (previously 
500mm).

The famed Range Rover command driving 
position has jumped into the digital age, with 
a segment-first ‘ClearSight rear-view mirror’ 
that transforms into an HD video screen. If 
rear visibility is compromised by passengers or 
bulky items, the driver simply flicks a switch on 
the underside of the mirror and a camera feed 
from the top of the car displays what is behind 
the vehicle in crisp high definition. The screen 
provides a wider (50-degree) field of vision and 
superior visibility in low light.

The new Range Rover Evoque is also the 
first in the world to feature Ground View 
technology, which effectively makes the bonnet 
invisible by projecting camera imagery onto 
the upper touchscreen to show the driver a 
180-degree view under the front of the vehicle. 
This is useful when negotiating difficult parking 
spaces, navigating high city centre kerbs or 
tackling rough terrain and is the realisation of 
the Transparent Bonnet technology previewed 
by Land Rover in 2014.

Evoque is the first Land Rover with Smart 
Settings, which uses artificial intelligence 
algorithms to learn the driver’s preference and 
acts as an onboard butler. 

In addition to seat position, music and 
climate settings, Evoque can also control 
steering column preferences to maximise 
comfort and convenience.

Rawdon Glover, managing director, Jaguar 
Land Rover UK says: “The Range Rover Evoque 
has been a phenomenal UK success over the 
past seven years. It’s proven very popular with 
customers from a broad range of segments with 
more than 60 per cent of them being new to the 
Land Rover marque.

“With a fifth of global retails being in the 
UK, I am extremely confident this will be a 
great second album taking Evoque to a new 
level of refinement, luxury and sustainability 
while preserving all the charm of the first model 
which defined the compact SUV market back 
in 2011.”
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W
hat do you consider to 
be the greatest feat in 
business and why? 
The greatest ‘business’ 
feat I have come across 

(as opposed to have heard about or witnessed from 
afar) has to be Sage Group Plc. David Goldman 
and Graham Wylie set up Sage in 1981, when 
computers and systems were in such a state of 
infancy. The steps taken from launch to flotation 
and then beyond were almost textbook in delivery.

What is the greatest physical feat you’ve witnessed 
by an individual and why?
My family applied for tickets to dozens of events 
at the London Olympics and were successful in 
getting seats for only one – which turned out to be 
‘Super Saturday’! 

That night, we saw an individual transform from 
‘potential talent’ to ‘the real deal’. We will never 
forget the noise when Mo Farah hit the front two 
laps out in the 10,000m. I couldn’t believe the 
speed and the stamina he had.

What about by a group or team?
This may raise a few eyebrows, particularly bearing 
in mind their recent troubles, but I’m going to 
say Durham County Cricket Club. What I feel 
received little coverage outside of the region, 
and even within the sport itself, was the fact 
that Durham only became a first-class county in 
1992, but between 2007 and 2014 spectacularly 
won five major trophies, including three County 
Championships. 

Which demonstration of intelligence/mental 
strength has most impressed you?
I’ve worked with some highly-intelligent people, as 
you would expect, yet have always been surprised 
how ‘intelligence’ doesn’t always seem to be 
associated with common sense.  I prefer to use the 
word ‘wisdom’ to measure people that I admire; 
people who have demonstrated that utopia of 
supreme intelligence and judgement, combined 
with the understanding of timing but also with 
an empathy for the people striving to help them 
achieve their goals. 

Which act of generosity has inspired you the most 
and why? 
I have worked with a great number of North 
East-based charities and foundations, primarily 
investing their funds in order to help them grow. 
Many were created through the generosity of 
single philanthropists, most of whom wanted 
to ‘give something back’ after running hugely-
successful businesses. Laudable though that is, I do 
feel those people who set up charities without the 
backing of immediate wealth deserve even greater 
recognition. 

Lesley Hanson, who founded the hugely 
impressive Autism charity Daisy Chain, in 2003 in 
Teesside, is a great example. Yes, funds did come in 
from wealthy backers in time, without whom the 
charity couldn’t be where it is today, helping over 
2000 families a year, but without that initial vision 
and determination, the charity wouldn’t exist. 
There are many more similar examples across our 
region and each one should be heralded by our 
society rather more than they are.

Vinay Bedi, investment consultant at Vertem, shares the acts he’s been most inspired by

GREATEST FEATS
INTERVIEW - Vinay Bedi

VERTEM
www.vertemassetmanagement.

com 
@vertemam
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