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EDITOR’S WORD
Welcome

Editor’s Word...
Welcome to the Skills Issue.

O
NET

ur February edition addresses
some of the issues around the
much-debated subject of skills.
Our cover story is the
celebrated learning and
education visionary – Professor Sugata Mitra –
who won the $1 million TED Prize in 2013 for his
Hole-in-the-Wall experiment.
Speaking to North East Times from his Indian
base, the professor of education technology at
Newcastle University, reveals how he has used his
prize money to deliver supported self-organised
learning environments around the world via his
School in the Cloud.

We also speak to CEO Brenda McLeish at
Learning Curve’s brand new County Durham
headquarters about the impressive growth of the
training and education provider. And we showcase
some of the innovative companies that have spun
out of our region’s universities.
In addition, we represent some of the latest
activity and thinking around skills provision in
the North East – amid the pressures of Brexit and
rapid technology advancement – and ask what the
role of businesses in addressing emerging skills
gaps is.
I hope that you enjoy this issue.

ALISON COWIE
alison@netimesmagazine.co.uk
07961091522
@AlisonNETimes

PARTNERSHIP:
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NEWS
Bulletin

BULLETIN
BUSINESS

Statistics show decline in
North East employment
The labour market statistics released on January 22 have shown a fall in employment and a small
increase in unemployment in the North East, against the national trend

E

mployment in the North East stands at 1,208,000 or 71.7
per cent – a fall of 3000 over the quarter (September
2018 to November 2018) and 21,000 over the year. This
compares to a rate of 75.8 per cent nationally.
North East unemployment stands at 71,000, or 5.5 per
cent. This compares to a rate of 4.0 per cent nationally.
More positive news was that employment among 16 to 64-year-olds
in the North East during the last three months rose and a further 6000
people in this age group have found employment. Data also showed
an increase in both full-term employment and self-employment, while
numbers working part-time declined.
North East Local Enterprise Partnership (LEP) senior economist
Victoria Sutherland said: “These mixed results reflect the fluctuations
we have seen in the North East’s labour market performance during the
last 12 months.

“The North East LEP will continue to work with its partners to
achieve more and better jobs for the region.
“Our updated Strategic Economic Plan, setting out how we will work
together to create 100,000 more jobs for the region between 2014 and
2024, with at least 70 per cent of these being in managerial, professional
and technical roles, will be launched on 14 February 2019.”
Paul Carbert, policy adviser at North East England Chamber of
Commerce, said: “In our recent Quarterly Economic Survey results,
Chamber members reported a positive outlook on future recruitment
plans and noted concerns about the difficulty of recruiting for skilled
technical roles.
“We are campaigning to create a working North East where all our
region’s employers are supported to recruit, train and retain talented
staff. In particular, we want flexible funding to enable businesses and
providers to work together to address skills needs.”

DEVELOPMENT

£1.3 million boost for business leaders
of the future
The University of Sunderland has received £1.3 million to help
student and graduate entrepreneurs turn their business dreams into
reality.
The European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) scheme at the
University’s Enterprise Place will expand on its previous projects that
ran from 2015 until 2018.
The Enterprise Place brings together budding entrepreneurs at
all stages of their development and provides free hot-desking space,
business advice, structured interactive workshops, up to £1000 of
funding as well as PR and networking opportunities.
Based at the University’s Hope Street Xchange Building, the
Enterprise place has already helped scores of students and graduates.
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National and
international
news
Transport for the North
announces new programme
director

EDUCATION

MARKETING

Healthcare sector to get an
injection of clinical skills

Precept launches The
Brand Society

Gateshead Health Foundation Trust is continuing
to partner with Gateshead College to deliver
an apprenticeship scheme that aims to increase
skill levels of staff who support qualified nurses,
physios, occupational therapists and dieticians. The
second cohort of apprenticeships recently started
the programme, joining an initial group of 12,
who have already embarked on a level two health
support worker apprenticeship.

Creative and digital business Precept has unveiled
The Brand Society – a new facility located at St
Peter’s Wharf.
Open to both Precept clients and non-clients,
it offers members co-working, kit hire to support
marketing activities and event space, which
includes a ‘speakeasy room’ with its own bar.

TRAINING

EDUCATION

Go North East joins global
standards initiative

Paint manufacturer partners
with local college

Trainers from Go North East have completed
innovative training with National Express. As the
first partner operator to fully complete the training
programme, the instructors from the Go North
East Training Academy are now fully compliant
with the coach company’s recently-introduced
driver evaluation process.

AkzoNobel has joined forces with Northumberland
College to up-skill its workforce.
The college has developed the maintenance and
operations engineering technician apprenticeship
for the Ashington-based paint manufacturer – with
the first operators already joining the bespoke
programme.

Transport for the North has
announced Jeremy Bloom,
a senior industry leader with
28 years of experience, as
strategy and programme
director. Jeremy will join
the statutory body from
Highways England, where
for the last 13 years he’s
led network strategies,
programme delivery and
investment planning, most
recently as network planning
director. He will lead on the
delivery of the Strategic
Transport Plan, set to be
submitted this Spring, and
will take up his post in April.

Maritime insurance company
confirms post-Brexit trading
arrangement
Newcastle-based North P&I
Club has confirmed that its
subsidiary in Ireland – North
of England P&I Designated
Activity Company – has
received authorisation as a
non-life insurance business
from the Central Bank of
Ireland (CBI).
Following delivery of this
key milestone in North’s
Brexit Contingency Plan, the
maritime insurance company
will be able to maintain
its European operations
after the expected loss of
existing EU financial services
‘passporting’ rights when the
UK leaves the EU on March
29, 2019.
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NEWS
Deals

Calendar of events:
February 28, 4pm-6pm
Mentoring Workshop:
Successfully supporting your
degree apprentices
Teesside University Together
with Business
Location: TG.02, The Curve,
Middlesbrough, TS1 3BX
Price: Free
www.tees.ac.uk/business
Teesside University is offering
a series of workshops with
dedicated guidance to ensure
your apprentices thrive. This
workshop will teach you
exciting new skills to become
a successful mentor and to
give your apprentices the
most valuable experiences
during their time within your
organisation. This event is
open to the public and prebooking is required.
February 20, 9am-1pm
An Introduction to Tendering
and Bid Writing
North East Business and
Innovation Centre (BIC)
Location: North East Business
and Innovation Centre (BIC),
Wearfield, Enterprise Park
East, Sunderland, SR5 2TA
Price: Free
www.ne-bic.co.uk
The North East Business and
Innovation Centre is teaming
up with specialist service
provider KMS Business
Development Solutions to
bring you an opportunity to
learn more about tendering
and bid writing. This seminar
will cover a broad range
of topics, from Tendering
Portals and Pre-Qualification
Questionnaires to Bid
Writing and Post-Tender
Clarifications.
February 18 – February 21,
9.30am-4.30pm
4 Day Business Start-up
Workshop
Kick Off in Business
Location: St James’ Park,
Newcastle Upon Tyne, NE1
4ST
Price: Free
www.kickoffinbusiness.co.uk
Kick Off in Business brings
you this free four-day event
full of useful information
for starting your own
business or becoming
self-employed. Designed
by award-winning advisers,
this course will award
you with two recognised
business qualifications upon
completion.
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DEALS

RECRUITMENT

Shine set for bright future after £350,000 investment
An entrepreneur who has developed a new recruitment platform that allows companies to interview
candidates by video has secured £350,000 from the North East Venture Fund.
Shine Interview, based in Sunderland, removes the need for the interviewers and the candidate to be
present in the same room, reducing costs and speeding up the recruitment process.

TECH

TECH

Sage and Northumbria back
Digital Union

Northstar Ventures invests
in Changing Health

Sage and Northumbria University have been
announced as new sponsors of Digital Union –
the network of digital, creative and technology
businesses in the North East.
As sponsors, Sage and Northumbria University
will play an important role in driving forward
the vision of the membership organisation as it
continues to champion the North East’s creative,
digital and tech industries on both the regional and
national stage.

Changing Health, a spin out of Newcastle
University and Newcastle Hospitals NHS
Foundation Trust, which provides digital,
personalised support to patients wanting to make
changes to a healthier lifestyle, has been awarded
investment by Northstar Ventures.
Northstar Ventures has provided a total
investment package of £3 million from the North
East Innovation Fund supported by the European
Regional Development Fund, along with Shift
Invest, and Tate and Lyle Ventures.

MONTHLY REPORT

Tees Valley Combined Authority

MONTHLY REPORT
Ten-year £588 million investment plan to transform Tees Valley approved

A

ten-year plan to transform the
economy of the Tees Valley was
approved by the Tees Valley
Mayor and the leaders of the
region’s five councils on January

24.
The Tees Valley Combined Authority’s
refreshed investment plan outlines how £588
million worth of spending between 2019-2029
will support the creation of 16,785 jobs and an
additional £1.48 billion to the area’s economic
output.
The plan sets major investments across
key themes, including: transport, education,
employment and skills, business growth,
culture and tourism, research, development and
innovation, and investment in local towns and
communities.
It outlines how £146.5 million will be used
to support business growth and unlock sites for
development. This includes the purchase of the
majority of developable land at the South Tees
Development Corporation site.
The investment plan, which supports the
delivery of the Combined Authority’s Strategic
Economic Plan and was first launched in
March 2017, includes £20 million for a major
transformational project based in each of the five
Local Authority boroughs, and an Indigenous
Growth Fund of £50 million to improve and
revitalise towns and communities.
And it approves the Combined Authority’s
purchase, from Peel Holdings Limited, of 89
per cent shareholding in Durham Tees Valley
Airport and an adjacent piece of land, with
planning permission for 350 homes for a total
of £40 million. The Mayor confirmed that the
proposed housing development will not progress.
Tees Valley Mayor Ben Houchen and each of
the five Local Authority Leaders voted to support
the refreshed investment plan at a specially
convened meeting of the Combined Authority’s
Cabinet, in Middlesbrough.

i
TEES VALLEY COMBINED AUTHORITY
The investment plan can be found at:
www.teesvalley-ca.gov.uk/meetings/tees-valley-combined-authority-cabinet/
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KEY EVENT

Entrepreneurs’ Forum

ENTREPRENEURS’ FORUM
CHAIRMAN’S DINNER
Chairman of the Entrepreneurs’ Forum James Robson hosted a celebratory dinner at Jesmond
Dene House hotel on January 17. On the night, an audience of more than 90 business owners
heard first-hand about the infamous rise and fall, and rise again, of Gerald Ratner, former CEO of
The Ratner Group.
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Q
OPINION

Burning Issue

BURNING ISSUE

What’s your reaction to the CBI report that Government figures show a no-deal
Brexit would cost the North East economy £7 billion a year by 2034?

Sarah Glendinning

Regional director, CBI North East

The deadlock will only be broken by a genuine attempt by all MPs
to find consensus and compromise, not stick to rusting red lines
and political conditions. Like the rest of the UK, the North East is
not – and cannot be – ready for no deal. The projected impact on
our region’s economy would be devastating and while business will
do all it can to reduce some of the worst aspects, a no deal scenario
is unmanageable. The message from the CBI to our politicians is
clear – we must see compromise or the whole country faces the
unforgivable prospect of a disorderly Brexit which will affect jobs
and livelihoods in the North East for decades to come. It’s time to
put our region’s prosperity before party politics and dogma.

Claire Preston

Colin Hewit

Head of commercial, Ward Hadaway

At Ward Hadaway, we’ve been speaking to many clients and it’s clear
that – however they voted in the referendum – the vast majority see
a no-deal Brexit as a major problem for business.
The main concerns voiced are delays at points of entry, increased
costs of doing business, tariffs and access to and retaining a skilled
workforce. The North has been improving its economic performance
over recent years and bridging the gap between itself and other
regions. In a no-deal scenario this hard-won improvement would
be lost and our position as a great place to establish and grow new
business would be damaged.

Jonathan Walker

CEO, Sound Training

Assistant director, policy, North East England
Chamber of Commerce

These are alarming figures and as many pointed out prereferendum – uncertainty can never be good for an economy. I
agree wholeheartedly with the CBI’s message that it’s time to put our
region’s prosperity before party politics.
As service providers within an international education market,
our focus is now on developing relationships within the growing
global economies, particularly in the Middle East and China. The
ability for us to export with ease and clarity is essential and will
ultimately add to the growth and prosperity of both our business and
our region. Surely this is more achievable as part of Europe.

The Chamber has been clear that no-deal is not an acceptable
outcome for North East businesses. Our exporting strengths are
built upon complex international supply chains. The immediate
disruption to these would be hugely costly, while we would also
suffer long term harm to our competitiveness and attractiveness as a
place to invest.
We have been active in raising these concerns with regional and
national politicians and we continue to urge the Government to
extend Article 50 to avoid no-deal and build a consensus around a
Brexit outcome that does not harm our firms’ ability to grow.

16

17

RECRUITMENT

APPOINTMENTS
Your monthly guide to the people moving jobs in the region

Tracey Moore

Chief executive, PNE Group

PNE Group has announced the appointment of
Tracey Moore as its new chief executive. Tracey,
who has been executive director of the group since
2015, has 30 years’ experience of working in the
enterprise sector. Her leadership expertise includes
operational management and strategic planning
for the group as well as the provision of executive
coaching to public, private and third sector leaders.

Rachel Woodward
HGV driver, Mobile Mini

A Stockton-headquartered company has appointed
its first female HGV driver. Mobile Mini, which
has 15 branches across the UK, provides portable
site accommodation and secure storage containers.
It has provided professional training to Rachel
Woodward, centred around carrying out the lifting
operations required when delivering units from a
lorry-mounted loader crane vehicle.

Kirsty Laing
i
APPOINTMENTS
Have you moved job or
appointed someone to your
team? Contact
alison@netimesmagazine.co.uk
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Senior market researcher,
MMC

Sunderland-based strategic marketing agency,
MMC, has announced the appointment of a senior
market researcher to head up the agency’s new
market research division.
Kirsty Laing, who has more than 14 years’
experience, will deliver qualitative and quantitative
research for clients, including focus groups,
interviews, ethnography and surveys.

Andrea Ingledew

Associate chartered legal
executive, EMG

Andrea Ingledew has taken up the role of associate
chartered legal executive at Durham-based EMG
Solicitors.
Andrea, who joined EMG in 2015 having worked
in the legal profession since leaving school, will
oversee the legal executive team, among other
responsibilities, in her new role.

Nigel Wilson

CEO, Gentoo Group

Sunderland-based housing association, Gentoo
Group, has welcomed a new chief executive officer.
Nigel Wilson was formerly the chief executive of
Wythenshawe Community Housing Group and
brings a wealth of senior leadership experience
following a 30-year career in social housing.

Kavitha Muthu

European Space Agency
business applications UK
regional ambassador
Satellite Applications Centre
of Excellence

The North East Satellite Applications Centre of
Excellence (CoE), which is based at NETPark,
Sedgefield, has welcomed Dr Kavitha Muthu as
European Space Agency (ESA) business applications
UK regional ambassador for the Midlands and
North East.
Kavitha brings over a decade of experience within
the space sector.
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RECRUITMENT

JOBS
New positions available in the North East

Finance director

Audit director

NRG is working in partnership with a organisation
in Durham to appoint a qualified finance director.
Reporting directly to the CFO, you will be
responsible for translating the aims and objectives
of the finance strategy into clearly defined policies,
budgets and forecasts – playing a critical role in
supporting strategic development. You must be a
qualified accountant with demonstrable experience
in leading a diverse team of professional staff. For
more information, please contact:

BMC Recruitment Group is looking for an audit
director to join the Newcastle office of a national
accountancy firm. The successful individual will
lead, enable and manage the audit and assurance
department to provide an unrivalled client service
experience, to agreed timeframes and budgets. For
more information contact:

Durham, competitive salary
NRG

Newcastle, competitive salary
BMC Recruitment Group

kathryn.lee@bmcrecruitmentgroup.com

craigstewart@nrgplc.com

Lead software engineer technology
Lead business analyst

Durham, £50-£55K plus fantastic benefits
NRG

i
JOBS
To post a position, contact
alison@netimesmagazine.co.uk
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NRG is working with a client based in Durham to
recruit an experienced lead business analyst. With
esponsiblity for managing a team of three other
business analysts, you will play a key role in the
ongoing development of the organisation’s delivery
platform as well as contributing to the successful
delivery of new product development plans. For
more information, contact
garyrogers@nrgplc.com

Newcastle, competitive salary
BMC Recruitment Group

BMC Recruitment Group is assisting a digital
marketing provider in the North East with the
search of a lead software engineer. The successful
candidate should have skills in PHP or JavaScript,
Architecture Design and with Agile and Lean
knowledge. For more details contact
aqueel.ahmed@bmcrecruitmentgroup.com
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COMMENT
In the limelight

IN THE LIMELIGHT
Alison Cowie looks at the changes to adult learning in the region

T

he European Commission defines adult learning
as “all forms of learning undertaken by adults
after having left initial education and training.”
In the UK, it refers to adults over 19 years –
whether they are long-term unemployed or are
looking to upskill or gain new skills for the workplace.
Chris Toon, deputy principal of Gateshead College, has
been in education for the past 20 years and has witnessed
changes in adult provision over that time.
“What’s disappeared in the last ten years or so are the
evening leisure courses – the examples I always give are batik
or tie-dying; these classes don’t happen much in FE colleges
now.
“What remains, though, is individuals coming to the
college – often on an evening or at the weekend – to improve
their English or maths, to upskill their existing vocational
knowledge, or to gain new skills to make a change in their
career.”
Gateshead College currently offers the Governmentfunded Access to Higher Education that provides an
intensive course to over 19-year-olds with no previous formal
qualifications.
The college has also been the recipient of European
funding over the past two years, which has allowed it to
bolster its adult learning offering.
“This funding has allowed us to provide more flexible
support to unemployed people or to upskill those in the
workforce,” says Chris. “Potentially, this funding is going
to disappear over the next couple of years – although, the
Government has announced it is going to replace it with the
Shared Prosperity Fund.”
The deputy principal also highlight changes to
Government funding around five years ago, which effectively
ended public funding for adults in the workplace – instead
putting the onus on employers to pay for building skills
among its workforces.
As a result, Gateshead College – along with many other
FE colleges – have formed partnerships with businesses to
establish bespoke training courses that combine teaching and
practical work experience.
Just one example of this is PlanBEE, a consortium between
Gateshead College and key partners in the local construction
industry.
“PlanBEE members understand that they must support
the training of individuals in their sector,” says Chris. “Other
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industries still assume that colleges and universities should
provide an instant pool of talent.”
In the south of the region, the Tees Valley Combined
Authority is gearing up to gain control of adult learning, as
part of the area’s devolution agreement.
With funding yet to be confirmed, it is expected that the
combined authority will gain responsibility for a £30 million
adult learning budget from August 1, 2019.
Shona Duncan is the head of education, employment and
skills for the Tees Valley Combined Authority. She believes
the ability to make decisions at a local level is crucial for
addressing skills gaps.
“We’re moving from a national-driven, transactional
system to a more responsive, flexible skills system that will
better address issues in the Tees Valley labour market,” she
says.
The Tees Valley Combined Authority has produced an
employment and skills strategy, entitled Inspiring Our Future,
which sets out six priorities for skills provision in the area.
Shona reports that she and her team will be developing this
further between now and August 1 to create a more detailed
delivery plan for adult learning provision.
Like Chris, she believes businesses must play a crucial role
in the skills agenda.
“We’ve found that local businesses are keen to get involved
[in the delivery plan] and what they are saying to us is that
they want to help create an available workforce that has the
right attitude and the right level of technical skills, which are
linked to their industries,” Shona says.
“We’ve made it clear in our skills strategy that we will
be supporting employers to achieve this but we want to
challenge them, too.
“Businesses in the Tees Valley have a huge role to play,
particularly around careers education; whether that’s getting
the right information about opportunities into schools, or
helping to break down barriers among adults who perhaps
have not made the right career choices in the past.”
With funding issues and ongoing reports of a skills crisis
in the North East, businesses can no longer expect a raft of
ready-made employees.
With challenges around Brexit and the advancement of
technology creating upskilling pressures, companies must
be prepared to work with educational institutions and public
sector organisations and take on more responsibility for
moulding their future workforces.
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INTERVIEW
NCFE

10 QUESTIONS
David Grailey is CEO of NCFE, a charity in the education sector that offers vocational
qualifications to learners of all ages. With almost 30 years’ experience in the education and skills
sector, David has an MSc in marketing and product management from Cranfield University and is
a qualified food technologist. In 2000, he was bestowed the Freedom of the City of London

W

hat was your first break in
business?
Joining my mother’s
family’s butchery business,
initially as a Saturday lad
and then full-time as an apprentice on a Youth
Training Scheme (YTS). This instilled a great work
ethic and understanding that working hard to
deliver customer needs is critically important to
business success. Having not achieved my potential
at school (one ‘O’ Level), it also provided me with
the opportunity to achieve vocational qualifications,
which gave me the ability to get into the skills
accreditation and qualifications sector, which is now
my chosen career.
What did you want to be growing up?
I wanted to be a forrester or RAF fighter pilot. I
love being in the countryside and spent most of
my school holidays in the country with the family
dogs and friends. Similarly, as a young boy, I was in
awe of the achievement that the British and other
nations’ pilots achieved by winning the Battle of
Britain, against all the odds.
What attracted you to your current role?
I’ve always believed in the importance of technical
education. NCFE is the perfect fit for me in that its
aim is to help learners to make their lives better.
NCFE is a values-based organisation which is
important to me, and we passionately believe in
delivering great service. We’ve achieved a worldclass net promoter score (NPS) have been placed in
the Sunday Times’ Top 100 Organisations to Work
For (Not for Profit) eight times in the last ten years.
We’re also the only Awarding Organisation to appear
in the Top 50 Companies for Customer Service.
What is your organisation’s mission?
We don’t have a mission statement as we don’t
feel the language is right for us. Instead we have a
purpose which is to: ‘create opportunities for success
to enrich society’.
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How do you get the best out of your team?
Recruit the right people, spend time
understanding what motivates them, give them
the space to exercise their skills and experience
and set expectations. It’s then about working with
colleagues in an adult manner to achieve those
expectations. Respecting, including and trusting
everyone in the business at every level and role
is really important to me, giving colleagues the
opportunity to develop and also improving myself
to the best I can be.
What has been your career highlight?
In my first job out of college, aged 20, I taught
young butchers on a Youth Training Scheme at an
independent training company. A colleague and I
helped two young people who were studying parttime to achieve a technician level course in one
academic year rather than two, and then go onto
college full-time. The young people were learning
sponges – enthusiastic and keen to work hard.
We supported them through good analysis and
by making the learning interesting. Seeing their
enthusiasm to learn and the impact I had – when
their results came through and they’d passed it
was a great feeling. This experience really sowed
the seeds for my future career, so that is a definite
highlight for me.
What has been your biggest challenge?
The technical education sector faces its fair share
of challenges and the last few years have been no
exception with various education reforms and
huge sector changes. I think our biggest challenge
has been to adapt, change and grow to meet these
changes head on in an often volatile political
landscape. I’m hugely proud of what we have and
are continuing to achieve at NCFE – keeping the
learners at the heart of everything we do is what
keeps us going.
Who or what inspires you?
My partner, who works in a male-dominated
sector, my mother and father, my sisters – one of
whom works in a NHS Special Care Baby Unit
and saves babies’ lives every day, and the other
who helps young people and adults with learning
difficulties.
I’m also inspired by my colleagues who help

give people life choices through education – and
my daughter who gets my unconditional love and
inspires me to do the best for her.
What are your company’s short and long-term
goals?
Short term goals are in our annual business plan,
which every colleague gets a copy of so they
know what they are contributing to. These can
be summarised as: Be the leading business in
our chosen market segments; diversification to
ensure a sustainable and growing charity for our
beneficiaries; work with our people to make us all
change agents to forge the future.
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How do you achieve a good work/life balance?
I don’t always get it right but I’m working on it! To
help achieve a balance, I do a range of things such
as exercising and using the gym every working
day, having a good diet, making time and laughing
with family and friends, learning new things and
travelling.
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WHAT I’VE LEARNT
Neil Walker is headmaster of Westfield School in Gosforth, an independent girls’ school for those
aged from three to 18. He has more than 25 years of teaching experience in the classroom and
latterly on the leadership teams of several schools – the last 20 in girls’ schools. Neil also runs
Duke of Edinburgh groups and many outdoor learning activities

B

e genuine. The first lesson I learned
about teaching was in a tough
school in Brixton. Young people
are very good at seeing through a
facade and will enjoy testing you. If
you have real excitement for your subject and truly
care about every individual in front of you, you
can succeed.
Teachers deserve a leader not just a manager.
Communication is key to success. I have found
that when everyone knows where the leader wants
to take the school/business and can understand
the reasoning, they are more likely to pull in the
same direction. A consistently stated philosophy
with a clear vision allows staff to buy into their
school, parents and pupils to understand the
decisions and for everyone to work together.
Be a positive leader. Any successful business
larger than a one-person band needs a team, and
that team needs a leader they can rely on. Passion,
determination and unrelenting positivity are
three key ingredients that enable others to follow
you. To run a business successfully, I would also
add tenacity and curiosity; having started a big
building project at school recently, I’ve had to
become more of an expert than I expected in all
sorts of technical and legal areas!
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Show trust. To get the best from your staff, you
need to show trust. Trust them to do the job, trust
them to have good ideas and implement them. Try
to catch them doing good things and make sure
they know you have. Schools should be learning
environments for everyone in them, adults and
children. Staff should feel they have the freedom
and support to try out new ideas and not be afraid
to get it wrong occasionally.
Keep children are at the heart of education.
When any education leader loses touch with the
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pupils in their school or college they start to focus
on the business of education rather than the pupils
themselves. I try to take time every day to visit at
least one class and to speak to some of my pupils.
If what you are doing is not making things better
for the pupils then stop doing it, no matter how
wonderful a business idea it is!
Acknowledge your mistakes. It’s a mistake to
adopt an aura of invincibility. Acknowledge your
mistakes and apologise. Know your weaknesses
and own up to them but don’t let them hold you
back –address them by allowing someone else to
do that part of the job or by building your own
skill. If I can say ‘that’s not my strongest area’, my
team is more open in asking for help when they
need it thus strengthening the business as a whole.
Learn from others. One thing I have learned
from working for different bosses is that there
are always lessons to be learned from them.
Sometimes I have learned more (about what not
to do) from a bad boss than from a good one. As a
leader, I try to be aware of the talent in my team. I
can learn just as much from people in my team as
the other way around; as a person, I always try to
be on the lookout for ways to improve.
Grow the people in your business. Even if you
have grown a business maximally, it is still possible
to grow the people. I never know who is going to
come up with an amazing thought or possibility
that will enable us to move in a new direction and
I want to support my staff to develop themselves
as that will feed back into the excitement within
the school.
Stay ahead of your competitors. One truism
that I am always aware of is that each one of our
competitors is improving all the time. To keep
pace we must also keep improving. We may be
the best today, but if we don’t get even better
tomorrow, someone else will.
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CONSTRUCTIVE PARTNERSHIP
After three years of searching for a training partner to deliver a solution to the construction
industry skills gap, Mark Thompson’s ideas became reality thanks to Gateshead College. Deborah
Johnson speaks to the managing partner of Ryder Architecture and Judith Doyle, principal and
chief executive of the college, about why collaboration is the key to success

H

aving assembled a consortium of
employers willing to work together
to help devise a solution to the
skills gap in the construction
sector, Mark Thompson thought
the easy part would be finding an education
provider to partner with.
However, after spending three years of
intermittent activity with various potential
partners, the ‘easy part’ no longer seemed so
straightforward.
“I visited universities and professional institutes
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around the country looking for someone to
partner with us but many I spoke to just didn’t get
the bigger picture,” says Mark, managing partner
of Ryder and a passionate advocate of the need
to develop skills in the region and indeed the
construction industry.
“You go to some of these places and they talk in
terms of years to create new courses, but you can’t
work with that timescale. This is a fast-changing
industry and we wanted change to happen now; it
needed to happen now.”
Following one such fruitless meeting in late

2015, Mark bumped into Robin Mackie, chairman
of Gateshead College. Mark, as he recalls, “got
on my soapbox about it all”, and Robin suggested
he met with Judith Doyle, principal and chief
executive of the college, who Mark already knew.
A few weeks later, at a meeting between Mark
and the assembled consortium of architects,
engineers and builders from Arup, Brims, Cundall,
FaulknerBrowns Architects, Sir Robert McAlpine,
Tolent, 3e, Xsite Architecture and Robin, Judith
and her team, the foundations were laid for
PlanBEE (Built Environment Education) – an
innovative, two-year higher level apprenticeship
offering a salary, on-the-job training, a fast-track
to graduation and professional accreditation, and
guaranteed employment at the end for those who
satisfactorily complete the programme.

The first cohort of apprentices, it was decided,
would start in September 2016 – less than seven
months from the initial meeting. Since then, more
than 40 young people have been accepted onto the
scheme and over £750,000 has been invested by
Ryder and the 20 additional PlanBEE sponsors.
“From that very first meeting and in the three
years since, there has not been a time when the
commitment and ambition from the sponsors or
Gateshead College has waned. Working with the
college has been a breath of fresh air – rather than
talking to people who find reasons why they can’t
do things, Judith and her team look at how they
can make things happen. They just got it, from
that first meeting they were committed and have
created a programme which allows us, as a sector,
to work in collaboration. That is what is needed
and we are seeing great results,” says Mark.
The emphasis on collaboration is something
Gateshead College is absolutely committed to.
With a strong, award-winning track record in
offering bespoke training and specially-devised
tailored courses to a wide range of major North
East employers – including Virgin Money,
Greggs, Go NorthEast, Brewin Dolphin, as well
as Ford Engineering, with whom it has created
the dedicated Ford Engineering Academy – the
college prides itself on having the commitment
and agility to respond to whatever businesses
need.
Judith says: “Too often, there is a ‘one size fits
all’ approach, whereas we are very bespoke and
appreciate that everyone’s needs are different.
With PlanBEE, we had to get off the blocks quickly
given the tight timescale, but that didn’t faze us;
we knew that by working together we could make
it happen.
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“At Gateshead College, we are very, very good at
reacting quickly, and whether it is adapting a short
course to be exactly what a business requires, or
creating something entirely new and bespoke,
we can do that. If someone comes to us with an
idea, we can take that forward together and create
something that works for them and sometimes
that could potentially benefit the wider industry.
“This is a very good example of how
collaboration within industry can work –
sometimes you have to put the potential business
competition aside and act in the best interests of
the wider sector and the region and that can bring
great results for everyone involved. We recognised
that and the role we could play in delivering the
solution.”
Mark is delighted with the way PlanBEE has
been delivered from day one, and how its offering
is tailored exactly to the requirements of the
businesses within the consortium, as well as the
construction sector as a whole.
“One problem in the construction industry is
the fragmented nature of it, and I personally think
a key obstacle at the moment is for the industry to
be more integrated and work more collaboratively,
instead of working in the same silos, or nothing
will change,” says Mark.
“We have shown through the creation of
PlanBEE that working in collaboration can be
very successful. Everyone in the consortium is
working together, investing money in training
young people and helping them get the skills they
need to help the future of construction. We, that is
the consortium and the college, have taken a very
entrepreneurial approach to create something that
is helping deliver what the industry needs and is

also an appealing option for young people.
“I hope we are also helping to show parents, as
well as the young people themselves, the levels
of opportunity available in construction and that
there are routes into the professional roles other
than the traditional university option. When I
left school, an apprenticeship was seen as being
aspirational, something that was really in demand,
and I think that is the kind of programme we
have created here, something which delivers
qualifications alongside the on-the-job training
and development of other skills that can prove
invaluable.”
Judith agrees, adding: “Our study programmes
and Apprenticeships are about so much more than
just the learning aspect, it is about how we help
make our students work-ready. It is that breadth
of learning and helping students understand how
to network, how to function in a formal meeting,
how to speak at events. When it comes to working
in business, the technical skills are a given, it is the
additional skills – so the confidence, the life skills,
the presentation skills – that employers look for,
and they can immediately see how that person can
add value to their organisation.”
With PlanBEE proving to be yet another
successful example of a collaboration between
Gateshead College and industry, what does Judith
believe to be their USP which enables them to
bring the ideas to reality that other learning
providers cannot?
“We are focused on the strategic involvement
– you have to be part of it, you have to lead it.
Just to deliver it isn’t good enough, you have to
be entirely committed, give a professional level of
service and work in collaboration to get the job
done,” she says.
“At Gateshead College, everybody works really
hard to make a success of whatever we do, to
achieve the levels of excellence we aspire to and to
ensure we deliver.
“We are working in partnership with businesses
of all types to show how investing in skills
within their organisation can lead to a highlymotivated workforce. We share the ambition of
the businesses we work with and invest the time
to understand their needs so we can help them
achieve the outcomes they want. We are proud
of our track record and are so pleased we have
had the opportunity to work with Mark and the
consortium to create PlanBEE.”

ADVERTISING FEATURE – MEDIA

Ithica Films

THE ART OF STORYTELLING
Matt McGough, managing director of Ithica Films, reveals how the Teesside-based company’s film
makers use seemingly unrelated information to build an engaging visual narrative for its clients

T

he use of film in communication
has always been a key means of
connecting with people emotionally,
its use has gone stratospheric in the
past five years. As the most powerful
medium available since cinema was invented a
hundred and a bit years ago, it’s amazing to see
how brands and people use it to tell stories.
At Ithica Films, we help companies to tie all
these strands together. This can often mean
building and refreshing work that’s been carried
out for years in longstanding companies or
creating something completely new. The main
aspect present in both is the need to tell a story. We
all tell stories constantly, mostly without realising
we’ve done it. What’s really interesting when we
undertake film architecture with a client is that we
can funnel often unrelated pieces of information
about what they do and why they do it to create a
story of the business that’s always been there, just
nobody has seen it as a whole. We’re often asking
questions at the beginning of the project that we’d
be answering at the end of it – which leads to quite
interesting results, especially when people start to
think in terms of audience rather than customers.
We’re really getting into the heart and soul of how
film makes people feel so this is an important

distinction right now.
Expectations in 2019 are sky high for visual
content. This is a great place to play as it allows
clients to push us forward and for us to take them
into unfamiliar territory.
Everything always comes back to knowing what
your story is, knowing what people know about
you and then taking it further into asking how
do they feel about you? Bringing these together
makes us take into consideration pacing, narrative
and tone. This translates into the parts of the craft
we really care about as filmmakers – what do the
visuals say to us as an audience? The creative kicks
in as we think about the choice of music, colour
grade to the images and the cinematography. This
experimentation is where the good stuff happens
and when it does, it’s those moments where all the
collaboration pays off.
With so many sources of stats it’s easy to get lost
in views, actions, conversions and traffic but the
one thing that makes everything sing is having that
story told to people who care about what you care
about. As with any great story, this matters more
when it’s based on truth. It’s incredibly powerful
and as filmmakers whose best work often has some
kind of drama or intrigue in it.
It’s what we live for.
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Professor Sugata Mitra

Blue sky thinking

Sugata Mitra, professor of education technology at Newcastle University’s
School of Education, Communication and Language Sciences, became a
global star in 2013 when his Hole-in-the-Wall – a concept that inspired the
Oscar-winning film, Slumdog Millionaire – won the $1 million TED Prize.
He has since expanded his international learning experiment to create this
School in the Cloud. From his base in New Delhi, he talks to Alison Cowie
about his visionary journey and the future of education
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P

rofessor Sugata Mitra grew up in Kolkata,
India, and went on to study physics at his
local university.
As a way of earning money while
completing a PhD at the Indian Institute of
Technology in Delhi, he began writing for an Indian
children’s magazine called Target – edited by Rosalind
Wilson.
Professor Mitra reflects: “Rosalind asked if I would
take fairly advanced ideas in physics and create articles
that both children and parents could enjoy.
“It seemed to work as I started receiving letters
from children who understood the theory.”
After gaining his PhD in 1978, Professor Mitra
entered the emerging computing sector, while
continuing to write for Target in his spare time.
In the 1990s, he started a new position training
software developers. At the same time, he began to
recognise the special relationship children had with
computers.
“I noticed how adept they were at figuring them
out. Children, including my own son, were able to do
amazing things on computers without being taught.
“I started to wonder if it would be the same for
children who had no access to computers or the
internet.”
Professor Mitra’s office in New Delhi backed onto
a slum and one day, in 1999, he knocked a hole in the
wall and placed a computer there.
His Hole-in-the-Wall experiment was born.

Having given no instructions, Professor Mitra was
astonished when he returned to the computer eight
hours later and found a group of children – some of
whom had never seen a computer before – browsing the
internet.
Professor Mitre decided to replicate his Hole-inthe-Wall experience in a more remote part of Delhi
and found that children there also figured out how the
computer worked.
More Hole-in-the-Wall experiences were created
– across India, Cambodia, Bhutan and Africa – and
Professor Mitra repeatedly found young people, many
of whom were living in abject poverty – could work
out how to surf the internet and download games on
computers that weren’t programmed in their native
language.
“People were asking me, ‘how is this possible?’, ‘who
is teaching them?’, but what was happening was that the
children were essentially learning by themselves.”
Professor Mitra explains that the young users were
creating a “self-organised system” – something that’s
apparent in the natural world.
“Bees, for example, will build a hive, not by being
taught but by figuring out how to do it by themselves.”
Professor Mitra then began posing ‘big questions’ as
part of his Hole-in-the-Wall experiments.
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“I thought, ‘Okay, so these children can teach
themselves how to play games, what else can they
learn?’.
“I started asking children questions such as ‘why
is a polar bear’s fur white?’ and see if they could
use the computers to find the answer,” he says.
In one such experiment, Professor Mitra asked a
group of Tamil-speaking children living in a south
Indian village if they could learn the biotechnology
of DNA replication in English (learning that was
approximately a decade beyond their age level).
After two months, he found that the children had a
30 per cent level of comprehension.
He then asked a local woman, who was working
as an accountant, if she would support the children
– not by teaching them about DNA but by simply
encouraging them, showing interest and asking
questions about what they were doing.
Two months later, the group’s comprehension
had risen to 50 per cent.
In 2006, Professor Mitra moved to the North
East of England where he became professor of
education technology at Newcastle University’s
School of Education, Communication and
Language Sciences.
He took his self-organised learning environment
(SOLE) into a primary school in Gateshead, where
small groups of children were given a computer
and asked to research a ‘big question’.
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“We found that the children, with minimal
supervision, were not only able to find the
answers by talking to each other and searching
the internet but that they were able to understand
and remember the information,” Professor Mitra
reveals..
According to the university professor, his SOLE
concept “went from staffroom to staffroom” as
teachers shared their experiences with peers at
other schools.
Professor Mitra was soon inundated with
requests to set up SOLEs across the world.
Around the same time, in an interview with the
Guardian newspaper, he appealed for people to
donate an hour a week to provide encouragement
to his SOLE participants.
He wanted to replicate the support that had
proved so effective in the south Indian village
– something he termed “the power of the
grandmother”.
“I wanted people to chat to the children, to
admire them and to ask them questions – a bit like
what grandmothers traditionally do,” Professor
Mitra explains.
More than 200 people volunteered and, via
Skype, began speaking with children from all
over the world, encouraging them and asking
supportive questions.

“We found that the
children, with minimal
supervision, were not only
able to find the answers...
but they were able to
understand and remember
the information.”
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In 2010, Professor Mitra presented his Holein-the-Wall findings at a TED talk and three years
later, he was awarded the $1 million TED Prize.
At the TED2013 conference (watched more
than two million times on YouTube), the
Newcastle University professor announced a new
ambition, telling the audience: “My wish is to help
design a future of learning by supporting children
all over the world to tap into their wonder and
their ability to work together. Help me build this
school. It will be called the School in the Cloud.”
Professor Mitra used the TED prize money
to make his wish come true. He has established
eight School in the Cloud labs (two in the UK,
five in India and one in the US), which provide
an environment where a global community of
‘Granny Cloud’ mentors and educators – such
as teachers, parents or community leaders – can
observe the impact of self-organised learning
on children from a wide range of educational
backgrounds.
The global programme is managed by SOLE
Central at Newcastle University, where the impact
of the School in the Cloud can also be analysed.
“The two things that we’ve found so far is
that children learn how to search the internet
properly and to read way above their school
comprehension levels,” Professor Mitra reports.
The Newcastle University professor – who
now divides his time between New Delhi and the

North East of England – continues to dedicate his
life to the ‘future of learning’.
He has recently turned his attention to the
methods of assessment and exams and, in his
quest to encourage debate, has suggested that
children should be able to use the internet in
exams.
Mitra maintains that there needs to be a shift
from ‘just-in-case’ to ‘just-in-time’ learning.
He explains: “Traditionally, education has
been about teaching lots of things in case you
need them. But nowadays, if someone asks you
something you don’t know, you reach for the
smartphone in your pocket to find the answer.
“Education should reflect that change and I
propose that there should be a shift from ‘just-incase’ to ‘just-in-time’ learning – one where you’re
taught how to use the internet efficiently and
accurately.”
Whatever the future of education and
its assessment methods, Professor Mitra is
committed to being at the forefront of the
conversation, and will continue to use his
considerable drive, intellect and profile to develop
visionary ideas and concepts to make learning as
efficient and accessible as possible.
He concludes: “It’s not good enough for a
person like me to simply complain about the way
things are done – I need to be able to say what
needs to be done.”
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THE LONG GAME
Elaine Fryett is the associate
dean (learning and teaching)
at Teesside University Business
School. She is responsible
for delivering a high-quality
learning experience to ensure
students are well-equipped to
progress into, or within, their
chosen professions

PAST

Before joining Teesside University, I spent five years
working as a management consultant. I secured this
role as a direct result of research I carried out as part
of my MBA at Teesside University. My dissertation
was on partnership effectiveness within sport and
the work that I did led to a contract with Sport
England and a job for me with the consultancy firm.
Working as a consultant, I focussed predominantly
on the strategic development of organisations and
partnerships across the public, private and third
sectors and worked closely with organisations to
build capacity to enable sustainability of the projects.
Business teaching, like the higher education
(HE) sector as a whole, has undergone substantial
change over the past decade. It was once primarily
about sharing knowledge, imparting information
and demonstrating expertise, with a focus on more
didactic teaching methods (lectures etc.). It was
much more formalised with an emphasis on theories
and models based on artificial scenarios such as case
studies.
When I joined Teesside University in 2012, a
radical shift was underway with a move away from
this model. Students were being treated more like
partners in their own learning, exploring content
through collaborative activity and active learning
methods, and being asked to consider and reflect
upon their perceptions and experiences to aid
learning. Teaching was focused on engaging students
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in business-focused activities and, while case studies
remained an essential resource, students were
engaging and learning from real scenarios with the
support of employers.
PRESENT

Today there is a greater recognition across the
HE business sector that this more active and
experiential learning approach better suits the
needs of our learners. In the business school, we
actively encourage our students to challenge existing
knowledge, work as partners in the co-creation of
learning and develop their capabilities, with the
support of our business partners.
At Teesside University we have just invested £7.5
million in our business school to provide a state-ofthe-art contemporary space which encourages our
students to work collaboratively with our team in the
school and, importantly with our business partners.
We work with our learners to develop graduate skills
which are essential in any workplace with a much
greater focus on enterprise, entrepreneurial skills
and associated capabilities skills such as disruptive
thinking, problem-solving and agility.
The changes that have taken place across the sector
mean that students now take much greater ownership
of their learning. Developments in technology also
mean that, more than ever before, we all have access
to vast amounts of information and knowledge with
immediate results.

Our Future Facing Learning initiative is a
vital part of our response to this. It’s one of the
biggest digital projects in the sector with every
new undergraduate at Teesside receives an iPad
and toolkit of apps designed to help them excel at
university. This underpins our academic frameworks
and teaching methodologies and our training
initiative with Microsoft ensures we maximise the
potential of digital technology within our teaching,
from the first day a student enrols at Teesside
University.

TIMELINE

2018

FUTURE

Perhaps the biggest challenge for the future is
uncertainty. We are continually engaged in research
and debating ‘what the graduate of the future looks
like’ and therefore how we position ourselves to best
prepare our students for this unknown workplace.
Developments in technology, AI and automation
are all likely to have a significant impact. A business
school has a crucial role to play in working in
partnership with students and employers, building
core skills to enable students to be adaptable to the
changing needs of employers and future workplaces,
work patterns and roles.
The future is about the embedding of an
infrastructure that posits collaboration as the
norm. I feel that business schools should focus on
providing a learning environment where students,
businesses and organisations collaborate, develop
real-world impact and ultimately benefit the wider
society through creating solutions that enforce
values based on sustainable business practices and
an enterprising global outlook. This focus will mean
that business schools will be central in developing
businesses, and learners from across the world
through flexible and tailored learning experiences.
Solutions will be provided by a business school that
incorporates businesses and learners and teaching
approaches will be responsive to the needs of a
global learner.

Appointed associate dean
learning and teaching in
Teesside University Business
School

2016

Appointed head of
department (business
management)

2012

Starts work as a senior
lecturer at Teesside
University

2007

Joins Helmepark
Partnership as a
management consultant
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Brenda McLeish

AHEAD OF THE CURVE
Brenda McLeish was born in Stockton-on-Tees and now lives in Hartlepool. She joined Learning
Curve Group in 2008 and as CEO has led the national education and training company’s
growth to an impressive £42 million turnover. Having recently been nominated for a Northern
Power Women award, Brenda met Alison Cowie at Learning Curve’s brand new purpose-built
headquarters in Spennymoor, to discuss the company’s astonishing upward trajectory

T

ell me a bit about your background
and career...
I started my career in education and
by the time I was 28 I was a senior
manager at a Teesside FE [further
education] college. I was then headhunted by
Learning Curve Group in 2008. At that time, the
business had 40 staff and was turning over around
£1 million. I joined as a business development
director and became a managing director when
Learning Curve opened its skills academies. In
2013, I became group managing director and CEO
in 2015.
What attracted you to Learning Curve Group?
What attracted me to the private sector was the
ability to make change very quickly. From 2008 to
now, Learning Curve has grown to a £42 million
turnover and we now have 420 employees and
around 600 associate staff.
How do you describe what Learning Curve does?
Learning Curve provides training for more than
100,000 individuals a year, working with over
4500 employers, predominately in health and
social care, management, hospitality, construction
and retail sectors. But we’re not just a training
company. We have a publishing company
and sell around 120,000 learning resources/
products a year. We also work with 160 further
education colleges, and private providers, to offer
recruitment services, curriculum development and
consultancy.
How do people engage in the training that you
do?
We have training academies in Middlesbrough,
Sunderland, Wakefield, Sheffield and Leeds. We

also provide distance learning courses with around
5500 sign-ups a month– although we call it flexible
learning as the learners still get access to tutors.
How do you support FE colleges?
We currently work with around 160 FE colleges
and we do this in several ways. Firstly, we subcontract funding to provide training and we sell
them our learning resources. Our recruitment
company also works with them on any
employment concerns and recruitment issues and
we do consultancy work, too. Although we’re a
training provider, we don’t compete with colleges.
We collaborate with them and are currently in
negotiations with Teesside University and local FE
colleges about a strategic partnership to provide a
fully-comprehensive offering to the people of Tees
Valley.
How do you ensure your services fulfil skills gaps?
We are constantly talking to employers to figure
out what their staff needs are and we’ve got our
own curriculum development team whose sole job
is to write new products to meet skills gaps.
For example, in the NHS, every time someone
does something in a hospital they have to enter a
code on a system to secure the required funding.
We’re working with NHS trusts to write a
qualification to support hospital employees who
might not have those digital skills.
We’ve also written a new data protection and
security qualification that came out of GDPR rules,
which came into force last May.
We’re always listening to what employers and
the public need and writing qualifications to suit.
We’re not just a skills provider, we offer bespoke
solutions to sectors, which means we can be at the
forefront of meeting those skills gaps.
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Your staff are often referred to as ‘purple people,’
reflecting Learning Curve’s branding. How did
this come about?
What’s great is that it was the staff that came up
with ‘purple people’ – it wasn’t something that
came from the top down.
It started years ago. Staff started referring to
themselves as purple people and it just stuck. It’s
great because he helps them feel like they belong to
something and it helps to instil our values, too.

You also recently launched your Purple
Academy...
We’ve always hired apprenticeships – some of our
best people started as temps – but we wanted to
grow this offering and further practice what we
preach. The academy was launched in September
and we took on 25 16-year-olds into the business.
We’re teaching them all about the different jobs
in the business with the aim of progressing them
to a full-time, non-apprentice position. The
enthusiasm and the energy from these young
people is great and we’ll be taking on our second
cohort this September.
What impact has the Apprenticeship Levy had on
Learning Curve Group?
We currently have around £11 million worth of
Apprenticeship Levy contracts in place but the
introduction of the levy has been a challenge.
It’s caused a lot of confusion among employers
and apprenticeship starts have actually reduced
since it was introduced. There hasn’t been enough
communication [by Government].
Changes to the Apprenticeship Levy were
announced by the Chancellor in the latest Budget.
Will they help the situation?
There was an announcement that the non-levy
apprenticeship funding fee would reduce from ten
to five per cent. It hasn’t been implemented yet
but it’s a positive move. Since January, Learning
Curve is beginning to see lot more traction with
employers but I think there needs to be a lot more
flexibility and much more knowledge about what
the Apprenticeship Levy is and what it isn’t. We
need to remove some of the misnomers and, as a
company, we will be holding events throughout
this year to help educate employers.
What about Brexit?
A lot of companies – for example in the care sector
– are seeing some big issues around recruitment.
European workers have decided to leave, no matter
what happens with Brexit. As a result, companies
are really struggling to find staff but we’ve been
working with providers to put together pathway
programmes that are really focused on their skills
needs.
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“The needs to be a lot more
flexibility and much more
knowledge about what the
Apprenticeship Levy is and
what it isn’t.”
BRENDA MCLEISH
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knowledgeable ‘learn-and find’ call centre team to
deliver recruitment services.
In October 2018, we also bought training
company Profound Group. This acquisition is
allowing us to diversify our portfolio into new
sectors such as property, transport and logistics.
It’s also helping with succession and leadership
planning; the CEO from Profound is now our
COO.

“In October, we bought
training company Profound
Group. This acquisition is
allowing us to diversify our
portfolio into new sectors
such as property, transport
and logistics.”
What are your plans for 2019?
Our work with unemployed individuals grew by
150 per cent last year and we will be continuing
to grow this in 2019. We will also open two new
academies for hair and beauty training in Q1 –
one in Manchester and one in Hartlepool. We’re
also launching our Education Academy, which
will provide learning and teaching experience
and qualifications to vocational experts. Four
new learning products will be available in 2019
and we will also be looking at ways to grow our
Apprenticeship Levy provision.

i
LEARNING CURVE GROUP
www.learningcurvegroup.co.uk
@_LearningCurve
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As you’ve mentioned, Learning Curve has grown
from a £1 million turnover to a £42 million
business in the last 10 years. Part of this growth
has been through acquisitions. Can you tell me
about the companies you’ve acquired and what
impact these have made on Learning Curve
Group?
The group has engaged in three acquisitions
since I joined in 2008. We purchased a
publishing business in 2012, which gave us the
opportunity to diversify into learning product
sales. We then bought a recruitment business –
Workwise Personnel – which provided us with a

It was recently announced that you’d joined
the board of the Tees Valley Local Enterprise
Partnership. What were your personal reasons
for this?
Being from Teesside, I’m very keen about what
happens in the Tees Valley. I’ve joined at quite
an exciting time with the devolved budgets,
particularly around adult learning. It’s important
that companies such as Learning Curve are
involved in what’s happening in local authority
areas. We need to be at that table, helping to
inform what the skills agenda needs are. It’s
fundamental to the success of the Tees Valley.

ADVERTISING FEATURE – MEDIATION

Crowther Mediation

SHAPING THE FUTURE
OF MEDIATION
When not at the helm of delivering family and civil mediation services for their many clients,
Nicola Crowther and the team at Crowther Mediation are working hard to train and upskill the
next generation of mediators – not just in the UK, but across the globe.

E

stablished 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.
Director Nicola Crowther, says: “Crowther
Mediation has a number of arms to the business,
with our training services increasingly forming
a large part of the organisation. As a mediation
practitioner, there is nothing more rewarding than
helping clients find resolution for their family and
corporate disputes but there is also something
very gratifying about the role myself and the team
are able to play in shaping the future of mediation
through the training and advisory roles we are
privileged to hold.”
As a professional practice consultant, Nicola is
responsible for supervising trainee mediators across
the UK. This involves meeting with supervisees
on a regular basis, supporting them in their own
practices and keeping them up to date with changes
in the sector.
The accreditations don’t end there as Nicola
is also an elected board member of the Family
Mediation Association (FMA), responsible for
helping to develop best mediation practice. Here,
she is able to raise awareness of the service and liaise
directly with the Ministry of Justice to develop the
role of family mediation within family law. It is also
following FMA’s direct input that family mediation
is now an essential part of the legal framework
within the family law process.
Alongside her many roles in the UK, Nicola is
also principal of the Family Department for ADRODR International, which provides global dispute
and training services. She undertakes mediation and
training on an international basis for both the family
and civil market, as well as supporting corporate

clients with negotiation training services.
Nicola comments: “Playing a role in shaping
the future of mediation in the UK is one thing but
having the opportunity to work on a global level has
been a real privilege for myself and the team.
“This year, civil mediation and family mediation
training will take place in Greece, the UAE,
Calcutta, Daka, Mumbai and Oslo, to name but a
few.”
Nicola continues: “When the EU directed Greece
to use family mediation to ease the burden on the
legal system following financial crisis, it was an
honour to be appointed and approved by the Greek
Bar Council as the only mediator in the UK to
deliver family mediation training to Greek lawyers.
It’s always incredibly rewarding to train a new batch
of ‘Peace Makers’ anywhere in the world and I try to
keep in touch with as many of them as possible.”
More locally, Crowther Mediation is also
playing an active role in the community, working
in collaboration with the region’s universities,
including Sunderland, Northumbria, Durham
and Teesside offering a range of trainee mediator
positions to legal graduates.
Nicola adds: “We are proud to be working
alongside the region’s universities and playing our
part in shaping the mediators of tomorrow.”

i
CROWTHER MEDIATION
www.crowthermediation.co.uk
@CrowtherMediat1
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ENGINEERING THE FUTURE
WORLD OF WORK
Dr. Sebastian Hubert, senior HR business partner for Siemens in the UK, talks about his new role
and how the company is upskilling its staff

T

aking on the role of senior HR
business partner in the UK and
moving to the North East has
been a great opportunity for me
and I’ve certainly received a very
warm welcome. It’s a departure from my former
consultancy and head of strategy and technology
talent acquisition roles where I worked across
the globe in countries including Singapore and
Germany, but I’m hoping I can bring some
of that experience to the role. One of my key
responsibilities is leading the change required
to establish an agile and adaptive organisational
culture and to help teams deliver their full
potential.

i
SIEMENS
@SiemensUKNews
www.siemens.co.uk

At Siemens, we believe that learning and
development is key in both individuals’ success
and that of the organisation as a whole. We
provide opportunities for all our employees to
grow and develop, working with them to identify
support required while encouraging them to
take ownership of their own development.
An extensive range of training covering
many different areas is offered through the
organisation’s ‘learning campus’. It is here
employees can identify, book and complete the
right courses for them. We also have skills and
competency frameworks in place so employees
can continuously learn and record new skills and
qualifications.
Beyond that, it’s great to see how staff at
Siemens proactively share knowledge and
expertise to support colleagues on a day-to-day
basis.
Siemens operates in 190 countries and we know
that the best performing teams are those that
are diverse. Diversity and inclusion is a key
priority for the business and making it a reality
can be challenging – especially with some
of our engineering roles. Ensuring that our
recruitment is focused on finding the right person
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and advertising our roles across lots of different
platforms is a priority.
Entry-level talent is the life-blood of our
business, which includes apprentices, internships
and graduates. Currently, we have more than
500 apprentices at Siemens across the UK and we
have been actively working with the government
to drive up apprenticeship standards. Last
year, we recruited 80 graduates, 88 internships
and 103 summer placements. We also have
strategic partnerships with universities including
Newcastle University, where pioneering projects
such as the MindSphere lab have been launched.
The lab is an open, cloud-based operating system
that enables individuals to gather and analyse data
generated by the Internet of Things (IoT) with
advanced analytics helping students, researchers
and businesses make better use of data to drive
learning and innovation.
Digitalisation is an enabler to facilitate efficiency,
improve operations and help businesses
move faster. We recognise that this is both
an opportunity and challenge for our existing
workforce, so a key focus is developing courses
and opportunities to support learning around
digital products and solutions through our
‘learning campus’ portal, knowledge exchange
programmes like reverse mentoring, and digital
ambassador groups.
Key challenges for the future workforce are how
to adapt company culture, introduce agile ways
of working and continue to shape the future
in our digitalised world. At Siemens, we are
exploring employee-led flexibility, continuous
up-skilling and re-skilling to prepare employees
for the future.
We have a strategic workstream looking at
diversity and inclusion and the future of work
co-created with our employees, partners and
customers.

ADVERTISING FEATURE – LAW
Muckle LLP

MUCKLE LLP EXPANDS SERVICES
FOR PRIVATE CLIENTS
Following a significant increase in demand, independent North East law firm for businesses
Muckle LLP has expanded its private client team

T

he private client team at Newcastlebased Muckle LLP has grown
significantly from two lawyers to a
team of six in the last 12 months, and
the law firm can now offer a much
broader service to private clients.
The private client team, led by partner and
head of private client Keith Hately, provides a
dedicated service for business owners, executives,
landowners, senior professionals and other wealthy
individuals and has seen growing demand from
people wishing to plan for their families’ futures.
Senior associate Julie Garbutt, solicitor Olivia
Colbeck and Keith all specialise in all aspects
of estate planning, including wills, succession,
inheritance tax, family trusts, power of attorney
and probate.
Solicitor Alex Blenkinsop, who is also an
associate member of ACTAPS (the Association of
Contentious Trust and Probate Specialists), advises
on all inheritance and trusts disputes. David
Towns, head of the firm’s agricultural, estates and

rural property team, and senior associate Elizabeth
Earle provide a dedicated property service to
landowners, farmers and anyone involved in the
sale, purchase or letting of rural property.
Keith Hately says: “Through a number of new
client wins, the establishment of our agriculture,
estates and rural property team, and working
closely with our other specialist legal teams, we
have seen a sharp increase in the number of people
i
seeking personal legal advice.
“There will always be successful business owners MUCKLE LLP
Photo (left to right): Julie
and executives, landowners and professionals,
whose personal and financial situation is such that Garbutt, David Towns, Olivia
Colbeck, Alex Blenkinsop, Keith
they require expert specialist advice.
Hately and Elizabeth Earle.
“Discreet, sensitive and effective, we believe
www.muckle-llp.com
the service we offer is second to none and we’re
@MuckleLLP
delighted to see an increase in this area of our
business. With the expansion of the team, we have
more strength and depth than ever before in the
private client services we offer, and we continue to
work with accountants and financial advisers to
ensure that our clients’ needs are fully met.”
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LANDMARK ANNIVERSARY
FOR LAW FIRM
Tyneside law firm David Gray Solicitors LLP turns 40 this month. Simon Rushworth spends time
with managing partner Elspeth Thomson and partner Mike Bishop ahead of the big day

I

t was the year Coventry City defeated
Tottenham Hotspur in one of the most
thrilling finals in FA Cup history, the year
Rick Astley revealed he was Never Gonna
Give You Up and the year Beverly Hills Cop II
dominated the box office. Significantly, 1987 was
also the year a globetrotting Mike Bishop decided
to put down some roots in Newcastle and take the
advice of a friend who knew a thing or two about
innovative law firms.
“I’d been told by a civil liberties lawyer in
the Midlands that the only firm to work for in
Newcastle was David Gray Solicitors,” explains
Mike. “I got back from Australia and applied
straight away. The firm met me and offered me
articles on the same night. I came back to the city
I wanted to live in and I was offered a job with the
firm I wanted to work for. That’s why I’m still here
32 years later!”
Managing partner, Elspeth Thompson – who
joined David Gray Solicitors in 1998 – reflects how
the law firm she now heads has developed over the
years.
“David Gray grew from a legal aid background
but from 2013 the Government started to take
that away from many different areas. It’s been a
massive change and we’ve done well to adapt to
that change.
“We’ve looked at how we can provide services
to people who now have to pay for legal advice
themselves and at the same time developed our
property department and private client work.”
While Elspeth, Mike – who is a partner and
head of mental health – and the wider team is
preparing to celebrate its landmark anniversary
on Valentine’s Day 2019, they are also mindful the
firm is heading into an uncertain future.
“There are challenges ahead,” Mike admits. “I
think the government, when it gets short of money,
will attack legal aid again. That will happen. Law
can be very expensive and particularly care law.
“Then in my own area of law, mental health,
there’s a huge difference in the way hospitals are
run – so many wards are closing and so many
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beds are going. It’s shocking. I’d also like to see the
Solicitors Regulation Authority (SRA) do more to
safeguard the profession – it’s important that they
place a greater emphasis on the vocational and
professional aspect of law.
“But when I look around David Gray, I see a
firm that still stays true to its core values and still
tries to be different. That fills me with confidence
for the future.”
If Mike and Elspeth share a common frustration
when discussing the diminishing legal aid system
then a shared pride in their firm shines through.
Both have witnessed David Gray’s necessary
evolution from politicised firm of the people to the
more commercially minded business of today.

“Over 80 per cent of our
employees are female,
which is not particularly
atypical of the profession,
particularly for the sort
of work we do. But where
we are a bit different is the
number of women we have
running the place.”
If the pace of change has quickened then the
core values have remained consistent and Mike
recognises that the more things change, the more
things stay the same.
“The ethos of the firm will always be the same,”
he adds. “When I joined there was this idea of
‘radical lawyers’ and we were seen as the People’s
Republic of David Gray! We had compulsory
staff meetings where all employees were invited
to discuss every aspect of the firm and everyone
was invited – very strongly – to join the union.
Everyone, from solicitors to administration staff

and even the youngest clerks had a say in what we
did.
“We specialised in what used to be called civil
liberties law, which I guess would be more to do
with human rights these days. No other firms
really concentrated on that. We always had lots of
fantastic connections with the voluntary sector
and political groups. We were a very political firm
and some of the other firms in the North East were
slightly suspicious of us in the early days. Once
they realised that we were attracting really high
calibre lawyers we began to be accepted.”
David Gray also earned a reputation for hiring
talented women at a time when the profession was
dominated by men. Currently five of the firm’s
eight partners are female.
Elspeth reflects: “Over 80 per cent of our
employees are female, which is not particularly
atypical of the profession, particularly for the sort
of work we do. But where we are a bit different is
the number of women we have running the place.
“At a time when the head of state is the Queen,
the prime minister is female and there’s a female
chief of police that shouldn’t really raise any
eyebrows! But as a rule, women are in a minority
when it comes to actually running and owning law
firms. At David Gray the opposite is true. We buck
the trend and we’re proud to do so.”
Mike concurs. “I’ve always been amazed at how
many women we have in the firm,” he adds. “It’s
only when you stand back and see other firms
that you realise the difference. And it’s a positive
difference.”
Perhaps it’s that female influence that has helped
to cement David Gray’s reputation as a caring
and trusted firm in tune with its community.
Peruse the plethora of positive comments posted
by satisfied customers on Google and Yell and it’s
apparent that the majority of clients benefit from
exceptional service.
“Technology has advanced rapidly in my 20
years with the firm,” adds Elspeth, “and it’s allowed
us to move with the times and become more
efficient and customer focused. We’ve developed a

clean and clear website and within that there’s the
opportunity for honest and transparent feedback.
Reviews are important but what we really rate is
the fact that we get recommended personally. If
the majority of your reviews are four or five stars
then of course it says something good about you
but nothing beats a personal recommendation and
that’s where we source so much or our work.
“Most of the time legal services aren’t exactly a
joyful or happy purchase. I think that’s when the
trust issue comes in. People are buying into us and
into this concept of what their new normal is. We
assure them that things can be normal again and
that there is light at the end of the tunnel.”
Elspeth sits on the national committee for
Resolution, the family justice organisation, while
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and unique firm David founded 40 years ago. You
could even describe us as cutting edge – we even
have a ping pong table in the office!”
Mike, sporting a trademark suit with open
collar as he chats to North East Times, still harks
back to the days when jeans and trainers were the
workwear of choice but serious thought went into
a seemingly daring dress code. “Again, it fitted
perfectly with who we are and who we wanted to
be,” he adds. “We dressed like our clients would
dress. We’ve always endeavoured to connect with
our customers and make them feel at ease. That
was just one of the ways we felt we could do that.”
Forty years down the line and the myriad ways
in which David Gray resonates with its client base
ensures the firm is set fair for the future. “It’s an
exciting future,” concludes Elspeth. “There are
plenty of good people coming through the ranks.
It’s people who make the difference and David
Gray has got some great new people joining a
fantastic team.”

David Gray is home to more than
70 employees – including the next
generation of legal talent. North
East Times met the new breed
making its mark on Tyneside…
Mike is a member of both the Law Society’s Mental
Health Tribunal panel and the Mental Health
Lawyers Association.
David Gray may be a firm founded on strong
principles and a proud tradition but Elspeth and
Mike are proof that experience and expertise
underpin an admirable ethos.
“I like where we’re at right now,” adds Elspeth.
“As a firm we’re good at what we do, we’ve been
here a long time and our reputation has been built
on that. We’re not the flashiest of firms but we
know our law, we know our clients and we know
the community around both our Newcastle and
South Shields offices. And we’re still the innovative
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Mention Centre Parcs in the company of Amy
Lamb, Irim Ali and Nicola Fisher and the
memories come flooding back. Three of David
Gray’s rising stars swap knowing glances, laugh
about the all-staff trip to Cumbria and concur that,
as welcome weekends go, it will be tough to top.
“I started working for the firm last March and
in the April we went to Centre Parcs,” explains
Irim. “It gave me a really good opportunity to
meet everybody – from fellow new starters to the
partners. It wasn’t a team building weekend at all.
Nothing that serious. It was completely chilled
out.”
Nicola agrees. “Like Irim, I’d only been with the

firm for a few weeks when all of us went to Centre
Parcs. I couldn’t believe my luck! It was a lovely
idea and allowed me to find my feet quickly and
with confidence.”
Amy nods in approval. “Everyone loves how
inclusive the firm is,” she adds. “I’d been a here
a week when one of the partners retired. I was
invited to the Biscuit Factory for a big meal and
it was a lovely way to be introduced to the firm. It
reinforced everything I’d been told about David
Gray.”
As a long-established staple of the North East
legal landscape, tales of David Gray the firm –
much like those stories relating to David Gray
the man – are the stuff of legend. But what Amy
and her colleagues were told about the firm rings
true as far as the latest recruits are concerned: its
relaxed workplace ethos, trusted position at the
heart of the local community and determination
to do things differently continues to attract high
calibre trainees keen to build on a famous legacy.
“The way that law firms are often portrayed
when you watch legal dramas is that you start at
6am and you’re still there at midnight,” adds Irim.
“That perception does exist and even though I’d
always wanted to be a lawyer that always put me
off.
“I had a young family and so I waited and
waited until the kids were older before I made
the transition into full-time work. Having joined
David Gray, I’ve realised it’s the complete opposite
– there’s plenty of flexibility and, most importantly,
I’ve never been here until midnight!
“The firm works so hard to help its employees
find that ideal work-life balance. The more
comfortable and stable you are outside work the
more likely you are to be happy in your work.”
Amy echoes her colleague’s view. “The
support that we get at David Gray is absolutely
phenomenal – of course we all have busy
workloads but everyone is on hand to support you.
Help is always there.”

Nicola is keen to underline the point. “I’m
encouraged to find out more and senior colleagues
can’t do enough to steer me in the right direction,”
she explains. “I’m fairly new to conveyancing and
I want to develop my knowledge in as many areas
as possible. I’m always asking questions but the
environment at David Gray means I’m encouraged
to ask those questions and I can always expect a
useful answer and relevant advice.”
Irim, Nicola and Amy share a common
ambition – to become valued members of the
David Gray family for years to come and continue
to benefit from an environment geared towards
professional and personal development.
“David Gray has always had a unique ethos
and reputation and it was always on my bucket
list in terms of where I wanted to end up,” insists
Amy, who sees her long-term future in family or
criminal law. Irim, passionate about immigration
and facing the unique challenge of Brexit head on,
adds: “I’ve already told the partners that I’m never
going to leave! My ambition is to stay with David
Gray and I hope I get that opportunity. I love it
here.”
As for Nicola? “Everyone seems very proud to
work for the firm,” she explains. “There’s a strong
sense of personal investment and a real family
feel.”

i
DAVID GRAY SOLICITORS
LLP
David Gray specialise in
family, criminal, mental health,
immigration and property law.
www.davidgray.co.uk
@DavidGrayLLP
0191 232 9547
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Invest South Tyneside, Zenith People

BRINGING BUSINESS INTO
THE CLASSROOM
Recruitment agency Zenith People is bringing schools and business together in a new programme
to raise awareness of the diversity of careers available in South Tyneside, to bridge the region’s
skills gap

T

i
INVEST SOUTH TYNESIDE
www.investsouthtyneside.com
@STyneBusiness

ZENITH PEOPLE
www.zenithpeople.com
@ZenithPeople
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he Exchange is a partnership between
South Tyneside Council, schools and
businesses to strengthen and support
routes into employment.
The Council has worked with
Zenith People to create business and education
projects to improve awareness of career
opportunities and skill requirements with young
people, teachers and parents.
The friendly and professional recruitment
agency – with offices based in Monkton Business
Park, Hebburn, and South Shields – recognises
the skills shortage within the region alongside a
growing demand for expertise in key industries,
including advanced manufacturing and IT, and
took the opportunity to make a difference for the
future.
After inviting secondary schools across the
borough to apply for the programmes, students
from four South Tyneside schools are currently
working with an employer from their chosen
sector on a Dragon’s Den-style challenge.
Angela Anderson, managing director of Zenith
People, says: “Through the business and education
projects, we aim to help pupils to understand what
happens in business and highlight that it’s not just
marks that count, but other skills they bring to the
table. The Exchange also allows employers to talk
directly to students about their business, sector
and own career, enabling us to inspire the next
generation.
“It’s a chance to change pupils’ pre-conceptions
of what it is like to work in certain sectors, such as
engineering and manufacturing, and inform them
about the wide range of opportunities available.
“With jobs on the horizon – in particular in
the advanced manufacturing sector thanks to
the International Advanced Manufacturing Park
(IAMP), which will see Sunderland and South
Tyneside create more than 7000 jobs – we need
to make sure young people and their parents are
aware of what is going to be a rewarding and viable
local career in the future.”

Angela adds: “There is a role for business,
government and education providers to play in
inspiring and equipping the next generation with
the right skills. All three need to work together
to be proactive about the future and how best to
prepare.
“South Tyneside Council is mindful of this and
while it has been very successful in attracting new
business, it isn’t just stopping there; projects such
as this are ensuring businesses have the skills they
need in order to flourish.”
Zenith People works closely with education
providers, from schools to universities, alongside
local businesses to develop the skilled candidates
needed to help firms grow and students to realise
their career ambitions in the North East.
The firm is passionate about commercial and
education sectors working together in the local
area and wider North East, to ensure the region
has a pipeline of skilled talent.
Scott McGowan, technical and IT manager at
Zenith People, explains: “The North East IT sector
is a key example of the skills shortage within the
region. There are many organisations, large and
small, who lack the skills needed in key technical
areas.
“As we have two sides to the business,
recruitment and training, we have a 360 degree
view of the labour market. This enables us to look
at multiple options for employers; not only looking
for skilled candidates but for graduates and
apprenticeships we can help to up-skill.”
Scott adds: “We also understand the
growing importance of skills within the local
manufacturing and engineering sector. With the
investment in South Tyneside, the need for skills
has never been greater.
“We’re working closely with education providers
and employers to re-invent their mind-set to make
the most of the opportunity that’s there; to inspire
and up-skill the next generation. If we continue to
go around in circles, not working collaboratively to
address the skills shortage, nothing will change.”

ADVERTISING FEATURE – LAW
Gordon Brown Law Firm LLP

SKILLS DRIVING LAW
FIRM’S GROWTH
North East-based Gordon Brown Law Firm LLP (GBLF) is continuing to strengthen its corporate
and commercial offering for 2019 and has recently recruited experienced solicitor Anna McGill as
partner. Here, Anna talks about her new role and her future at the firm

I

was drawn to GBLF due to its fantastic
reputation, the calibre of recruitment into
the team over the last couple of years and
its commercial approach. With a growing
presence in corporate work, it’s clearly a firm
which is keen to evolve and move with the times.
My role is very much a new one within the firm,
which will see me focus on supporting existing
and new clients in and around the region dealing
with the likes of company and business sales,
share capital reorganisations, investments and
fundraising.
I will also be working closely with John Morgan,
partner and head of commercial at GBLF. His role
is very much providing support and guidance to
SMEs and large companies while assisting with
complex transactions surrounding commercial

property.
Following my studies at Oxford University and
Nottingham Law School, I made the bold move
to London to complete my training at a leading
international law firm before qualifying into the
corporate team.
Since relocating back to the region, I have
gained ten years’ experience at Womble Bond
Dickinson LLP, specialising in corporate law and
developing my skill set and knowledge throughout
that time.
I’m very much looking forward to putting the
experience that I have gained throughout my
career so far into practice at GBLF and seeing how
my new role develops, while working closely with
the team to assist in the growth of the business
over the next few years.

i
GORDON BROWN LAW
FIRM LLP
0191 388 1778
info@gblf.co.uk
www.gblf.co.uk
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Sintons

MAKING LAW MORE ACCESSIBLE
Sintons is a proud founding member of the North East Solicitor Apprenticeship Programme –
which provides an alternative pathway into law

W
i
SINTONS
www.sintons.co.uk
@SintonsLaw
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hile a career in law was
once considered to be out
of reach for many young
people – and particularly
those for whom going to
university was not an option – the creation of a
solicitor apprenticeship scheme in the region has
truly opened up the profession.
Since its foundation in 2017, the North East
Solicitor Apprenticeship (NESA) programme has
created a new world of opportunity for people
aged 18 and over, who partake in a six-year
apprenticeship, which results in qualification as a
solicitor. They also have the added benefits along
the way of on-the-job training and being paid.
Law firm Sintons, a founder member of the
NESA consortium, has taken on three solicitor
apprentices over the past two years, all of whom
are making strong progress. They are office based
for four days a week, with one study day for their
academic work, and are receiving mentoring and
supervision from some of the best lawyers in the
North of England.
Leah Greenwell and Nathan Johnson both
joined Newcastle-based Sintons in 2017 after
completing their A-levels and immediately became
part of nationally-renowned specialist teams.
Leah joined Sintons’ insurance litigation
team and Nathan went into the neurotrauma
department.
Saffron Sinclair joined Sintons last year having
already graduated from university, but decided she
wanted to go into law and an apprenticeship was
the best option for her. She has joined the firm’s

fast-growing rural and agricultural team.
Leah, Nathan and Saffron agree their experience
has exceeded their expectations.
Nathan says: “I chose the apprenticeship
route because of a culmination of avoiding debt,
gaining practical experience working in a law firm
while studying, and guaranteed qualification as a
solicitor at the end of the scheme.
“By the time I am qualified, I will have six
years of experience, which will allow me to hit
the ground running and be better equipped upon
qualification to be the best lawyer I can be.”
Saffron agrees. “The theory of law is different
from practice so the work experience is rich and
will be helpful as it puts me in better stead when I
qualify.
“I am working on some very significant projects
alongside my supervisor and being given more
responsibility than I originally thought I would.”
All three apprentices have been assigned
dedicated mentors and supervisors, as well as
being supported by their departments and Sintons’
dedicated training team, and are delighted with the
levels of support they are receiving.
Leah says: “Despite the challenges of the
apprenticeship and managing your studies on top
of your work, Sintons is supporting us in every
possible way.
“I would encourage anyone with an interest
in pursuing a career in law to apply for such an
amazing opportunity.”
Mark Quigley, managing partner of Sintons,
says: “In becoming a founder member of
NESA, we were mindful of the need to make
the profession more accessible to young people,
and to support the development of outstanding
legal talent in the region for the future. Leah and
Nathan have both been with us now for over a
year and they have done exceptionally well; their
dedication and positive attitude is a real credit to
them. Saffron has been another excellent addition
to Sintons and is already showing signs of great
promise.
“We are very proud to be a supporter of
apprenticeships and delighted to offer these
opportunities to young people in the North East.”

ADVERTISING FEATURE – UTILITIES
troo

ON THE LADDER TO SUCCESS
After joining troo as an apprentice in 2017, Rob Nichols is now building his career at the
Newcastle-based energy specialist

I

nvesting in future talent has been a key
pillar of the business principles of Andrew
Richardson, CEO at troo – the energy
benchmark specialists.
His brainchild, troo, started trading
in January 2017 and its mission was to help
businesses procure energy in a different and
fairer way. He also wanted to identify and develop
talent and to embed the principles of his vision
for the business energy market. This vision was
to nurture customer ‘guides’ who would support
businesses in procuring fair energy deals, rather
than harassing them.
Fast forward to the summer of 2017 and the
arrival of 21-year-old Rob Nichols, a local lad
from Chester-Le-Street.
Rob was among troo’s first tranche of trainees.
Having spent two years at New College Durham
studying mechanical engineering, Rob was
still undecided on his future. After looking at a
few firms, he went on to a training programme
in Byker, 180 Training. 180 linked well with
business and this was its appeal. Rob felt he
needed first-hand interaction with businesses,
with the focus on business admin and customer
service.
He explains: “I wanted to broaden my skills
and get some business engagement. To see
what options there were towards the end of my
diploma, I attended a visit from troo and recall
a good presentation from operations manager
Steven Patrick, who came into our centre.”
He continues: “Steven encouraged potential
apprentices to get involved. He explained how
troo was different to the energy broker market
and was about developing lasting customer
relationships, not just getting a ‘sale’. The broker
market is typically less transparent and the
procurement process can be intentionally made
quite complex. troo is about transparency and
fairness.”
Rob initially was one of four apprentices that
came to troo.
“The role got me straight into supporting
existing customers and identifying new ones,” he
says. “There was a two-week training programme

and I was part of a small team of six troo guides
when I joined.
“Andrew, the CEO, was adamant we wouldn’t
be called ‘sales people’ but would guide our
prospects to solutions and knowledge.
“Our process of working as a concierge for
the customer is all-encompassing. Although I’d
done a diploma in engineering, it played into
my skills, and I saw this as potentially opening
opportunities to develop further.
“This role requires a variety of skills:
organisation, drive, energy, focus and tenacity.
It involves structured discussion and education.
Although we are mainly working over the
phone, we do also guide our customers through
our benchmarking portal process and we also
occasionally get to meet suppliers and customers.
These skills are transferable, and I’ve learned so
much about the energy market.
“I’m given the freedom to explore new
challenges, doing research and admin. It feels like
I’ve grown along with company. We started from
a small room in Byker, doubled since then and
relocated to premises on Quayside.”
Initially, Rob was taken on as an apprentice,
but is now on a permanent, full-time contract,
and Rob’s manager, Steven Patrick, operations
manager, reports that: “Rob has really embraced
the troo ethos and mission.”
Rob concludes: “The role is demanding but I
love it. I have a better understanding of how to
nurture lasting relationships and develop market
knowledge and have grown in confidence.”

i
TROO
Anyone interested in joining
troo should contact:
fairer@troocost.com
0808 1642222
www.troocost.com
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ADVERTISING FEATURE – EDUCATION
Newcastle College

SHAPING THE NEXT GENERATION
Newcastle College is helping to secure the future skills of offshore and renewables in the North
thanks to its Energy Academy

N

ewcastle College’s Energy Academy
– a centre of innovation, training
and development for the North
East’s energy sector – sits among
its industry partners in the heart of

Wallsend.
The academy opened in 2012 in response to
skills gaps and demand from regional employers
within the sector. It was developed as a multipartner collaboration between Newcastle College,
sector employers, local authorities and sector
skills councils, in recognition of the need for more
skilled workers at every level.
It has since trained more than 1200 students
for a career in renewable energy – a sector
highlighted as one of the UK’s fastest growing,
and unsurprisingly as one of the North East LEP’s
immediate priorities for growth.

Marc McPake, director of business partnerships
at Newcastle College, says that the specialist
training offered at facilities such as the Energy
Academy is about up-skilling those living in the
region specifically for the jobs available here.
“As a skills provider, we’re instrumental to
the development of a skilled workforce for local
employers,” he says.
“We align ourselves very closely with North East
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LEP priorities and work closely with employers
within those industries to help identify skills gaps
and develop training and solutions to address
them.”
The renewable energy sector is one which is
currently experiencing huge growth and therefore
suffering skills shortages across the country – but
it is the North East which sees the most rapid
expansion.
It has been officially recognised by the
government as a National Centre for Offshore
Renewable Energy (CORE) and is home to the
Offshore Renewable Energy (ORE) Catapult
testing facility and the National Centre for Subsea
and Offshore Engineering.
Its prime location, exceptional infrastructure
and access to the UK’s largest wind farm has
attracted investment from around the globe, and it
is vital that the region can provide skills training to
support the rapid growth in this area.
Newcastle College is well placed to offer that
training and, through its Energy Academy,
delivers courses from Level 2 to honours degrees,
as well as apprenticeships and bespoke training
for companies in subsea, renewable energy
technologies and fabrication and welding.
“Skills are the beating heart of the North East
economy, especially within thriving, innovative
industries such as renewable energy,” Marc
continues.
“It is the college’s role to help continue that
talent pipeline, but it is also our role to work with
employers and help them take advantage of other
opportunities which can help them tackle skills
shortages, such as utilising their Apprenticeship
Levy or creating a bespoke programme to upskill
and develop their existing workforce.
“Facilities such as our Energy Academy are
where we can really provide that kind of support
to an industry. We’re on their doorstep and can
deliver training at every level an employer might
need – all within an environment which replicates
their own.”
Already a state-of-the-art facility, as of January
the academy now houses the world’s most
advanced ‘Immersive Hybrid Reality’ (iHR)

training system for the offshore wind industry.
Developed by Offshore Renewable Energy (ORE)
Catapult and partners, this unique tool replicates
the working conditions experienced by wind
turbine engineers operating on offshore wind
farms.
Using a direct animation from ORE Catapult’s
7MW Demonstration turbine, the system gives
users a realistic but safe training environment in
which trainee engineers must find, diagnose and
repair faults, allowing them to develop the vital
skills they need for the job.

The equipment is so advanced that it formed
part of the Great Exhibition of the North’s
‘Innovation Trail’ and now resides at the Energy
Academy to help train and develop the next
generation of offshore engineers – putting
Newcastle College at the forefront of skills training
for the industry and setting the bar high for the
future of vocational education.
The donation, and the relationship between the
Energy Academy and ORE Catapult, is just one
example of how the college works in partnership
with industry to secure the future of skills within
the renewable energy sector.
The vision when launching the Energy Academy
was always for the College to be recognised by
employers as the North East’s leading training
provider for their needs. By placing itself at the
heart of industry and forging relationships with
key employers, it ensures that its facilities, courses
and training programmes are fit for purpose and
offering the right skills needed for the industry.
As well as ORE Catapult, the College enjoys
relationships with other leading energy employers
in the region, including Maersk and Wellstream,

which help to shape the courses.
By becoming a partner of the Energy Academy,
employers support students by informing the
curriculum and are assured that graduates have the
skills needed to work for them.
“Employers shape everything we offer – whether
that’s further or higher education, apprenticeships
or courses specifically to up-skill those already
working in industry – and the Energy Academy is
no exception,” says Marc.
“Our relationships with employers are vital to
the success of our students and ORE Catapult’s
iHR equipment is a fantastic example of how those
partnerships can simultaneously help to secure
the future of skills training for an industry in the
North East, while improving our student’s future
employability, which is really our ultimate goal.”

i
NEWCASTLE COLLEGE
www.ncl-coll.ac.uk
@NCLcollege
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INTERVIEW

University spin-outs

North East Times celebrates some of the innovative and up-and-coming
companies and enterprises that have spun out from our region’s universities

IN-A
-SPIN
FUTURE AMBITION: “WE SHALL LOOK TO DEVELOP A
RANGE OF THERAPIES THAT WIDEN CANCER PATIENT
CHOICE WHILE PARTNERING WITH COMPANIES AND
RESEARCHERS WHO CAN USE OUR TECHNOLOGIES IN
OTHER FIELDS TOO – INCLUDING INFECTIOUS DISEASE,
PLANT AND AGRICULTURE AS WELL AS VETERINARY
APPLICATIONS.” [DR SAM WHITEHOUSE]
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DR SAM WHITEHOUSE,
DR CARRIE AMBLER, AND
PROFESSOR ANDREW
WHITING
LIGHTOX
WWW.LIGHTOX.CO.UK
@LIGHTOX5
LightOx is developing lightactivated therapies for skin
cancer treatments, as an
alternative to typical surgery,
radio- or chemo-therapies.
It was established in late
2016 by academics from
Durham University and Oxford
University, Dr Carrie Ambler,
Professor Andrew Whiting and
Professor Mark Coles, with Dr
Sam Whitehouse joining the
team last year.
“We have a range of
molecules (drugs) that can
enter the cells of interest
and upon activation with a
specific light source we can
kill the cancer cells,” says Dr
Whitehouse.
“Initially we are looking at
skin and head and neck cancers,
however, these molecules could
also be targeted towards areas
such as wound treatments for
infections, or fungal diseases.”
Having secured its first
round of investment, LightOx is
looking to bring its innovative
treatments to clinic in 2020.
In the meantime, it will start
selling the molecules to other
researchers interested in the
cell imaging and targeted
probes field, via a global
distributor, in Q2 this year.
“We have also developed
a light delivery device
– the LightOx Box – to
aid researchers in their
development and apply light
in a controlled manner,” Dr
Whitehouse adds.
LightOx has benefited from
the ability to extract founding
IP from Durham and Oxford
universities, and have also been
able to leverage a network
of expertise housed in both
institutes.
“The universities are keen to
support our business and have
been very helpful in allowing
our academics to support the
business in its early stages,”
says Dr Whitehouse.
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INTERVIEW

University spin-outs

FUTURE AMBITION: “I HOPE THAT
MICAREPLAN WILL BECOME THE ‘GOTO’ SYSTEM FOR ELECTRONIC CARE
PLANNING NEEDS AND PROMOTE BEST CARE
PRACTICES. ULTIMATELY, I WANT TO OPEN
MY OWN CARE HOME FOR INDIVIDUALS
LIVING WITH DEMENTIA.”

SHANTELLE MILLION
MICAREPLAN
SHANTELLE@MICAREPLAN.COM
MiCarePlan, established by Shantelle Million, offers a digital alternative to the documentation of
care within residential homes.
According to Shantelle: “The MiCarePlan system is based on the understanding of how a care
home works and looks to reduce the frustrations staff face on a daily basis.”
The aim of MiCarePlan is to offer a digital alternative to the traditional paperwork process that
has been used for decades.
Shantelle began exploring the concept while she learnt about clarifying communications as
part of her English language degree at Newcastle University.
She believes joining the Newcastle University Founderships Programme was critical to getting
her business off the ground.
“The emotional, financial and business support I received was fantastic and continues today,”
she says. “Over the past three years, Newcastle University’s Institute of Ageing, the Medical and
Business Schools and the careers team have enabled me to develop in so many ways – both
personally and professionally.”
As well as getting MiCarePlan into care homes, Shantelle is working with schools, universities
and charities to discuss innovation in the sector.
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ETHAN LOWERSON-MARSHALL, ABBIE BURGESS
AND ADAM WOOD
INTOITMEDIA
WWW.INTOITMEDIA.CO.UK
@INTOITMEDIA
Ethan, Adam and Abbie met at the Enterprise Place at the University
of Sunderland and have combined their expertise in web and graphic
design, social media, photography, PR and videography to create
intoitMEDIA, which offers custom digital marketing solutions.
Ethan says: “Our strength is that we offer a range of services in one
place. Our individual skills combine to offer a competitive ‘one stop
shop’ for clients.”
Having launched in August 2018, intoitMEDIA has already won its first
clients and is delivering its solutions utilising the expertise of the three
founders.
intoitMedia continues to receive support from the Enterprise Place
where Abbie says: “There is so much help and support for literally any
question or worry about starting a business.”

FUTURE AMBITION: “AS A LOCAL BUSINESS, IT’D BE GREAT TO BE
IN THE POSITION ONE DAY TO HIRE GRADUATES AND SUPPORT
OTHER LOCAL START-UPS AS A SPRINGBOARD IN THE FUTURE.
[ADAM WOOD]”
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University spin-outs

JOHNSON FERNANDES
EQUIWATT
WWW.EQUIWATT.COM
JOHNSON@EQUIWATT.COM
Equiwatt is an intelligent energy
management platform that rewards
households for saving energy.
Co-founder Johnson says: “At times
of peak energy demand, energy can
be at its most expensive and least
efficient supply point. This is often
referred to as ‘dirty energy’. Our
smart technology platform includes
an easy-to-install home hub and
app that automatically manages
the energy usage of household
appliances at those peak times.”
By coordinating the energy usage
of appliances across thousands of
households, Equiwatt can reduce
the cost of peak time energy for
energy companies. Those companies
are willing to pass those savings
back to households via the Equiwatt
cashback programme.
“It means households could earn
up to £300 a year by simply allowing
high usage appliances to be turned
off automatically for a few minutes
during peak demand times,” Johnson
adds.
Johnson and fellow co-founder
Ravneed Kaur established Equiwatt
in November 2015 while part of
Newcastle University’s Founderships
Programme.
“The university was instrumental in
helping Equiwatt in the early days of
setting up the company. We received
guidance for market research and
business development along with
visa support to enable the company
founders to incorporate and run the
business legally,” says Johnson.
Three years on and Equiwatt is

FUTURE AMBITION: “WE AIM TO COMPLETE OUR FIRST MAJOR SEED INVESTMENT
ROUND THIS YEAR ENABLING US TO TRIAL OUR SERVICE IN 1000 HOUSEHOLDS
ACROSS THE UK. EQUIWATT SEEKS TO BE A TOP PLAYER IN GRID-SCALE DEMAND
MANAGEMENT TECHNOLOGY GLOBALLY. BY 2023, OUR AMBITION IS TO BE SERVING
300,000 HOMES IN THE UK, SAVING ONE MILLION TONNES OF CO2 EMISSIONS AND
OFFERING £52.5 MILLION OF CASH SAVING TO HOUSEHOLDS.”

beta-testing its digital platform in
50 homes in the North East. The
company is also part of a research
partnership with the world-leading
energy systems group at Newcastle
University, and Climate-KIC
Accelerator, a European accelerator
for cleantech startups.
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University spin-outs

CHLOE WILSON
NU TO GO
WWW.NUTOGO.CO.UK
INFO@NUTOGO.CO.UK
Chloe Wilson and her partner, Darren
Appleton, has established NU TO GO,
a health food kitchen on Gateshead
High Street, which caters for a broad
audience including vegan, paleo,
and vegetarian, and comprises onthe-road catering trucks, corporate
catering, meal preps and nutritional
advice.
“The reason behind the concept
was down to the lack of availability
on the high street for grab-and-go
health food,” says Chloe, “We saw a
gap in the market and the idea was
born.”
NU TO GO was established in
March 2016, with the support of
Northumbria University.
“The university has helped us
with many different aspects of the
business, including providing legal,
design and marketing expertise
from external companies. The team
has been a great support along the
journey of concept to execution,”
says Chloe.

FUTURE AMBITION: “THE PRIMARY FOCUS IS TO HAVE
MULTIPLE FOOD TRUCKS ON THE ROAD SERVICING
BUSINESSES IN NEWCASTLE AND GATESHEAD. ANOTHER
WAY WE AIM TO GROW THE BUSINESS IS WITH MEAL
PREPARATION. I’VE ALREADY TAKEN STEPS TOWARDS THIS BY
HIRING A NUTRITIONIST – EX GB ATHLETE, STACEY SMITH.”
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IN ASSOCIATION WITH:

BUILT
ENVIRONMENT
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

65

BUILT ENVIRONM ENT - NEW S

IN ASSOCIATION WITH:

NEWCASTLE

New sector benchmark for
the region
National commercial property consultancy Lambert Smith Hampton
(LSH) has advised on the simultaneous sale and funding of two
high-profile hotels on Newcastle Quayside in a deal totalling £38
million.
Acting for Union Property Developments, LSH advised on the

Luke Symonds, director, Capital Markets at Lambert Smith
Hampton, said: “LSH is delighted to have provided multi-

sale of the Travelodge and the forward funding of a new Innside

disciplinary advice on this landmark project, from the original sale

Hotel to Orchard Street Investment Management, which acquired it

to planning consent and latterly securing our client’s exit as an

on behalf of its client, St James Place UK plc.

institutional product.

Operated by Spanish hotel group Meliá Hotels International,

“This deal and the achievement of a 4.5 per cent yield represents a

the four-star Innside Hotel will be located next to the Travelodge,

new sector benchmark for the region and clearly demonstrates that

replacing the east wing of the former BT building, Bridge Court.

Newcastle is on the map for institutional investors.”

GATESHEAD

Shadbolt Group success
Shadbolt Group, a Gateshead-based multi-disciplinary consultancy
and construction company, is set to turn over more than £1.85
million this financial year, after taking on a raft of new projects, as
well as opening a new Midlands office.
Shadbolt, which offers architectural, civil and structural,
environmental and construction management services, has

several exciting ventures this year. Amongst these are two projects

achieved this by working with key clients including Go North East,

on behalf of Northumberland Estates including a purpose-built

the region’s largest bus operator. The group is currently helping to

headquarter for Hardy’s of Alnwick and a £4 million specialist care

relocate the organisation from its historic Stanley depot to a £3.5

scheme in Backworth for those with early onset dementia, as well

million state-of-the-art facility.

as various large-scale residential and commercial developments in

Looking forward, the group is beginning preparations for

SOUTH TYNESIDE

Olympic dreams could begin
in Hebburn
A new community sports centre could result in Olympic glory for the
Hebburn community after a deal secured by commercial property
specialist Naylors.
The Community Network (NE) CiC is set to move into unit 6
of the Victoria Industrial Estate in the South Tyneside town after
change of use consent was granted for the 16,000sq ft singlestorey premises.
Following support from Sport England and Virgin Money, the
space, which is owned by landlord BizSpace, will now become a
drop-in community sports centre.
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Essex and Nottinghamshire.

ADV E R T I SI N G F E AT UR E – B UI LT E N V I R O N M EN T – N B S

Good business sense
Last year was a pivotal one for digital construction software specialist NBS, after it received more than £30 million of
investment. The Newcastle-based company is now looking to expand internationally, but it remains focused on inspiring the
next generation closer to home
The NBS history books will always highlight 2018
as a standout year for the Newcastle-based
technology business, which provides technical
information, specification and BIM tools to the
construction industry.
A landmark £31.8 million investment from LDC,
finalised in June, is already supporting the delivery
of its future product development and international
growth plans.
But the upping of NBS’ global ambitions
haven’t been at the expense of its commitment to
the North East and its future workforce.
Last year, the company’s outreach work went
up a gear and then some, reaching more than
2000 children and young people in schools
and colleges through a powerful combination
of mentoring schemes, career advice sessions,
workshops, work placements and partnerships.
It’s an important part of NBS’ ongoing pledge
to make boosting the region’s workforce a priority

beyond that. You can see lights going on when

– and that’s the message chief operating officer

they realise this could be for them.”

Helen Whitfield delivered to head of customer
support Tim Bellhouse following NBS’s 2017 endof-year staff celebration.
Since then, Tim has been overseeing the

Sharing real-life career journeys is very much at
the heart of NBS’ outreach work.
From basic ‘world of work’ introductions with
primary school children to career ‘speed dating’

outreach programme at NBS, which has included

with GSCE pupils and one-to-one mentoring

a significant increase in overall outreach activity,

with the UTC students, NBS’ ethos is very much

and a focus on the promotion of the construction

rooted in raising aspirations and awareness.

industry as a place for everyone to succeed,
regardless of their background or ability.
Senior BIM author Jane Hibbert started her

Tim concluded “We highlight the importance
of values like determination, resilience and selfacademic achievement. Of course, you always

been at the forefront of these efforts in recent

want pupils to do their best, but it’s also really

years, with initiatives such as NE1 Girls in Stem

valuable to let them know that they don’t have to

and The Power of Five.

arrive here already highly qualified.
and skills and be interested. We know we need

demonstrate how they could find a place in this

a skilled workforce in the future and this is one

industry.

way we can ensure the next generation coming

parents do, and don’t consider jobs and careers

how to engage NBS with your
school or organisation, contact:
tim.bellhouse@theNBS.com
www.theNBS.com

“You just have to have the right set of values

young people how I got here is the best way I can

“Often, kids might only relate to what it is their

If you’d like to find out more about

motivation and that it’s not all about pushing

career at NBS as an apprentice in 2009 and has

Jane says: “Sharing my story and showing

NBS

through are getting the best experience possible.
That’s just good business sense.”
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C OMMENT - CHR IS D O BS O N

Brexit continues to
overhang the market
A wait-and-see approach to commercial property remains the order of the day at this early stage of 2019, as Brexit looms
large on the horizon, reports Chris Dobson
“Any drop off in demand for the Private Rented
Sector (PRS) would likely see a return in social
housing, which tends to be counter cyclical as
cash-rich housing associations pick up assets
seen as too risky by developers.
“There is an increasing trend towards city
centre living, facilitated by regeneration, improved
place making schemes, improved public
transport, agglomeration of skilled labour and the
cost of living meaning that many millennials are
more than willing to offset space for convenience.”
The high street continues to suffer from the
structural shift towards online shopping with
2018 particularly turbulent for many retailers.
This distress is likely to see the opportunities for
city centre living increase as landlords and local
authorities look towards increasing footfall in town
centres as well as underpinning decreasing retail
values.
However, there is light on the horizon with the
Simon Beanland, head of Investment at GVA,

creation of the £675 million ‘future high streets

Newcastle, says that: “Many investors will adopt

fund’ which, alongside making it easier to gain

a wait-and-see approach in the first quarter as a

permission for conversion of commercial to

clearer picture of Brexit becomes apparent.”

residential, will facilitate redevelopment of under-

With low supply and robust demand continuing
to put downward pressure on industrial yields,

In another market review, Greg Davison,

albeit at a slower pace, he says: “There continues

partner in office agency at Cushman & Wakefield,

to be investment although there is some

says: “2019 already looks like it could be a

nervousness over the depth of occupier demand.”

busy year. The first speculative office scheme in

Simon continues: “Investors will continue to

the region since 2016 will be completed at the

scale back their retail exposure as the sector

Beam in Sunderland, followed by The Lumen at

battles with the structural shift towards online

Newcastle Helix in December.

shopping. On the back of this, retail yields

“While there is a now an established pipeline,

continue to move out whilst capital value growth

there are several larger requirements in the market

is expected to remain negative over the next two

which, if they all move, could absorb the new

years. This will create significant redevelopment

stock,” says Greg.

opportunities for investors willing to take on risk.”
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used retail units on the high street.

He adds: “Regarding rental levels, we have

The weakening of the pound will continue to

seen a strong period of rental growth in prime city

create a “good value environment” for overseas

centre rents, driven primarily by lack of supply. We

investors, although Simon adds: “We have already

can certainly expect to see £25 per sq ft achieved

seen a drop off in their exposure outside of central

on the best space during 2019, but I also expect

London.

a greater weight of activity in the tier just below

IN ASSOCIATION WITH:

“The North East is proving a key target for both
UK and overseas capital. With the region seeing a
severe lack of development for almost a decade,
supply is highly constrained in both the office and
industrial sectors, which is driving both strong
rental growth and capital appreciation.
“Despite structural change in the retail sector,
Newcastle is reinventing itself with experiencedbased retail and leisure offer and is proving
resilient as the region’s capital.”
With several deals ‘in legals’, prime office rents
will be established at £24.50 per sq ft before the
year is out, which marks 14 per cent growth in the
last 24 months alone and this is trending upwards
with the only new development committed
that, where I believe we will start to routinely see

not to be delivered until Q4 2019. Similarly,

rental levels reach £22.50 to £23.50 on good-

Cushman & Wakefield says the industrial sector

quality refurbished space in locations such as

has an even more constrained supply of modern

Grey Street.

accommodation and has delivered 20 per cent

“This will have a knock-on effect and we
expect to see incremental uplifts in rental levels
throughout the market.”
The out of town market has been subdued in

rental growth in the same period.
These factors combined with modest pricing
comparative to other UK and European markets,
makes the region very well placed to continue

terms of large transactions; this could change

to attract investment capital despite current

once there is certainly over the UK’s future

economic and political uncertainty.

relationship with Europe, when it is hoped there
will be greater opportunity driven by north shoring
and re-shoring projects.
Greg continues: “We expect rental levels in this
market to hold firm at around £16.50 per sq ft.
Savvy landlords will look at being more proactive
with their buildings and delivering a more diverse
product offer.”
Looking wider afield, the lack of office supply
across the region is driving strong rental growth
across Europe with rents edging up by an average
of 2.5 per cent. Though Newcastle has seen
growth of 2.1 per cent, which is lower than some
competing UK locations, it has nevertheless outgunned both Berlin and Hamburg.
Peter Atkinson, partner, capital markets at
Cushman & Wakefield’s Newcastle office, says:
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ADVER T ISING FE ATU RE – BU ILT E NV IRO NME NT – M E T N O R C O N ST R UC T I O N

Tackling the skills gap
in construction
Based in the North East and with operations across the UK, Metnor Construction works hard to address the everconcerning skills gap affecting its industry
progression paths and, in turn, I have embraced
the opportunity to mentor younger members of
our team.”
Currently Metnor supports ten per cent of its
workforce through a personal development plan.
To help close the gap and do its part in
reducing the skills shortage, Metnor Construction
aims to engage with the local community that
surrounds each of its projects, demonstrating
the different careers available when working as a
management contractor such as Metnor. This is
crucial to changing people’s opinions towards the
construction industry.
Engaging children in activities is also a great
opportunity to showcase the construction
It is estimated that the construction industry must

industry. In January, Metnor Construction hosted

recruit 400,000 people each year until 2021 in

a workshop with Alton First School in Hampshire.

order to keep up with the country’s housing and

Located just one mile from the company’s £20

infrastructure needs. But with 35 per cent of

million leisure centre for Everyone Active, it was

careers advisers believing a career in construction

able to demonstrate the latest technology in

is unattractive – and two in five parents stating

BIM (Building information Modelling) through

they wouldn’t encourage their children to join the

Virtual Reality Goggles. Closer to home, its

industry – the stigma is proving difficult to shift.

recently completed Backworth Park Primary
School hosted site visits throughout the build,

Metnor Construction
If you would like to know more
about the opportunities at
Metnor construction, contact:
Enquiries@metnorconstruction.
co.uk
www.metnorconstruction.co.uk
@Metnor_

Our people, our foundation

class workshops and collaboration with the

Chris Cant, managing director of Metnor

client at Northumberland Estates to organise

Construction, reflects: “Our biggest asset

extracurricular school trips.

is our staff; we have a great group who are

and apprentices to support its growth, the team

genuinely care.”

also understands that to shift the stigma, work

A testament to Metnor’s support system

must be done with those at a much younger

can be seen with head of operations, Lee Kirk,

age too. There are many schemes out there

recently winning ‘Mentor of the Year’ at the 2018

where learning is disjointed, with apprentices

Generation4Change awards, in association with

doing several unconnected tasks for different

Constructing Excellence North East.

companies. Metnor Construction’s primary aim

Lee, who has been with the company for nearly
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While Metnor actively looks for young people

self-motivated, take pride in what they do and

within apprenticeship schemes is to provide

five years, recognises that it is the people who are

continuity. It designs a long-term tailored

the driving force of the company.

development plan, which is in line with the

“It is the culture of identifying new talent and

apprentices’ individual career goals. Developing

nurturing it alongside high-calibre, experienced

good habits early and inspiring young people at

managers, that is proving so successful for Metnor

Metnor to set goals for themselves encourages

Construction,” he says. “We have excellent

independent learning and self-motivation.

A D V E R TIS ING F E ATU RE – B UI LT E N V I R O N M EN T - SADL E R B R O WN AR C H I T E C T UR E

Combating youth loneliness
Youth Homeless North East launches a pioneering project, supported by Sadler Brown Architecture

It’s a shocking statistic but one in three young
people are lonely. As a result, charity Youth
Homeless North East (YHNE), launched a new
project to combat youth loneliness in the North
East in January, supported by Newcastle-based
Sadler Brown Architecture.
About the Space is a pioneering project for
young people aged between 14 and 25 years
old, who have been or are at risk of becoming
homeless. The project aims to create spaces
where young people can connect with others, feel

This project will also be fun. It will be a great

supported, take part in activities and learning, and

opportunity for young people across the region

have access to information they need.

to create new friendships and connections while

Running between January and the end of
March, activities will take place at weekly Youth

helping others.
Sharon Brown, director of YHNE, said: ‘We

Hub sessions in Newcastle and Middlesbrough,

know that many young people who experience

where young people will explore their own

homelessness suffer poor mental health

experiences to inform a space to combat

related to feeling completely alone and without

loneliness and isolation.

family networks or good social and supportive

The Youth Hubs will provide a safe place where

relationships. This project is a great opportunity

young people can share their experiences, fears

for young people across the region to work

and hopes.

together to address their own loneliness through

Young people will work with the YHNE youth

new friendships and connections and to provide

Sadler Brown Architecture
For more information or to
participate in the About the Space

work team and designers from sponsors Sadler

a space that will be available to far more young

project, email info@yhne.org.uk or

Brown Architecture, to create a portable, pop-up

people struggling with feelings of isolation and

follow @YouthHomelessNE

space that can be used in different settings to

loneliness in the future.’

www.sadlerbrown.co.uk

reach as many young people as possible.

About the Space is funded by the Cooperative

Throughout the project, young people will

Foundation in partnership with Her Majesty’s

contribute to a live blog to share their progress.

Government as part of a national programme

The blog will appear on YHNE’s website and will

to beat loneliness through co-operative action.

be shared through social media to showcase

The project is enhanced by the involvement of

young people’s achievements.

architects David Davies and Paddy Lyth of Sadler

Progress of the project will also be captured by
video with young people holding the camera. The

Brown.
Sharon adds: ‘There is still much more to do

‘space’ and information created by young people

beyond the life of this project. We desperately

will provide essential resources for others who are

need funds to enable us to employ youth workers

affected by loneliness.

to continue our work through the Youth Hubs.’
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INTER VIEW – CHRIS P E A RS O N

Viewpoint
Chris Dobson talks with the chair of the RICS North East Regional Board, Chris Pearson of Gavin Black & Partners, Newcastle,
about the Royal Institution of Chartered Surveyors (RICS) and its policy on skills and education

I know many young and not-so-young
members of the RICS but it has taken

much research before this interview to

fully understand your focus on skills and
education.

Why is so much emphasis placed by RICS on
skills and education?

Skills and education is a huge focus area for RICS
as we are the world’s leading professional body
for qualifications and standards in land, property,
infrastructure and construction. As part of this, we
ensure surveying professionals in these areas have
the required knowledge, expertise and skill-set
to maintain and safe-guard our built environment
effectively.
To ensure our profession is fit for the future, we
also need to attract the right talent with the right
skills – from a diverse range of backgrounds – and
skills and education obviously play an imperative
role here. RICS currently accredits more than 300
degrees across land, property and construction
at over 50 universities throughout the UK, and it’s
now possible to enter the profession through an
apprenticeship.
I particularly like the principle of inspiring the
next generation. How successful is this?

Our Matrics North East committee not only support
new surveyors entering the profession, they also do
a lot of work with schools, colleges and universities
and have been very successful in encouraging
students from all backgrounds to consider a career
in surveying.
We also have a dedicated future talent team who
run various initiatives and outreach programmes.
Last year, they launched an ‘Inspire Ambassadors’
programme, which offers surveyors the chance
to give something back to the profession by
volunteering to attend schools, universities or
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IN ASSOCIATION WITH:

careers shows to promote the vast range of

opportunities that prop-tech and automation

surveying careers available across the land,

presents.

property and construction sectors. This has been

In addition to the Future of the Profession

hugely successful, and to date, we have more than

research I mentioned, we have also launched

200 Inspire Ambassadors working to inspire the

an insight paper (known as Artificial Intelligence

next generation.

in the Built Environment) which explores the
impact of using artificial intelligence (AI) in the

What are the current opportunities to become

built environment. It’s free to download on our

involved with this?

website (www.rics.org) and weighs up the positives

We are always looking for volunteers to go to

and negatives of AI and automation, and how

schools, universities and careers fairs to represent

companies should deal with them.

the profession, whether it be a one-off or a regular

We also continue to speak at, and host, regular

commitment through our Inspire Ambassadors

events all over the UK on property technology, to

Programme.

help ensure our industry professionals have the

Our Matrics North East group is also always after
newly-qualified individuals to join and help spread

knowledge and competencies to adapt and tackle
future market challenges with confidence.

the word about the vast range of surveying careers
and opportunities available to everyone from all
backgrounds.
You have just completed a very successful

Continual professional development is

another important educational area. What is
the purpose of CPD?

We have an obligation to regulate and monitor

150th anniversary of the RICS. As in all

members’ compliance with our rules on CPD,

the RICS up to speed with these changes?

20 hours of CPD per year. As part of this, we offer

industries, technology is making an impact. Is

which require all chartered surveyors to complete

As part of our 150th anniversary celebrations, we

a vast range of training and events, including low-

have run a year-long exhibition at our headquarters

cost seminars, webinars and free ‘Stay Informed

on Parliament Square, London, known as

Days’, which all count as CPD.

‘Shaping the World, Building the Future.’ It offers
a rare opportunity to see the positive impact and
significant contribution surveyors have made to
society over the last 150 years, both before and
after technology began to advance our capabilities
in the built environment.
To prepare for future technological advances – in

My final question concerns Pride in the

Profession initiatives; why have these been
introduced?

We launched our Pride in the Profession initiative as
part of our 150th anniversary activities to celebrate
and raise awareness of the most influential

artificial intelligence, big data computing and block

surveyors from over the last 150 years who have

chain amongst many – we are conducting a Future

had a significant and positive impact on society.

of the Profession research project, which will reveal

UK-based surveyors who have been recognised

what skills, competencies and technologies will be

include John Longden FRICS – who founded the

essential for surveyors in the future.

not-for-profit organisation Pub is The Hub, which

RICS North East
www.rics.org/uk
@RICSNorth

has successfully reinvigorated hundreds of rural
Can you explain one particular challenge

communities by saving, or diversifying their local

the RICS preparing for ‘proptech’?

Wornham Penfold – who was a founding member

faced by the profession – automation? How is

pub with vital services. Meanwhile, the late John

We are actively encouraging our members and

of RICS – has also been recognised after designing

member firms to seek out and maximise the

the much-loved Victorian Penfold post box.
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ADVERTISING FEATURE – LAW
Womble Bond Dickinson

WOMBLE BOND DICKINSON
SUPPORTS ELMER’S GREAT
NORTH PARADE
The Newcastle-based law firm has announced it is to support St Oswald’s latest public art trail,
which will feature an iconic patchwork elephant

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

ollowing the success of The Great
North Snowdog trail in 2016 –
which Womble Bond Dickinson
(WBD) helped to raise over £20,000
for – the firm is proud to continue
its support for St Oswald’s Hospice by being an
early supporter of this year’s Elmer’s Great North
Parade.
St Oswald’s Hospice provides specialist care for
North East adults, young people and children with
incurable conditions with a target to raise £7.5
million every year.
In 2016, The Great North Snowdogs trail had
dozens of sculptures from the animated film The
Snowman and the Snowdog scattered across the

North East which made up a free public art trail.
Elmer’s Great North Parade will feature more
than 70 individually designed elephants based on
the much-loved children’s character Elmer the
Patchwork Elephant at numerous locations across
the North East.
The public will be able to track down the Elmers
for ten weeks from August to October. As part of
their support, WBD is organising a quiz to be held
at The Biscuit Factory in October to raise valuable
funds for the hospice.
Kevin Robertson, partner and head of Newcastle
Office, comments: “Following the huge success of
The Great North Snowdogs, I am delighted that
we are able to support the hospice once again this
time with Elmer’s Great North Parade. The quiz we
helped to organise in 2016 was a great success and
we are really looking forward to hosting this year’s
event with the support of our clients and friends in
the North East business community. The ten-week
long programme will boost our region’s creative
and artistic talent while showcasing the North East
on the national stage.”
Jane Hogan, Elmer’s Great North Parade project
lead at St Oswald’s Hospice, says: “St Oswald’s
Hospice is delighted to once again receive the
support of Womble Bond Dickinson as a sculpture
sponsor for Elmer’s Great North Parade. They were
a fantastic sponsor to work alongside throughout
The Great North Snowdogs public art trail in 2016.
We expect this year’s trail to be even bigger and
better, presenting an amazing opportunity for local
businesses to get involved and we welcome them
onboard.”
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ADVERTING FEATURE – EDUCATION
Sunderland College

SUPPORTING SKILLS DEVELOPMENT
IN ADVANCED MANUFACTURING
AND ENGINEERING
As the region strives to build on existing strengths in advanced manufacturing and engineering
to attract high-quality jobs to the area, Sunderland College is supporting employers to develop a
workforce for the future

S

underland College boasts a proven
track record for success and
flexibility in approach as a training
provider for the manufacturing and
engineering industry.

Building a workforce for the future
Last year, the college commenced delivery of an
Engineering Technician Level 3 apprenticeship
standard which it is now running successfully
in its second year. An apprenticeship standard

76

programme is a new type of targeted training being
delivered as part of the government’s ongoing
national apprenticeship reforms. Apprentices
spend their first year on-site at Sunderland College
and progress to an employer in year two of the
programme.
Employers that the college works in partnership
with for this specialist programme include global
automotive manufacturers Adient and Calsonic
Kansei, German technology company ZF and
Gestamp UK Ltd in Washington.

Working further with global manufacturer,
Calsonic Kansei, the college is creating another
apprenticeship programme to support the company
in filling a skills gap. Apprentices will study an
engineering Level 3 qualification, aligned to a
materials processing and finishing pathway, and
will spend three block weeks at the college before
moving to day-release. This qualification is an
excellent opportunity for advanced manufacturing
staff who do not have an academic background but
have extensive industry experience.
To support the SME sector within the
manufacturing and engineering industry,
Sunderland College has been delivering a Level
3 Engineering apprenticeship framework for
employers such as Connor Solutions – an electronic
manufacturing services company in Houghton-leSpring, SMH Products – a manufacturer based in
South Shields, Variable Messaging Signs – based in
Hebburn, Lynch Healthcare – based in Sunderland
and Encore Envelopes Ltd in Washington.
Apprentices spend one day a week at college, to
develop a portfolio of work and evidence, with the
remainder of the week with their employer.
Raising standards
Advanced manufacturing and engineering
employers such as Calsonic Kansei, ZF, SAPA
Profiles and Connor Solutions are seeking the
guidance of Sunderland College to help them
utilise their apprenticeship levy to upskill their
staff. Current staff are now undertaking an HNC
Engineering apprenticeship programme to upskill
and gain a higher education qualification.
Apprenticeships can be tailored to specific roles
so are a flexible solution to training and developing
staff. They can also be used to tackle skills shortages,
fill skills gaps and gain higher level skills.
Innovative training and recruitment solutions
Sunderland College is providing bespoke training
and qualifications to employers such as global
manufacturer Liebherr. The college devised a
Coded Welder training session, which is frequently
delivered to current welding staff to ensure they are
working at the right level.
For employers looking to hire apprentices within
engineering, the College has a robust recruitment
and selection process that is bespoke for each
employer’s needs and aligned to their requirements.
It usually involves a theoretical aptitude test, a
practical aptitude test, and an interview with an

expert trainer assessor. It provides employers with
an effective way of recruiting new talent.
Preparing students for industry
Sunderland College is committed to preparing
students for working in the advanced
manufacturing and engineering sector and ensuring
that the college environment reflects industry
practice. The college works closely with the vice
president and health and safety manager at Calsonic
Kansei to ensure industry approaches in health and
safety are mirrored at college, in addition to general
work skills such as timekeeping and punctuality.
Engineering students, based at the college’s city
campus, have engaged in a unique work placement
with Unipres, to prepare them for a future career in
the industry.
Students can acquire and develop a range of skills
and competencies including creativity, innovation,
problem-solving, teamwork, communication and
career awareness through an Industrial Cadets
programme, which is accredited with an Industrial
Cadets Silver Award.
Students are also given an Industrial Cadets
Network card, which provides them with exclusive
access to the Online Network; an online platform
designed to connect them with employers and other
cadets.
It provides students with further enrichment and
information, access to job opportunities, events
and advice and links to further training, helping
the students to develop skills further and pursue a
rewarding career path.
Sunderland College also welcomed a group of
German apprentices from European engineering
company Thyssen Krupp Rothe Erde, for a tour of
i
the specialist engineering facilities at the College’s
City Campus. Roballo Engineering in Peterlee (a
SUNDERLAND COLLEGE
Thyssen Krupp Rothe Erde company) arranged
www.sunderlandcollege.ac.uk
the visit for apprentices from Dortmund who were @sunderlandcol
visiting the North East.
The German apprentices also had the
opportunity to meet advanced manufacturing
and engineering apprentices who are studying
at Sunderland College and training with local
employers Calsonic Kansei and ZF, to compare
their apprenticeship training with their British
counterparts.
Enriching the student experience with industry
standard facilities and work practices is one way of
many that the college is continuing to support skills
development and growth in these key sectors.
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ADVERTISING FEATURE – RETAIL
Karpet Mills

EXPERIENCE COUNTS
Joel Dickinson, operations director at Karpet Mills, reveals how the skills of the team have helped
develop the 140-year-old business

i
KARPET MILLS
www.karpetmills.co.uk
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K

arpet Mills recently celebrated its
140th year of business, and it has given
the team a chance to reflect on how we
have maintained our success for such a
long period of time, while continuing
to grow and adapt the company to stay at the top
of the sector.
Established in 1878, the company has six
generations of experience to draw upon and has
ridden the peaks and pits of the North East’s retail
economy over the decades.

With five outlets operating across the region,
a thriving commercial arm and a brand new,
purpose-built head office facility unveiled in late
2018, the business and our team is growing faster
than ever.
Central to the success of Karpet Mills has always
been our dedicated and hardworking sales force;
they are the real heart and soul of the business.
Many of our staff have been in the flooring trade
for their whole careers and some have seen three
different generations of Dickinsons at the helm.
Professional sales is a difficult skill to perfect.
The people of the North East are famed for their
real grit, determination and work ethic, but we
have recognised that this needs nurturing in order
to make a great salesperson.
The breadth and depth of experience in our
team is second to none. The knowledge base
and skill set required to thrive in the flooring
retail sector is not something that can be picked
up overnight. It takes years to hone and perfect
– something that we are continually striving to
improve across our workforce.
The growth of the business has seen a focused
and ever-evolving programme of training for our
staff. We continuously invest in our team, helping
each and every one of them to develop their skills
in order to reach their maximum potential. By
setting targets and goals for our staff, they all have
something to strive towards but perhaps more
importantly, opportunities to grow and learn, no
matter how long they have been working in the
industry. When new staff join our team, we make
a conscious effort to ensure the learning process is
two-way; there is always something new to know.
One of the main factors that sets us apart from
our competition is our level of customer service
and genuinely expert advice. Our staff pride
themselves on providing our customers with the
right answer, rather than trying to simply make
a quick sale. We firmly believe that this is one of
the main reasons why so many of our customers
return back to us year after year and why we have
continued to be so successful over the last 140
years.

ADVERTISING FEATURE – LAW

Hay & Kilner

THE KEY TO PRENUPTIAL
AGREEMENTS
By Nicola Matthews, head of the family law department at Hay & Kilner Law Firm in Newcastle

P

renuptial agreements were once the
preserve of Hollywood film stars but
over the years, they have gradually
become increasingly common.
A prenuptial agreement is a
contract signed between a couple at least 21 days
before they get married, which sets out how their
assets will be divided in the event of divorce.
They are an inherently difficult concept in
themselves as they implicitly acknowledge the
possibility that, at the time that a soon-to-bemarried couple should be focusing completely
on a future life of endless wedded bliss, there is a
chance that their particular love story won’t end up
being entirely hearts and flowers.
With roughly two in five UK marriages
currently ending in divorce, it’s not difficult to
make the argument that this could be the case.
But this doesn’t make things any easier, especially
if – as is often the case – it is the parents of one
of the parties that suggests or insists on such an
arrangement due to one party being wealthier than
the other because of gifts or inheritances received
as a result of efforts made by the parents.
At this moment in time, prenuptial agreements
are not binding in the divorce court but are taken
into account as one of the circumstances of the
case. And if the court thinks that the agreement
provides a fair outcome, it could make the
agreement legally binding.
Each party should engage their own solicitor as
part of the process and should also be absolutely
transparent about all the assets that they own.
Every prenuptial agreement is tailored to the
individual circumstances of the couple involved.
While agreements often state that any assets
brought into the marriage, or assets received by
way of gifts from family and inheritances during
the marriage, will remain each individual’s
property if they divorce, this need not be the case,
and couples can state what outcome they would
prefer if they divorce.
Monies earned by a couple during their
marriage may be added up and divided between

them, but it can be difficult to put a financial value
on some aspects of a marriage, such as raising
children.
One partner may have worked all hours of the
day to build a successful business that they might
consider, in the event of a divorce, to be wholly
down to their efforts, but if the other party had not
stayed at home and taken on the vast majority of
the responsibility for bringing up the kids, would it
have even been possible for the former to spend so
much time making the business so successful?
Regular review clauses also ought to be included
in any agreement which either mark particular
landmarks in a marriage, such as the arrival of
children, the marriage lasting for a certain number
of years or if any specific foreseeable situations
arise, like one of the parties becoming disabled or
incapacitated.
It’s crucial that any couples considering a
prenuptial agreement talk openly and honestly
about whether this step could be right for their
relationship. Couples must also ensure they get
expert advice as early as possible about what they
should be doing if they do decide to go down this
road.

i
HAY & KILNER
Established in 1946, Hay & Kilner
is one of North East England’s
leading independent law firms
and provides a comprehensive
legal service to clients both
within and outside the region.
www.hay-kilner.co.uk
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ADVERTISING FEATURE – FINANCE
Sanlam

SIX PLACES TO FIND LOST MONEY
There is thought to be up to £77 billion in unclaimed money sitting in forgotten investments,
pensions, insurance and bank accounts in the UK. Sheila Tindle, senior portfolio manager and head
of Sanlam North East, shares her top tips on how to find out if any of it is yours
Old bank and building society accounts
According to the Money Advice Service, there is
£850 million sitting unclaimed in British accounts.
You can check if you have forgotten money by
using a free online service called My Lost Account
(www.mylostaccount.org.uk). It covers more than
30 banks and all 44 UK building societies. It is
particularly useful if the bank or building society
has closed or merged. Banks and building societies
say they aim to respond within three months.

P
i
SANLAM
For more information about
reclaiming money, contact Sheila
on:
01642 931 200
sheila.tindle@sanlam.co.uk
Sanlam Private Wealth is
authorised and regulated by the
Financial Conduct Authority.
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ensions
There’s more than £5 billion in
forgotten pension schemes in the
UK, according to the Pension
Tracing Service. It’s easy to lose track
of your pensions – especially if you move home
and/or change your name, and neglect to update
your personal details. But there are ways you can
track this money down. The Pension Tracing
Service (www.pensiontracingservice.com) is free
and impartial, and you can start the process online.
You will then be sent documents which you need
to sign for them to search on your behalf. There’s
also a free service offered by the Pensions Advisory
Service (www.pensionsadvisoryservice.org.uk).
Investments
If you think you might hold shares in a company,
but you have no record of them and cannot
find the share certificates, you can ask one
or all of the three main company registrars:
Capita, Computershare and Equiniti. They’ll
search their records for free but will charge
you a fee for issuing a replacement certificate.
Alternatively, the Investment Association (www.
theinvestmentassociation.org) or the Association
of Investment Companies (www.theaic.co.uk)
might be able to help.

Premium Bonds
NS&I reports that there are more than 1.5 million
unclaimed prizes worth more than £60 million.
The My Lost Account (www.mylostaccount.org.
uk) service can trace any forgotten Premium
Bonds. You can then find out if you hold a prizewinning number by visiting www.nsandi.com
and filling in the online form. NS&I says it will
respond within one month. Any Bonds bought
more than 30 years ago are likely to be individually
numbered. To get a bond holder’s number, you can
write to NS&I at Glasgow, G58 1SB.
Child Trust Funds
Tax-free Child Trust Funds saw children born
between 2002 and 2011 given a government bonus
of £250 each, but over one million such bonuses
have not been claimed. According to The Share
Centre, as of June this year, as much as £1 billion
could be lost. To find out if you, or more accurately
your child, might be one of them, simply submit a
request via www.gov.uk. You’ll need a Government
Gateway ID, which you will already have if you
submit a tax return.
Lost insurance policies
You can hold a life insurance policy for many
years and because of this they are easily forgotten.
Unclaimed Assets UK, which helps to trace lost
money, estimates there is £2 billion languishing in
unclaimed life insurance. To find out if a deceased
person had a life insurance policy, it can be helpful
to go through old bank statements to see if any
premiums were paid.

ADVERTISING FEATURE – MEDIA

Projector

FIVE ELEMENTS OF A
SUCCESSFUL BRAND
Phil Lowery, managing director of brand communications agency Projector, outlines the most
significant characteristics of a winning brand in today’s market

B

uilding a powerful brand takes more
than just a good name and an eyecatching logo. A carefully-crafted
and strategised brand can help
build your reputation and give you
an invaluable edge in today’s competitive market.
Here are five of the best qualities you can adopt to
enhance the success of your brand this year…
A strategic brand identity
Creating and maintaining a memorable brand
identity can strengthen your business on a number
of levels. It’s the image you want your brand to
project to the world – who you are, what you stand
for and why you’re different. Done right, your
brand identity can be one of your business’ most
valuable assets.
When working with a new client, we always run
a range of research tasks and workshops to unearth
the true essence of their brand. With luxury
boutique hotel Walwick Hall, this research led us
to a gap in the market, allowing us to position its
brand and values in a way that we knew would
firmly set it aside from the competition.
Making – and keeping – a brand promise
Your brand promise should be the experience
consumers can expect to receive every time they
interact with your brand. It’s not about a clever line
or a great slogan. Rather, it needs to be something
you can genuinely stand behind that makes you
better than others – your brand’s ‘why’. The more
you can deliver on that promise, the more you will
matter in the minds of your audience.
An effective tone of voice
If your brand were a person, how would it sound?
Playful and fun, or educational and serious? An
engaging tone of voice is not about what you say
but how you say it. It should be able to quickly
convey your brand’s personality, values and way of
thinking to the rest of the world.
Experience tells us the way a brand
communicates with its audience is as important as

the products or services it offers. It’s the character
of your business – the thing that people will
remember you by – so striking the right tone is
crucial.
Understanding the importance of consistency
Exposing your target audience to consistent
communications, visual branding, and other brand
elements repeatedly can help breed familiarity and
trust. The more consistent your brand, the more
recognisable it’ll be – and the more recognisable it
is, the more consumers will trust it. Once you have
built a reputation through consistency, you’ll have
more flexibility to evolve, expand and experiment
with new techniques or platforms. Which leads us
on to…
The ability to embrace change
In today’s hyper-competitive environment, it’s
important you’re able to keep up with the way
consumers think and buy. Powerful brands
understand that to stay ahead they must evolve
as technology changes and new trends emerge.
Whether you’ve got a team of creative minds on
hand to tap into new ideas or you enlist the help
of a creative agency, you’ll find there are plenty of
rewards to reap when you’re open to new ways of
thinking.

i
PROJECTOR
If you’re interested in finding out
how Projector can help get your
brand noticed, contact Phil on:
phil@yourprojector.com
www.yourprojector.com
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Totally
texture
A L L CLOT H E S M O N S O O N
WWW. M O N S O O N. C O. U K
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Left: Co ord jumper £70, skirt £65, Renee bag £39
Center: Mongolian fur jacket £99, Shelia Shirred blouse £39, Mavi jeans £49
Right: Brooklyn Boucle coatigan £70, Wow silver dress £99
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Below: Selena spot dress £99
Right: Missy velvet jumpsuit £99, Gabi Glitter court shoe £45
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SPORT – Peter Bakare

BORN MOTIVATOR
Former Olympian Peter Bakare has swapped the volleyball court for the school playground in order to challenge the
children of the North East to change their diets and live healthier lives. Simon Rushworth reports

S

uccess didn’t come easy for Peter
Bakare. Dealt the most difficult
of hands as a child growing up in
London’s Canning Town, there
were times when his single parent
mother was forced to rely on the support of
a local friary in order to keep her family fed.
There were no special treats, no lavish trips and
no access to the latest technology.
“We had friars in the area and they had a
shelter which supported local families and
distributed food,” recalls Peter. “We relied
on their help massively. They even gave me a
typewriter which allowed me to explore my
passion for writing – without their help I’m not
sure I’d be where I am today.
“It wasn’t easy, but it gave me a unique
perspective. And it led me towards the place I’m
at now. When I look back at how I ate as a child,
the one thing I remember is that sweets and
treats were so expensive. As a result, they were
out of reach for me and my sister.
“Rice, by contrast, was cheap as chips. Or
cheaper than chips! I just didn’t have the chance
to eat loads of cakes and stuff and at the same
time I was always playing outside because we
couldn’t afford a PlayStation.
“These days, it’s a lot easier for young people
to eat poorly and take very little exercise. I
might not have realised it at the time but my
personal circumstances actually helped me
health-wise.”
What a teenage Peter lacked in many of life’s
perceived basics was offset by the unswerving
support of his mother and a determination
to realise his dreams. Still to hit his 30s, it’s
testimony to the Newcastle-based entrepreneur’s
unflinching self-belief that he’s gone on to
achieve more in a decade than most will manage
in a lifetime.
Sport, albeit a significant chapter in a classic
underdog tale, is only part of Peter’s incredible
story. Prior to picking up a volleyball for the
first time, the aspiring animation artist saw

88

his fledgling work displayed at the National
Portrait Gallery in London and it was that first
brush with success that led to theatre work,
scriptwriting and more.
“I always wanted to do animation and create a
cartoon from the off,” explains Peter, the brains
behind the brand new Nutri Troops brand and
creator of a series of colourful characters aimed
at tackling the growing crisis in child obesity.
“I used to draw caricatures and for a while, as
a kid, that’s how I used to express myself. When
I wanted to take my art more seriously I entered
a competition. That led to my work being
displayed as part of London Platform art and in
the National Portrait Gallery.
“At that point, I was told by industry experts
that in order to progress in animation I needed
to learn about lighting and acting. I needed to
understand how to bring my characters to life
and make them more convincing. I tried standup comedy and bombed at it! But I went back on
stage and joined the youth group at the Stratford
Theatre Royal.
“I also did some radio and I’d joined the
Talawa writing group. My writing was seen by
E4 which was putting together the first series of
Skins. I was asked to go to a London basement
and was handed a 60-page script to critique. I
felt way out of my depth and admitted as much
to the television people but they valued my
honesty and took me on.
“I was 17 when I got the chance to work
on the Skins’ scripts. It was a God-given
opportunity. Not long after that, I started
playing volleyball. I loved the work I was doing
with Skins but I struggled to do both – and
complete my college work.
“In the end, I chose volleyball. When it came
to deciding where my future lay, I was given
some great advice: my body won’t be in its
prime for long but I can use my mind for a long
time after the body has passed its peak!”
Peter smiles when he admits that time is now.
But the initial advice proved to be prophetic.
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Within five years, he was mixing with the
world’s greatest athletes and representing his
country at a hometown Olympic games. “I
could actually see the theatre in Stratford, where
I used to perform, from my window in the
athletes’ village,” he recalls, as he looks back on
the life-changing experience that was London
2012.
“For the majority of the people competing, it
was an exciting opportunity to perform in front
of a passionate British crowd and experience
everything that our wonderful capital can offer.
For me, it was different. For me, it was a case of
coming home.”
Having sidelined his burgeoning
scriptwriting career and put animation on the
backburner, Peter had thrown his heart and
soul into volleyball – a sport that had been
assured its place at London 2012 despite a lack
of mainstream recognition.
“My basketball coach at college was also
a volleyball coach and he asked me to start
playing the latter,” adds Peter. “I was 18 and I’d
never picked up a volleyball.
“I was very reluctant to play. I didn’t really
want to. I found myself constantly dunking the
ball and giving points away. But my coach must
have seen something. He kept telling me to stick
with it and keep trying.
“As a college, we performed well in the British
Championships and went on to play at the
London Youth Games. In one of the first games,
I went up against my namesake – and future
Team GB team mate – Dami Bakare and after
the game his coach encouraged me to attend the
England junior training camp and try out for
the national team.”
In what was a whirlwind ascension from
absolute beginner to fully fledged international,
Peter won a senior England cap within
months and went on to win his place in the
GB development squad. Animation was
also suddenly back on the cards. “The GB
squad was based in Sheffield and the city’s
Hallam University offered me a place studying
animation. But I flunked my studies. I failed

the first year and started again in the second
but I struggled to commit to my course and my
sport. It was my first time living away and I just
couldn’t cope. I’d do things differently now.”
If not an escape route, then the offer of a twoyear full-time contract playing volleyball for the
Dutch club Landstede at least allowed Peter to
focus fully on his sport. Determined to bounce
back from the disappointment of quitting his
degree course, one of the rising stars of British
volleyball sought solace in his sporting dreams.
“I needed the change but it meant I didn’t
really feel part of the GB group back in
Sheffield,” he adds. “I didn’t really feel the buzz
in the lead up to London 2012 that the other
players did. I didn’t play too much in Holland,
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which didn’t help – I was inexperienced and
playing in a very tough league.
“I suffered from anxiety and nerves and I
think the other guys were getting way more
excited about the Olympics than me. In March
of 2012, a 30-man squad was named and I was
included – it was going to get whittled down to
12 and that was my ultimate target. But even at
a very late stage, there was no certainty that I’d
play at the Olympics.”
That Peter did make the final cut – and go on
to top score on his London 2012 debut against
Italy in front of a capacity Copper Box Arena
crowd, just a stone’s throw from his family home
– convinced him that dreams can come true.
“That’s my message to the children I work
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with today,” he adds. “I came from nowhere and
represented my country at an Olympic Games.
If I can do it, anyone can.”
Catapulted from the relative obscurity of
the Dutch top division into a goldfish bowl of
media attention – with the added pressure of
‘homegrown hero’ status – Peter initially found
it hard to appreciate his privileged position.
“I didn’t really understand how special it
was to be competing at an Olympic Games
until I started to mix with other athletes,” he
adds. “I thought I knew what it was all about
when it came to representing my country at an
international event. But that went out of the
window when I was suddenly rubbing shoulders
with Serena Williams, Ryan Giggs, Usain Bolt,
Lebron James and Kobe Bryant! That’s when the
whole Olympic experience hit home. These were
world stars I’d only ever seen on the television
and suddenly I was in the same canteen as them
eating my lunch. It blew my mind!”
Seven years down the line and it’s that
Olympic experience, coupled with his love for
animation, that underpins Peter’s mission to
educate future generations about the value of
exercise and healthy eating.
Post-London 2012, he joined Northumbria
University and finally gained that longed-for
degree in animation. At the same time, Peter
became one of the faces of Team Northumbria
– the most successful British volleyball club in
the last decade – and realised his future lay on
Tyneside.
“I look back on my Team Northumbria days
very fondly,” he adds. “That’s when I enjoyed my
volleyball the most and that’s why I put down
roots here.”
His club may be no more but Peter has
maintained his strong links with the university.
“I’m part of Northumbria Enterprise,” he adds.
“Graduates and students can start up a business
venture and access various support. You get

legal advice and help with accountancy. It’s like
they see your idea as a pile of Lego pieces and
then they help you to put those pieces together.”
Two years ago, Peter started building Nutri
Troops – the groundbreaking programme aimed
at encouraging primary age children to achieve
positive goals through exercise and healthy
eating, inspired by animated heroes and villains.
In 2019, he is rolling out Nutri Troops across
Tyneside with plans to expand into London later
this year.
“After I stopped paying volleyball, I struggled
to get a job and I started to research advertising
theory and trends relating to children,” he adds.
“I looked at characters like Tony the Tiger and
the Coco Pops monkey and the kids always
recognised them.
“But there was one set of characters that
children simply didn’t recognise and they were
the characters promoting healthy eating and
nutrition. The exceptions were the Olympic
mascots but they only had a very brief effect
every four years.
“Nutri Troops is based on the story of the
Olympic mascots and what happens during
that four-year cycle between games. It’s about
the ongoing battle that exists between those
characters fighting to promote healthy eating
and those encouraging us to eat unhealthy
foods. It’s a fun approach to tackling a very
serious problem and the children are rewarded
for taking part in activities at home and at
school.
“I’ve designed the characters myself and been
able to bring them to life. Gateshead Council
saw something positive in what I was doing and
gave me the opportunity to take my idea into
schools. They are such a proactive council when
it comes to finding something different that can
benefit the health and well-being of their pupils.
I’m convinced that together we can make a real
difference.”

NUTRI TROOPS
www.nutritroops.com
peter@nutritroops.com
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FOOD AND DRINK - Recipe of the month

Vegan mushroom
and leek pie

Veganism doesn’t mean you must say goodbye to hearty home cooking. Try this mushroom and leek pie
recipe by Aimee Ryan of Wallflower Kitchen, created for The Vegan Society
Serves 4
Ingredients
1 tbsp olive oil
2 medium leeks, trimmed and sliced into discs
3 cloves garlic, minced
500g button mushrooms
1 tsp dried mixed herbs
A pinch of salt and pepper
For the sauce:
1 tbsp vegan margarine
2 tbsp plain flour
350ml dairy-free milk
1/8 tsp ground nutmeg
A pinch of salt and pepper
1 roll vegan puff pastry (or gluten-free, if needed)
4 tbsp dairy-free milk, for glazing

Method
• Add the olive oil to a large saucepan on a medium heat. Fry
the leeks and garlic for two minutes to soften.
• Add the mushrooms, herbs, salt and pepper and stir for a
minute. Place the lid on top and cook for eight minutes.
• Meanwhile, in a small saucepan, melt the vegan margarine on
medium heat. Add the flour and stir until combined. Slowly
add in the milk, a tablespoon at a time and whisk, until you
have a smooth thick mixture. Stir in the nutmeg and season
with salt and pepper.
• Combine the cooked leeks and mushrooms with the sauce and
leave to cool completely.
• Make sure your puff pastry is at room temperature (if using
frozen, leave at room temperature overnight) and preheat the
oven to 200C.
• Add the leek and mushroom mixture to a pie dish and top
with the puff pastry, cutting off any excess pastry around the
edges.
• Crimp the edges using a fork and score a criss-cross pattern on
the top with a sharp knife. Finally, dip a pastry brush in a little
dairy-free milk and brush the top of the pie, to help it brown.
• Cook for 25 minutes until golden brown. Serve straight away.

THE VEGAN SOCIETY
www.vegansociety.com
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BUSINESS LUNCH - Blacks Corner

BUSINESS LUNCH:
BLACKS CORNER
Chloe Holmes visits speciality delicatessen, bar and eatery Blacks Corner

S
BLACKS CORNER
www.blackscorner.co.uk
Instagram – @blackscorner
hello@blackscorner.co.uk
0191 536 3762
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et on a picturesque street in East
Boldon, Blacks Corner opened
in 2017 and is the realisation of
a dream for two locals, Jonathan
Dryden and Chris Lowden.
Originally built in 1918 by George Black, the
beautiful Edwardian building has established
itself as a cornerstone of the village.
The bar and eatery has been expertly
renovated, with a warm and inviting décor.
Exposed brick walls, marble finishing details
and an open fireplace creates an atmospheric
venue – the perfect spot for a catch up over
lunch, or a relaxing glass of wine or two.
The team is passionate about sourcing small
batch and artisan produce, and this is evidently
clear in their hand-picked menu of British farm
cheeses and cured meats, as well as freshly
baked bread, homemade chutney and onions
pickled in-house.
The substantial menu includes flatbreads,
sharing boards, crostini, small plates, salads and
brunch, with plenty of dishes to appeal to the
taste of every diner.
And it is apparent the venture has been a

Welsh smoked belly pancetta and
Kirkham’s Lancashire flatbread
£12

Welsh free range cured duck,
mango chutney, ricotta and
poppy seeds £10.50

success. On a busy weekday afternoon, my
colleague and I were seated at a spacious table in
the window overlooking the garden, surrounded
by tables of family and friends enjoying lunch.
With so many appetising dishes to choose
from, we decided to opt for a few sharing plates
including the pork belly pancetta, mushroom
and honey flatbread and the smoked duck breast
and mango crostini – both well-presented and
packed with flavour.
The stand-out dish on this occasion, however,
was the Blacks Corner sharing board with the
chef ’s selection – priced at a reasonable £20 –
which comprised a delicious offering of farm
house cheeses, cured meats, handmade crackers,
toasted sourdough, chutneys and pickles.

All of the cheeses served at Blacks Corner are
specially sourced from farms across the British
Isles and matured in London neighbourhood
Bermondsey, before being supplied to the North
East.
The Colston Basset stilton, sourced from
Nottinghamshire, boasted a light buttery and
creamy texture, and the Smoked Cuddy’s Cave,
produced by local supplier Doddington Farm in
Northumberland, was full of smokey flavour.
And for the carnivore, we recommend you
try the charcuterie award-winning venison with
green pepper sustainably sourced from Fort
William in Scotland – perfectly delicate and
light.
To complement your lunch, there is a
selection of speciality coffee and loose-leaf tea
grown in England, or if you fancy a tipple, you
can pair your lunch with an organic wine, ale or
cocktail.
As a newly-discovered gem for both me
and my colleague, we will most definitely be
returning to Blacks Corner.

Blacks Corner board – three
British cured meats, three British
farm house cheeses, handmade
crackers, toasted sourdough with
chutneys and pickles from the
deli £20

Farmhouse bread, Spanish oil and
balsamic £4
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HEALTH & FITNESS – Katie Bulmer-Cooke

WHAT ARE THE SKILLS TO
TRAIN?
Katie Bulmer-Cooke shares which skills are essential to your health and fitness goals

I
KATIE BULMER-COOKE
07725 889 957
Instagram: @katiebulmercooke
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n keeping with this issue’s focus of skills,
I’m going to share the skills that I’ve seen
my most successful clients acquire and
utilise when it comes to achieving their
health and fitness goals.
Whether it’s reducing body fat percentage or
training for a half-marathon, achieving these
things doesn’t happen by chance and can’t be
achieved without sharpening up in certain areas.
In many ways, it’s like climbing the career
ladder and upgrading your job – if you want to
upgrade your health and fitness, you’ve got to
demonstrate capability in a range of different
skills.
The first skill required is strategic planning.
You need to know exactly what you want to
achieve and the steps required to get there. It’s
easy to say you want to lose weight or you want
to be better at running, but the skill is in being
able to define exactly how much weight you want
to lose or how far/fast you want to run.
When setting this end goal, there is also

skill required to ensure that it is achievable yet
challenging and you need to be able to break the
long-term goal down into smaller short-term
goals along the way.
The next skill needed is organisation coupled
with great time management. Whether it’s
planning your meals and making the time to
batch cook or scheduling your workouts in your
diary, the ability to be organised and manage
your time effectively is key to long-term success.
If you don’t sharpen up in these areas you’ll
find yourself eating on the hop, limiting your
choice of healthy options and often resulting in a
higher calorie consumption.
Similarly with exercise, if you don’t make
exercise appointments with yourself and plan
out your training time slots in advance, it’s much
more likely that you’ll end up skipping sessions
and not completing the required number of
workouts to get you to your goal.
Finally, you need to be adaptable. The road to
health and fitness is rarely a smooth one. You’ll
have to navigate social occasions, travel with
work, family commitments and other factors and
events that may well mean you need to deviate
slightly from the plan you originally set out. For
example, if you need to stay overnight in a hotel
for a work trip but the hotel has no gym facility,
you need to be able to think of alternative ways
to ensure you get your workout in, such as doing
a body weight workout in your hotel room, or
even packing a resistance band in your case.
Just like self development in the workplace,
acquiring new skills and improving existing ones
in the world of health and fitness can result in
big rewards.
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ARTS - Culture in

CULTURE IN
Richard Dawson looks at the latest books, DVDs, music and television to enjoy in the comfort of your own home

BOOK: ORIGINS BY LEWIS DARTNELL
When we talk about history, we think of things like great
leaders, mass migration and decisive wars. But in this
fascinating read, Professor Lewis Dartnell looks at how the
Earth itself has determined our destiny. In claiming things
like how mountainous terrain led to the development of
democracy in Greece, Origins makes some bold arguments.
But by drawing on billions of years of Earth’s history,
Professor Dartnell speaks with authority about our place
in it. Origins is a must-read for anyone who wants to know
more about where we come from and who we are.
Out now
www.penguin.co.uk

SERIES: RUSSIAN DOLL
DVD: FIRST MAN
First Man tells the world-historic
story of the first manned mission to
the moon, focusing on the decade
leading up to the Apollo 11 flight. It’s
a film that sees Ryan Gosling at his
artistic best. He’s joined by Claire
Foy (The Crown) in a motion picture
that looks at the events leading up
to July 1969 from the perspective of
the Armstrong family. It’s a thrilling,
visceral and intimate account of
one of the most dangerous missions
in history, told through the prism
of triumph and cost for those who
made it possible.
Out February 18
www.amazon.co.uk

Netflix shows no signs of slowing down
in its mission to dominate the market for
streaming content. Russian Doll is the
latest instalment in that effort. Featuring
Natasha Lyonne who starred in one of
Netflix’ early hits, Orange is the New
Black, this new Groundhog Day-inspired
series follows Nadia on her journey as
the guest of a seemingly inescapable
party in New York City. Inescapable in
the sense that Nadia keeps on dying only
to wake up back at her own birthday party. The writing is sharp, the deaths imaginative, and
the mythology goes harder and deeper than you’d expect.
Out now
www.netflix.com

ALBUM: MERCURY REV, BOBBIE GENTRY’S ‘THE
DELTA SWEETE’ REVISITED
This reimagining of Bobbie Gentry’s forgotten masterpiece
features an incredible cast of guest vocalists including Norah
Jones, Beth Orton, Lucinda Williams and many more. From their
recording lair in New York’s Catskill Mountains, Mercury Rev
honour Gentry’s creative triumph with spacious invention and
hallucinatory flair. The Delta Sweete Revisited offers a chance to
hear an over-looked masterpiece presented in an entirely new
light, combining a vocal cast of women with the psychedelic indie
sound that made Mercury Rev famous. This reformation of a forgotten Americana classic is a
must for anyone familiar with the genre.
Out February 8
www.bellaunionstore.com
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ARTS - Culture out

CULTURE OUT

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

THEATRE:
APPROACHING
EMPTY

FILM: GREEN BOOK
The year is 1962. A white bouncer from an Italian-American
neighbourhood in the Bronx is hired to drive a world-class black pianist
across the segregated Deep South of America. What could possibly go
wrong? Green Book is an uplifting story of an odds-defying friendship
that demands to be told on the big screen. Moonlight star Mahershala
Ali is joined by Viggo Mortensen in this epic journey, which sees two
characters with very different views of the world confronted by racism,
danger as well as unexpected humanity and humour. This is a film of
survival and friendship like no other.

Forget friendship!
This is business. At
least, that’s the idea
behind the latest drama
from award-winning
playwright Ishy Din.
Set in a scruffy minicab
office, Approaching
Empty tells the story of two best friends who must confront
the difficulties of going into business with those closest to
them. Mansha decides it’s time to create his own destiny
and offers to buy the business from his lifelong friend Raf.
The rest, as they say, is history. Set in the North East in the
aftermath of Margaret Thatcher’s death, this production lays
bare the everyday struggles of a post-industrial generation
of British men.
February 6 to 23
www.live.org.uk

Out now
www.tynesidecinema.co.uk

EXHIBITION: DA VINCI: A LIFE IN DRAWING

MUSIC: BOOKER T. JONES

This unmissable exhibition at Sunderland Museum and Winter Gardens
features 12 drawings by the great Italian Renaissance painter Leonardo
Da Vinci. It’s part of a UK-wide series to mark the 500th anniversary of
the great polymath’s death. This is a once-in-a-generation opportunity
to see the works of a cultural icon up close. It’s also the biggest
selection of Da Vinci ever presented in the North East. The drawings
have been curated to reflect the full range of Leonardo’s interests
– painting, sculpture, architecture, music and anatomy – and are
understood to be some of the finest examples in the Royal Collection
Trust’s possession.

You can’t say soul music without thinking of Booker T.
Jones. The Rock and Roll Hall of Fame inductee and
Grammy Lifetime Achievement Award recipient has a
greater claim over the genre today than perhaps any other.
He was there at the beginning of Stax Records and made
the Hammond B3 organ famous with his instrumental ‘Green
Onions’. In recent years, Booker T. has been no less prolific,
with a 2011 release winning Grammy awards for best pop
instrumental album. He brings his solo band and a huge
back catalogue of hits to Sage Gateshead. It’s not to be
missed.

Until May 6
www.seeitdoitsunderland.co.uk

February 26
www.sagegateshead.com
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TECHNOLOGY

TECH
Richard Dawson reveals what’s new and improved with the world of gadgets and technology

LEICA Q-P CAMERA

Functionally, the camera is as intuitive and
pragmatic as its stunning ergonomic design.
The controls provide quick access to all relevant
options and opportunities. For example, autofocus can be set either using buttons or via the
touch screen. The auto-focus is outstanding in
its own right, capturing moments with ultimate
sharpness at maximum speed.

Whether your subject involves depth of field, an available-light situation
or a macro photography shot, the Summilux 28mm f/1.7 lens (sold
with the Leica Q-P), provides everything you need to express yourself
photographically. The classic 28mm focal length is perfect for street,
architectural and landscape photography. Whether you’re a beginner, a
hobbyist or a seasoned pro, the Leica Q-P is the full package.
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A statement of
understatement. That’s
how German manufacturer
Leica has described its
latest full-frame, compact
camera, the Leica Q-P.
It’s a camera that’s been
specifically tailored to
fulfil the most stringent
aesthetic and technical
expectations.
Leica is famous for its
simplicity, but the Q-P
takes this to a whole
new level. No logo, but
a discreet, classic Leica
script is engraved on the
top plate, finished off with
matte-black paint and a
redesigned shutter release
button. With its fast lens,
easy and intuitive handling,
the Leica Q-P gives you
the creative freedom that
makes all the difference.
It’s a perfect symbiosis
of design and superior
technology.

£4100
www.leicastore-uk.co.uk

TECHNOLOGY

SAMSUNG SPACE MONITOR
The new Samsung Space Monitor was unveiled
for the first time at the CES 2019 in Las Vegas
last month. Its slim, minimal design promises to
put an end to messy desks, while the powerful
performance allows users to work more
productively – and game, browse and stream
more comfortably – by making it easier to focus
on what’s on the screen, not what’s surrounding
it. It has an innovative height-adjustable stand
allowing users to quickly raise or lower their
screen and also boasts a stunning 4K UHD
display.
UK release date TBC
www.samsung.com

SONOS AMP
The all-new Sonos Amp is a powerful and versatile
home audio hub that powers traditional wired
speakers with sound from nearly any source, and fully
integrates these speakers into Sonos’ easy-to-use
wireless home sound system. It’s the ultimate amplifier
for blending analogue and digital frequencies,
powering stereos and smart home entertainment
simultaneously. Designed to fit into standard AV racks
and capable of powering up to four speakers with
125 watts per channel, the Sonos Amp has more than
enough for even the most demanding set-ups.
£599
www.sonos.com

SONY SRS-XB12
Sony has refreshed its EXTRA BASS wireless speaker
line up, which includes the SRS-XB12 portable Bluetooth
device.
Available in a range of funky colours, the compact
speaker features a passive radiator that works with a
monaural speaker to enhance low-end tones and give
bass a hefty boost. The XB12’s rubber-like coating also
makes it waterproof and dust-proof, while the 16 hours of
battery life ensures the tunes can continue day and night.
Available April, RRP £60
www.sony.co.uk
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LUCKY
NUMBER
SEVEN
With more technological
advancements that deliver
both outstanding comfort
and handling, innovative
driver assistance and
connectivity, the new
BMW 7 Series has set out
its stall as the ultimate
vehicle for car enthusiasts

B

MW has launched its new 7 Series
engine line-up, which will be
available in the UK from April.
In addition to striking exterior
and interior design changes, BMW
has updated the engine range to include a new
eight-cylinder engine and an in-line six-cylinder
unit with plug-in hybrid system offering extended
electric range.
Exterior design
With long wheelbase and short overhangs, a
flowing roofline and the Hofmeister kink (the

upturned line at the trailing edge of the side
window graphic), and a large BMW kidney grille,
the new BMW 7 Series has all the hallmark BMW
design cues.
The new BMW 7 Series also features new Air
Breathers that optimise the flow of air through the
wheel arches and the exhaust system’s tailpipes
are also edged in what are now wider chrome
surrounds and are integrated flush into the lower
section of the rear apron.
Lightweight and optimised aerodynamics
The body structure comprises a material mix of
high-strength steels, aluminium and carbon fibrereinforced plastic (CFRP). The Carbon Core used
for the passenger cell makes a major contribution
not only to the high level of safety, but also to the
handling capabilities.
Interior features
The new BMW 7 Series models are equipped
as standard with a hands-free phone system,
including wireless charging, while rear-seat
entertainment system comprises two ten-inch fullHD displays complete with a Blu-ray player.
The new BMW 7 Series also includes the latest
version of the BMW Touch Command unit. This
removable tablet with a 7-inch screen can be used
from any seat and even outside the vehicle. It
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lets the occupants operate comfort functions
such as seat adjustment, interior lighting and
climate control, as well as the infotainment,
navigation and communication systems. It can
also be used to play external audio and video
files.
Engine range
The new BMW 7 Series is available with
petrol and diesel engines using six, eight
and 12 cylinders as well as a plug-in hybrid
drive system offering an increased electric
range, enhanced performance and lower
consumption. The eight-speed Steptronic
transmission, fitted as standard on all
model variants, has also undergone further
improvement, as has the BMW xDrive
intelligent all-wheel-drive system that can be
combined not just with the petrol and diesel
engines but with the hybrid drive, too.
Driving Experience Control for improved
comfort and handling
The driver can use the Driving Experience
Control switch buttons to select a set-up
option to suit the situation and configure that
set-up individually. In ADAPTIVE mode,
the overall set-up adapts automatically to
the driving style and situation. It responds
to movements of the accelerator pedal and
steering wheel, the position of the gear selector
lever and data from the navigation system
to instantly select the right set-up as the car
moves from city driving to the open road.

Driver assistance
Standard specification for the new BMW 7
Series includes the BMW Intelligent Personal
Assistant – an intelligent, digital helper
who responds to the prompt “Hey, BMW”.
This technology learns routines, habits and
preferences to help the driver get the best out
of the in-car functionality, such as the seat
heating or the places they navigate to. Drivers
can also give the Personal Assistant a name for
even greater individuality and personality.
Connected Navigation with new digital
services
“Connected Navigation” encompasses a
number of digital services to improve and
enhance route planning. In future, drivers of
the new BMW 7 Series will be able to send
destinations from various apps straight to their
car’s navigation system. Another particularly
helpful new feature is the Parking Space
Assistant, which proposes various parking
options to the driver in good time before the
destination is reached.

BMW 7 SERIES
The new BMW 7 Series is on sale
from April 13, 2019 with prices
starting from £69,430.
www.bmw.co.uk
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EVENT - Sintons

SINTONS HEALTHCARE EVENT
More than 200 people attended an annual event hosted by law firm Sintons.
The drinks reception, held at Antler in central Newcastle, attracted professionals from across the healthcare sector in
the North East.
The event, hosted by Sintons’ nationally-known healthcare and neurotrauma teams, has become a much-anticipated
annual occasion.Those in attendance at the alpine-themed bar enjoyed a range of drinks and Bavarian food
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NORTH EAST TIMES’ BREAKFAST
North East Times welcomed around 150 attendees at Northumbria University on January 9 – in association
with Womble Bond Dickinson – for informal networking and refreshments. Attendees from the region’s business
community were the first to receive a copy of the Professional Services issue – with Tim Bailey, founder of Xsite
Architecture and chairman of RIBA North East, on the cover. We were delighted to welcome Tim as guest speaker, as
well as Lucy Winskell, pro vice-chancellor (Employability and Partnerships) at Northumbria University
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ADVERTISING FEATURE - The Lobster Ball

DUST OFF YOUR
GLADRAGS
The Lobster Ball – one of the most highly-anticipated events in the social calendar, providing the opportunity to dress
up, drink, dance and tuck into superb cuisine – returns to Hardwick Hall on May 17

T

he annual Lobster Ball is just
around the corner at Hardwick Hall
Hotel, Sedgefield – and once again
hundreds of merrymakers will be
ensuring that they don’t miss one of
the top nights of the year.
The Lobster Ball is renowned for attracting
some of the UK’s top acts – and this year is no
exception.
Headlining on May 17 is one of the world’s
leading tribute acts, The Bootleg Beatles, who
have had a career almost as long as the Fab Four
themselves, spanning more than 30 years.
The night will also pay tribute to another British
great when Rob Lamberti brings the hits of George
Michael to the stage.
Once described by George Michael himself as
“looking more like George Michael than I do”, he’ll
be going through the singer’s full repertoire, from
his Wham! days to the hits of his solo career.
Also entertaining guests on the night will be
soul singer Diane Shaw, who has performed
alongside the likes of Tito Jackson, Sister Sledge
and The Stylistics, and will bring the magic of
Motown to life at the ball.

As well as musical performances, guests will
also be entertained by compere Steve Walls, who is
a firm favourite among regulars at the Lobster Ball,
and a fashion show featuring the clothes of awardwinning Durham menswear shop Woven.
The black-tie event includes a drinks reception
and canapes and a four-course gourmet lobster

surf and turf menu, created by chefs at the
acclaimed Rib Room Steakhouse and Grill.
And guests can enjoy complimentary wine,
lager and beer throughout the evening, as well as a
Taittinger Champagne bar.
John Adamson, owner of Hardwick Hall Hotel,
believes this year’s ball will be one of the best yet.
“We are always on the lookout for ways to make
the Lobster Ball bigger and better than the year
before and this year is no different.
“The Bootleg Beatles, Diane Shaw and Rob
Lamberti are all incredibly talented performers,
who are sure to put on an amazing show and bring
a real party atmosphere to the evening.
“There’s a lot to look forward to at this year’s
event and it is certain to be a fantastic night in aid
of charity.”

THE LOBSTER BALL
Tickets for the event cost
£145 plus VAT per person.
To book, or for further
information, email events@
hardwickhallhotel.co.uk or
call 01740 620253.
www.hardwickhallhotel.co.uk

The Lobster Ball is offering
a special deal to North East
Times readers. Anyone who
purchases a table of ten
at the event will get two
extra tickets for free. Simply
mention North East Times
when booking tickets via
phone/email.
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INTERVIEW - Jill McKinney

GREATEST FEATS
Jill McKinney, head of skills and training at Sunderland Software City, shares the acts she’s been most inspired by
What is the greatest physical feat you’ve witnessed
by an individual and why?
I had the absolute pleasure of meeting Claire
Lomas while she was in her final leg of the
Great North Run in 2016 using a robotic suit.
Claire is a former event rider who, after a riding
accident in 2007, is paraplegic. Her pure grit and
determination are phenomenal. I have so much
respect for her; she taught me there is no such
thing as ‘can’t’.
What about by a group or team?
As part of our introduction to tech programme
Go-Reboot, we often work with groups of young
people with autism. It’s a huge achievement for
some of them to even come along to our offices on
the first day. However, we’ve seen that with a bit of
support and by working on their areas of interest,
they’re willing to step out of their comfort zones.
They’ve even ended the week presenting their
ideas in front of businesses and taking the next
steps to pursue a career in tech.

SUNDERLAND SOFTWARE CITY
www.sunderlandsoftwarecity.com
@JillSSC
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hat do you consider to
be the greatest feat in
business and why?
Choosing to collaborate,
rather than compete.
Being lucky enough to work in one of the country’s
strongest tech sectors, I see this every day:
businesses that could otherwise see each other
as a threat working together to achieve bigger
and better things. The openness and willingness
to make a real difference has created a fantastic
community and led to some amazing joint
ventures.

Which demonstration of intelligence/mental
strength has most impressed you?
This is a difficult question to answer. Working in
this sector, I get to witness the most incredible
solutions to real life problems every day. I also
see people giving up their careers to pursue their
dreams of becoming self-employed, which anyone
that has been or is self-employed will know is a
real test of mental strength. The North East is the
vanguard in many respects – people leading the
way with good old northern grit.
Which act of generosity has inspired you the most
and why?
A café owner in my home town opens her doors
on Christmas Day to serve lunch to people who
would ordinarily spend the day on their own.
She doesn’t charge for this and all her staff are
volunteers. Having a family of her own, she
understands the importance of having people
around you on days like this. Acts of generosity
and kindness like this make me feel so humble and
inspire me to do things that help to make a real
difference to people’s lives.
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