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EDITOR’S WORD 
Welcome

This issue was supposed to be our Brexit 
Issue, providing the chance for our 
writers and advertisers to reflect on 
the withdrawal agreement the UK had 
secured before leaving the EU on the 

29th of the month. But with negotiations in chaos 
and political infighting rife, garnering opinion 
and predictions about what’s going to happen this 
month and beyond have been near impossible – 
hence our refocus to the International Issue. 

In compiling this issue, though, I have become 
more optimistic about the future of the North 
East – despite some punishing reports that 
predict a disproportionally negative impact of 

Brexit – whatever form that takes, if at all – on our 
region. The reason is that I’ve heard numerous 
stories where North East-based enterprises are 
achieving great things on a global stage, and experts 
predicting international opportunities for our 
region’s businesses to benefit from. 

In my job, I’m privileged to speak to many bright, 
passionate and innovative people in the North East 
who I know will strive for success no matter what 
challenges face them. 

So whatever the future holds for our region, 
North East Times remains committed to telling you 
about its successes. 

I hope that you enjoy this issue.

Welcome to the International Issue. 

Editor’s Word...

ALISON COWIE
alison@netimesmagazine.co.uk

07961091522

@AlisonNETimes

NET

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

1420 acres of land on the former Redcar steelworks site has been 
acquired by the South Tees Development Corporation (STDC) after 
Tees Valley Mayor Ben Houchen formally signed off the deal on 
February 21. The site acquired represents half of all developable land.

Tata Steel Europe’s board approved the deal last month, and it was 
subsequently agreed by the Development Corporation board. As well 
as the land, it also includes almost 2km of prime river frontage to 
accommodate even more investors.

The move now enables the Development Corporation to start 
further negotiations with potential investors and press ahead with 
projects that are already earmarked for the site. The most advanced 
projects looking to base themselves on the site are expected be on 
Tata land – the most immediately developable section of the South 
Tees Development Corporation site.

In January, Northern Powerhouse Minister Jake Berry MP 
confirmed that the Development Corporation’s bid for £14 million 
to unlock the first of these projects had been successful. This means 
work on the newly-acquired land could begin as early as this year, 
with the projects having the potential to create hundreds of jobs for 
local workers.

Mayor Houchen said: “The site we have acquired is about the size 
of Gibraltar and it marks such an important part in our journey to 
bring the site back to life.

“It has taken a lot of blood, sweat and tears, but it means we can go 
back to our pipeline of investors and show them that we now have the 
land for their huge, multi-million pound projects.”

DEVELOPMENT

STDC agrees deal for 1420 
aces at former steelworks

BULLETIN

EDUCATION

North East businesses to benefit from 
working with Chinese students
The North East has been chosen to pilot a work experience scheme, 
which will help build a relationship with China.

The Chinese Government in the city of Wuhan is funding 
Hireshared Talent Consulting in a bid to give students at the region’s 
universities the opportunity to get real experience in their chosen 
career.

Businesses that sign up for the scheme, which has no cost to them, 
can also benefit from a financial reward for each student they take.

Dr Yoco Cao, who is running Hireshared in the North East, said:
“This is a great opportunity for businesses from all sectors – from 

architecture to engineering, from digital to design – to have support 
from students and at the same time give them some real experience.” 

Mayor Houchen signs deal to secure half of 
all developable land on the former Redcar 
steelworks site
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INVESTMENT

Venator launches bright 
ideas fund
Teesside-based global manufacturing company 
Venator has launched a £10,000 Bright Ideas Fund 
to inspire innovation and stimulate learning in 
STEM subjects across the North East region.

The Bright Ideas Fund will give 40 grants of 
£250 to groups and organisations that encourage 
innovative ideas within science, engineering, 
technology and maths. Applications will run until 
midnight March 31, 2019. 

LEISURE

Bumper year of investment 
for Parkdean Resorts
National holiday park operator, Parkdean 
Resorts, has set out investment plans of £40.7m 
across its estate, with a primary focus on new 
accommodation for the 2019 holiday season.

As part of this, the company – which has its 
central support office in Gosforth – has pledged 
over £2m to enhance its five holiday parks across 
the North East, £892,000 of which will bring 45 
new accommodation units. 

National news 
Service sector optimism 
deteriorating 

Optimism across the service 
sector fell sharply in the 
three months to February, 
while business volumes and 
profitability continued to fall, 
according to the latest CBI 
Service Sector Survey.

The quarterly survey 
revealed that sentiment 
declined among both 
business and professional 
services and consumer 
services firms. In the 
business and professional 
services sector – which 
includes accountancy, 
legal and marketing firms – 
optimism about the business 
situation fell at the fastest 
pace since financial crisis. 
Sentiment in the consumer 
services sector – which 
includes hotels, bars, 
restaurants, travel and leisure 
firms – also deteriorated, 
at the fastest pace since 
August 2016.

Water company named as 
top employer
 
Northumbrian Water has 
received national recognition 
for being a top employer 
by securing a spot in the 
2019 Sunday Times 25 Best 
Big Companies to Work 
For list. The company, 
which provides water and 
waste services to 2.7 million 
customers in the North 
East, and water services 
to 1.8 million customers in 
Essex and Suffolk, employs 
more than 3000 people 
across its operating areas 
and has been named as 
a top employer by the 
Sunday Times 25 Best 
Big Companies to Work 
For, ranking on the list in 
19thplace.

 

LAW

Law firm announces 
ambitious growth plans
St James’ Square, which recently hit £1.55 million 
turnover, has announced plans to double in size 
over the next 12 months. The commercial law 
firm – which will celebrate its second birthday this 
month – trebled 2017’s turnover last year and now 
is focused on doubling its client base, turnover and 
team in 2019.

LIFE SCIENCES

Newcastle Helix to host life 
science accelerator
BioCity, the UK’s largest life science incubator, 
has been appointed by Newcastle City Council 
to run a life science accelerator and business 
support programme from The Biosphere, which 
is based on Newcastle Helix. BioCity will focus on 
creating and growing small businesses through 
the acceleration of entrepreneurial activity and the 
commercialisation of ideas within life sciences. 
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ENGINEERING

MBO creates new 
engineering business
A new advanced engineering business has 
been established in the North East following a 
management buyout (MBO) of a UK division of a 
multinational organisation. Michael Baker and Paul 
Seccombe, a pair of experienced engineers from 
the region, have acquired the Power Generation 
and Aerospace Solutions (PGAS) division to 
establish GadCap Technical Solutions Ltd, with the 
support of RG Corporate Finance. 

TECH

Advantex wins £2 million worth of new contracts
Advantex has won more than £2 million worth of new contracts since November 2018. Hitachi Rail 
is investing further with the Gateshead-based firm, placing additional undisclosed orders for network 
infrastructure services to support its nationwide network of train depots, following an initial investment in 
Cisco technology in early 2018. The Gateshead-based firm, which expects to see a 27 per cent increase in 
turnover in 2018/19, is also recruiting for an additional ten new roles.

FINANCE

Perspective Financial makes 
further acquisition
Perspective Financial Group Ltd, the national 
financial planning and wealth management group, 
has announced the acquisition of North West-
based IFA practice, Investment Principles Ltd. 
This comes less than a month after Perspective 
announced it had acquired Galloway Whitfield 
(Life & Pensions) Ltd, a North East-based firm.

This is Perspective’s 33rd acquisition since the 
group was founded in 2008.

Calendar of events:
March 12, 8.30am-12.30pm
Should I Scale or Should I 
Grow? – in association with 
Newcastle City Council
RTC North
Location: The Core, Bath 
Lane, Newcastle Helix, 
Newcastle upon Tyne, NE4 
5TF
Price: Free
www.rtcnorth.co.uk
This expert-led workshop 
explores the various concepts 
of scaleups through key 
insights, case studies and 
interactive exercises helping 
business leaders to ascertain 
their own mindset, drive, and 
ambition to become a scale-
up business. This is a limited 
capacity event and tickets are 
allocated on a first come, first 
served basis.

March 20, 10am-12am
Is Self Employment For You?
North East BIC
Location: North East BIC, 
Sunderland, SR5 2TA
Price: Free
www.ne-bic.co.uk
Want to run your business 
but not sure where to start? 
This informative session will 
help you explore whether 
self-employment is the 
best option for you. You 
will discover the benefits of 
becoming your own boss, 
whilst also considering 
potential downsides. You will 
learn how to evaluate if your 
business idea and becoming 
self-employed is right for 
your personal situation, how 
to research your market and 
understand key components 
of planning a new business. 

April 9, 8.30am-10am
Chamber Local: Newcastle 
City Centre Monthly
North East England Chamber 
of Commerce
Location: The Vermont Hotel, 
Castle Garth. Newcastle upon 
Tyne, NE1 1RQ
Price: Free 
www.neechamber.co.uk
Join your local Chamber 
relationship manager and 
local Chamber members 
to find out more about the 
benefits of membership and 
how your business can take 
advantage of belonging to 
the Chamber network. This 
event is also open to non-
members who would like 
to find out more about the 
Chamber.

NEWS
Deals

DEALS
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On February 14, the North 
East LEP published its 
updated Strategic Economic 
Plan, which outlines how it 
will help create 100,000 more 

and better jobs for the region by 2024.
The updated plan reflects recent changes to 

the global and national economy as well as the 
UK’s imminent departure from the European 
Union. It also looks at how the North East 
can maximise opportunities around the UK’s 
Industrial Strategy, particularly in areas such as 
green energy and an ageing population.

Andrew Hodgson, chair of the North East 
Local Enterprise Partnership (pictured), said: 
at the launch “2014 saw the publication of the 
North East LEP’s original Strategic Economic 
Plan, which set out in clear terms our approach 
to growing the regional economy and creating 
100,000 more and better jobs by 2024.

“Fast forward to 2019 and our ambition 
remains the same, but what has changed is 
the political and economic landscape we find 
ourselves in. We’re on the brink of leaving the 
European Union and a new Mayoral North of 
Tyne Combined Authority has been formed.

“It’s for those reasons and more we’ve chosen 
to launch a refreshed Strategic Economic Plan; 
one that reflects the significant changes we’re 
experiencing as a country, and a region.”

The North East Strategic Economic Plan 
identifies four areas of strategic importance 
that will improve the region’s economic 
competitiveness. They are the digital, advanced 
manufacturing, health and life sciences and 
energy sectors.

Five programmes of activity, delivered by the 
North East LEP and its partners, support these 
areas of industry to grow, helping boost the 
economy and create more jobs for the people 
that live and work in the region.

They include helping North East businesses 
to grow and scale, and to compete on a global 
level; embracing Industry 4.0 and integrating 
technology and innovation into everything 

we do; improving skills and careers education 
across the North East; forging better and more 
sustainable transport links across the region 
and Northern Powerhouse; and investing in 
major capital infrastructure projects.

Andrew continued: “While the current 
economic and political climate may pose 
challenges for our region, it also provides 
a number of opportunities. The refreshed 
Strategic Economic Plan we’re launching 
outlines how, as a region, we can maximise 
those opportunities to strengthen and grow 
our economy.

“Here in the North East, we are the leading 
location in England for the wind energy sector 
and our world-leading businesses and strong 
local supply chain puts us at the very heart of 
the clean energy revolution.

“We’re also global players in the health and 
life sciences sector, with our infrastructure, 
expertise and research into ageing one of our 
major strengths. This year alone we’ve seen 
the arrival of The Biosphere and National 
Innovation Centre for Ageing at Newcastle 
Helix, and NETPark in County Durham 
continues to thrive, helping new and emerging 
health and life sciences business go to market.”

The North East Local Enterprise Partnership (LEP) has updated its Strategic Economic Plan amid 
uncertainty in the UK and global economies

MONTHLY REPORT
NELEP

MONTHLY REPORT 

NORTH EAST LEP
To read a copy of the updated 
Strategic Economic Plan, visit 
www.nelep.co.uk

i
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Q
OPINION
Burning Issue

What’s your reaction to Nissan’s announcement that it won’t be manufacturing 
the new X-Trail model at its Sunderland plant?

BURNING ISSUE

Clearly it is disappointing news. However, the world is a very 
different place than it was in October 2016. We’ve seen an 
accelerated move towards new technologies and powertrains as a 
result of market demands and changing legislation. The decision to 
move production of the X-Trail back to Japan is disappointing but 
based on sound business decisions to optimise their investments 
in new technologies and powertrain to support the next generation 
vehicles in Sunderland. The plant will still remain the largest car 
plant in the UK by some margin, thanks to the highly successful new 
LEAF, Juke and Qashqai models.

Regarding Nissan, Brexit is a catalyst, rather than a cause. It’s 
bringing to a head a whole range of strategic issues in business that 
are not necessarily caused by Brexit but are more about underlying 
investment issues. Brexit provides a context. We’re evolving, and it’s 
a positive but painful process we must go through. The reduction 
in diesel cars will impact manufacturers like Nissan and Honda, 
however this will, in time, address the throw-away culture that 
led to excessive waste plastics, high emissions, and landfills full to 
bursting. Change is ugly, but things can’t remain as they are.

The automotive sector in this country is vitally important and needs 
to be protected. At present, there is over-capacity in the EU so 
businesses like Nissan in Washington need every bit of support to 
be successful. Brexit is making this situation harder. The EU has also 
just signed a complex free-trade deal with Japan, which is extremely 
concerning for our automotive industry if we leave with no deal, due 
to the sophistication of the sector’s extensive supply chain. We need 
clarity on our future trading arrangements with the EU as the impact 
on our economy is now becoming so damaging.

While this decision is not expected to have an immediate impact 
on jobs at Nissan, anything that affects longer-term investment in 
the plant is obviously a cause for concern. It is imperative that the 
Government achieves a good Brexit deal for the country which will 
help secure the future of Nissan and the rest of the UK automotive 
industry. Nissan is not the only car manufacturer or major 
multinational to be reconsidering its investment in the UK in the 
face of continued uncertainty around Brexit. That is why we will be 
seeking assurances from the Government that it will do everything 
in its power to secure the future of Nissan and the rest of the UK 
automotive industry.

Paul Butler
CEO, North East Automotive Alliance

Dr David Cliff
Managing director, Gedanken

James Ramsbotham
Chief executive, North East England Chamber of Commerce

Councillor Graeme Miller
Leader of Sunderland City Council
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RECRUITMENT

Your monthly guide to the people moving jobs in the region

APPOINTMENTS 

Richard Bass has been appointed as regional 
director in the North East of England for Robertson 
Homes. Based in Gateshead, he will oversee current 
and planned developments of new homes across 
the region and spearhead local development of 
the brand. Robertson Homes currently has two 
live developments in the region, Backworth Park 
in North Tyneside and Cragside Gardens in 
Northumberland. 

The University of Sunderland has appointed 
Professor Jon Timmis as deputy vice-chancellor 
(Commercial). Professor Timmis will drive the 
university’s commercial agenda when he takes up 
the role in May, contributing to the institution’s 
continuing sustainability and success. His 
remit will include recruitment, marketing and 
communications, knowledge transfer and exchange, 
work-based learning, partnerships, philanthropy 
and alumni relations, and international activity. 

Jane Robinson has been appointed Newcastle 
University’s first dean of engagement and place.

Jane, who was previously COO at Durham 
University and chief executive of Gateshead 
Council, will be bringing years of experience in the 
worlds of higher education and the public sector to 
her new role. She has also previously held positions 
in the cultural sector, including director of external 
relations at Arts Council England.

Ward Hadaway has strengthened its offering by 
welcoming employment and healthcare expert 
James English to its team. 

James, who has almost 20 years of legal 
experience, has joined the law firm as an associate 
in the employment department. He will support the 
team as they continue to build on the firm’s already 
established services to the healthcare sector. 

Supply chain management company The NBT 
Group has appointed former growth director Peter 
Oram to CEO as the company looks to grow and 
continue to build on a successful 2018.
Peter Oram is the firm’s first non-family member to 
join the company’s board. 

National planning firm DPP Planning has promoted 
Jo Robison (pictured) to director and appointed 
Amanda Brocklehurst as an associate director. Jo 
joined DPP in 2016 and has since secured some 
of the North East’s biggest regeneration projects 
for DPP, including Aykley Heads, a £400 million 
strategic employment hub in Durham. Amanda has 
been a planning consultant for the past 17 years, 
including 13 years at Lichfields. 

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

alison@netimesmagazine.co.uk

i

Richard Bass
Regional director for North 
East England
Robertson Homes 

Professor Jon Timmis
Deputy vice-chancellor 
University of Sunderland

Jane Robinson
Dean of engagement and 
place
Newcastle University 

James English 
Associate 
Ward Hadaway

Peter Oram
CEO
The NBT Group

Jo Robison and 
Amanda Brocklehurst
Director and associate director
DDP Planning 
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It’s been 33 months since the UK voted to 
leave the EU and in terms of the region this 
publication looks to provide a voice for – the 
results were overwhelming – with 11 out of the 
12 electoral areas opting for Brexit. 

At the time, many in the business community 
– myself included – were shocked. I had clearly 
underestimated the level of frustration EU 
regulation has caused and the desire to ‘take back 
control’ among many North Easterners. 

Business leaders lined up to give their reaction 
to the result.

In a statement released on June 24, 2016, Mike 
Cherry, national chairman of the Federation 
of Small Businesses (FSB), said: “FSB calls on 
the Government for clarity on what [the EU 
Referendum] now means for business, including 
how businesses will have access to the single 
market and the free movement of people and 
trade.”

The same day, Carolyn Fairbairn, CBI Director-
General, said: “We need strong and calm 
leadership from the Government, working with 
the Bank of England, to shore up confidence and 
stability in the economy. The choices we make 
over the coming months will affect generations to 
come.”

Regionally, James Ramsbotham, chief executive 
of North East England Chamber of Commerce, 
said: “It is vital the Government ensures minimal 
disruption to trade and investment as the process 
of change begins.” 

Meanwhile, Andrew Hodgson, chair of the 
North East Local Enterprise Partnership (LEP), 
said: “[The North East LEP] will be seeking 
assurances from the Government that it will help 
us reduce the impact of leaving the single market 
in terms of funding, jobs and investment.”

A change of prime minister swiftly followed the 
result and in March 2017, Article 50 was triggered, 
marking two years until the UK would officially 
leave the EU. 

A misjudged General Election less than three 
months later created a ‘revolving door’ scenario 

wherein those in charge of negotiations were 
constantly changing. This created considerable 
unease among businesses – which crave certainty 
in the economy to plan investments and future 
strategies.

In the two years since Article 50 was triggered, 
some North East companies have greenlit Brexit 
contingency plans. In his interview with North 
East Times in May 2018, Paul Jennings, the 
managing director of North P&I, the Newcastle-
based global marine liability insurer, said: “Being 
honest about it, Brexit has no advantages for us 
whatsoever. Europe accounts for around 40 per 
cent of our business. The uncertainty around what 
will happen from March 2019 and whether we 
will have a hard Brexit has meant we developed 
contingency plans – the establishment of the 
company in Dublin – so that our members 
shouldn’t see anything different going forward. 
“For us, it means adding £2 million a year to our 
bottom line, and around £700,000 initially in set-
up fees.”

Steve Parkin, who won North East Times’ 
Global Impact Award 2018, has also made 
preparations as CEO of Mayborn Group. As part 
of his winning interview that appeared in the 
December issue, he told me that the Newcastle-
based company, which owns Tommee Tippee, 
had engaged in a strategy to buy Europe-based 
companies and distributors to “future-proof 
[Mayborn Group] against Brexit challenges.”

But for many other businesses – in the North 
East and nationwide – it’s been difficult to know 
which direction to go in or what action to take.

Over the past two years there has much talk in 
the North East about the impact on EU trade. 

In an interview that appeared in the April 2018 
issue of North East Times, Julie Underwood, 
international trade director for the North East 
England Chamber of Commerce, urged exporters 
to “look at your exposure and try making some 
contingency plans.

“For example, if you currently rely on people 
shipping products to you in a week, think about 

COMMENT  
Brexit

IN THE LIMELIGHT
Alison Cowie reflects on the opinions business leaders and influencers have shared with North 
East Times since the EU referendum on June 23, 2016, as she attempts to untangle the twisted 
threads of Brexit
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what you will have to do if that gets extended to 
three weeks. Also, ask yourself if you have people 
in the business who can support what promises to 
be a huge period of change?”

Asked for comment for this issue, Julie also 
said: “Trade has grown steadily from 2016, but 
recent stockpiling and uncertainty is affecting 
global traders. Through HMRC figures and our 
Economic Surveys, we have seen a slowdown in 
international activity, particularly to the European 
market.” 

The international trade specialist advised: 
“Government should extend the Brexit 
negotiations, engage with businesses practical 
concerns and clearly define the future trading and 
funding policy, so members can better prepare for 
Brexit”.

Another concern has been about skills and 
recruitment. Arwen Duddington, COO of 
Zerolight – one of the brightest tech companies in 
the North East – reported in her interview with 
North East Times in October 2018 that Brexit 
had already caused an impact on the Newcastle-
based automotive visualisation company, which 
is already experiencing a noticeable drop in 
international applications.

In this current issue, Fiona Campbell, associate 
and specialist business and workforce immigration 
adviser at Sintons law firm predicts: “In the long 
term, regardless of whether we exit with or without 
a deal in place, EU citizens working in the UK are 
unlikely to be able to continue to do so without a 
change in their status. While many will apply for 
a work permit, or possibly citizenship, at present 
we don’t know what the visa requirements will 
be or who will be eligible. Some may feel that, in 
order to ensure their job security, they will need to 
return to mainland Europe, others may simply no 
longer feel welcome in post-Brexit Britain. 

“In any event, there could be a significant drop 
in the number of EU citizens working in the North 
East post March 2019.” 

Funding has been an ongoing concern for the 
region, as historically, the North East has been the 
recipient of a substantial proportion of European 
money compared to other parts of the UK.

Some of these worries were alleviated back in 
April 2018 when the North East Fund, supported 

by the European Regional Development Fund 
and the European Investment Bank (EIB), was 
announced. The £120 million fund promised 
“financial support for more than 600 SMEs across 
Durham, Northumberland and Tyne & Wear, 
creating around 3500 jobs and delivering a legacy 
of up to £80m of further investment into the 
region.”

In his interview with North East Times two 
months later, Andrew Mitchell, chief executive of 
The North East Fund Limited, which will oversee 
the management of the fund, explained that the 
deal secured a six-year pipeline of European-
sourced funding into the region in the form of 
equity, debt and mezzanine funding – five years 
after the UK officially leaves the European Union. 

Asked what would happen after this period, he 
replied: “It is possible that the EIB continues to 
lend into the UK but we can’t predict that.

“There’s going to have to be a lot of calls on 
capital for the British Government to make. As a 
region, though, it’s important that we become as 
self-sufficient as possible and to generate as much 
capital as we can from the [previous] JEREMIE 
programme and the North East Fund and work 
with local business angels and investors.”

Asked for comment around European-sourced 
investment for this issue, Martin McGurk, 
innovations director for RTC North, said: “The 
level of interest in having UK partners in European 
funding bids has dropped steadily since mid-2016, 
despite HMG financial guarantees being in place, 
as no-one can be quite sure what effect Brexit will 
have on contracts.”

The North East has also been battered by several 
reports that predict a disproportionally negative 
impact of Brexit on the North East. 

Analysis obtained and published by BuzzFeed 
in February 2018 on the impact of Brexit indicated 
that the UK would be worse off outside the 
European Union, whatever deal was secured. The 
leaked document – dated January 2018 – also 
predicted that the North East would suffer a 
catastrophic fall in GDP of between 11 and 16 per 
cent. 

In December 2018, a report titled Sharing 
Prosperity: The Future of UK Business Support 
– a joint publication by the Federation of Small 

COMMENT  
Brexit
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Businesses (FSB) and the Enterprise Research 
Centre (ERC) – recommended that regions like 
the North East should receive additional business 
support from the Government after Brexit. It 
suggests that ‘less-favoured areas’ need extra 
funding to help rebalance growth across the UK.

Meanwhile, on January 22, 2019, the CBI 
reported that a no-deal Brexit could cost the North 
East economy £7 billion a year by 2034. 

On November 1, 2018, CBI director general, 
Carolyn Fairbairn – who was visiting Newcastle – 
told me: “The thing that remains so difficult – and 
which we communicate regularly to Government 
– is that the impact on jobs and investment is not 
in the future, it is now: 80 per cent of our members 
have reduced and postponed investment, 63 per 
cent of members who have contingency plans will 
have to press buttons on these by the end of [2018] 
if there’s no deal agreed. 

“Very worrying is that some SMEs haven’t done 
anything at all to prepare for Brexit. Our estimates 
are about 14 per cent.”

The UK’s withdrawal deal was finally announced 
a few weeks after I spoke to the CBI director 
general. When I gauged opinion on it from the 
region’s fraternity, it seems – though not perfect 
– the deal was welcomed, due to its softer Brexit 
approach. 

Neil Warwick, head of EU and competition at 
Square One Law reflected in the December 2018 
issue of North East Times: “If the withdrawal 
agreement in its current form is agreed, it 
effectively maintains the status quo between the 
UK and the EU until at least December 2020. 
There is also an option to extend the period 
further under a provision contained in Article 
132 of the Agreement. As businesses have been 
asking for a period of certainty, this appears to be 
supportive and would allow companies to plan for 
the immediate future.”

At the same time, Dr Joanna Berry, associate 
professor of Entrepreneurship at Durham 
University Business School and chair of the 
Institute of Directors North East, said: “The deal 
on the table will not satisfy everyone in business 
but the message from businesses I talk to in the 
region is clear – they urgently want to see the UK 
get a withdrawal deal signed off and are deeply 

concerned by the potential for a no-deal scenario. 
“All companies in the North East – big and 

small – need an end to the current uncertainty 
that is choking business investment. They want to 
get back to what they do best. Growing their order 
books, employing people and contributing to the 
nation’s wider economic prosperity.”

The North East England Chamber of Commerce 
Quarterly Economic Survey for Q4, 2018, showed 
that, overall, business confidence among its 
members had improved, despite concerns over 
skills shortages and wage rises. Did North East 
businesses cautiously feel a positive 2019 was 
ahead of them?

Well, as we all know, Theresa May’s proposed 
Withdrawal Agreement was spectacularly rejected 
by 230 votes in Parliament, representing the largest 
defeat for a sitting Government in history. And 
it seems the past weeks have been an ongoing 
saga of MPs infighting and resignations, with the 
Houses of Commons as divided as the protestors 
who stand outside holding their banners – some 
calling for a harder Brexit deal, others for another 
referendum, or indeed the end to Brexit altogether.

North East Times had earmarked its March 
2019 edition as its Brexit Issue confident that, by 
this point, we’d have information and certainty 
upon which our contributors could muse. Alas, 
just weeks away from the March 29 Brexit 
deadline, the situation is as chaotic as ever and 
sourcing opinions has been near impossible.

At the time of writing (the evening of February 
25), the Prime Minister has announced the next 
Brexit vote in Parliament may not take place 
until March 12 – leaving a seemingly impossible 
window of 17 days to honour the deadline – 
despite her prostrations. 

Is Mrs May right? Will a no-deal Brexit be 
triggered as default? Will Brexit be delayed? Will it 
go ahead at all? Will we negotiate a harder Brexit? 
Will we have another say on our future?

I’m at a loss. Trying to predict what will happen 
this month and beyond – is, presently, beyond me.

All I can do is watch this space but I remain 
optimistic for the future of the North East. There 
are simply too many passionate people and 
exciting businesses here who are determined to 
succeed no matter what faces them.
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RECRUITMENT

New positions available in the North East

JOBS

JOBS  
To post a position, contact 

alison@netimesmagazine.co.uk

i

Learning and development manager
Newcastle, up to £45k depending on experience 

Samuel Knight International 

Samuel Knight International is seeking an in-
house learning and development (L&D) manager. 
You will be accountable for the provision and 
management of the L&D programme delivery and 
developing consultants. With global expansion on 
the horizon, this role is expected to grow into the 
position of global director – with the opportunity 
to build your own team of L&D consultants 
throughout the USA and Middle East. For more 
information contact:

steven.rawlingson@samuel-knight.com

Drupal developer
Newcastle, up to £50K DOE

NRG

NRG is working exclusively with a leading digital 
transformation agency based in the heart of 
Newcastle. Due to growth and expansion, it is 
looking to recruit a number of Drupal developers 
with proven experience in software development, 
software engineering or similar. You will be 
responsible for building prototypes, writing tests, 
code and documentation as well as presenting 
ideas for system improvements and producing cost 
proposals. For more information, please contact: 

garyrogers@nrgplc.com

Acquisition analyst 
Newcastle, competitive salary 

BMC Recruitment Group

BMC Recruitment Group is seeking an acquisition 
analyst for a client. This presents an exciting 
opportunity for an ACA professional who will 
deliver a pivotal commercial role. You’ll be 
reporting to the global brand director and the CFO 
and assisting in the build and buy agenda. For 
more details visit: 

sophie.goymer@BMCRecruitmentGroup.com

Account director
Newcastle, £45k

BMC Recruitment Group

An experienced account director is being sought 
by BMC Recruitment to join a rapidly growing 
organisation. This new role is due to an exciting 
period of growth, joining an already successful 
team. You will be responsible for overseeing the 
customer retention, building and maintaining 
strong client relationships. Your focus will be 
to ensure the success of all client campaigns, 
delivering strong ROI/KPIs in accordance with 
commercial agreements. For details contact: 

will.smith@BMCRecruitmentGroup.com
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What was your first break 
in business?
Landing my first port 
job during the 1980s at 
what is now PD Ports on 

Teesside. I was a management trainee but ended 
up discharging cars and other cargo from vessels 
during the dockers’ strike among other duties. It 
was quite a baptism of fire but it gave me a good 
grounding for a port-related career.

What did you want to be growing up?
Apart from centre forward for Hartlepool United, 
I didn’t have a clear career ambition as a youngster. 
I did always feel that I would follow a commercial/
entrepreneurial path. I ran the school tuck shop 
and took part in car boot sales. I’ve now swapped 
car boots for cargo boats.

What attracted you to your current role? 
I moved up to Port of Blyth in the mid-1990s for 
a commercial management role. What struck me 
at the time was the port’s huge potential and the 
opportunities for expansion. Working my way up 
to chief executive has been a privilege and it’s been 
great to be able to shape the port’s strategic vision.

What is your organisation’s mission?
We want to ‘be the best at what we do, take 
customer service to another level, add value and 
be different (in a good way)’. We’re well on our way 
to achieving this and we hope that our customers 
would recognise the Port of Blyth from this 
statement.

How do you get the best out of your staff?
I’d like to think that I am enthusiastic and 
passionate about what we are trying to achieve and 
hopefully that helps inspire the team. I try to be 
inclusive, give responsibilities and, therefore, the 

satisfaction of achievement. I also like to throw in 
a bit of humour along the way as if you can’t have 
fun at work then it makes for a long day.

What has been your career highlight?
Helping to reinvent the Port of Blyth from a paper 
port – which lost almost all its trade around the 
millennium – to the major, successful offshore 
energy hub that exists today. Becoming chair 
of the British Ports Association was also a real 
honour. 

What has been your biggest challenge?
Losing 75 per cent of our income almost overnight 
[see above] and having over half a million square 
feet of empty warehousing focuses the mind. But 
we got through it.

Who or what inspires you?
I admire anyone who has made or has tried to 
make a difference for the better. If I, one day, can 
look back and feel I’ve managed to do that – in any 
small way – then I will be content.

What are your organisation’s short and long-term 
goals?
Short term, it is to continue our rapid growth in 
a number of sectors (offshore energy, containers, 
bulks, etc), generating enough profit to support 
ongoing development.

Long term, we want to be recognised as a 
regionally and nationally significant port, creating 
substantial wealth, jobs and economic activity for 
the benefit of all stakeholders.

How do you achieve a good work/life balance?
It helps that I enjoy my work. However, my 
family, animals (dogs, horses, chickens) and 
other interests (drawing cartoons, playing tennis, 
watching football) help keep me grounded.

INTERVIEW  
Martin Lawlor 

10 QUESTIONS 
Martin Lawlor has been chief executive of Port of Blyth and chair of its subsidiary, Transped, 
since 2006. Now recognised internationally as one of the UK’s offshore energy support bases, 
the port has enjoyed a sustained period of growth during Martin’s tenure, posting record financial 
results in recent years. Before joining Port of Blyth in 1994, Martin held various commercial roles 
at the ports of Tees and Hartlepool. In 2018, he was appointed chair of the influential British Ports 
Association. He is a serving council member of Maritime UK and sits on the executive group of 
Subsea North East

PORT OF BLYTH
www.portofblyth.co.uk
enquiries@portofblyth.co.uk
01670 357 000

@PortofBlyth

i
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Mark Hird

Poetic License, which established in May 2015, 
started working with a local DIT international 
trade adviser (ITA) in 2017. We had begun to 
receive enquiries for our products from customers 
abroad and, with rising demand for British craft 
gin overseas, we wanted to seize the opportunity. 

Chris helped us understand what we needed 
to do to identify new markets, how to find 
potential partners and how to develop our overall 
exporting strategy. He’s also helped us consider 
the potential barriers and legal requirements we 
might encounter and think about preparing for 
orders in advance, accounting for the time needed 
to distil our product and shipping to meet our new 
exporting deadlines. 

We  also attended Food & Hotel China, a trade 
show in Shanghai in 2017, as part of a Northern 
Powerhouse-led delegation of North East food and 
drink producers organised by UK Government’s 
Food is GREAT campaign.

Poetic License now sells directly to customers in 
Japan and Cyprus and we’re exploring options to 
enter other new overseas markets. 

As we seek to grow our business, we’ll continue 
to rely on DIT’s support to help us make the most 
of new opportunities abroad.  There’s a lot of 
opportunity around the world for products and 
services from the North East. If a small distillery 
from Sunderland like us can sell our gin across the 
world, anyone can.

Chris Jewitt

After more than 20 years in the hospitality, 
food and drink sector – having worked with 
many award-winning restaurants – I joined the 
DIT as an international trade adviser working 
closely with food and drink producers, brands 
and manufacturers from across the region from 
Teesside to Berwick-upon-Tweed. 

I started working with Poetic License Distillery 
in 2017. The business was experiencing increasing 
overseas demand for its craft gin, so we were on 
hand to support the business’ growth plans by 
finding the most suitable markets to enter. 

The key challenges we helped the business 
overcome are common among other North East 
firms starting to export; language and cultural 
differences. For example, the language in Poetic 
License Distillery’s marketing materials didn’t 
directly translate to other languages. We helped to 
‘transcreate’ the material – adapting its message 
from one language to another while maintaining 
its intent, style, tone, and context – to make 
it culturally relevant for the new markets the 
business entered.  

I think the company has every chance to build 
even further on its international success. There 
are barriers to overcome, but the team at Poetic 
License haven’t been afraid to ask for support. The 
team has put in a lot of hard work into growing 
the business overseas and are already seeing this 
pay off.   

INTERVIEW
Mark Hird and Chris Jewitt

Mark Hird, founder and managing director of Sunderland-based Poetic License Distillery, has been 
working with Chris Jewitt, international trade adviser at the Department for International Trade 
(DIT) North East, to launch his company’s craft gins into new global markets

SUPPORTING ROLE

DIT NORTH EAST
www.great.gov.uk
@tradegovuk_NE

POETIC LICENSE 
DISTILLERY
www.poeticlicensedistillery.co.uk
@PoeticLicenseUK
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Poor cash flow sinks businesses. 
This was the first lesson I learnt 
from my dad when I started my first 
business. He taught me to ensure 
that you build a business that targets 

a minimum of 20 per cent profit.

Business leaders need courage, resilience, 
patience, empathy, vulnerability, an eye for 
details and, of course, humour. Being a leader is 
a constant learning experience – building a set of 
strong skills and working on your weaknesses is an 
ongoing challenge and vital to your growth.

Have a clear vision, figure out where you want 
to play, focus on your core business, find the best 
people you can, and strive to be the best.

The people in the business are your business. 
Developing, motivating and encouraging your 
team to achieve success is the most important 
thing you can do. Also, listen to and engage 
employees to help improve your customer service.

Be clear on what you need your team to do and 
let them have the space to get the job done.

Don’t rely on your current market being there 
in the future. Things can change fast with digital 
disruption and, as a company, you must be agile. 

Work out how you want to grow. Do you want 
to extend your product portfolio, extend your 
business reach (perhaps internationally), widen 
your customer base, or change your business 
model? Perhaps you would like to do a number or 
all of these at the same time. Whatever it is, focus 
on the details and execute your plan.

You don’t need to do everything yourself – there 
are plenty of fantastic businesses out there that you 
can partner with.

Always maintain a good work-life balance and 
find enjoyment in what you do. Share knowledge 
with colleagues and be transparent with staff. Look 
to challenge yourself and continue to learn. 

Be proud of what you achieve.  

INTERVIEW
Reece Donovan 

Reece Donovan is chief executive officer at Nomad Digital, a Newcastle-based company providing 
connectivity and media solutions to the transport sector on a global scale. Reece brings over 25 
years of experience working in the information technology and digital areas of public, private and 
consulting businesses in the consumer-packaged goods, retail, telecommunications and transport 
sectors

WHAT I’VE LEARNT

NOMAD DIGITAL
www.nomad-digital.com
@NomadDigital
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The creation of RG Corporate 
Finance (RGCF) in 2011, a bold and 
ambitious move during a particularly 
turbulent time for the UK economy, 
has proved to be an astute decision 

with RGCF now reaping the rewards by winning 
work regionally, nationally and internationally. 

RGCF has become a key player in the 
dealmaking community.  It has built its reputation 
by advising  on management buy-outs and buy-ins 
and acquisitions and disposals with an Enterprise 
Value of between £5 million to £50 million, while 
helping businesses secure growth and development 

capital in its native North East and beyond.  
RGCF’s success has led to an increasing number 

of mandates from London and the Midlands for 
the firm. 

Award-winning RGCF – part of Newcastle-
based advisory firm Ryecroft Glenton (RG), which 
has earned an excellent reputation and client base 
to match over the course of its 100 year history 
– is well-placed for the future, with a strong and 
growing reputation, a talented and experienced 
team and a strategic client-centric approach which 
enables it to stand out from the crowd. Both RGCF 
and the wider firm enjoyed a record year during 
2018, supporting its strategy to be the leading 
North East based advisory firm, delivering clear 
advice and strategic thinking.  

RG partner and head of corporate finance, Carl 
Swansbury, who relocated to the North East in 
May 2011 to establish RGCF, believes the business 
is ideally-placed to take advantage of opportunities 
presented by Brexit, as FOREX movements mean 
acquiring a business in the UK is less costly now 
than it would have been around two years ago 
and an increasing number of international, listed 
businesses continue to consider the futures of 
their UK operations. One of the most recent 
transactions advised on by Carl and the team at 
RGCF was the MBO of the Washington-based 
Power Generation and Aerospace Solutions 
(PGAS) division from its multinational parent to 
create GadCap Technical Solutions Limited – a 
business whose future in the UK and the North 
East is now safeguarded. 

“Undoubtedly, Brexit will cause some concerns 
around the future of international businesses and 
their UK interests, and it is probable it will create 
transactional activity as these multinationals   
consider divestments, allowing existing 
management teams the opportunity to take 
control. There will be UK subsidiaries, which may 
be unloved, non-core and underinvested, and that 
is where we can help. We do see this as being an 

ADVERTISING FEATURE – FINANCE
Ryecroft Glenton

As one of the leading names in corporate finance in the North East, attracting business from 
across the UK as well as international mandates, RG Corporate Finance (RGCF) is planning for 
further growth after a record 2018. Carl Swansbury, partner and head of corporate finance at 
RGCF, explains how the business is well-placed to take advantage of opportunities created by 
Brexit, and how investment during the last recession continues to pay dividends

BUILDING ON A RECORD YEAR

RYECROFT GLENTON
www.ryecroftglenton.com
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area of growth for us, especially given the number 
of PE investors and debt funds in the market who 
are keen to support management teams in funding 
such transactions,” says Carl, who was recognised 
as the Dealmaker of the Year at the 2018 NE 
Insider Dealmakers Awards. 

“Through the GadCap MBO, we have 
guaranteed that the business remains here in the 
North East and that all existing jobs are retained, 
with many more expected to be created over the 
coming months. RGCF secured the seven-figure 
funding package that the MBO team required to 
fund the transaction from London based Shard 
Credit Partners. 

“By bringing in expertise from the wider firm, 
RG is able to deliver  a ‘OutsourcedFD’ service to 
GadCap to support its future growth, providing 
the shareholders with strategic, financial and tax 
advice.”

RGCF, as one of RG’s six service lines, has made 
strong strides in the regional marketplace since 
its formation almost eight years ago. Recognition 
in the form of awards has followed, with RGCF 
wining the Corporate Finance Deal of the Year 
Award at the North East Accountancy Awards in 
2018 for its work in advising on the sale of a 75 
per cent stake in tenant referencing platform Van 
Mildert to London based private equity house, 
Aldington Capital.

RGCF also takes great pride in helping its clients 
‘improve the profitability, value and attractiveness’ 
of their businesses at all stages of their life cycle, 
using its Strategic Review toolkit, which often 
results in RGCF and the wider firm subsequently 
being retained to provide follow up advice 
on devising and executing growth strategies, 
accelerating growth via acquisition and succession 
planning. 

Recalling the establishment of RGCF in 
2011, Carl says: “At that time, the mergers and 
acquisitions marketplace was pretty bleak, and 
many firms were moving their CF teams into 
other areas like corporate recovery and audit and 
assurance. Very few firms were investing in their 
corporate finance capability and so RG’s decision 
to set up RGCF was a surprise to many. In our first 
year, we successfully advised on a number of high-
profile transactions, and to this day, that trend has 
continued. We have clear coordinates for growth 
and the ambition, experience and focus to match.

“We have invested significantly over recent 

years by bringing into the firm the very best 
talent; our people are our greatest asset and are 
essential to our future success. By way of example, 
Nick Johnson, experienced corporate financier 
who spent several years working in Birmingham 
at Mazars, joined us in the winter of 2018 as 
corporate finance partner. Simon Whiteside, 
partner and head of business tax, who joined us 
a year ago from EY is another-significant new 
appointment.” 

The ambition of the business is clear and it is 
now contemplating establishing an office outside 
of the North East to help generate greater levels of 
work from the wider UK market.  

“We have a lot of work coming from London 
and the Midlands that has built up over the past 
few years and continues to grow. Nick and I know 
those markets very well, and we see significant 
opportunity there. Opening an office in one of 
those areas is something we are considering as a 
future development, but of course we are a North 
East-based firm and will always be so,” says Carl. 

“We attract a lot of business from clients around 
the UK and internationally to this region, and 
we are often able to introduce other professionals 
from the North East, such as corporate lawyers, 
funders and other advisers, while we remain at 
the nucleus of the relationship – which generates 
further inbound work. We are helping to showcase 
to large corporates and PE investors from London 
and around the world that there is a real breadth 
and depth of experience and knowledge in the 
North East and that there are many regional, 
credible alternatives to the Big Four.”

Some of the latest 
deals completed by RG 
Corporate Finance

Advanced manufacturing: 
Provision of corporate 
finance advice to the 
management team 
of GadCap Technical 
Solutions Limited on 
their management 
buy out (MBO) of the 
business from its overseas 
multinational parent.

Medical products: 
Provision of independent 
corporate finance advice 
to the management team 
at Blatchford, in relation to 
a significant investment in 
the business by CBPE.

Cybersecurity software: 
Provision of financial 
due diligence on behalf 
of alternative lender 
Thincats, which provided 
a term loan to facilitate 
the MBO of cybersecurity 
software provider, 
SentryBay Limited.

Energy consultancy: 
Provision of corporate 
finance advice to the 
shareholders of Square 
One Enterprises Ltd, on 
sale of the business to 
AIM-listed Inspired Energy 
PLC. 

Construction: 
Provision of corporate 
finance advice to the 
shareholders of Gus 
Robinson Developments 
Limited on sale of the 
business to Thirteen 
Housing Group.
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With more than 80 years’ collective expertise, it’s little wonder Ward Hadaway’s senior property 
team has built an unrivalled reputation. Simon Rushworth found out more about one of the 
cornerstones of the Newcastle-based law firm

BUILDING ON STRONG 
FOUNDATIONS

Like a proud father introducing 
his talented family, Neil Robson 
enthusiastically presents Lesley 
Fairclough and Robin Atkin as the past, 
present and future of Ward Hadaway’s 

ambitious and engaging property team. Collectively, 
the trusted trio are the face of experience and 
progress: responsible, in part, for shaping many of 
the North East’s most recognisable landmarks and 
key to shaping the region’s fast-changing urban and 
rural landscape.

And Neil is right to feel proud as his former 
charges pour forth their expert knowledge and 
reveal a longstanding passion for the region they 
call home. Both Lesley and Robin learnt their trade 
under the careful stewardship of a property expert 
synonymous with Ward Hadaway’s evolution during 
the last three decades. Indeed, Neil talks about their 
transition from protégés to partners with genuine 
affection and freely admits their valued contribution 
to the firm’s sector-leading senior property team has 
helped to shape a department in demand.

“In the 1990s I started specialising, particularly 
in planning and development,” he explains. “Ward 
Hadaway set up a property team and that team was 
made up of a number of lawyers and chartered town 
planners which was a little bit different for a law 
firm. 

“Robin joined in 1996 and Lesley had been part 
of the team since 1990. All three of us are what you 
might describe as homegrown talent and, as Ward 
Hadaway celebrates its 30th anniversary, we’re all 
still here!”

From the outset Ward Hadaway demonstrated a 
propensity for cutting through the haze of property 
law and that skill saw Neil’s department turn over 
in excess of £10 million during the course of the last 
financial year. 

“It was one of the main reasons Ward Hadaway 
was formed way back in 1988,” he explains. “The 
firm was an amalgamation of two local firms and 
one of those firms worked closely with Barratt 

Homes. The merger created an opportunity to 
provide a broader legal service to Barratt and we 
remain proud of our relationship with Barratt to 
this day.

“Planning is a major part of house building and 
development in general. Alongside town planners 
we felt we were able to take sites from cradle to 
grave – we would take a greenfield site and see what 
the opportunities were for development.

“We would put in a planning application and if 
that planning application was granted, then fine. 
If not, then the planning team could take on the 
appeal to the next stage and, if necessary, to the 
High Court. 

ADVERTISING FEATURE – LAW 
Ward Hadaway
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“We offered the full gamut of planning advice and 
resources and it was something a little bit different at that 
stage. It remains the case today - planning is a major part of 
our larger property practice and it’s still growing.”

Long and loyal service is common to all three partners 
heading up Ward Hadaway’s property department. Listen to 
the trio wax lyrical about the various high profile projects 
that they and colleagues have helped to helm, or hear them 
chat excitedly about the firm’s growth plans, and it’s clear why 
none have felt the need to move on. Pooling their resources, 
three of the North East’s foremost property experts make for a 
powerful proposition.

“It was obvious from the start that the firm was on a 
massive growth trajectory,” adds Lesley. “And, in fact, that’s 
one of the pictures that was painted to me when I was 
interviewed. That’s what appealed to me enormously – the 
chance to be part of something young, growing and exciting. 
We really were the new kids on the block.

“I jumped at the chance to join the property department 
knowing that it was a very, very exciting place to be. People 
were watching us closely because we were gaining new clients 
all of the time.

“And from little acorns grow big oaks. With each growth 
spurt the firm has given me the next set of challenges I feel 
I’ve needed in order to progress my career. It’s been exciting 
and inspiring to be part of something so successful.

“We’ve added a range of weapons to our war chest and we 
are now able, as a property team, to service most of the key 
sectors operating within the wider property sector.”

During his 23 years with Ward Hadaway, Robin, a 
Teessider, who now lives in the Tyne Valley and divides his 
down time between his two daughters and sport, has watched 
the firm’s property department adapt to the changing needs of 
clients and expand its footprint across northern England. Like 
Lesley and Neil, he remains fully committed to what promises 
to be an exciting future.

“I was very fortunate that we moved to the ‘new’ premises 
on Newcastle’s Quayside after just three or four months with 
the firm,” adds Robin. “It was a really exciting time to join and 
you could see how the firm was developing. To see how it’s 
grown over the years with the opening of offices in Leeds and 
Manchester has been wonderful.

“For me, one of the biggest positives has been the way we 
have adapted to provide our legal services to clients as their 
needs have changed.

“It’s also really pleasing to see that a lot of the clients that 
we had within the firm when I was a trainee are still clients 
today. That has allowed us to develop positive, personal 
relationships with individuals and organisations across the 
North East. That’s certainly one of the most rewarding parts 
of the job.”

“This is a people business. People 
instruct people. People will instruct 
people if they rate them, they like 

them, they trust them and they want 
to work with them. It’s always been 
a relationship business for us here at 

Ward Hadaway.”
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Relationship building is a theme revisited by 
all three partners. That killer combination of 
experience and expertise counts for so much but 
add a personal touch and it’s clear to see why Ward 
Hadaway continues to act for many of the region’s 
leading players in property development.

“I always remember what I was taught early in 
my career,” adds Lesley. “This is a people business. 
People instruct people. People will instruct people 
if they rate them, they like them, they trust them 
and they want to work with them. It’s always 
been a relationship business for us here at Ward 
Hadaway. 

“There is a whole plethora of clients that we 
have watched grow and we have grown with them. 
Why? Because we’ve listened and we’ve gone 
out of our way to have those more commercial, 
wider business conversations rather than focusing 
solely on getting the legal job done. As a result, 
our clients feel as though they are instructing 
people who truly understand them and ‘get’ their 
businesses.”

Neil agrees. “Our whole ethos is built around 
the phrase ‘clients come first’,” he adds. “We like 
to get to know our clients and get to know what 
they’re doing. We’re a big commercial firm but we 
don’t always concentrate on the big ticket work. As 
my granny used to say – little fish are sweet. If it’s 
important to our client then we’ll take on any job, 
however big or small. That’s the way we’ve always 
worked.”

Nevertheless, it’s the so-called ‘big ticket’ 
contracts that have forged Ward Hadaway’s 
steely reputation as property law specialists. The 
redevelopment of Scotswood, in the west end 
of Newcastle, the construction of Sunderland’s 
Beacon Of Light and the development of The Sill 
– the UK’s National Landscape Discovery Centre 
– in Northumberland all bear the hallmark of the 
firm’s expert instruction.

“At the time the Scotswood scheme was the 
largest housing-led regeneration project in the 
UK,” explains Lesley. “In that case the council 
entered into a joint venture with two of our 
housebuilder clients and the area was transformed. 
It’s become a very pleasant place to live and it’s 
emerged as a perfect corridor to populate with 

housing and retail.
“The Beacon Of Light project came about as 

a result of our relationship with Sir Bob Murray 
and The Foundation of Light. There was an 
opportunity to develop facilities that Sir Bob and 
the foundation felt were needed by the population 
of Sunderland and we worked very hard to see that 
job through to fruition. We were involved right 
from the planning stage through to the delivery of 
a complex scheme in terms of the multi-faceted 
use of the building.”

Equally complex was Ward Hadaway’s role 
in The Sill. Neil takes up the story. “It’s a multi-
million pound development in a very sensitive 
rural location right next to the Roman Wall,” he 
adds. “So from day one it was always going to 
be a complicated project. Our clients were the 
National Park, who doubled up as the planning 
authority, and so they had to apply to themselves 
for planning consent.

“We acted for the National Park Authority 
as developer, at the planning stage, to secure 
a planning consent for that development. But 
following on from that, we were able to help 
with a lot of property work because there was an 
arrangement to be done with the Youth Hostel 
Association, who have a facility there, and various 
commercial and construction agreements to iron 
out.

“We were able to offer the full range of our 
services to ensure an important facility within a 
World Heritage Site could be developed. It took 
a lot of care and a lot of judgment, in legal terms, 
to guide the client properly through the whole 
process.”

Care and judgement could be buzzwords 
where Ward Hadaway is concerned. From their 
impressive vantage point on the banks of the 
Tyne – looking across to Sage Gateshead and the 
Baltic – three North Easterners born and bred care 
deeply about their work and their environment 
and judge their advice accordingly. 

Thirty years down the line and it feels as if 
this is simply the end of the beginning for Ward 
Hadaway’s property department – a team that’s 
still laying down the foundations for a long and 
celebrated legacy.

WARD HADAWAY
www.wardhadaway.com
@WardHadaway
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The power of social media is an often-
trumpeted asset of these new digital 
times. During his election campaign 
and beyond, President Trump has 
been very vocal, often using multiple 

platforms to accuse, abuse and then to duck and 
cover from his political opponents and other 
critics.

What, then, can we learn from Trump’s 
approach to Twitter and the rest of social media? It 
is hard to register whether Trump feels differently 
regarding the scrutiny and review of his tweets. 
Reading his content, one of the things we have 
learned is Trump is bold, and clearly enjoys being 
able to hold a visible position on social media.

Like other influencers, Trump publishes with 
hyperactive frequency, moulding his content to the 
moment. Though much of Trump’s content invites 
ridicule, disbelief and parody, which has (so far) 
successfully lifted him up out of reality television 
notoriety to the leader of the free world, we can 
also admire the rate with which he extends his 
voice (his influence) to his digital profile.

Following Trump’s social media content, his 
audience cannot take the opportunity to look 
the bragger in the eye. This aspect accounts for 
the sway of reactionary posts to Trump where 
followers state they are justified in feeling got at, 
manipulated against or just plain fed up. 

There’s a lack of explanation to Trump’s method 
of engagement; gone is the etiquette of truth that 
can be trusted and hello the truth of one individual 
as he sees it. One might state that Trump is directly 
straight talking, but another interpretation is the 
uncomfortable (at best) realisation this President 
cares more about being brand Trump.

Research analysing social media influencers 
establishes a significant disconnect between what 
individuals learn about online and the ability to 
decode the impact of such content. Trump is a 
good example. Never before has a President played 
such a visible role – or put such personal effort 
into achieving broad influence with his audience. 

Yet, for all that’s been written about Trump, 
there’s been little consideration of how, exactly, he 
is influencing us. We live in an era increasingly at 
risk of inaccurate reporting – the fake news, fear 
and supposed favourable dishonesty. 

Some of Trump’s followers may suspect 
character inflation and corruption, then even 
an emerging concept of ‘influencer’ (whether 
academic, commercial or cultural) may allow us 
to navigate inconsistencies, competencies and a 
commercially-constructed character.

In short, the seductive and compulsive nature 
of the digital landscape easily distracts followers 
from important questions about the quality 
and trustworthiness which networked content 
produces. Trump has been using Twitter since 
March 2009, and there has been a gradual, 
inescapable embedding of self-promotion that 
has altered not only the presidential candidacy 
and campaign but has now gone on to affect 
interrelated activities of his presidential term.

ADVERTISING FEATURE – EDUCATION
Durham University Business School

Dr Mariann Hardey, assistant professor in marketing at Durham University Business School, shares 
her thoughts on the power of social media and its use as a platform for gloating, hate speech and 
an environment for the ‘influencer’

WHAT CAN WE LEARN FROM 
DONALD TRUMP? 

DURHAM UNIVERSITY 
BUSINESS SCHOOL
For more examples of work 

demonstrating research 

excellence and societal benefit 

from Durham University 

Business School, visit www.
durham.ac.uk/business/
research/case-studies/
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Despite 
volatility in the 
global economy, 
George Rafferty, 
chief executive 
of NOF – the 
business 
development 
organisation 
for the UK 
energy sector – 
believes there 
are significant 
opportunities 
for oil and gas 
and offshore 
renewable 
companies 
based in the 
North East and 
the wider UK, as 
he tells Alison 
Cowie 

O F F S H O R E
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“ I  F E L T  T H A T  I F  I  W A S 
A L L O W E D  T O  C H A N G E 
T H E  O R G A N I S A T I O N  – 
B R O A D E N  I T S  A P P E A L , 
M O V E  I T  I N T O  O T H E R 
E N E R G Y  S E C T O R S , 
M A K E  I T  N A T I O N A L  A N D 
R E F O C U S  I T S  S E R V I C E S 
–  I  C O U L D  A D D R E S S  T H E 
C H A L L E N G E S  I T  F A C E D .”

hen I meet George 
Rafferty at his 
Durham base, not 
even a puncture to 
his car – suffered 

after visiting a NOF member that 
morning – had dampened the spirit 
of the chief executive of the business 
development organisation for the UK 
energy sector.

He spends almost an hour talking 
to me about what led him to take on 
NOF and how he has transformed 
the organisation to better serve its 
member base (currently numbering 
440).

George tells me that he grew up 
in the South Lanarkshire town of 
Hamilton, but moved south of the 
border in 1988 due to his career in the 
steel industry. 

He spent more than quarter of a 
century working in the steel industry 
and it was while he was running a 
company in Teesside that he first 
encountered the Northern Offshore 
Federation, which at that time, 
operated as a trade association 
promoting the offshore sector in the 
North East of England.

George left the steel industry 
voluntarily in the mid-1990s and 
headed up Business Link Tees Valley 
until 2001.

He spent the next four years in a 
couple of roles looking for the right 
opportunity, which came in 2005 
when he heard that the presiding chief 
executive of NOF was planning to 
retire. 

George decided to apply for the role 
with a burning ambition to bring about 
major changes to the organisation.

“The organisation was having to 
adjust to a changing environment with 
an increasing focus on the need to 
reduce dependency on oil and gas, the 
organisation’s traditional sectors, and 
move to an economy where renewables 
played an increasing part in the energy 
mix,” George reveals. “But I felt that if I 
was allowed to change the organisation 
– broaden its appeal, move it into other 
energy sectors, make it national and 
refocus its services – I could address 
the challenges it faced.”

On his first day as chief executive 
in November 2005, he announced 
that NOF was to change from a 
trade organisation to a business 
development-focused one.  

Mindful of the economic climate and 
declining pot of public funding, George 
also set about changing how NOF was 
financed.

“At the time, NOF was heavily reliant 
on public money and I wanted to 
change that,” he says.” People held the 
view that members would not pay for 
services that were previously free but I 
didn’t believe that.”

Despite the early doubters, George 
persisted with his seven-year strategy 
and the organisation became 
financially independent in 2012 – a full 
year earlier than its chief executive’s 
target.

“We’re now a commercial 
organisation that doesn’t rely on 
any public money and is financially 
sustainable in its own right,” George 
adds. 

W
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Over the past 14 years, George and 
his team have worked tirelessly to 
promote its members – which span 
all energy sectors across the UK and 
internationally.

As for the services the organisations 
provide, George explains these fall into 
three distinct categories. 

The first service is around business 
development. NOF will work with its 
members to understand what they 
want to achieve and will then use a 
combination of industry intelligence 
and commercial skills, such as 
marketing or media activity, to help 
them achieve it. 

The second service is built around 
networking, where NOF will introduce 
members to contacts in the areas they 
want to grow, while the third service is 
delivering a programme of workshops 
and conferences each year, around the 
UK, to encourage discussion and debate 
on issues impacting the energy sector. 

Given the small NOF team, the 
organisation has set about developing 
key partnerships with other 
organisations to help it achieve its aims. 

Examples of North of England 
partnerships are with Energi Coast and 
Subsea North East while nationally, 
NOF works with Renewable UK, Decom 
North Sea, Subsea UK, the Nuclear 
Industry Association and British Water, 
among others.

“We partner with whichever 
organisations can complement our 
work for the mutual benefit of NOF’s 
members,” says George, adding,  “these 
partnerships are very much a two-way 
thing – sometimes organisations come 
to us and ask for help; other times, it’s 
us going to them.”

Despite the current uncertainty and 
volatility around the global economy 
– with Brexit, the economic slowdown 
in China and the sporadic outbursts of 
the US Commander in Chief to name 
a few challenges – George remains 
remarkably optimistic about the energy 
sector and the future opportunities for 
NOF’s members.
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NOF
www.nofenergy.co.uk
@NOFEnergyLtd
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“There are many challenges with 
regards to how we produce energy, 
how we use energy and how we 
conserve energy,” says George, “and 
these are creating some hugely 
exciting opportunities for the sector – 
not just in the UK but worldwide.” 

One controversial reason for this 
situation, George highlights, is a 
historic lack of energy planning.

“Many of these challenges are 
borne out of the fact that successive 
UK governments, irrespective of 
their colour, have failed to plan for 
something as strategic as energy. As 
a result, we have to move extremely 
quickly to ensure we can keep the 
lights on.

“Other countries have addressed 
the situation better [than the UK] but 
there’s still been a lack of effective 
long-term planning,” George adds.

Asked about specific international 
opportunities for NOF members, 
the chief executive focuses on two 
key energy sectors: oil and gas and 
offshore wind. 

On oil and gas, George reflects: 
“Irrespective of what people say, oil 
and gas will be with us for decades to 
come and there are still opportunities 
the Americas – the Gulf of Mexico, for 
example – as well as in the Middle East 
and Africa.”

In offshore wind, George reports 
that the UK has built up world-
leading expertise, which is presenting 
burgeoning international scope for 
North East and UK-based companies 
working in the sector.

Again, George stresses opportunities 
in the Americas – with a big appetite 
for wind power on the Eastern 
Seaboard while on the West Coast 
of America conditions are ripe for 
developing deep-water offshore wind 
capability.

The chief executive adds: “Last 
November, as part of our Offshore 
Wind North East Conference and 
Exhibition, we hosted a delegation 
from Petrobras, Brazil’s national oil 
company, who were keen to speak to 
local energy companies about their 
offshore wind offerings.”

George highlights key territories in 
Asian, including Taiwan (NOF took 
a delegation of 35 UK offshore wind 
companies to the fast-emerging 
country in 2017), Japan and China, 
while reporting that Europe remains 
a hotbed of opportunity, singling out 
Denmark and Poland as examples. 

NOF’s chief executive explains that 
UK energy companies that are agile 
and can adapt quickly to changing 
energy trends will be better equipped 
to take advantage of the growing 
opportunities. 

He also reflects that, due to the 
retraction of the oil and gas industry 
in 2014, many companies – Osbit, 
Tekmar and Modus, to name just a few 
in the North East – have been able to 
transfer their expertise in oil and gas to 
offshore wind renewables, bolstering 
their position in the coming years.

As for the plans for NOF – which 
recently launched its new rebrand 
– George and his team remain 
committed to ensuring its members 
are in the best position to take 
advance of future opportunities.

“As NOF, we must stay one step 
ahead of what is happening in the 
energy industry,” the chief executive 
says.

“Our job is – and will continue to 
be – to identify the opportunities in 
the energy sector, make sure that 
we find the most appropriate way of 
bringing them to the attention of our 
members, and deliver our services so 
that they can secure a share of these 
opportunities.”
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NOVELTEA, set up in 2016 by 
former Newcastle University 
graduates and artisan tea 
mixologists Vincent Efferoth and 
Lukas Passia, has teamed up with 

the Asian investment and distribution company 
FEAST Holdings GMBH, in a bid to crack the 
lucrative Chinese/Asian markets and boost its 
global sales.

As part of the distribution deal, FEAST will 
receive an equity stake in NOVELTEA, an 
indication of the distributor’s desire to help the 
popular alcoholic tea succeed globally.

The business has just launched its third 
alcoholic brew – The Tale of Oolong – a blend of 
Chinese Oolong tea and Scotch whisky. The new 
‘Tale’ adds to its existing distinctive products, The 
Tale of Earl Grey and The Tale of Tangier, and 
complements NOVELTEA’s ambitious plans to 
boost sales and grow its business internationally.

Viewers of BBC2’s Dragons’ Den recently 
watched the NOVELTEA co-founders Vincent 
Efferoth and Lukas Passia turn down investment 
offers from three Dragons, after politely declining 
to give away 30 per cent of their business. That 
decision was vindicated within days of filming, 
when the pair had raised a whopping £342,000 
for approximately nine per cent of the business – 
giving NOVELTEA a valuation of £3.8 million.

Vincent says: “We’re delighted to strike 
this innovative distribution deal with FEAST, 
supported by forward-thinking legal advice from 
Muckle LLP. We’re always looking for new partners 
that share our love of creativity and tea, and this 
deal is symptomatic of how we do business.

“NOVELTEA’s products have huge global sales 
potential and we have ambitious plans to extend 
our range and grow our overseas market. 

“With a creative, confident team and a passion 
for doing business differently, we are teaming up 
with a distributor who has the drive, expertise and 
connections to help extend our networks, boost 
sales and increase profits.”

Janis Vougioukas, director at FEAST, says: 
“We’re thrilled to team up with NOVELTEA and 
to sign up to this mutually beneficial distribution 
deal. We have great connections in China and 
other parts of Asia so we’re confident that we will 
be able to help deliver strong sales and increased 
turnover for everyone involved.”

Legal work for the distribution deal between 
NOVELTEA’s holding company, Tea Venture 
Limited, and FEAST was completed by associate 
Amy Wanless and solicitor Tom Justice of Muckle 
LLP, a North East-based independent law firm for 
businesses.

Amy adds: “We have been working with 
NOVELTEA from early on in their journey, 
initially supporting them through our Mi Business 
legal services package, which is designed to help 
small and start-up businesses grow. 

“What truly makes this a standout deal is that 
FEAST will receive an equity stake in NOVELTEA, 
and now both businesses are working to develop 
the brand’s global appeal and increase share value, 
benefitting all investors who have so far supported 
the company’s rapid growth.”

 ADVERTISING FEATURE – LAW
Muckle LLP

North East-based NOVELTEA is exporting its alcoholic tea blends to China after securing a new 
agreement with an investment and distribution company with strong links in Asia, following legal 
advice from Muckle LLP

MUCKLE LLP HELPS NOVELTEA TAKE 
ITS ALCOHOLIC TEA TO CHINA

MUCKLE LLP
Photo: (left to right): Vincent 

Efferoth (NOVELTEA), Tom 

Justice (Muckle), Amy Wanless 

(Muckle) and Lukas Passia 

(NOVELTEA).

www.muckle-llp.com
@MuckleLLP
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PAST
At the beginning of my career, there was a definite 
focus on start-up, so I concentrated on how to 
support a growing business, drawing on insights from 
the research for my Hallmarks book. Challenges to 
growth tended to be similar, including developing the 
market and ensuring sufficient cash flow to finance 
growth, but the environment varied, so solutions 
had to be contextualised. The political, economic 
and socio-cultural environment had – and continues 
to have – a significant impact. The maturity of the 
business support ecosystem was a critical factor 
– policy makers and service providers, including 
banks and other organisations tended to view 
SMEs essentially from a corporate lens and failed to 
understand the key characteristics and needs of the 
sector.

PRESENT 
Major changes such as globalisation and 
digitalisation, the rise of Fintech and artificial 
intelligence have had a significant impact on the 
world of work as well as on the SME community. 
Change has been endemic in most countries, 
irrespective of their level of development, although 
priorities and potential solutions differ. In the UK, the 
focus moved from start-up to hi-tech starts to open 
innovation to the current emphasis on scalability. 
Nonetheless, many established SME owners I work 
with internationally, acknowledge that in many ways, 
little has changed in the support networks – there still 
seems to be lack of true understanding of the SME, 
meaning that many services do not have the expected 
impact. 

Over an illustrious 30-year career, 
consultant, author and acclaimed 
speaker Dinah Bennett has worked 
with people and organisations all 
over the world to gain insights into 
enterprise and entrepreneurship. Her 
business, International Consultants 
for Enterprise & Entrepreneurship 
(ICE), aims to support global 
financial, academic, commercial and 
government institutions develop 
effective enterprise strategies and 
policy to enable small business 
communities to become more 
enterprising. Dinah – who is a fellow 
of Entrepreneurship at Durham 
University – is a published author and 
has been involved in the formation of 
several organisations, including many 
in the North East, to encourage more 
diversity in enterprise. In 2005, Dinah 
was one the first women to receive 
the Queen’s Award for Achievement 
in Enterprise Promotion and in 2009 
she was awarded an OBE for Services 
to Women’s Entrepreneurship

THE LONG GAME

INTERVIEW  
Dinah Bennett

DINAH BENNETT
www.linkedin.com/in/
dinahbennett
www.consult-ice.com
@consult_ice
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FUTURE
Enterprise and entrepreneurship will inevitably 
become more relevant in the future. It forms part of 
the mind- and skill-set required to succeed in the 
gig-economy or as a self-employed person with a 
portfolio career, in setting up and growing a business 
or in introducing innovation and responsiveness 
in the public and corporate sector. Ensuring that 
these skills are developed throughout the education 
system is critical. A wider range of diverse role 
models that highlight the different possible paths 
of entrepreneurship widens horizons, including 
encouraging women to enter non-traditional 
sectors (as I’ve seen in our recent work in Peru and 
involving established owner-managers in mentoring 
new businesses). Working with the entrepreneurs 
on the advisory board of Societal Innovation and 
Enterprise Forum, their ‘stickiness’ and loyalty to 
the region is evident, as is the contribution they can 
make to solving many of society’s challenges. This 
applies to entrepreneurs globally. Country context 
will continue to be important in terms of the legal, 
regulatory and business environment, as will culture 
and social norms. Working with the Task Force for 
Women’s Enterprise in Tajikistan has shown how 
a concerted effort involving all stakeholders can 
begin to make it easier for women entrepreneurs by 
exerting pressure on aspects of the environment that 
are not conducive to entrepreneurship. 

TIMELINE

1994: 
Hallmarks for Successful 
Business Development 
Co-authored published

2009  
Awarded OBE for 

Services to Women’s 
Entrepreneurship

2018  
Co-founded GENE 

Gender Entrepreneurship 
North East (GENE) with 

Newcastle University 
Business School

2017  
Co-Founded Societal 

Innovation and Enterprise 
Forum (SIEF) at St 

Aidan’s College

2005: 
Awarded Queen’s Award 
for Enterprise Promotion

1999: 
Founded Women Into 

the Network (WIN) and 
initiative to support starting 

and growing businesses 
in the North East region, 
selected as a European 
best practice initiative 

for supporting women in 
business.

2007:  
Established Centre for 

Entrepreneurial Learning, 
Durham University

2010 
Founded International 

Consultants 
Entrepreneurship and 

Enterprise (ICE), appointed 
fellow of Entrepreneurship 

at St Aidan‘s College, 
Durham University and 

Adviser to All Party 
Parliamentary Group on 

Entrepreneurship

2018  
Appointed Global lead for 
Entrepreneurship at the 

women’s economic imperative, 
www.weiforward.org

1989: 
Joined Durham University 

Business School Small 
Business Centre as 

researcher working with 
Professor Allan Gibb on 
action research into how 

SME’s grow.



42

INTERVIEW 
Asanka Jayaweera 

Having become one of the key 
new players in the global EdTech 
market only months after its 
launch, StudyAtlas is aiming to 
wholly revolutionise the long-

accepted way international students apply for 
university places – all from its base in the North 
East. 

Founded by Asanka Jayaweera and his wife 
Buddhika Herath – who moved to the UK 
specially to launch their venture – the business 
is being tipped for huge levels of success, having 
devised a means to automate the application 
process, making it more transparent and efficient, 
and enabling the company to aspire to its aim of 
becoming a one-stop-shop for students to explore, 
compare and apply to courses around the world. 

Traditionally, international students rely on 
an agent to help them apply to a UK university, 
paying them between £2000 and £5000 just 
to submit their application. However, agents 
subscribe to a limited number of universities, 
meaning they will direct students to universities 
or courses which are in the agent’s best interest, 
rather than that of the student. 

Asanka, CEO of StudyAtlas, who began 

examining the student recruitment process in his 
native Sri Lanka back in 2006, explains: “Students 
are paying thousands of pounds to agents who are 
biased and are directing students to universities 
and courses which are not best for them. 

“We had heard so many times that students 
were being told to apply for different courses to the 
one they wanted, just because of the agent. 

“The international application process is very 
inefficient and is about quantity not quality – 
agents send applications in which are not complete 
and not done properly and universities are wasting 
time looking at all of these applications, which is 
time they could be spending in a better way. 

“Buddhika and I realised we could develop a 
non-bias platform which is free to use for students 
and would improve their whole experience, and 
could also help universities turn the emphasis onto 
quality and not quantity.” 

Having examined the applications process for 
almost a decade, starting a business called ABI to 
lay the foundations of their future venture, Asanka 
and Buddhika moved to the UK in 2016 to develop 
the concept of StudyAtlas. 

While they had considered starting the venture 
as a university research project, quickly their 
potential was identified by the Department 
for International Trade (DIT), which accepted 
StudyAtlas as its first-ever Sri Lankan entrant into 
its Global Entrepreneur Programme, designed to 
support overseas entrepreneurs and early-stage 
technology businesses relocate to the UK. 

Attracted by the strong reputation Newcastle 
has for its tech scene, Asanka and Buddhika chose 
the city as its home in 2017, moving into TusPark 
Newcastle Eagle Labs last year for its launch. The 
business is working with students from around 
the world to support their applications to UK 
universities, but particularly those from Sri Lanka, 
Bangladesh, India, Nigeria and China. China 
is a key territory for StudyAtlas with its base in 
TusPark – the only UK presence in the Chinese-
based incubator network, which has £26 billion 

With many predicting StudyAtlas to be one of the most significant and disruptive startup 
launches of recent times, the business, which began life in Sri Lanka, has chosen Newcastle as its 
adopted home. Deborah Johnson meets its chief executive, Asanka Jayaweera, who explains how 
and why the venture is changing the international student application process for the better

MAKING THE WORLD YOUR OYSTER 
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“We realised we could 
develop a non-bias 

platform which is free 
to use for students and 

would improve their whole 
experience.”

ASANKA JAYAWEERA
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in global assets and over 200 sites worldwide 
– and being members of the Forge Accelerator 
programme, which enables businesses to target 
expansion in China.  

Since formally unveiling StudyAtlas in 
November 2018, its online platform has received 
thousands of visits from around the world, and 
is preparing to make hundreds of applications on 
behalf of international students for the September 
2019 university intake. 

“Our aim is to have a 90 per cent application to 
offer ratio. One difference is that we screen every 
application and help students to improve them 
before they are submitted. We help them send 
their application to the most appropriate place, 
and are giving the universities the right students 
for them,” says Asanka. 

While only four months in, StudyAtlas is 
already planning for significant growth. Its 
senior management team is based in Newcastle 
– supported by its applications team back in Sri 
Lanka – but the business is forecasting significant 
opportunities in its adopted new home, and is 
actively seeking investment from business angels 
to help fuel its plans. 

Vast experience has also been brought into 
the operation with Will Murray being appointed 
as a non-executive director. Will, former VP 
international and chief product officer at EdTech 
leader Turnitin, previously helped to secure 
almost 100 per cent of UK universities as Turnitin 
customers, and well as widespread adoption 
internationally, before helping to sell the business 
for $750 million.

“We see being based in Newcastle as long term, 
and in time we will look for our own premises 
here. This is a very good place to be, everything 
is within walking distance so the city is very 
connected. As a startup, our costs are not as high 

as they would be elsewhere for things like salaries, 
and that is a very important thing for us,” says 
Asanka. 

“As we scale globally, our management team 
will be based in Newcastle, and we will create jobs 
here – potentially very many jobs – as we grow. We 
are looking to raise investment currently to help us 
achieve that and are keen to talk to angel investors. 

“As well as the benefits of being in Newcastle, 
we see the UK as a great place to be and to do 
business. It is a very international community and 
we believe scaling a business would be easier and 
much more supported in the UK than we may 
find in other countries, and there are very high 
numbers of international students studying here 
and applying to come here. This is a good fit for a 
business like ours.”

STUDYATLAS
www.studyatlas.com
@studyatlas
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The Enterprise Europe Network, brought to the region by RTC North, is working with businesses 
to help them expand into new international markets – as programme manger Sarah Pavlou 
explains

INNOVATE AND GO GLOBAL 

As many UK SMEs and universities 
look to internationalise and 
expand their reach worldwide, 
and with Brexit looming, it’s 
appropriate that organisations 

seek what opportunities are out there when it 
comes to business support on an international 
level.

Who are we? 
The largest business support network worldwide 
is Enterprise Europe Network (EEN), which is 
brought to the North of England by RTC North 
with offices in Sunderland, Leeds and Liverpool.

EEN’s mission is to help ambitious businesses 
innovate, scale and go global.

The network is at the heart of the EU and 
UK ’s growth and jobs strategy, increasingly 
reflected in this Government’s Industrial 
Strategy and its commitment to innovation and 
internationalisation.

Formed 11 years ago, the network is now a 
powerful tool connecting 3000 experts in 600 

organisations across numerous sectors in more 
than 60 countries, including USA, Canada, India 
and China. 

EEN is a fully-funded service designed to help 
businesses realise their full potential, providing 
them with business opportunities, cultural and 
local knowledge to grow and scale overseas, while 
ensuring they are collaborating with credible 
international businesses that are known to our 
EEN partners on the ground.

History has illustrated numerous examples of 
businesses – big and small –which fail to realise 
cross-continental expansion plans due to lack of 
professional support and ultimately knowledge 
about competitiveness of local rivals. 

We demonstrate the importance of investing 
time and resource in forming credible partnerships 
and making the right connections. 

How can we help? 
Funded jointly with the European Commission, 
EEN has been part of the Innovate UK family since 
2015, bringing a new emphasis on innovation and 
commercialisation support.

EEN can help you do business in Europe and 
beyond, providing you with the specialist support 
and reliable connections you need. 

Does your business want to innovate and then 
grow? We can help improve the way you manage 
innovation, commercialise great ideas and grow 
your business to that next level.

We can support you accessing finance, by 
tracking down long-term finance from the public 
and private sectors, enabling you to make the 
necessary investments to further your growth.

We can assist your business to operate, 
collaborate and/or launch in international markets, 
expanding your horizons and opening up new 
opportunities not yet realised. With a ‘Glocal’ 
approach, we expand your reach, ensure reliable 
and relevant connections are made and provide 
you with the local insights crucially needed for 
ensuring a successful business outcome. 

ADVERTISING FEATURE – DEVELOPMENT
RTC North 
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Impact so far
Latest statistics show that the combined 
total funding for EEN across Europe is €180 
million. SMEs from all over the UK are given 
the opportunity to tap into that resource and 
turn their innovation and internationalisation 
ambitions into reality. 

The network recognises an SME’s innovation 
potential and helps them shape it into commercial 
success.

Our EEN experts don’t do innovation for their 
clients, but work alongside the business to support 
the SMEs commercialise their innovations faster 
and place innovation at the heart of business 
expansion.

From figures recently released in 2018, the 
Enterprise Europe Network in the North of the UK 
has helped organisations to receive the following:

• North East €42,417,617.29 
• North West €83,281,756.52
• Yorkshire & Humber €80,520,267.89 

But there is so much more to the Enterprise 
Europe Network. It has a vast and complex 
database that lists thousands of opportunities for 
UK companies from other companies worldwide 

in all sectors, from manufacturing agreements, 
research and development requests, to distributor 
and licencing agreements. 

In fact, globally, 37,060 SMEs received advice 
from the network in 2017 with 2594 of them being 
UK organisations. There is even more with 11,791 
UK SMEs receiving information and training 
and 537 SMEs taking full advantage of our fully-
funded innovation support programmes.

More recently, RTC North – on behalf of EEN 
and Innovate UK – has organised several sector-
related high-profile missions to countries like 
China, Japan and the USA with some clients even 
signing agreements with other companies while on 
these missions.

One company that attended the mission was Pro 
Sport Support Ltd.

Managing director Guy Parkin said: “This opens 
up unthinkable opportunities for us over the next 
five years. In China, the sport sector is booming 
and being at the forefront of that for us is a great 
achievement. 

“I would like to thank EEN team at RTC North 
who played a crucial role in making this happen.” 

RTC NORTH  
For more information on how 

EEN and RTC North can help 

your business, please call the 

team on 0191 516 4400 or email: 

sarah.pavlou@rtcnorth.co.uk

www.rtcnorth.co.uk

i

“Does your business 
want to innovate and 

then grow? We can help 
improve the way you 
manage innovation, 

commercialise great ideas 
and grow your business to 

that next level.”



48

This year, North East Times has partnered with Newcastle Startup Week, an annual festival 
that aims to inspire and inform budding and existing entrepreneurs and business owners. Here, 
founder Paul Lancaster, explains what 2019’s attendees have in store as the five-day event – now 
in its third year – gains momentum regionally, nationally and internationally

HEAD START 

Tell us about Newcastle Startup 
Week…
Newcastle Startup Week is an annual 
five-day (and night) festival that 
takes place in multiple venues across 

Newcastle and Gateshead in May. 
Each day has a different theme covering 

‘Inspiration’, ‘Getting Started’, ‘Funding & Finance’, 
‘Scaleup’ and ‘Keep Going or Pivot?’.

Our aim is to inspire, motivate, encourage 
and support more people to start or grow their 
business in the North East. 

The 2017 and 2018 events both attracted more 
than 600 delegates from across the UK, Europe, 
USA and Asia and we’re aiming to make our third 
event on May 13-17 even bigger!

 
What are the short and long-term objectives of 
the festival?
Our first year was all about shining a light on all 
the great entrepreneurs, businesses and support 
networks available for new and growing businesses 
in our region. We wanted to create a platform 
where people could come together and find all 
the best help, advice and funding in one place – 
giving them in five days what it would normally 
take them five months or even five years to find on 
their own. The second year was about repeating 
and refining the event, and trying to attract 
more people from outside the region (we have a 
map on our ‘Sponsors &  Partners’ page, which 
shows where people came from last year and this 
included 33 people from Manchester and 25 from 
London). 

This year, although the primary focus is on 
helping more people start and grow a business 
in the North East, we also want to give the event 
more of a national and international focus and 
have been building bridges with and tapping into 
other startup communities around the world.

 
How will this year’s festival differ from previous 
years?

We are expanding the programme by having more 
events that will appeal to an even wider range of 
people from different sectors. In previous years, 
the main activity happened in the afternoon with 
some after parties and evening networking events. 
This year, we are running additional, more niche 
events each morning, too. For example, day two 
will feature an early morning VR/AR showcase 
event at PROTO, followed by a creative industries-
focused event at Gateshead College next door, 
before the main ‘Getting Started’ event begins at 
St Mary’s Heritage Centre next door to The Sage 
Gateshead in the afternoon.

 
Which speakers are you looking forward to 
hearing from in 2019?
We have more than 60 speakers taking part at 
Newcastle Startup Week and every one of them 
has been invited because they are inspiring, 
motivational or proven experts in their chosen 
field. Someone who I think will blow everyone 
away is Steven Bartlett, the 26-year-old old 
CEO of Europe’s hottest social media agency – 
Social Chain Group. If you’re looking for some 
inspiration and a better understanding of the 
millennial mindset, you need to come and see him 
on Day 1 @ The Boiler Shop. 
 
How is the North East business community 
supporting the festival?
We’ve had huge support from the North East 
business community from the very beginning, 
which I’m eternally grateful for. To go from a 
standing start to 600+ delegates in year one and 
again in year two would have been impossible 
without the support from our past and present 
sponsors who have enabled us to keep our ticket 
prices as low as possible – currently just £75 + 
booking fee for a five-day ticket until April when 
they increase to £100 each.

 
What has been your festival highlight?
There have been too many to mention but bringing 

INTERVIEW – EVENT
Paul Lancaster 
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hundreds of people together to learn, be inspired, 
help each other, start businesses or projects, and 
help them pursue their dreams and fulfil their 
potential is the biggest highlight for me.

 
What’s been the biggest challenge?
The North East of England is too heavily reliant 
on European funding, which means that everyone 
has become addicted to ‘free’. From the very 
beginning, we didn’t want to make the event free 
to attend but at the same time knew we needed 
to keep the price as low as possible. I’m obviously 
biased but tickets for Newcastle Startup Week (and 
Newcastle Scaleup Summit which takes place on 
day four) are insanely good value for what is on 
offer versus other events in the UK and around the 
world. Another challenge is that we’re finding it 
easier to attract people from Manchester, London, 
Edinburgh and Glasgow than from smaller 
towns and cities here in the North East. This is 
disappointing so if you know someone thinking 
of starting a business who isn’t based in Newcastle 
or Gateshead, please encourage them to attend so 
they don’t miss out on something that has been 
created just for them.

 
Has the festival supported businesses to build 
relationships outside of the North East?
We’ve already attracted speakers and delegates  
from Scotland for our Newcastle Startup Week and 
Newcastle Scaleup Summit events. I think there’s 
a huge opportunity for North East of England 
businesses to connect to those in Scotland and we 
have been making regular trips there to encourage 
more exchanges and collaboration. A great 
example of this is Edinburgh-based FreeAgent 
(voted the UK’s no.1 accounting software for small 
businesses), which has come onboard as our new 
Headline Sponsor this year. This year’s festival 
will also have more speakers from Scotland, the 
Nordics, Canada, Asia and China, especially on 
day four (Scaleup Summit), so the opportunities 
for national and international growth are there if 
people want them. 

 
Finally, what do you think the impact of 
Newcastle Startup Week has been on the regional 
business community so far?
We’re currently working with The Centre for 
Urban and Regional Development Studies 
(CURDS) at Newcastle University on an Impact 

Study of Newcastle Startup Week which will 
be published in May. Although we have many 
examples of how the event has helped people start 
or grow a business or project, I wanted to get a 
better understanding of what meaningful impact it 
has had on people, businesses, the city and region 
(if any). I’m pleased to say we’ve already gathered 
some extremely positive feedback and comments 
from participants and although beneficial to their 
business, the biggest impacts seem to be on the 
people themselves and their perception of our 
region with 81 per cent feeling more motivated 
or inspired and 72 per cent more likely to say 
Newcastle/the North East has a vibrant business 
community. If we can encourage more people to 
attend this year from every part of our region, the 
positive impact on our local communities, villages, 
towns and cities could be enormous.

NEWCASTLE STARTUP 
WEEK 
www.newcastlestartupweek.com
@nclstartupweek

i
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International Women’s Day will take place on 
Friday March 8 and a Newcastle-based talent 
consultancy is taking the opportunity to ask why 
there are still a lack of women in leadership roles 
– both in the city and internationally. 

Led by recruitment director Sam Wall, 
SEAO Talent Partners comprises a team of five 
forward-thinking talent acquisition experts with 
international expertise and over 30 years of in-
house recruitment experience. 

Having previously worked as head of talent 
acquisition for a £1.35 billion business, Sam 
recruited for roles nationwide and has experience of 
large-scale mergers, acquisitions and financial buy-
outs. As such she has an in-depth knowledge of the 
challenges facing women when it comes to applying 
for roles – especially those looking for employment 
in senior positions. 

“I strongly believe that one of the main reasons 
we don’t have more women in leadership roles is 
that they are put off before they even reach the 
interview stages due to the job adverts themselves, 
which are frequently much more geared towards 
men,” she says.

“The first thing to consider is the advert’s 
appearance and the perceptions of strong visuals 
versus those of softer images. It’s also important 
to think about the tone and feel of the advert. In 
general, more direct language will attract males 
while females are more likely to respond to a more 

inclusive approach. 
“Research shows that woman will only consider 

applying for a role if they believe they tick ‘all of the 
boxes’ so it’s important to think about which skills 
are essential and which are just desirable. Keeping 
the list succinct will result in more candidates 
making it to the interview stage, where it’s always 
easier to form opinions. 

“If you’re concerned about using language which 
could discourage candidates from applying, the 
best course of action could be to stick to the facts – 
avoiding emotive or visually perceived wording.

“Of course, we’re not looking to exclude men 
from the recruitment process, and so there are 
ways to appeal to both men and women. Talking to 
the candidates as ‘you’ rather than ‘he or she’ will 
make them feel the role is for them, and focusing 
on benefits you might not find elsewhere – such as 
flexible working – is also likely to entice.”

Having only been in operation for a few months, 
SEAO has quickly established itself as a consultancy 
with a difference and already has international reach 
thanks to its partnership with experiential travel 
organisation Day 8, which prides itself on recruiting 
candidates from across the globe. 

Specialising in strategy, end-to-end integrated 
recruitment, assessment centres and outplacement, 
the team is extremely passionate about the services 
they deliver. But while the services are undoubtedly 
important, it’s the people behind the business which 
really make SEAO stand apart from the crowded 
recruitment and talent acquisition market.  

Sam continued: “I had no qualms in hiring an 
all-female team. I knew it was important to build a 
consultancy with a wealth of in-house experience 
but I also needed to find people who would live our 
company values of leading the way, partnering with 
passion, inspiring brilliance and being unique. 

“We have 11 children between us so our family-
led culture very much underpins everything we 
stand for, and it’s important to me that our team 
members really appreciate this. We’ve found that 
stating our family-friendly benefits have attracted 
really strong candidates to our roles – and in the 
modern world we now live in its something that’s 
appreciated by both men and women.” 

ADVERTISING FEATURE 
SEAO

All-female talent consultancy SEAO offers an insight as to why there aren’t more women in senior 
roles

THE LANGUAGE OF RECRUITMENT 

SEAO
For expert advice on how to 

write a effective job advert, or 

to find out more about how 

SEAO can work in partnership 

with your business, visit:

www.seao.co.uk
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Despite Brexit looming ever closer, 
predicting its impact on businesses 
in the North East and their 
employees – particularly those 
from elsewhere within the EU – 

remains as difficult as it did in June 2016. 
Perhaps by the time you are reading this, a 

resolution will have been reached and we will be 
moving smoothly towards a harmonious Brexit, 
but at the moment we seem to be creeping ever 
closer to an acrimonious ‘no deal’. 

Regardless of whether a deal can be reached or 
not, leaving the EU (assuming we do leave) will 
almost certainly result in more stringent border 

controls. 
This will likely have the knock-on effect of 

discouraging foreign workers from coming to 
the UK. Many businesses in the North East are 
already noticing a decrease in the number of new 
employees and workers from other countries 
within the EU, which in some cases is making 
recruitment difficult. But what will happen to 
those EU citizens who are currently working in 
businesses in the North East, and indeed the wider 
UK?

If a deal can be reached then it will almost 
certainly include a transition period, which will 
effectively retain the status quo for EU citizens 
living and working in the UK and vice versa until 
December 31, 2020. 

However, if we exit Europe on March 29 with no 
deal then there would be no specific arrangement 
in place for the future rights of EU citizens in 
the UK and UK citizens in the EU; although it 
would be possible for the UK to proceed with 
their existing proposal, but with no guarantee of 
reciprocity.  

In the long term, regardless of whether we 
exit with or without a deal in place, EU citizens 
working in the UK are unlikely to be able to 
continue to do so without a change in their 
status. While many will apply for a work permit, 
or possibly citizenship, at present we don’t know 
what the visa requirements will be or who will be 
eligible. Some may feel that, in order to ensure 
their job security, they will need to return to 
mainland Europe, others may simply no longer 
feel welcome in post-Brexit Britain. In any event, 
there could be a significant drop in the number of 
EU citizens working in the North East post March 
2019. 

At the present time, it is becoming increasingly 
frustrating that as Brexit gets ever closer, we are 
still in a position where we have no more certainty 
in terms of what awaits our business community 
than we did in June 2016. 

In any event, whatever happens this month, the 
relationship between North East businesses and 
the European Union will have to be ironed out 
long after the fundamentals are finally decided. 

ADVERTISING FEATURE – LAW
Sintons

Fiona Campbell, associate and specialist business and workforce immigration adviser at Sintons, 
reflects on the challenges businesses may face with employees from the EU, post Brexit

BREXIT AND YOUR WORKFORCE 

SINTONS
For more information, contact 

Fiona on: 

0191 226 3703

Fiona.campbell@sintons.co.uk 

www.sintons.co.uk
@SintonsLaw
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Beginning its journey at Turbine 
Way Business Park in Washington, 
Energy Professionals Group (EPG) 
has grown from three recruiters to 
a team of 20 recruiters, resourcers 

and support staff – recruiting for roles all over the 
world. 

Specialists in oil and gas, technical engineering, 
construction, chemicals and petrochemicals and 
mining, the team has seen a great start to 2019 
– moving into new premises at the North East 
Business and Innovation Centre in Sunderland 
Enterprise Park after outgrowing its previous office 
space. 

The management team has also been 
restructured in order to better support clients. Led 
by Rachel Dougherty, Shannon Manners and Paul 
Jones, the business now operates as three teams, 
supporting the UK, North America and EMEAA.

Rachel heads up the UK and Europe division 
and is responsible for filling oil and gas sector and 
trade-based positions. 

She says: “We’d previously split our teams and 
had been working from two locations but since 
moving into our new office, we’ve been able to 
create a really great environment for people to 
work in. 

“Our staff retention is way above industry 
standard, which is fantastic as we know that 
our success is down to our people, and the 
relationships they have built.”

Having all started their recruitment careers as 
resourcers, the leadership team worked their way 
up the ranks at previous agencies before joining 
EPG and building their own desks from scratch. 

Paul Jones, who heads up the Technical 
Engineering division covering chemicals, 
petrochemicals, power and mining across the UK 
and EMEAA region, explains: “When I joined the 
company, we took much more of a ‘scatter-gun’ 
approach and weren’t selective about the clients we 
were working with. The process now is much more 
refined and we’ve each found a niche which we’re 
really comfortable in. 

“The business has had an exceptional start 
to 2019 and I’m confident that this success will 
continue throughout the year and into the future 
thanks to the expert team we have working in all 
areas of the organisation. Their attitude, ethics 
and drive will enable us to build on existing 
key relationships and form connections with 
additional clients.”

The success of equal measure has been achieved 
in the US, where the business (which trades as 
Atlantic Energy Partners) focuses on the oil and 
gas industry, and operates from three offices in 
Houston, Oklahoma and Delaware. 

Shannon heads up Atlantic Energy Partners. 
She says: “We’ve built a fantastic reputation with 
our clients in the US, which is entirely down to our 
fantastic team and their ability to create personal 
connections with leading organisations in the oil 
and gas industry.

“They’re happy to go above and beyond; making 
themselves available 24 hours a day and using all 
of the resources available to them to fill positions.” 

Talking about the company’s future, Shannon 
adds: “Everything we do revolves around offering a 
personable approach, so we want to make sure that 
we don’t grow too quickly and continue to service 
our clients well.”

Rachel concludes: “Our growth needs to be 
natural rather than forced and the hope is that 
we’ll find ourselves in a position whereby new 
customers are coming to us directly.”

 ADVERTISING FEATURE – RECRUITMENT
 Energy Professionals Group

Sunderland-based Energy Professionals Group (EPG) is celebrating international success, just 
three-and-half-years after opening its doors

GLOBAL GROWTH FOR 
RECRUITMENT SPECIALISTS

ENERGY 
PROFESSIONALS GROUP
To find out more about Energy 

Professionals Group, contact:

0191 3388 140

www.energy-progroup.com 
www.atlantic-ep.com
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Inheritance tax has been a highly visible 
political and legal issue recently, and the steep 
rise in the value of the average UK home over 
the last few decades has further sharpened the 
focus.

According to the latest Government figures, 
the average house in the UK is now valued at 
£230,630, which is a good deal along the way 
towards passing the £325,000 inheritance tax ‘nil 
rate band’ threshold.

A 40 per cent levy will be due on any assets 
you leave exceeding this amount, but since 
the introduction of the residence nil rate band 
(RNRB) in April 2017, you may be able to 
avoid including the value of your property in 
these calculations if you’re leaving it to ‘direct 
descendants’.

The RNRB was brought in to enable families 
to retain the family home, or its cash equivalent, 
without the burden of inheritance tax to pay at 
what is already obviously a very difficult time for 
them.

Single people may qualify for an additional 
£125,000 that can pass inheritance tax-free under 
these rules, an allowance which is doubled for 
a couple, and by April 2020, this increases to 
£175,000 per person gradually.

If the value of your home is worth less than 
the maximum amount available, then the RNRB 
available to you will be capped at that value.

You may be eligible for this relief even if you 
don’t have blood-related children, as a ‘direct 
descendant’ is widely defined and includes a 

wide range of relatives, such a child, stepchild, 
grandchild, past or present foster child, a husband, 
wife or civil partner of a lineal descendant 
(including their widow, widower or surviving civil 
partner).

In addition to this, if your home has been sold 
or gifted on or after July 8, 2015 (or will be sold 
or gifted in the future), you could still claim some 
or all of the RNRB as long as it can be proven that 
you occupied the home as a residence, even if 
only for a short time. This is useful to know if you 
have owned more than one property and want 
to maximise the relief as you can choose which 
one to apply the RNRB against, provided the 
conditions above are met.

If your estate is worth over £2 million, the 
RNRB will not be fully available as it is reduced 
by £1 for every £2 that the estate is valued over 
£2 million. This means, at today’s rates, that you 
will lose all the RNRB if your estate is worth 
£2.25 million or more. If you have a ‘mixed bag’ 
of assets, some of which qualify for reliefs for 
inheritance tax purposes, which can be claimed 
on agricultural or business assets via agricultural 
property relief (APR) and business property relief 
(BPR), then the application of the RNRB is slightly 
more complex.

The value of your estate includes all assets 
(ignoring any reliefs when calculating available 
RNRB), so while any business or farming assets 
will hopefully pass free of inheritance tax due to 
APR or BPR, the value of those assets may result 
in some or all of the RNRB being tapered away.

If this is the case, RNRB will not be available 
to offset against your other non-business/non-
farming assets which are not eligible for reliefs. 

Residence nil rate band won’t cover the value of 
all family homes, but the majority will at least be 
covered in part and this additional relief has been 
a welcome addition to mitigating inheritance tax 
for many. 

If you’re considering how best to manage your 
estate, it makes clear sense to speak to a trusted 
adviser about the RNRB about how the rules apply 
to your individual situation.

ADVERTISING FEATURE – LAW
Hay & Kilner 

Elizabeth Gibbison, solicitor at Hay & Kilner Law Firm, outlines the rules around residence nil rate 
band, which need careful consideration to ensure beneficiaries of your will don’t one day receive 
an unexpected inheritance tax bill

NAVIGATING INHERITANCE TAX 

HAY & KILNER
www.hay-kilner.co.uk
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IN ASSOCIATION WITH:

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

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

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

BUILT 
ENVIRONMENT
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BUILT ENVIRONMENT - NEWS

NEWCASTLE 

Taras Properties scheme for 
city gateway site      
Taras Properties is to bring forward a 
high-quality office scheme to redevelop 
the prominent former Bank of England 
“city centre gateway” site at the junction 
of Pilgrim Street and Swan House 
roundabout.

The company will invest in Bank 
House, a 14-storey, 120,000sq ft 
Grade A landmark office building, with 
complementary ground floor retail uses, 
which will be a significant step for the wider 

East Pilgrim Street Regeneration Area 
development proposals.

The building will incorporate 10,000sq ft 
floorplates of clear, open-plan column-free 
space, offering unobstructed views across 
the city. A BREEAM ‘Excellent’ rating is 
being sought as part of the detailed design 
works.

Commercial and project management 
advice on the scheme is being provided 
by GVA with architectural design by Ryder 

Architecture. Arup is providing engineering 
input.

SUNDERLAND

First look at flagship VAUX 
development                       
One of the region’s most high-profile developments of 2019 is set 
to open its doors this spring as the final fit-out gets underway.

The BEAM, a 60,000sq ft office building on Sunderland’s iconic 
VAUX site, will be the North East’s only new city centre office 
development to complete this year.

Standing five storeys high, the flagship development will provide 
high-quality office space in the heart of the city centre, and will also 
include ground floor space suitable for a bar, café and restaurant 
that will overlook the River Wear and the Wearmouth Bridge.

John Seager, chief executive of Siglion, said: “It’s great to see 
The BEAM really starting to take shape and we couldn’t be happier 

with how the building has progressed. Construction is now almost 
finished and we’re getting set for the final fit-out over the next few 
months, which has allowed us to show a few businesses around 
the site already.”

The £20 million site, which is located close to Keel Square and 
St Mary’s Boulevard – both recently regenerated by Sunderland 
City Council – is the first of five areas of the city to be developed 
in a 20-year regeneration scheme managed by Siglion, working in 
partnership with the council.

SOUTH TYNESIDE

Speculative industrial scheme 
75 per cent let                                                                   
Industrial property specialist HTA Real Estate has completed 
the largest letting at Infinity Park, bringing the new speculative 
development to 75 per cent occupancy.

Falcon Panel Products has signed a ten-year lease at the £5 
million scheme, located within Monkton Business Park in Hebburn, 
South Tyneside. Unit A, which extends to 31,524sq ft, represents 
Falcon’s fifth acquisition within the past four years.

The development of Infinity Park was supported by a £1.27 
million grant from the North East LEP’s Local Growth Fund to 
help address the region’s shortage of quality new industrial 

accommodation. Hellens Group also received loan funding of £1.7 
million from the North East Investment Fund (NEIF), an evergreen 
loan fund also administered by the North East LEP. 

Joint letting agents HTA Real Estate and GVA report strong 
interest in the remaining unit.

IN ASSOCIATION WITH:
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Developing Consensus 
re-focuses on regional issues 

Developing Consensus, a leading private/public 
sector opinion group, which includes prominent 
private sector investors, developers, property 
agents and professionals in the North East of 
England, has started 2019 with a fundamental 
shift in position to emphasise its messages about 
the importance of the region’s property sector 
and the issues the region faces. 

Founded in 2012 with just six members, 
Developing Consensus now has over 120 
members representing a range of private sector 
professionals and public sector organisations 
and authorities. 

The group’s members have, between them, 
invested over £1 billion in the North East over 
the last ten years, but are seeing increasing 
challenges to investment and project delivery 
in the region, which needs to be urgently 
highlighted and addressed. 

Chair Adam Serfontein, who is also managing 
director of the property investment and 
development company Hanro, says the first six 
years created a solid foundation to move ahead 
at a critical time for the country. 

“We are strong, multi-disciplined and a very 
knowledgeable opinion group and feel that, faced 
with Brexit on one hand and further devolution in 
the region as well as a range of other important 
issues, we continue to work tirelessly in 
partnership across the sector to make significant 
representation where necessary in the interests 
of the region,” says Adam. 

“Our principal ambitions remain the same 
– ensuring the delivery and supply of new 
developments and buildings that will enable 
the growth of high-quality businesses in the 
region; to support the region in attracting the 
inward investment from national and international 
markets necessary for regional development and 
growth; to foster positive collaboration between 
the public and private sectors on development 
and investment; and continue to be an 

authoritative voice and expert consultant group, 
actively supporting regional policy-makers across 
relevant sectors.   

“However, we will increase activity levels and 
raise our profile as we focus on delivery and 
growth. To achieve this, we have upgraded our 
website for re-launch in early 2019 and continue 
to be committed to publishing position papers 
which will be available on the web. These will 
focus, for example, on inward investment, 
the digital sector, planning, infrastructure and 
development to begin with. 

“We have enjoyed very good relations with the 
public sector and feel that faced with uncertainty 
on a European dimension, it is timely for us to 
turn up the volume so to speak.” 

A sector group established in 2012 has realigned its objectives to shine a light on the issues affecting the North East property 
sector

ADVERTISING FEATURE – BUILT ENVIRONMENT – DEVELOPING CONSENSUS 

Developing Consensus

The first position paper will be 

issued during March. It will focus 

on digital infrastructure saying that 

‘digital infrastructure investment is 

of critical importance to property 

location decisions’.

www.developingconsensus.com 
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Well, well, well...

What did I miss at Lambert Smith Hampton’s 
Northern Powerhouse presentation? “The WELL 
Building Standard was certainly a hot topic!” 
replies LSH’s Michael Downey, when I met him 
after the event.

As coincidences go, the Mawson Kerr interview 
that I attended later that day touched on the same 
subject – namely iMpec’s joint development with 
Hanro of Durham City’s 12,033sq ft, three-storey, 
Fram Well office building, which is being built with 
the WELL standard in mind.

“Work-life balance and mental well-being are 
increasingly recognised as key to staff motivation 
and productivity,” explains Michael. As a result, 
he says: “Many businesses are beginning to use 
well-being as part of their strategy to deliver a 

meaningful and engaging employee experience 
and, in turn, create a higher-performing 
workforce.”

The LSH Northern Powerhouse report 
explained further. The built environment has a 
critical role to play in motivating and attracting 
staff. Until recently, developers and landlords were 
focused on building functionality and design.

 The introduction of BREEAM in 1990 was 
the first major step change in the construction 
process, setting best practice standards for the 
environmental performance of buildings. 

Since then, property betterment has become a 
primary relocation driver, fuelled by the meteoric 
rise in Corporate Social Responsibility. Rapid 
technological advances and new generations 
entering the workforce have also driven new ways 
of working.

Now, businesses have begun to turn their 
attentions to the link between their employees’ 
physical and mental well-being and productivity 
and to see wellness as a source of competitive 
advantage.

At its most basic level, wellness can be defined 
as a “state of being in good health, especially 
as an actively pursued goal”. However, it is 
intangible, difficult to define and even harder to 
measure.

The purpose of the WELL Building Standard 
was to develop a way of focusing on features 
within a building and how they affect the health of 
workers within that building.   

Greg Davison from Cushman & Wakefield and 
sole agent on the Fram Well project, pointed to 
a recent Well Work Place C&W 74-page report 
on workplace wellbeing, aptly sub-titled ‘making 
spaces human again’.

Well-being, says C&W, is the state of being in 
which an individual is able to realise their potential, 
cope with the normal stresses of life, can work 
productively, and is able to drive performance.

More than a ‘fad’ says the C&W report, this is 

North East Times’ property writer, Chris Dobson, reflects on the growing importance of building wellness into commercial 
properties 

COMMENT - CHRIS DOBSON
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a global socio-economic shift – rue the industry 
that is not moving to address it. Technology 
has eroded work-life boundaries, while also 
empowering employees to change the nature of 
the work contract. 

Employees will increasingly choose where 
they want to work and how they want to work. 
Technology will allow the relationship between 
‘where we are’ and ‘how we are’ to be laid bare, 
and it will redefine how we determine the value of 
real estate.

Most of us work in what are essentially 
‘unwell’ offices. Workplaces that are not ‘well’ 
impair employee performance and are at risk of 
heightened vacancy levels and loss of income 
potential. Mounting evidence all points in one 
direction: well-being in the workplace is fast 
becoming a strategic imperative.

Many business leaders express cynicism when 
it comes to the relationship between well-being 
and business performance, leaving it lower on 
the agenda than other priorities. The link between 
well-being and business productivity is tenuous. 
There is the need therefore for developers and 
investors to see evidence, precedents and proven 
financial benefits.

These benefits must be linked to aspects of 
the building in isolation from other contributing 
factors. Only a strong set of metrics will compel 
occupiers to demand ‘well’ buildings and 
developers to create them.

Collecting and analysing metrics is the key to 
creating buildings that enhance occupier well-
being, improve employee performance and, in 
turn, create positive financial outcomes.

But suspicion about employer and building 
owner intentions – and concerns about data 
security – could create resistance. Because full 
user engagement is imperative for the ‘well’ 
movement’s success, this is a real stumbling 
block. 

The solution? Both investors and occupiers 

must be committed to the concept of ‘workspace 
as a value creator’ over ‘workspace as a cost 
centre’.

Greg Davison concludes: “Workplaces that 
are not ‘well’ impair employee performance. 
Mounting evidence about its benefits means 
workplace well-being is becoming more important 
to occupiers.”

For example he says there is a ten per cent 
reduction in performance if offices are too hot 
or too cold. Levels of cortisol, a stress indicator, 
decrease significantly after 20 minutes in a more 
natural setting.

“Seeing the colour green for just a few seconds 
boosts creativity levels. Background noise in 
offices can lead to performance drops of 66 per 
cent. Cognitive functioning doubles when workers 
are in well-ventilated offices and companies with 
satisfied and engaged staff see 25-65 per cent 
lower employee turnover.”

 Greg adds: “Well-being has moved up the 
corporate agenda, to the point that it is now 
a critical part of an occupier’s occupational 
decision making. How do staff get to work? 
Is there sufficient welfare provision in terms of 
showering and changing facilities? Are health and 
environmental needs being provided for?

“There are now plenty of examples that 
demonstrate the step change in office design 
in recent years, with large areas given over to 
secure and easy-to-use cycle stores, health club 
standard showering and welfare facilities and 
interactive third party café space and even studio 
space for yoga/pilates/exercise classes to take 
place. 

“These are aspects we recommend addressing 
in any new office scheme or refurbishment. While 
it may result in a reduction in lettable floor space, 
it will help to enhance the rent achievable on the 
space that is let, reduce void periods and assist in 
retaining occupiers going forward.”

Roll on Fram Well.
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Strong start to 2019

GT3, which has studios in Newcastle and 
Nottingham, has developed quickly in recent months 
and has worked on major projects in the North East, 
Midlands and South of England. 

The business – whose ‘People Architecture’ ethos 
and user-focused approach has earned it a unique 
reputation in the marketplace – also recently added 
an international dimension to its operation, with an 
appointment to a major sports campus masterplan. 

Nationally, while the majority of its recent projects 
have been in the south of England, award-winning 
GT3 has secured work widely in the North East on 
major masterplans and architectural projects. Its 
strong track record in the region has seen it devise 
large-scale projects, including a concept masterplan 
for Hartlepool waterfront, and the contemporary 
Jesmond Three Sixty, which is home to its own 
Newcastle office. 

In another development for the business, its long-
standing presence in the leisure and sports sector is 
also being supplemented by its increasing reputation 
in master planning, residential and workplace 
projects, all of which are set to be key in GT3’s 
future growth. 

With a renowned collaborative and inclusive 
approach, GT3 believes there is scope for 
architectural practices across the North East to work 
together, in a move that would benefit clients and 
the wider region alike. 

Previously, the business has worked 

alongside other architects on residential master 
planning projects, with the firms’ collective input 
creating seamless plans for a vibrant and varied 
development.

Simon Dunstan, director at GT3 Architects, says 
the outlook for the business is very positive, with 
growth potential regionally, nationally and overseas. 

“In the recent past, we have grown at a rapid 
pace, with major project appointments coming 
from across the UK. We are an agile business and 
have the ability to adapt to change, but we are also 
committed to ensuring that, while we push on with 
our plans for expansion and development, our focus 
on people will always remain central to everything 
we do,” he comments. 

“People Architecture is what sets us apart and 
the fact we put the focus on people from the earliest 
stage of a development is a key component in our 
success and is frequently cited as a decisive factor 
for our clients in appointing us to their projects.” 

Simon continues: “We are lucky to be based in 
the North East, a region with so much architectural 
talent, and the levels of work we are winning here 
on major projects is increasing. There is so much 
capability and skill here that we definitely see the 
opportunity and potential to work alongside our 
‘competitors’. We see collaboration as being of 
huge importance for the profession and for the wider 
region, and through closer cooperation we can add 
much-needed diversity, vibrancy and texture to our 
towns and cities. As champions of inclusive working, 
this is something we are keen to advance. 

“We have a great team at GT3, and similar to 
our ethos when designing projects, we realise 
our people are central to everything we do; they 
are the drivers of our success. The hard work 
and commitment from our people continues to 
drive the business forward and our recent export 
opportunity has the potential to open new doors for 
us internationally, in addition to the great progress 
we are making in the UK. 

“These are exciting times for GT3.”

Fast-growing GT3 Architects is celebrating after winning a number of new key projects this year – including its first 
commission on an international scale 

ADVERTISING FEATURE – BUILT ENVIRONMENT – GT3 ARCHITECTS

GT3 Architects 

www.gt3architects.com
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Global recruitment 
firm wins investment 

Samuel Knight International, the global recruitment 
and project man-power specialist headquartered in 
Newcastle, has announced significant investment 
from Gresham House Ventures. Samuel Knight, 
which was established in 2014 and has offices 
in London and Bristol, provides skills and energy 
solutions to the energy and rail sectors on a 
permanent, contract and temporary basis.

The company has demonstrated impressive 
growth since its formation. Last year, it achieved 
£13 million turnover and took home ‘Team of the 
Year’ at the Great British Entrepreneur awards. 
2018 also saw Samuel Knight secure major 
new client contracts in more than 30 countries, 
boosting headcount and expanding the business to 
accommodate business growth.

The growth capital investment from Gresham 
House Ventures, using funds from the Baronsmead 
Venture Capital Trusts, will fund Samuel Knight’s 
near-term growth plans. These include increasing 
headcount at the offices in Bristol and London and 
adding local talent to the Newcastle team, from 
entry level graduates to experienced consultants. 
The company is also planning international 
expansion with the potential acquisition of two sites 
abroad.

The recruitment drive is geared up to support 
expansion across the energy and rail space given 
increasing demand from clients and candidates. 
Samuel Knight is focusing on achieving greater 
market share and boosting awareness of the 
brand through targeted marketing and business 
development. The investment will also allow Samuel 
Knight to further invest in technology to continue 
innovation within the business.

Steven Rawlingson, CEO at Samuel Knight, 
says: “We have a clear vision of what we want to 
achieve with the investment, and how this will help 
us to support commercial goals. We are delighted 
to have secured the funding from Gresham House 
Ventures, who share in our ambition and vision to 
grow the business. The investment will enable us 

to strengthen our global offer, expansion plans and 
team growth.”

Paul Kaiser, Katy Lamb and Michael McCulloch 
from UNW LLP provided financial advice to Samuel 
Knight International.

Katy Lamb, senior corporate finance manager 
at UNW who led the transaction, says: “Having 
worked with the business since late 2017, helping 
management prepare for the investment, we were 
delighted to advise on the finance raise and have 
enjoyed working with such a dynamic, fast-growing 
business. It’s also great to see investment into the 
North East.”

Steve Cordiner, director at Gresham House, 
adds: “Steven and the Samuel Knight team have 
done a fantastic job in growing the business so 
rapidly in such a short time period and we are 
proud to be partnering with such an ambitious 
team. There is huge scope for Samuel Knight to 
expand globally and we look forward to supporting 
the business on this phase of its journey.”

Anthony Evans, Adam Rayner and Harry Hobson 
from Muckle LLP provided legal advice to Samuel 
Knight International.

Shoosmiths LLP provided legal advice to 
Gresham House and Dow Schofield Watts provided 
the financial due diligence.

The Gresham House Ventures team invests 
equity of up to £5m in growth businesses, 
supporting founders with bold ambitions for the 
future, whilst providing transformational capital and 
expertise to accelerate business potential.

Samuel Knight International is on track to continue its growth following growth capital investment from Gresham House 
Ventures
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(Samuel Knight) and Rob Enright 

(Samuel Knight)

www.unw.co.uk
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Viewpoint

Employing 35,000 people in 600 offices across 
60 countries, why has Savills chosen to open 
an office in Newcastle?
We have an extensive UK network with over 130 
offices across the country, including representation 
in all the major cities of the North. To date, 
Newcastle has been the one missing piece of the 

jigsaw and the primary reason for that has been a 
determination on our part to ensure we assemble 
the right team.   

We are confident that we now have that in 
terms of length of service in the local market and 
expertise across a range of sectors. In addition, 
our research is showing that the North East region 
is one of those where house prices are likely to 
continue to grow and where funds are seeing a 
better return than in other regions in the country. So 
it is a nice coincidence of factors.

 
You refer to local expertise. You have recruited 
a strong regional team to enable you to open 
the doors and be immediately in business. Will 
this team continue to grow?
Absolutely. We have already taken on additional 
staff since recruiting the initial team at the start 
of the year, including in our valuation team and in 
property management in which we are very active 
locally. And we intend to build further, with some 
internal transfers from existing Savills offices in the 
region, as well as taking on new joiners.   

 
Across which sectors will this market 
knowledge be applied?
Over the past 24 months the market has been led 
by out of town residential development; however, 
we are increasingly seeing a shift back towards 
city centre mixed-use developments. The success 
of major city centre projects relies on a mix of 
skills rather than single use, the key to achieving 
deliverable development is therefore having a deep 
understanding of several markets.

 
The nearest Savills offices are York and Leeds 
to the south and Edinburgh to the north. 
This gives the Newcastle office a significant 
market area between. What are the main 
issues facing this large area and its clearly-
defined conurbations?
The offices that you refer to are our nearest multi-

Savills, one of the world’s leading property agents, has opened an office in Newcastle. Chris Dobson talks with David Jackson, 
Savills’ head of planning, on what this new office means to the global business

INTERVIEW – DAVID JACKSON
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disciplinary offices, but we do have other offices 
in the region focused on serving our rural clients, 
for example at Wooler and Corbridge. The new 
office in Newcastle now establishes a metropolitan 
presence which will be our regional hub, providing 
additional services and sector knowledge to our 
existing clients around the region.

We see a range of issues arising ranging from 
diversification of the rural economy introducing new 
uses to the countryside in ways that don’t impact 
the attractiveness of the area, to delivering city 
centre regeneration – which involves designing a 
physical solution that is both financially viable and 
respects the existing urban context including the 
local built heritage. 

 
Recently, the formation of the North of Tyne 
Combined Authority was announced. There 
is also the North East Combined Authority, a 
North East LEP, a Tees Valley LEP and a Tees 
Valley Combined Authority. As someone based 
in London, do you find this political structure 
confusing?
Rest assured that London is not without its 
complexities with the mayor in the strategic 
role alongside the London boroughs as well as 
numerous special interest and lobby groups. The 
important factor is not necessarily the number of 
organisations, but whether there is unity of purpose 
among those organisations backed by a consistent 
focus on delivery.

There are good examples of this in the 
North East, such as the International Advanced 
Manufacturing Park, which is an initiative that 
has combined the efforts of South Tyneside and 
Sunderland Councils and the North East LEP. The 
redevelopment of Redcar Steel Works is another 
example, backed by South Tees Development 
Corporation delivering industrial land and innovation 
in energy supply. 

It is these types of joined-up and ambitious 
initiatives that will win Government support, which 
is often key to delivering jobs and homes, and 
where Savills wants to be involved to contribute to 
the success of the region.

 
What do you feel are the overall region’s 
strengths?
A combination of great natural assets – it is 
a beautiful place to live; a large and vibrant 
metropolitan area with a strong economy 

supported by universities, international investment 
and research activity; and a strong regional identity, 
which is a combination of these factors as well as 
reflecting the history and culture of the place.  

 
You didn’t mention the over-used phrase 
‘quality of life’. Do you think it’s a too big an 
ask to think that the business community in 
the south will give up possibly four hours a 
day commuting and replace it with a commute 
of an hour or less with a far better lifestyle as 
a result?
You are describing my life. I commute to London 
from Oxfordshire most days and I recognise entirely 
the beauty of the North East as I come here on 
a regular basis for family holidays. We love the 
beaches of Northumberland, which are the most 
beautiful in the country; the sea is a bit chilly but 
the lack of crowds more than makes up for it. On 
top of that, there is fantastic history, from Whitby 
Abbey and Lindisfarne through to the great places 
in Newcastle such as Baltic Quay – a reminder of 
the city’s industrial heritage as well as reflecting the 
new Newcastle. I am sure there will be people who 
will forego the daily commute into London to enjoy 
what the North East has to offer. Lucky them.

Savills

www.savills.co.uk
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The North East as a region benefits 
significantly from international 
business; many of our businesses are 
either foreign-owned, have global 
operations or benefit from a large 

amount of import and export activity. As a result, 
the North East is one of the only UK regions to 
regularly boast a positive balance of trade. 

The European Union is the single biggest market 
for the North East’s goods, accounting for 62 per 
cent in total. Therefore, the ongoing uncertainty 
around Brexit and particularly the movement of 
goods is still a major concern for our businesses 
and something we are watching very carefully and 
advising on for a number of clients.  

At Womble Bond Dickinson, we have been 
advising clients on a truly global scale for 
many years. Our network and reach has grown 
significantly recently, we now boast 27 offices 
across the UK and US with the addition of a 
Houston office earlier this year. We have strong 
relationships beyond the US, particularly in 
Europe where we have a strategic alliance with 
Redeker Sellner Dahs in Germany. We are also 
proud to be the only UK law firm to be a member 
of Lex Mundi, the world’s leading network 
of independent law firms with access to legal 
expertise in more than 100 countries.

There is a huge amount of opportunity for local 
businesses by expanding into new geographical 
markets and as a full-service law firm, we are 
able to advise clients on all aspects relating to 
international business. With input from colleagues 
and partners in other jurisdictions, we can support 

on matters including company incorporation, 
immigration, trademarks and other local legal and 
regulatory requirements. 

The North East remains a key focus for the 
firm, as it is home to our largest office, and we 
support a number of key initiatives to support 
the development and growth of our business 
community. We continue to work closely with 
the North East England Chamber of Commerce 
(NEECC) and Department for International Trade 
(DIT), profiling the region as a fantastic place to 
do business through its trade missions. As a firm, 
we have supported a number in recent times across 
many sectors and locations. 

In September 2018, we were delighted to 
support a delegation from the North East 
Automotive Alliance and DIT to South Carolina 
and Atlanta, with the aim to strengthen ties across 
the automotive industries. This is a prime example 
where our region has similarities with those of our 
colleagues in the US, allowing us to share insight 
and knowledge. The visit included various visits 
to manufacturers before attending the Southern 
Automotive Conference.

Last year concluded with a visit to Boston 
in December. The trip had a specific focus on 
improving collaboration and delivering investment 
and innovation for businesses across the Northern 
Powerhouse, particularly here in the North East. 
It also coincided with a delegation from Newcastle 
University’s National Innovation Centre for Ageing 
(NICA) and Newcastle City Council; hosted at 
our Boston office, the delegation focused on the 
region’s expertise in ageing, nutrition, digital, 
science and technology with the aim of building 
strategic partnerships in the US.

Later this month, we’re supporting another DIT 
trade mission, this time to Atlanta with a specific 
focus on the technology sector. This is another 
great opportunity for the sector in the region, 
which is thriving and worth almost £1bn. 

The opportunities presented by the US for 
businesses across the region are vast and it is 
something that we’re very keen to continue 
supporting and facilitating on both sides of the 
Atlantic.

ADVERTISING FEATURE – LAW 
Womble Bond Dickinson

Kevin Robertson, partner and head of Newcastle office at Womble Bond Dickinson, reflects on the 
global opportunities for the law firm and its fellow North East-based businesses 

SHINING ON THE WORLD’S STAGE 

WOMBLE BOND 
DICKINSON
www.womblebonddickinson.com
@WBD_UK
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The amount invested in ISAs increased 
by £7.8 billion last year (2017-18), 
driven mainly by more people 
investing in Stocks and Shares ISAs. 
But while these figures are heading 

in the right direction, individuals are still saving 
an average of just £6409 a year – well below their 
annual allowance. 

For anyone who has spare money in a bank 
account, or investments that are not tax-efficient, 
this makes little sense. Here are five reasons why 
my starting point with clients is always the ISA:

If you don’t use it, you lose it
If you don’t use your ISA allowance in a given tax 
year, it’s gone. So, even if you don’t want to invest 
in a Stocks and Shares ISA today, you could put 
money into a Cash ISA, and move it into a Stocks 
and Shares ISA in the future if you prefer.

Interest from ISAs doesn’t impact your personal 
savings allowance (PSA)
If you’re a basic-rate tax payer, you can earn up to 
£1000 in interest a year tax-free. If you’re a higher-
rate tax payer, that reduces to £500. The good news 
is that any interest earned within an ISA doesn’t 
count towards this allowance.

The tax-free allowance makes a big difference 
Any capital gains you make in excess of £11,700 a 
year are subject to capital gains tax (CGT). This is 
20 per cent for higher-rate tax payers and ten per 
cent if you’re a basic-rate tax payer. Returns on a 
Stocks and Shares ISA are protected from capital 
gains tax (CGT), and it makes a big difference. 
If, for example, you invest £20,000 at the start of 
each tax year for the next ten years and achieve 
an average return of five per cent, you will make a 
gain of £64,136. If you then withdraw that money 
in one lump-sum, say for building work or buying 
a new property, you would pay £10,487 in CGT 
if you’re a higher rate tax payer. An ISA wrapper 
protects you from that.

Sheltering your portfolio from dividend tax
Last year, the dividend tax allowance reduced 
from £5000 to £2000 a year. Even if your portfolio 
isn’t yet yielding £2000 in dividends, you can 
protect yourself from future tax by ensuring 
those investments are held within an ISA tax 
wrapper now. If you’re a business owner and 
you pay yourself dividends, this becomes even 
more important as it all counts towards the same 
dividend tax allowance.

Don’t forget about the Junior ISA
You can also shelter up to £4260 in a Junior ISA 
this tax year. You will never be able to access these 
savings, and the child can only access it at the age 
of 18 years old, but it’s a good way of gifting money 
and not paying any tax on the returns.

The end of the tax year is approaching, so if 
you have yet to use your ISA allowance, please 
act now. If you have spare money, or investments 
that are not held within a tax-efficient wrapper, 
your adviser can help you re-direct that money 
so that you’re making the most of your tax-free 
allowances.

ADVERTISING FEATURE – FINANCE
Sanlam 

The Individual Savings Account (ISA) allowance rose to £20,000 in the last tax year (2017-18), by 
far its most generous level since the ISA was launched 20 years ago. But are you making the most 
of this allowance, asks Sheila Tindle, head of the North East office at Sanlam

FIVE REASONS WHY YOU SHOULD 
USE YOUR ISA ALLOWANCE

SANLAM 
Article based on our under-

standing of HMRC practice as 

at February 2019. Tax rules are 

subject to change. 

Sanlam Private Wealth is 

authorised and regulated by the 

Financial Conduct Authority.

For more information, contact 

Sheila on: 

01642 931 200 

sheila.tindle@sanlam.co.uk

www.sanlam.co.uk

i

All figures quoted have been taken from https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk



66

John Paul Gardner and Andy Dixon 
first met in the boxing ring, which 
has led to a business partnership 
that’s delivered knock-out results 
on the global stage. 

John Paul, a former bodybuilder and MMA 
fighter, established a diving centre in North 
Tyneside in 1997 before moving into sports 
nutrition after a disappointing retail experience.  

“I wanted to buy a protein supplement to help 
with my gym training and so I went to a local 
sports nutrition shop. I had a pocket full of money 
but it was probably the worst shopping experience 
I’d ever had,” he explains. 

John Paul returned to this Whitley Bay business 
and announced it was to start selling sports 
supplements. Within months, it had become a 
mecca for gym-goers and bodybuilders.

After their sparring sessions, John Paul asked 
Andy – who was working for Sports Direct at the 
time – if he would join his expanding enterprise. 
Andy agreed and was appointed sales director.

Keen to diversify the business further, John Paul 
and Andy acquired the European license of Bad 
Boy from its American owner and started selling 

a range of specialist gym and fighting equipment, 
clothing and supplements for men and women. 

Despite building Bad Boy into a hugely 
successful brand in Europe, Andy and John Paul 
decided to give back the license agreement to 
concentrate on new business idea.

Recognising the growing popularity for protein-
rich snacks, enterprising Andy and John Paul 
started to create their own healthy, protein-fuelled 
flapjack.

“At the time, the protein-rich snacks on the 
market didn’t taste very nice and we felt we could 
do better,” says John Paul.

The pair instructed a factory in Wales to develop 
tasty flapjacks that boasted enticing flavours such 
as strawberry cheesecake and cherry Bakewell 
as well as all the health and energy benefits the 
market demanded. 

“The benefits of oats are well documented,” says 
Andy. “They’re heart-healthy, provide slow release 
energy, and are good any time of the day. Add in 
high protein – which aids recovery – and it’s a 
great combination.”

In a departure from other protein-rich snacks 
on the market, which unashamedly targeted the 
dedicated gym-goers, John Paul and Andy decided 
to create a brand for their flapjacks that would 
appeal to a broader audience.

During 2016, John and Andy attended several 
fitness trade shows in Germany, India, and 
London, where their Oatein flapjacks proved an 
instant hit. 

“We ‘got on our bikes’ the old-fashioned way 
and promoted our brand. This was at a lot of 
expense but we knew it was the only way we could 
infiltrate the market,” says Andy. 

The strategy worked and within six months of 
launch, Oatein had a presence in 35 countries.  

“What really hindered us in the first year was 
that we were getting more orders that we could 
make,” John Paul reflects. 

INTERVIEW  
John Paul Gardner and Andy Dixon

Since launching Oatein in April 2016, John Paul Gardner and Andy Dixon have taken the world 
by storm with their oat and protein-laden snacks selling in 55 countries. Now, after impressing 
Peter Jones in a memorable appearance on television’s toughest business pitch, the pair are set 
to reproduce their international success in the UK. Alison Cowie speaks to Andy and John Paul 
weeks after their Dragons’ Den episode aired to see what’s next for this hard-working duo

GLOBAL SUCCESS FOR 
‘GEORDIE GRAFTERS’
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OATEIN
www.oatein.com

i

In the past two-and-a-half-years, Oatein’s 
product range has grown to include brownies, 
cookies, low-sugar bars, protein powders and 
spreads, and the company’s international presence 
has swelled to an impressive 55 countries. 

For John Paul and Andy, the phenomenal global 
success of their oat and protein-rich snacks has 
meant tackling a mountain of paperwork – but it’s 
a challenge that they take in their stride. 

“Every country has its own regulations and just 
when you think you’ve seen and done everything, 
another country will present its stack of rules,” says 
Andy. 

“You have to comply with every one of them, so 
we just get our head down and work it out,” John 
Paul adds.

With exports accounting for 90 per cent of 
Oatein’s business, the founders were keen to build 
their market share in the UK – which is currently 
dominated by the like of Grenade, followed by 
SCI-MX and Boots-owned PhD  – and therefore 
decided to apply for BBC’s Dragons’ Den. Their 
aim was to seek investment in return for a five per 
cent share of the business. 

While the thought of facing the dragons would 
have most quaking, John Paul and Andy say they 
enjoyed their experience in the den – putting this 
down to knowing their business inside-out and 
being fully prepared for any questions.

“We had chemistry with all of the dragons,” 
John Paul says. “It was quite evident they liked us 
and they liked what we’d done. They recognised 
that we’d worked hard and called us the ‘Geordie 
Grafters’. It never felt as though we were on the 
back foot.”  

The founders of Oatein eventually settled on 
a £50,000 invest from Peter Jones for 25 per cent 
of their business with a five per cent optional 
buyback. The investment, John Paul says, will 
mainly be used to market Oatein in the UK.

Since the episode aired on January 27, Oatein 
has been inundated with enquiries from potential 
customers and suppliers.

“By 9pm on the Sunday night, we’d had 30,000 
hits on our website,” Andy reports.

Several major retailers in the UK have also been 
in touch and Oatein’s founders reveal they’re on 
the verge of signing a number of significant deals 
in the coming weeks. 

“Something we did learn from the Dragons’ 
Den, was how big the vegan and gluten-free 
market is,” says Andy. “We’ve therefore developed 
a new product that’s vegan, gluten-free, zero-sugar 
and has no palm sugar. 

“It’s going to launch in eight weeks and we’re 
expecting it to be a huge seller.”

While Oatein seems on course to significantly 
expand its profile in the UK, the founders maintain 
this won’t be at the expense of their international 
customers. 

John Paul and Andy reveal they are targeting 
ten new global markets by the end of the year, 
including Qatar, Mexico, Turkey, the US, Canada, 
China, Slovenia and Tunisia.

Longer term, John Paul and Andy know that 
further rounds of investment will be needed to 
upscale the company, but they are in no rush to get 
private equity firms involved just yet. 

Instead, the ‘Geordie Grafters’ are content on 
enjoying the exposure created by their Dragons’ 
Den appearance and are focused on building the 
Oatein – at home and abroad – in their own way.

Andy concludes: “We’ve always had the mindset 
of whatever’s put in front of us, we’ll overcome.
That’s held us in good stead so far.”

INTERVIEW  
John Paul Gardner and Andy Dixon

“The benefits of oats are well 
documented,” says Andy. 
“They’re heart-healthy, 

provide slow release energy, 
and are good any time of 

the day. Add in high protein 
– which aids recovery – and 

it’s a great combination.”
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Cottam Brush Ltd is one of 
the companies that has taken 
advantage of support from South 
Tyneside Council, as it looks 
to expand its industrial brush 

products into China. The family-owned business 
already has a foot in the door, as it provides 
tailored design services to the Asian market. 

Cottam Brush Ltd’s export plans include 
increasing sales via e-commerce platform Taobao, 
as well as developing a presence on Amazon and 
selling via its own website. 

The company, which is based at Monkton 
Business Park in Hebburn, accessed support 
through the council’s Invest South Tyneside Export 

Growth Programme and the Department for 
International Trade. 

Cottam Brush Ltd director Alan Crook 
(pictured), says: “With this financial support, 
we are able to implement our plans to increase 
consumer sales in the Chinese market by rolling 
out fulfilment activities. 

“For design sales, we are investing in market 
research to identify our customer base and we 
will be spending some time out on the ground 
in China building relationships and our brand. 
Ultimately, we expect to employ additional staff in 
our Hebburn facility, and out in China.” 

Tyneside Nutrition supplies natural additives 
which reduce antibiotic use in animal feed. From 
its head office in South Shields, the company 
supplies the UK market and has distribution 
agreements in Nigeria, Ghana, Kenya, India, 
Thailand and Myanmar. 

Having recently restructured part of the 
organisation so that it can access the European 
market, managing director William Stuart 
comments: “Until recently, we were unable to trade 
in the EU due to a trademark issue; however now 
we are all set up with Tyneside Nutrition and have 
no limitations. 

“Our key markets to champion are France, 
Germany, Spain and Poland. We will be utilising 
the funding to attend worldwide exhibitions, 
where we will be negotiating distribution 
agreements with key customers.” 

Other companies that are benefitting from the 
financial assistance from the Invest South Tyneside 
Export Growth Programme are Katy Sue Designs 
and TSG Marine. 

Sue Balfour, managing director at Katy Sue 
Designs, which exports award-winning silicone 
cake moulds to 50 countries, also received support. 

“In January, we were able to exhibit with our 
innovative products at Creativation in Arizona. It 
is one of the world’s best trade shows in the craft 
and cake market, and being accepted onto the 
Export Growth Programme enabled us to attend 
and raise the profile of the business in one of our 
key markets, the USA,” says Sue. 

ADVERTISING FEATURE – DEVELOPMENT
South Tyneside Council

Businesses in South Tyneside are exploring overseas markets, with support from South Tyneside 
Council 

TAKING ON THE WORLD

SOUTH TYNESIDE 
COUNCIL
Invest South Tyneside’s Export 

Growth Programme supports 

businesses in the borough to 

identify overseas markets which 

will enable sustainable growth 

within their business. For more 

information, visit: 

www.investsouthtyneside.com

i
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The decision to end a marriage is often 
a difficult one. It is not possible to 
apply for a divorce unless and until 
the parties have been married for 12 
months. An undefended divorce will 

usually take about six to nine months, although a 
substantial proportion of this time is waiting for 
documentation to be processed by the court. 

To qualify for a divorce, you will need to prove 
one of five facts to show that your marriage has 
irretrievably broken down. These are: adultery, 
unreasonable behaviour, desertion, separation for 
two years with your spouse’s consent, or separation 
for five years. 

At GBLF, we understand that divorces should be 
handled quickly and sensitively, particularly when 
children are involved. To ensure that a divorce is 
not a drawn-out process, here are a few things to 
consider....

What paperwork is required?
In order to start divorce proceedings, a petition 
is issued at court accompanied with the marriage 
certificate. If you cannot locate the original marriage 
certificate then you can obtain a replacement 
original from the registry where you were married. 
It is possible if the marriage certificate was granted 
abroad that unofficial certified translation may be 
required.

What are the costs associated with divorce?
Solicitors’ costs for acting for the person issuing 
the proceedings, known as the petitioner, would 
normally be around £500+VAT together with the 
court issue fee of £550.

It is possible to apply for a reduction or even a 
remission of the court fee. This is dependent upon 
the income and capital of the petitioner and the 
limit will from time to time vary.

Who pays for the divorce, in the long run, may 
depend upon the fact being relied on to prove that 
the marriage is at an end. If a petition is issued 
as a result of adultery or unreasonable behaviour 
then the petition will usually contain a request that 
the respondent, the receiving party, be asked to 
pay. Initially, the party issuing the petition will be 

required to meet any costs on an upfront basis.

Can you explain a divorce which involves a third 
party?
If a divorce is issued following an incident of 
adultery, it is not encouraged to name the other 
person involved unless a claim for costs against 
them is necessary and appropriate.

What are matrimonial finances?
Once granted, the decree absolute only dissolves 
the marriage. It does not deal with the division of 
matrimonial resources. This would potentially leave 
the parties open to a claim being made in the future 
as the court has not dismissed the parties’ claims 
against each other. This is true even if the parties 
have reached an agreement and sold joint property. 

If an agreement can be reached, this can be 
reflected in a consent order otherwise, if mediation 
is deemed unsuitable, the court may have to 
adjudicate. It is still necessary to consider the 
income, capital and any pension provision of both 
parties and how the resources are to be shared. 

In the event that matters are agreed and neither 
party wishes to make a claim against the other, 
then it can be sensible to get a clean break order 
dismissing each party’s future claims.

What to do if you receive divorce papers in the 
post...
If you are served with a petition, you should 
complete the acknowledgement of service form and 
return to the court. 

It is important, however, to seek legal advice 
before doing so. If you fail to respond, a bailiff may 
be instructed to personally serve you.

ADVERTISING FEATURE  – LAW
Gordon Brown Law Firm

Trevor Gay, family law solicitor, looks at some of the most common questions the family 
department at Gordon Brown Law Firm LLP (GBLF) encounters

THE LEGALITIES OF DIVORCE

GORDON BROWN 
LAW FIRM
For more advice on divorce, 

contact the GBLF team on: 

0191 388 1778 

info@gblf.co.uk
www.gblf.co.uk
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At a time when businesses face 
unprecedented challenges due 
to technology and disruption, 
having a diverse workforce and 
leadership team has never been 

more important. Harnessing the most diverse 
range of ideas, experience and skills helps to solve 
complex challenges and reach better solutions. 

As business leaders, we should ask ourselves: 
How can we make our organisation more 
diverse and inclusive? How can we increase the 
representation of women in leadership roles?

Progress continues to be slow. According to the 
World Economic Forum, it will take 202 years for 
economic equality between men and women to be 
achieved around the world. 

International Women’s Day on March 8 gives 
us all the opportunity to reflect on what more 
everyone can do to further advance change.

Last year, with the introduction of the UK Pay 
Gap Regulations, employers with more than 250 
employees were required to publish the overall 
difference in pay between men and women. The 
legislation prompts companies to understand 
why they have a pay gap and what they can do to 
address it. 

EY published its gender pay gap and went 
beyond the regulations by voluntarily publishing 
its ethnicity and partner pay gap data. Our analysis 
shows that we have more men than women at 
senior levels within our business, and a larger 
proportion of women than men among our junior 
ranks, contributing to a gender pay gap. 

But this is changing and we are blazing the trail 
in the North. I’m proud to say that out of our four 
office managing partners in the North of England, 
three of us are women.

EY’s partnership in the UK is currently 20 per 
cent female with a clear target to have at least 30 
per cent female representation in its new partner 

intake, measured on a three-year rolling period; in 
2017 that figure stood at 27 per cent.

But we know there is more work to do. Work 
and personal lives can be inextricably linked 
and finding the right balance between the two – 
something that is often harder for working women 
who also have families – is part of solving this 
issue.

At EY, we believe the real game changer is 
continuing to build an inclusive culture, where all 
our people feel they belong and can achieve their 
potential. 

We have harmonised our parental leave policies, 
including shared parental leave, to make being a 
working parent a gender-neutral decision. 

Flexible working empowers all our people to 
decide how, when and where they work and more 
than 84 per cent of people in the firm said they do 
work flexibly.

EY Reconnect is a returnship programme that 
helps people who have taken a career break of up 
to ten years back into the profession, allowing us to 
benefit from transferable skill sets gained outside 
of the workplace and broaden our talent pool. 

Our Inclusive Leadership programme is 
designed for our leaders and outlines the impact of 
unconscious bias in behaviours and processes and 
gives them tools to interrupt them.  

Diversity and inclusiveness is a business priority 
for EY and a commercial imperative. 

We are a people business and that’s why it is 
so important that we continually ask ourselves 
whether our workforce is reflective of the real 
world.

We particularly want to improve the 
representation of women and ethnic minorities at 
all levels of our business, broaden our talent pool 
and equip our business with the skills, experience 
and diverse perspectives that will help us to serve 
our clients and prepare our business for the future.

ADVERTISING FEATURE – FINANCE
EY

On the eve of International Women’s Day, EY’s Newcastle senior partner Sandra Thompson 
reflects on the progress made on diversity and inclusion and how the pace of change needs to be 
accelerated

BALANCING THE BOOKS FOR 
WOMEN IN THE WORKPLACE

EY
www.ey.com/uk/north
@SandraWThompson
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The clock is ticking for those operating 
Windows 7, Server 2008 R2, & Small 
Business Server 2011.

If that includes your business, you 
will soon struggle to get any help with 

technical support for issues, or bug fixes that are 
discovered. 

More importantly for most, there will be no 
security fixes for vulnerabilities discovered, leaving 
your business more susceptible to a security breach.

In May 2017, the ‘WannaCry’ ransomware attack 
caused chaos across the world. It was reported by 
the Department of Health that ‘WannaCry’ crippled 
computers in hospitals and GP practices across the 
UK, costing the NHS an estimated £92 million. The 
hack caused more than 19,000 NHS appointments 
to be cancelled, costing £20 million between May 
12-19, and £72 million in the subsequent clean-up 
and upgrades to its IT systems. 

The cyber attack targeted computers running 
older Microsoft Windows operating systems. While 
Microsoft had released patches previously to close 
the exploit, much of ‘WannaCry’s’ spread was in 
organisations that had not applied these patches or 
were using older Windows systems that were past 
their end of life.

As we prepare to say farewell to Microsoft’s 
support for several Microsoft legacy operating 
systems, a senior spokesperson from 
Computerworld reported that at the end of 2018, 
Windows 7 was still operating on 42.8 per cent of all 
Windows PCs. 

Unsurprisingly, the questions on many of Close 
Brothers’ customers’ minds are how to avoid any of 
these issues relating to an unsupported operating 
system come January 14, 2020 and when we need to 
start thinking about it?

What you need to do now
If you haven’t already started planning to upgrade 
your current Windows 7 system, this is something 
that businesses need to commence, as these kinds 
of upgrades are not overnight fixes. They take time 

and a serious amount of planning to implement and 
in today’s day and age, operating an unsupported 
system is a worrying prospect.  We recommend 
that you talk with a trusted partner or technology 
supplier immediately about how you can arrange 
your upgrade in plenty of time for the end of life 
date and how to do this with minimal disruption to 
your business. 

Close Brothers Technology Services has helped 
several of its customers over the last 18 months to 
go through their digital transformation. This has 
included upgrading older technology still within the 
manufacturer’s warranty, to a specification closer 
to that required to run the latest operating system 
software. Often, this has included a move to a more 
future-proof technology environment (not just to 
the next generation of hardware available from your 
preferred vendor), while implementing Windows 10 
and Office 365. 

Upgrading to the latest generation technology 
and preparing for any future changes to the 
operating system environment can help you take 
advantage of the many enhancements available 
through Windows 10, such as Windows Hello for 
Business, replacing passwords with strong two-
factor authentication on PCs and mobile devices. 

This authentication consists of a new type of user 
credential tied to a device and uses a biometric or 
PIN. So, having the option of facial recognition 
through a built-in camera or finger print reader 
will be important to take advantage of these simple 
biometric enhancements to your security. 

ADVERTISING FEATURE – TECH 
Close Brothers Technology Services 

Sean Callanan, director of technology and services at Close Brothers Technology Services, 
discusses the end of support for Windows 7 next year and what companies using the system 
should be thinking about

STARING OUT OF THE 
OFFICE ‘WINDOWS’ 

CLOSE BROTHERS 
TECHNOLOGY SERVICES 
For more insights and help with 

your digital transformation and 

upgrade to the latest Windows 

operating system, please contact 

Sean on: 

07711 193834

sean.callanan@closebrothers.

com

www.closebrotherstechnology.
co.uk 
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FASHION – Simon Whitaker 

MASTER AT WORK
After graduating in engineering and working as a sales director, Simon 

Whitaker decided to establish a menswear clothing retailer with wife 
Eve, inspired by his fashion-conscious late father. Here, Simon explains 

more about the ethos behind South Tyneside’s sartorial sanctuary – 
Master Debonair 
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I
n 2015, I sadly lost my father, Bob, 
very suddenly, who was an extremely 
popular, dapper man. I wanted to look 
my best for his funeral but after walking 
around Newcastle for hours searching 

for a beautiful tie clip and pocket square, I left 
disappointed. One store had the right style but 
not the right colour. Another store had the right 
colour but not the right style.

A few months later, I spoke to my wife, Eve, 
and said ‘I think I’d like to source some men’s 
accessories’. We thought of a name and Master 
Debonair was born – with a few accessories, a 
Facebook page, and some inspirational looks 
that we both loved. The website launched and 
with a little bit of stock we had customers 
visiting our home to buy them. 

It quickly became clear that we needed a 
physical store and we decided to open one close 
to where we live in East Boldon. We had people 
queueing outside of the door before we opened.

We believe in differentiating by detail and 
welcoming everyone into Master Debonair – 
be that staff, suppliers or customers. Eve says: 
“I want people to feel better about themselves 
when they leave the store. Clothes can be your 
armour when needed and whatever size or 
shape you are, you can feel great in the right 
fitting clothes.”

Every gentleman deserves self-confidence. 
We aim to deliver that experience through the 
products we sell. We love seeing our customers 
really wearing Master Debonair clothes.

Previous page: Master Debonair 
Navy Faint Check Suit, £199

Above: Fratelli Light Blue With 
Navy Check Blazer, £110

Right: Master Debonair 
Charcoal Prince Of Wales 
Check Suit, £220 

Far right: Harry Brown Grey 
Prince Of Wales Check Blazer, 
£115
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MASTER DEBONAIR
www.masterdebonair.com

@master_debonair 

We start every day as a new day from zero and 
take nothing for granted. We have built an 
amazing team around us; this isn’t something 
you can do on your own. We never think of 
ourselves as a small business, our processes 
and practices are that of a big business just on 
a smaller scale. We came into this without a 
tainted view of what you can and cannot do as 
an independent retailer.

I’m not necessarily inspired by fashion 
designers, I look more at the guys who wear 
the clothes. David Gandy and David Beckham 
always look great and their style isn’t forced or 
contrived. We also have some of our style icons 

pictured in store, such as Robert De Niro, Basil 
Rathbone, David Bowie, Al Pacino and Michael 
Caine.

When we’re looking at brands to stock, we 
always ask ourselves, ‘is it Master Debonair?’, 
‘does it fit with our brand?’ and most 
importantly ‘do our customers want it?’. We also 
have a price architecture that we have built our 
stock around.

We have our own style and brand philosophy, 
which is also why we are investing heavily 
in our own brand. We visit as many shows as 
possible both in the UK and abroad. I think 
we are more focused on consumer behavioural 
trends of how people buy and the experience 
wanted both online and in store.

My go-to is a shirt, waistcoat, jacket, jeans and 
boots – and always my dad’s watch.

Left: Harry Brown Navy 
Herringbone Blazer, £115

Below: Herbie Frogg Grey 
Check Wool Coat With Gilet 
Insert, £250
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L
ightfoot by name. Light feet 
by nature. Watch one of the 
most promising talents on 
the snowsports scene glide 
effortlessly across the slopes of 

continental Europe and it’s easy to understand 
why Amanda Lightfoot is tipped to bolster her 
reputation as Britain’s premier biathlete during 
the next Winter Olympic cycle. 

What’s so much more difficult to comprehend 
is that the accomplished skier and ice cool shot 
went from complete beginner to elite performer 
in the space of six remarkable years. 

“I remember watching the Winter Olympics 
back in 2010 and saying to myself ‘okay, four 
years of hard work, Amanda, and you could be 
there’,” explains the South Shields native.

“I think that was the first time it had crossed 
my mind. I am definitely the type of girl 
who decides she is doing something and, no 
matter how big it seems or how unlikely, does 
everything she can to achieve it.”

Last month, Amanda received confirmation 

that it would be all systems go in her bold 
bid to compete at a third successive winter 
games. Beijing 2022 beckons for the 32-year-
old following her debut in Sochi and a second 
successive Olympic appearance in South Korea 
last year. But first, it’s back to the day job.

“I’m super excited that Beijing is on the 
cards,” adds Amanda. “I can focus on getting 
in great shape for 2022 and it’s fantastic to 
have that target to aim for. But I owe the Army 
big time for all the support they’ve shown me 
during the last few years. 

“This year is all about concentrating on my 
career and knuckling down for the next few 
months. It will be next season before I return to 
the world stage and start my preparation proper 
for the Olympics.”

As a full-time soldier in the Adjutant 
General’s Corps, Sergeant Lightfoot returned 
to her regimental base in Dishforth last month 
on the back of a typically dominant display at 
the 2019 Army Championships. After dropping 
off four trophies and eight medals in North 
Yorkshire, she headed straight to Germany – via 
Newcastle Airport – to support colleagues at the 
Royal Logistics Corps Championships. 

“I was there to help out – not to compete,” she 
adds. “I’m determined to give everything I can 
to the Army in the next few weeks and months 
and going over there was part of that. Since 
PyeongChang I’ve been focusing on courses, 
training and general career progression. 

“But I’m moving back to the AGC 
headquarters in Hampshire soon and I’ll start 
full-time biathlon training in the summer ahead 
of the new World Cup season.”

For a Tynesider who barely saw a flake of 
snow growing up, even uttering that sentence 
still seems wholly improbable. 

“I never really experienced anything 
resembling a real winter in South Shields,” adds 

INTERVIEW  – Amanda Lightfoot

HOT PROSPECT 
She’s swapped sand dunes for snow drifts and now Britain’s best female biathlete is targeting Beijing 2022. Simon 

Rushworth met South Shields soldier and ice queen Amanda Lightfoot
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the former Westoe Infants and St Gregory’s 
Primary School pupil. “Maybe there was the 
odd sprinkle once in a blue moon. I don’t really 
remember. But it’s safe to say the life of an elite 
biathlete was never on my radar!

“Even when I got to secondary school – I 
attended St Wilfred’s – sport wasn’t really 
something I was into. I suppose that’s what 
makes my story so unique. I definitely didn’t 
dream of becoming an Olympian.

“I got some rollerblades for my birthday 
once and I lived on them for a while. I used to 
rollerblade into the house, eat my dinner, and 
then rollerblade straight back out to play. I guess 
that’s the closest I ever came to skiing!”

Fast forward to the early noughties and 
Amanda had followed her brother into the 
British Army. As an impressionable 19-year-old 
she was dispatched to Lillehammer, in Norway, 
for adventure training with the AGC Ladies 
Nordic Team but little did she know that the 
adventure would last for more than a decade. 
And it’s not finished yet.

“Norway was when I was first introduced to 
the sport of biathlon,” recalls Amanda. “From 
the first day it was just challenge after challenge 
to stay on my feet and become better. Once I 
mastered that then skiing became my passion.

“With biathlon, I love the fact that you never 
know who will win. The biggest challenge is that 
you have to be a fast, technical skier and then 
combine that skill with hitting targets the size of 
golf balls 50m away with a maximum heartrate. 
It’s what makes biathlon such an amazing sport 
to watch, as the athletes have to become experts 
in both disciplines to be in with a chance of 
winning. 

“It’s not easy but I’ve loved all of the ups and 
downs and the various challenges I’ve had to 
face along the way. When I look to the future, 
I’d like to continue with the shooting aspect of 
the sport – it would be so nice to compete in 
a shooting competition without my heartrate 
going through the roof!

“But biathlon is a sport that chose me and I 
wouldn’t change that for the world. I am living 
proof that you can achieve absolutely anything if 
you put your mind to it. That’s the message that 
I want to get across.”

It’s a positive message and a message Amanda 
is able to project loud and clear as she competes 
against the world’s best biathletes year in, year 
out. Nevertheless, without the backing of the 
British Army and support from the Newcastle-
based Talented Athlete Scholarship Scheme 
(TASS) – a Sport England-backed organisation 
which encourages a dual career approach to 
elite sport – she would struggle to maintain her 

INTERVIEW  – Amanda Lightfoot
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competitive edge.
“I don’t believe I would have achieved a 

fraction of what I have achieved without the 
military support,” she adds. “Biathlon is such 
a small sport in the UK – with limited funding 
– and the team struggles year-to-year to 
compete against the best athletes in the world. 
The military have been great from day one 
and enabled me to strike the perfect balance 
between my career and my sport.

“I joined the TASS scheme last year and 
what a boost that has been. After so many years 
self-funding the extra support I require – paying 
for a bit of physio here and some strength 
and conditioning there – it’s incredible. As a 
TASS athlete, I get full access to a psychologist, 
nutritionist, S&C coach and physiotherapist. 
It’s there when I need it, rather than when I can 
afford it. I genuinely feel it can be the missing 
piece in terms of helping me reach my full 
potential.”

And for Amanda that moment could come in 
Beijing following frustrating false starts at both 
of her previous Olympics. 

“The experience at Sochi in 2014 was unreal,” 
she adds. “Officially becoming an Olympian 
and crossing that line in the sprint race was 
an unbelievable feeling. But I have to say I got 
caught up in all of the media attention and that 
distracted me – I was doing interviews right, 
left and centre. It would have helped if I’d had 
my coach out there, and my waxman for the 
skies, but our limited budget and a difficulty in 
securing accreditations meant that wasn’t the 
case.

“Becoming a two-time Olympian in 
PyeongChang last year was just as exciting. The 
experience there was very different to Sochi. 
I was better prepared and in top shape, with 
a world-class coach behind me. I was ready. 
Unfortunately, the shooting discipline did not 
go my way as windy conditions and intense 
pressure led to my goals being shattered. 
Performance-wise it didn’t go to plan but the 
experience was incredible.

“Beijing will be the chance to put things right. 
I’m convinced it can be a case of third time 
lucky.”

AMANDA LIGHTFOOT
@amandabiathlon1



86

I
n keeping with this edition’s 
international theme, I thought it fitting 
to discuss one of the stumbling blocks 
that many people encounter when trying 
to adhere to their good fitness and 

nutrition habits: travelling with work.
I’ve had many clients over the years fall 

foul of a break in routine due to travel, having 
previously been doing so well at clocking up the 

exercise sessions and making well-balanced food 
choices. 

Many people struggle to maintain their good 
habits when taken out of their regular routine – 
staying in a hotel with few or no fitness facilities 
and no access to a kitchen to rustle up something 
healthy. So here are my top tips to travelling and 
still making good progress. 

Use your hotel room as your gym
You can use the end of the bed or a chair to 
perform exercises such as elevated split squats, 
dips and incline press ups. You can also throw a 
resistance band in your travel bag as it is a very 
versatile piece of kit that is extremely lightweight.

Choose wisely in restaurants 
When it comes to eating out while you’re away, 
don’t get stressed about not being in full control 
due to not being able to cook for yourself. 
Instead, look through the menu and make the 
best choice you can. In addition, you can ask the 
restaurant to swap and change some of the dishes 
they have set on their menu. For example, ask to 
switch the chips for a portion of vegetables. As 
we say in the North East, ‘shy bairns get nowt’, 
so don’t hang back when it comes to asking the 
chef to rustle up something a little different if it’s 
going to help you stay on track. 

Be organised
It’s inevitable that, when travelling with work, 
some things will be out of your control, such 
as the buffet at the meeting or the lack of gym 
facilities at the hotel, so just do the best you can 
with what you’ve got. Plan ahead by checking out 
the hotel restaurant menu in advance and choose 
your options. Schedule your workouts both in 
the run-up to your trip and afterwards, and look 
in advance to see if the hotel has a gym. If not, 
then favourite some YouTube workouts that you 
can do in your room or work with a trainer who 
can prepare you a workout you can take with 
you. 

Travelling doesn’t mean you have to let your 
good habits go, and you really can stay fit and 
active wherever your travels take you. 

Fitness expert Katie Bulmer Cooke shares her top tips for sticking to your health goals when travelling with work

GOING PLACES 

HEALTH & FITNESS – Katie Bulmer-Cooke

KATIE BULMER-COOKE
07725 889 957

Instagram: @katiebulmercooke
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Richard Dawson looks at the latest books, DVDs, music and television to enjoy in the comfort of your own home

CULTURE IN 

ARTS - Culture in

PODCAST: DAVID TENNANT DOES A 
PODCAST WITH

Award-winning actor and former Doctor David 
Tennant has launched a new interview podcast in 
which he has in-depth conversations with some of 
the biggest names in TV, film and politics. These 
are all people whom Tennant knows and who know 
him, making for an open dialogue that is rare when 
interviewing public figures today. So far, the podcast 
has featured special guests such as Olivia Colman, 
Whoopi Goldberg and Jodie Whittaker. Future 
episodes look to set to be equally exciting with the 
likes of Sir Ian McKellan, former PM Gordon Brown 
and Michael Sheen all said to be taking part.  

Out now
www.spotify.com

SERIES: BAPTISTE  

Special investigator Julien Baptiste was 
so popular in BBC’s The Missing, he’s 
being brought back for his own spin-off. 
Portrayed by Turkish actor Tcheky Karyo, 
the new series will follow Julien Baptiste 
as he tries to enjoy retired life with his 
family in Amsterdam. This is quickly 
interrupted when police commissioner 
and former girlfriend Martha Horchner 
asks him to assist with a missing person’s 
case. He meets with Edward Stratton 
(Tom Hollander – The Night Manager) and the two men delve into the seamy and criminal 
underworld of the red-light district. Before long, Julien finds himself unravelling a complex web 
of deceit and lies. 

Out now
www.bbc.co.uk

BOOK: LATE IN THE DAY, 
TESS HADLEY 

This is a book in which love and 
sorrow gives way to anger and 
bitterness. Two couples, Alexandr 
and Christine and Zachary and Lydia, 
have been close friends since they 
first met in their 20s. Thirty years 
later Alex and Christine receive a 
call from a distraught Lydia. Zach 
is dead. Overcome by profound 
loss, Lydia moves in with Alex and 
Christine to try to get through the 
tragedy. But rather than bringing 
them closer, their relationship warps 
as old entanglements and grievances 
re-emerge from the past. Late in 
the Day explores the tangled and 
emotionally complicated webs at 
the centre of our most intimate 
relationships. 

Out now
www.penguin.co.uk

ALBUM: TO BELIEVE, THE CINEMATIC ORCHESTRA 

The Cinematic Orchestra are back with their first studio album in 
12 years. The British electronic duo founded by Jason Swinscoe 
and Dominic Smith are well known for their emotionally hard-
hitting soundscapes. Their commercial hit ‘To Build a Home’ is no 
exception, having been the chosen tune for many a heart-warming 
advert over the years. Their new album explores a question of 
vital importance in 2019 – what to believe? It’s an articulation of 
the band’s unique sonic language, encompassing not only jazz but 
other forms of transcendental orchestration and elegant electronics. 

March 15
www.ninjatune.net
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EXHIBITION: DECLARATION OF INDEPENDENCE, BARBY 
ASANTE

Barby Asante’s work creates situations and spaces for conversation, 
collective thinking and re-enactment. She draws on themes of race, 
gender and social justice to articulate new perspectives on the 
legacies of slavery and colonialism. The Declaration of Independence 
is a performative forum that brings together women of colour in 
political spaces to demonstrate the cultural implications of how 
historic declarations, coalitions, trade deals and manifestos impact 
on ordinary people’s lives. As part of BALTIC and Sage Gateshead’s 
Art50 Weekender, Asante will also present a series of performances to 
accompany the exhibition.

February 23-May 6 
www.baltic.art

MUSIC: IN TUNE – BBC FREE THINKING FESTIVAL 

Katie Derham launches this year’s Free Thinking Festival, 
broadcast on BBC Radio 3 from Sage Gateshead’s Northern 
Rock Foundation Hall. The event will include a selection 
of live music making and chat from some of the region’s 
brightest artists. The Consone Quartet perform and discuss 
the conflicting effects of performance nerves before 
a concert alongside folk musician Kathryn Tickell, The 
Darkening and Collective Voices, a community choir for 
young adults from the North East. Also featured is festival 
lecturer Thomas Dixon and new generation thinker Daisy 
Black, who will both discuss their research at this consonant 
and thought-provoking event. 

March 29
www.sagegateshead.com

THEATRE: THE HOUSE ON COLD HILL 

A stellar cast of TV favourites are bringing top crime author Peter 
James’ spine-tingling new play The House on Cold Hill to the Theatre 
Royal this March. The haunting production is headed up by award-
winning actress Rita Simons (EastEnders) and BAFTA-nominated 
TV heartthrob Joe McFadden (Heartbeat, Holby City). The mystery 
begins when the Harcourt family move into their dream house, an old, 
dilapidated Georgian mansion which has lain empty and neglected for 
the last 40 years. Their perfect home quickly turns into a nightmare as 
they begin to sense they aren’t the only residents at Cold Hill. Prepare 
to have your nerves officially shredded in this modern-day supernatural 
thriller. 

March 18-23 
www.theatreroyal.co.uk 

FILM: AT 
ETERNITY’S GATE 

Julian Schnabel’s At 
Eternity’s Gate is a 
journey inside the 
world and mind of a 
person who, despite 
scepticism, ridicule and 
illness, created some 
of the world’s most 
beloved and stunning 
works of art. Academy Award nominee Willem Dafoe stars 
as the controversial but undeniable genius that was Vincent 
van Gogh. This is not a forensic biography, but rather scenes 
based on his own letters, common agreement about events 
in his life, hearsay, and moments that are just plain invented. 
Dafoe’s performance captures perfectly the psychologically 
troubled and social isolated figure that was Vincent van 
Gogh. 

April 1 
www.tynsidecinema.co.uk

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

CULTURE OUT 

ARTS - Culture out
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North East Times welcomed around 80 attendees at Teesside University on February 8 – in association with Tees 
Valley Business Club and Tees Valley Combined Authority – for informal networking and refreshments. Attendees 

from the region’s business community were the first to receive a copy of the latest issue – with Sugata Mitra, professor 
of education technology at Newcastle University’s School of Education, Communication and Language Sciences, 
illustrated on the cover. We were delighted to welcome Laura Woods, director of academic enterprise at Teesside 

University, and Ben Houchen, Tees Valley Mayor, as guest speakers

NORTH EAST TIMES’ BREAKFAST
EVENT - North East Times 
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Richard Dawson visits St Mary’s Inn for a hearty lunch in the scenic surroundings of Northumberland 

BUSINESS LUNCH: 
ST MARY’S INN

BUSINESS LUNCH - St Mary’s Inn

S
t Mary’s Inn and B&B has 
a warm and welcoming 
atmosphere, with the 
quintessential charm 
of exposed beams and 

traditional décor. 
The inn, located on the outskirts of 

Morpeth, comprises a restaurant and bar, 
11 country-style bedrooms, a stunning 
conservatory and cosy corners aplenty for a 
catch up over lunch with family, friends or 
colleagues. 

Coming in from the cold, my colleague 
and I were seated in front of the warmth of 
a wood burning fire, and presented with a 
substantial menu. 

St Mary’s Inn boasts traditional pub 
fayre, however glancing over the specials of 
pan roast pigeon and aubergine caponata, 
you get the sense that the kitchen can be 
more adventurous when required.

We opted for starters of chicken liver 
parfait, apple cider chutney and sourdough, 

and celeriac soup with hazelnuts and 
chives.

The dishes were well-presented, and the 
seasonal ingredients were packed full of 
flavour. 

For mains, we ordered roast chicken 
breast with potato gnocchi, braised baby 
onions and button mushrooms, and steak 
and ale pie, with mashed potato and 
seasonal vegetables.

When you’re visiting somewhere for 
the first time, a steak and ale pie is a good 
measure of traditional cooking, and it did 
not disappoint.

The tender chunks of beef were 
well-seasoned, and the mashed potato 
and seasonal greens were the perfect 
accompaniment. 

The roast chicken was presented on a 
bed of spinach with a creamy jus, and also 
commended praise from my colleague. 

For dessert, we opted for a dark 
chocolate brownie with white chocolate ice 
cream, and baked vanilla rice pudding with 
a raspberry doughnut. 

Both dishes were deliciously rich, the 
perfect way to finish our indulgent lunch. 

If you’re looking to retreat away from the 
hustle and bustle of the city, look no further 
than St Mary’s Inn.

ST MARY’S INN
St Mary’s Park, Morpeth

01670 293293
www.stmarysinn.co.uk
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Steak and ale pie with mashed potato 
and seasonal vegetables £14.50

Celeriac soup topped with hazelnuts 
and chives £5.50

Baked vanilla rice pudding and a 
raspberry doughnut £6

Roast chicken breast with potato 
gnocchi, braised baby onions and 

button mushrooms £13

Chicken liver parfait, apple cider 
chutney and sourdough £5.50

Dark chocolate brownie with white 
chocolate ice cream £6 

Mains

Starters

Dessert
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Aidan Jackson opened Aidan’s Kitchen in summer 2018 and it has quickly become the best chill-out 
spot in Sandyford, Newcastle, serving breakfast, lunch and coffee. Here, Aidan shares his Shakshuka 

recipe – with a few optional extras to make this Tunisian dish extra special

FOOD AND DRINK - Recipe of the month

AIDAN’S KITCHEN
11-15 Starbeck Avenue

0191 261 6852
www.facebook.com/aidans-kitchen

Ingredients
1 large onion

2 tins chopped tomatoes 
2 roasted rosario peppers 

1 tsp Harissa paste
4 eggs

1 tbsp Greek yoghurt
30g feta cheese

Chopped coriander
Sourdough

Merguez/chorizo (optional)
Chickpeas (optional)

Sumac (optional)

Method
•  In a metal-handled frying pan, sweat the onions in oil for 

around five minutes until they become translucent
•  Add the Harissa paste and continue cooking until all the 

moisture in the pan has evaporated. 
•  Deglaze the pan with the chopped tomatoes and cook out until 

the sauce has reduced and the ‘wateriness’ has disappeared. 
•  Roast and skim the rosario peppers, remove the seeds and 

chop the flesh. Add them to the pan. 
• Season with salt and pepper and a pinch of sugar.
•  Once the stew is lightly simmering, crack your eggs into the 

mix. Either finish cooking the eggs on the hob or in the oven. 
•  Once the eggs are cooked to your liking, remove the pan from 

the heat, spoon over the Greek yoghurt, crumble the feta 
cheese and sprinkle with chopped coriander. 

•  Shakshuka is a dish that allows you to use your flare. At 
Aidan’s Kitchen, we use merguez sausage to garnish, which 
massively enhances that spiced flavour. Chorizo is a similar, 
cheaper option. Alternatively you can add chickpeas and 
sprinkle sumac on to give that extra citrus note.

• Serve with slabs of toasted sourdough. 

Shakshuka 
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SAMSUNG GALAXY S10 

A decade since the launch of 
the first Galaxy S, Samsung 
celebrates the anniversary 
with ground-breaking 
innovations in display, 
camera and performance. 
The all-new Galaxy S10 is 
designed for those who want 
a premium smartphone with 
powerful performance. With 
a new Dynamic AMOLED 
display, next-generation 
camera, and intelligent 
performance, the S10 is 
said to set a new standard 
for the smartphone. It also 
features a new Infinity-O 
design, introduced to 
eliminate distractions 
and make for a cinematic 
viewing experience. Utilising 
precise laser cutting, things 
like the camera have been 
tucked away within the 
display, producing a totally 
uninterrupted view. 

Out March 8, £799
www.samsung.com/uk

New camera technology is one of the most 
impressive developments on the S10. Users 
can get used to an ultra-wide angle lens with a 
123-degree field of view, modelled on the human 
eye, so what you see is exactly what’s in frame. 
It’s perfect for landscape shots, big panoramas 
and fitting the entire extended family into the 
photo. There’s also a new digital stabilisation 
technology in place to allow for high-quality and 
super-steady video recording. 

Described as Samsung’s best screen yet, the S10 features the world’s first 
Dynamic AMOLED display. Delivering vivid digital content and dynamic 
tone mapping, you’ll see a wider range of colours, making for a realistic 
picture. The new display also actively reduces blue light through its TUV 
Rheinland-certified Eye Comfort Display, meaning that you can spend 
more time on your phone without worrying about your eyes. Packed with 
breakthrough features and new technology, the new Samsung Galaxy 
S10 looks set to dominate the smartphone market this year.  

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

TECH 

TECHNOLOGY
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CANON EOS RP 

Canon’s journey into the world of compact-system 
cameras has reached new heights with the EOS 
RP. Thus far, Sony has led the way in the full-frame 
mirrorless category with its impressive A series, but 
this new offering from Canon might give consumers 
pause for thought. The EOS RP comes with a 26.2 
megapixel CMOS sensor, a next generation DIGIC 8 
processor and 4K video capabilities worthy of the 
name. It also has a simplified user interface making 
it accessible as well as affordable. Stunning image 
quality and sharpness combined with a whole host 
of connectivity features makes the EOS RP a genuine 
consideration in this increasingly competitive market.  

£1399.99 
www.canon.co.uk

NATIVE UNION APPLE WATCH DOCK 
– MARBLE EDITION 

Made from solid marble, the new Apple Watch Dock 
from Native Union is a beautiful object for the home 
and a versatile base for charging your wearable tech. 
The rotating arm uses a sophisticated gearing system, 
so you can find the perfect angle for viewing and using 
your watch as it charges. Compatible with all Apple 
Watch models, the Dock magnetically holds your watch 
in place. It also makes use of precision engineering so 
that your magnetic charging cable slots straight in and 
becomes an integrated part of the design. Whether sat 
on your dressing table or next to your computer, the 
marble edition oozes sophistication.

£109.99
www.nativeunion.co.uk

KOMPLETE AUDIO 1 

The Komplete Audio 1 from Native Instruments is an 
audio interface for all your recording needs. Whether it’s 
for getting down vocals and live instruments into your 
digital audio workstation or recording audio for your 
latest podcast, the Komplete Audio 1 will have you getting 
creative straight out of the box. It gives you two different 
inputs, 1 XLR and 1 quarter-inch jack and stereo RCA 
outputs to connect directly to hi-fi speakers. Professional 
software such as Ableton Live 10 Lite and Maschine 
Essentials is also included, giving users plenty of plug-ins 
to get the most out of this speedy and versatile interface.  

£79 
www.native-instruments.com/en/

TECHNOLOGY
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A
s an international music, 
conference and event venue, 
Sage Gateshead has an 
unrivalled location, world-class 
acoustics, expert events team 

and state-of-the-art technical and production 
facilities.

The UK conference and events industry has 
a key part to play in the national and regional 
economy, an estimated £18.1 billion of direct 
expenditure (in 2017) in fact.  

Jessica McCabe, senior sales manager at Sage 
Gateshead, says: “In the past 12 months we 
have hosted the European Thyroid Association 
(the first time it has been held in the UK for 15 
years), the Prime Minister’s Cabinet Meeting, 
Great Exhibition of the North, BBC Radio 3 
Free Thinking Festival, Barbour’s spring season 
launch and Visit Britain’s flagship tourism event 
Explore GB. 

“As one of the most versatile venues in the 
North East we pride ourselves on our flexibility. 
We can accommodate huge organisations and 
occasions but also give the same dedication, 
welcome and tailoring to more intimate events; 
from businesses on our doorstep to companies 
across the globe. 

“We hosted 101 conferences and events of 
all shapes and sizes in 2017/18, and winning 
the national Visit England’s Business Tourism 
Award in 2018 was the icing on the cake. 

The award judges’ comments were that: “The 
famous Geordie welcome is apparent from all 
staff and the Sage really is a place that they and 

the country should be proud of. It is a cultural 
destination that puts Gateshead, the North East 
and England firmly on the business tourism 
map.” 

As a charity, money from conferences 
and events directly support Sage Gateshead’s 
mission to ensure everyone in the community 
can experience the joy of music, from attending 
concerts by local, national and international 
artists to taking part in music-making and 
learning opportunities held here and right 
across the region. 

Jessica continues: “Every event is delivered 
to the highest possible standard with a sense of 
pride and passion for our clients, our workplace 
and our region. We love bringing international 
delegates to the region to showcase just what the 
North East can offer. The reaction from people 
is always amazement.”

 Testimonials from event customers include 
Susanne Rothe from European Thyroid 
Association. She says: “It was a pleasure to be at 
Sage Gateshead and we enjoyed working with 
high professionals in such a beautiful location. 
Everything was done to make our event perfect.”

Jessica added: “We also hosted Visit Britain’s 
flagship tourism event, Explore GB, showing 
800 global tourism buyers the best the North 
has to offer, using our building as a spectacular 
backdrop filled with street food stalls, musicians, 
aerial artists and more. 

“We are just as excited when we work 
together with local organisations to host their 
events here on their own doorstep. When we as 
a region and a venue have so much to offer, why 
would you want to look further than home?”  

With spaces throughout the venue capable of 
holding everything from two to 2000 delegates, 
expert teams at Sage Gateshead produce a huge 
variety of events. Whether a board meeting for 
12, a seminar for 60 or an AGM for 300 there 
is a unique range of affordable and memorable 
options. Catering is provided from an in-house 
team which champions local suppliers, offering 
a taste of the true North East.

EVENTS – Sage Gateshead 

A SAGE CHOICE FOR EVENTS 
Sage Gateshead can help provide your staff and clients with a valuable impression of your business or organisation 

thanks to its award-winning events offering

SAGE GATESHEAD
For more information on holding 

events, contact the team on 0191 443 
4626 

www.sagegateshead.com/venue-hire/ 

READER OFFER
Sage Gateshead is offering any 

NE Times readers with a ‘NE’ 
postcode a huge 25 per cent 

discount off all new venue hires 
to take place in 2019. Contact 

the events team for more details. 
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An exhibition to mark the 21st birthday of the Angel of the North – one of the UK’s most iconic and best-loved 
landmarks – has been unveiled in the sculpture’s home city of Gateshead. 

21 Years of an Angel includes a variety of original pieces, including paintings, drawings, Chinese art, embroidery, 
textile works and photographs, by an array of local artists. 

The exhibition, held in The Gallery at Gateshead Library, is sponsored by Sintons. The law firm hosted an event to 
mark the opening night, which was attended by professionals from across the North East. Speeches were given by 

Mark Quigley, managing partner of Sintons, Mayor of Gateshead Jill Green, and Karolynne Hart, from Gateshead 
Council’s culture team

21 YEARS OF AN ANGEL
EVENT - Sintons 
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David Bootle takes the 
new MG ZS for a spin to 
see how it measures up in 
the crowded SUV market 

SMOOTH 
OPERATOR

M
G has a certain affinity, harking 
back to a Britain of yesteryear, 
from the 1920s through to the 
60s, and its iconic midget two-
seater sports car.

The brand retains much of that British 
appeal, with its Longbridge development centre 
responsible for design. However, under the 
bonnet things have moved to Shanghai, since MG 
was acquired by Shanghai Automotive Industry 
Corporation. 

After some time in the wilderness, MG is re-
emerging and sales have doubled in the last two 
years, with the MG ZS proving the most popular 
of the MG Range.

The ZS is a long way from the iconic British 
two-seater. This vehicle sits in the highly 
competitive SUV category – a sizeable car pitching 
itself against the Nissan Qashqai, Kia Stonic, and 
Seat Arona to name a few. The market is clearly 
overwhelmed by choice – so how does the ZS 
pitch itself in this competitive field?

Performance and handling 
The car I drove is the top-of-the-range 1.5 
VTI-tech Exclusive. The drive experience was 
very assured, with the ZS possessing a smooth 
authority, providing very easy handling. The 
steering wheel boasts a lovely sporty leather grip 
making it a comfortable experience. And it holds 
the road well for a car of this size, cornering with 
ease.

In terms of engine performance, it felt slightly 
sluggish in the first and second gears, but you feel 
the benefit of its performance post gear three and 
the revs clock up to 2000, with a more responsive 
drive. 

Interior
Although not Tardis-like, the vehicle is noticeably 
more spacious than I thought it would be and 
certainly boasts ample room and comfort. There’s 
a certain understated finesse in the interior 
without being overboard, with nice crisp, flush 



101

MG ZS EXCLUSIVE 
This test vehicle came from Vic 
Young, a leading North East 
dealership, trading for over 40 
years and based in South Shields, 
offering new and used car sales, 
motability, servicing, conversions, 
accident and repair, MOT, 
warranty repairs, contract hire, 
rental and parts.
Vic Young is currently running 
an offer on the MG ZS with a 
starting price of £13,990.
www.vicyoung.co.uk

MOTORS  – MG ZS SUV 

finishes. It’s perhaps not the solid plastic feel 
of some of its higher-priced contemporaries 
and the glove compartment, for instance, 
had a lighter, plastic feel. It includes chrome 
finishing, an eight-inch touch screen built-in 
comms unit with reverse parking visibility, sat 
nav, cruise control and Apple play. All these 
features create the sense of something greater 
than the sum of its parts. 

The leather-style seats are very comfortable 
with enough room for three in the back and 
there is good space in the boot with a false 
floor for extra room. With three kids, there 
is plenty of space to accommodate a sizeable 
amount of luggage adequately. 

Exterior 
You could say both its challenge and 
opportunity are the competition with a lot of 
nice-looking cars in this SUV range. Visually, 
it looks competitive and can stand tall in terms 
of appearance, with a nice powerful-looking 
front, not unlike Mazda CX5. The 17 inch 

alloys look good though slightly lost in what 
appear to be overly big wheel arches. Style-wise 
though, I felt it was as eye-catching as most of 
its higher-priced competitors.

Value
This, the top-of-the-range Exclusive, comes in 
at a very competitive £15,795.

For a good-looking exec car, it won’t totally 
break the bank, proving great value for money. 
You certainly get a lot of car for your money 
and some competitors come in at least £5000 
more from new. 

There’s also a seven-year warranty or 80,000 
miles, so MG is putting its money where its 
mouth is.

Under this model are the Explore and Excite 
ranges, reducing the mod cons and trimmings 
accordingly.  

Verdict
The MG ZS Exclusive is a very decent car that 
represents great value for money.
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W
hat do you consider to 
be the greatest feat in 
business and why? 
As the owner of a brand 
consultancy, is it too 

clichéd for me to start with Apple? I remember 
being 15 and having my first go of an Apple 
Macintosh during work experience. Back then, it 
was a tool used by creative studios mostly, and as 
a business, they were struggling. Fast forward to 
1998 and the agency I worked for bought an iMac. 
This new, colourful, curvy and affordable computer 
became a popular home computer and began to 
turn their fortunes around. The rest is history and 
the iPod, the iPhone and the iPad all followed – 
transforming user experiences, challenging the 
norm and, in turn, building one of the wealthiest 
and most successful brands in the world.

What is the greatest physical feat you’ve witnessed 
by an individual and why?
A recent and impressive example of this would be 
Phil Kite. I met Phil when he was CEO of Reece 
Group, during which time he decided to take up 
rowing – claiming that, at 53-years of age, it was his 
second mid-life crisis! Just three years later, he set 
himself the task of entering a mixed team into the 
Talisker Whiskey Atlantic Challenge –known as ‘the 

world’s toughest row’. Earlier this month, Phil and 
the rest of Team Tyne Innovation completed the 
3000-mile row and set a new world record as the 
fastest mixed four – a remarkable feat indeed. 

What about by a group or team?
The most significant team effort that springs to 
mind always has to be the Miracle at Medinah in 
2012. It was José María Olazábal’s turn to captain 
Europe in the 39th Ryder Cup soon after the death 
of Seve Ballesteros, so it was already an emotional 
time for any golf fan. Add to that the fact that no 
one really fancied Europe to get a result – especially 
after the first two days of play left Europe facing a 
10-6 deficit. To then go out and win eight-and-a-
half points from 12 singles matches on Sunday to 
win the Cup by 14-and-a-half points to 13 and-a-
half was a fantastic feat. 

Which demonstration of intelligence/mental 
strength has most impressed you?
It’s hard not to be impressed when you meet David 
Harrison. He started his career at Allied Dunbar as 
a sales advisor and worked hard to progress through 
the ranks to senior management. He started his 
own firm 1996. Positive Solutions used technology 
to revolutionise the financial advice sector and was 
sold to Aegon in 2007. But David wasn’t finished. 
He formed True Potential with the aim of using the 
advancements in technology to help the customer 
save and plan for their future. In recent years, the 
business has been crowned the best in Europe, won 
numerous industry accolades.

Which act of generosity has inspired you the most 
and why? 
Having run Projector for 16 years, I’ve had the 
pleasure of meeting and working with many 
successful people here in the North East whose 
generosity has inspired me. I know of business 
owners starting foundations to help local food 
banks or those backing social mobility for the next 
generation, directors pledging to Children in Need 
or simply holding raffles to raise money for local 
charities. It’s excellent that successful people and 
firms out there are helping others and we’re trying 
to learn from them and do our bit, too.

Phil Lowery, managing director of Projector Brand Communications, shares the acts he’s been most inspired by

GREATEST FEATS
INTERVIEW - Phil Lowery

PROJECTOR BRAND 
COMMUNICATIONS

www.yourprojector.com  
Phil@yourprojector.com
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