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EDITOR’S WORD 
Welcome

North East Times returns with its 
fourth Women’s Issue. 

As editor, I believe it’s important 
to produce this annual issue, shining 
a light on some of the amazing 

women who are achieving great things in our region 
– spanning all levels and sectors. 

The research into the gender pay gap and 
the number of women on boards and in senior 
positions show inequalities based on gender, do 
exist in the workplace. Improvements are being 
made but progress is slow. 

I therefore think it’s important to raise the profile 
of local women who are pushing the boundaries of 

their sectors – to help inspire everyone. 
I’d like to thank Dragons’ Den’s newest – and 

youngest – investor and founder of Crafter’s 
Companion, Sara Davies, for sharing her business 
journey with us. Also, Sally Blake who’s established 
a network for women working in the games sector, 
and Helen Sinclair, the chairperson of Smart Works 
Newcastle, a charity that provides free workwear 
and job interview coaching – as well as everyone 
else who has contributed to this edition of North 
East Times.

I hope that you enjoy this issue.

Welcome to the Women’s Issue

Editor’s Word...

ALISON COWIE
alison@netimesmagazine.co.uk

07961091522

@AlisonNETimes

NET

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

Work on a 4000-job fertiliser mine project 
spanning North Yorkshire and Teesside is 
to be scaled back following the shelving of a 
£400 million fundraiser. 

 Sirius Minerals has admitted it will 
“reduce the rate of development” on its polyhalite scheme after tough 
market conditions forced bosses to cancel a bond offering and carry 
out a six-month finance review. 

 The business also revealed its progress had been impacted by a 
Government rebuttal over financing support, a decision branded an 
“absolute disgrace” by Redcar Labour MP Anna Turley. 

 Sirius intends to extract the fertiliser polyhalite – reputed for 
encouraging strong crop growth – from a mine on the outskirts 
of Whitby, North Yorkshire, before moving it underground to a 
storage base at Wilton, near Redcar, ahead of exportation from a new 
harbour. 

 Production has long been expected to begin in 2021, with Sirius 
saying it believes the development will create 1000 direct jobs and 
support another 3000 in the construction phase and eventual supply 
chain. However, Chris Fraser, Sirius’ managing director and chief 
executive, said the business must now reassess its financial plans. 

 He also admitted it will have to return £322 million raised through 
a bond earlier this year but played down immediate financial fears, 
saying Sirius’ £180 million unrestricted cash reserves will provide 
cover during its review process. 

 “The company will conduct a comprehensive strategic review to…
develop a different financing structure for the funds required,” he 
said. Offering his support to the firm, Conservative Tees Valley Mayor 
Ben Houchen rejected Labour’s criticism of the Government, saying 
he believes “the team at Sirius will be able to secure the funding they 
need to continue this major development.” 

MINING

Sirius Minerals in project 
review after £400 million 
fundraising blow 

BULLETIN

TRANSPORT 

Nexus denies Hitachi Rail deal claims
Tyne and Wear Metro bosses have denied reports a North East trainbuilder 
has missed out on a £362 million rolling stock deal. 

 Nexus officials said the operator has made “no decision about who 
might be awarded the contract” amid reports Hitachi Rail, based in 
Newton Aycliffe, County Durham, has been overlooked. 

 Hitachi, known for making high-speed Azuma trains for the East Coast 
Main Line, is shortlisted alongside Spanish firm CAF and Switzerland-
headquartered Stadler to design and build a new Metro fleet. 

 Playing down reports Hitachi’s bid has been unsuccessful, Nexus said 
it will announce the winner in the new year, once “detailed and thorough 
evaluation has taken place.”  

 Headquartered in Spain, CAF has an assembly plant in Wales and 
counts Arriva UK and the TransPennine Express franchise as clients. 
Stadler’s Liverpool-based UK subsidiary supports the city’s Merseyrail 
operation. 

Miner scales back work amid 
financial uncertainty  
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TELECOMS

Health support
A telecoms company put its mind to tackling 
mental health through training to support staff 
dealing with personal issues.  

Workers from Sunderland-based Nice Network 
participated in Mental Health First Aid and suicide 
prevention training, which was delivered by 
Washington Mind. Nikki Lee, head of marketing, 
said: “Mental health is a growing concern and has 
long been understated by society. I’d encourage any 
business to invest in training their staff.” 

National news 
Royal Bank of Scotland 
praised for appointment 
‘precedence’ 

The Royal Bank of Scotland 
Group (RBS) has been 
praised for “setting a 
precedence” on gender 
equality following a senior 
appointment. 

 Alison Rose will become 
executive director and chief 
executive at the institution 
from November 1. 

 Her appointment – 
which means RBS is the 
only FTSE100 company to 
have women in its top two 
executive positions – has 
been welcomed by Equality 
Group. 

 Hephzi Pemberton, the 
body’s founder, said: “All 
companies should strive for 
diversity, not simply to meet 
implemented targets, but to 
reap the rewards increased 
diversity will enable.” 

 RBS previously appointed 
Katie Murray as chief 
financial officer. 

Jobs increase but North 
East still unemployment 
hotspot 

The North East experienced 
the UK’s biggest jobs rise 
between March and June 
but still has the country’s 
largest unemployment rate, 
according to latest figures. 

 Around 43,000 extra jobs 
were reported in the period, 
the Office for National 
Statistics said. 

 However, it added the rise 
wasn’t enough to stop the 
North East having the UK’s 
lowest employment rate 
of 71.1 per cent – 1.2 million 
people – in the three months 
to July, and the country’s 
highest unemployment score 
of five per cent, or 63,000. 

 

EMPLOYMENT 

Ocado expansion
An online grocer is rolling out a North East 
expansion it says has the potential to create up to 
300 jobs. Ocado Group has launched a recruitment 
drive for hundreds of customer service posts in 
Sunderland. 

 The move comes after it took on a 59,427sq ft 
building at THE BEAM, based on the city’s former 
Vaux Brewery site. Officials say they hope to have 
their first workers in post by November.  

SECURITY 

Growth ambition
A security system supplier has revealed plans 
to create up to 20 jobs following a £500,000 
investment. 

 Newcastle-based Bastion Security Products will 
use the backing to improve and develop products 
and increase exports.  The business worked with 
regional fund management firm NEL Fund 
Managers to secure the investment from the North 
East Growth Capital Fund, which is supported by 
the European Regional Development Fund. 

RETAIL

Revival plans
Middlesbrough and North Shields’ high streets 
have been earmarked for rejuvenation in a £95 
million Government scheme focused on reviving 
England’s traditional shopping landscape. 

 The towns are part of the Government’s 
#HistoricHighStreets campaign, which ministers 
say will create more attractive places to live, work 
and visit, and help retailers fight back against 
online rivals. 
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FINANCE

Tier One Capital Ltd 
acquires Carrick Financial 
Management
A Newcastle-based wealth management company 
is targeting expansion after completing a deal for a 
fellow North East firm.

Tier One Capital Ltd has acquired Carrick 
Financial Management, having previously taken a 
large share of the independent advisory firm. 

Bosses say Tier One Capital will fully integrate 
Seaton Burn-based Carrick into its financial 
operations, retaining its team of independent 
financial advisors and support staff.

Ian McElroy, chief executive, said: “This will 
enable us to develop more extensive capabilities, 
which will benefit a growing number of private 

individuals, corporate clients and charities.”
Tier One Capital was advised by Muckle LLP 

on the deal, with Mincoffs providing legal advice 
to Carrick. 

Inveniam Corporate Finance delivered 
corporate finance advice.

ECOMMERCE

Aero Commerce eyes 
expansion after £750,000 
investment
An ecommerce platform provider has revealed 
plans to create jobs and open a Newcastle office 
after receiving financial support.

Aero Commerce Ltd is eyeing growth after a 
£750,000 equity investment, led by Maven Capital 
Partners. 

Officials said the support will allow Aero 
Commerce to strengthen sales and marketing 
activities, which will include a new office, job roles 
and product enhancements.

MANUFACTURING 

Alexander Technologies 
Europe powers up with 
buyout
A Peterlee battery maker is moving into a new plant 
and creating jobs following a management buyout.

Alexander Technologies Europe Ltd has been 
acquired for an undisclosed sum. 

The deal was part-funded under a £9.2 million 
senior secured unitranche facility provided by Shard 
Credit Partners. Shard was advised by Ryecroft 
Glenton Corporate Finance, with seller Woodside 
Capital Partners advised by Ward Hadaway and 
Muckle LLP.

Calendar of events:
October 15, 11am-4pm 
Introduction to Marketing – 
Supply Chain North East 
Host: RTC North, Loftus 
House, Colima Avenue, 
Sunderland Enterprise Park, 
Sunderland, SR5 3XB 
Price: Free 
www.rtcnorth.co.uk 
The workshop will support 
delegates in their endeavours 
to create a marketing 
plan focused on driving 
business growth. It will 
include a focus on digital 
marketing, including email 
and social media, and provide 
attendees with an insight into 
contemporary and digital 
marketing management 
theory and its use. Note: 
places are fully funded from 
ERDF and LGF sources, so 
organisers are required to 
capture reporting data from 
attendees. 
 

 

October 17, noon-2pm 
CBI Economic Briefing 
Host: Ward Hadaway, 102 
Quayside, Newcastle, NE1 
3DX 
Price: Event is free for CBI 
members 
www.cbi.org.uk 
Company chief executives 
and directors planning for a 
post-Brexit UK will benefit 
from the knowledge of CBI 
senior economist Charlotte 
Dendy. Charlotte will provide 
details of the latest economic 
developments and what they 
may mean for senior business 
figures and their companies. 
 

 

October 21, 9.30am-2.30pm 
Business Planning - A Guide 
to a Winning Business Plan 
Host: NBSL, Wansbeck 
Business Park, Rotary 
Parkway, Ashington, 
Northumberland, NE63 8AP 
Price: Free 
www.nbsl.org.uk  
The workshop will help 
attendees improve 
organisational skills, define 
objectives and map out 
strategies to achieve goals 
and manage potential 
challenges. Running for most 
of the day, the event will 
highlight the importance of 
preparing a business plan and 
the need to set priorities. 

NEWS
Deals

DEALS
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Newcastle’s business community and 
its public has been handed a final 
opportunity to shape a city centre 
clean air blueprint. 

 Cabinet members at authorities 
in Newcastle, North Tyneside and Gateshead have 
extended a consultation process on a Clean Air 
Zone plan. 

 Under existing proposals, earmarked for 
introduction in 2021, overly polluting heavy 
goods vehicles, buses and coaches would face a 
daily £50 charge to enter the city centre. 

 Vans and taxis failing to meet emission 
standards would face a £12.50 levy. 

 Private cars would initially be exempt. 
 The tolls would spearhead a raft of work aimed 

at improving city transport links and their green 
credentials, with councillors assessing a number 
of measures. 

 The proposals include potential changes to 
the Central Motorway layout to prevent traffic 
merging on and off the slip lane between the New 
Bridge Street and Swan House junctions, and 
amendments to ensure more reliable running of 
public transport. 

Smaller vehicle distribution hubs outside the 
charging zone - from where deliveries could be 
completed by electric vehicle or cargo bike - are 
also under consideration. 

 The make-up of a final plan is expected later 
this year. The councils’ approach has received 
praise from Adrian Waddell, chief executive of 
NE1 Ltd, which represents the business interests’ 
of 1400 companies in Newcastle city centre. 

 He commended the councils’ receptivity to 
companies’ feedback, saying their understanding 
will be crucial in helping firms plan for the future. 

 He told North East Times: “The need to 
improve air quality is of paramount importance 
(and) the desire of businesses to see a compliant 
air quality solution and the opportunity to build 
and improve on this going forward was clear. 

 “We have been particularly impressed by the 
sheer scale of the councils’ consultation and the 

record response it generated.  
 “Officers have been enormously helpful 

in supporting NE1 to take the message to the 
business community and in turn have listened and 
responded to business feedback.   

 “It is extremely encouraging to see how 
the responses and issues raised have been 
incorporated into the proposals being developed.” 

 Matthew Stiller, managing director at 
Newton Aycliffe-based Stiller Warehousing and 
Distribution, said the business supports the 
councils’ plans. 

 However, he raised caution over some 
firms’ ability to adapt their fleets within a short 
timeframe. He said: “We have invested heavily 
to operate a very modern low-emissions fleet of 
vehicles and are supportive of urban clean air 
initiatives. 

 “However, we believe the emissions standards 
required should be consistent across all schemes 
in the UK.  “Additionally, more specialist vehicle 
operators, such as municipal waste and chilled 
food delivery, may struggle to meet requirements 
in time as these vehicle types typically have longer 
replacement cycles.” 

 Speaking about the need to make amendments 
to air quality, Councillor Arlene Ainsley, 
Newcastle City Council’s cabinet member for 
transport and air quality, said the three authorities 
are committed to finding a workable solution. 

 “We’ve developed a package of measures 
to address many of the issues the public and 
businesses raised,” she said. 

As the focus on improving Newcastle city centre’s air quality intensifies, councillors have extended 
a consultation period for businesses and the public to help finalise a new long-term carbon 
strategy 

MONTHLY REPORT
Air Quality Plan 

MONTHLY REPORT 
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Eight hundred North East business leaders celebrated the region’s many achievements in Durham 
Cathedral last night and raised over £154,000 for the building’s restoration.
North East England Chamber of Commerce Annual Dinner guests heard from Chamber president 
Lesley Moody and keynote speaker Sir Tim Laurence, chair of English Heritage who emphasise 
the importance of buildings like the cathedral. 
The Chamber Annual Dinner, which had the theme of Serving the Region, was sponsored by 
Gateshead College and Durham University

NORTH EAST ENGLAND CHAMBER 
OF COMMERCE ANNUAL DINNER 

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

What is your reaction to Prime Minister Boris Johnson’s pledge to create a new 
Northern Powerhouse growth body? According to Mr Johnson’s plan, the body will 
appoint a chair, who will seek to bring together major organisations for the good of 
the region’s economy

BURNING ISSUE

We’re pleased there appears to be an ongoing commitment to the 
Northern Powerhouse, but the announcement is light on detail. 
There now needs to be information on the shape of the organisation 
going forward. Statements are one thing but there definitely needs to 
be flesh on the bones of what the Prime Minister is proposing before 
we can comment more fully.

Rachel Anderson
Assistant director of policy

North East England Chamber of Commerce

At a time of great disunity across the country, I suppose anything 
that brings together people, organisations or businesses has to be 
a positive move. The North East spoke with a united voice for a 
long time, but it has become fractured in recent years. If the Prime 
Minister’s plans for a Northern Powerhouse growth body include 
real power, access to investment, amplifies the fantastic work being 
pioneered here in the region and also helps attract new businesses 
here, then yes, I’m all for it.

Stuart Hylton
Director

Artech Lighting 

Businesses in the North East welcome the determination to unlock 
the vast economic power of the North. Committing to HS2 in full 
will be a key part of ensuring investment flows into all corners of 
Northern England, enabling firms to grow, create jobs and boost 
productivity. The devil will be in the detail from the Government, 
but business is totally committed to working to deliver economic 
prosperity, and the benefits of further devolution, for all. Firms want 
to see a devolution framework, which ensures the majority of people 
are covered by a deal in the next five years.

Sarah Glendinning
North East director 

CBI 

I welcome any commitment to support and advance the economic 
prosperity of the region and hope the chairman of this proposed 
Northern Powerhouse body will be handed the necessary powers to 
make a genuine difference. Businesses in the North require positive 
action if they are to unite and reverse years of London-centric 
control. I also wish to avoid the creation of inter-regional divides 
and urge that areas such as Teesside and Tyneside do not lose out 
in favour of the more central conurbations of Merseyside, Greater 
Manchester and South and West Yorkshire.

Nic Smith
Co-founder 

Commercial Maintenance Services UK Ltd
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RECRUITMENT

Your monthly guide to the people moving jobs in the region

APPOINTMENTS 

Evince Technology has named Deborah McGargle 
as interim chair of the company’s board of directors. 
Her appointment follows the death of John Urwin, 
who passed away in August. One of John’s final 
recommendations was to suggest Deborah, who has 
been Evince’s external legal counsel for a number 
of years and is well known within the European 
and US East Coast technology sector, for the acting 
chairperson position.

Newcastle-based online events booking platform 
Poptop has appointed Nicole de Vega as head 
of marketing.  Nicole has more than 20 years’ 
marketing experience in the digital technology 
sector, having spent the early part of her career with 
Sage UK. “Poptop is redefining the events sector, 
and I was inspired by the team’s growth ambitions, 
their culture of innovation and their passion for 
what they do,” said Nicole.

Manila Mclean has been appointed digital director 
by savings management platform Newcastle 
Strategic Solutions. Manila, who has more than 
20 years’ experience in financial services, joins 
Newcastle Building Society’s Tyneside-based 
technology subsidiary after previously working at 
Tesco Bank as head of digital for ten years.
“I’m delighted to be part of a great team during such 
an exciting time of development and growth,” she 
said.

A commercial litigator has joined law firm Sintons 
as a partner. David Summerhayes joins the dispute 
resolution team with more than 15 years’ experience 
of acting for national and multinational businesses, 
including global brands, FTSE 100 companies and 
fast-growth SMEs.

David leads on complex and high value claims 
in a vast range of areas including company law and 
partnership disputes. He is also known for his work 
on defamation and privacy.

Business advisory firm KPMG has expanded 
its Northern financial services team with the 
appointment of Sarah Walker as transaction 
services director. Sarah has more than 10 years’ 
experience in supporting mergers and acquisitions 
activity across banking, consumer finance, wealth 
management, insurance and fintech. She will work 
closely with fellow transaction services director 
Andrew Nelson and Stewart Cape, who leads the 
financial services sector for KPMG’s Northern 
corporate finance practice. 

Royal IHC has appointed Mark Gillespie as 
executive commercial director (offshore). He 
joins with more than 25 years’ experience in the 
offshore industry and of working in the UK and 
internationally with companies such as Technip and 
GE Oil & Gas. More than 300 staff and contractors 
are employed by IHC in the North East, with the 
workforce split between design offices in Stocksfield 
and Newcastle, and assembly facilities in Blyth and 
Walker.

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

alison@netimesmagazine.co.uk

i

Deborah McGargle
Interim chair
Evince Technology

Nicole de Vega
Head of marketing
Poptop

Manila Mclean
Digital director
Newcastle Strategic Solutions

David Summerhayes
Commercial litigator
Sintons

Sarah Walker
Transaction services director
KPMG

Mark Gillespie
Executive commercial 
director (offshore)
Royal IHC
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RECRUITMENT

New positions available in the North East

JOBS

JOBS  
To post a position, contact 

alison@netimesmagazine.co.uk

i

Group marketing executive
Newcastle, £19-£21k

Perspective Financial Group Ltd

Perspective Financial Group Ltd is seeking an 
enthusiastic and well-organised individual with 
a positive mindset and a flair for branding and 
design, digital and social media skills, excellent 
attention to detail and a thirst for learning and 
applying new things. The successful candidate 
will be joining a national marketing team based in 
Newcastle reporting directly to the group head of 
marketing and business development. For more 
information, visit: 

www.pfgl.co.uk

Delivery director
Newcastle, £75K

NRG

NRG is working with an established digital 
marketing client based in Newcastle that provides 
creative digital solutions to some of the biggest 
names in the automotive industry. Due to company 
growth and the acquisition of new projects, it is 
looking to recruit an experienced delivery director 
who has successfully delivered multiple complex 
technical projects. For more information, contact:

adamgowland@nrgplc.com

Front-end developer
Gosforth, £45k-£65k

BMC Technology 

BMC is working with one of the North East’s 
fastest-growing technology companies, which 
is seeking an experienced front-end developer. 
Candidates should have a strong knowledge of 
vue.js, HTML and CSS, while PHP and Laravel 
framework is desirable. The company has exciting 
plans to grow the team, and so the position may 
involve managing junior members in the future. 
For further details contact:

matt.wragg@bmcrecruitmentgroup.com

Procurement manager 
Blyth, circa £60K

NRG

An award-winning engineering business is looking 
to recruit an experienced procurement manager. 
The ideal candidate will have experience in 
procurement strategy implementation within an 
engineering or manufacturing business, as well as 
a strong supplier performance management ability. 
For more information, contact:

stephengardner@nrgplc.com
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One of the biggest challenges we 
face in bringing about a more 
gender diverse and inclusive 
workplace is one that normally 
goes under the radar in these 

conversations – organisational culture. 
Often, it’s the headline figures that are quoted to 

check what progress we’ve made in the UK. We see 
that the number of women on boards of FTSE100 
companies has risen from 12.5 per cent in 2011 
to 32 per cent today. There are also signs that the 
gender pay gap is closing, at least in relative terms.

In fairness, things are improving – but it’s slow 
progress. The fact remains that only seven CEOs 
on the FTSE100 are women, and more than three-
quarters of UK companies pay men on average 
more than women. 

Speaking to three women in leadership roles in 
the North East, it seems that many of the biggest 
barriers to getting more women into top jobs and 
levelling the playing field on pay are cultural. 

Firstly, our collective understanding of what 
leadership is and of what it takes to be successful 
is still very much coloured by predetermined 
gender roles and stereotypes. This generalised idea 
that men are strong, assertive, even ruthless and 
women are polite, accommodating and nurturing. 

It’s accepted that masculine traits are what’s 
needed to excel, that “you need to be mean to get 
ahead”, says Sarah Glendinning, regional director 
of CBI North East. 

Sara Bryson, community organiser for Citizens 
UK, identifies the problem with this attitude. “A 

lot of women in senior positions feel they have to 
behave ‘very male’ to succeed,” she says.

On balance, Emily Cox, group head of colleague 
relations at Lloyds Banking Group believes the 
single most powerful thing women in leadership 
can do is “be themselves”. 

She speaks about one of her role models who 
was hugely successful and internationally regarded 
but also cared for three boys and always made 
time for the small things that mattered to her.  

“She was able to make her career and her family 
life work for her”, Emily says.

Having that example of a leader who doesn’t 
sacrifice everything and everyone to get ahead 
has enabled Emily to follow suit. She’s in charge 
of developing Lloyds’ relationship with the trade 
unions but works mostly remotely so that she can 
look after her daughter. 

Speaking about her female role models, Sarah 
struck much the same chord. 

“I think what they showed me is how important 
it is to be kind – kind to yourself and kind to 
others. Sometimes kindness is an underrated trait 
of a good leader,” she says. 

Equally important is culture in the workplace. 
Emily explains: “Culture and tone from the top is 
the single thing that matters and if you don’t have 
that buy-in right at the top of any business, then it 
won’t succeed.” 

Things like embracing flexible working and 
trusting people to complete their work where 
and when it suits them can have a transformative 
effect. 

“The flexibility element is important because 
women still tend to be the primary care givers for 
children and older parents”, says Emily. 

Of course, these kinds of things don’t 
just benefit women. They benefit the whole 
organisation. When you create a culture that is 
supportive of the multiple roles people have in 
life, women feel empowered to succeed but it 
empowers everyone.

Social media presents a whole new challenge in 
the struggle for better representation. Again, it’s 
a cultural problem and Sara, Emily and Sarah all 

COMMENT  

IN THE LIMELIGHT
Richard Dawson looks at the importance of organisational culture for gender diversity and finds 
that perhaps the single most powerful thing women in leadership can do is be themselves

“Culture and tone from the 
top is the single thing that 

matters and if you don’t have 
that buy-in right at the top 

of any business, then it won’t 
succeed.” Emily Cox
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mentioned how women in leadership are disproportionately on 
the receiving end of abuse online. 

“I think of Steph McGovern on BBC Breakfast who has a 
regional accent,” said Sara, “and the amount of abuse she gets, 
why would you then talk openly about being Northern and 
female if you’re going to get that much abuse?”

Sarah adds: “For a lot of women, putting yourself out there is 
a huge thing to do. Just look at what’s happening to people like 
Jess Phillips. But you can counteract that with being kind and 
supporting each other, letting people know they’ve done a good 

job.
“I have a fantastic support network of men and women and I 

think that makes a tremendous difference.”
The case for a more diverse and inclusive workplace could not 

be clearer. When women are fairly represented, it leads to better 
decision making at all levels. 

For Sara, it’s about bringing together different ways of looking 
at the world to move things forward. She concludes: “Unless 
you’ve got that diversity of lived experience, you’re not going to 
make better decisions about how we run things.”
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Naomi Hutchinson

Sophie reached out to me a few months before we 
had a live vacancy as she was interested in getting 
into the sector. I advised her to research around 
the key organisations locally and to start attending 
some of the main events in the region. I was really 
impressed with how she followed up on my advice. 
So, when she applied for the role here, I was 
excited to see what she was capable of during the 
interview process.

I wanted to understand what her drivers were 
long-term, so I could help her shape the role into 
something she would really enjoy and be proud of. 
Doing a development plan also gave me guidance 
as to the things we could put in place as an 
organisation, and the things I could do to support 
her career aspirations.  

I hope I have helped with building Sophie’s 
confidence in a professional role and helped her 
understand there are no stupid questions and how 
to manage people effectively.

I know how daunting it can be as a young 
female in a male-dominated sector like tech, 
especially when we are then asking Sophie to 
engage with the manufacturing sector as well. I 

hope I’ve given her the confidence to rise to the 
challenges she faces.

Sophie is a very creative person and her skills 
are invaluable to the team. She also challenges 
me on a regular basis around our approach to 
delivering support.

Sophie Craggs

After finishing my MA and working overseas, I 
knew I wanted a job that would let me work on a 
variety of projects.

It’s my job to make sure we’re known and 
trusted within our focus sectors, specifically 
manufacturing. My primary role is to support 
manufacturers in adopting advanced technologies, 
which can help them future-proof and remain 
competitive. We have a variety of programmes to 
achieve this. 

The biggest challenge for me was understanding 
the manufacturing sector and how best to engage 
with it. I’ve had to work hard to get business 
leaders to trust I can help them. 

Naomi initially introduced me to her contacts, 
which was really useful to understand the 
landscape I was coming into. She also gave me 
time to attend as many events as possible. Her 
encouragement to continue learning has been key 
to my development over the past year. 

We get on really well, so I’ve found it easy to 
approach her whenever I have a question or want 
her opinion. We do have formal chats, where we 
catch up on projects, and I find having the mix of 
both styles really useful. 

Being a young female in a predominantly 
male-led industry is always going to have some 
challenges, and Naomi has definitely helped 
me navigate through this by sharing her own 
experiences. 

It’s probably been interesting for Naomi to 
mentor someone so close in age, but I hope our 
different experiences have added a new way of 
looking at the work we do.

INTERVIEW
Sunderland Software City

Naomi Hutchinson, Digital Catapult North East Tees Valley lead at Sunderland Software City, is 
working with programme engagement manager Sophie Craggs to support her growth in the role 
and strengthen her understanding of the region’s manufacturing and technology sectors

SUPPORTING ROLE

SUNDERLAND SOFTWARE 
CITY
www.sunderlandsoftwarecity.com
@SunSoftCity
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What was your first break 
in business? 
My biggest break came as 
I returned from maternity 
leave during my time at 

Newcastle City Council. There was a new chief 
executive and he wanted me to work with him to 
review the whole organisation. It was the biggest 
learning curve of my life. I had a two-year-
old and a baby with croup, and I was doing a 100-
mile round trip each day.

What did you want to be growing up?
I wanted to do something involving farming or the 
countryside.

What attracted you to your current role? 
This is my dream job. I had always wanted to 
work for Gateshead and thought I had missed my 
chance when I left the North East. When I saw it 
advertised, I thought it was meant to be. 
I didn’t tell anyone that I had applied for it. It was 
when my mum was still alive, and I went to see 
her after I had been offered the job. I asked her 
if she had heard about the new chief executive 
at Gateshead Council. When she said no, I said, 
‘well, it’s me!’

What is your organisation’s mission?
To make Gateshead a place where everyone 
thrives; this places people right at the heart 
of the council’s decision-making process.  We 
need everyone in the borough to be able to fulfil 
their true potential and create the conditions for 
them to do so, particularly if we’re going to be a 
sustainable council, whether that’s employment 
opportunities, training or education. We also need 
to be business-friendly, so companies want to stay 
here or relocate here. We need to have a high skills 
base. This is about being ambitious for Gateshead 
and in order to do that, everyone needs to be able 
to fulfil their potential. 

How do you get the best out of your staff?
By listening to them, trying to understand what 
motivates them, recognising they have far better 
ideas than me and giving them wings. It’s about 
accountable autonomy. Be clear about what you 
want people to do, then let them do it.

What has been your career highlight?

INTERVIEW  
Sheena Ramsey

10 QUESTIONS 
Sheena Ramsey is chief executive of Gateshead Council. She joined the authority in February 
2017, having previously headed up Worcester City and Knowsley councils, where she led a number 
of initiatives to increase employment, attract investment in infrastructure and bring about the 
transformation of town centres through private investment. She was also assistant chief executive 
at Newcastle City Council from 1999 to 2005. Sheena is the lead local authority chief executive for 
transport in the North East, a member of the NewcastleGateshead Initiative board and is clerk to 
the Tyne and Wear Lieutenancy
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I’ve had the honour of many but going to the 
Gateshead Recovery Partnership ambassador 
celebration event has got to be right up there. 
People who have experienced some of the most 
devastating challenges and come through them is 
inspiring for all of us. It was humbling to be in the 
same room as them. 

What has been your biggest challenge?
My biggest – and current – work challenge 
is overseeing delivery of the next phase of 
regeneration of Gateshead Quays. It includes a 
£260 million events destination complete with 
12,500 seat arena, conference and exhibition 
centre, hotels, beautiful green spaces and 
improved links through to Gateshead town centre. 
It will act as the catalyst for renewed economic 
growth in Gateshead and will be a game-changer, 
not just for the region, but beyond.

Who or what inspires you?
Mainly people’s stories. People come to Gateshead 
to do a really, really good job and people genuinely 
want to do that. That’s certainly my experience in 
Gateshead.

What are your organisation’s short and long-term 
goals?
Short-term we need to be more outward facing, 
open for business and visible. We need to reduce 
bureaucracy and make it easy for people to live 
and work in Gateshead. Long-term it’s about 
creating a sustainable economy with people really, 
really flourishing in the area.

How do you achieve a good work/life balance?
Having good people around me and a dream team 
in the office. And by not falling for the belief you 
need to be in the office for 12 hours a day.

GATESHEAD COUNCIL
www.gateshead.gov.uk
@gateshead

i
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Communication is key. Listen! This 
is not just hearing but seeing and 
taking the time to invest in people. 
Communication improves morale 
and in turn, relationships. I have 

also learnt that interaction has to have a value. 
What is the point of wasting your own time, as 
well as others? Be willing to share your knowledge.

A problem shared is a problem halved. Running 
a business isn’t a walk in the park and it is scary 

sometimes; it is OK to embrace your emotions, 
especially when you have a fantastic team around 
you. I’m surrounded by the best possible people,  
from those I am in partnership with to the varied 
network in and around the North East. Speaking 
generally, we are very lucky to have such a strong 
business support network. Remember not to be 
afraid of asking for help. Quite often it’s in these 
situations where you learn your own value.

Give responsibility and be honest; you’ll get the 
best out of each other. Your team is your most 
important asset; without them your business 
couldn’t function. On both an individual and team 
level, employees must feel inspired and motivated 
to achieve goals together. At George F. White, we 
invest in our team’s development, challenge them 
and demonstrate trust. We have a really powerful 
team that I’m really proud of. 

Worried about your work life balance? Trust your 
gut feeling. There is no right or wrong when it 
comes to managing your work life balance. You 
know when you get the feeling that you should 
or shouldn’t be doing something? Trust it, only 
you know what’s right for you, and you have to be 
flexible. 

Believe in yourself, you are capable of big 
things. If I was to tell my younger self anything, 
it would be this. Everybody experiences imposter 
syndrome and the fear of failure at some point in 
their careers, they wouldn’t be human otherwise. 
However, if you don’t know how to believe in 
yourself, self-doubt can be toxic. 

I am a strong advocate of ‘nothing will work if 
you don’t believe in it.’ At the end of the day, you 
learn from your mistakes, you’ve got this far…you 
can do it!

INTERVIEW
Sally Hart

Sally Hart is operations director and partner at George F. White. Not only is she the firm’s first 
female board member, Sally is also the company’s first female equity partner. After joining the 
firm in 2014 as head of communications, she was asked to join the board within six months. 
Her journey through the business signifies the major changes the industry, and the firm, has 
undergone in recent years. Sally has played an instrumental role in the restructure of George F. 
White, orchestrating a significant organisational change for the consultancy, which has reaped 
benefits both internally and externally. Here, she gives an insight on what she’s learnt over 
the years

WHAT I’VE LEARNT 

GEORGE F. WHITE
www.georgefwhite.co.uk
@georgefwhite
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Louise 
Masters
Senior associate

With a significant 
proportion of its 
senior team made up 
of women – including 
11 partners – Sintons 
has leading women 
throughout its ranks 
and boasts some 
of the most highly-
rated lawyers and 
legal professionals in 
the North of England

KEY WOMEN AT SINTONS 

Louise is widely recognised as one of the North 
East’s leading family lawyers and plays a central 
role in Sintons’ specialist family team, which 
was recently recognised as the best of its kind in 
the region at the Northern Law Awards 2019. 
Alongside her specialism in handling high-value 
complex divorce and separation matters, Louise 
also works closely with Sintons’ Serious Injury and 
Court of Protection teams to support and represent 
clients who have suffered serious injuries.  

Hailed as one of the leading commercial lawyers 
in the North of England, Amanda’s specialism in 
healthcare has also brought extensive national 
recognition. As head of NHS Healthcare at 
Sintons, she works widely with NHS Trusts, 
healthcare organisations, GPs and dentists across 
the UK, and is the longstanding trusted advisor 
to many. 

One of the most highly-rated specialist tech 
lawyers in the North of England, Lucy is a key 
and trusted advisor to many of the region’s 
leading names in the start-up and tech sectors. 
Regularly acknowledged as an Associate to 
Watch and Next Generation Lawyer by the 
Chambers and Legal 500 legal rankings, Lucy 
is spearheading the strong growth of Sintons’ 
presence in the North’s fast-growing tech sector. 

Amanda 
Maskery
Partner

Lucy 
Carlin
Senior associate

ADVERTISING FEATURE – LAW  
Sintons 

Jane is head of banking at Sintons, and has led 
the growth of the team into one of the leading 
specialist advisors and most highly-regarded 
names in the region’s banking and finance sector. 
With over 18 years of experience in the field, Jane 
is regularly instructed by lenders and borrowers 
alike to act on their behalf in multi-million pound 
transactions.

Jane 
Meikle
Partner

SINTONS 
www.sintons.co.uk
@SintonsLaw

i

As head of Sintons’ award-winning corporate and 
commercial team, Karen oversees the continuing 
strong growth of the department and has recently 
celebrated 20 years with the firm. Karen is 
regularly named as one of the leading lawyers 
in the North of England by Legal 500 for her 
unrivalled capability in corporate matters, with a 
particular specialism in healthcare, energy, waste 
and natural resources.

Karen 
Simms
Partner

Having relocated from a top 100 London-based 
law firm to join Sintons, Emma now plays a 
key role in the growth of the firm’s contentious 
probate offering. She was recently named as an 
Associate to Watch in High Net Worth for Private 
Wealth Disputes by Chambers and is routinely 
instructed to act in highly complex trust, estate 
and Court of Protection disputes across the UK. 

Emma 
Saunders
Senior associate
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Anna 
Barton
Partner

Anna leads Sintons’ residential 
conveyancing team, which routinely 
handles high-value property transactions 
from across the country, with a high 
proportion of its work coming from 
London. Anna has led the growth of 
the department into one of the most 
capable in the region, winning a best team 
accolade at the Northern Law Awards in 
recognition of its excellence.  

One of the region’s most high-potential 
young lawyers, Sophie leads the 
development of Sintons’ specialist Court 
of Protection service, which receives 
instructions from across the UK. She 
plays an active role in championing 
junior lawyers and professional women’s 
initiatives in the North East and is 
regularly cited as one of the future key 
names in the region’s legal community.

Sophie 
Robinson
Lawyer

Having been a leading name in real estate 
for several years, Laura has more recently 
become a widely regarded name in 
faith-based work, and had led the growth 
of Sintons’ presence in this highly niche 
and specialist area of work nationally. She 
acts for trustees for Methodist Church 
Purposes and the Anglican Dioceses of 
Newcastle and Carlisle, for which she is 
the Deputy Registrar.  

Laura 
Peace
Partner

A highly-esteemed and experienced real 
estate lawyer, Victoria plays a leading 
role within Sintons’ nationally-regarded 
healthcare team. She advises NHS Trusts 
and organisations across the UK on 
property and estates matters, often of the 
highest complexity. 

Victoria 
Armstrong
Partner

Pippa leads the intellectual property team 
at Sintons and has a reputation as one of 
the leading IP advisors regionally and 
beyond. She works with major regional, 
national and international brands advising 
them on brand protection and is the 
longstanding trusted advisor to many of 
her clients. 

Pippa 
Aitken
Senior associate

Head of licensing Sarah is one of the 
leading licensing specialists in the North 
of England and is regarded as the ‘go-to’ 
lawyer by many of the key names in the 
leisure industry, both regionally and 
nationally. She has a longstanding record 
of being named among the leading 
lawyers in the North by both Chambers 
and Legal 500. 

Sarah 
Smith
Partner

Ailsa has gained a strong reputation 
for her work as an employment lawyer, 
acting for major public and private sector 
clients on all aspects of employment 
legislation, policy and best practice in 
both contentious and non-contentious 
spheres. She is active in overseeing the 
development of a women’s business 
network both within Sintons and the 
wider region.

Ailsa 
Hobson
Associate

A leading corporate lawyer, Emma is 
a specialist in corporate finance and 
advises on acquisitions, management buy 
outs, disposals and joint ventures. She is 
regularly involved in some of the most 
significant corporate finance deals in the 
North East and has been hailed as being 
‘a next generation lawyer’ by Legal 500 in 
recognition of her potential.

Emma 
Pern
Senior associate

With a wealth of HR experience, Claire 
leads on the People Strategy at Sintons, 
a central part of the firm’s Strategy 
for Growth. Recognising that people 
are its most important asset, Claire 
plays a leading role in making Sintons 
a great place to work, with a positive 
and collaborative workplace culture, to 
support the attraction and retention of 
the best talent.

Claire 
Atkins
Head of HR
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ADVERTISING FEATURE – FINANCE 
Leathers 

Keen to lose its longstanding reputation as a male-dominated environment, great strides have 
been made within the professional services sector to become more equal. Here, two women at 
different stages of their careers share their experiences of working in the world of accountancy, 
and what more they believe needs to be done. North East Times talks to Vicky Baker, head of 
audit at Leathers, and trainee Lesley Meek

CHANGING PERCEPTIONS 

Traditionally, professional services 
has been a very male-dominated 
sector. Did this ever put you off 
wanting to go into accountancy?  

Vicky Baker: No. Historically there have been a lot 
of challenges faced by women in the sector but the 
recent push for greater representation on major 
company boards by women is starting to set a new 
standard. Professional services rely heavily not 
only on a person’s technical and business acumen 
but their ability to communicate and adapt to 
a whole spectrum of situations. By bringing 
together different personalities and points of view, 
businesses are able to get better solutions and the 
best way to do that is through greater diversity of 
staff and experience.
Lesley Meek: I came into accountancy less directly 
than a lot of graduates: my degree is in biology 
and I worked in a few fields before finding work in 
accountancy and realising that I enjoyed it enough 
to pursue it as a career. I didn’t realise quite how 
male-dominated it could be until I started working 
in the sector and saw the disparity, particularly in 
management roles. I did find it a little daunting, 
especially coming from a field like biology, which 
is among the least male-dominated sciences.

It didn’t necessarily put me off the sector, but I 
think it helped me decide to work in a smaller firm 
where the gap was less, rather than one of the large 
companies. Even from the first interview with 
Leathers the fact that both of my interviewers, 
who would later become my managers, were 
women stood out. It’s been great to join a business 
where, from the very start, it’s been clear that the 
potential to progress is open regardless of gender.

What is your experience of working in the sector 
so far? Do you think gender stereotypes still 
exist?

VB: Overall, it has been positive but not without 

its challenges, especially in the early days. During 
your time as a junior you face a lot of moments 
where your experience and knowledge are 
challenged and you have to have the strength of 
character and a belief in your own abilities to be 
able to keep pushing in this sector. As a woman, 
there were occasions where I felt this more acutely, 
but I’ve seen changes even in as recent as the last 
ten years. People now are much more focussed 
on the quality you deliver and the strength of 
your expertise and respect those attributes above 
gender.
LM: I’ve been with Leathers for about six months, 
and I can’t say I’ve ever felt judged or taken less 
seriously as a woman. It’s a field that rewards 
hard work and attention to detail, but tea-making 
and secretarial duties are communal here and 
not delegated to women! Our new graduate 
cohort of five has three women, including myself, 
in addition to the three women already in our 
department, so it’s great not to be the lone woman 
in a team, which has been the case in previous 
roles. I think that it helps that our office is so 
collaborative, and everyone is willing to help each 
other, rather than compete to progress. 

Is enough being done to accommodate flexible 
working, such as for women who wish to take a 
career break or have a family to raise? 

VB: If you had asked me this question when I 
started my career I think my answer would have 
been very different, but in today’s workplace 
the accessibility of flexible working is so great 
that women now have choices available to them 
beyond that of career or family. It is now possible 
to have a successful career and a family at home 
(I have two young children) and there are now far 
more people who are juggling the school pick up, 
breakfast meetings and client deadlines. It takes 
discipline, commitment and a significant level of 
organisation, but with firms now supporting staff 
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at this stage of their life the hard lines of having 
to be at a fixed desk nine-to-five, Monday to 
Friday, are now much softer. As long as firms 
continue to be agile and adaptable to modern life 
– as we have at Leathers, where our managing 
partner Michael Leather is hugely supportive 
– more women will have the opportunities to 
continue and develop their careers at all stages of 
their life.
LM: I think it’s historically been a problem in the 
sector overall, but that’s changing. It’s a field well 
suited to remote and flexible working, and with 
technological advances there’s no reason most 
people can’t work remotely or flexibly. It’s not 
something that’s affected me personally yet, but 
it’s fantastic that these opportunities are available 
in our firm and that Michael is so supportive. 
Especially as someone who has joined the field a 
bit later in life than most graduates, it’s great to 
know that that choice and opportunity is there.

Is this an attractive sector to work in for a 
woman? What more could be done?  

VB: When you look at the graduate cohorts 
coming through today, they are very well 
balanced between men and women, so yes, it’s 
definitely attractive to women. Our most recent 
intake at Leathers reflects that pattern. The most 
challenging time for anyone wishing to join the 
accountancy profession is the early years of study 
to qualification. Traditionally, once qualified, 
staff look to step up the pace and propel their 
careers forward and this is where firms really 
need to support their staff to retain the best 
talent. I think as long as firms recognise the role 
they play and support individuals through that 
journey, then whatever challenges people face 
can be overcome.
LM: I think there’s been a marked rise in the 
number of women who enter the sector, the 
hurdle is whether those women make it to 
senior roles. It’s a field where people can flourish 
despite their background. Our office has a mix 
of graduates and non-graduates, and most 
of our graduates come from non-accounting 
backgrounds. So, it’s a great choice for school 
leavers, graduates and people looking for a 

career change. I think some women might be put 
off by the perception of the field as being a bit 
dull, but that’s very inaccurate, I’ve been really 
surprised by how social accountancy is. Leathers 
places a lot of value on client relationships and 
networking has been an important and enjoyable 
part of my job so far. I’m just starting my ACA 
studying and the firm has been supportive and 
gives us plenty of support through our training.

I think going forward, there should be a focus 
on addressing the gender discrepancy at the 
top of the sector. There have been initiatives by 
bigger firms to increase the number of female 
partners, but I think there should be more 
support from the beginning of people’s careers. 
I also think there should be more focus on equal 
parental leave, to give men more opportunity to 
play an equal role in family care.

LEATHERS
www.weareleathers.com

i
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SARA DAVIES
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UNDERESTIMATE 
SARA DAVIES
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Sara Davies, who is one of the most 
successful and – thanks to her 
current stint on Dragons’ Den – the 
most recognisable business faces 
from the North East – got her first 

experience of commerce at five-years-old, doing 
odd jobs in her parents’ wallpaper and decorating 
shop in the County Durham village of Coundon.

“My dad was a serial entrepreneur who ran lots 
of smaller businesses,” Sara says. “He opened the 
wallpaper and paint shop for my mum and her 
mum to run and I would help out in the shop after 
school and at the weekends. 

“I thought nothing of a painter and decorator 
knocking on our front door at 10pm because they 
had a job early the next morning. We’d just go 
and open up the shop and sort everything. I think 
when you live, sleep and breath business, that’s 
what you do.”

Despite her early introduction to 
entrepreneurship, Sara initially aspired to be a 
teacher until in her late teens when she became 
more involved in the inner workings of the family 
shop. 

She chose to study a business management 
degree in York and became the first member of her 
family to attend university. 

Sara initially felt out of place among her fellow 
students, the majority of whom had been privately 
educated. 

“I didn’t talk like them and so I went under 
the radar at the beginning,” reflects the North 
Easterner. “Then, I started getting the highest 
marks in the class and people began noticing me.”

During her degree, Sara spent a year in industry 
and shunned the bright lights of London to work 
in a crafting business in her home village – where 
she fell in love with its customer base.

“They were so passionate about the crafts and 
what they did,” Sara remembers.

While on placement, Sara’s entrepreneurial 

passion ignited, and she went home each night 
“full of magic and ideas.”

One such idea Sara had was to create a gadget 
that would allow crafters to make their own 
bespoke envelopes. 

“People were making these beautiful hand-
made cards but then were asking us where they 
could buy the right-sized envelopes to put them 
in.” 

With the help of her engineering dad, Sara 
designed The Enveloper, which allowed crafters to 
make artisan envelopes. 

She initially asked if the craft shop she had 
completed her placement at would be interested 
in distributing her nifty invention, but the owner 
declined. Undeterred, Sara – who by this point 
was back at university to complete her final year 
– contacted the QVC Shopping Channel and 
producers agreed she could present The Enveloper 
on screen. 

“Was I nervous about going on television? 
Yes, but I knew I had to get over that as it was 
the easiest way to reach the biggest number of 
potential customers,” says Sara.

“I just saw it as the same as having a market stall 
but selling to more people.”

The Enveloper proved an instant hit and Sara 
sold 30,000 units within three months – after 
recruiting a fellow university student to build her 
an e-commerce website and roping in her sister to 
help her pack the flood of orders. 

When Sara graduated from university – with 
a first-class degree – she was already head of a 
business worth £500,000. 

Sara continued to dedicate every waking hour 
to her business and she expanded her product 
range and reach.

“I was looking at international markets and 
opportunities within six months of starting the 
business,” Sara explains. 

“I wanted to set up in the US, but I didn’t expect 
things to happen overnight. I went to the first 
US trade show to scope out the market and to 
understand the players who were there, how they 
operated, what the challenges were and what were 
the distribution routes to market. 

“It meant that the following year I could go to 
the same trade show and have a strategy in place.”

After starting a crafting business from her bedroom at 
university, Sara Davies has grown Crafter’s Companion into 

a £33 million global success and is now on our television 
screens as the youngest-ever investor on BBC’s Dragons’ 

Den. Here, the entrepreneur from Coundon, County 
Durham, talks to Alison Cowie about her business journey, 

the impact her family has made and how she deals with 
being the minority in the room

COVER STORY 
SARA DAVIES
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By 23, Sara had built a £2 million global crafting business, with a 
staff of ten – including several friends and family. Her achievements 
had also earned her numerous awards and accolades. 

But Sara was soon to face some of her most challenging times. In 
2007, Crafter’s Companion entered into a huge legal dispute with 
major stationer Helix, which had launched a copycat envelope-
making product. 

The escalating legal costs – which ran into thousands of pounds – 
took its toll on Sara.

“I’d never worked anywhere else in my life and I was running the 
business on goodwill and excitement,” she remembers. “I started to 
think, ‘Am I really cut out for this?’” 

It was at this point that Sara’s long-term boyfriend – now husband, 
Simon – joined the business.

“Simon had built up a corporate career and gone through a lot of 
management training,” Sara explains. “He came home one day and 
told me he’d handed in his notice. Simon joined Crafter’s Companion 
and started to take on more of the day-to-day running of the business 
and the management. This freed me up to concentrate on the 
entrepreneurial stuff and business development. It’s proved a fantastic 
partnership.” 

Crafter’s Companion eventually settled its mammoth legal dispute 
out of court (the company has since successfully defended the patent 
a further five times), which allowed Sara and Simon to concentrate on 
the growth of her business. 

But then the global economic crisis hit.
Sara describes “working twice as hard to stand still” during this 

period and, having developed successful operations in the UK and 
US, chose to concentrate her efforts on the home market.

But once the US economy had recovered, Sara set her sights on 

building up her market share Stateside, acquiring a small Californian 
crafting business in 2011.  

“It meant we could develop our own culture over there,” says Sara. 
The acquisition has proved a savvy move and after nurturing 

the business for a few years, US sales for Crafter’s Companion have 
rocketed from $3 million to $24 million. 

Crafter’s Companion now exports its crafty wares to more than 40 
countries worldwide. 

Around three years ago, Sara – who is now a mother to two 
children – made the bold decision to take Crafter’s Companion from 
a £10 million to a £100 million company.  

“We saw that we’d become one of the biggest players in our market 
but if we really wanted to push the business on, we had to grow that 
market and invest in the next generation of crafters,” says Sara. 

“That didn’t mean just young people but people who had never 
considered crafting before.”

Crafter’s Companion has since opened stores within garden centres 
in Evesham and Chesterfield – adding to its store in the US and head 
office and flagship store in County Durham – which not only sell 
crafty products but run workshops and demonstrations for people to 
learn everything from card making to sewing. 

This is in addition to the company producing numerous 
instructional films that are shared via its social media channels.

Sara reveals the company is expecting to turn over £44 million at 
the end of this financial year and it recently took on its 200th member 
of staff – the majority of whom are based in Newton Aycliffe. 

Asked about the opportunities she’s created in her home region, 
Sara says: “I’m a North East girl through-and-through and I’m very 
proud to have brought employment and economic prosperity to the 
area I live.”

COVER STORY 
SARA DAVIES
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Another proud moment for Sara occurred in 
2016 when she received a letter from Buckingham 
Palace to say she’d been awarded an MBE for 
services to business. 

Sara and Simon decided to take their family and 
close friends for dinner that night where they told 
her biggest supporters the news.  

“Seeing how proud they were that night was 
ten times better than any feeling I’d had,” the 
entrepreneur remembers fondly. 

Being given an MBE in her early thirties also 
had an additional impact on Sara. 

“I thought an MBE was something you got 
when you were in your 60s or 70s – after you’d 
given a lifetime to business – but here I was at 32, 
with one. 

“It made me realise that things don’t have to 
happen at a certain age.”

This realisation played a part in her decision 
to join the UK’s most famous business pitching 
process – BBC’s Dragons’ Den – where she 
became the youngest ever Dragon to join the 
panel.

Sara’s investment journey had started a 
few years earlier when she was asked to join a 
pioneering group of all-women investors based in 
the North East.

“Joining Gabriel Investors made me understand 
the process of investing and how it works. I gave 
me a flavour and I loved it,” says the extreprenuer. 

When Sara got the call to audition for Dragons’ 
Den – which had been her favourite programme 
at university – she remained mindful of the impact 
the inevitable rise in profile and scrutiny the 
programme would bring. 

“I discussed it with my family and initially they 
were nervous about me joining Dragons’ Den,” 
Sara admits. “But a while back I had met [former 
Dragon] Duncan Bannatyne in the pub and we 
had chatted for a while. I remember thinking, ‘yes, 
he’s on the television but first and foremost, he’s a 
businessperson.’

“As a family, we decided that I should do the 
show and that we would manage what came as a 
result.”

Sara finished filming the 17th series of Dragons’ 
Den in June and has loved every minute so far. 

“When people walk out of the lift, you know 
nothing about them. The last thing you’re doing 
is thinking about camera angles. You’re thinking 

if I’m going to give them some of my hard-earned 
cash, I need to get under the skin of this business 
so I can make the right decision. 

“You forget the cameras are there.”
This passionate yet practical attitude has 

allowed Sara to thrive in environments where she 
has, “ticked a lot of minority boxes.”

She explains: “Throughout my career, I’ve often 
been in the situation where I’ve been the only 
woman, the youngest person or the only one from 
the North East. But, because of that, I’ve often 
been underestimated. 

“I’ve learnt how to adapt my style to earn 
people’s respect. Having someone’s respect in 
business is essential – no matter your gender, age, 
or where you come from.

“My advice to anyone in business is to be 
flexible while staying true to yourself.”

Wise words from the 35-year-old.

CRAFTER’S COMPANION
www.crafterscompanion.co.uk
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ADVERTISING FEATURE – LAW 
Gordon Brown Law Firm

Gordon Brown Law Firm’s managing partner Kathryn Taylor has proved that breaking the glass 
ceiling in the legal profession is possible. She talks to North East Times about what it’s like leading 
a gender diverse team of people in the region

FORWARD-THINKING 

Kathryn Taylor knows she is in the 
minority as the female managing 
partner of a law firm. In a sector where 
the idea of gender equality and social 
mobility is hypothetical, her journey 

to the top is to be commended.
Far from the powerful stereotypes that 

dominate the corporate boardrooms of well-
known TV dramas, Kathryn’s route into law was 
not a privileged one.  

Born and bred in Blyth, Northumberland, she 
attended a state school and had no connections in 
the legal world before embarking on her career.

“I didn’t get a training contract when I 
graduated, so I just had to believe that somehow I 
could do it. It’s a difficult profession to get into and 
that’s why I am so committed to helping others,” 
says Kathryn.

The managing partner admits that the further 
up the career ladder she went, the fewer women 
she saw at networking events.

 “In my role, it’s not unusual to walk into an 
event and discover I’m one of only a handful of 
women holding senior positions there. It is getting 
better, but there is still work to be done,” she adds.

Kathryn is a change-seeker with a likeable 
personality and a manifesto that really resonates 
with a new generation of young lawyers making 

their mark in the North East. But being in a 
position of power has not gone to her head.

She says: “The most important thing for me as a 
managing partner is to listen to people across our 
business to get a feel from them about what they 
want out of their career.

“We have a great team to take the firm forward 
and I want to continue to popularise law and 
encourage both young men and women to join us. 

“We have a strong culture of respect for our 
support managers who we see as integral to our 
business. Sometimes in law firms they can be 
forgotten.”

Recruitment and retention are among the 
challenges facing the professional services sector, 
but Kathryn has succeeded in attracting solicitors 
to the firm from much bigger law firms. What’s 
her secret?

 “At GBLF we have equal numbers of female and 
male heads of department. We have a gender-
diverse senior team that has grown organically 
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over the past six years and we know solicitors have 
come to us because of the firm’s culture and our 
ability to offer career progression.

“I’m not hung up on high grades or which 
university a potential recruit has attended. What 
matters most is that the person is the right fit for 
our culture and can add real value.”

Kathryn admits that the firm is almost 
unrecognisable to the one which existed when she 
took over as managing partner in 2013.

“The firm is now at a really exciting point in its 
journey. The days of us being seen as a small high 
street outfit with an estate agency branch are gone. 
Financially we are much stronger in both turnover 
and profitability.

“We now have a team of 77 people offering a full 

range of legal services to both private client and 
business owners.”

Kathryn has a practical and realistic approach 
to the subject of cross-selling too.

“We have built trust by adopting a firm-wide 
approach to customer service to ensure clients 
have a good experience with us, no matter what 
their legal need is.”

While some women in the legal sector have 
become disillusioned with the hidden barriers that 
exist, Kathryn has stood firm and continues to 
encourage others within her team to follow in her 
footsteps.

“Our head of employment and HR, Deb 
Tweedy, joined GBLF seven years ago after time 
served at another North East law firm. Since 
then, she has completed her master’s degree in 
Employment Law, gained a promotion to associate 
level and now plays a critical role in managing HR 
and the Employment Department within the firm. 

“Deb works with me strategically on the firm’s 
culture and benefits, while also leading a team 
supporting SMEs with their HR and employment 
needs. She is a huge asset to our firm.”

Kathryn also spoke of her relationship with 
partner Rebecca Harbron Gray, the firm’s head of 
wills, trusts and probate. 

“Rebecca has completely transformed how her 
team works. She has created a stronger, bigger and 
more process-driven department.

“She is not only STEP qualified but also the 
first lawyer in the North East to qualify in Cross 
Border Estates, which adds a new dimension to 
the services we can now offer to our clients.

“It sees her dealing with the complex issues 
of estate administration and the different issues 
that arise when dealing with cross-border estate 
planning and succession.”

Rebecca’s new qualification is an example of 
the firm’s commitment to assisting staff with their 
further education training needs. At any given 
time over the last five years, 20 per cent of the 
workforce has been in assisted further education. 

Head of family and matrimonial law, partner 
Simon Dakers, mentors the firm’s trainee 
solicitors.

Kathryn reflects: “Simon’s work with our young 
trainees cannot be underestimated because they 
are able to learn from someone with 21 years of 
experience and also has a thorough knowledge of 
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family law including divorce, domestic abuse and 
child law. 

“He is also a Resolution Accredited Specialist in 
advanced financial provision, private children law 
and domestic abuse, making him a specialist when 
it comes to a wide range of issues which arise from 
family breakdowns. 

“Our family team is now a focussed, 
streamlined department thanks to Simon. He 
has assembled a large team who can offer quality 
private and publicly funded assistance.”

Kathryn explains that the appointment of 
corporate partner Anna McGill was essential to 
enhancing the firm’s commercial offering. 

“Being able to offer business owners corporate 
legal advice has been a long-term goal for us. 
Anna has impressed me with her legal knowledge 
in areas such as fundraising, mergers and 
acquisitions and joint ventures. 

“She has also shown that she can look at matters 
practically from the business owner’s perspective. 
The hard work she spent on business development 
when she joined our team has now started to pay 
dividends for us.”

Another team that has expanded its service 
offering is the litigation team. Kathryn explains 
that this is largely down to the hard work of 
litigation partner Guy Barr.

“Guy is an extremely talented litigator who 
has enabled us to add professional negligence 
and contentious probate as a service offering. 
He also assists me with our day-to-day risk 
and compliance matters and I value his input 
massively.”

John Morgan was brought in to head up the 
firm’s long-standing and respected commercial 
property team which was set up by Gordon Brown 
himself and who still works as a consultant with 
the firm. No day is ever the same for him as he 
deals with landlord and tenant legal issues, SIPP 
and SSAS investment property transactions and 
the real estate aspects of corporate and individual 
insolvency issues.

“John has not only capitalised on the firm’s 
existing commercial client base but has sought 
to build on it. He has also shown exceptional 
leadership qualities since joining the firm 18 
months ago.” 

Geoff Hall is the longest-serving member of 
the senior team at GBLF, having originally started 

with the firm in 1987. Returning to the firm 
in 2006, Geoff was given the brief to grow the 
conveyancing department.

“Geoff has grown the residential conveyancing 
department from a team of two to 45 people in 
just over 12 years and the team now ranks in the 
Top 50 nationally based on land registry figures. 
Geoff is also a director of the national body, the 
Conveyancing Association. The success of our 
residential team has funded the firm’s growth into 
other legal areas.” 

So what does future success look like for 
Kathryn? 

“We are proud that GBLF maintains the title as 
the North East’s largest residential property team 
and we are now focussed on growing the other 
areas of our business to match its success.

“We are acutely aware, however, that rapid 
expansion could compromise our culture. So for 
now, we will concentrate on what we do well, 
which is looking after our clients and our people, 
with real personality.”

GORDON BROWN 
LAW FIRM
Photo: Page 41 – Kathryn 

Taylor (top, right), Deb 

Tweedy (bottom, left). Page 

42, (left-right) Guy Barr, Geoff 

Hall, Kathryn Taylor and John 

Morgan. Page 43, (left-right) – 

Simon Dakers, Rebecca Harbron 

Gray and Anna McGill

www.gblf.co.uk
0191 388 1778 
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INTERVIEW  
Helen Sinclair 

Helen Sinclair is chair of Smart Works Newcastle, the charity that supports and empowers women 
by providing free workwear and job interview coaching. Since establishing in April 2018, the North 
East charity has helped almost 400 women. Alison Cowie speaks to Helen to find out more 

GIVING WOMEN THE 
SMARTS FOR SUCCESS

When was Smart Works 
established and what was 
its aim?
Smart Works started in 
London in 2013 to provide 

a core service that helps women be in the best 
possible place for a job interview by providing an 
appropriate interview outfit and being supported 
with interview techniques. That remains the 
primary aim today. Smart Works has grown 
quickly and has since regionalised. We opened the 
Newcastle charity in April last year. 

You were instrumental in getting Smart Works to 
Newcastle. How did that come about?
I came across Smart Works on the internet and I 
thought, ‘wow, that’s a brilliant idea’. I kept looking 
at the website and I could see different regional 
centres opening. I couldn’t understand why 
there wasn’t one in Newcastle, so one afternoon 
I emailed the regional development manager at 
Smart Works to ask why, and I got an email back 
saying a Newcastle event was planned and asking if 
I’d like to arrange a meeting. 

What did opening the Newcastle charity entail?
After that initial meeting with Smart Works HQ, 
four co-founding trustees came together. We 
formed a board and developed a business plan. 
We then did everything from locating premises, 
sourcing stock to recruiting volunteers – all our 
services are volunteer-delivered. We have since 
grown to ten trustees and two members of staff. 

What are the services you offer women who attend 
Smart Works?
A woman comes to us for a two-hour appointment 
at the point they have a confirmed job interview. 
We welcome them and try and find out as much 
as we can about them and their interview. The 

first hour is a styling appointment with two of 
our volunteer stylists. We ask about the person’s 
preferences and what they feel comfortable and 
confident wearing. Our stylists then look to find 
the ideal outfit – which is theirs to keep. The 
woman will spend the second hour with one 
of our volunteer interview coaches, who are 
experienced HR professionals or senior managers, 
used to interviewing and recruiting. That hour is 
bespoke where the coach works through the job 
specification and can advise them what to expect at 
the interview and answer any concerns they might 
have. 

We know that one of the barriers of taking up 
a job is having enough clothing to get through a 
working week, and so if the woman is successful in 
that interview or any interview within six months, 
they can come back to us for a second dressing 
appointment to get four or five key pieces, which 
gives them a capsule working wardrobe.

What was it about the Smart Works concept that 
chimed with you?
I was the first person in my family to go to 
university and when I left  I had no idea how to 
approach a formal job interview. The only job I’d 
had prior to this was a Saturday job at Woolworths. 
I didn’t have anyone to ask for advice, and I also 
found myself in a lot of university debt. 

I remember being in the changing room of a 
department store with my mum. We had found 
a suit that I could wear for the interviews I had 
lined up, and went through our purses to work 
out whether we had enough money between us to 
buy it. We managed that day, but there are lots of 
women who don’t have people they can ask what 
happens in an interview or to support them with 
clothing. When I found out about Smart Works I 
thought that would have been so useful to me back 
then. It made perfect sense.
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Tell me a bit about your career and how do you 
balance your current role with Smart Works?
I originally qualified as a pharmacist and spent ten 
years working across the North East. I then got the 
opportunity to move into professional pharmacy 
regulation. I now work for the medical regulator 
full time. Doing this, along with Smart Works, is 
a bit of a balancing act. I spend time in the service 
as often as possible and communicate regularly 
over email. I also have a hugely supportive board 
and two fantastic employees – Nathalie Bouleau 
Chabot and Helen Boyd.

Who can access the Smart Works services and 
what is the process for this?  
We work with a wide range of referral partners – 
including the job centres, employability schemes 
and other charities. People can also self-refer 
by calling us, and our contact details are on 
our website. All we ask is that they identify as 
a woman and that they have a confirmed job 
interview. In terms of the level of job, it can be 
anything. 

How can people become involved in and support 
Smart Works?
We have a core pool of about 50 volunteers who 
are split between stylists and interview coaches. 
Stock volunteers also look after and curate our 
dressing room. We’re very proud of the fact that it’s 
North East women reaching out to lend a helping 
hand to other North East women. In terms of our 
stock, it comes from a mixture of places. Centrally, 
the organisation has some brand relationships 
with the likes of Hobbs, Marks & Spencer, John 
Lewis and Burberry. But people can also donate 
clothing directly to us. We’re always looking for 
good quality, appropriate workwear – particularly 
shoes and handbags. 

We also run a programme of fundraising events 
that people can attend – last month we held a 
lunch at Six at BALTIC with Lulu Guinness as the 

guest speaker, and in October we are holding our 
Sustainable Clothing Sale at Newcastle University 
Student’s Union.

What about companies – can they get involved 
too?
Definitely. In fact, we are currently in the process 
of recruiting our 2020 charity of the year partners. 
There are other ways local businesses can get 
involved – for example, holding fundraising 
events. Every March, Smart Works as a whole has 
a sponsored Spin event across the UK where teams 
of five people aim to cycle 500 miles in the week 
leading up to International Women’s Day. We had 
amazing local support in our first year, and NBS, 
based in Newcastle, cycled the most miles out of 
any team in the UK.

What has been the feedback of the women who 
have used the services? 
Feedback so far has been fantastic and 
overwhelmingly positive. We regularly get thank 
you cards and personal stories shared with us.  
Last week, one of our clients who had recently 
used the service and got a job came back to see 
us with cake. She was adamant she would not 
have been successful at interview if it wasn’t for 
Smart Works Newcastle. Everyone says they feel 
much more confident and more positive after their 
appointment. 

Are Smart Works’ services available to men?
Smart Works only offers its services to those 
who identify as women and we don’t stock men’s 
clothing. But we do know a similar service for men 
is being established in Tyneside soon. It’s great 
news because we’ll be able to refer people there 
and vice versa. 

What are your plans for Smart Works Newcastle?
Last year exceeded our expectations, which 
has meant we’ve been able to move ahead with 
plans quicker than we imagined. The phones are 
answered five days a week and we currently see 
clients on Tuesdays, Wednesdays and Fridays. We 
are looking to introduce a fourth day by the end 
of the year. We’re also planning our Spin event 
in 2020 and we’re working on a programme of 
activities for people to sign up to and get involved 
in – if anyone would like to become a Smart 
Supporter, then please get in touch at newcastle@
smartworks.org.uk.

“We’re very proud of the 
fact that it’s North East 
women reaching out to 
lend a helping hand to 

other North East women” 

INTERVIEW  
Helen Sinclair 

SMART WORKS 
NEWCASTLE
For more information or to 

get involved in Smart Works 

Newcastle, visit: 

www.smartworks.org.uk/
newcastle-smart-works/
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PAST
When I first joined Lloyds Banking Group, the 
plans being championed by the Government and 
business leaders to unlock the economic potential 
of the North were in their infancy. The Northern 
Powerhouse ambition was just a concept and UK 
PLC was, by and large, London-centric. 

While we still have a considerable way to go, 
the North has made significant strides towards 
achieving parity with the capital in the intervening 
two decades. The region has become a lightning 
rod for investment. Recent research from EY 
and the Centre for Towns found foreign direct 
investment (FDI) in Newcastle alone has doubled 
in the last 20 years. 

During this time, another trend has emerged. 

North-Shoring – the shift of corporations 
away from the South of England to the cities 
of the North – began to gain real momentum 
when magic circle law firms and the Big Four 
kick-started a professional services migration 
northward. They were joined by institutions such 
as the BBC, in Salford, and most recently Channel 
4, in Leeds. Over this time, we’ve been by the 
side of North East businesses as they’ve taken 
advantage of an increasingly vibrant Northern 
economic landscape.  

PRESENT
Today, multinationals are moving in. Amazon’s 
new headquarters – the technology giant’s first 
outside London – is set to open in Manchester this 

Kelly Green is regional director 
for Lloyds Bank Commercial 
Banking in the North East. 
She and a 64-strong team of 
relationship managers help small 
to medium-sized enterprises 
(SMEs) achieve their growth 
ambitions by providing access to 
tailored funding, business advice 
and sector expertise. Kelly joined 
Lloyds Banking Group straight 
from school in 1997, starting 
out as an assistant at her local 
Halifax branch in Pontefract. She 
progressed quickly and, following 
19 years in senior retail banking 
roles, moved into commercial 
banking in February 2016. Last 
July – after two years on the 
ground in the East Midlands and 
London – Kelly returned to the 
North to lead a Lloyds Bank team 
dedicated to providing support to 
small North East businesses. Here, 
she offers her take on ‘North-
Shoring’ and why North East firms 
are well placed to take advantage 
of the trend

THE LONG GAME

INTERVIEW  
Kelly Green
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year. In the North East, we are well equipped to 
attract the same scale of organisation. 

Our region has a thriving digital technology 
sector predicted to be worth £2.5 billion by 2020. 
We also have a rich seam of graduate talent from 
universities including Newcastle, Durham and 
Sunderland, and Grade A office space that is, on 
average, 76 per cent cheaper than equivalents in 
London.  

Companies North-Shoring from the South, or 
even re-shoring from overseas, not only provide 
a boost for the local economy and encourage 
similar moves by other organisations, but they 
can provide opportunities for firms already on 
the ground in the North East in the form of new 
contracts and partnership opportunities. 

Local firms that invest in growth now will 
be well positioned to take advantage of the 
North-Shoring trend as it gains momentum and 
more global businesses choose our region as an 
attractive alternative to London.  

FUTURE
Looking ahead, there are well-documented 
challenges the North East must overcome to 
support the region’s upwards trajectory. Beyond 
wider political and economic uncertainty, the 
North East Local Enterprise Partnership recently 
cited employment opportunities for young 
people and regional productivity as areas for 
improvement in its 2019 strategy. 

We should, however, be confident our region 
is an attractive destination for businesses 
looking to north-shore, as the trend accelerates. 
As a burgeoning digital hub, the North East’s 
technology community is just one industry that’s 
set to benefit. Advanced manufacturing and 
offshore wind, for example, are both identified 
as high growth sectors by the North East Local 
Enterprise Partnership and would profit from 
more international businesses putting down roots 
in the region. 

There’s so much potential to unlock across 
the North East. I’m proud to stand side-by-side 
with local businesses as they pursue their growth 
ambitions, and we’ve committed to lending £700 
million this year to help them achieve their goals. 

LLOYDS BANK 
COMMERCIAL BANKING 
www.commercialbanking.
lloydsbank.com
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TIMELINE

1997
Ccashier in Pontefract 

branch

2009
District manager in 

Wakefield

1999 
Mortgage reviewer

2011 
District manager in 

Doncaster

2003 
Banking advisor manager 

in Dewsbury branch

2012/13 
Commercial officer (6 
month secondment 

opportunity)

2005 
Ranch manager in 

Dewsbury

2014 
Local director Oxford and 

Reading

2007 
Branch manager in 

Pontefract

2017
 SME regional director of 

East Midlands

1998
Banking advisor in 
Castleford branch

2010
District manager in 

Huddersfield

2006
Branch manager in 
Wakefield, Kirkgate

2016
SME regional director of 

London

2001
Counter manager in 

Wakefield branch

2012
Regional performance 

manager

2008
Branch manager in 

Castleford

2018
SME regional director of 

North East

2004
Branch manager in 

Cleckheaton

2013
Local director Scotland
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PlanBEE (Plan for the Built 
Environment), launched in 2016, 
is the first programme of its kind. 
A higher level apprenticeship, it 
brings together a consortium of 

employers working in the industry to give young 
people experiences in a wide range of roles and 
disciplines. It’s a non-traditional route where 
students spend time with each of the 12 businesses 
over their two years of study.  

Already, dozens of young people have secured 
jobs in the sector while the award-winning 
programme is helping to break down barriers and 
attract more females. 

Nationally, the construction sector is one of the 
least diverse in the UK when it comes to gender. 
According to ONS figures, less than one per cent 
of 800,000 people working in the construction 
and building trades are women; across all areas of 
construction including architects, planners and 
surveyors, this only rises to 13 per cent.

PlanBEE is breaking the mould with the 
latest group of students having a 50/50 gender 
split compared to only one female when it first 
launched.

Chris Toon, deputy principal at Gateshead 
College, explains that it’s not by chance that more 
women are signing up for the programme.

“As a college we have a key role to play in 
attracting a more diverse range of people onto 
courses who will then make their way into industry 
and challenge the status quo. With PlanBEE, 
ourselves and the employers involved in the 
programme have spent time understanding the 
barriers and being very proactive in our careers 
work with schools and marketing activity to 
change perceptions. It’s great to see this paying off.”

Emma’s story…
Emma Hawkins, 20, completed the PlanBEE 
programme this summer and has secured a full-
time role as a trainee design coordinator at Sir 
Robert McAlpine, one of the country’s leading 
construction companies.

Emma says: “PlanBEE has been a breath of 
fresh air for the construction industry. It provides 
real-world experience to the future workforce and 
creates the opportunity to increase the number of 
women within the sector. It gives everyone a foot 
in the door, men and women. 

“Because you get experience in every aspect of 
construction, girls are entering the programme 
with an interior design or architectural role in 
mind but finishing it wanting to be a mechanical 
engineer or surveyor - jobs often associated with 
men.” 

ADVERTISING FEATURE – EDUCATION
Gateshead College 

How do you change a perception that’s been around since the dawn of time – to create a 
construction sector that’s no longer dominated by men? It won’t happen overnight, but three 
years down the line, a unique training programme developed by Gateshead College and Ryder 
Architecture is helping to level the playing field

NO LONGER A MAN’S WORLD
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From building services engineers, architectural 
technologists and construction managers, to civil 
and structural engineers, quantitative surveyors 
and building information modelling (BIM) 
managers, the forward-thinking programme is 
breaking down barriers for more females to work 
within the sector in various wide-reaching roles. 

“Don’t get me wrong,” continues Emma, “there 
is an element of feeling like you need to prove 
yourself because you’re a woman. Do I know as 
much as my male colleague? Do I have the same 
level of experience as him? 

“But you just have to remind yourself that 
you’ve earned the role you’re in, regardless of your 
gender. It is your experience that gets you places in 
construction, and PlanBEE gives you that.”

So, why do men outnumber women in the 
industry?

Emma says: “I think it’s down to a lack of 
awareness of what skills and roles are involved in 
construction. Women don’t realise the variety and 
opportunities the sector presents. 

“I’m involved in the workshops we run with 
schools, and we ask pupils if they like IT, maths or 
physics or art and design – they’re shocked to learn 
how much of this applies to construction. 

“This must change. School children, especially 
girls, need to know more about initiatives like 
PlanBEE and the doors it opens to careers in 
construction. 

“Speaking as a female in the sector, you can 100 
per cent make your mark and go as far as you want, 
and we need to get this message out there loud and 
clear.” 

Anjana Raj, regional community manager 
Scotland and Northern at Sir Robert McAlpine 
says: “PlanBEE was designed to inspire, appeal and 
retain talent in the region, regardless of gender. 
PlanBEE not only tackles the key skills shortages 
but also breaks down the stereotype to ensure that 
the industry is accessible to all and that we can 
create a more diverse workforce who are capable of 
working across various construction disciplines. 

“I reach out to the local communities, 
highlighting the many fantastic opportunities 
available in our industry. There are misconceptions 
about the industry and young people sometimes 
have little idea of the range of careers available. Sir 
Robert McAlpine actively engages and works with 
all levels of the education sector to raise awareness 
of initiatives like PlanBEE and the career paths 
within construction.”

GATESHEAD COLLEGE
www.gateshead.ac.uk
@gatesheadcoll
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I was born in South London, the only daughter 
among five siblings. I was state school-
educated and the first in our family to attend 
university. Initially, I worked at a City law firm 
so that I could be close to home, but after the 

London bombings in 2005, for personal reasons, I 
decided to move away. 

The North East was attractive for various 
reasons, including the biker community (being a 
keen motorcyclist), but otherwise I had no support 
network here, so it was a big risk for me. 

I secured a job at what was then Dickinson 
Dees, and – because I never like to have less 
than a bucketful of challenges at any one time – I 
changed legal disciplines in the process as well. 
I was so warmly embraced by everyone at the 
firm, and everyone I met in the local community, 
that the move and role change were completely 
painless. Six years after joining the firm, I applied 
for partnership. 

I was pretty young at the time (33) but I’d 
worked hard to build a positive reputation for 
myself, as well as a strong network of male and 
female “champions” in the partnership. And so 
there I was, in May 2012, a shiny, new partner. 

Before and after becoming a partner I deliberately 
sought out opportunities to contribute to 
projects that were important to the firm, such 
as graduate recruitment and internal financial 
governance; what each of these roles gave me was 
an appreciation of the inner-workings of the firm, 
and the chance to build relationships with people 
I might not otherwise work with. Despite only 
having seven years under my belt as a partner, 
it felt like a natural progression to put myself 
forward for an elected position on our board 
earlier this year.

Alongside the standard requirements of any 
typical board member’s role, I am also board 
sponsor for diversity and inclusion. People might 
think that, as a woman, my strategy would focus 
primarily on gender balance; it doesn’t. Social 
mobility, LGBTQ+, BAME, disability; these are all 
issues that the legal profession needs to be better at 
dealing with.  My background informs my general 
view that if we do not include people who think 
differently, who see and experience the world 
differently, we are zoning off a potentially huge 
area of talent. I’m keen that we use data to make 
better decisions and assess our progress in all of 
these areas.  

It’s certainly been a busy few months in my 
new role, with more ahead, but I’m energised. I’m 
asking people to try some new things. We have 
so many great people in our business, and so I 
also want to use my position to help move them 
forward, and to support them in the way that I was 
supported to achieve my career goals.  

I have to mention my husband. We met shortly 
after I moved to the North East and married in 
2009. I get to do what I love because we share 
the load at home and with our kids. We share the 
same simple aspirations and outlook on life: be 
kind, be grateful.  

My dad, a small business owner, has always 
stressed the importance of being curious, taking 
calculated risks, and seizing every opportunity. 
When I moved to the North East, I gave myself 
two years to make it work and see if the risk that I 
had taken had paid off. I’d say that it has. 

ADVERTISING FEATURE – LAW
Womble Bond Dickinson

Tracy Walsh, pensions team partner, board member and board sponsor of diversity and inclusion 
at Womble Bond Dickinson, describes the evolution of her role within the firm

MAJOR MOVE PAYS OFF 

WOMBLE BOND DICKINSON
www.womblebonddickinson.
com/uk
@WBD_UK
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ADVERTISING FEATURE – TECH    
Sunderland Software City 

The need for a diverse workforce goes far beyond ‘the right thing to do’, argues Sunderland 
Software City’s Laura Richards

DIVERSITY: A MATTER 
OF LIFE AND DEATH

It’s 2019 and we’re still debating diversity in the 
workplace. This is, quite simply, a terrifying 
state of affairs. Diversity in all its forms is 
something that should be celebrated and yet it 
can feel like the business world still treats it, at 

best, as a useful recruitment tool and at worst as a 
tick box exercise.

The statistics back this up. In 2013, The 
Guardian reported that among Fortune 500 
companies, women held only three per cent of 
CEO positions. In 2017, another report had the 
number at four per cent. At this rate, we’ll not see 
a 50/50 split until the year 2203AD. I don’t know 
about you, but that’s not good enough for me.

And gender is only one part of a diverse 
workforce: of FTSE 100 companies, 35 don’t 
mention LGBT diversity in their annual reports. 
Yet six of these companies changed their Twitter 
images to show support for Pride Week this year. 
And this is before we get onto age, ethnic or 
neurodiversity. 

So why does this matter so much? The business 
case for diverse workforces is well established. 
Organisations typically report better results when 
they have a more diverse workforce. Profits go up, 
brand reputation is improved, employees are more 
engaged. But if a company is already performing 
well and shareholders are already happy with their 
returns, diversity just isn’t an imperative.

And it should be. Diverse workforces do more 
than line shareholders’ pockets: they save lives. 
Take a look at companies across the engineering, 
medical and technology industries.

With car manufacturing, research by the US 
Department for Transportation reports that, in a 
like-for-like crash scenario, women are 47 per cent 
more likely to be seriously injured and 17 per cent 
more likely to die. The reason? Cars (and crash-
test dummies) are designed – and tested – based 
on male driver proportions. As a result, safety 
measures in cars are more effective when men are 
driving. As recently as 2018, EU regulatory crash-
test requirements do not mandate testing with 

anthropomorphically correct female dummies.
Across life sciences, the majority of clinical 

trials are conducted on male patients. Yet it is 
acknowledged (by medical practitioners, the 
World Health Organisation and through countless 
patient stories) that medicines affect men and 
women differently. Everything from studies 
on cardiovascular disease, to flu vaccines, to 
treatments for depression routinely exclude female 
participants. The result? Women are quite literally 
dying because they are under-represented. 

It’s not just a lack of gender diversity that can 
lead to serious inherent flaws in technological 
developments. In the US, artificial intelligence 
tools are being used to determine prison sentences 
for offenders. But institutional racism and existing 
unconscious bias mean that these algorithms are 
trained using flawed data sets – BAME offenders 
have historically received harsher prison sentences 
than white offenders. The design of this ‘smart’ 
sentencing software perpetuates an existing (and 
discriminatory) bias.

So what can we do? As people involved in 
designing and developing new products, services 
and tools, we must consider the widest possible 
range of end-users. And that is a lot easier if the 
teams building the future reflect the communities 
they serve.

SUNDERLAND 
SOFTWARE CITY 
www.sunderlandsoftwarecity.com
@SunSoftCity

Sunderland Software City is part-

funded by the European Regional 

Development Fund, through the 

Digital Innovation Partnership
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ADVERTISING FEATURE – RECRUITMENT 
SEAO

SEAO Talent Partners is celebrating its first year of business – after an impactful and explosive 
arrival to the recruitment market. Here, its founder and director Sam Wall reflects on the 
milestone 

DISRUPTING RECRUITMENT 

Already winners of the English 
Women’s Awards North 2019 – 
Small Business of the Year, our 
all-female team at SEAO has 
supported international, national 

and regional businesses to recruit strategically and 
independently, using the brand of their businesses 
to engage and retain the very best talent. 

I established my recruitment business a year 
ago and have made it my mission to recruit the 
very best internal talent professionals for SEAO. 
With more than 30 years of talent acquisition 
experience across a variety of sectors and industries 
between us, in the short time we’ve been together, 
the team has straddled talent strategies, which 
span much further than the historic transactional 
recruitment, encompassing employee engagement, 
values and behaviours, culture change, internal 
communications, competitor analysis, succession 
planning and employer value proposition (EVP).

I believe that we have brought to the market 
a truly value added outsourced recruitment 
proposition ,which is completely unique in its 
offering. SEAO is an acronym for the services 
we provide: S – Strategy, E – End to end, A – 
Assessment Centres and O – Outplacement.

My recruitment career spans 15 years. Before 
SEAO I worked as the head of talent acquisition 
for a national, £1.35 billion business, where I 
strategically supported business growth and change, 
acquisitions, mergers, and financial buy-outs. I’ve 
led large internal talent teams to deliver values 
based creative and innovative talent solutions. 

Now leading SEAO, the company has grown to 
five strategic talent partners within our first year. 
Our success has been referrals based and has kept 
us fully focused on changing the reputation of 
the recruitment industry. Along with supporting 
brands to recruit one-off roles and managing the 
full candidate journey as an internal recruitment 
team, we have also had the pleasure of supporting 
ambitious and innovative business leaders to create 
and deliver their people plans for the future.
Examples of work have included fully managing 

Recruitment PSL’s (Preferred Supplier Lists), 
designing and delivering graduate and apprentice 
assessment centres, establishing talent banks for 
clients, creating careers brands, implementing 
the latest recruitment software and strategically 
reviewing all internal recruitment processes and 
policies. At SEAO, we also support our individual 
candidates. ‘Partner with passion’ is one of our 
company values and we commit to providing only 
the very best candidate preparation and support. 
Our website www.seao.co.uk provides podcast, 
blogs, a ‘SEAO surgery’ and practical tips from 
employers across the regions to truly empower 
candidates in the successful search for their next 
opportunity. Also offering free workshops for 
both hiring managers and candidates, sharing our 
knowledge through partnerships with professional 
bodies and community groups, we believe the 
industry requires this new and values based 
approach.

The recruitment world has changed. Businesses 
see huge benefit in understanding and using their 
USPs and individual EVPs to attract talent. A 
strong, creative and engaging careers brand sells 
the services or product of a business and the very 
best candidates want to understand what a business 
can offer to support their personal values and 
aspirations.  So getting it right has never been so 
important.

SEAO
0191 2111470
hello@seao.co.uk
www.seao.co.uk
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There’s something quite special 
about being asked to capture 
your hometown on film, and it’s 
something we’ve done at Ithica Films 
in various forms since we set up. For 

one such project, we were tasked with capturing 
Middlesbrough for the big screens at the BBC Big 
Weekend.

This was a massive deal for our team as we had 
a very tight turnaround in which to pull an entire 
place into 90 seconds. Importantly, we were given 
the trust to get as creative as we could in telling 
that story. One of the key things we’ve been able 
to build is the trust in our ability to deliver, and 
rather than looking at something dull and easy, or 
overblown and unachievable, we’ve always tried 
to push the creative as far as we can and still hit 
the deadlines. Deadlines are getting shorter and 
shorter but that’s the game we’re in – and it seems 
to be something that is affecting every industry at 
the moment.

So, Boro. A recent placebrand by Hemingway 
Design had set the idea of a ‘Can Do People’ in 
a ‘Can Do Place’. Giving meaning to this, from a 
visual point of view, could take forms. 

Our team is a real mixture of those born-and-
bred on Teesside and people who’ve moved into 
the area. This gave us a unique way of focussing 
on the essential elements and how to portray them 
from a familiar and an outsider perspective. There 
has been a massive resurgence and divergence 
across the Tees Valley in the past few years, so we 
were able to shoot everything from a completely 
genuine point of view without trying to make 
something more than it was. This is a vital part of 
creative filmmaking, as the best results come when 
you hold up a mirror to reflect how something is, 
rather than setting out to make a version of your 
subject. With the Orange Pip Market, the stunning 
surrounding landscape of city, country and coast, 
plenty of eating, drinking and events – we had a 
rich palette from which to play.

Production was intense with the deadline 
looming, with key input from Enjoy Tees Valley 

and Middlesbrough Council’s communications 
teams getting the locations lined up and 
approvals over the line while we went heavy 
on the production graft – at Ithica, we know 
how important collaboration is and this was 
particularly true in this project.  

The big day came. Alongside the reception 
to the film on the triple screens at the event 
(accompanied, naturally by a chorus of “Tee-
Tee-Teessiders”), we had a social media eruption. 
Shares, comments and 250k views online, the 
sort of social fire that everyone hopes to light. 
The beauty of this was that it was so organic, 
as it spread among an audience so varied the 
main feeling was that we’d given something that 
mattered to them.

We played our part in putting Boro in people’s 
minds the way they see it. The North East is being 
fired up in more ways than we can ever imagine. 
Things are looking very hopeful.

ADVERTISING FEATURE – MEDIA
Ithica Films

Matt McGough, managing director at Ithica Films, tells North East Times how the team reflected 
the spirit of Middlesbrough for one special big weekend

CAPTURING THE ‘CAN DO’ PLACE

ITHICA FILMS
www.ithicafilms.com
@ithicafilms
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ADVERTISING FEATURE – LAW  
EMG Solicitors 

The founders of EMG Solicitors, Emma Gaudern and Jemma Morland, reflect on the success of 
their Durham and Gosforth-based law firm

CELEBRATING FIVE YEARS 
OF GROWTH

When Emma Gaudern and 
Jemma Morland set up 
EMG Solicitors in 2014, 
they had little inkling of 
the success that lay ahead.

From a modest one-room rented office on the 
outskirts of Durham, which housed the handful 
of solicitors who worked for the firm in the early 
days, there is now an impressive, two-storey 
building in Durham and a new office in Gosforth 
– concrete evidence of EMG’s growth.

Now, with an ever-growing team that currently 
numbers 40, EMG has gained a reputation for 
providing first-class legal advice across a whole 
range of sectors – but remains true to its original 
ethos of providing a professional and caring 
service.

Emma’s career began with Addleshaw Goddard 
in Manchester where she completed her training 
contract, before moving to Pannone, which was 
her first time working with vulnerable clients.

Emma went on to run a department specialising 
in Court of Protection work, acting as a deputy 
for a number of clients and managing trusts for 
others.

Leaving Manchester for the North East, she 
once again made her name in this discipline at one 
of the region’s top law firms.

It made total sense when Emma decided to set 
up EMG Solicitors for this to be the firm’s original 
area of expertise, along with gathering highly 
qualified people in areas such as wills, trusts and 
probate and family law around her.

“This kind of work really allows you to help 
vulnerable clients through difficult times. It is 
important for me to ensure that the clients I work 
with – many of whom have brain injuries caused 
as a result of an accident or through some kind of 
negligence – manage their compensation so that it 
lasts for their lifetime,” Emma says.

“I love having the opportunity to build a 
relationship with a client that lasts for a long time. 
They become friends as well as clients.”

Emma and Jemma were a perfect fit to work 
together, with Jemma also specialising in Court of 
Protection work, along with also showcasing her 
expertise in family, social welfare and housing law.

Side-by-side they have watched EMG grow, 
adding to its portfolio of services by including 
residential conveyancing, civil and commercial 
litigation and commercial property matters.

Around a year ago Emma completed the 
Goldman Sachs 10,000 Small Businesses UK 
initiative, where she created the EMG Growth 
Plan and the firm is now working through all of 
those aims.

Their continued success has certainly not gone 
unnoticed. 

Recently shortlisted in the Law Society 
Excellence Awards in the Medium-Sized Law 
Firm of the Year category, EMG Solicitors has 
frequently been listed in the Legal 500, with 
many of its individual staff singled out for their 
abilities – particularly director Samantha Edward 
who is heading up the new Gosforth office and 
was praised in the Legal 500 for the quality of her 
work.

Joining the Gosforth team are commercial 
property expert and director Gwen Jones, along 
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with Julia Middleton, formerly of Ward Hadaway, 
who specialises in family law.

One of the newest recruits to EMG will 
also be based in Newcastle; associate solicitor 
Francesca Angelucci will be part of the residential 
conveyancing team, having returned to the North 
East after working in London.

Emma and Jemma would be the first to admit 
that while accolades are always appreciated, giving 
back is also an important factor in their business 
lives. EMG Solicitors has been a huge supporter 
of both The Great North Snowdogs Trail, held in 
2016, and this year’s Elmer’s Great North Parade, 
raising funds for St Oswald’s Hospice.

At the former event, the company purchased a 
snowdog – Spocky – which now has pride of place 
welcoming visitors to the Durham office.

Not to be outdone, Summer Flowers, one of the 
Elmer elephants, currently resides on a grassed 
area by the Gosforth High Street office, before he 
takes up permanent residence in the window at 
the end of the trail.

Lumiere, the unique festival of light held in 
Durham, is also sponsored by EMG Solicitors and 
the company has – since day one – been a strong 
supporter of Headway, the brain injury charity.

For the past five years, the firm has organised 
the popular WonderLAN Ball – named after 
Headway’s Look Ahead in the North event, 
which takes people with brain injuries away for 
the weekend – where the proceeds support this 
initiative.

For both Emma and Jemma, the success of 
EMG is simple – bringing together excellent 
people who are both professional and 
compassionate and who are happy to work for a 
company where the well-being of the staff is also 
paramount. The firm’s success can be attributed to 
a firm belief in the saying that ‘you’re only as good 
as your people’, which is why there is a culture of 
support, fun and friendliness.

“We know how important it is to look after our 
people because they make it work. Keeping hold 
of ‘what we’re about’ is vital, because we know 

our values and culture impact on the service we 
deliver,” says Emma.

“Providing a quality service is our number 
one aim and we achieve this by investing in, 
listening to and training our people and providing 
an inclusive culture where everyone can be 
themselves.” 

Any staff member will say that quite apart from 
the career progress and opportunities offered at 
EMG Solicitors, it is the warm atmosphere and 
camaraderie that attracted them – which at the 
same time is the perfect backdrop for everyone 
performing at the top of their game.

Emma adds: “To go from the small office we 
started with, to the incredible team we have 
built today, is a wonderful achievement and I’m 
delighted that we are able to assist our clients in a 
growing number of areas.

“Our reputation and expertise coupled with our 
innovative approach to people development and 
employee engagement has seen the firm continue 
to attract high calibre lawyers and clients alike.

“We have lots of plans going forward as we 
continue to look at what we can achieve in the 
future, so it will be an exciting time to see what 
future years will bring.”

EMG SOLICITORS
Photo (left): left to right: 

Samantha Edward, Emma 

Gaudern, Jemma Morland and 

Gwen Jones

www.emgsolicitors.com
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INTERVIEW  
Sally Blake

As a youngster, Sally Blake was captivated by computer games. From exploring fantastical lands 
to creating her own worlds and characters, Sally’s thirst for gaming was unquenchable. But her 
real-life quest to transform this interest into a career was not without its challenges. Steven Hugill 
speaks to Sally about overcoming gender bias and how she is now helping others navigate a path 
into the gaming world and increasing diversity in the sector 

TAKING IT UP A LEVEL

Evenings and weekends meant one 
thing in particular for Sally Blake; 
gaming.

Food may have provided her 
with necessary sustenance, but it 

was the family’s computer console that fed her 
imagination.

By escaping to fantastical realms, Sally soon 
discovered gaming was her world.

“My mum had a Sega Mega Drive and we’d play 
after school and at weekends,” she says, “and my 
two younger brothers Roger and Chris would join 
in.

“Mum loved playing Lemmings – that was her 
time to chill – but she would play that and Sonic 
the Hedgehog with me too. 

“The first game I played that made me want to 
work in games was Zelda. 

“That game was something else and I played it 
so much,” smiles Sally, who is a senior producer at 
Gateshead-based Hammerhead VR, which creates 
entertainment experiences and commercial 
applications for augmented, mixed and virtual 
reality.

The owner of a naturally curious mind, Sally’s 
schooldays twined the creative with the complex 
as she mixed artistic flair with the regimented 
theory of maths and science.

Growing up in her native Bradford, she 
understood the importance of STEM subjects 
(science, technology, engineering and maths) long 
before it was the educational totem of today.

But she also recognised the significance of 
amalgamating the arts into the topics and how this 
would help her understand gaming not just as a 
hobby but as a career.

“I always thought games were a combination 
of the creative subjects with maths and science,” 
says Sally.

“When I was young, I used to design characters 

and write stories, and used to be really interested 
in learning about the software because it takes all 
sorts of things to create a game.”

However, Sally soon discovered a new foe. 
Forget the pixelated power-hungry protagonists 

– real-life stereotyping provided a fresh 
battleground to overcome.

“At the time, gaming was seen very much as a 
thing for boys, and I got a lot of stick at school,” 
reveals Sally.

“People would tell me it was weird, and say 
things like, ‘you’re a girl, you should like this or 
that.’

“It was something I had to contend with, but my 
parents were always super encouraging and said, 
‘do what you want to do.’

“School advisors were also a bit like, ‘that’s not a 
thing, you can’t have a career as a games tester.’ 

“They weren’t quite clued up on what was 
available in the industry and at that time it 
was quite hard to find routes into it,” says Sally, 
who studied computer animation at Bradford 
University.

“But I was always incredibly determined, and 
I had a really good lecturer at university, Kaye 
Elling, who speaks vocally about diversity, LGBT 
and women in games, and she offered great 
support.

“Kaye told me to carry on and ignore what 
people were saying.

“So that’s what I did, and my first job was as a 
games tester,” laughs the 28-year-old who, despite 
working in the North East for eight years, still 
retains her West Yorkshire burr.

That first role was with the Newcastle office 
of Ubisoft, an internationally acclaimed game 
development company behind action-adventure 
creations such as Assassins Creed Syndicate.

For Sally, it represented a major opportunity 
and a platform to help dispel the stereotyping she 
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had faced.
“Ubisoft was the first role I applied for, so I was 

shocked to get it,” reveals Sally.
“I worked as a games tester for about a year-

and-a-half before moving into production.
“I was with Ubisoft for six years and did a lot of 

initiatives for women,” continues Sally, who has 
also mentored for The Girls’ Network, a national 
scheme founded by two former London secondary 
school teachers to combat sexual prejudice.

“I felt pressure to not be in games. Some people 
said things like I was only hired by Ubisoft as 
a diversity measure, and that because the first 
project I worked on was Just Dance, they’d hired 
me because it was a ‘girly’ game.

“I had to deal with those sorts of comments and 
attitudes and I’d rather others don’t have to or at 
least have a support network if they do.”

To that end, Sally founded the Women Making 
Games North East organisation, which champions 
diversity and is holding open the door for 
increased female influence in the sector.

“When I speak to girls in schools, they will say 
they don’t play games, but when I ask if they play 
on their phone, they say yes,” reveals Sally.

“There is almost a reluctance to say they like 
gaming because peer pressure still exists, though 
it is getting better and Women Making Games 
North East is all about making it better still.

“I know lots of women that have had incredibly 
positive experiences in the industry.

“The nuanced view is sometimes hard to get 
across on social media, but Women Making 
Games North East allows us to get the point across 
better.

“We started low-key with a few of us going for 
lunch and there are now about 90 in the Facebook 
group.

“Hammerhead has been incredibly supportive; 
it sponsors Women Making Games North East 

INTERVIEW  
Sally Blake
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and give us money every month to run events, 
which makes a big difference,” adds Sally.

“I’ve got a team helping me run things and we 
have our website, merchandise and we run events 
too.

“We have a drawing meet once a month for 
people interested in art, and lots come to that to 
sit, chat and network. 

“Moving forward, we want to hold more formal 
workshops and talks, and, at some point, would 
like to do a big conference. 

“There is already the Women in Games 
Conference, which is held in London, and we 
hope to be the equivalent of that in the North.”

But it isn’t just gender where Sally aims to make 
a difference. 

“I care about all types of diversity,” she says.
“Diversity makes games better; different 

cultures and experiences feed into making 
interesting worlds.

“Something I also really care about is 
supporting people from low socio-economic 
backgrounds, the LGBT community and the 
People of Colour in Play initiative,” reveals Sally.

“There are a lot of areas where there isn’t 
much money and people cannot afford expensive 
computers and software, which are requirements 
for the game industry.

“I want to make sure it is accessible for people.”
What is likely to provide further support to 

Sally’s plan is Silent Games, the start-up company 
she has co-founded. 

Sally will continue working at Hammerhead as 
Newcastle-based Silent Games grows, and she is 
excited about its potential impact on the gaming 
world and the exposure it will give local creators.

“We are based in Carliol Square and are looking 
for funding, so it’s very early days,” she says. 

“At Ubisoft I was working on things that I was 
interested in and passionate about.

“However, they weren’t my games and I felt 
creating my own was an itch I needed to scratch,” 
she continues.

“I’d learnt a great deal from Ubisoft, have 
worked with studios across the world, experienced 
different cultures, worked with great people and 
gone through tonnes of project cycles, so I felt I 
was ready.

“We have a partnership with Teesside 
University, which is providing interns and 
covering their pay, and I’m excited about what we 
can do.

“I’m just this random lass from Bradford doing 
my thing,” laughs Sally.

“It blows my mind to see how far I’ve come.”

HAMMERHEAD 
www.hammerheadhr.com
www.womenmakinggames.com
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ADVERTISING FEATURE – DEVELOPMENT 
RTC North 

Business consultancy and training provider RTC North supports businesses across the North to 
innovate, compete and grow. Here, RTC North celebrates some of the women in the team

WOMEN IN BUSINESS – 
RTC NORTH 

Sarah Hart
One of the pioneers and longest serving members 
of staff is operations director Sarah Hart. A 
highly skilled business professional and strategist 
with over 20 years’ experience in business and 
international project development, Sarah is one 
of RTC North’s pillars and an example of a truly 
dedicated and committed business leader.

Sarah works as a key member of the senior 
management team converting RTC North’s 
strategic priorities into a meaningful plan for 
sustainable business development and managing 
the day-to-day operations of the business. 

Janine Marshall
With more than 25 years’ experience of working 
with schools, colleges and universities, Janine 
heads up the STEM Hub at RTC North and is well 
versed in the education arena. 

Janine oversees all programmes and contracts 
it runs including the North East Ambition 
programme, run in conjunction with the North 

East Local Enterprise Partnership, the Edge 
Foundation and STEM Learning.

Sarah Pavlou
Sarah is the programme manager for the ScaleUp 
North East programme. 

With more than 20 years’ business management 
experience in the retail and international 
franchising sectors, coupled with a passion for 
growing both businesses and individuals in 
reaching their full potential, Sarah is a driven and 
inspirational business leader. 

RTC North is delivering Scaleup North East in 
conjunction with the North East Local Enterprise 
Partnership (LEP) and is part-funded by the 
European Regional Development Fund (ERDF). 

Mica MacInnes
Mica MacInnes manages the Learning and 
Development arm of RTC North. Having worked 
in human resources, management and training 
roles across a range of sectors for over 20 years, 
Mica has a wealth of experience in the field. In 
addition to implementing the internal learning 
and development strategy for RTC North, 
Mica’s main focus is on further enhancing the 
commercial training offer, including supporting a 
range of accredited and non-accredited RTC-run 
programmes.

Mica’s strong desire to get the best out of her 
staff by nurturing and supporting them to develop 
as professionals in their fields is reflected by the 
fantastic staff retention RTC North has had over 
the years. 

Following the success of two High Performance 
pilot programmes in the North East, Mica is 
currently getting ready for the launch of a further 
three programmes under the new name of 
Productivity Through People Lite (PtP Lite) in 
Cheshire and Warrington, Liverpool City Region 
and Leeds City Region, which is funded by Be the 
Business.

RTC NORTH
www.rtcnorth.co.uk

i



63

ADVERTISING FEATURE – MEDIA 
Epic Social 

As Epic Social’s international presence grows, so too does its workforce. Steven Hugill finds out 
how the business’ expansion is built on foundations that will always identify talent above gender

MOVING FORWARD WITH A 
PROGRESSIVE APPROACH

Epic Social is a company on the move.
Nowhere is this more emphasised by 
its modern new environment. Having 
recently relocated to Gateshead’s 
Northern Design Centre, the social 

media advertising agency is using its spacious 
surroundings to grow its presence as a trusted 
partner for national and international clients.

But its advances go beyond geographical 
bounds and are, says founder Ben Maughan, 
predicated upon the firm’s workforce.

For many companies in many sectors, gender 
imbalance remains an historical barrier to their 
evolution. Indeed, figures from the Confederation 
of British Industry show firms with the highest 
levels of gender and ethnic diversity are up to 35 
per cent more likely to outperform rivals.

At Epic Social, however, the environment is 
altogether more progressive.

“It is the best person for the job,” says Ben.
“This is a strong topic for me because it’s almost 

not a strong topic; gender doesn’t matter in my 
eyes. “North East industry, with its roots in coal 
mining and manufacturing, has historically been 
male dominated, but for me it should be normal 
that women are in senior positions in companies 
across every sector.

“I can’t sit here and say it’s not an issue in other 
sectors but from my experience, growing up in my 
generation, I don’t think gender is an issue in the 
digital tech space.

“I think things have changed with the digital 
revolution and the tech boom and continue to 
change. If you look around our building, the split 
is probably 50/50.”

Intrinsic to Epic Social’s work are 24-year-
old social media manager Robyn Challans and 
18-year-old apprentice influencer relations 
executive Amelia Sands.

“Gender has never been a conversation here,” 
says Robyn, who is originally from Darlington and 
studied at Leeds Arts University and Northumbria 
University.

“My undergraduate degree was in creative 

advertising, so I have experience of traditional 
advertising agencies and how, in their creative 
departments, the environment was male 
dominated. 

“But the difference here at Epic is crazy and 
I have a job that encourages my growth and 
development, rather than thinking of me as a 
number to fill a quota,” adds Robyn.

“When I saw the job advertised, I wanted it 
straightaway,” says Amelia, “and to be working on 
the projects I am is fantastic.”

“Amelia and Robyn are young people who are 
really responsible and very influential in some of 
the biggest campaigns,” adds Ben, who previously 
ran Epic Social from an office in Chester-le-Street.

“Robyn is responsible for all content plans, 
communication, account management, 
distribution and client liaison.

“She pulls together campaigns for clients and 
has such an influential role here. It wouldn’t be 
possible to do what we do without Robyn.

“Amelia is working with clients such as (bingo 
and partying operator) Bongo’s Bingo, specifically 
around Australia and France, using influencers to 
promote the business and their events.

“She is responsible for a huge thing; Amelia is 
making an impact on the other side of the world 
from Gateshead.”

EPIC SOCIAL
www.epicsocial.co.uk
@weareepicsocial
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“My favourite day so far 
has been beating the 
lads at table football!” 
says Charlotte Palmer, 
the first female to enrol 

on Newcastle College’s newly-launched Offshore 
Renewables and Subsea Engineering Diploma, 
developed and delivered in partnership with Port 
Training Services.

Aged just 16, Charlotte has no background 
in engineering or the energy sector, apart from 
living close to one of the UK’s leading offshore 
energy support bases at Port of Blyth, and so her 
application for an engineering course was a pleasant 
surprise to her parents.

“My parents didn’t really have a lot to do with 
my decision,” she says. “They encouraged me to 
make up my own mind and I think they were a bit 
surprised when I chose engineering.

“Living in Blyth, they know how big the energy 
industry is and they know it’s only going to grow. 
It’s huge for the North East, so my dad agreed that 
this is a great opportunity for me.”

The energy sector presents fantastic 
opportunities for anyone currently deciding their 
future career path. It is the region’s fastest-growing 
industry and an area of growth highlighted by the 

North East Local Enterprise Partnership, with an 
increase of skilled roles promised over the next 
decade.

Newcastle College, foreseeing this growth when 
it developed its Energy Academy in 2012, has 
positioned itself as the region’s leading training 
provider for the industry with this latest course 
designed alongside port and marine training 
experts Port Training Services. It has established 
award-winning partnerships with employers in the 
sector, to offer apprenticeships and education up to 
foundation degree level, which help train the next 
generation of offshore and subsea engineers.

Although Charlotte is the only girl on her course, 
there are many others on engineering courses 
across Newcastle College, spread across energy, 
rail and civil engineering, general engineering, 
automotive and aviation. However, they remain 
heavily male-dominated, even after a number of 
years of national campaigning to encourage more 
women into STEM. If Charlotte’s choice is still seen 
as breaking the mould, is the campaign having any 
impact?

Charlotte says that while she took notice, the 
message doesn’t seem to be reaching everyone. “I’ve 
seen the ‘This Girl Can’ campaign and I’ve noticed 
there has been a lot of people saying that girls can 
do whatever they want now. I suppose that made 
me think more about options that I may not have 
before.

“I told my friends I was enrolling on this course 
and a lot of them still said that it’s just for boys or 
that they didn’t want to be the only girl, but the way 
I see it is, I’m the only girl because that’s what other 
girls have been afraid of.

“I’ve visited the college’s Energy Academy and 
met girls on other energy and engineering courses, 
who have all had similar experiences to me. Most 
girls do still think that way and I’m not sure how to 
change that.”

It is a similar story in industries such as gaming, 
as recent Newcastle College University Centre 
graduate Lucy Smith found when she enrolled as 
the only female on a Games Technologies degree.

“I would have loved to have another girl on the 

ADVERTISING FEATURE – EDUCATION
Newcastle College 

How Newcastle College is looking to break down barriers when it comes to male-dominated 
industries 

HEADING ON THE RIGHT COURSE 
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course with me,” she says. “I’ve always had support 
from men, but I’ve seen statistics which say that less 
than 20 per cent of gaming employees are female, 
yet 50 per cent of gamers are female, so it’s easy to 
see that there is an issue somewhere.”

With support from Newcastle College, Lucy 
took the initiative to create her own community 
of women in gaming, seeking out her own 
connections and went on to host the North East’s 
first Girls Make Games events, held at Newcastle 
College.

Girls Make Games is a programme of workshops, 
designed to inspire the next generation of female 
games designers, creators and engineers. It was 
launched in 2014 in the USA and helps girls aged 
eight to 17 learn the basics of games development, 
building their very own video game from scratch. 

Lucy’s passion for helping more girls break the 
mould saw her nominated as one of the UK’s Top 
100 Women in Games earlier this year, swiftly 
followed by a nomination for Young Achiever of the 
Year at the English Women’s Awards. 

Since graduating in July, she has now gone on to 
land her dream job as a games designer for Sumo 
Digital. 

 “To come from my background to this position 
in less than two years is unbelievable,” she says. “I’ve 
worked so hard to change my life and now I want to 
help others do the same,” she says.

Assistant principal of Newcastle College, Lisa 
Hamilton-Murray, feels that having real, successful 
female role models and providing the right support 
are both key to showing young girls they have more 
career choices than ever.

“I think we are heading in the right direction, but 
it’s going to take time,” she says. “Making sure that 
students like Charlotte and Lucy have a brilliant 
experience on their course and helping them to 
succeed is one of the most important things we can 
do because their success will be what inspires more 
girls to follow those paths.”

In her role, Lisa backs a number of initiatives 
across Newcastle College, which aim to support 
female students. Just a year ago, she helped the 
College’s Pastoral Support Team and its University 

and College Union branch to launch its campaign 
to tackle period poverty, providing free sanitary 
protection to all students unable to afford it, 
enabling them to attend all of their classes and 
reach their potential. This campaign has since 
gone on to be taken up by schools, colleges and 
universities across the country. Lisa also champions 
the college’s partnership with the Girls Network, a 
national mentoring scheme aimed at helping female 
students overcome barriers to success – including 
confidence, lack of opportunities and a lack of role-
models. Its mission is to ‘inspire and empower girls 
by connecting them with a mentor and a network of 
professional female role models.’ 

She continues: “Our job is to provide our 
students with a support system which will help their 
wellbeing and experience while they’re with us, but 
also help them to cope with the future demands of 
their career. 

“Role models are extremely important, whether 
they are parents, teachers, our own graduates like 
Lucy, or someone already successful in the role our 
students are training for.”

Just as Lucy connected with women in the 
gaming industry to create a community of role 
models and inspire young girls, Charlotte has now 
started her own journey as a young woman in 
engineering. She says: “I recently met a graduate 
who now works for E.ON and she was really 
positive and encouraging about the opportunities 
available to women in engineering. It was great to 
hear.

“It’s still so new to me, I’ve only been on the 
course a few weeks, so it’s difficult to think about 
what my future might look like, but I definitely 
think it will be in engineering. I can’t wait to get 
started.”

NEWCASTLE COLLEGE 
www.ncl-coll.ac.uk
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ADVERTISING FEATURE – LAW  
Muckle LLP

Two experienced dispute resolution lawyers have been promoted to senior roles at the North 
East independent law firm for businesses 

SENIOR ROLES FOR DISPUTE 
RESOLUTION LAWYERS AT 
MUCKLE LLP

Leah Heatley has been promoted to 
partner and Alex Blenkinsop to 
associate level within the dispute 
resolution team at Muckle LLP.

The Newcastle firm’s expert litigation 

lawyers advise on some of the highest value and 
most complex cases in the UK, using some of the 
most advanced technology and techniques, such 
as AI and Technology Assisted Review (TAR). 

The team handles a wide range of disputes 
including commercial, construction, real estate, 
intellectual property, technology and professional 
indemnity claims and provides alternative dispute 
resolution, emergency applications and advice on 

regulatory authorities. 
With one of the largest dedicated commercial 

litigation teams in the region, Muckle prides itself 
on providing a City-quality dispute resolution 
service with specialist lawyers also recruited from 
London.

Susan Howe, partner and head of dispute 
resolution, says: “We are delighted to promote 
Leah and Alex. They are both hardworking and 
exceptionally talented specialist lawyers and their 
promotions are thoroughly well deserved.

“We have a reputation at Muckle for providing 
unrivalled commercial advice that achieves 
the best solution for our client’s businesses and 
interests. 

We regularly act on high profile, multi-million-
pound cases that would not normally be dealt with 
by a firm outside of London.”

Leah, who Legal 500 UK names as one of 
the region’s leading lawyers in her field, is an 
invaluable part of Muckle LLP’s dispute resolution 
team, providing specialist knowledge especially in 
the area of public procurement. 

As well as handling a broad range of 
commercial litigation, Alex is also an associate 
member of ACTAPS (the Association of 
Contentious Trust and Probate Specialists) and 
one of the few North East lawyers officially 
qualified to advise on disputes involving trusts, 
estate administration and inheritance issues.
From a single office in Newcastle, the Muckle 
team has built a national reputation for City-
quality advice without charging typical prices of 
comparative London litigators.

Susan adds: “We want to be as flexible with 
our pricing as possible. Disputes differ in size, 
scope and complexity and we don’t believe that 
one pricing structure suits every eventuality. 
We carefully scope and cost work to provide 
transparency, certainty and value for money to all 
our clients.”

MUCKLE
Photo (l-r): Susan Howe, Alex 

Blenkinsop and Leah Heatley 

www.muckle-llp.com
@MuckleLLP
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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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SUNDERLAND

Naylors joins IAMP delivery 
team                                                                                          
Naylors has been appointed as commercial property agent on the 
International Advanced Manufacturing Park (IAMP) as construction 
continues apace. Works to prepare the 370-acre site for the next 
stage of development are now underway, with infrastructure being 
installed for roads, drainage, utilities and environmental mitigation 
work on the first phase of IAMP. The first building will open later this 
year. IAMP is being delivered in a joint venture between Sunderland 
City Council and South Tyneside Council, with Henry Boot 
Developments (HBD) as appointed delivery partner.

The first phase, IAMP One, covers 125 acres and will deliver 

1.6m sq ft of advanced manufacturing space.
Chris Donabie, director, Naylors, said: “IAMP is already 

capitalising on our region’s strengths in the automotive and 
advanced manufacturing industries, providing the very best 
buildings and environment for businesses to thrive.”

BUILT ENVIRONMENT - NEWS

NORTH TYNESIDE                                                               

North Tyneside Retail Park 
welcomes new occupiers                                                                       
Northumberland Retail Park, North Tyneside, has agreed terms 
with retailer B&M to take 23,982 sq.ft with ancillary garden centre 
and leisure operator JD Gyms, which will occupy a new high 
specification 25,973 sq.ft facility. The company will join a Toby 
Carvery, a new Aldi and a drive through Costa.

Three further retail warehouse units which have the potential to 
provide an additional 25,000 sq.ft are in the pipeline and currently 
being marketed by Barker Proudlove and Savills.

Steve Henderson, director at Savills, added: “Construction of the 
next phase of development is underway with completion expected 
this autumn. We will be looking to identify a high calibre of retail and 
leisure occupier who can complement the existing tenant mix at 
Northumberland Park”.

NEWCASTLE

The Jesmond letting                                                                              
Newcastle-based Aptus Fit Out, a specialist in commercial fit-outs 
and refurbishments, has been appointed by LASE Cosmetic to 
deliver its new clinic at The Jesmond, located on the site of the old 
Jesmond Picture House.

Work has commenced on the £250,000 redesign of the space, 
which will provide a range of surgical and non-surgical aesthetic 
treatments. 

The Jesmond, a £6.4m regeneration project, was undertaken by 
MK Partnership and offers a range of office and retail space totalling 
2,000 sq m, which is being marketed by Knight Frank.

IN ASSOCIATION WITH:
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Forging a career in 
commercial property 

You joined George F. White in 2018 as their 
first commercial graduate in your late-
twenties, what was it that made you take the 
leap?
There’s a lot of pressure on people to make 
decisions on their career path at an extremely 
young age. I’m in a career that I hadn’t even 
considered aged 16. Following university, I 
owned a retail franchise and was based in the 
Metrocentre for more than four years. I loved 
working in a commercial environment and had 
always had an interest in property, but my eyes 
weren’t truly opened to a career in commercial 
property until I started looking at expansion plans 
and new premises for my business. 

Real estate became a topic that really 
intrigued me. I started reading up on the 
market, both regionally and nationally, looking 
into commercial property opportunities in the 
North East and what I needed to do to become 
involved in the sector. Once I had mapped out 
what I had to do, I took the leap. Two years 
later, I’m working towards my APC at 
George F. White.

You studied a Masters in Real Estate at 
Northumbria University, had your dissertation 
published and work alongside the university 
to promote the sector. What would you tell 
someone looking for a career in the industry?
I would say, everyone is different, but if you want 
to get into it, jump in with both feet and don’t 
look back. There is a lot more opportunity in the 
North East than some people may think. 

You mention the commercial property 
opportunities in the North East. How do you 
find the market at the moment and how do 
you see it developing over the next six to 12 
months?
In 2018, the North East was one of only four 

UK regions to record increased investment in 
commercial property. Nevertheless, we were 
wary about 2019 with the ongoing Brexit 
uncertainty, but so far it’s exceeding our 
expectations. In Newcastle, regeneration of the 
Quayside and parts of the city centre, alongside 
general investment across the city is exciting 
and is set to bolster the market further. 

How do you find the sector? 
I have always enjoyed fantastic support both 
within George F. White and the industry as a 
whole with colleagues and contacts providing 
opportunities that have allowed me to develop 
professionally and personally. The RICS Matrics 
and Young Professionals networks allow for 
regional socialising and networking at which I’ve 
been made welcome. 

Victoria Huntley joined George F. White as the firm’s first commercial graduate after a successful career as a 
retail entrepreneur. Here, she tells North East Times what it’s like to be a female graduate in the commercial 
property sector

ADVERTISING FEATURE – BUILT ENVIRONMENT – GEORGE F. WHITE

George F. White

www.georgefwhite.co.uk

@GeorgeFWhite
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Record take-up of 
‘Big Sheds’

Strongest demand is in the East Midlands and 
record levels of activity are reported in Yorkshire 
and the North East. Current availability amounts to 
25.8 million sq ft, just over a year’s supply based 
on the five-year average take-up rate.

 The supply/demand dynamic continues to put 
pressure on rental values, with average rents for 
distribution property increasing by 3.4 per cent 
during 2018. Avison Young expect this to moderate 
slightly over the next two years.

 The key to this upbeat news is occupier 
demand, which has achieved record levels. As 
online retail sales have peaked at 21 per cent of 
all retail sales, big shed deals for e-commerce 
occupiers contributed to 28 per cent of all take-up. 
Third party logistics companies accounted for a 
similar amount of take-up, with many serving online 
retail contracts.

 The largest take-up volumes were in the East 
Midlands but again the North East features strongly 
with two largest deals of the year being located. 
Much of this can be attributed to labour cost and 
availability increasing in occupiers’ priorities, as 
well as the changes in logistic networks, as the 
demands on ‘last mile delivery’ intensify.

 Over half of all take-up was design and build, 
although this is skewed towards the largest deals, 
with only a fifth of deals in units below 300,000 
sq ft.

 In a further Avison Young report, The Rising 
Warehouse, the growth of the big shed has shown 
a substantial increase over the last five years, 
“driven by the evolution of the way we live and 
shop.” 

This structural change has not only caused the 
amount of take-up activity to increase across the 
sector year-on-year but has also driven efficiency in 
the use of space.

 While this robust demand has stimulated 
development, vacancy rates across core markets 
have continued to fall. The result of this has 

been traditionally ‘off-piste’ locations seeing an 
increase in demand for both design and build and 
speculative units.

 This is fuelled by internet retailers looking for 
low-cost locations with large pools of available 
labour and associated requirements for some 1500 
people or more on a shift system. This is likely to 
continue as the importance placed on ‘last-mile 
delivery’ will continue to support demand for 
industrial assets.

 Logistics requirements are expected to increase 
in step with the ten per cent annual increase in 
online retail sales. Interestingly, the growth in the 
sector has been set against a backdrop of record 
employment levels.

 Since 2012, the number of people in 
employment has increased steadily across the UK, 
resulting in the lowest unemployment rates since 
the mid-1970s. This has created a unique situation 
and while historically distribution warehousing 
decisions have been made on a purely locational 
basis, there is now an understanding that access 
to the appropriate workforce may be just as 
relevant a factor in decision-making.

 To fill this widening labour gap, the logistics 
sector is seeking support from the latest 
technologies. The industry is utilising robotics and 
automation not only as a substitute for workers, 
but to enable more efficient utilisation of distribution 
space in order to effectively tackle the growth of 
e-commerce.

 This is having a significant impact on building 
specifications for logistics warehouses. Branded 
as inflexible by the industry, robotics and 
automation were once a rarity in logistics. Left 
fairly unexplored, operators were unsure as to how 
these new systems could fit into existing spaces 
and operations. This has changed, with technology 
now readily embedded into logistics operations 
and growing at a significant rate.

 The significant growth of robotics and 

Avison Young’s latest report on the ‘Big Shed’ market – that is for sheds over 100,000 sq ft – shows record take-up 
amounting to 31.9 million sq ft across the UK, 28 per cent up on the five-year average of 24.9 million sq ft, writes 
Chris Dobson

OPINION – CHRIS DOBSON
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IN ASSOCIATION WITH:

automation is hardly surprising. With a diminishing 
labour pool, combined with significant wage growth 
and the price of robotics and automation gradually 
reducing, there is often a financial incentive for 
operators to invest in new technologies, not to 
mention the additional benefit that robots can work 
24/7 without ever needing to clock off.

 

This report takes a view on how logistics is 
evolving in the midst of technological change, the 
effect on its workforce and how this relationship 
will drive warehouse specification and distribution 
decisions in the short to medium-term.

Knight Frank reveals a successful first half of this 
year with regional take-up of large units more than 
doubling since the first half of 2018.

Despite political uncertainty, take-up of units 
over 50,000 sq ft totalled 3.22m sq ft in the first 
half of 2019. This represents a seven per cent 
increase. Notably, the Tritax letting to Amazon 
at Integra 61, Durham, underpinned the rise, 
accounting for 60 per cent of take-up.

Simon Haggie, partner at Knight Frank 
Newcastle, says the “pleasant surprise” is that 70 
per cent of these transactions are pre-lets which, 
in addition to the Amazon deal, includes two new 
builds. 

The new units are 131,000 sq ft, on the 
International Advance Manufacturing Park, in 
Washington – let to Nissan supplier Faltec – and 
The Centre of Excellence in Sustainable Advanced 
Manufacturing, in Sunderland, which is 126,279 
sq ft.

The report details other notable deals, in 
terms of scale, which are the sale of the Coty 
factory in Seaton Delaval (370,000 sq ft) to Vbites 
Foods, owned by Heather Mills-McCartney. This 
is in addition to the 180,000 sq ft the company 
acquired last year from Walkers Crisps.

As would be expected, supply of units over 
50,000 sq ft has fallen again and currently stands 
at under 2.45m sq ft, down from a high in 2017 of 
over 4.2m sq ft.

“The Rising Warehouse, 
the growth of the big shed 
has shown a substantial 

increase over the last 
five years, “driven by the 
evolution of the way we 

live and shop.”
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The balance of costs, values and commercial 
risks does not encourage the private sector 
to invest, says Developing Consensus (DC). 
As a consequence, the stock of buildings in 
the North East is ageing and the supply of 
modern accommodation in the right locations is 
diminishing.

In an era where the needs of businesses are 
changing at an ever-increasing pace, we believe 
that this market inertia is fundamentally bad 
for the North East as it is inhibiting economic 
development and growth, and makes the region 
unresponsive to inward investment activity.

The life cycle for a project to create a new 
property that meets occupational needs is simply 
too long, and without a pipeline of projects the 
growth of existing and establishment of new 
businesses is being held back.

The view of DC is that delivery of the North 
East LEP’s Strategic Economic Plan will be 
undermined unless a proactive approach is 
adopted by all participants in the sector to ensure 
the property pipeline is unblocked. The current 
strategy of enabling sites through provision of 
support to remediate and service is not on its own 
effective at enabling building delivery.                     

DC believes that the North East region must 
regard speculative development of new buildings 
as key infrastructure projects that are critical to 
the future success of the economy. Without them 
there will be no homes for new business. In order 
to facilitate activity we would advocate a five-step 
approach:

1. Establish a region-wide approach to inward 
investment and growth that is consistent and 
easily understood. Co-ordination and co-
operation across administrative boundaries are 
essential.

2. Prioritise the right projects by pro-actively 
seeking out opportunities to bring forward 
projects, removing those projects that meet 
regional priorities and avoid creating unnecessary 
competition between projects.

3. Facilitate the development process at a 
regional level through the creation of delivery 
teams who take a pro-active approach to enable 
development and make facilitating planning 
permissions a strategic priority.

4. Focus on building delivery by establishing a 
range of funds on a region-wide basis to unlock 
strategic sites, for example, through funding site 
assembly, preparation and infrastructure or the 
deployment of tax-based incentives for building 
and developing priority projects.

5. Pivot funding toward investment in projects 
with commensurate risks and rewards. To 
facilitate this, establish a package of interventions 
that can be enjoyed by developers subject to 
shared returns. This could include enhanced 
planning support, reduced or deferred S106 
contributions, empty rates mitigation or 
deferment.

The region’s building stock is ageing and 
business requirements are changing at an 
increasingly rapid rate in response to new global 
and technological pressures. DC believes that the 
principles briefly outlined here are the way forward 
and would encourage the public sector to engage 
with us to make it happen.

Enabling development – 
Developing Consensus calls 
for a five-step approach
For some time it has been apparent to Developing Consensus that private sector-led speculative development in the 
North East region has marginal liability in key markets and locations

ADVERTISING FEATURE – BUILT ENVIRONMENT – DEVELOPING CONSENSUS/NAYLORS GAVIN BLACK

Developing Consensus 

Author: David Furniss (BNP 

Paribas Real Estate). 

Other working group members 

are Adrian Hill (Square One 

Law), Neil McMillan (iMpec 

Developments) and 

Geoff White (RICS). 

www.developingconsensus.com
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Viewpoint

There is certainly a ‘wow’ factor to the 
statistics behind BizSpace. You are present in 
104 locations across the UK and have around 
4000 businesses trading from your space. 
What is the inspiration behind this?  
BizSpace started originally from one site back in 
2000 and has grown to become the UK’s largest 
provider of flexible workspace. Our aim is to 

be the place small businesses are proud to call 
home: we look to support the UK’s growing army 
of freelancers, SMEs and micro-businesses by 
creating business communities centred around 
well-designed office and workshop space.

There’s a lot of buzz around co-working, 
flexible working and incubator hubs right now, but 
flexibility is something we’ve been offering for a 
long time. What sets us apart from some of the 
other providers is that the majority of our estate 
is freehold, so our position as both landlord and 
operator makes it easier for us to provide high-
quality space at an affordable price.

Of the 104 locations I notice the North East 
features some less than frontline business 
locations such as Hadston, Consett and 
Bishop Auckland. Is this to avoid high 
occupational cost locations to pass on the 
benefits to occupiers?
Flexible workspace often makes people think of 
city centre co-working, but actually there’s much 
broader demand than that. Manufacturing and 
research and development businesses want flexible 
space too, with Consett and Hadston being two 
of our industrial centres. Research tells us the 
vast majority of our customers – whether office or 
industrial – don’t want to commute longer than 22 
minutes. With technology making it more viable 
to work from anywhere, we’re seeing a huge rise 
in popularity of local working and our business 
centres are well placed to meet that demand.

You offer office options from office/studio 
space, workshop and storage space, co-
working, virtual offices and meeting rooms. 
What is the ideal building type and size that 
you prefer? 
There’s really no typical BizSpace property. We 
have a mix of modern business centres, converted 

North East Times’ property writer Chris Dobson talks with Victoria Rea, asset manager at BizSpace, about the UK’s 
largest provider of flexible workspace’s growth, customer care and its increased presence in Newcastle

INTERVIEW – VICTORIA REA
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IN ASSOCIATION WITH:

mills, industrial estates and storage centres. 
Our current acquisition drive is focused on more 
modern offices as that’s where we see the greatest 
opportunity at present. Ideally, we look for c. 
20-50,000 sq ft on the edge of towns and cities, 
part income producing, with good transport links 
and the ability to split the space into smaller suites. 
We’re not actively acquiring industrial as there’s 
a lot of competition in that market right now, but 
multi-let industrial estates with sub-1000 sq ft units 
are our sweet spot.

As the asset manager, what are your 
responsibilities and what is the nature of the 
team you lead?
All our properties are set up so that they have 
individual site managers who deal with licences 
and the day-to-day running of the centres, as well 
as supporting the businesses who are based there. 
They report directly to the regional sales manager. 
I support the local team through site disposals, 
refurbishment and investment projects, anything 
to do with leases and legal, as well as leading 
nationally on the annual portfolio valuation.  

I see that you have just bought Amber Court, 
Newcastle, as a sale and part leaseback with 
WSP, one of the world’s leading engineering 
professional services firms. What is the plan 
for the space? 
We’d been looking to upgrade our offering in 
Newcastle for some time and Amber Court ticked 
our boxes. Newcastle Business Park is a good 
location with lots of great businesses here already 
and its position on the river makes it an idyllic place 
to work, only 1.5 miles from Newcastle city centre. 
We have 210 car parking spaces but it’s also the 
perfect place to cycle to work.

We bought the building from WSP who were 
reducing their space requirements. Due to more 
modern working practices, downsizing is becoming 
quite common, so there’s a lot of opportunity out 
there for us right now. Where typical landlords see 
vacant floors as unattractive, we look at them as 
an opportunity. The ground floor of the building has 
just opened as a business centre with WSP leasing 
the upper floors. There’s a communal break-out 

space where people can sit, watch TV, work or 
network and it gives a real community feel.

Adding nearly 400 customers across the 
UK in the last 12 months is a remarkable 
achievement. What does this say about the 
BizSpace offer?
Our growth has been down to a combination 
of growing demand for flexible space. More 
people are going freelance, setting up their own 
businesses, working remotely or simply don’t want 
to be tied into long-term leases, and our acquisition 
and refurbishment drive, which means a growing 
number of people have a local BizSpace centre, 
offers them high-quality, flexible and affordable 
business space. Our average occupancy is 
currently 86 per cent nationally and 88 per cent in 
the North East.

Lastly, what is Bizfeed? I note you make a 
lot about customers working together, the 
happy environment, almost the WELL building 
principal. Do customers stay with you much 
longer because of this approach to letting 
space? 
Bizfeed is an area on our website where we 
showcase some of our customers and provide 
news updates. 

For us, creating great quality space is only part 
of the business. It’s also about recognising who 
our customers are, what is important to them, 
and thinking about how we can help them and 
foster a small business community at each one 
of our centres. For example, we have teamed up 
with Enterprise Nation to help our occupiers with 
business support. 

We have a good customer retention rate and 
I think this is due to all sites having dedicated 
site managers. Customer care is key. Churn isn’t 
always bad either: our statistics might show that a 
customer has left a unit, but in fact they have just 
grown and moved into larger BizSpace premises. 
Or, we have a customer leaving us at one North 
East site who has been with us for a number of 
years, but their business has grown, and they’ve 
had the opportunity to buy their own place. We 
love success stories like this.

BizSpace 

www.bizspace.co.uk
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The recent merger of Naylors and Gavin Black & 
Partners has seen the creation of Naylors Gavin 
Black LLP, which boasts a combined team of 
38 commercial property specialists. The seven 
partners behind the move say that joining forces 
will enable them to collectively offer a broader 
range of services and greater depth of knowledge 
to their clients. 

Gavin Black, Chris Pearson and Martyn Collins, 
of Gavin Black & Partners, have joined forces with 
Angus White, Fergus Laird, Keith Stewart and Chris 
Donabie of Naylors, as the seven equity partners of 
Naylors Gavin Black.

The commercial property services that Naylors 
Gavin Black will offer to its UK-wide client base, 
include:
•  Agency – industrial, office and retail lettings, 

disposals and acquisitions
• Property investment – sales and acquisitions
•  Building consultancy, including building surveys, 

contract administration, project management, 
dilapidations and digital surveying services

•  Property and asset management, including 
facilities management and company secretarial 
services

•  Valuation and lease advisory, including rent 
reviews and lease renewals

•  Development consultancy, including feasibility 
studies, strategic acquisitions, valuations, 
planning permission, demand use studies and 
development opportunities

Commenting on the launch of the new firm, 
Gavin Black, partner, says: “The decision to bring 

together the two businesses is driven by our 
mutual desire to be a market leader by reputation, 
underpinned by our shared values and a clear 
focus on client service. 

“Both firms offer complementary service lines 
and expertise making this a logical and attractive 
partnership. Coming together allows us to combine 
areas of strength to provide a broader range of 
services and greater depth of knowledge to our 
clients.”

Established in 1990, Naylors has been 
appointed on some of the region’s most high profile 
development schemes, including the International 
Advanced Manufacturing Park (IAMP), VAUX, 
in Sunderland, Durham’s Integra 61 and The 
Biosphere at Newcastle’s Helix.

Gavin Black and Partners is retained by a 
number of major property occupiers, such as Vertu 
Motors PLC, Leeds Building Society, Network Rail, 
Sumo Digital PLC and British Engines and also 
act for high net worth individuals and investment 
funds with key instructions such as Trinity Gardens 
and Stockbridge House on Newcastle’s Quayside 
and across the UK. With its sights set firmly on 
expansion, the new company is looking to build on 
the success of the two firm’s high profile agency 
teams. Naylors Gavin Black will also be focusing 
on the growth of its well-established building 
consultancy, management and professional 
services departments.

Angus White, managing partner at Naylors Gavin 
Black, said: “Our strategic priority is the creation of 
one regional market-leading organisation, offering 
the highest standards in client service across 
all sectors. Together we will have an unrivalled 
presence in the North East business space 
market, taking a leading role in the region’s flagship 
schemes. 

“We will retain and develop the capabilities of 
both businesses with the aim of bringing new talent 
into a number of areas to strategically grow the 
new company. We are tremendously excited to get 
started.”

Property consultancies 
merge to create regional 
powerhouse
Two of the most highly regarded firms in the North East property sector have joined forces to create the region’s 
largest independent commercial property firm

ADVERTISING FEATURE – BUILT ENVIRONMENT – NAYLORS GAVIN BLACK

Naylors Gavin Black

www.naylorsgavinblack.co.uk

0191 232 7030
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ADVERTISING FEATURE – FINANCE  
UNW 

Newcastle-based chartered accountancy and business advisory firm UNW has recently supported 
NW Total Engineered Solutions throughout its sale to Carr’s Group, a global leader in the 
manufacturing of value-added products and solutions

UNW SUPPORTS NW TOTAL ON ITS 
SALE TO CARR’S GROUP PLC

Based in Barrow-in-Furness, NW 
Total designs and manufactures 
bespoke process equipment 
packages and provides on-site 
technical support and installations 

for its customers. The organisation has an 
excellent reputation for providing industry-
leading engineering services within its chosen 
sectors, which include nuclear defence, nuclear 
power generation and decommissioning, utilities, 
pharmaceuticals and energy. Within the nuclear 
sector, NW Total supplies some of the world’s 
largest companies.

Founded in 1994, NW Total has enjoyed 
substantial growth in recent years under 
former owners, Mark Gibson, director, and Ian 
Brown, managing director. Both will remain 
with the business after its recent acquisition by 
Carr’s Group plc to continue to drive further 
development. The sale to a global leader in the 
manufacturing of value-added products and 
solutions will also enable NW Total to gain access 
to a wider international network, alongside greater 
financial and technical resources. NW Total first 
came into contact with UNW in 2016, after the 
management team recognised that it needed to 
either secure investment or be acquired by a larger 
entity. 

Mark comments: “We had reached a point 
that we were getting involved in some substantial 
projects; the sheer size of them made us think 

long and hard about the sustainability of the 
business.” Paul Kaiser and Stephanie Davidson 
of UNW’s corporate finance team acted as a 
critical sounding board for NW Total. After the 
team carried out a strategic review of the options 
available, it became clear that the owners preferred 
a sale. At this point, UNW researched potential 
buyers in the marketplace, and it was identified 
that Carr’s Group was the best strategic fit for the 
business. “From our initial conversations, the team 
at UNW were very honest about the timescale 
behind a transaction like this,” Mark says. “It 
wasn’t something we had done before, but they 
supported us throughout and made us aware of 
what would be required. They brought a wealth of 
experience in this field and took the time to learn 
about our business, how we operated, and what it 
was we wanted to achieve. It became obvious quite 
early on that they were just as invested in securing 
the right deal for NW Total as we were.”

Reflecting on the transaction, Mark adds: 
“When we entered into this process, we were 
aware that timing is everything. We wanted to 
achieve a deal that accurately reflected the value of 
the business, and we have been able to do that. 

“We fully understood that we needed to 
consider the continuity of NW Total in its true 
form, and investment from a group that would let 
us retain the autonomy to continue managing it 
as we were would support that. It also gives our 
employees the benefits of knowing that we are 
going to provide high-quality services, with the 
financial backing and support that will allow us to 
expand even further.”

Stephanie Davidson, corporate finance senior 
manager at UNW, says: “We are thrilled to have 
worked closely with NW Total to help them secure 
a deal that is the right strategic fit for the company. 
This transaction is representative of the business’ 
ambition and drive, and the additional financial 
backing will provide the support necessary 
for continued growth in a marketplace with 
significant opportunities.”

UNW 
Photo: back row - Stephanie 

Davidson (UNW) and Howard 

Richards (NW Total). Front row 

– Paul Kaiser (UNW), Ian Brown 

(NW Total) and Mark Gibson 

(NW Total)  

www.unw.co.uk
@UNWLLP
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At the recent FL National Awards 
and Summit in Newcastle, where 
I won the Female Entrepreneur 
category, Jacqui Miller-Charlton 
MBE gave a keynote speech 

about business being a ‘fun hobby’. That comment 
resonated. At events I speak at, I always talk about 
how if you do what you love and take consistent 
action every day then it doesn’t feel like hard 
work and you can’t fail, and I truly believe that. 
I have applied that to my own career and to my 
recent achievement of writing my first book, just 
published. 

My career has been filled with fun. I joined 
the John Lewis graduate scheme from university, 
securing an excellent grounding in leadership and 
business by being a manager on virtually every 
department in the Newcastle branch. I moved 
into the HR team, cutting my teeth with a store-
based learning and development role, coaching 
managers, designing and delivering training. 

I took a secondment to head office and six 
months turned into six years, while my last role at 
John Lewis was managing graduate recruitment. 
I really enjoyed networking with other graduate 
recruiters and developing relationships with 
universities throughout the country. A proud 
moment was achieving the number nine ranking 
in the prestigious Times Top 100 Graduate 
Employers list.  

While I loved my time at John Lewis and living 
in London, my heart is in the North East, so I set 
up Smart Resourcing Solutions (now SRS) in 2013. 
Specialising in graduate recruitment, we design 
and deliver assessment processes and materials 
for employers. We are the leading supplier of 
assessment centre simulations for universities, 
evidenced by winning awards for this service 
and running the largest-scale assessment events 
in the UK. The first few years saw steady growth 
and provided time to understand how to run a 
small business. In 2017, I took over full ownership 
of SRS. In the two years since, SRS has seen a 

huge growth in turnover and profit, more than 
trebling in size. There are more employees, bigger 
office space and the associate team has grown 
to 43. University work has grown hugely. SRS is 
now known for running large-scale assessment 
centre simulations in football stadiums and this 
year the biggest event hosts over 3000 students at 
Watford’s Vicarage Road. These events are not only 
huge fun, but they make a positive impact on the 
employment prospects of thousands of students 
who are better prepared when they apply for jobs.

Each year, I take on a self-development 
challenge. This year that included writing my first 
book. From Learner to Earner was published in 
August and is a guide for students and graduates, 
helping them secure their first job. It has received 
praise from students, parents and academics for 
its practical advice and useful templates. I’m now 
planning a textbook version of the book to support 
my aim of encouraging every UK university to 
embed employability into every course. 

This year, SRS has also won more awards than 
every previous year put together and achieved 
a record turnover year. On the back of that, 
the company has been proud to merge with 
GradTouch, a graduate media company based in 
Manchester and London, supporting our joint aim 
of improving job opportunities for UK students. 
Culminating in a stunning new rebrand for SRS, I 
am confident to say it’s been quite a year!

ADVERTISING FEATURE – DEVELOPMENT 
SRS 

Sophie Milliken, managing director of SRS, reflects on a career that has led her to become an 
awarding-winning businesswoman and author

SCALING NEW BUSINESS 
HEIGHTS

SRS
From Learner to Earner out now 

via Amazon and all good book 

stockists.

www.smart-resourcing-solutions.
com
@SRS_Sophie

i



80

ADVERTISING FEATURE – MEDIA
Drummond Central

Asks Julie Drummond, CEO of Newcastle creative agency Drummond Central

SHOULD WE HAVE AN ISSUE 
WITH WOMEN’S ISSUES?

What could any woman 
possibly have against the 
women’s issue of North 
East Times? Do I not want 
women to be recognised 

and celebrated for the amazing things we’re 
achieving? Of course, I do. But my issue is this: 
why does it have to happen in a special, women-
only edition?

Annual ‘one-for-the-ladies’ publications will 
always give the impression that the other 11 issues 
have a blokey bias. As a long-time reader of the 
magazine, I know this isn’t the case at all. In fact, 
I’d say the North East Times is a cool publication 
that reports on our region in a fair, diverse and 
progressive way.

As a woman in business, I’m acutely aware of 
issues around equality. The average pay gap across 
the UK is still a shameful 18 per cent. In my own 
industry, only 32.7 per cent of board members are 
women, even though 52.2 per cent of people in the 
industry are women.

It’s clear we still have a long way to go. And 
that’s precisely why we need to find a quicker way 
to get there. My worry is that as long as gender 
distinctions and concessions continue to be made, 
women will never be seen as equals. Not now, not 
in 50 years’ time. And that’s a disturbing thought.

It doesn’t mean that men and women should 
all merge into a single, unified persona. Our 
differences should be celebrated. But let’s also 
celebrate the qualities we share; like intelligence, 
determination, creativity and courage.

I want myself and my business to be recognised 
on merit and acknowledged through mainstream 
channels. If I discovered that we’d been given 
special treatment or an advantage, simply because 
I don’t have a penis, any sense of achievement 
would be instantly invalidated.

True equality means being able to stand on the 
same stage as men, in front of the same audience; 
not starring in our own mini production at a pink, 
pop-up theatre down the road.

We don’t need head starts or shortcuts, we need 

to be given the same opportunities, and afforded 
the same courtesies and privileges as everyone else.

I’ve been in meetings where people assumed 
that I would be pouring the drinks or taking notes 
because I’m the woman in the room. They soon 
realise I have much more to offer than a custard 
cream. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not above making 
a brew for my colleagues or clients, but neither 
should anyone else.

Currently, 43 per cent of our people at 
Drummond Central are women. So does this 
mean I’m consciously trying to get that number 
to 50 per cent? No. Instead I focus on making 
sure we have an environment where people can 
succeed, regardless of their gender, age, ethnicity 
or sexuality.

To be more inclusive, diverse and representative 
of our society and culture, we need to encourage 
people from all walks of life into our businesses 
and show them that if they are talented enough, 
and work hard, they will be recognised and 
rewarded fairly and equally. Is that really so much 
to ask?

Equality is a huge issue. Certainly bigger than 
one magazine can do justice to. So I’d love to see 
the debate continue across other editions of North 
East Times. There’s a lot more to say on the subject.

DRUMMOND CENTRAL
Drummond Central is an award-

winning creative and digital 

marketing agency that helps 

ambitious businesses drive 

revenue and growth.

drummondcentral.co.uk
letstalk@drummondcentral.co.uk
@drummondcentral
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Numerous countries are imposing 
quotas on organisations to 
encourage the employment of 
female professionals at senior levels 
in an attempt to narrow the gender 

gap. However, these quotas only offer a short-term 
solution and could have adverse effects. 

For example, it is likely that some women 
are only propelled into senior positions to meet 
targets, rather than in recognition of their work. 

So what effective, long-term methods can be 
taken to help encourage greater diversity at the top 
levels of our financial institutions?

Encourage women to be vocal about their 
successes
Women typically are modest about personal 
achievements – they are simply ‘doing their job’. 
Their male counterparts, however, generally are 
the opposite. Women must be encouraged to 
follow suit and by ensuring they are taking credit 
for the work they have done, this will help raise 
awareness amongst superiors of their competency, 
reiterating their value to the company, and also 
encouraging other women to do the same.

Teach finance and technology at a younger age
With a UK workforce of over two million in the 
finance industry, there is little education (pre-
university) on the opportunities on offer, and 
the skills required to pursue a successful career 
within this sector. And, with many jobs in the 
future likely to be in finance and new emerging 
sectors such as Fintech, it is important to provide 
better, easily accessible education in both finance 
and technology at a younger age, to give women 
the confidence that they have the knowledge and 
ability to pursue such roles. 

Encourage risk taking 
When it comes to risk-taking, both in work-based 
situations such as investing, and in personal 
development such as applying for promotions, 
women typically are more risk-averse than males. 
Though these risks may not always pay off, those 
who take them are often seen as bold and assertive 
in the eyes of their superiors – key traits for 
leadership positions. Employers must do more to 
encourage an environment where failure is not 
equated to ineptitude and is instead seen as an 
opportunity to learn.

Promote more women role models 
When senior finance positions are male-
dominated, it can be difficult for women to 
see these roles as achievable or desirable. It is 
important to promote female role models, by 
facilitating opportunities for female staff to access 
and meet female leaders, or by promoting female-
focused networks both inside and outside of an 
organisation. For example, Durham University 
Business School’s alumni network connects 
women working in finance together, helping 
women to see senior roles as achievable.

Encourage confidence 
Studies suggest that male-dominated workplaces 
can make women less confident in their abilities 
and capacity to learn new skills in comparison to 
male colleagues. When senior positions become 
available, this lack of confidence can stop women 
from applying. Employers must engage with 
female staff to help boost their self-belief and 
ensure that more women are confident in their 
own qualifications and assured enough to apply 
for and learn within these senior roles. There are 
clear obstacles for women in the finance industry, 
and now is the time for women to be bold and 
strong, to create change for the next generation.

ADVERTISING FEATURE – EDUCATION
Durham University Business School

While women hold just over half of all finance positions globally, the majority of these are at a 
junior level. Sadly, when it comes to career progression, women are drastically under-represented 
in senior positions – occupying just one in four. Durham University Business School alumna Emilie 
Allaert, head of operations and projects at a leading Fintech centre, shares her thoughts

HOW CAN MORE WOMEN BE 
ENCOURAGED INTO SENIOR 
FINANCE POSITIONS? 

DURHAM UNIVERSITY 
BUSINESS SCHOOL
To read more articles like 

this and for information on 

programmes visit

www.durham.ac.uk/business
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Ellen Thinnesen, chief executive of 
Sunderland College, has navigated 
the organisation through a period 
of significant change, to ensure 
students progress into high-quality 

employment, leading to the college winning the 
prestigious Pearson award for BTEC College of the 
Year 2019.

The fact that the college has received national 
recognition, while entering into two mergers, 
creating Education Partnership North East, one 
of the largest college groups in the country (for 
which Ellen is CEO), is testament to Ellen’s strong 
leadership skills which underpin the college 
group’s ambitious vision of excellence.  

Ellen, who held the role of deputy principal 
at Tameside College and Hyde Clarendon Sixth 
Form College in Greater Manchester, before 
joining Sunderland College, is quick to dismiss her 
own role in the success of Education Partnership 
North East, in spite of vast transformation in 
recent years. 

Instead, she attributes the organisation’s 
achievements to the dedication and commitment 
of her colleagues who share the fundamental 
values that she has instilled since joining the 
college in 2016.

She says: “I’m proud of the hard work and 
commitment of staff at all levels across the 
organisation. They have helped drive our vision of 
excellence by embodying our values.

“In three-and-a-half-years, the college has 
strongly connected to partners and stakeholders 
locally, regionally and nationally. The college is 
at the heart of the community, and that has been 
achieved by a collective team effort, I attribute 
nothing to one person within the organisation, 
certainly not myself.”

A natural people person, Ellen’s passion for her 
colleagues and students is evident and she makes 
a point of being as visible as possible across the 
college group. 

“There’s not a week goes by that I don’t talk 
to students,” she says, “I value going back to the 
floor and talking to students and walking into 

classrooms and engaging with staff.” Ellen is never 
happier than at the coalface of the organisation 
she cares so deeply about. The college’s strategic 
plan that focuses on ‘excellence at the heart of 
everything’ also had full student engagement. 
The strategic vision is supported by five strategic 
goals relating to a careers-focused curriculum, 
outstanding learning opportunities, a united 
culture, financial resilience and engagement 
locally, regionally and nationally, and a set of 
four professional values and behaviours – to be 
authentic, respectful, innovative and ambitious.

Two of those values are strongly connected to 
Ellen’s upbringing and one of many influential 
women in her life, her mother, Kathy. “My mother 
taught me to work hard at being my authentic self 
and to be extremely respectful in everything that 
I do – whether that’s in the workplace or in my 
personal life,” she says.

A mother-of-two and a qualified nurse, it is 
clear that Ellen approaches her role with the same 
care and consideration that underpinned her early 
career working in a medical profession. “I feel 
very passionate about working in an environment 
that touches the lives of many young people and 
adults, many who are coming from challenging 
circumstances, who are often reaching for a 
second chance and perhaps haven’t had the self-
confidence in the past to progress to a further 
education college or go straight to university.

“To see students that came from school, some 
with little confidence and unable to maintain eye 
contact, go on to achieve great things and talk 
confidently with self-belief, hope and aspiration, is 
the most amazing thing you could ever hope for.

“I am privileged to work in an environment 
where we can change people’s lives for the better.”

ADVERTISING FEATURE – EDUCATION
Education Partnership North East 

As CEO of Education Partnership North East, and principal and chief executive of Sunderland 
College, Ellen Thinnesen knows a thing or two about leadership

TAKING THE LEAD

EDUCATION PARTNERSHIP 
NORTH EAST 
www.sunderlandcollege.ac.uk
@EPNorthEast
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 “The college has strongly 
connected to partners and 

stakeholders locally, regionally 
and nationally”
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Children’s toys, cars, laundry 
detergent, yoghurt – the list of 
everyday products that have fallen 
victim to gender stereotyping in 
advertising is endless.

But traditional assumptions around gender 
are being challenged and our attitudes towards 
inclusivity are changing more than ever before. 
Fashion is no longer targeted at a particular 
gender. Skincare and cosmetics are bought by 
everybody, not only women. Blue isn’t just for 
boys and pink isn’t just for girls.

Naturally, this significant cultural shift is 
changing the way brands communicate with their 
audience. In most cases, what worked for a brand 
10 or 20 years ago wouldn’t work today. And that’s 
because, as we move towards a more inclusive 
future, people have simply come to expect more.

On June 14 this year, the ASA introduced an 
official ban on ads that portray ‘harmful’ gender 
stereotypes. In that short time, two television 
adverts – one for Volkswagen and the other for 
Philadelphia - have already been banned for falling 
foul of the new rules. Lazy gender stereotypes may 
have once achieved quick wins for campaigns but, 
with the ASA’s ban now firmly in place, brands will 
need to work harder, think smarter and be more 
creative about how they communicate with their 
consumers than ever before.

There’s no doubt that Generation Z also has a 
big role to play in the shake-up. Innovation Group 
stats show that only 44 per cent of 13 to 20-year-
olds always buy clothes intended for their own 
gender, and an overwhelming 85 per cent agree 
that gender doesn’t define a person as much as 
it used to. Is it time for us to sit up and take note 
from our audience of tomorrow?

As an integrated agency, we constantly push 
our clients to challenge their ideas and think 
differently to ensure they not only remain creative 
but also current. Through the powerful application 
of targeted research, strategy and insight, we 

focus on understanding how a brand fits in with 
its audience’s lifestyles and how we can deliver 
an authentic brand experience that speaks to real 
people and their 21st century needs.

Being responsible with gender marketing is all 
part of a much wider brand strategy too. Research 
shows that consumers are more likely to support 
a brand who they think are ‘doing good’ and 
embracing socially-conscious marketing. And it’s 
clear to see that successful brands are catching on 
to that notion: Sport England with their This Girl 
Can campaign, John Lewis with their gender-
neutral clothing range, and even Kleenex, who 
chose to rebrand their ‘Mansize’ products after 
succumbing to growing public demand to change 
the “discriminatory” name.

The simple fact of it is that society is changing. 
And as we move towards a more gender-neutral 
way of life, brands need to keep up with the pace 
or risk being left behind. Investing in professional 
help can be an invaluable element of building a 
successful future for your brand. As specialists in 
the field, our team can help you to clarify what 
your brand stands for and how you can deliver a 
meaningful experience that resonates with your 
audience in today’s – and tomorrow’s – climate.

ADVERTISING FEATURE – MEDIA 
Projector

Sammy Martin, copywriter at brand communications agency Projector, delves into the subject of 
gender-neutral marketing and why brands must work harder than ever before to pave the way for 
a more inclusive future

21ST CENTURY BRANDS: 
BREAKING STEREOTYPES 

PROJECTOR
To find out more about 

Projector’s strategic and creative 

branding services and how the 

team could help your business, 

contact Sammy or Phil on 

0191 265 2400 or 

info@yourprojector.com
www.yourprojector.com

i
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The North East has generally 
benefitted from lower rates of crime 
than anywhere else in England. And 
that’s still true. The total number 
of crimes recorded here for the 

year ending March 2019 was 291,705 – almost 
a third less than the next lowest region, the East 
Midlands. 

That being said, we still have problems with 
anti-social behaviour, public order offences, hate 
crime and violence against persons and as such, 
need to continually be thinking about how we can 
police the region more effectively. 

Kim McGuinness is focussed on exactly 
that challenge. She was recently elected 
as Northumbria’s new Police and Crime 
Commissioner (PCC) after a by-election was 
triggered when Vera Baird stood down earlier this 
year. 

Winning on the second preference count, Kim 
is the youngest PCC in the country and the only 
Labour woman. 

At the heart of her campaign was taking a public 
health approach to crime prevention and serious 
violent crime. She puts her success down to the 
clarity of purpose she brought to the contest. 

“I think I was able to articulate that there was 
an opportunity to have a major impact because the 
goals were clear. We wanted to have more police 
officers, we wanted to try and prevent crime and 
stop people from experiencing crime, we wanted 
to protect victims and look at what is coming 
over the hill. Those were things that chimed with 
people,” she says.  

Turnout for the PCC election was particularly 
low, with just 15 per cent of eligible electors 
casting their vote. This may partly down to the fact 
that the by-election was unexpected and not held 
on the same day as local elections, as is normal 
practice. 

Kim also highlighted how the current political 
climate could have been a factor.

“We are in times of unprecedented change”, she 

says, “there’s a lot of politics in the news and I do 
think people can become exhausted. But my job is 
to tell people what I can do for them.” 

Much has been made of the new Government’s 
pledge to add 20,000 police officers to the UK 
force. The news has been welcomed by police 
constabularies up and down the country, but many 
have noted that the number of police taken out of 
the force since 2010 is greater than 20,000. 

Northumbria alone has lost 1100 and Kim is 
clear that at the very least, those officers need to 
be replaced. 

The new commissioner is not content to sit 
and wait for the extra resources from national 
Government though. She’s hoping to put together 
a violence reduction unit that will be tasked with 
delivering on her pledge to take a public health 
approach to crime and serious violence. 

This approach is all about getting to the root 
causes of crime and arguing that there is a direct 
link between crime and deprivation and hardship 
in people’s lives. 

Kim explains: “This is about treating crime 
and violent crime as a disease and saying it’s 
contagious, it has symptoms and we have to treat 
those symptoms. 

“We’ve got to work together across the public 
sector, but also with businesses to say how do we 
put back into place some of the public services 
that have been stripped away over the years and 
make sure that people have fulfilled lives so that 
they’re not going into crime.” 

The new commissioner is also keen to build 
on the work done by Vera Baird on supporting 
victims of crime, particularly violence against 
women and domestic violence. 

She says: “I think we need to start to recognise 
that victims, out of years of cuts, have had a hard 
deal and we need to be supporting them and 
putting them at the forefront of everything.”

While serious violent crime has been steadily 
declining over the last 30 years, many new kinds 
of crime are emerging all the time. Across the 

INTERVIEW
Kim McGuinness 

Richard Dawson sits down with Northumbria’s newly elected Police and Crime Commissioner, Kim 
McGuinness, to discuss her public health approach to tackling crime

TREATING THE 
SYMPTOMS OF CRIME 
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UK, fraud offences increased by 17 per cent in the 
year ending March 2019 and there has also been a 
sharp rise in hate crime and cyber-crime in recent 
years. 

Northumbria Police already has dedicated units 
looking at these emergent forms but what’s clear is 
that futureproofing has to be at the centre of police 
planning. 

In Kim’s words, “we have to be ready for what’s 
coming over the hill.” 

One of the ways in which they’re putting that 
into practice is in recruitment. 

 “When we run a recruitment campaign 
through Northumbria Police, we have to be 
thinking about how this is reflecting what the 
skills of the future are. We’ve got to be ahead of the 
game,” says Kim. 

Northumbria Police has faced funding cuts 
of 23 per cent since 2010, higher than any other 
police force in England and Wales. The North East 

has also seen major shortfalls in funding for local 
services, sure start centres, libraries and access to 
benefits, housing and youth services. 

Kim argues: “All of these things lead to a perfect 
storm, which I think has got a direct link with 
violent crime. We need to make sure that people 
have got the infrastructure around them to live 
happy, healthy lives and that will reduce crime.” 

Women make up around 30 per cent of the UK 
police force and a lot of work has been done to 
encourage more women into what’s traditionally 
been viewed as a male-dominated profession. 

With Kim following Vera Baird as PCC in 
the North East and Cressida Dick taking over as 
Commissioner of the London Metropolitan Police 
(the highest-ranking office in the UK), progress is 
being made in this regard. 

But with women still being subject to 
discrimination both in the workplace and online, 
clearly more has to be done to achieve equal 
representation. For Kim, one of the best things we 
can do is look at workplace terms and conditions, 
embrace things like flexible working and 
understand what will enable women to succeed 
and progress. 

She also stressed the need to tackle sexism and 
misogyny online and create a more supportive 
culture for everyone.  

“It isn’t okay to just be hateful because of 
someone’s gender or because of the job that they 
do”, she says. 

“I think at times social media makes that easier 
for people to do. It’s the one place where women 
in leadership are held to higher, more unattainable 
standards and judged for the way that they look. 
That is where we are and the way to deal with it is 
to call it out.”

With her public health approach to tackling 
crime, an approach that looks at the root causes 
of crime and the socio-economic conditions 
surrounding it, Kim McGuinness is asking for 
more collaboration between police, the public 
sector and businesses. 

She said: “Across all of the North East, we need 
to look at people’s social circumstances and look at 
how deprivation is affecting them. It’s then about 
asking how we can resolve that and reduce crime 
but also just improve people’s lives.”  

NORTHUMBRIA POLICE AND 
CRIME COMMISSIONER
www.northumbria-pcc.gov.uk
@NorthumbriaPCC

i
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In May 2018, Isabella West left her high-flying consulting career in London to launch 
Hirestreet – an online fashion platform that allows customers to hires out dresses 
for all occasions for as little as £9 for four days. She relocated to her home town of 
Jesmond, where she has seen the popularity of her website grow. She speaks to North 
East Times about her journey so far 

FASHION – Hirestreet

MEMORIES 
OVER 
MATERIALS

T
ell me a bit about your career 
before starting Hirestreet?
I left university in 2014 and went 
straight into a career as a strategy 
consultant in London. In terms of 

learning key career lessons, this was an amazing 
place to start. I gained experience working 
across a range of industries, presenting solutions 
to various business problems. It taught me a 
lot about the kind of decision-maker I wanted 
to be in the future, as well as how to handle 
extremely long work hours. After a couple of 
years, I specialised within consultancy in a more 
creative role – advising world-leading brands 

on their engagement and social strategies. I am 
a huge believer that a brand is only as strong as 
its community of customers. After deciding to 
become a freelance consultant, I ended up working 
for Selfridges. I became increasingly interested 
in the changing nature of retail – and one area in 
particular – rental fashion. As a fashion addict, 
I didn’t understand why the UK didn’t have 
an equivalent to Rent The Runway. During my 
months at Selfridges I collected all the data I could 
on the rental market, and I started questioning 
my friends on their shopping habits – trying to 
understand both the potential motivations and 
barriers to switching to renting outfits.
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The final step in my career, before officially 
becoming Hirestreet CEO was an investment 
banking role. This was mostly a tactical move. 
Financially, it enabled me to cut down my working 
hours to three days a week (the other four were 
spent building Hirestreet). Five months later, with 
the website built, market research conducted and 
dresses photographed, I was ready to quit working 
for someone else and put hirestreetk.com live.

Did you always have a desire to start your own 
business?
Yes, I always knew I would run my own business. 
I would describe myself as an “ideas” person 
– so even before Hirestreet, I’d written lots of 
different business plans. I think the difference 
with Hirestreet, was that I felt like I was the right 
person to do it – and that gave me a different kind 
of pressure. 

How do you explain the concept to others?
Hirestreet is an online fashion rental platform. 
You go on to the site, choose your favourite outfits, 
your size, and then your delivery and return date. 
The purpose of the business is simple. Lot’s of 
people spend money on outfits for formal events 
such as weddings, balls, the races, etc. but they 
only wear them once. Instead of spending £150 
on a dress, you can rent it for around £30 and 
save £120 for the big day instead. ‘Memories over 
materials’ is how I like to think of it. 

Where did you get the idea from Hirestreet from?
Growing up with two sisters and an amazing 
group of friends, I’ve always been used to sharing 
clothes. Then, when I was in the sixth form at 
school, I started a concept called SwopShop, which 

would encourage girls to swap dresses they had 
worn the weekend before. 

At university, I was lucky enough to live with 
15 close girlfriends, and before formals or nights 
out, there would sometimes be ten people in my 
tiny room going through the wardrobe! These 
memories became so crucial in shaping the 
kind of brand personality I wanted to build – 
Hirestreet’s motto is that the service should feel 
like ‘borrowing from a friend’. 

What were your biggest challenges setting up 
Hirestreet? How did you overcome them?
I think managing my own confidence and 
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expectations was probably the biggest challenge. 
I had so much belief in the concept, but starting 
a business is a lonely journey at the beginning. 
Looking back, I felt like the company was doing 
well by accident – I was almost apologetic when 
explaining that to people. 

Now a year on, my confidence in my own ability 
to run a business is so much higher. 

You initially balanced Hirestreet with your job in 
London before relocating to Jesmond. What led 
to the move?
If I am really honest, the move was purely a 
financial decision. I couldn’t afford to run the 
business from London – everything from rent to 

staff was triple the price. I love the North East so 
it wasn’t hard to move home. I miss my friends in 
London, but from a business perspective coming 
back was probably one of the best decisions I ever 
made. The business support network up here, as 
well as the sense of community,  has been one of 
the driving forces behind Hirestreet’s success to 
date.

Did you get any business support? If so, from 
who?
My parents have been involved from the 
beginning. They are both entrepreneurs 
themselves and have been an endless source of 
help and support. One of the best things I’ve found 
out being in the North East is that everyone is so 
willing to help – there are lots of people who have 
shaped the Hirestreet journey – from old school 
friends to the NatWest accelerator programme, 
based on the Quayside. 

How have people taken to the Hirestreet concept? 
The truth is that the business is developing every 
day. I am very much a data person and I love to try 
and test and learn from everything we do. 

Our customers also value the fact that we listen 
to them and we have a really active community. 

We are constantly trialling new things. A couple 
of months ago, we launched our insurance offer, 
which covers customers for accidental damage and 
has been hugely popular. 

What are your short and long term plans for 
Hirestreet? How are you looking to achieve these 
goals?
We are currently in the process of raising an 
A-round investment. The focus of this is to enable 
us to build stock base so we can add a premium 
subscription service to our current reserve 
offering. It’s is a really exciting process and will see 
some dramatic expansion over the coming year. 

We also have two fantastic partnerships in the 
pipeline, which will transform the way certain 
aspects of the business work. We hope to be able 
to announce them by the end of the year - but 
watch this space. 

HIRESTREET
www.hirestreetuk.com

@HirestreetUK
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Aly Dixon will be two months shy of her 42nd birthday when the Tokyo 
Olympic Games gets underway next summer. Simon Rushworth hears 

how the evergreen Wearsider is chasing one more tilt at the world’s most 
prestigious marathon

A
s Aly Dixon powered through the 
last mile of the 2019 Great North 
Run it was entirely fitting that 
she did so dressed as Wonder 
Woman. Raising thousands 

of pounds for a hospice close to her heart and 
claiming a second world record in as many weeks, 
the beaming Wearsider looked every inch the 
superhero.

A local favourite entering the final stretch of her 
40th year, Aly loved every minute of her race for 
personal glory flanked by a partisan and wholly 
appreciative home crowd. “It was an absolutely 
amazing experience,” she admits. “No woman 
has ever run a half marathon faster, dressed as a 
superhero! Imagine that on my CV.”

But don’t be fooled – the fun running doesn’t 
mean Aly has called time on the serious stuff. No 
chance. Not yet. 

A week before the charity champion stepped 
up to the mark in memory of much-missed family 

members, she smashed the women’s 50km world 
record and was crowned world champion at the 
end of her first ultra-marathon. 

In a typically honest assessment of that stunning 
victory in Brasov, Romania, she concedes: “I had 
no idea what I was doing! The course was a 5km 
loop to start and then five 9km loops – which I 
miscounted. 

“I wasn’t sure whether I’d done three loops 
or whether there were three to go and of course 
everything was in kilometres, when I’m used to 
miles. I couldn’t do the conversion in my head 
while I was racing and I didn’t really have an 
accurate idea of what pace I was running.

“But apart from all of that it was fine. On the 
day I just ran to an effort level that I felt I could 
sustain and after hitting the lead within the first 
5k, I stayed out in front. I’d gone there hoping to 
break the British record and came home with the 
world record!”

Success for Aly in the 50k World 
Championships, where she knocked more than a 
minute off the previous best time, is yet another 
example of a storied career that continues to defy 
expectations and confound the critics. For more 
than a decade, the talented distance specialist 
chased an elusive England vest in vain after 
bursting onto the scene as one of Britain’s most 
exciting student athletes. 

And even when Aly belatedly broke into the 

SPORT – Aly Dixon

WEARSIDE’S WONDER WOMAN
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SPORT – Aly Dixon

senior international set-up it seemed she was 
destined to fall short of a long-held Olympic 
dream – only to line up on the marathon start line 
at Rio in 2016 as one of the older members of the 
Great Britain squad. 

“Four years earlier I’d failed to make London 
2012 and I wondered whether I’d blown my 
chance,” she adds, reflecting on a watershed 

moment which would prove to be the end of the 
beginning, rather than the beginning of the end, 
for this legendary late developer. 

“I’d broken my foot in the build-up to qualifying 
for the Olympics in London and did too much, too 
soon to try and get back to my best,” she recalls. 
“Once I was fit to begin marathon training again I 
went over to Kenya and I just pushed it too much 
because I felt I was playing catch-up. 

“I was running 125 and 130 miles per week, 
putting in stupidly big sessions. It was crazy and 
I stood on the start line at the London Marathon 
– the qualification race for the Olympics – 
absolutely shattered. I’d thrown away my chance 
by wanting it too much. 

“I trudged around in a miserable mood and 
afterwards I just felt as if that was that. I was 
going on 35 and I said to myself that I’d given the 
Olympic dream a good go but it was just never 
going to happen. I parted company with my coach 
and even she said she thought I should focus on 
something else.”

And yet there she was in 2016. Sporting a GB 

vest under the beating Brazilian sun and proudly 
representing women in their late 30s the world 
over. Almost 20 years after claiming the first of 
her British Universities’ 10,000m titles, Aly was 
mixing it with the best in the business on the 
world’s biggest stage. 

So how on earth had she triumphed so 
spectacularly in the face of adversity?

“I never lost my love of running and I’ve always 
found it so much fun,” explains Aly. “After the 
disappointment of missing out on London 2012 
I just dipped in and out of races for six months 
before recording a personal best in the Brighton 
Marathon. I was working by myself, without a 
coach, and just using my situation as a kind of 
experiment.

“I started implementing lessons I’d learned at 
university and I went back to my dad and listened 
to him. He’d had so much success as an athlete 
and I thought that if it had worked for him then it 
should work for me. 

“I took ownership of my performance and 
anything that went wrong was down to me. I 
started using races as training and telling myself 
‘you’re not too old – let’s give this a chance’.”

At the 2016 Berlin Marathon an in-form Aly 
clocked the Rio qualification time and knew a 
top-two finish in London would secure her seat on 
the flight to Brazil. Four years after a painful trek 
across the capital, this was the perfect moment to 
lay her demons to rest and realise a dream. 

“For the first time I enjoyed running the 
London Marathon,” she adds. “I crossed the line 
knowing it was next stop Rio. 

“It finally sank in was when I was checking in 
with the rest of the GB team. I was behind Chris 
Froome and Geraint Thomas in the queue. Then I 
was about to board and I was stood next to Andy 
Murray. Even when I got there it was surreal. I was 
in the lift with Mark Cavendish in his full skin suit 
– I didn’t know where to look!

“I was lucky that my race was relatively early 
in the games. I had a week afterwards to soak up 
the atmosphere and support the team. I celebrated 
with the Brownlee brothers in British House – 
making the most of the free food and beer and 
partying the night away with BBC’s Claire Balding! 
But I didn’t do any of the touristy stuff. I just 
watched as much sport as I could – I can visit the 
Copacabana Beach any time but when am I going 
to be able to watch England’s women win hockey 
gold?”
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Emboldened by her Olympic appearance, Aly 
set her sights on the 2017 World Championships 
and last spring’s Commonwealth Games in 
Australia. The latter would prove to be another 
sobering experience for an athlete all too used to 
suffering the lows, as well as celebrating the highs. 

“In hindsight, I shouldn’t have competed on 
the Gold Coast,” she admits. “In the end I fought 
through the pain barrier because my family had 
booked their trips of a lifetime and I felt I had to 
be there. It was only after the Games that they 
assured me they would have had a great time 
anyway! I imagined that Australia would be the 
perfect place to retire from international athletics, 
surrounded by those closest to me and with a 
medal around my neck. In the end an Achilles 
injury spoiled that story!”

And so to 2019. A year of world records, 
wonderful memories and a renewed appetite for 
one last tilt at Olympic glory. “First and foremost, I 
wanted to raise money for St Benedicts Hospice in 
Sunderland by running the Great North Run,” she 
explains. “They looked after my cousin, Andrew, 
my grandad Tommy and my uncle Bill before 
they passed away. The hospice do a fantastic job 
and they asked me to be an ambassador, which I 
was delighted to accept. But I knew that simply 
running the Great North Run on their behalf 
wouldn’t cut the mustard. So I checked the world 
record half marathon time for a runner dressed as 
a superhero and let everyone know that’s what I 
was doing. 

“Of course, I never imagined I’d be doing a half 
marathon dressed as Wonder Woman just a few 
days after completing my first ultra-marathon. 
And it was just my luck that the record was broken 
by another Wonder Woman earlier this year - 
making it even more of a challenge. You couldn’t 
make it up!”

Ultimately Wearside’s very own Wonder 
Woman set a new world best and raised close to 
£4000 for St Benedicts. 

But surely only a true superhero could imagine 
a Tokyo 2020 swansong just a few weeks before 
her 42ndbirthday? “Why not?” responds Aly. “I’m 
looking to run a marathon before the end of the 
year and then assess where I am after that. I’m in 
great shape and I still love what I do. I’ve made my 
mistakes and I’ve realised my dreams. There’s no 
pressure but there’s every incentive.

“All my running life it’s been something I’ve 
enjoyed. The training has never been a chore.”

And athletics runs in the family.
“My mam came out of retirement to run with 

me this year and my dad was a first reserve for 
England,” adds Aly. “They are the most supportive 
parents and always have been. I was doing a 30-
mile training run before the 50k worlds and my 
dad was beside me every step of the way on his 
bike, passing me my water bottle and offering me 
words of encouragement. 

“He would have loved to have been there in 
Brasov but his pacemaker needed rewiring so he 
couldn’t travel. He was so disappointed.”

If Aly, sponsored by Nike and based in her 
native Sunderland, relishes the competitive side 
of her career then running also represents a 
necessary escape. 

“I love to go out and run by myself,” she adds. 
“If I’m in the Pyrenees I’ll run to the top of the 
mountain and by the time I’ve returned I’ll have 
solved world poverty and provided an answer 
to Brexit! It’s my time and I have nothing else to 
think about or worry about. Those runs are my 
happy place. 

“And if there is anything that’s making my life 
stressful then I’ll always put on my running shoes 
and head off. When I heard that my grandad had 
passed away in 2015 it was around 3am. Half an 
hour later I was out running and trying to clear 
my head. It was my way of dealing with a very 
difficult situation.”

ALY DIXON
@alydixon262
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To stay – Bayerischer Hof
Munich is a city that blends modern with 
traditional in terms of architecture, culture and 
hospitality. The Bayerischer Hof hotel is a perfect 
example of the marriage. Traditional interiors 
and period features dating back to the 19th 
century combine with more modern facilities 
such as a swimming pool, spa, sauna and fitness 
centre. Located right in the centre of the city on 
Promenadeplatz, the 334-room hotel also boasts 
a three-Michelin starred restaurant. Prices start at 
£220 per night. 

To see – Marienplatz
Get straight to the heart of everything Munich has 
to offer by heading to the historic Marienplatz. 
The city’s most famous square has been its central 
meeting point since the 12th century and it’s easy 
to see why. The neo-gothic façade of the New 
Town Hall looms over the square, its clocktower 
drawing daily crowds to hear the glockenspiel 

chime at noon. Marienplatz is also the gateway to 
Munich’s Old Town – an area dating back to the 
14th century that’s been carefully reconstructed 
since the Second World War. 

To do – Allianz Arena tour
Another key export from Munich is its world-
class football team FC Bayern München. The 
Bundesliga giants have won the league every 
year since 2012 and the Allianz Arena is where 
all those recent glories were made. Fans of the 
beautiful game can go behind the scenes with a 
guided tour that gives greater insights into the 
unusual stadium. The tour is access all areas, 

from the stands to the dressing room, the player’s 
tunnel and onto the pitch itself. If you time it right, 
you might even be able to see the team in action. 
Prices start at £12. 

To visit – Museum Brandhorst
One of Munich’s newest museums, the Brandhorst 
has quickly established itself as a destination for 
contemporary art. Fuelling that reputation is the 
building’s unique architecture, which gives life 
to the vast range of exhibitions on display. The 
collection is made up of more than 1200 works, all 
made in the last 70 years and presented in a way 
that examines individual artists and relevant topics 
in the visual arts. The Brandhorst also boasts the 
largest selection of Andy Warhol in Europe. 

WILLKOMMEN TO MUNICH
TRAVEL – Newcastle International Airport 

After BMW, Mercedes Benz and Bayern Munich, Bavarian culture is probably Germany’s biggest export. The fabled 
free state is renowned worldwide for being the ancestral home of the Bierkeller, traditional Dirndl clothing and 

Bratwurst. Its capital city, Munich, is also known for its legendary Oktoberfest and imposing neo-gothic architecture. 
The country’s biggest airline, Lufthansa, has just announced a brand-new five-star service between the Bavarian 

capital and Newcastle International Airport, with direct flights from Newcastle to Munich starting on 
February 3, 2020
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To eat – Viktualienmarkt
Any visit to a German city would not be 
complete without experiencing one of the 
country’s traditional food markets. Munich’s 
Viktualienmarkt is one of the finest examples to 
be found anywhere with a history going back at 
least as far as 1807. Originally a farmer’s market 
for the trade of fresh produce, it has now become 
a gourmet food space with artisan bakeries, 
independent eateries and restaurants. There’s over 
140 shops, stalls and stands across the site, giving 
hungry visitors plenty of options for nourishment.  

To drink - Hofbrauhaus
Bierkellers are part and parcel of the Bavarian way 
of life and Munich’s Hofbrauhaus has a history of 
home-brewed beer to rival any other. Established 
in 1859 as the royal brewery of the Kingdom of 
Bavaria, the vast beer hall is an essential part of 
Munich’s heritage. Despite its age, Hofbrauhaus is 
still a popular meeting place for both tourists and 
locals, not least because it’s where you’ll find the 
fabled one-litre stein. If you can manage one, there 
is a vast selection of weissbier, hefeweizen, helles 
and pilsener to choose from. 

NEWCASTLE INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT
Beginning on February 3, 2020, flights will operate six times a week between 
Newcastle and Munich, with fares starting from £86 return. The new route will also 
open passengers to Lufthansa’s worldwide network of over 130 destinations directly 
through its Munich hub, including Athens, Milan and Berlin. To book tickets visit:
www.newcastleairport.com

LUFTHANSA
www.lufthansa.com
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North East Times launched its Sports Issue at a breakfast event in association with Gateshead College on September 
11. Attendees enjoyed informal networking and light refreshments at Gateshead College’s Academy for Sport while 

receiving the latest issue of the magazine. Guy Taylor, national director of the Talent Athlete Scholarship Scheme 
spoke passionately about sport in the North East, while some of Gateshead College’s most promising athletes 

demonstrated their skills 

NORTH EAST TIMES’ BREAKFAST 
EVENT - North East Times 
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The World Cup was the prime focus at the annual Rugby Dinner held by South Northumberland Cricket Club 
attended by several hundred members of the regional business community. 

Former World Cup-winning players Mike Tindall of England and Zinzan Brooke of the New Zealand All Blacks 
were interviewed by leading sports journalist Jill Douglas. 

Mike and Zinzan shared stories of their World Cup winning campaigns – Mike giving an insight into the England 
win in 2003 and Zinzan talked about winning in 1987 – together with their predictions for this year’s event in Japan. 

The event was sponsored by North East Times. 

SOUTH NORTHUMBERLAND 
CRICKET CLUB RUGBY DINNER

  EVENT - South Northumberland Cricket Club
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PUREKNEAD
Pure Knead is based at 

111-113 Park View, Whitley Bay 
www.pure-knead.co.uk

@purekneadway

It’s never too early to get ready for Christmas and with this recipe from Whitley 
Bay’s PureKnead café and artisan bakery you’ll be well prepared to serve the very 

best mince pies to friends and family this festive season

FOOD AND DRINK - Recipe of the month

Minced meat 

INGREDIENTS

225g roasted plums
225g raisins

225g currants 
110g  sultanas 

1 apple cored & diced
55g mixed candied peel (homemade is lovely)

110g suet (animal or vegetable)
215g brown sugar

Half tsp clove, cinnamon, nutmeg & allspice
Zest and juice of 1 lemon
Zest and juice of 1 orange

3 tbsp brandy

METHOD

•  Stone and wedge the plums, put in a roasting tin and bake 
for 20-30 minutes  at 160°c until they are soft enough 
to break down when added to the main ingredients. Set 
aside to cool. 

•  Put your clean jars and lids into a 100°c oven for 20 
minutes to sterilise. Turn off the oven and leave the jars 
inside until ready to use.

•  In a large pan, combine the plums with the rest of the 
ingredients, except for the brandy. Gently bring to a soft 
bubble until the sugar and suet have dissolved. Leave to 
cool for 20 minutes before stirring in the brandy.  

•  Remove the still hot jars from the oven and decant the 
mix onto them. Screw the lids on tightly and quickly tip 
upside down to create a seal. Store in a dark place or the 
fridge for at least a couple of weeks until matured.
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Richard Dawson enjoys an elegantly 
Italian Sunday lunch at Gusto 

SUNDAY LUNCH: 
GUSTO NEWCASTLE

BUSINESS LUNCH – Gusto Newcastle

N
othing satiates the British palate 
quite like food from a good Italian 
restaurant. Whether it’s your local 
trattoria, a pizzeria or something 
gourmet, our love affair with the 

cuisine cannot be overstated.
If the relationship wasn’t strong enough, certain 

operators are putting an Italian twist on the 
nation’s favourite, Sunday lunch. One such place is 
Gusto Newcastle.

Wedged in between the Malmaison hotel and 
Pitcher and Piano, Gusto has long been thought of 
as one of the city’s finest establishments.

Their Sunday lunch offering builds on that 
legacy and gives hungry customers genuine food 
for thought. The Gusto roast is available at a very 
reasonable two courses for £20 or three for £25.

Choose from the a la carte menu for starters 
and desserts and then it’s either sirloin of beef, 
lamb rump (both served pink) or roast chicken 
(served on the bone).

We opted for the two-course offer, which 
proved a prudent decision when the banquet of 
roasted goodness arrived. The sliced beef was pink 
right through to the edges; the kind of colour only 
made possible by many hours of careful cooking. 
The chicken was very well seasoned and perfectly 
succulent to the taste.

Accompanying these were duck fat roasties, 
Yorkshire pudding and a smorgasbord of 
vegetables. Honey-glazed Chantenay carrots and 
parsnips, braised balsamic red cabbage, buttery 
spring greens and the most amazing cauliflower 
cheese – Italianised as cauliflower carbonara with 

“Gusto’s raison d’etre is 
‘elegantly Italian’ and really 

there is no better way to 
describe the food”
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crispy pancetta.
As we were tucking into our dinners, an Italian 

family came in and sat down opposite us – if ever a 
restaurant needed a vote of confidence, this would 
be it.

All too often with a Sunday lunch, the 
flavours get lost in a pool of gravy but here every 
bite was different, every element retained its 
distinctiveness.

Another common issue is when a roast is 
served buffet style, you pile your plate way too 
high and proceed to eat more than your fill. But 
at Gusto, everything has been portioned out for 
you, vegetables and sides served almost like tapas, 
made for sharing.

Desserts were warm chocolate and hazelnut 
brownie and amaretto and orange cheesecake with 
a flat white and a macchiato to wash it down. Both 
of these were tucked into with great enthusiasm 
and the caffeinated finale made for two very 
satisfied customers.

Gusto’s raison d’etre is ‘elegantly Italian’ and 
really there is no better way to describe the food. 
Newcastle has many options for Sunday lunch, but 
in all honesty, I cannot remember a roast that I 
enjoyed more. Elegantly Italian indeed. 

GUSTO ITALIAN
www.gustorestaurants.uk.com/newcastle
0191 260 2291
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MHA Tait Walker Wealth Management welcomed clients and friends of the firm to Jesmond Dene House on 
Thursday September 12, to hear Phil Kite tell his inspiring story of his world recording breaking rowing race across 

the Atlantic

MHA TAIT WALKER WEALTH 
MANAGEMENT AUTUMN DINNER: 

AN EVENING WITH PHIL KITE

  EVENT - MHA Tait Walker 
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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

TV: RU PAUL’S DRAG RACE UK 

In its 11-season history, the search for 
America’s next drag superstar has 
captivated audiences all over the world. 
Now the hit show has turned its attention 
to the UK talent pool and Ru Paul and 
Michelle Visage will be supported by 
our very own Alan Carr and Graham 
Norton to help find the best British drag 
queens. If you haven’t seen the show 
before, contestants are given different 
challenges each week and judged on 
the performances, characters and outfits 
they create. With Maisie Williams, Cheryl, 
Twiggy and Stacey Dooley already 
confirmed as guest judges, it’s going to be 
fabulous. 

Out now, www.bbc.co.uk

PODCAST: FULL DISCLOSURE – 
JAMES O’BRIEN  

The indomitable James O’Brien has 
recently launched a new podcast, fresh 
off the publication of his book – How To 
Be Right. Known for his heated exchanges 
with politicians and people in public life on 
LBC, O’Brien is a commentator who divides 
opinion in the general public. This new series 
features many revealing conversations with 
people from politics, entertainment and news 
who rarely give in-depth interviews. So far, 
Tony Blair, Ricky Gervais, Deborah Meaden, 
Kenneth Clarke, Ian Hislop, Billy Bragg, Frank 
Skinner and Chris Moyles have all been 
featured on the show. 

Out now, www.spotify.com

BOOK: THE UNINHABITABLE 
EARTH – DAVID WALLACE-
WELLS

This September saw a wave of 
protests across the world about 
climate change. That makes 
David Wallace-Well’s new book 
incredibly timely. The Uninhabitable 
Earth covers everything from the 
probability of worldwide drought and 
famine to the risk of total economic 
ruin. It’s an attempt to blow apart 
the polite rhetoric around climate 
breakdown. The author/journalist 
combines scientific evidence with an 
impassioned analysis to argue for an 
environmental revolution in everyday 
behaviour, government policy and 
international cooperation. It’s a wake-
up call for those who believe we still 
have plenty of time to act. The time 
is now. 

Out now, www.waterstones.com 

ALBUM: SAM FENDER – HYPERSONIC 
MISSILES 

The North East’s very own Sam Fender has just 
released his debut album and it’s gone straight to 
number one in the UK Top 40 charts. He can add 
that accolade to winning the Critic’s Choice award 
at this year’s BRITS. Fender has stolen Americana 
from America, but will he give it back? Much has 
been made of the Springsteen comparison, but 
sounds of the Strokes and War on Drugs also come 
through on the record. What’s most refreshing is a 
UK singer-songwriter taking on more serious issues 
than love. Mental health and masculinity, war and 
politics all feature. It’s number one for a reason. 

Out now, www.samfenderstore.com
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EXHIBITION: THE ENCHANTED INTERIOR 

This new exhibition at the Laing Art Gallery delves deep into a popular 
theme of 19th century painting. Namely, the depiction of the interior 
as a ‘gilded cage’ where women are presented as ornamental objects. 
Artists like Edward Burne-Jones and William Holman Hunt will be 
shown alongside female peers such as Emma Sandys and Evelyn De 
Morgan, who challenge the idealisation of women as captive damsels, 
confined to the household and highlight the sinister nature of what this 
symbolizes. Whilst these are beautiful paintings of women in aesthetic 
surroundings, this exhibition shows that the interior can be a sanctuary 
or a cage. 

October 12, www.laingartgallery.org.uk

MUSIC: OF 
MONSTERS 
AND MEN – O2 
ACADEMY 
NEWCASTLE

Icelandic indie-folk 
heartbreakers, Of 
Monsters and Men, will 
visit the North East 
as part of a UK tour 
to promote their new 
album, Fever Dream. The new record is a synergy of the 
band’s trademark acoustic folk with new electronic sounds 
and gestures recently discovered by the band. The result is 
closer to pop than OMAM have ever dared venture before.  
They’ve retained their folky, festival twang but some songs 
have been lifted into electronic rock by synthesisers, drum 
machines and soaring production. The O2 Academy should 
be the perfect setting to see the band at their intimate, 
Icelandic best. 

October 27, www.academymusicgroup.com

FILM: JOKER 

Perhaps the most infamous character in the DC Comics franchise, the 
Joker is a villain like no other. Heath Ledger’s devastating portrayal in 
Christopher Nolan’s Dark Knight trilogy had made the role untouchable, 
until now. Joaquin Phoenix is the ideal successor, having played the 
mad, socially isolated man in films like You Were Never Really Here 
and The Immigrant. Joker is an exploration of Arthur Fleck, a man 
disregarded by society and mocked for his personality. The movie is 
not only a character study, but also a cautionary tale. Phoenix stars 
alongside Robert De Niro and others in this gritty thriller. 

Out now, www.jamjarcinema.com

STAGE: BALLETLORENT: THE LOST HAPPY 
ENDINGS 

Newcastle-based dance theatre company balletLORENT 
has choreographed and directed a new production of Carol 
Ann Duffy’s original fairy-tale, The Lost Happy Endings. The 
show is about fairy-tales that need changing and is intended 
to be a call to action for young people to trust the beauty 
of their imagination and ability to care for each other and 
the world. Art director Liv Lorent has teamed up with the 
collaborators who created Rapunzel, Snow White and 
Rumpelstiltskin and the professional theatre company will 
be joined by North East schoolchildren who continue to be 
at the heart of the story.

October 31, www.northernstage.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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APPLE IPHONE 11 

Despite efforts by its competitors to reorient the market, 
the smartphone world still stops every time Apple bring 
out a new iPhone. At £729, the new iPhone 11 is more of 
an upgrade to last year’s XR than the XS. That being said, 
it’s still the most powerful mobile device the company 
have ever put forward. The phone comes powered by an 
A13 Bionic chip and has a new battery for fast charging 
and longer life. That means you can throw pretty much 
anything at this phone whether it be movies, gaming or 
photo and video editing and it will cope comfortably 
without draining battery life. 
The unique selling point of the iPhone 11 is undoubtedly 
its new dual-camera system. Both cameras are 12mp and 
are capable of f2.4 aperture on the ultra-wide and f1.8 
on the wide-angle lens. Portrait mode has been seriously 
upgraded, giving users more control over things like 
depth-of-field, bokeh and lighting settings. There’s also a 
new night mode for shooting in low light, something that 
camera phones have long struggled to overcome. You can 
also shoot video in full 4K at 60 fps. 
The display is as functional as it is high-spec. The 
standard 11 model comes with a 6.1-inch liquid retina HD 
display and features true tone technology, which adjusts 
white balance to match the colour temperature around 
you. The glass is billed as the toughest in a smartphone 
and is water resistant up to two metres for up to 20 
minutes. 

£729, out now
www.apple.com

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

TECH 

TECHNOLOGY
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SONY PS-LX310BT BLUETOOTH TURNTABLE 

One of the drawbacks people face when dipping 
their toes into the vinyl revival is where to begin with 
all of the various audio equipment that’s required to 
make the most of your records. The Sony PS-LX310BT 
makes life easier by giving users connectivity with 
Bluetooth-enabled speakers or headphones. This 
means you can simply drop the needle and let the 
music play. The one-step auto playback can also 
automatically lower the tone arm, find the groove 
and when the music’s over, return the tone arm to its 
resting position. This turntable is for those who wants 
a handsfree experience that’s all about the music. 

£199, out now
www.johnlewis.com

SONOS MOVE 

The new portable speaker from Sonos has been 
designed to deliver great audio quality in a range 
of different sound environments. The weatherproof 
and drop resistant Move promises deep bass, a wide 
soundscape and automatic Trueplay tuning that 
balances the sound for wherever you are. Sonos say 
that users will be especially surprised at its performance 
in the great outdoors. It’s fully synchronised for WiFi 
and Bluetooth, allowing seamless voice control with 
either Google Assistant or Amazon Alexa. The speaker 
charges by being set on its charging base for quick 
power while you listen. 

£399, out now
www.sonos.com

ADIDAS RPT-01 SPORT HEADPHONES  

Sports giant Adidas has collaborated with Stockholm-
based Zound Industries – the team behind Marshall’s 
recent line of headphones – to develop a product made 
for sport. Aesthetically, there’s definitely a Yeezy influence 
to these headphones with a knitted fabric design similar 
to the infamous trainers. They also benefit from IPX4-
rated water resistance to protect them from sweat and 
have washable inner headband and ear cushions. Users 
can enjoy up to 40 hours of playtime with fast USB-C 
charging and the easy-to-use control knobs and action 
button make it possible to customise shortcuts for ease 
of use. 

£140, out now
www.adidasheadphones.com

TECHNOLOGY
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MOTORS  – Audi A7 RS 7 Sportback

The twin-turbo V8 RS 7 
returns with a new five-

seat configuration and all 
the benefits of the latest 

generation A7, including 
mild hybrid drive

BEAUTY 
AND A BEAST 

T
he normally urbane Audi A7 
Sportback is about to bare its 
fangs again as the successor to 
the original RS 7 brings 600PS 
and 800Nm to bear. Unveiled at 

the 2019 Frankfurt Motor Show, its power meets 
greater practicality and improved efficiency in the 
new second-generation model, which for the first 
time houses five seats and a mild hybrid drivetrain 
within its significantly broadened body. Available 
in the UK in ‘standard’ and top tier Vorsprung 
forms, the latest addition to the fast-growing Audi 

Sport stable is set to reach its first customers in 
early 2020.

Exterior 
Although unmistakably descended from the A7 
Sportback, the new RS 7 Sportback’s sinewy body 
virtually hugs the road surface, and its sizeable 
wheels are shrouded by boldly flared arches that 
leave no margin for doubt about the mettle of this 
latest Audi Sport offering.

To accentuate the 1951mm width even further, 
the front of the new RS 7 Sportback features 
a broad, flat Singleframe with no contrasting 
border. The radiator protective grille with its gloss 
black RS-specific three-dimensional honeycomb 
structure and the large front air inlets and vertical 
fins also contribute to the dramatic stance, as 
do the horizontal blade marking a distinctive 
downward edge to the front end and the RS matrix 
LED laser headlights with their dark bezels and 
dynamic indicators. 

Interior
For the first time, Audi Sport is offering the 
five-door RS 7 Sportback with a three-seater rear 
bench in the interest of maximum versatility. 
When its split seat backs are folded down, up to 
1390 litres of luggage space are made available, 
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and when five adults are on board 535 litres 
remain at their disposal. The long tailgate 
opens and closes electrically as standard, with 
an optional convenience key allowing it to be 
operated by foot gesture control.

Meanwhile, the MMI touch-response 
display is embedded in the predominantly 
black architecture in a way that renders it 
almost impossible to see where the display 
ends and the surroundings begin. 

The drive system
The 4.0 TFSI in the new Audi RS 7 Sportback 
produces 600PS and delivers 800 Nm (590 
lb-ft) of torque within a broad range from 2100 
to 4500 rpm. The high-performance Sportback 
will sprint from 0 to 62mph in only 3.6 
seconds and reach V-max at an electronically 
limited 155mph. And thanks to its mild hybrid 
system (MHEV) with a 48-volt main onboard 
electrical system, the 4.0 TFSI combines 
maximum performance with high efficiency. 

The power produced by the 4.0 TFSI is 
directed by the standard eight-speed tiptronic 
transmission with optimised shift times and 
a new launch control function to the quattro 
permanent all-wheel-drive system. 

In the normal position, the body of the 

new RS 7 Sportback sits 20 millimetres lower 
than the Audi A7 Sportback with standard 
suspension, and at speeds in excess of 74mph 
drops by a further 10 millimetres. The driver 
can also determine the character of an RS 
7 Sportback using the Audi drive select 
dynamic handling system, which features six 
profiles: comfort, auto, dynamic, efficiency 
and the customizable RS-specific RS1 and 
RS2 modes, which can be enabled directly via 
an RS MODE button on the steering wheel. 
In standard form, the new RS 7 Sportback is 
fitted as standard with 21-inch cast aluminium 
wheels with a 10-spoke star design and 275/35 
tyres. A 22-inch 5-V-spoke design with 285/30 
tyres is reserved for the Vorsprung version. 
Within them, the powerful RS brake system 
features internally ventilated and perforated 
discs measuring 420mm up front and 370mm 
at the rear.

Colour
The range of colours for the new Audi RS 7 
Sportback encompasses 13 standard exterior 
paint finishes, including the two RS-specific 
shades of Nardo grey and Sebring black, crystal 
effect, as well as five available matt effect paint 
finishes.

AUDI A7 RS 7 SPORTBACK
Orders in the UK start in 
November – with first deliveries 
in January 2020
www.audi.co.uk
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W
hat do you consider to 
be the greatest feat in 
business and why? 
Two things come to 
mind in relation to 

great business inventions; the internet and the 
touch screen. The first has made our world a 
hyper-networked global village. The second is 
simply a marvel of technology and I always think 
of Zaphod Beeblebrox in Douglas Adams’ The 
Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy, who was surely 
using the world’s first iPad years before its official 
invention. But the rapid transformation of this 
digital age and its increasingly voice-activated 

and facial-recognition technology is also a 
threat to what is the most amazing business-
enabling human feat ever – our written language. 
From Egyptian hieroglyphics to illuminated 
manuscripts, such as the Lindisfarne Gospel, to 
the printed text we are familiar with today, the 
evolution of writing trumps everything. 

What is the greatest physical feat you’ve 
witnessed by an individual and why?
Last month, in Galway’s Eyre Square, watching 
open-mouthed along with thousands of people 
as the lead acrobat from French company Gratte 
Ciel gave the most extraordinary performance 80 
feet above the ground. It was sheer athletic beauty. 
Galway is European Capital of Culture in 2020, 
and Artichoke is working with the team there to 
programme the year.

What about by a group or team?
England winning this year’s Cricket World Cup. 
It was a moment that made me very happy.

Which demonstration of intelligence/mental 
strength has most impressed you?
I think it would have to be Nelson Mandela’s 
extraordinary leadership of South Africa after 
his decades of incarceration and the example he 
showed the whole world. 

Which act of generosity has inspired you the 
most and why? 
The generosity of all the wonderful supporters 
of Lumiere, who have enabled us to return 
to Durham once again to celebrate the tenth 
anniversary of the festival. Durham County 
Council’s visionary support since 2009 is a 
shining example of a local authority committed to 
investing in arts and culture as part of an overall 
development strategy. I also can’t underline 
enough how grateful we are to the local businesses 
in Durham and the North East for their unstinting 
support in helping fund Lumiere and ensuring this 
amazing festival is completely free for everyone 
to enjoy.

Helen Marriage is chief executive and artistic director of Artichoke, the arts charity that produces Lumiere. Here, she 
shares the acts she’s been most inspired by

GREATEST FEATS
INTERVIEW – Helen Marriage

LUMIERE DURHAM
Lumiere takes place in 

Durham November 14-17
www.lumiere-festival.com
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