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EDITOR’S WORD 
Welcome

It's safe to say we finished this issue in a world 
very different from the one we began it in only 
a few weeks ago. The impact of COVID-19, the 
disease caused by the coronavirus, has been as 
colossal as it has been rapid. My thoughts are 

with those in the NHS and the other front-line staff 
who are going above and beyond to keep us as safe 
and secure as possible.

Above all, the team and I wish each and every 
one of you the best of health. 

The region's business community undoubtedly 
faces massive challenges in the days, weeks 
and months ahead, but I firmly believe that by 
supporting each other, we will get through this.  

Like all of you, the team here at North East Times 
has adapted operations to conform to the latest 
public health announcements. 

But we remain committed to the mission we 
set out when the title relaunched almost five years 
ago: to showcase the North East as a vibrant and 
productive place to work and live. 

Despite the ongoing upheaval, we want to keep 
you connected in the best ways possible. This issue 
may well have been posted to you at your home. We 

have also launched a daily read of business news, 
views and articles, which you can sign up to by 
visiting www.netimesmagazine.co.uk/mail. 

Social isolation doesn't mean we must stop 
communicating. 

Our April magazine focuses on investment in the 
North East, something that is set to become more 
vital in the future. You can read about individuals, 
businesses and organisations who are investing in 
our region – bringing jobs, innovation, prosperity 
and recognition – as well as gaining an insight 
into the early support and perspectives around the 
coronavirus outbreak.

A massive thank you goes to everyone who has 
contributed to this issue, as well as our partners and 
advertisers who have continued to support us with 
this edition. 

Please take care.
Alison

Welcome to the April issue of North East Times 

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

STRATEGIC PARTNER:
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NEWS
Bulletin

Bold plans to create 30,000 jobs and build nearly 25,000 
homes will make County Durham a premier UK 
business hub, a senior local government figure has said.

Councillor Simon Henig, leader of Durham County 
Council, said the authority’s blueprint to invigorate the 

area’s commercial sector will provide a catalyst for fresh investment 
and crucial skills retention.

Referring to the council’s County Durham Plan, which sets out a 
strategy for growth to 2035, Councillor Henig said the region has “a 
lot to look forward to.”

Speaking at a networking event last month, he said: “Through the 
County Durham Plan, we aim to make the county one of the most 
attractive business locations, not just in the North, but in the country. 

“We will be working closely with businesses and all of our partners 
to achieve this dynamic future for our communities.”

Councillor Henig was joined by Sarah Slaven, managing director 

of Business Durham, which operates as the council’s economic 
development arm.

Spotlighting the enduring success of sites such as Sedgefield’s 
NETPark and Aycliffe Business Park, Sarah [pictured] also 
highlighted the potential of new developments including Jade 
Business Park, in east Durham, and the Integra 61 distribution site, 
based near Bowburn, which are both under construction. 

Additionally, she focused on the council’s plan for Durham City’s 
Aykley Heads, which the authority says has the potential to create 
6000 jobs and boost the economy by £400 million. 

Sarah added: “We’re delighted to be working closely with 
colleagues in the council to support their ambitious strategy.

“We’re looking forward to attracting businesses that can help bring 
investment, not just into the county, but the region as a whole.”

DEVELOPMENT

Council hails potential of 
30,000-job growth blueprint

BULLETIN

MANUFACTURING

Ineos reveals plans for coronavirus 
hand sanitiser factory
A North East chemicals firm has committed to building a new plant 
to help fight coronavirus.

Ineos has revealed plans to open a facility at an existing factory 
in Newton Aycliffe, County Durham, which it says will make one 
million bottles of hand sanitiser every month.

Bosses say the sterilant will be supplied free to the NHS. It will also 
be available to schools, places of work, pharmacies and supermarkets. 
Officials added the company – which will make the sanitiser from 
raw materials it already produces at plants in Scotland and Germany 
– expects to build the Aycliffe facility within ten days.

Sir Jim Ratcliffe, Ineos founder and chairman, said: “We are a 
company with enormous resources and manufacturing skills (and) 
if we can find other ways to help in the coronavirus battle, we are 
absolutely committed to playing our part.”

He added a further sanitiser factory will be built in Germany.

Plan for region’s business community can deliver 
‘dynamic future’
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MANUFACTURING

Pressing ahead
Nissan has vowed to “keep delivering the quality 
levels customers expect” after spending £52 
million on equipment to support a flagship model’s 
evolution.

The Sunderland car maker has invested in a 
new press line capable of stamping more than six 
million vehicle panels every year.

The move comes as the firm – which last month 
suspended production due to coronavirus – 
prepares to make a revamped version of its Qashqai 
model on Wearside.

National news 
Rescue deal saves posts at 
welding firm

North East jobs have been 
saved after a national 
operator bought a welding 
firm out of administration.

Newarc Limited, 
headquartered in Walker, 
Newcastle, has been 
acquired by Weldability 
after running into cashflow 
difficulties. 

Officials say the deal has 
saved 17 jobs, which includes 
15 roles in the North East 
and two in Aberdeen.

Founded in 1973, 
Newarc Limited is known 
for supporting a raft of 
industries with welding 
products and solutions.

Speaking about the deal, 
joint administrator Martyn 
Pullin, of business advisory 
firm FRP, said: “This delivers 
the best result for all 
stakeholders, saves jobs and 
ensures continuity of trade.”

Morrisons reveals 3500-job 
plan

Supermarket Morrisons is 
creating 3500 jobs to bolster 
home delivery services amid 
the coronavirus pandemic.

The retailer is recruiting 
2500 pickers and drivers 
alongside a further 1000 
distribution centre workers.

The firm says it will 
offer jobs to people whose 
livelihoods have been 
affected by the impact of 
COVID-19.

Its plans also include 
launching a call centre to 
take orders from customers 
who do not shop online.

Cook collapse ‘will cost at 
least £156 million’

The collapse of 
holidaymaker Thomas Cook 
will leave British taxpayers 
nursing a bill of more than 
£150 million, according to 
findings from a Government 
spending watchdog.

The National Audit Office 
says the cost of returning 
150,000 travellers to the UK, 
allied to the bill associated 
with the 178-year-old 
company’s insolvency, 
stands at £156 million.

MANUFACTURING

Crossing contract
A globally renowned bridge builder has secured 
a deal to support a major transport project in its 
native North East. Cleveland Bridge UK is making 
a 141.4-metre crossing for the A19 Testo’s Junction 
Improvement Scheme, in South Tyneside.

Chris Droogan, managing director of the 
Darlington-based manufacturer, said: “We are 
highly active in markets across the world, but it is 
always satisfying to secure projects in our home 
region.”

ENGINEERING

Recruitment drive
A boiler installation and servicing firm has 
unveiled a 40-job blueprint to meet rising industry 
demand. Boiler Plan wants workers across its 
installation, engineering and digital teams.

The Cramlington-headquartered company says 
the investment will help meet current market need 
and support a longer-term vision to achieve £30 
million turnover.

Founder Ian Henderson [pictured] said: “We are 
going from strength-to-strength and our strategy is 
to create further employment and expand.”

ENGINEERING

Global expansion
An engineering firm has started work on a £3.5 
million expansion it says will help create 30 jobs.

Express Engineering is building a 48,000sq ft 
assembly and test centre in Gateshead.

Bosses say the base will help the firm – known 
for supplying parts to the subsea oil and gas sector 
– extend its global presence.

Chairman Chris Thompson said: “This 
facility will be critical to supporting our growth 
ambitions.”
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DIGITAL

Atlas Cloud eyes 
growth after £2 million 
investment
An IT company has revealed job creation 
and financial growth plans after securing 
a £2 million investment. Atlas Cloud 
expects to recruit 20 staff at its Newcastle 
headquarters over the next two years, 
following support from the Mercia-managed 
Northern Venture Capital Trust Funds. 
The support means Atlas Cloud has now 
received £5.2 million worth of investment 
support, having previously secured backing 
from North East regional funds and private 
investors. Pete Watson, chief executive, 
said: “This will allow us to become a leading 
national player in the cloud computing 
market.” 

LAW

Gordon Brown Law Firm celebrates 
topping £75 million mark
A law firm is celebrating after its commercial, corporate and real 
estate division completed 150 deals worth more than £75 million in 
2019.

The team at Gordon Brown Law Firm oversaw a number of 
transactions, which included advising management at IOTech 
Systems on $7.5 million funding from investors.

It also worked on a management buyout of Newcastle’s Explain 
Market Research agency, with corporate partner Anna McGill leading 
both deals.

Furthermore, with 20 deals worth more than £10 million 

already completed in 2020, the team – headed by John Morgan – is 
anticipating another strong year. 

Gordon Brown Law Firm has offices in Newcastle, Chester-le-
Street and Team Valley.

BIOENGINEERING

Fresh £250,000 support 
boosts ExplantLab’s work

A medtech firm has secured nearly £250,000 
from Innovate UK to fund work on 
increasing protection for patients requiring 
implants.

ExplantLab is developing a machine 
learning algorithm capable of considering 
patients’ genetics, which can lead to the 
prediction of adverse reactions to metal 
implants.

David Langton, director of the Newcastle 
Helix-based business, said: “The Innovate 
UK funding is part of a £350,000 project that 
will take our work to the next level.”

PROPERTY

RG Corporate Finance 
helps Austin Newport 
Group sale
A corporate finance advisory firm has 
supported a property business on its sale to a 
global project management, engineering and 
consultancy organisation.

RG Corporate Finance worked with 
Birmingham’s Austin Newport Group on its 
transaction with Artelia Group.

Austin Newport specialises in the 
recovery of damaged historic country 
houses. Nick Johnson, corporate finance 
partner at Newcastle-based RG Corporate 
Finance, said: “As part of Artelia Group, 
Austin Newport has strong potential to scale 
operations across the UK.”

NEWS
Deals

DEALS
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ANNOUNCEMENT

We have been humbled by the stories of 
businesses in the North East determined to 
support each other in such unprecedented 
times. 
 
At North East Times, we remain committed as 
ever to informing and uplifting the businesses 
who have supported us so avidly over the past 
five years, in the best way we can for as long as 
we possibly can. 
 
But business is absolutely not as usual, and we, 
like you, are having to adapt.
 
Under new government guidelines, we know that 
many of the businesses who have welcomed the 
monthly delivery of North East Times for their 
clients and customers will now be closed, as we 
all do our bit to stop the spread of COVID-19.
 
As a result, we are changing the way we 
communicate our business features and news to 
you, the reader.
 
North East Times will be mailed directly to 
businesses that remain open, but our direct 
distribution to business and leisure locations 
across the region will no longer be possible.
 
As part of the direct mailing of North East 
Times, we would love to extend to you a small 
part of normality. If you will not be able to pick 
up your copy of North East Times in the usual 
way – we will mail the magazine to your home 
address, at no cost.

To receive North East Times directly through 
your letterbox at home – email chloe@
netimesmagazine.co.uk with your full name and 
postal address, before 1PM on
Wednesday, April 29.

Additionally, we have increased the resource for 
our digital channels, to keep you updated with 
the news and views that will affect North East 
businesses in these challenging times.
 
A new daily read e-mail will be sent from North 
East Times to a targeted mailing list of 4,000+ 
registered business addresses. It will present a 
mix of news and views and features from print, 
as well as digital-only opinion and thought 
leadership articles. You can sign-up to this 
mailing list at – www.netimesmagazine.co.uk/mail
 
The latest North East Times, as well as all back-
dated issues, are available to read in digital
format at – www.netimesmagazine.co.uk/issues
 
We must stay connected and support each other.
 
If you’re a reader, advertiser or a business trying 
to find their way in this new reality, and you 
want to speak to us about anything, please get 
in touch. Communication and understanding are 
crucial, and we need this now more than ever. So, 
we’re always here to talk!
 
Stay home, stay safe.
Pete Mallon
Managing director of North East Times

These are challenging and worrying times for us all. We, like you, are closely monitoring 
developments so we can take the necessary steps to ensure we are doing the right thing as a 
business – whatever that may be in the coming days, weeks and months.

PETER MALLON
pete@netimesmagazine.co.uk

07590 064 800

@PeteNETimes

NET
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The COVID-19 outbreak has caused 
unprecedented disruption to the way 
we live, work and do business. No 
matter what your age, it is difficult to 
imagine any crisis that has so quickly 

transformed political, economic and social life. 
While the public health battle rages on and 

lockdown measures come into effect, the UK 
economy faces being effectively closed down for an 
as yet undefined period of time.  

It's an unprecedented scenario and one that the 
financial markets have taken a strong disliking 
to. The FTSE100 index of the UK's 100 largest 
companies, for example, has lost around a third of 
its value in the last month. On March 12 alone, the 
index plunged by 10.87 per cent – the second-worst 
day on record. 

Elsewhere in the financial system, the losses have 
been equally dramatic. The three main American 
indices, the Dow Jones Industrial Average, S&P 500 
and NASDAQ-100 have been in freefall since late 
February, when the public health crisis first became 
an economic one. 

From March 9 to March 16, the Dow Jones fell 
by an astronomical 30.7 per cent – well over 7000 

points wiped off in just seven days. After sustaining 
huge losses of 7.8 per cent on March 9 and 10 per 
cent on March 12, hereby dubbed Black Monday 
and Black Thursday, the Dow dropped by 12.9 per 
cent on March 16. 

Across Europe, markets have been especially 
pummelled. Single-day downward movements 
of over 10 per cent have been recorded on all the 
major indices. On March 12, the FTSE100's worst 
day so far, the French CAC 40 and Germany's DAX 
fell by more than 12 per cent. In Italy, the European 
centre of the COVID-19 outbreak, the FTSE MIB 
dropped by 16.92 per cent, the single worst day in 
its history.

These are not only the most extreme market 
movements since the 2008 global financial crisis; 
they are the most extreme for a generation. The 
only precedent for the kind of single-day percentage 
drops that we're seeing is October 19 (Black 
Monday) 1987, when the Dow Jones fell by 22.6 
per cent. 

Although we are only in the early stages of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, the 2020 stock market crash, 
as it will go down in history, is well underway. 

The crash is rooted in the unique challenge 
of how to price companies amid both a supply 
and demand shock to the global economy. The 
COVID-19 pandemic has disrupted supply chains 

Global financial markets have been in freefall since it emerged that COVID-19 was spreading 
rapidly across the world. Richard Dawson investigates the growing crisis that we will come to call 
the 2020 stock market crash

MONTHLY REPORT
COVID-19

MONTHLY REPORT: COVID-19
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and eviscerated market demand in equal measure. 
This is unprecedented in macroeconomic terms. 

The first signs of trouble came when the price 
of oil collapsed on March 9 after Russia and Saudi 
Arabia failed to agree to production cuts to support 
the commodity. On March 11, US President 
Donald Trump then announced a temporary 30-
day travel ban against Europe, sending the value of 
beleaguered travel companies through the floor. 

Over the next week, Governments all over the 
world started implementing social distancing 
measures to limit the movement of people and 
contain the spread of the virus. Not long after, the 
profit warnings started flooding in from retail, 
leisure and hospitality operators.

In the dark months of the 2008 financial crisis, 
which many economists do not believe we have 
fully recovered from, global stock market losses 
totalled something like 49 per cent. We are already 
well past 30 per cent in this crisis, and that’s only 
since late February.

Ever since the start of the outbreak, central 
banks, finance ministries and monetary institutions 
have been trying to soothe the markets and support 
businesses with fiscal stimulus measures that are 
getting bigger all the time. 

And yet on March 18, the day after the US 
Federal Reserve and the UK Treasury had 
announced a combined $1.5 trillion economic relief 
package, the markets once again tumbled in a sign 
that investors do not think this will be enough.  

John Dance, founder of independent stockbroker 
Vertem Asset Management, describes the current 
situation as "very difficult." 

He says: "Unfortunately things have gotten much 
worse in the market. Understandably, there just 
aren't any buyers at the moment and some investors 
are reacting to negative news that the rest of the 

market had already priced in, perpetuating the 
declines. 

"The worry with the Treasury and Bank of 
England action so far is that, while obviously being 
significant in size, is potentially not 'instant' enough 
to assist the most affected sectors, still leaves many 
sectors and individuals exposed and could be open 
to manipulation i.e. businesses draw down on 
funding but still lay off staff and reduce their costs. 

"However, further detail and evolutions will be 
forthcoming, potentially on a day-to-day basis, and 
things could change. 

"Investors should take comfort from the fact that, 
not just in the UK but globally, Governments and 
central banks are clearly willing to take significant 
action to reduce the economic impact and even the 
length of the impact, as much as possible." 

It looks as if investors could indeed warm to the 
prospect of this global “whatever it takes” approach 
to monetary and fiscal policy. The Dow Jones for 
example recorded its best day since 1933 on March 
24, surging more than 11 per cent as a $2 trillion 
stimulus package looked like passing through the 
US Congress. 

But markets remain extremely volatile and 
increasingly, it feels like little progress will be made 
tackling the economic crisis until we get the public 
health crisis under control. 

Until we have some indication of how long these 
social distancing measures will be in place, it is 
difficult to know what, if any, amount of money will 
get us out of this.  

MONTHLY REPORT
North East Times recognises 
that the COVID-19 situation, 
responses and impact are ever 
changing. This information was 
correct at time of print (March 
25).

i
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Q
OPINION
Burning Issue

With investments such as Verisure UK’s recent 1000-job North Tyneside 
announcement, the Newcastle Helix and Riverside Sunderland projects, Business 
Durham’s economic growth strategy and Tees Valley Mayor Ben Houchen’s vision for 
south of the region, the North East is increasingly positioning itself as a prominent UK 
business hub. As an existing regional organisation, what do you think makes the area 
such a great place to invest in and do business?

BURNING ISSUE

There’s a real buzz in the region with many positive developments 
being undertaken across its breadth, which will attract both 
outward and inward investment.  Closer to home, the many 
strategic initiatives – economic, cultural and educational – which 
are being driven by Durham County Council, are paving the way 
for a stronger economy in the county. Added to this is the regional 
workforce’s well-earned reputation for loyalty and hard work. In my 
opinion, the time is right to build on the strength of our tourism and 
education economies and invest in the North East.

Victoria Walton
Partner

Swinburne Maddison

Our region has a unique combination of fantastic resources for 
anyone looking to invest. Our landscapes, from coast to heritage 
sites, vibrant cities to busy rural communities, offer the perfect place 
to base a business and enjoy an unrivalled quality of life.  We are also 
lucky that our cost of living is way below that experienced in the 
South East. As well as this, there is a great selection of homes to buy 
or rent. For any inward investor, they know they can recruit a skilled 
workforce and have cost-effective premises with access to the rest of 
the country and beyond.

Jonathan Walker
Assistant director of policy

North East England Chamber of Commerce

The North East has a strong tradition of innovation and 
entrepreneurship and that spirit still serves the area well today. It’s 
been through a long period of de-industrialisation that forced many 
traditional businesses to diversify and others to thrive in emerging 
sectors such as life sciences, digital and green energy – adding 
strength to the region’s economy. This can-do attitude is supported 
by five world-class universities, a large skilled workforce, excellent 
infrastructure and a good supply of brownfield and greenfield sites. 
Above all, the North East is a fantastic place to live and work.

Bob Borthwick
Director 

Scott Bros. 

Having announced our move into Sunderland – a new location for 
Ocado – in July 2019, we have been staggered by the level of talent, 
skill and ingenuity that exists in this part of the world.  We were 
convinced before our move into The Beam that Sunderland could 
offer much as a place to do business, but even we could not have 
anticipated just how many great people we would find to help drive 
the company’s development. Teamed with our excellent office space, 
fantastic connectivity and a great work-life balance, there is no doubt 
this is a great region to do business.

Chris Roberts 
Head of customer contact centres

Ocado
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At North East Times, we remain committed to providing 
a voice for those who are shaping the region's economy. 

But we recognise that we're living in unprecedented 
times. Our first thought is to wish you all the best of 
health. 

Like all businesses and organisations across the region, 
the UK and the world, North East Times is adapting its 
output in light of the COVID-19 outbreak.  

As part of our mission to reflect the mood of business, 
we are changing the theme of our May edition to The 
Disrupted Issue. 

We have decided not to shy away from the challenges 
that lie ahead. Instead, we want to support the local 
business community as they try to make sense of the 
impact of the coronavirus pandemic by offering a quality, 
trusted outlet to share news, views and support. 

Through a mix of independent journalism and content 
from our advertisers and partners, The Disrupted Issue 
will look to address the following themes: 

•  How companies and organisations are adapting to the 
ongoing COVID-19 disruption 

•  Challenges around business continuity and 
productivity 

• Staff health and well-being
•  The impact on specific sectors including professional 

services, manufacturing, built environment, charities, 
tech, education, retail, leisure, hospitality and public 
services

•  Government announcements relating to business
•  Specific challenges for sole-traders, SMEs and 

corporates
•  Access to business support and finance 
• The role of technology and innovation
• The long-term effects of COVID-19?
• Has business as we know it changed forever?

Since North East Times launched in 2015, we have shared 
incredible stories from some of the region’s individuals, 
businesses and organisations. Our aim has been to 
showcase the North East as a vibrant and productive 
place to work and live. 

We want to continue to do this the best way we can. 

The experienced team are already working on detailed 
content, production and distribution plans to ensure 
– in the current climate – we can provide the highest 
quality printed magazine, which adheres to our founding 
principles of integrity, transparency and creativity. 
Our printed publication will also be boosted by an 
enhanced digital presence to ensure our content can be 
accessible by anyone, anywhere, anytime. 

We know the days, weeks and months ahead will be a 
challenging time for the regional business community, 
and we would like to pledge our commitment to 
supporting both businesses and individuals who have 
advocated North East Times so passionately over the 
past five years.

For more information on commercial opportunities, 
contact Martin Stout on martin@netimesmagazine.co.uk
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RECRUITMENT

Your monthly guide to the people moving jobs in the region 

APPOINTMENTS 

Mel Brockhouse has joined the Port of Tyne as chief 
operating officer. In his new role, he is responsible 
for the port’s operational activity, which includes 
engineering, infrastructure, rail freight, transport 
and warehousing. With more than 30 years’ 
experience in global logistics strategy and processes, 
Mel was previously managing director of operations 
at international group NFT. He also worked at 
DHL for 33 years, most recently as vice president of 
operations.

An ex-police officer has furthered her commitment 
to helping vulnerable clients after joining a law firm. 
Holly Hirst is an associate solicitor at BHP Law, 
specialising in property and financial affairs. She 
is working with partner and Court of Protection 
solicitor Karen Pratt. After graduating with a law 
degree and completing her masters at Durham 
University, Holly spent three-and-a-half years with 
Durham Constabulary, which included time on the 
beat in Chester-le-Street.  

Newcastle-based shipping and marine insurer 
North P&I Club has promoted Mark Widdows 
to the position of head of IT infrastructure and 
operations. Mark joined North in 2001 and the 
company says his extensive experience of managing 
IT operations at an international level will support 
the business’ domestic and global growth plans. He 
said: “Our objective is to be the club of choice for 
the global shipping and maritime industry.”

Paul Armstrong has joined law firm Hay & Kilner’s 
corporate and commercial team. His arrival at the 
Newcastle-headquartered operator follows a decade 
working for Gosforth-based Virgin Money’s in-
house legal team. He brings two decades’ experience 
and has a particular interest in IT and intellectual 
property issues. Alongside his legal expertise, Paul, 
who also previously worked in London, holds 
the Chartered Governance Institute’s Chartered 
Company Secretary qualification.

Sam Streckert and Alexandra Gent have joined FW 
Capital as investment executives. The Billingham-
based duo will help drive forward the Northern 
Powerhouse Investment Fund, with loans to support 
business growth and expansion. Sam [pictured] 
has more than 20 years’ banking experience, while 
Alexandra is a Chartered accountant. Both are 
responsible for investing in ambitious SMEs in 
the Northern Powerhouse region. They have been 
joined by portfolio executive Dave Hawkins.

A steel industry expert has returned to a role at 
the Materials Processing Institute. Jon Bolton has 
re-joined the Middlesbrough-based organisation’s 
supreme governing council. A former chair at 
employers’ body UK Steel, Jon has 40 years’ industry 
experience, having advised the Government as co-
chair of the Steel Council. Currently chief executive of 
Liberty Steel UK, his CV also includes time with Tata 
Steel, Corus and British Steel.

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

alison@netimesmagazine.co.uk
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Mel Brockhouse
Chief operating officer
Port of Tyne

Holly Hirst
Associate solicitor
BHP Law

Mark Widdows
Head of IT infrastructure and 
operations
North P&I Club

Paul Armstrong
Senior associate
Hay & Kilner

Sam Streckert and 
Alexandra Gent
Investment executives
FW Capital

Jon Bolton
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Last month, I had the pleasure of joining 
colleagues from North Tyneside 
Council and the North of Tyne 
Combined Authority in welcoming 
Europe’s largest domestic alarm 

provider Verisure UK Services Limited to its new 
UK headquarters at Quorum Business Park, North 
Tyneside.

It marked the culmination of a two-year 
journey that began in 2018 with a phone call from 
Verisure about the company’s interest in opening a 
new base in the UK.

Now on site, Verisure has committed to creating 
1000 new jobs, with the vast majority of roles 
being offered to people in the North East. 

It’s a fantastic success story for our region and 
a great example of how inward investment works 
in practice.

Over the past six years, Invest North East 
England and its seven local authority partners 
have helped bring more than 500 investment 
projects to the region, creating in excess of 

21,000 jobs through both UK and foreign direct 
investment. 

Our reputation as a major hub for some of 
the UK’s growing sectors, such as health and 
life sciences, digital and tech, energy, advanced 
manufacturing and business services, has drawn 
interest from investors keen to tap into the skills, 
talent and expertise we have in abundance in 
North East England.  

In the case of Verisure, my colleague David 
Pattison took the first call from the company’s 
field operations manager Kevin Croft (who will 
be running the new facility), who spoke about 
the company’s ambition to move its existing 
headquarters facility in London to a new location 
in the UK.

It was reassuring to know all of the company’s 
requirements were available in North East 
England.

After our initial chat, we got to work on 
preparing a detailed proposition about why 
North East England was the right location for the 
company. 

As a regional agency, we can provide a 
compelling overview drawing on the strengths 
from across the region.  

We focused on the strong and growing business 
services sector, as well as the pipeline of talent 
available in the form of our 100,000 students at 
our universities, and the 130,000 staff currently 
employed in our existing business services 
companies. 

With many international companies, such as 
EY, Sage and Accenture, all boasting major offices 
in the region, we were confident Verisure would 
agree the skills and talent in North East England 
were a good match for their business.

A real selling point for North East England is 
our region’s very low staff turnover rates, giving 
businesses the confidence they can invest in staff 
for the long-term and benefit from a workforce 

ADVERTISING FEATURE – INVESTMENT
Invest North East England

Guy Currey, director of Invest North East England, speaks about the organisation’s key role in 
attracting Verisure UK Services Limited to the region

OUR JOURNEY TO BRING VERISURE 
UK AND 1000 NEW JOBS TO 
NORTH EAST ENGLAND
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that is loyal, supportive and highly-skilled.
This comes with the added bonus that people 

from the North East are renowned for their 
enthusiasm and friendliness – really important 
qualities for large business service centres and 
something Verisure particularly loved about the 
area.

We also highlighted the wealth of available top-
quality modern office accommodation in our city 
centres and edge-of-town business parks. 

Another positive we showcased was the region’s 
excellent connectivity. Our road, rail, air and sea 
links make us very attractive for businesses with 
an international focus.  

The incredible asset we have in the Tyne 
and Wear Metro and the relatively low levels of 
congestion on the region’s roads always impress 
companies new to the area.  

Of course, there’s more to creating a successful 
business than the essential business infrastructure 
– quality of life and the general feel of the local 
area play a huge part too. 

With some amazing and unique cities on the 
doorstep, and easy access to stunning coast and 
countryside, we were confident Verisure would 
share our enthusiasm for the region.

The next stage in the process was to bring 
Verisure to North East England so they could see 
for themselves what a fantastic base the region 
could be for their company. 

I always feel it is at this stage the penny drops. 
Any destination can sell itself on paper, but I 
think when people see North East England with 
their own eyes, they really grasp what an exciting, 
thriving and welcoming destination it is.

We toured the team around our cities to show 
them the different types of properties available.

Our local authorities, recruitment agencies and 
business support organisations did a fantastic job 
of making them feel welcome and demonstrating 
the outstanding level of support available to 

businesses moving to the region. 
Following the familiarisation visit, and after 

shortlisting from 16 possible destinations, Leeds/
Bradford was the final ‘competition’ standing in 
our way of landing Verisure in the North East. 

Another series of visits followed before we 
finally received the news we’d been hoping for 
– Verisure had chosen North Tyneside as the 
location for its new UK headquarters. 

As you can imagine, there’s a lot of hard work 
from a lot of people that goes into landing a 
significant inward investment deal like this. It 
can often be a long process too; from the initial 
conversation to actually signing on the dotted line 
can take many years. 

We’re delighted Verisure has joined the long 
list of businesses moving to North East England. 
It’s further testament that there is real business 
confidence in our region and that we can play 
a significant role in helping ‘level up’ the UK 
economy. 

I wanted to end by sharing a story from one 
of my colleagues who took some of Verisure’s 
existing London-based staff on a tour of the 
region. 

Verisure was keen to get key staff to relocate to 
help business continuity. 

The staff on the trip, most of whom had not 
been to the North East before, were so blown 
away by the warm welcome they received and the 
quality of life on offer in the area, many of them 
didn’t want to get back on the train to go home! 

In fact, the number of staff choosing to relocate 
has been much higher than Verisure expected. 

Personally, I think that speaks volumes.

INVEST NORTH EAST 
ENGLAND
www.investnortheastengland.co.uk
guy.currey@northeastca.gov.uk
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What was your first break in 
business?
Not my first but probably 
my biggest break was in 
2006 when I put forward 

a proposal to the CEO of NEPIC, Dr Stan Higgins, 
to create my own position within the organisation. 
NEPIC provided me with the opportunity and 
freedom to really expand my knowledge of 
clusters, to obtain my Exec MBA at Durham 
University and become a Cluster Benchmarking 
Expert for the European Secretariat for Cluster 
Analysis. To date, I'm the only benchmarking 
expert based in the UK.

What did you want to be growing up?
I was always a very keen and competitive 
sportsperson and envisaged I would go into leisure 
centre management. That didn't quite work out but 
I did go into management.

What attracted you to your current role? 
During my time at NEPIC I led an ERDF funded 
programme to support trade through clusters 
as part of a wider regional UKTI trade services 
activity. I worked with the automotive sector to 
explore the appetite of setting up a new cluster in 
the region. Tony Sarginson [sector engagement 
executive for UKTI North East] gathered the 
automotive sector together to explore their 
appetite of setting up a new automotive cluster 
in the region. I then started to work with them to 
ensure they looked to set the cluster up against 
European best practice. I was then asked if I would 
be interested in the CEO position. Having the 
opportunity to set something up from scratch was 
too good an opportunity to turn down.

What is your organisation's mission?
Our collective vision is that the North East 

INTERVIEW
Paul Butler 

Paul Butler became CEO of the North East Automotive Alliance (NEAA) – which supports the 
growth and competitiveness of the sector in the region – in March 2015 and has established it as 
the largest automotive cluster in the UK. Paul is also the only UK based Cluster Benchmarking 
Expert for the European Secretariat for Cluster Analysis (ESCA), who are mandated by the EU to 
support the creation of more world-class clusters across the EU

10 QUESTIONS
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Automotive Alliance will be the catalyst through 
which the North East becomes the location of 
choice for automotive investment in Europe. The 
region will be recognised as a true automotive 
powerhouse with a very dynamic, forward-looking 
and competitive supply chain; that incorporates 
strengths research, development and innovation in 
new automotive technologies and manufacturing 
processes.

How do you get the best out of your team?
We have a small but highly effective team who 
were recruited for their particular skills set. At 
the outset, I was clear that I needed individuals 
with experience, self-motivation and a desire to 
make a difference. My task is simply to provide the 
framework and freedom for them to manage their 
particular areas of the business. As an industry-led 
cluster, we have to be agile to meet the ever-
changing needs of industry.

What has been your career highlight?
Undoubtedly, setting up the North East 
Automotive Alliance (NEAA). As a not-for-
profit, industry-led cluster group we are here to 
support the sustainable economic growth and 
competitiveness of the North East automotive 
sector. Today, with over 270 members, we are 
the largest automotive cluster in the UK and 
seen as the exemplar. Our members range from 
world-renowned OEMs, to world-class Tier 1 
companies, through to innovative SMEs and sole 
traders, as well as professional associate members. 
The NEAA provides an unparallel collaborative 
network where companies find benefit from 
leadership and coordination of activities of mutual 
benefit.

What has been your biggest challenge?
I'm putting the finishing touches to this article 
as we face our biggest challenge of a generation. 
The impact of the coronavirus will be felt for 
many years to come and it's unclear how bad 
the situation will get and for how long it will 
last. All I can say is that the NEAA is working 
hard with other partners and stakeholder to 
support businesses as best we can during these 
unprecedented times.

Who or what inspires you?
My wife, I wouldn't be where I am today without 
her. In terms of my position, I get a great sense 
of pride that our work positively impacts the 
lives and prosperity of the people who live in this 
fantastic region – a region I'm proud to call home.  

What are the NEAA's short and long-term goals?
To continue to play a leading role in the growth 
and expansion of the regions automotive sector. 
To achieve this, we need to support and grow 
our incumbent automotive companies, support 
them through the change to electrification; and 
to grow our regional R&D activities in battery 
technologies, power electronics and electric 
machines and manufacturing innovation. This will 
help transform the region into a true automotive 
powerhouse.

How do you achieve a good work-life balance?
Having a demanding job and a young family (a 
daughter aged eight and a son aged four), it's 
difficult. However, my wife ensures I maintain a 
fairly good work-life balance spending quality 
time as a family. My relaxation is a round of golf – 
it's an opportunity to unwind and relax.

NORTH EAST AUTOMOTIVE 
ALLIANCE
pbutler@
northeastautomotivealliance.com 
northeastautomotivealliance.com
@PaulButlerNEAA
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"We have a small but highly 
effective team who were 

recruited for their particular 
skills set. At the outset, I 
was clear that I needed 

individuals with experience, 
self-motivation and a desire 

to make a difference. My 
task is simply to provide the 

framework and freedom 
for them to manage their 

particular areas of the 
business" 



30

The current challenge for our 
companies is to continue to trade in 
a manner that may well feel alien to 
them, with disrupted supply chains 
and an uncertain order book. 

At the Chamber, we completely understand their 
concerns and welcome the substantial support that 
has been pledged by Government. The package of 
measures is huge but it needs to be on that scale, 
to ensure our businesses come out of this situation 
fighting fit for the rest of 2020 and beyond.

The promise of funding for furloughed 
employees is invaluable so employers can be ready 

for when this crisis abates and deferring the tax 
burden will be similarly important. What we now 
need to see is the funding coming through at top 
speed or it could be too late to be of real benefit to 
everyone's cash flow.

We are working round the clock to support our 
business community with concise explanations 
of Government announcements and clear routes 
to its support as well as our own. As part of the 
Chamber's backing, we have made £100,000 
available for our members to have a refund on their 
membership fees for three months. The substantial 
take-up for this in a relatively short time shows how 

ADVERTISING FEATURE – BUSINESS  
North East England Chamber of Commerce 

BUSINESS DEBRIEF WITH 
JAMES RAMSBOTHAM
Like many employers in the North East, James Ramsbotham, North East England Chamber of 
Commerce chief executive, was watching the Budget with an eagle eye and intended to write this 
column about it. He was particularly looking out for successes from his organisation's hard work, 
ensuring Government understands what is needed to grow our regional economy. However, in the 
days since the Budget, the situation in the whole country has changed beyond recognition. Here, 
he sets out what is needed to ensure our businesses are able to cope with the many challenges 
that the coronavirus outbreak has created and also what the Chamber is doing to support them
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much this is being valued.
Through our membership of the British 

Chambers of Commerce, we have direct links to 
Government and are passing on all of the region's 
business concerns to ensure they are understood at 
the highest level.

Our local MP, Rishi Sunak, has been thrown in 
at the deep end with his new role as Chancellor but 
when economic life returns to normal, we will still 
see the benefit of his original Budget, which had a 
clear business focus.

There were three principal Chamber campaign 
successes for us within the Chancellor's Statement 
– much-needed investment in Darlington railway 
station, full reform of the Treasury Green Book 
(which calculates the return of investment in 
infrastructure, heavily weighted towards the South 
at present), and a review of business rates.

Our ambitious Fast Track East Coast campaign 
wants improvements right from London through 
to Edinburgh so companies have certainty in their 
services rather than delays due to overcrowding 
along the route. Investing in Darlington station is 
an important part of this work as it will allow better 

freight connections from Teesport, and prepare 
the station for high-speed services and Northern 
Powerhouse Rail. 

With regard to travel there was also a good result 
for Nexus with investment for the Tyne and Wear 
Metro flow scheme to address the current issue 
of only having a single-track section on the South 
Shields line. It will upgrade an existing freight line 
in South Tyneside from September 2022. This will 
help to increase the frequency and reliability of 
the service allowing for an extra 30,000 passenger 
journeys every day.

The congestion on the A1 has long been a 
bugbear of many of businesses as well as the 
Chamber itself and I'm proud to have played a large 
part in getting the road widened on the Western 
Bypass.  There is, however, still the significant 
chunk of this major artery route heading towards 
Scotland that remains gridlocked and single 
carriageway in part. We were delighted to hear the 
Chancellor's pledge of investment for this important 
part of our region's infrastructure.

Our reputation for industrial innovation 
goes back decades and we were pleased to see 
confirmation of the £800 million Carbon Capture 
Storage project. This is good news for Teesside 
although we do have a concern that the climate 
change taxes might impact on heavy industries in 
our region and will be asking for a long transition 
period to help them.

Other investment announcements included an 
increase in research and development funding to 
£22 billion a year, along with an acknowledgement 
that much of this funding has previously been 
focussed in London and the South East. Hopefully, 
a pledge to 'support world-leading research in 
all regions and nations of the UK' will mean an 
increase in funding for us in the North East.

There were, however, disappointments in the 
Statement. We would have liked to see more on 
education and skills. The Government pledged to 
look into improving the Apprenticeships and Levy 
system to support businesses of all sizes. However, 
it would have been desirable to see the Government 
offer businesses greater flexibility in how to spend 
and transfer their levy funds.

But overall this Budget and subsequent measures 
do support businesses substantially and there has 
never been more pertinent time for our strapline: 
Together, we grow stronger.

NORTH EAST ENGLAND 
CHAMBER OF COMMERCE
The North East England 

Chamber of Commerce is the 

largest independent business 

organisation in the region and 

represents 3000 companies and 

organisations from global plcs to 

local SMEs. It supports businesses 

in a range of ways including 

networking, growing knowledge 

and campaigning on important, 

regional issues.

www.neechamber.co.uk
@NEEChamber
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COMMENT  
COVID-19

IN THE LIMELIGHT
In the space of a month, the COVID-19 pandemic has transformed the economic consensus in 
Britain. No sooner had Chancellor Rishi Sunak delivered his maiden Budget than it became clear 
bigger action was going to be needed to support the UK economy through this crisis. Richard 
Dawson takes a wander through history to see how the Government's economic strategy shapes 
up 

Back in early March, this In the 
Limelight looked as if it was going to 
be a fairly straight forward analysis 
of a Budget which promised a big 
increase in infrastructure spending 

and some emergency measures in response to the 
COVID-19 pandemic. But as the former Labour 
Prime Minister Harold Wilson said, 'a week is a 
long time in politics'. 

Between March 11 and March 20, the new 
Chancellor Rishi Sunak gave not one, not two, but 
three major speeches, each of which completely 
blew apart the economic parameters of the last. 

The first on Budget day was significant in that it 
marked a significant departure from the austerity 
budgets we have seen in recent years. Speaking 
to the House of Commons on March 11, the 
Chancellor revealed plans to spend £600 billion 
over five years on investment in infrastructure, 
housing, R&D, broadband and the green economy 
– a figure which Mr Sunak describes as "the 
biggest increase in public net investment since 
1955." 

A £30 billion emergency stimulus package was 
also announced to support the economy in the 
wake of the COVID-19 pandemic. But no sooner 
had the Chancellor set out his ambitions than it 
became clear this programme wasn't going to be 
anywhere near enough. 
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COVID-19 has disrupted the global economy 
on a scale unimaginable just a few short weeks 
ago. To get the public health situation under 
control, Governments across the world have 
essentially closed down their economies to prevent 
the spread of the virus. 

Already, the economic impact of this has been 
ruinous. Difficult as it may be to process, the UK 
is in the mire of a financial crisis from which the 
prospect of a deep, damaging recession grows with 
each passing day. 

That is why the Chancellor has had to make 
further interventions, first to support businesses 
with cash grants, attractive loan schemes, business 
rates holidays and tax cuts and second, to support 
workers with an unprecedented pledge to pay 80 
per cent of the salaries of 'furloughed' employees 
who cannot work due to the virus. 

The combined cost of these policies is well 
into the hundreds of billions. But business 
organisations, trade unions and other key 
stakeholders have largely welcomed the steps 
being taken because of the scale of the crisis. 

It is also widely expected that further measures 
will be announced by the Chancellor, who has 
adopted a "whatever it takes" approach to avert 
permanent economic damage. 

So, to prevent this article becoming out-of-date 
before anyone reads it, I thought it might be useful 
to compare Government handling of this crisis 
with previous economic crises the UK has faced. 
For, as this situation is totally unique, there are 
still many lessons to be gleaned from history about 
what to do when the whole structure of capitalism 
collapses in on itself. 

The most recent example we can look to is the 
2008 financial crisis, which started as a banking 
crisis in the US housing market but quickly 
rippled out across the global economy. 
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COMMENT  
COVID-19

Gordon Brown was UK Prime Minister at the 
time, flanked by Alistair Darling as Chancellor. 

Recognising the scale of the crisis, the Labour 
Government announced a £500 billion bank 
rescue package, which combined £250 billion of 
short-term loans through the Bank of England 
Special Liquidity Scheme with a promise to 
underwrite £250 billion of equity lending between 
banks and a £50 billion Bank Recapitalisation 
Fund. 

The UK response was widely regarded as the 
defining strategy of the worldwide rescue effort 
and many other countries followed the UK's lead 
in announcing similar measures and bailing out 
the banks. 

While the recession that followed the 2008 
financial crisis was severe, many economists 
would argue that it would have been much worse 
had the Government not taken the decisive steps 
that it did at the time. 

There is a precedent for what happens when 
Governments do nothing in the wake of an 
economic crisis and that is the Great Depression, 
which started on Wall Street in 1929 and painfully 
became the worst recession in history. 

In the early 1930s, the economic consensus was 
that the economy should be left to its own devices 
because markets are self-regulating, and it was not 
the role of Government to get involved. 

This flawed response meant that between 
1929 and 1932, worldwide GDP shrank by 
an astronomical 15 per cent. For reference, 
worldwide GDP fell by less than 1 per cent in 
2008. 

In the UK over the same period, industrial 
production fell by 23 per cent, wholesale prices by 
33 per cent, international trade by 60 per cent and 
unemployment increased by 129 per cent. 

These two examples from history should give 
us some pause for hope as we brace ourselves for 
the Covid-19 recession. That's because this time 
around, the Government's strategy is much closer 
to the 2008 response than to 1929. 

At the time of writing, Rishi Sunak has 
announced measures which at the very least match 
the £500 billion announced by Alistair Darling 
12 years ago. Coupled with the Coronavirus 
Jobs Retention Scheme, it does look like the 
Government is committed to do whatever it takes, 
and that bodes well for the future.

IN THE LIMELIGHT
North East Times recognises that 

the COVID-19 situation, responses 

and impact are ever changing. 

This information was correct at 

time of print (March 25). 
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As a law firm with a 124-year 
heritage, which has developed 
from a regional practice into 
a key national player, Sintons 
has seen particular progress 

over the past three years through the launch and 
implementation of its Strategy for Growth. 

With major gains seen across the firm in terms 
of client wins and reputation, its progress has been 
underpinned by an ongoing recruitment drive 
to bring in the best legal talent from across the 
country, while retaining the existing excellence it 
has within the firm. 

Against a backdrop of such change and 
development, Sintons – named Law Firm of the 
Year at the Northern Law Awards 2019 – felt the 
time was also right for another major break from 
the past through a full rebrand, which builds on 
the heritage of the firm as a trusted advisor to 
several generations of owner-managed businesses 
on all aspects of their commercial and personal 
affairs, while showing its progressive ethos and 
ambition. 

To oversee such an important project, Sintons 
partnered with creative agency SHA., the 
Newcastle-based creative agency with a track 
record of creating highly innovative and iconic 
brands for an array of high-profile clients. 

The concept – a people-focused campaign, 
which centres around trust – has been hailed 
as "fantastic" by Sintons, who launched the new 
brand last month to widespread acclaim. 

Having unveiled Sintons' Strategy for Growth 
three years ago, and with the ambitious targets for 
progress continuing to deliver results, managing 
partner Mark Quigley wanted the firm's new 
brand to reflect the firm's heritage, capability and 
commitment to excellence. 

"We probably first started discussing the idea 
of a rebrand internally within the firm two years 
ago, once we had launched the Strategy and our 
mission statement of setting the standard for legal 
excellence, with the ambition of becoming the law 
firm of choice for businesses, organisations and 

ADVERTISING FEATURE – LAW
Sintons 

TRUST IN SINTONS 
After a period of strong and continuing growth, law firm Sintons has unveiled a new brand 
identity as it looks to the future with confidence and ambition. Here, Sintons and its creative 
agency SHA. share their story of working together to achieve the rebrand 
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individuals regionally and nationally," he says. 
"It was very important to be able to show what 

we did, what we were capable of and how well we 
did it, and that was a key focus of the development 
of the new brand. We wanted to show the positive 
difference we can make to our clients alongside 
key themes of trust and confidence. We have 
established a strong reputation over the past 
124 years but there is no room for complacency. 
We are very proud to have acted for multiple 
generations of families and business owners, but 
we need to ensure we continue to remain relevant 
to their needs.

"Our new brand gives this message exactly 
and accurately reflects our ambition and the 
trust clients can indeed place in us. In changing 
times, Sintons are investing and growing, while 
maintaining our core values and commitment to 
achieving excellence."

David Pritchard, head of marketing at Sintons, 
worked closely with SHA. from their initial pitch 
to developing the brand and campaign. 

"We have done a huge amount in the last few 
years in terms of raising brand awareness through 
our marketing activities, and as with any brand, 
particularly a business such as Sintons, which has 
grown so strongly and developed so much, we 
felt the time had come for a change to reflect our 
creative ambitions," he says. 

"We engaged with a number of agencies and 
said absolutely everything is on the table, there 
is nothing that can't be changed in terms of our 
branding, but what we got from SHA. genuinely 
blew us away. It was so clever and fantastically 
creative, and the use of 'Trust in Sintons' using the 
'in' that was already in the name of our business, is 
simple but brilliant. 

"From our first meeting we knew this was going 
to be a great partnership, we are delighted with the 
results, and have without a doubt achieved what 
we wanted from our rebrand."

Hugh Medcalf, account director at SHA. who 
has overseen the development of Sintons'  new 
brand, says research into the firm's background 

and reputation helped them understand the firm, 
despite having never worked with Sintons prior to 
devising their new brand.  

"We have quite a lot of mutual clients and 
connections – people who have worked with 
Sintons, existing clients, even former clients - so 
we asked them what they thought of the firm and 
the service they delivered. We spent a lot of time 
researching Sintons and the main message that 
came through was trust, so that helped to form 
our concept of putting trust at the centre of what 
Sintons do," he says. 

Creative director Daran Atkinson explains 
further: "Through working with the team, it 
quickly became apparent that trust was a major 
factor in choosing a law firm and retaining clients, 
people place their absolute trust in their lawyer. 
So we knew trust had to be at the heart of the 
campaign we created and we are delighted to have 
delivered that." 

SINTONS
www.sintons.co.uk
@SintonsLaw
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"Our new brand gives 
this message exactly and 

accurately reflects our 
ambition and the trust 

clients can indeed place in us. 
In changing times, Sintons 
are investing and growing, 
while maintaining our core 
values and commitment to 

achieving excellence"

- MARK QUIGLEY
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SAGGEZZA
paul.moorhead@saggezza.com
www.saggezza.com
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No one is going to do it for you. 
I learnt this very early on in my 
career when I was working for the 
UK Government. My manager at 
the time gave me this advice and it 

has stuck with me ever since.

A technology business is like a moving bus 
and, for a company to progress, it has to ensure 
its staff are on board. A well thought-out and 
welcoming process is a good starting point, 
ensuring new employees feel at home from the 
second they walk through the door. It's also vital 
that companies continue to invest in their staff 
throughout the employee journey. If your team 
doesn't buy into your company vision, then your 
business will never realise its true potential. 

Understand your staff as people. Always 
encourage them to grow, remove all obstacles 
in their path and invest in them the best you 
can. There's no better investment a business can 
make than in its people and I think so many 

organisations lose track of that. After all, they're 
the ones who keep the wheels in motion every day. 
At Saggezza, we invest heavily in our staff and 
every employee knows that – if they want to 
progress – the opportunities are there. By helping 
your staff focus on their end goals and their own 
personal ambitions, you also go one step further to 
realising your company's ambitions.

Three stand-out qualities that any successful 
business leader requires are empathy, drive and 
vision. Understanding the needs of your clients 
and employees is fundamental to ensure you 
get the most out of people. Business, especially 
tech businesses, are all about innovation, and 
you must be able to push boundaries and drive 
your company forward. A leader must always be 
looking forward and never satisfied with standing 
still. Having a company vision and targets to 
achieve is key to succeeding.

Don't make the same mistake twice. Everyone 
makes mistakes. However, it's how we bounce 
back from them that shapes who we are as people. 

Know your USP from the outset and make sure 
you always play to it. In the tech industry, like 
many others, there's always a challenger brand 
around the corner looking to better the product 
or service you offer. Never lose sight of what really 
makes you stand out and never stop trying to excel 
at what you do. 

You can't grow without taking risks; however you 
should always be calculated in your approach. 
Always do your research, anticipate any potential 
knock-backs and set yourself goals for what you 
want to achieve, and you'll be well prepared for 
anything thrown at you.

Don't lose sight of your original mission. Every 
organisation has to innovate but you should never 
lose track of your identity. Every brand has a 
purpose, but not every brand is purposeful.

INTERVIEW
Paul Moorhead

The US-headquartered global technology business Saggezza opened its Sunderland office in 
2014 and now has more than 40 highly-skilled workers based at Sunderland Software City. Paul 
Moorhead joined Saggezza in July 2017 and is now director of client services

WHAT I'VE LEARNT
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“In the tech industry, 
like many others, there's 

always a challenger 
brand around the corner 

looking to better the 
product or service you 

offer. Never lose sight of 
what really makes you 

stand out”
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Since Invest Newcastle was 
established, we have supported 
more than 160 new businesses to 
relocate or expand in our great city, 
helping to create and safeguard 

more than 8500 jobs. The collaborative nature 
of the business community is imperative to our 
proposition to investors. 

We rely on our partners, the industry experts 
and professional support, to let our potential 
newcomers know what a great place it is to build 
a business, often with this welcome being the very 
reason they choose to be part of our region's story.  

Over the past 12 months we've welcomed 
several new businesses to the region including 
global fintech businesses XE.com and Singletrack. 
We've played a critical role in growing a thriving 
life sciences ecosystem at The Biosphere and 
worked to help bring a Hard Rock Café to 
Newcastle's Quayside. We've also played a 
significant role in influencing the BBC to bring 
a new tech hub to Newcastle. Businesses want 
to be connected to the city's key players and 
opportunities, and the power of partnerships is 
what helps to make our narrative so strong.  

We've also been busy showing off our city's 
assets to more than 30 delegations from across 
the world. Giving businesses the 'Geordie 
welcome' they deserve isn't something we do 
alone. Businesses and leaders pull together to 
help us show off our assets, demonstrate how we 
are working together, innovating and most of all 
supporting business. 

It's not just about helping us to 'sell' our city as 
ambassadors; it's about coming together to create 
new opportunities for economic growth. For 
example, the North East has a global reputation 
for research excellence into healthy ageing, which 
is not only helping to transform the quality of 
life for people as they age, it is opening up new 
opportunities in a market that could be worth 
billions of pounds. 

This would not be possible without the public 
sector, business and academics working together 
towards a common goal. With assets like the 
National Innovation Centre for Ageing working 
to test, explore and bring new products to market, 
we are pioneering the longevity economy and 
businesses want to be part of that.   

Newcastle Helix is a living, breathing example 
of how you can bring academia, business and 
industry together to create an ecosystem of 
collaboration to drive investment and talent into 
our city. 

Our attendance at international property event 
MIPIM is another example of the private and 
public sectors working together to accelerate 
growth and investment. Our partners are so 
passionate about our city and play such a vital 
role in helping us to have a stronger international 
voice, not just at the event but all year round. 
Together, we use this opportunity to secure 
investment, develop strategic relationships, pitch 
ideas to decision-makers and connect with some 
of the most influential people in the property 
sector.

Ultimately, partnerships help us to have a 
stronger voice. They have the power to drive 
ideas, investment, innovation and help to 

ADVERTISING FEATURE – DEVELOPMENT
Invest Newcastle

Jen Hartley, director of Invest Newcastle, talks about how collaboration and partnership is 
strengthening the region's international proposition and driving economic growth, and why, more 
than ever, this is the time to use those strong connections

THE POWER OF PARTNERSHIPS 

INVEST NEWCASTLE
Photo above (c) GSSArchitecture

www.investnewcastle.com 
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overcome challenges collectively. 
This leads me on to this challenging time for 

the North East economy.
At the time of writing this, we are in 

unprecedented and uncertain times, but our team 
are still committed to supporting the region's 
economy and future growth. There are lots of 
resources and initiatives being established to 
help support businesses and employers who are 
affected by COVID-19 and in partnership with 
others, we will be working hard to support our 
city's businesses at this critical time.

Supporting the business community during 
this difficult period is vital. This is the time to 
come together, share best practice and support 
each other. Partnerships have never been so 
important.

We are already seeing new innovations, 
ideas and business models that are being used 
to mitigate the impact of COVID-19 on our 
economy. This highlights the talent, creativity 
and agile nature of those who live, work and do 
business here. We will come out of this stronger 
by working together.

WHAT'S NEXT? 

Using the power of 
partnerships, the Invest 
Newcastle team will 
continue to support the 
North East economy, 
champion our region to 
the world and support 
businesses to establish 
themselves in our city. 

From April 2020, 
Invest Newcastle will also 
be working to attract 
inward investment and 
capital development into 
Gateshead. As neighbours 
and partners this is an 
opportunity to bring our 
shared and complementary 
sector strengths together. 

From digital and tech, 
professional services to 
advanced manufacturing 
and logistics, Gateshead 
has an attractive inward 
investment proposition 
and this partnership will 
strengthen our property 
portfolio and offer to 
investors. We are already 
boundary blind when it 
comes to speaking to 
international investors, with 
PROTO and the Northern 
Design Centre already part 
of our digital and tech 
propositions. 

Gateshead is already 
home to leading companies 
including Akzo Nobel, 
Sumo Digital, Komatsu, 
and Bloom Procurment 
Services. The team and I 
look forward to creating 
more new partnerships 
and welcoming more 
businesses to Newcastle 
and Gateshead. 
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INTERVIEW                            GRANT MURRAY

Newcastle runs through Grant Murray’s 
every nerve fibre. From the city’s totemic 

football club to its flourishing business and 
cultural environment, Newcastle has always 

stirred his soul – even when family life and a 
career in finance and foreign exchange took 

him away. Now, after launching a division 
of international fintech operator XE.com in 
Newcastle, he is playing a tangible part in 

the city’s continued growth. Here, he talks to 
Steven Hugill about coming home, investing 

in his native city and life as a Boomerang 
Geordie 

A 
R E T U R N 

T I C K E T 
T O 

S U C C E S S

If football really is a religion, as some commentators and schools of 
sociology assert, then Grant Murray belongs to a bustling church.

Worshipping at the altar of Newcastle United, he has been a 
Magpies disciple since birth.  

Even when he flew the North East nest as a teen, his piety never 
waned.

Now, having built a global career in the finance and foreign 
exchange sectors, Grant is back in his home city, his adulation for the 
team and its tenets just as devout.

As if to prove the point, the club’s messiah-like figure Kevin Keegan 
– his picture complementing a signed shirt – watches over Grant’s 
desk in the city’s TusPark business incubator hub.

“I used to go off and watch matches when I lived down south,” 
smiles Grant, remembering his time as a teenager when his father’s 
employment situation took the family to Essex.

“I would tell my mam I was playing rugby with Chelmsford; I’d 
pack my kit and tell her we were away.

“I’d then go and put my bag in the left luggage and head off to 
wherever Newcastle were playing – I went to places like West Ham 
and Ipswich. 

“When I got back, I’d pick my bag up and rub my kit through a 
puddle to make it look like I’d been playing rugby,” laughs Grant, who 
grew up in Heaton.

Religion and football both pivot on ritualism, whether that be 
attending a dedicated place of worship or a stadium at a prescribed 
time in the week.

Moreover, both stir wider emotions around identity, belonging, 
self-worth and community pride – feelings for Grant that simmered 
away for years before dramatically reigniting.

It was perhaps not surprising that Grant, whose paternal 
grandmother Margaret Murray served as Lord Mayor of Newcastle in 
1979, would eventually return to familiar territory.

The way it unfolded, however, was perhaps a little more 
unexpected.

“I’m your classic Boomerang Geordie,” says Grant, sitting in one of 
TusPark’s glass encased meeting rooms.

“I lived in the Middle East as a child, my father’s work took us to 
Essex, and then I worked in London and Australia.

“After living away for so long, I had a bit of an epiphany in 2017,” 
the 46-year-old reveals.

“I was working down south, and I’d got up at 5am to go to a 
networking event in Covent Garden that, when I got there, I quickly 
found wasn’t for me.

“I came away and walked through the city to meet an advisor I’d 
previously done business with.

“Going through Fleet Street and past Holburn Underground 
Station, I bought a couple of punnets of strawberries from a fruit 
stall,” continues Grant. 

“I then began to look around me, listening to the conversations 
and the Cockney barrow boy shouting about his wares.
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INTERVIEW                            GRANT MURRAY

“I don’t know what it was exactly, but something hit me – I thought, ‘what am I 
doing here? I need to be back in the North East’.

“So I went home and told my wife we were moving,” adds Grant.
“The very next day I got in my car, drove up to Harrogate and rented a property.
“That was the precursor to me coming back here.”
After leaving the North East in the 1980s, his return followed a winding road 

that included a number of stopping points at multinational companies, both in 
London and Australia.

Following a job in First Chicago Bank & Trust’s clearing team in the early 
1990s, Grant moved to banking behemoth JP Morgan Chase & Co in 1994 as a 
foreign exchange manager.

Swapping the US giant for the Netherlands’ ABN AMRO, he spent the latter 
half of the 1990s and the new millennium’s early months in foreign exchange 
sales.

From there, the landscape shifted, with Grant heading to Sydney to take up the 
position of foreign exchange director at National Australia Bank.

He returned to London in early 2004 and spent three years as a director within 
the financial institution’s UK hub before embarking on a vice-president role with 
market riser Santander, after having initially joined Alliance & Leicester.

At that time, the Spanish operator was rolling out significant growth plans – 
which included taking over Alliance & Leicester – and Grant quickly became 
ingrained into its global corporate banking arm.

He wasn’t aware at the time, but his time with the Iberian-headquartered lender 
would lead to a critical junction in his career.

“When I came back from Sydney, they offered me a couple of jobs,” reveals 
Grant, who spent his early years studying at Newcastle’s Royal Grammar School.

“One was in London, and one was to run the currency side of the Yorkshire/
Clydesdale Bank franchises that National Australia Bank owned at the time.

“A by-product of taking on the latter was that the banks had a big presence in 
the North East; it wasn’t necessarily planned, but it fired something up in me,” he 
reveals.

“I worked there for a couple of years and then Alliance & Leicester Commercial 
Bank started to head-hunt me. They wanted me to build their foreign exchange 
offering. 

“I ran it for a year and then Santander bought us.
“I ran teams that covered North East England, Northern Ireland and Scotland, 

and a typical week might have seen me in Newcastle, Teesside, Edinburgh, Belfast, 
Leeds and London,” continues Grant.

“But the business increasingly became run out of Scotland and then the 
redundancies came.

“They split the investment and retail banks and a number of us lost our roles 
across the treasury team. 

“I was then kind of on my own and I started up a company – FXact – in 
2016,” says Grant, who is supplementing his work with XE.com by investing his 
experience into the next generation as a guest lecturer at Newcastle University’s 
Business School and the University of Huddersfield.

“I was essentially outsourcing advice across areas such as financial consultancy 
and foreign exchange hedging.

“That was when I had my epiphany at that London fruit stall,” adds Grant, 
whose family previously owned a paper shop on Heaton’s Benton Road.
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GRANT MURRAY
www.xe.com
@BoomeranGeordie
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INTERVIEW                            GRANT MURRAY

With FXact growing steadily, Grant received a call that would prove pivotal in 
his North East return.

A contact was helping sell apartments in Newcastle’s Hadrian’s Tower, but 
needed Grant’s local knowledge to provide interested parties with greater insight.

The conversations flowed and Grant was made aware of Newcastle’s growing 
potential.

His slow-burning passion for the city and wider region was about to ignite.
“I’m an economist and strategist, and I knew there were no currency companies 

up here at the time,” he says.
“I also knew the region’s digital and fintech sectors were going somewhere.”
Grant contacted Paul Lancaster, the founder of Plan Digital UK that organises 

Newcastle Startup Week and, he says, the originator of his Boomerang Geordie 
moniker.

Paul in turn put Grant in touch with Ian Farrar – the man behind the Industry 
Angel business podcast and Carpeway advisory group – which was the kernel 
for Grant’s launching of a division of XE.com, the money transfer and currency 
conversion operator, in Newcastle.

“I will forever be in Paul’s debt for the help he’s given me,” says Grant.
“One of Carpeway’s major facets is its leadership walks, which offer the chance 

for like-minded people to talk about ideas in the great outdoors – and it gave me 
my next epiphany.

“We were climbing up Roseberry Topping and it allowed me to explain my idea 
for XE.com.

“Later, when I spoke to XE.com and told them my plan, the opportunities and 
the cost benefits by way of rental costs, they said go for it!

“More people are doing things digitally and have increasing currency needs,” 
continues Grant.

“XE.com is a $9 billion business that’s part of Euronet Worldwide – which is a 
massive ATM company – and it is recognised by 300 million users.”

Launched last summer, Grant’s venture is progressing well, having been 
bolstered by a chance encounter with Invest Newcastle’s director Jen Hartley at a 
North East Times’ breakfast event.

“We were stood at the bar in Motel One and initially got chatting because 
neither of us could find the milk for our coffees,” recalls Grant.

“Jen and Invest Newcastle really helped create a massive splash when I launched 
XE.com.

“Our relationship also allowed me to attend the Barcelona Smart City Expo 
World Congress in November,” he reveals.

“I was part of something where global companies – who rely on organisations 
like XE.com to move money around – were all in attendance; it was terrific.

“I’ve also had great support from the Department for International Trade and 
the North East England Chamber of Commerce, which have introduced me to 
some fantastic businesses.”

With such strong initial foundations in place, Grant says he’s excited about what 
his personal and professional investment can deliver for Newcastle and the wider 
North East.

“There is a real collective attitude here to get things done,” he adds.
“My outlook probably comes from the same sense of civic obligation my 

grandmother had as Lord Mayor, but I want to change the world and change it for 
the benefit of the North East.

“I want to give something back.”

“ I ’ M  A N  E C O N O M I S T  A N D 
S T R A T E G I S T ,  A N D  I  K N E W  T H E R E 

W E R E  N O  C U R R E N C Y  C O M P A N I E S  U P 
H E R E  A T  T H E  T I M E , ”  H E  S A Y S .

“ I  A L S O  K N E W  T H E  R E G I O N ’ S 
D I G I T A L  A N D  F I N T E C H  S E C T O R S  W E R E 

G O I N G  S O M E W H E R E "



47



48

In recent years there has been a UK-wide 
growth in the development of purpose built 
and run private rented sector accommodation, 
often referred to as "build to rent "(BTR). It is 
one of the most significant areas of growth in 

the real estate market.
While the explosion of BTR has in part 

been driven by demand in London, it is clear 
that regional cities are also areas of focus for 
most investors.  Manchester, Liverpool, Leeds, 
Birmingham, Cardiff and Edinburgh have been at 
the forefront of development in the regions, but 
the North East now appears to be fully embracing 
the BTR model.

 
What is on the BTR agenda for the North East?
In 2019 Newcastle welcomed its first new true 
BTR scheme in recent years in the form of The 
Forge, which is situated at Forth Banks. While 
the development can be credited with forging 
the way forward in Newcastle, it is certainly not 
an exception. Newcastle alone has seen plans for 
investment in the old Brett Oils site on Gateshead 
Quayside, which is expected to go through a 
multi-million transformation in coming years. 
Pottery Lane, also at Forth Banks, is subject 
to discussion around a comparable level of 
investment. Similarly, there are advance plans for a 
regeneration project in the form of West Quayside 
Village, and plans are underway for a luxury 
development at Crawhall Road in Ouseburn. To 
that we can add two large blocks of BTR planned 
at Strawberry Place and the recently submitted 
planning application for around 300 BTR units at 
the East Quayside.

These examples are just scratching the surface 
of the development and investment opportunities 
across the north east.  It is tremendous to see 
investors and developers in BTR recognise the 
value and potential in Newcastle.

Bringing new life to the region
While the immediate benefit of BTR is the ability 
to satisfy the evolving appetite for a different 
way of living, there are also a number of other 
benefits of BTR to the region, not least expanding 
employment and business prospects. Not only 
are there opportunities for professionals in the 
initial construction and development industries, 
but there are also openings for other businesses 
to engage with BTR in the ongoing running of the 
schemes. 

At Womble Bond Dickinson, we have been 
active in the private rented sector for many years 
and have a dedicated national BTR team, acting 
for a number of key developers and investors; 
involved in significant BTR projects all over the 
country. Given the scale of our footprint in the 
north east it is pleasing to see BTR get a significant 
foothold in the region. 

How will COVID-19 Affect BTR?
It is likely that most live development sites will 
pause or at least slow down during the pandemic. 
How long that is for remains to be seen but with 
a minimum three week shutdown it is clear that 
the impact on expected delivery dates will not be 
insignificant. While most development agreements 
will cater for extensions of time, the investor of 
course will be spending money for longer before 
taking handover of the finished scheme, which 
could put a squeeze on likely returns in the short 
term. For investors and landlords operating 
existing schemes in the private rented sector there 
are a number of emergency measures of which 
they should be aware. These include potential 
restrictions on removing tenants from premises.

If you have queries in relation to a live BTR 
development or your obligations in respect of an 
existing scheme please contact the WBD team 
who will be happy to help.

ADVERTISING FEATURE – LAW
Womble Bond Dickinson

One of the most significant areas of growth in the real estate market is set to make a major 
impact on the North East, says Tom Willows, partner at Womble Bond Dickinson

BUILD TO RENT BOOM 
COMES TO TOWN

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

i



49

ADVERTISING FEATURE – EDUCATION 
Northumbria University 

Northumbria University has officially opened its new Incubator for graduate start-ups, cementing 
its position as a leading centre for entrepreneurship, enterprise and innovation

INVESTING IN OUR 
ENTREPRENEURS

Located next to the university's main 
campus, Northumbria University's new 
Incubator offers purpose-built office 
space with state-of-the-art technology 
and connectivity, as well as a range of 

financial, legal and marketing support.  
There are already 19 start-up businesses 

in residence – and with ongoing financial 
support from key partners including Santander 
Universities UK, the North East Local Enterprise 
Partnership and the Sir James Knott Trust, the 
Incubator is set to benefit many more aspiring 
entrepreneurs. 

Innovation and enterprise are at the heart of 
Northumbria's learning experience, both with 
its teaching and through the support it offers 
start-ups through the Student and Graduate 
Enterprise Service. Pioneering courses such as 
Entrepreneurial Business Management, where 
students run their own businesses, and the 
student-led consultancy service delivered on the 
Business Clinic programme, have established the 
university as a leader in entrepreneurial education. 

Northumbria has also topped the UK university 
rankings for graduate start-ups based on estimated 
turnover for five of the past six years. 

Professor Steven Kyffin, pro vice-chancellor 
business and enterprise at Northumbria 
University, says: "Northumbria attracts high-
quality students with the focus, talent, ambition 
and ability to become entrepreneurs of the future 
who can compete in a global market and make a 
significant contribution to economic growth, job 
creation and social prosperity. Now complete and 
fully operational, our new Incubator has been 
designed to provide the real estate and human 
support they need in the early years to lay down 
foundations for a successful future. 

"Opening the Incubator is a part of our vision 
to help make the North East the best place in the 
UK to start a business. This is an ambitious and 
achievable goal because of the continuing support 
of our strategic and valued partners. "Already 

this year Santander has provided financial 
assistance to 21 graduate start-ups operating 
across a range of sectors. We are working closely 
with other valued partners, including the North 
East Local Enterprise Partnership and venture 
capitalists North Star. All our partners are making 
a significant contribution to our enterprise fund 
or offering mentoring advice to our graduate 
start-ups."

Commenting on the Incubator and its wider 
collaboration with Northumbria, Matt Hutnell, 
director of Santander Universities UK, says: 
"Santander is committed to supporting higher 
education as well as local communities across 
the UK. We're proud to support the launch of 
Northumbria University's new Incubator for 
graduate entrepreneurs. We look forward to 
continuing our support for the exciting and 
innovative businesses of tomorrow."

NORTHUMBRIA UNIVERSITY
For more information on 

Northumbria's Incubator, visit: 

www.northumbria.ac.uk/incubator
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Jim Meakin is head of tax 
at accountancy, business 
and financial advisory firm 
Armstrong Watson. He is 
responsible for the growth and 
development of the company’s 
tax services across its offices. 
Having begun his career with 
the Inland Revenue, which 
included time in the North 
East, Yorkshire and London 
between the mid-1970s and 
1980s, he then held a number 
of professional roles up to 
2009, when he was appointed 
Newcastle office managing 
partner at RSM. In 2014, he 
became RSM’s London head 
of tax and a year later was 
appointed the operator’s 
national head of tax. He began 
his current role with Armstrong 
Watson in September 2018

THE LONG GAME

INTERVIEW  
Jim Meakin
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PAST
Some of the things I remember about the world 
of work and what was around me when I started 
work in 1975 were how easy it seemed to be to 
get a job, but how little hard information was 
available beyond the friendly school careers 
officer and what parents’ friends knew or claimed 
to know.

Another thing was how much trouble I got into 
for insisting to my father and teachers that I knew 
best about leaving school at 16, rather than doing 
A levels, let alone going on to university.

I joined the civil service and was placed in 
an Inland Revenue office. There was no great 
career plan beforehand, but it certainly became 
apparent that there was an opportunity to 
acquire knowledge, which could be used to 
build a reasonably profitable career – and there 
were clearly plenty of prospective clients, with a 
top income tax rate of 83 per cent applicable to 
income over £20,000 (it was quite a lot then).  

This had been the stifling tax system, which 
had contributed to the brain drain – as it was 
described on the kind of television programmes 
I wasn’t interested in watching – but had inspired 
people like Ray Davies and George Harrison to 
write songs like Waterloo Sunset and Taxman, 
which was definitely much more my sphere of 
interest.

And there was a free lift to work with my father, 
who was the day foreman at the Baltic Mill when 
it really was a flour mill. This helped leave enough 
cash to finance alternate Saturday afternoons 
worshipping Malcolm MacDonald at St James’ 
Park, or searching for some obscure recording 
among the record shops in the Handyside Arcade.

PRESENT 
It is easy to think the difficult circumstances we 
live in right now are completely unprecedented, 

and for sure we face a very worrying public health 
threat and consequent economic challenges. 

These are our present reality, but in relatively 
recent times we have also seen and come through 
the HIV threat and economic shocks, including 
not only the financial crisis triggered by the 
Leahman Brothers collapse, but the sterling crisis 
of the 1960s and 1970s, which culminated in an 
IMF bailout and the three-day week.

We are nowadays much better connected 
and equipped to marshal the resources and 
intelligence to solve these problems, but maybe 
a price of that is that bad news travels far more 
quickly now, both physically and via social media.

In my own professional world, in common 
with almost every other walk of life, technology 
and the availability of data have made a massive 
mark with a huge amount of intelligence available 
and online processes, such as Making Tax Digital, 
becoming the new ways of working. 

But I’m not at all sure it makes our lives 
easier; we just seem to have become very good 
at creating new things to do, sometimes for not 
much better reason than the fact that we can.

And I’m still trawling the few remaining record 
shops and the internet for vinyl treasures.

FUTURE
Inevitably the pace of professional change 
is not going to let up, reflecting increasingly 
sophisticated client expectations, social change, 
and our ever more complex world.

The key to dealing with it is to address changes 
and deal with the challenges incrementally, 
otherwise the pace will seem overwhelming. 

As a nation, as a region and as a human race, 
we have dealt with numerous challenges that 
head-on seemed unwinnable but in the rear-view 
mirror appear ever smaller. 

I think that’s a very good way to think about it.

ARMSTRONG WATSON
www.armstrongwatson.co.uk
@ArmstrongWatson
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INTERVIEW
Susan Bell and Ajaib Singh

As much as investing in the North East is about attracting investment from outside, it's also about 
celebrating those home-grown businesses that continually invest in their people and export North 
East culture and values around the world. One such company is business consultancy and IT firm 
Waterstons. Richard Dawson speaks to employee number one Ajaib Singh and CEO Susan Bell 
about Waterstons' journey and what the future looks like with a new presence in Australia 

THE PATH TO BUSINESS RESILIENCE

In 1994, Sally and Mike Waterston had a vision 
of founding a business consultancy and IT 
company that put customer need front and 
centre. More than 25 years later, it's proved to 
be a winning formula. 

Waterstons posted turnover close to £14 
million in 2019 and announced it was expanding 
into the Southern Hemisphere with a new office 
in Sydney, Australia. The move down under 
significantly expanded the Durham headquartered 
firm's operational capacity and together with 
offices in London and Glasgow gave it a genuine 
international presence. 

Now comprising a 200-strong team with 
expertise in everything from project management, 
mergers and acquisitions to data analytics, 
software and cyber resilience; the North East-
based firm has an impressive track record of 
solving business problems using IT. 

The range of services Waterstons provides has 
created a client base that is incredibly diverse. 
The likes of Age UK, British Library, Durham 
University, Gentoo, Home Group, Port of Tyne, 
Quorn and even Royal Dutch Shell all use the 
firm's services. 

Company director Ajaib Singh was Waterstons' 
first employee, joining Sally and Mike after six 
months.

"I knew Sally because we had worked together 
in IT previously and we'd experienced varying 
degrees of poor customer service. Every supplier 
was offering bog-standard, out-of-the-box 
packages, he reflects. 

"That was a big problem in the marketplace; 
people just weren't listening to the customer's 
needs." 

Seeing an opportunity to provide a different 
kind of service, Waterstons took its first steps 
with a business model of simply listening to its 
customers and working out how to solve their 
problems.

That emphasis on doing the simple things right 
is still very much a part of Waterstons' ethos. 
But what's really allowed the business to grow 
through such an intense period of technological 
advancement is the ability to adapt to the growing 
needs of its client base. 
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When Waterstons was founded, the internet 
was still not widely available and if a company 
wanted to run email or enterprise resource 
planning (ERP) software, it had to have physical 
servers to make it happen. 

"Over the years, technology has brought people 
together to make more informed decisions," Ajaib 
adds. "It brings the world a lot closer together. 

"We started as a business consultancy using IT," 
he continues. "That then grew because the number 
and size of our customers were growing and 
suddenly, we found our customers were asking us 
for other additional services." 

From 1994 to 2004, Waterstons' headcount 
went from three to 54 and its services expanded 
from consulting on IT strategy to implementing 
infrastructure and technology projects, managing 
whole IT services, developing software and 

providing financial planning solutions for some of 
the UK's largest companies. 

Not to mention a string of accreditations and 
recognition, from first becoming a Microsoft 
Partner in 2000 to being awarded Investors in 
People Gold status in 2001, being recognised in 
the Deloitte Technology Fast 50 in 2002 and the 
Deloitte European Fast 500 in 2003. 

Waterstons has since been awarded with the 
Investors in People accolade four times and last 
year launched its own in-house training scheme 
– Waterstons Academy – which covers a range 
of key business skills, including leadership, risk 
management and communication.

That commitment to investing in the 
development of its people is what has allowed 
Waterstons to grow both its service offering and its 
client base. It's also what attracted the company's 
current CEO, Susan Bell, to the company back in 
2011. 

A native Northumbrian, Susan's interest in 
technology came from an unlikely source. As a 
dairy farmer, her father was always on the lookout 
for ways of using technology to solve everyday 
problems in the agriculture business.  

After graduating with a degree in business 
information systems from Hull University in 1992, 
Susan cut her teeth back in the North East as a 
graduate working for NHS Prescription Services 
before moving to Leeds to work for First Direct, 
which had recently opened.

"It was the first online banking or telephone 
bank of its time," Susan reflects. 

Like so many recent graduates though, the 
allure of London cast a long shadow and Susan left 
for the capital in 1999. 

For the next 12 years, Susan worked in a 
number of different IT roles at Swiss investment 
bank, UBS. While there, she rolled out the game-
changing technology that we know as single sign-
on, which is the user ID access control you need to 
enter any computer, account or software today.  

Through her work at UBS, Susan marvelled at 
the growing centrality of technology to day-to-
day business operations, particularly in financial 
services. 

She says: "IT and digital are ubiquitous 
nowadays. If we look at investment banks, 
they're absolutely driven by technology. It is 
something that now goes hand-in-hand. From a 
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WATERSTONS
www.waterstons.com
@WaterstonsLtd
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business resilience point of view, IT is absolutely 
fundamental." 

After spending more than a decade in London 
and becoming a mother, Susan decided to move 
back to the North East to find a better work-life 
balance. She had also come through some pretty 
tough times working in the banking sector during 
the 2008 financial crisis and decided that the time 
was right to 'boomerang' back to the region. 

Looking for a company that reflected her values 
and had plenty of scope for growth, Waterstons 
seemed like a perfect fit. 

Susan recalls being captivated by how 
Waterstons felt like a family business with an 
inclusive and collaborative culture, different to 
anything she'd experienced before. 

She says: "From my first interview, there was 
something completely unique about Waterstons. 
It was something that you couldn't quite put your 
finger on – the behaviours, the feeling you get with 
the people that you meet." 

As CEO, it's been Susan's mission to cultivate 
that open, familial, collaborative environment 
and to drive the company forward in the North 
East's growing digital space. For, since the late 
1990s when Susan was finding her feet as an XDB 
programmer, opportunities for talented graduates 
to stay and work in the region have grown 
exponentially. 

She explains: "I think in the past, and certainly 
when I started working, I thought that to progress, 
I needed to go to London. 

"The great thing now, coming back to the North 
East and working for a company like Waterstons, 
is that we've created an environment where people 
don't have to leave to have a fulfilling career. 

"I've always been fiercely proud of my Northern 
heritage and I think the things that are happening 
now in the digital space here are absolutely 
brilliant." 

Waterstons celebrated 25 years in business by 
opening a new office in Australia, exporting North 
East culture and values to the other side of the 
world. 

It was a gamble to invest in expanding the 
company's presence so far afield. But as Susan 
reveals, the decision was made on the basis of 
customer need.

"Clients were looking to extend contracts with 
us over in the Southern Hemisphere and they 

kept saying to us, 'we need your type of customer 
service ethos for our teams worldwide'.

So, we took the chance. We wanted to grow 
with our clients, we didn't want to get left behind," 
she says. 

A 10-strong team, headed up by managing 
director Charlie Hales, now works out of the 
Australia office and the time difference has 
allowed Waterstons to deliver a 24-hour service, 
without undermining its values. 

"We didn't want to compromise our culture 
with the 24-hour service," adds Susan. "That's 
why we took the opportunity to open the office in 
Australia – it means we don't have to have people 
working 24/7 in the UK." 

If you had to summarise what Waterstons 
delivers for its clients in a word, it would 
be resilience. Whether in terms of financial 
planning, infrastructure consulting, software 
development, cybersecurity or data analytics; all 
of the technology Waterstons deploys is aimed 
at increasing business resilience, which is so 
important in these uncertain times. 

The widespread disruption caused by the 
COVID-19 outbreak has been felt across almost 
all businesses, from those in the leisure and 
hospitality sectors to the travel industry and 
beyond. Offices across the UK are closed and 
those businesses who can operate remotely still 
have big challenges to face. 

For Susan and the team at Waterstons, the key 
thing to do at this time is to plan ahead and adapt 
quickly to any obstacles that come your way. 

"Given these uncertain times, I think a business 
that's able to respond quickly to any disruption 
is incredibly important now more than ever", she 
reflects. 

"It is quite sobering what we're hearing. I don't 
think anyone would have been able to anticipate 
the extent to which we may enter into some very, 
very choppy waters as businesses.

"Given the unprecedented place we are in as a 
country and as a world, doing the right thing and 
being kind is imperative and that should start at 
home, but at work and in the community as well," 
she continues. 

"We don't know realistically what the fallout of 
this is going to be but what I do have a very strong 
sense of is that, as a company, we're very well 
equipped to weather this storm." 

INTERVIEW
Susan Bell and Ajaib Singh
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With four locations spread 
around the North East, 
Royal IHC – which 
designs, manufactures 
and supplies bespoke 

offshore systems for a range of different industries 
including offshore wind, telecommunications 
and oil and gas – is committed to promoting the 
region as a key hub for the energy sector.

The industry has grown more than 60 per cent 
since 2010 and it is no surprise that it is seen as a 
priority growth area for both the North East and 
the UK as a whole. With another 27,000 jobs set 
to be created by 2030, it is essential that there are 
enough skilled people being trained to fill those 
roles.

To help meet the demand, Royal IHC 
is committed to developing the talented 
workforce of the future. Last September, the 
company became an official sponsor of a new 
Offshore Renewables & Subsea Engineering 
Level 3 qualification. The course is delivered 
in partnership between Port Training Services, 
the training division of the Port of Blyth, and 
Newcastle College. 

Thirty-six local students enrolled on the course 
and are currently based at the dedicated training 
facilities at the Port of Blyth. The students are 
provided with high-quality training as well as 
access to both real-world facilities and potential 
employers like Royal IHC.

Royal IHC has supported Port Training 
Services through the Blyth STEM Hub with 
numerous STEM initiatives over the last 
few years, inspiring students all across the 
region. Royal IHC spoke to one youngster 
during a STEM event when he was ten, who 
then interviewed with the company for an 
apprenticeship at 15. Now he is working 
as a multi-skilled technician at Royal IHC. 
Furthermore, Royal IHC's 20,000sq metre facility 

at the Port of Blyth means the organisation is 
perfectly placed to support and promote the 
course.

At Royal IHC, safety comes first; therefore, it 
sponsored the PPE for all students enrolled on 
the course. The company also provided a subsea 
trenching vehicle demonstrator to be used as a 
learning tool for the students. This demonstrator 
was built in 2014 as part of the research and 
development process of innovating a new 
product to grow Royal IHC's subsea vehicle 
portfolio. This offers the students a unique way 
of learning the key skills necessary to enter the 
offshore renewables and subsea sectors.

Royal IHC is also advancing the region's 
energy sector by supporting early-stage SME 
companies. The organisation has recently 
partnered with the Offshore Renewable Energy 
(ORE) Catapult to support their Cleantech 
Offshore Renewables Accelerator programme. 
The Launch Academy North East has been 
established to accelerate early-stage SME 
cleantech solutions from across the region, to 
enhance the local offshore wind supply chain and 
drive cost reduction through innovation. 

With more than 20 years of developing and 
commercialising new technology, Royal IHC's 
subsea products technical manager Ralph 
Manchester is using his experience in the 
industry to support the SMEs. 

"Growing the North East of England's 
current expertise in offshore and subsea energy 
infrastructure will bring valuable employment 
and growth to the region. Royal IHC supports 
this clustering activity, which will attract both 
domestic and international customers providing 
increased prosperity for all," he says. 

With additional initiatives in the pipeline for 
2020, through education and innovation, Royal 
IHC will continue to support the growth of the 
region's world-class energy hub. 

ADVERTISING FEATURE – MANUFACTURING AND ENGINEERING
Royal IHC 

Royal IHC is helping to build future skills by supporting a number of training programmes that 
include a new offshore renewables and subsea engineering qualification based at the Port of 
Blyth

SHAPING THE REGION'S 
ENERGY SECTOR 

ROYAL IHC
www.royalihc.com
UK@royalihc.com
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IN ASSOCIATION WITH:

TEES VALLEY 
This month, we launch a new section dedicated to the Tees Valley with news and independent 
features from the businesses and organisations based in Teesside, Hartlepool and Darlington.
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TEES VALLEY - NEWS

Inward investment

MAYOR’S CALL OVER 
CHANCELLOR’S TREASURY 
JOB PLAN                                                                       
Chancellor Rishi Sunak has been urged to fulfil a Budget pledge by 
making Tees Valley the home for a 750-job Treasury expansion. 

Tees Valley Mayor Ben Houchen has called on his Conservative 
counterpart to site a new economic campus in the area.

The plea comes after Richmond (North Yorkshire) MP Mr Sunak 
outlined plans to “change the whole mindset of Government”, 
which include opening a Northern Treasury base to oversee 
business, local government and trade operations.

“The jobs must not go to Manchester or Leeds, they need to 
come to a region like the one I represent,” said Mayor Houchen.

“This would be proof to voters that the Government is 

recognising the North as more than just the major cities.
“Rishi can make this happen by bringing these jobs to Teesside, 

Darlington or Hartlepool.”

Innovation

STEEL INNOVATION BACKED 
BY £22 MILLION SUPPORT                                                                                                 
A research and innovation centre will play a pivotal role in 
revolutionising the steel and metals sector thanks to £22 million 
Westminster support.

The Materials Processing Institute, based on the outskirts of 
Middlesbrough, will deliver a five-year programme after being 
awarded financial backing in the recent Budget.

Chief executive Chris McDonald, said the funding will help 
develop work around low carbon, electric and hydrogen-based 

steelmaking, boost the advancement of robotics and artificial 
intelligence, and support new technologies to extract and recycle 
rare metals such as lithium.

Partnership

PROJECT TO BOOST FOOD 
PRODUCER’S WORK                                                                                             
An education institution has joined forces with a meat-substitute 
food maker to drive greater quality and sustainability.

Teesside University is working alongside Quorn Foods to 
test alternative ways of making the key ingredient in the latter’s 
manufacturing process. 

The organisations will look at improvements to the production of 
mycoprotein, the meat-free healthy protein used in Quorn’s range.

The two-year programme will have access to Teesside 
University’s £22.3 million National Horizons Centre, a bioscience 
hub based in Darlington.

Commercial property

NEW OFFICE MOVE DRIVES 
FRESH RECRUITMENT                                                                                                 
An accountancy and advisory firm has unveiled job creation plans 
after strengthening its commitment to Tees Valley.

MHA Tait Walker has signed a ten-year lease on a new office in 
Stockton. 

The company says the move will create a handful of initial new 
jobs, with wider plans to double its workforce to 40 over the next 
three years by recruiting experienced accountants alongside 
graduates and trainees.

The new space is expected to open later this year.

IN ASSOCIATION WITH:
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A new 
programme 
for growth

Rendered hollow by the futility of warfare, a 
soldier floats face up in the water.

Symbolic of frontline conflict’s shocking 
reality, Lance Corporal Will Schofield – kept 
buoyant by a piece of driftwood – carries 
an injured hand and a tortured soul.

Yet all is not quite as it seems.
Schofield is the lead protagonist in 1917, 

Sam Mendes’ multi Oscar and Bafta-award 
winning wartime drama, with Stockton’s 
Tees Barrage – normally a haven for elite 
canoeists – substituting for Europe’s 
choppy First World War waters.

However, while the story may be largely 
fictional, its effect on Tees Valley’s creative 
industry is altogether more tangible.

Highlighting the area’s prowess as a 
trusted shooting location, 1917 represents 
a significant marker post in the progress of 
Tees Valley Screen.

Supported financially by the European 
Regional Development Fund and Tees 
Valley Combined Authority, the award-
winning development programme, which 
has an office in Hartlepool, is overseen by 

Northern Film + Media.
In a fluctuating broadcast environment, 

headlined by the weakening of the South 
East’s traditional production monopoly, 
Tees Valley Screen is priming the area for 
growth.

The venture – which only launched in 
January last year – provides people with 
training and development assistance, offers 
crucial networking support via its Screen 
Socials events and holds the industry door 
ajar for the next generation. 

Furthermore, it promotes Tees Valley’s 
various landmarks and locations to 
companies – the programme’s production 
service arm was instrumental in 1917’s 
presence at Tees Barrage – which last year 
helped bring £1.4 million into the area’s 
economy.

“The screen sector is in boom and 
is growing four times faster than the 
economy,” says Alison Gwynn, Northern 
Film + Media’s acting managing director.

“However, less than two per cent of 
activity takes place in the North East.

“But with the Government and Ofcom 
ensuring more broadcast content is going 
to be made in the nations and regions, we 
have a fantastic opportunity to grow and 
develop the industry here. 

“We want to attract more productions 
and ensure they employ as many local 
professionals as possible,” continues Alison 
on the objectives of Tees Valley Screen, 
which recently won a regional Royal 
Television Society award for its contribution 
to the film and television sector.

“Some of the ITV drama Vera happened 
in Tees Valley during our first year, but the 
jewel in the crown was 1917, and such 
projects contribute to the aspirational 
element of the combined authority’s vision 
for Tees Valley.

“We are now having really interesting 
conversations with some big studios about 
other facilities,” reveals Alison.

Alongside physical backdrops and top-
class new filming resources – which include 
Hartlepool’s Northern School of Arts’ 

planned Northern Studios venture – Alison 
says Tees Valley Screen is committed to 
providing individuals and companies with 
opportunities to thrive.

Having already helped a number of local 
creators gain commissions from Channel 
Four on a comedy shorts project, the 
organisation is also using the Northern Film 
+ Media Academy to prepare others. 

“We have a lot of emerging and early 
career production companies and our 
job is to support them through their 
professional development journey,” says 
Alison, who was previously programme and 
development director at Seven Stories, the 
National Centre for Children’s Books.

“We are helping producers and 
companies become ‘match-fit’ to take the 
commission opportunities as they come.

“One of the big achievements from our 
first year was the North East Comedy Hot 
House.

“We worked with Channel Four and 
Emma Lawson, a scripted comedy 
executive producer originally from Tees 
Valley, to produce 24 digital comedy 
shorts,” continues Alison.

“They are shown on the channel’s social 
media and it was great for the filmmakers 
involved to get a commission on their CV.

“Additionally, our NFM Academy, on 

Founded a little more than a year 
ago, the award-winning Tees Valley 
Screen development programme 
has already made a big impression. 
Laying the foundations for existing 
and new talent to flourish across 
film, television and the broader 
screen, it is also working with 
national and global producers 
to promote the Tees Valley as 
an attractive backdrop for new 
projects. Steven Hugill finds out 
more

INTERVIEW – ALISON GWYNN



61

TEES VALLEY SCREEN

www.teesvalleyscreen.co.uk

@TeesScreen

which we work with ScreenSkills, 
is a crucial bridge between 
education and industry.

“We do bootcamps, 
masterclasses and workshops, 
and get people placements on 
productions,” adds Alison.

This work was extended when 
Tees Valley Screen teamed up 
with Creative Factory and The 
Auxiliary to launch a 12-week 
artist residency programme 
alongside Middlesbrough’s artificial 
intelligence video search software 
firm Vlogbase.

Supported by Arts Council 
England, the project gave two 
artists the opportunity to bolster 
their respective skills in a different 
environment. 

“Everything we do is about 
professional development,” says 
Alison.

“We had two great artist 
installations, which helped change 
the way Vlogbase thought about 
their products and development.”

So how does Alison reflect on 
Tees Valley Screen’s first year – 
and look ahead to the future?

“We have made progress, but 
this is not an industry that can be 
developed overnight,” she says.

“What we are doing is all about 
building a longer-term legacy.”

IN ASSOCIATION WITH:
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Why did you decide it was 
the right time for Statex 
to rebrand?
Richard: When Statex 
first started 25 years 

ago, the printing business was a very different 
world. As we've grown and added additional 
services we knew we needed a new brand that 
could better reflect our positioning and give our 
communications some focus. This was crystallised 
by the fact our name and logo still had the words 
'colour print' in it from back in the day when, 
believe it or not, colour printing was a unique 
selling point. 

How did Projector help you?
Richard: The team at Projector initially held a 
number of productive meetings so we could all 
openly discuss what we were good at, what we had 
achieved and what we wanted to achieve in the 
future. As a team, we're great at helping our clients 
communicate but when you're looking inward, it's 
a bit alien. So the team at Projector really helped 
tease out of us what we feel makes us special. They 

then brought our agreed vision to life with a new 
look and feel.

Phil: We knew that the rebrand would be a 
big undertaking and needed to be approached 
strategically – as well as outward-facing 
communications, Statex also wanted to raise 
engagement internally. As part of the process, 
we re-examined Statex's core brand values and 
communication strategies by running a series 
of brand workshops. During these sessions, we 
worked with the Statex team to peel back the 
layers of their business and uncover what lies at 
the heart of it, allowing us to nail their positioning 
and, ultimately, establish the basis for a new brand 
and identity. We helped identify some new ways 
they could communicate – modernising methods 
and widening channels to include better use of 
digital tools. Internally, we're working with them 
to launch a programme for rewarding service 
champions within the business, as well as tracking 
feedback. Of course, all of this work under the skin 
was essential, but we need to create an updated 
visual response, too. This involved redefining 
the brand wordmark as well as the fonts, colour 
palettes, stationery and signage. We're also looking 
at all online and offline assets and are planning a 
roll-out strategy with Statex.

Why did you approach Projector for help with the 
rebrand?
Richard: When you're too close to a brand, getting 
that fresh outside perspective is invaluable. We've 
worked with Projector for many years so we knew 
they could bring a lot to the project, including an 
external mindset and more accountability. They're 
a great, honest bunch who are not afraid to roll 
up their sleeves to get things done so we really 
trusted that they'd get the most out of the process 
and bring our new identity to life in the way we 
wanted.

Phil: Having worked on rebrand projects for 
many other clients over the years, we've been able 
to develop a well-established process. For the vast 

ADVERTISING FEATURE – MEDIA
Projector

Phil Lowery, managing director of brand agency Projector, and Richard Barksby, marketing & sales 
development manager at commercial printer Statex, sit down to discuss what it takes to rebrand 
a business in today's climate

INVESTING IN A NEW BRAND
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majority of brands, getting professional help from 
agencies like ours means you're a lot less likely to 
encounter the common pitfalls and mistakes that 
can crop up through the process – most of which 
wind up being more expensive and a lot more 
time-consuming.

What challenges did you face during the process? 
And how did Projector help you to overcome 
them?
Richard: With more than 25 years of 
communications to consider, identifying 
everything that needed to change was a little 
overwhelming at first. Without knowing how 
many assets we'd need to update, we couldn't be 
sure of the scale and the scope of the rebrand. But 
Projector helped make the process so much easier. 
They provided a fantastic personal service and 
round-the-clock support with technology, visuals 
and artwork while we tested as much as we could 
and tweaked things that didn't quite work.

Phil: While the company name was a driver for 
change, our constant challenge in these projects is 
to ensure we're not just doing cosmetic work on 
logos and business cards by going deeper into the 
brand. This is often the trickier part of the project 
because you're holding a mirror up to the client's 
business and asking them to be honest. However, 
challenging as it is, it's also usually the most 
rewarding part of the process – and gives a firm 
foundation for all work to be built on.

Phil, how did you and the Projector team settle 
on the new identity?
Phil: We wanted to recreate a brand that truly 
represents Statex today: confident, approachable 
and forward-thinking. Through the process 
we looked at a range of solutions, from clever 
identities to simple logotypes. At the presentation 
however, the team at Statex were unanimous 
in their choice and felt the cleanliness of a bold 
logotype suited them and their positioning best. 
We're now looking forward to helping roll out 

the new look and feel, as well as guide them 
through those internal projects to tighten brand 
engagement internally in coming months.

Are you happy with the results of the rebrand?
Richard: Very much so! We all agree it's captured 
our vision perfectly and the reception has been 
fantastic so far. The style has carried through 
seamlessly across our printed and digital 
marketing channels and advertising. We're still in 
the process of updating some other assets, such 
as our main website, so we're looking forward to 
seeing the rebrand continue to roll out across our 
comms in the coming months. Watch this space!

PROJECTOR
If you're interested in finding out 

how Projector can help you build 

a winning brand, contact Phil on: 

phil@yourprojector.com 
www.yourprojector.com

i
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Law firm Sintons held an event to mark the launch of its rebrand. 
The new brand identity comes as the firm continues to progress through its strategy for growth, 
building further on the principles of its 124-year heritage with new client wins across the North 
East and UK and an ongoing recruitment drive for new legal talent.  
The event, held at St James' Park, enabled the firm's 200-plus guests to see a laser show which 
was held on the roof of its neighbouring Barrack Road head office

SINTONS BRAND RELAUNCH

EVENT 
Sintons 
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ADVERTISING FEATURE – TECH 
CityFibre 

By Jason Legget, CityFibre's city manager for Newcastle 

RAISING NEWCASTLE'S AMBITIONS 
WITH FULL FIBRE

The future success of Newcastle's 
economy relies on modern digital 
infrastructure. 

Like traditional infrastructure – 
well-built roads, beautiful buildings 

and our world-famous bridges – investment in 
digital connectivity, specifically full fibre networks, 
will drive the attractiveness, competitiveness and 
productivity of the city in years to come.

A modern city-wide digital infrastructure, 
with full fibre at its core, creates thousands of 
opportunities to drive economic growth and 
investment across our key industries and sectors. 
This will make the area attractive to new talent and 
support innovative start-ups and scale-up activity, 
allowing Newcastle to stand out and step-up in the 
globally competitive market. 

Recent Regeneris research shows that direct 
investment in gigabit connectivity across the city 
will reap significant reward. Full fibre will help 
generate £22 million in business productivity, £24 
million in innovation benefits and £22 million 
from new business start-ups alone.

This digital infrastructure won't only stimulate 
economic growth and investment but will, 
fundamentally, help to improve the way we live, 
work and play. It will enable us to truly personalise 
the city, making it more user-friendly through 
the transformation of public service delivery, 
even shaping the underlying infrastructure of 
Newcastle itself through widespread deployment 
of smart city technologies. 

Such developments make the city easier to 
navigate, safer to walk around, healthier to live 
in and far more efficient to manage, ultimately 
making it an even more enjoyable place in which 
to work, live and visit.  

To help realise a 'city of the future' vision, 
CityFibre is delivering a state-of-the-art full fibre 
network that will, later this year, begin to connect 
communities at the heart of our city, including 
Kenton and Blakelaw, along with exciting new 
build development sites, including the innovative 

Helix development. They will each have access 
to unprecedented speeds of up to a gigabit per 
second (1000mbps).

It's not just speed and contention that will make 
the difference; ubiquitous connectivity is the key 
to success. Ubiquitous access across the city must 
be a single focus, not just for areas of best return. 
As a result, CityFibre is building its network 
contiguously, expanding out from our technology 
sites or fibre exchange (FEX) locations, connecting 
premises up to the network as we pass. 

This project will future-proof Newcastle for 
the next 50 years, supporting generations of 
innovators, entrepreneurs, community leaders, 
learners and investors. Newcastle, one of 62 
Gigabit Cities CityFibre currently plans to invest 
in, is already accelerating faster than almost 
anywhere in the UK outside of London, so only 
time will tell about the impact full fibre will have 
on the city overall.

I am extremely proud to say Newcastle's status 
as a Gigabit City is progressing well and it's 
exciting to think that nearly every home, business, 
retailer, school and public building will be able to 
reap the benefits of gigabit speeds. This presents 
a significant opportunity for the area, and indeed 
investors, as we look to build on our digital 
abilities and innovate for the good of Newcastle 
and beyond.

CITYFIBRE
www.cityfibre.com
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"No matter which way 
I'm driving on the A69, 
I feel like I'm going 
home," says director of 
business development 

Rosie Thomas, who grew up in a National Park 
but found she felt just at home in the urban 
excitement of Newcastle. So when she joined 
Northumberland National Park in 2015, it was 
almost a homecoming for her. 

When Rosie was studying at Newcastle 
University, she watched the majestic Sage 
Gateshead being built on the NewcastleGateshead 
riverside and decided she wanted to work there 
one day. Ten years later, she was managing the 
appeal to raise £6 million for the landmark's tenth 
birthday. Rosie's passion for investment in iconic 
community spaces has followed her through her 
career. 

Following her work with Sage Gateshead, Rosie 
came to Northumberland National Park as head 
of fundraising and communications. She joined 
the park just as the ground was breaking on its 
new flagship visitor centre, and she went straight 
to work raising more money for the National 
Landscape Discovery Centre. After the opening 
of The Sill, she was soon appointed as one of the 
directors of the park, having shown her drive and 
passion for community and rural investment. At 
the age of 35, she is one of the youngest directors 
of a National Park in the country. 

"What the Sage Gateshead has done for 
music, The Sill could do for landscape and the 
environment," Rosie adds. 

Rosie's love for stand-out, award-winning 
community buildings comes from the fact that 
bricks and mortar are just a part of the overall 
work they do. Outreach happens outside and 
beyond the building itself, making people think 
about things outside their day-to-day lives, and 
broadening their horizons. 

The Sill itself is an example of true investment 

in the North East. It was the biggest investment of 
its kind, and the most significant investment from 
a National Park, ever. 

Rosie came on board to attract funding for the 
project, which was funded by National Lottery 
Heritage Fund, the North East Local Enterprise 
Partnership, Northumberland County Council, 
and various philanthropic national and regional 
donors. 

It's through Rosie's fervent campaigning for 
The Sill that real investment in rural business has 
happened. The purpose of the project was always 
to be for everyone, and The Sill has become a host 
for both rural and urban enterprises for their away 
days, meetings, events, and creative thinking. 

Additionally, the shop in The Sill has become 
a supporter of local business, with more than 
80 per cent of its stock coming from a local 
producer. Rosie's projects like, 'Meet The Maker', 
have helped local businesses tell their stories, 
where members of the public could see how local 
produce was made within the park. 

It is a popular meeting place for those coming 
from Carlisle and Newcastle, being the halfway 
point between the two cities. Additionally, it is 
a great space for companies to have away days, 
experiences, and creative thinking time. 

ADVERTISING FEATURE – BUSINESS 
The Sill

Rosie Thomas, director of business development at Northumberland National Park, feels as at 
home in the park as she does in the city – that's why she's so passionate about uniting rural and 
urban businesses through The Sill: National Landscape Discovery Centre

DEMONSTRATING 
RURAL RELEVANCY

"We've tried to make things a 
bit different than your usual 

event space," Rosie says. 
"We've added experiences 

onto every corporate package 
so staff can get out into the 

landscape and not feel stuck 
in a meeting room all day"
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There are so many opportunities for businesses 
and organisations to engage with the environment 
and see how landscape and productivity go hand-
in-hand. 

"We've tried to make things a bit different than 
your usual event space," Rosie says. "We've added 
experiences onto every corporate package so staff 
can get out into the landscape and not feel stuck in 
a meeting room all day."

The corporate packages on offer at The Sill 
include Ranger-led E-Bike tours in the UNESCO 
World Heritage Site of Hadrian's Wall, axe 
throwing, archery, an invisible maze, and guided 
walks – all with a delicious buffet lunch, top-
quality equipment and a flexible meeting space. 

"The Sill is the perfect place to get some space to 
think – natural surroundings have been proven to 
encourage creative thinking. While we have super-
fast broadband, many companies like to take the 
chance of a digital detox; they turn off all phones 
and laptops on arrival," Rosie adds.

On top of arranging corporate away-days at 
The Sill, companies have plenty of opportunities 
to give back to the environment through 
Northumberland National Park. Corporations 
have helped maintain the footpaths of Hadrian's 
Wall, painted fences, and helped conserve 
rare flower species – all of which makes a real 
difference to the environment and landscape of 
the North East. 

Rosie continues: "Corporate volunteering is 
a chance for employees to have a bit of a break 
away from their normal work surroundings, 
get a digital detox if they want, and give back to 
the environment. They will often see an impact 
of their work, which brings environmental 
conservation from just a talking point to a real 
thing they can see and experience."

The director of business development believes 
The Sill is the perfect place for all businesses to 
reach their potential:

"The LEP and North East Chamber of 
Commerce have held meetings at The Sill as it 
proves their commitment to the rural economy – 
urban and rural businesses have to be in-sync for 
the North East to thrive. 

"We're here to prove that rural is relevant, rural 
is high-quality, and rural is innovative."

THE SILL
For more information on the corporate offering of The Sill, contact: 

hires@nnpa.org.uk
www.nnpa.org.uk
www.thesill.org.uk
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LDC has been backing businesses in the 
North East since 1989. In that time, 
we've supported more than 60 of the 
most ambitious management teams in 
the North East and Yorkshire and seen 

the region's businesses, as well as the corporate 
finance community that supports them, go from 
strength-to-strength.

While the current situation is unprecedented, 
the North East has proven to be a resilient and 
adaptable market. It has held on to its heritage 
as a home for traditional industry and embraced 
innovation and looked to the future, with the fast-
growing technology sector.

We want to play a greater role in supporting the 
ambitions of local mid-market businesses, which 
is why we've set up a new office in Newcastle. 
Along with my colleagues, Zara Lane and Mike 
Barker, we are looking for ambitious business 
leaders to partner with.

Our partnerships with business across 
Newcastle and the North East have helped 
management teams to grow bigger, better, and 
more sustainable businesses. Pharmaceutical 
manufacturers Aesica and Quantum Pharma are 
great examples where we supported local firms to 
enhance their market-leading positions. Quantum 
Pharma successfully listed on the London Stock 
Exchange's junior market, AIM, in 2014 following 
a five-year relationship with LDC that saw the 
company more than double its revenue and triple 
employee numbers.

We have also played a role in helping some 
of the region's biggest brands fly the flag for the 
North East globally. We backed the management 
team of cycling parts, clothing and accessories 
distributor ZyroFisher in 2016. Now, following 
international acquisitions, the business represents 
more than 50 world-class brands with products 
used by some of the biggest names in the world of 
cycling.

Today, we have a diverse portfolio of 
companies across the North East and we are 
actively supporting them with our expertise to 
support their growth strategies. When it comes to 
investments, we are sector agnostic, backing the 
management teams behind the businesses.

However, the businesses we currently work with 
in the region are further evidence of the North 
East's credentials as a centre for technology and 
digital innovation. 

In June 2018, we backed the management 
team of Newcastle-headquartered NBS. The 
company provides technology and data services 
to architects, engineers and construction 
professionals. Last year, NBS announced bringing 
its 1000th customer onto its flagship SaaS product, 
NBS Chorus. 

Northumberland-headquartered Mandata 
is another strong example of the growing tech 
community of businesses based in the region. The 
firm designs and develops software that allows 
road transport operators to manage workflow 
and data more effectively – something that will 
become more critical as UK transport, and the 
infrastructure that supports it, becomes more 
digital.

Our new base on Newcastle's Grey Street is 
going to help us support more growing businesses 
based in the North East. Nationally, the move also 
forms a key part of our ambition to support the 
growth of mid-market businesses in every region 
of the UK by deploying additional capital and 
resource on the ground.

The benefits of a private equity partner are 
more important than ever in this climate. Not 
only does capital from private equity help to 
fuel growth plans and boost cash reserves, but 
for many management teams, it's also about the 
benefits of bringing on board additional support 
and expertise to help them take the next step in 
their business.

ADVERTISING FEATURE – FINANCE
LDC

LDC, the private equity arm of Lloyds Banking Group, has opened a new office in Newcastle city 
centre to help support the growth ambitions of local business leaders. Gareth Marshall, the firm's 
Newcastle head, explains how the region's vibrant business community led it to establishing a 
permanent base in Newcastle

COMMITTED TO GROWING 
NORTH EAST BUSINESS 

LDC
For more information, contact 

Gareth Marshall on: 

gmarshall@ldc.co.uk
www.ldc.co.uk/NET
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ADVERTISING FEATURE – LAW 
Muckle LLP

Two young entrepreneurs, who set up a healthy snacks business less than two years ago, are 
set for major international success with help of independent North East law firm for businesses 
Muckle LLP

MUCKLE ADVISES CHEEKY P’S 
ON INTERNATIONAL DEAL

Co-founders Gregory Goh and sister 
Gracia, who set up healthy snack 
business Cheeky P’s with the help 
of Newcastle University START UP 
back in 2018, have now struck a 

significant investment deal.
Originally from Sarawak, Malaysia, the pair 

of Newcastle University graduates swapped 
spreadsheets for snacks to bring their vegan, 
gluten-free and high in protein roasted chickpea 
nibbles to the market. 

Their Cheeky P’s range of healthier snacks has 
secured deals with multiple national distributors, 
including North-East based Epicurium, to supply 
to health stores, convenience stores, farm shops 
and pubs around the UK, as well as being stocked 
by some major retailers including Ocado and 
Center Parcs.

As the company approaches its two-year 
anniversary, Cheeky P’s has struck an investment 
deal with Spanish food group Dacsa, along with a 
number of angel investors.

Gregory (27), who is based at the NatWest 
Accelerator Office in Newcastle, says the 
‘significant’ investment will enable them to extend 
their product portfolio, grow the team and expand 
to more international markets.

Corporate lawyer Amy Wanless, from 
Newcastle-based law firm Muckle LLP, acted for 
Cheeky P’s, helping to deliver the multinational 
investment round.

Amy says: “Gregory and Gracia have built a 
brilliant business with huge growth potential and 
we were delighted to help. We were able to spend 
time getting to know the business and its goals to 
support them with some key strategic decisions in 
the build-up to the deal. 

“Given just how tasty these healthy snacks are, 
I am sure the investments, together with industry 
leading support from Dacsa, will be a tremendous 
catalyst for growth and we’re excited to see the 
Cheeky P’s brand in even more shops and outlets 

in the near future.” 
Dacsa is the leading dry corn milling company 

in Europe and it is a distinguished rice producer in 
Spain and Portugal with nine production plants in 
six different locations across Europe.

Cheeky P’s co-founder Gregory continues: “This 
investment will not only allow us to create new 
products, but with Dacsa on board we will have 
support beyond the financial investment to help 
accelerate growth to the next level. 

“We can really focus on building our brand 
and expanding our product range to support 
the increasing appetite for healthier plant-based 
snacks. It is a rapidly growing market, to which 
our innovative products are ideally suited, and I 
am very excited about what the future holds for 
Cheeky P’s.

“Amy and her team at Muckle have been 
absolutely fantastic throughout this whole process. 
Her knowledge, expertise and strong advice have 
been invaluable in delivering this pivotal deal.”

MUCKLE LLP
www.muckle-llp.com
@MuckleLLP
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As the novel coronavirus 
(COVID-19) takes hold around 
the world, the UK Government 
has now taken steps to implement 
measures to support businesses 

during this time.These range from increasing the 
Employment Allowance by £1000, to extending 
Statutory Sick Pay, to providing relief from 
business rates for certain sectors. In addition 
to the support measures being introduced, the 
Government has also announced it will be making 
£330 billion available to business as a consequence 
of the COVID-19 outbreak. 

While this is good news, at the time of writing, 
there is little clear guidance around accessing 
the monies, although we understand that further 
information is likely to be issued in the coming 
days and weeks.

An enforced lock down will impact all different 
sectors, not just those suffering as a result of the 
social distancing guidance from the Government. 
The impact is likely to manifest itself across the 
whole supply chain, from an inability to access 
stock to complete work in progress, to issues 
getting paid (collecting in your cash).

The consequence is that there is a chance that 
you might need additional cash for a period, 
especially if your turnover is affected by any 
COVID-19 shutdown. 

There is a plethora of lenders willing to give 
you some external funding. However, due to the 
uncertainty with regards to how long this situation 
will last, it is imperative you take a step back to 
work out exactly how much your business is likely 
to need, in a number of different scenarios, before 
signing up to an additional credit line, especially if 
personal guarantees have been requested.

Preparing a short-term and medium cash flow 
forecast will help you plot the peaks and troughs 
from a cash perspective in different scenarios. This 

exercise will in turn highlight any cash holes in 
your business. 

Once you have been able to identify the pinch 
points, an exercise in “smoothing” can be carried 
out. This is where you look at larger monthly 
payments and see whether you can break them 
down into more manageable chunks for a short 
period, so that your cash flow is more consistent. 

If you still need additional cash, then the first 
port of call should be your existing funder – their 
rate of borrowing is likely to be more favourable 
than the alternative lenders and a quicker option 
too. 

We also anticipate there will be some additional 
grants available, which will aim to assist businesses 
without requiring any additional security from 
directors personally, although, as detailed above, 
the information on this is scarce at present.

If your existing funder is unable to help, then 
we have access to a wide range of lenders that can 
step in and provide the support needed quickly. 
These lenders can assist with working capital, 
stock buying, asset purchases or property finance 
and our corporate finance team can talk through 
your requirements and potential funding options.

Taking action to establish whether your 
business will be affected by the impact of the 
COVID-19 outbreak is a sensible thing to do. 

Knee-jerk decision-making will not help your 
business in the longer term, so taking measured 
steps will help you to maintain consistency.

Reviewing the cash implications on your 
business early will help you to weather the 
potential storm, but if this exercise identifies 
additional funding requirements for your 
business, then please get in touch with us. 

ADVERTISING FEATURE – FINANCE
Armstrong Watson

Chris McCourt, corporate finance partner at Armstrong 
Watson, highlights how the accountancy, business and 
financial advisory firm is on hand to help businesses 
affected by the coronavirus outbreak 

MANAGING CASH 
FLOW DURING 
COVID-19

ARMSTRONG WATSON
For more information contact 

Chris McCourt on: 

chris.mccourt@
armstrongwatson.co.uk
www.armstrongwatson.co.uk 
@ArmstrongWatson
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These are unprecedented times for us 
all, so it's important to remember 
the positives and the incredible spirit 
and attitude that made the North 
East what it is today – the place to do 

business.
The North East has historically been an 

important industrial region in the UK and a key 
gateway to Europe with its strong import and 
export heritage. This vibrant business community 
has evolved over the last couple of decades, 
especially with the rise of the digital and fintech 
sectors. The region also plays host to some of the 
best universities in the country providing access to 
a highly skilled workforce.

The region has the right people with the right 
skills and therefore continues to attract a balanced 
level of investment. In fact, according to the EY 
and Centre for Town's most recent report looking 
at foreign direct investment (FDI), the North East 
bucks the UK trend and is a great example of a 
region where the core city successfully dovetails 
with medium and smaller towns to generate a 
more balanced distribution of FDI, due to the 
economic importance of the manufacturing sector.

While the report also highlights a reduction of 
FDI projects into cities like Newcastle, with the 
lack of high-profile policy initiatives given as a 
contributing factor, EY's latest Regional Economic 
Forecast predicts an improvement in economic 
growth of up to 70 per cent across the region 
over the next three years. These projections were 
forecast before the spread of the coronavirus, 
which is likely to have a near term impact, but I'm 
confident the North East is well-positioned for the 
future. 

EY has always been committed to the North 
East, so it was only right that we based our 
national Financial Services business here in 

Newcastle, providing a full service offering 
to clients not just locally but across the UK 
and beyond. Last year, we also increased our 
headcount in the region by more than 15 per cent 
to more than 750 people.

EY is conscious that it benefits from the region's 
wealth of skills and so, as part of our commitment 
to foster new, local talent, our collaboration with 
Northumbria University sees students working 
and earning a salary at EY while studying towards 
a degree qualification. Similarly, our established 
apprenticeship scheme continues to grow, 
attracting applicants from as far afield as London 
and the home counties.

However, while the Government's focus right 
now is rightly on pulling together as a nation to 
get through the immediate challenges, longer-
term, more still needs to be done to help rebalance 
economic growth. It's not just about 'levelling-up' 
the North/South divide; it's also about addressing 
the growing economic disparity between our 
major cities and towns. Targeted levelling up and 
increased devolution right across the North are 
needed to ensure the North East has the power to 
invest in all its towns and communities. We need 
a blend of public and private sector investment to 
spread the wealth right across the region.

As the UK's relationship with Europe changes, 
the North East could benefit from some fantastic 
opportunities, especially for our ports on the 
east coast, which could become important 
supply chain hubs, easing the pressure on their 
established counterparts in the South.

To do this, we first need to improve our regional 
transport infrastructure, while investing in our 
digital and technological sectors to ensure we can 
effectively transit goods through the region and 
beyond, ensuring that the region's prosperity is 
enjoyed by all our towns, not just our major cities.

ADVERTISING FEATURE – FINANCE 
EY

Mike Scoular, office managing partner at EY in Newcastle, discusses investment across the region, 
what attracts business to the North East, why they should invest and what more needs to be 
done to combat economic disparity and drive future growth

THE NORTH EAST: THE PLACE 
TO DO BUSINESS

EY
For more information, please 

contact Mike Scoular on 0191 247 

2606 or 07824 527687 or e-mail 

mscoular@uk.ey.com 
www.ey.com
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BUILT ENVIRONMENT - NEWS

DURHAM CITY

Banks Group reveals home 
plan for historic gate houses                                                                                        
A family-owned property developer has revealed proposals to 
transform historic city structures into a unique new home.

Banks Group hopes to turn 19th Century gate houses, based 
at the entrance of Durham City’s Mount Oswald estate, into a four-
bedroom property.

According to the Durham-headquartered firm’s plans, the 
southern gate house will be returned to its original form and 
connected to a new glass and timber-framed extension, with its 
northern counterpart converted into an associated storage area.

The company is working with Newcastle’s MawsonKerr 
Architects on the design for the project, which sits off South Road, 
close to the Durham University campus.

Bosses hope the scheme will come before Durham County 
Council’s planning committee in the spring, with the aim of starting 
work in the summer.

John Ruddick, Banks Group’s senior property development 
manager, said: “The gate houses offered us an opportunity to do 
something in this unique location.

“We are excited to be creating something truly special on this 
landmark site for our home county.”

NEWCASTLE

Walton Robinson delivers 
£500,000 venue transformation                                                                                                 
A property business has carried out a £500,000 refurbishment 
to transform city centre retail space into a café and restaurant 
opportunity. 

Walton Robinson has converted part of the Grade II-listed Bruce 
Building, based on Newcastle’s Percy Street, into an eatery. 

The 2253sq ft unit features a street level café/restaurant and 
a ready-installed bar, as well as a basement kitchen and food 
preparation area.

Mark Walton, managing director of Newcastle-based Walton 
Robinson, said: “We have installed the fundamental elements, 
including kitchen and bar fit outs, to allow a creative operator the 
chance to focus on their offering and styling.”

As part of the three-storey Victorian Bruce Building, which 
underwent a major refurbishment in 2015, the new eatery space’s 
neighbours include a number of offices and apartments.

NORTH EAST

Innovative projects shortlisted for esteemed awards
A number of architectural projects have been shortlisted for industry 
accolades.

Royal Institute of British Architects (RIBA) North East has 
revealed the shortlist for its 2020 Awards.

Schemes include Durham University’s Lower Mountjoy Teaching 
and Learning Centre, which was led by FaulknerBrowns Architects; 
Whickham’s Oak Tree Passivhaus (Shawm with MawsonKerr 

Architects); and The Beam (Feilden Clegg Bradley Studios).
Further projects include The BIS, Whitby Street Studios (Group 

Ginger); Teesside University’s Student Life Building (FaulknerBrowns 
Architects); and Tombola House (Ryder Architecture).

Winners are scheduled to be announced in a ceremony at The 
Biscuit Factory, in Newcastle, later this year.

IN ASSOCIATION WITH:
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Euro funds to target the UK

Though both entirely different, they were the last 
presentations before the Brexit drawbridge was 
raised and, of course, the much-awaited Budget. 

Savills’ markets presentation featured three 
speakers, who gave detailed and comprehensive 
presentations.

Looking generally at the sector, Brexit 
uncertainty has not caused any damage to the 
UK’s economy so far. More overseas cash will 
arrive as Euro dominated funds say the UK will be 
a good place to invest. The challenge will be to 
find something to buy.

Of all the sectors, the office area is performing 
strongly. 

One sensed real optimism in the air with the 
Government’s radar firmly fixed on the ‘North’, 
though I stress this commentary was written 
‘pre-Budget’. 

For the retail sector, turbulence is not over and 
there is a massive gap between vendors and 
purchasers in terms of values.

Logistics is attracting investors, though 
distribution models will be affected by the 
introduction of autonomous trucks. 

This moves quickly on to sustainability and 
climate change, with Savills rural firmly underlining 
change is happening. 

In particular, there is a need for new tree 
plantings to enable carbon storage to take place 
and peat management in isolated areas for the 
same reason.

The Avison Young, Muckle LLP and Turner 
Townsend-sponsored event featured the 
successful question and answer format with 
guests Helen Golightly, chief executive of the 
North East Local Enterprise Partnership; Dr 
Henry Kippin, director of economic growth at the 
North of Tyne Combined Authority; and Alistair 
Westwood, CBI deputy regional director – North 
East and Cumbria.

We were reminded that the North East is one of 
the strongest export regions, though low skills and 
low aspirations still plague us. Growth through 
collaboration, telling our story and making it real is 
commendable of course, but where does it take 
us?

Well, not awfully far. We have what we have; a 
fragmented region with two mayors, one in Tees 
Valley and the other North of the Tyne, and a 
scattering of local authorities between. 

The region is more than 110 miles long, from its 
northern outpost Berwick down to Redcar, which 
sits south of the River Tees. Synergy therefore is in 
short supply.

Some of us are old enough to remember the 
political infighting that has plagued the region for 
time immemorial. Remember George Chetwynd, 
who was director of the North East Development 

As spring slowly turns to summer, it is all too easy to forget the traditional – or so it seems – events that herald a 
new year, such as Savills’ market presentation and the hustings sponsored by Avison Young, Muckle LLP and Turner 
Townsend, writes Chris Dobson

OPINION – CHRIS DOBSON
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Council in the 1960s and, I always thought, was 
curiously isolated? 

The Avison Young, Muckle LLP and Turner 
Townsend event was a clear success, even if 
debate at times centred on ever-present issues 
from yesteryear.

As one guest said: “There is a danger of over-
talking this. We have had years and years of it.”

But the public sector appears happy to 
reminisce – “that’s what we want to hear, the 
same narrative”, I was told. 

Returning to Savills, the subject of agriculture, 
and in particular tree planting, was fascinating. 

Apparently, there’s a saying that there are 
two good times to plant trees: 25 years ago and 
today. 

Timber values certainly underpin the merit 
of having mature woodland, with standing 
softwood prices up 200 per cent during the past 
ten years. 

Plenty of landowners are fortunate enough 
to own wooded areas planted by previous 
generations. 

For others, making the long-term decision 
to convert to woodland seems a step too 
far. Things need to change if the UK is to get 
anywhere near its tree planting ambitions in 
relation to climate change.

First, there are financial disincentives to 
woodland creation.

These derive from the poor interaction 
between land use policy support and the 
economics of sustaining active woodland 
management.

In England, Common Agricultural Policy 
payments are lost when land is converted to 
forestry, and the regulatory status of mixed-use 
systems like agroforestry is unclear. 

In Scotland, the regulatory framework is 
better, but grant availability and economic 
returns do not always align with environmental 
ambitions. 

Improving the range of markets for forest 
products to encourage planting diversity, and 
forest management that supports public access 
and biodiversity, could help reduce the long time 
period before income returns from woodland 
creation. 

Favourable income tax rules that previously 

drove substantial investment into tree planting 
have also been lost. Another disincentive is 
planning approval, which is needed for woodland 
creation as it is a change of land use from 
previous agricultural production. 

The planning process is complex with large 
afforestation projects often taking well over 12 
months to reach approval. 

A permissive system that created a bias in 
favour of woodland creation would help speed 
up decision-making and investment. 

Woodland creation is also a permanent 
change: at the end of a production cycle, woods 
need to be restocked, rather than reverted-back 
to farmland. 

As many farms seek economies of scale 
to reduce overheads, finding new space for 
forestry could mean major restructuring of farm 
businesses.

Another challenge is the availability and 
suitability of planting stock. 

Tree health is a long-term bet against the 
uncertainties of climate change, pest control and 
border biosecurity. 

Choosing resilient varieties that also 
meet the needs of timber customers is not 
straightforward, and nurseries have been 
cautious about setting large numbers of plants in 
an uncertain market. 

Finally, an extract from another Savills market 
commentary. Its timing is very much about the 
here and now. It summarises the serious issues 
facing us. 

“If it’s not one thing, it’s another and now we 
are faced with the Coronavirus, the impact of 
which could be far reaching, but at the time of 
writing is unknown,” said Savills.

“All this as the Government begins thrashing 
out a new trade deal.” 

But it’s not all gloom as Savills’ ‘UK 
Commercial Market in Minutes’ notes the 
removal of political uncertainty, which is seen as 
a good thing by investors. 

“Late last year saw a surge in activity 
accounting for 20 per cent of the year’s turnover, 
with 70 per cent of buyers being non-domestic, 
indicating that the restraint we saw throughout 
most of 2019 has waned.” 

Fingers crossed.
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Viewpoint

When you told me you graduated at 
Newcastle University with a law degree and 
had subsequently moved to the city to settle 
here, it was very much a ‘eureka’ moment for 
me – proof at last that graduates can and do 
stay in Newcastle. What was behind it?

I think probably the biggest decision for me was 
coming to Newcastle to study at Newcastle 
University in the first place. It was a long way from 
where I grew up in Barry, South Wales, but I was 
also looking for some adventure! Newcastle has 
a reputation for attracting students who want to 
party, but I was drawn to the campus feel of the 
university and to the excellent reputation of its 
departments. The Law School was very highly 
ranked and has produced many great lawyers. 
Both universities in Newcastle are special – they 
are a stone’s throw away from the city centre and 
yet they still have a central hub, which creates the 
important campus.     

You were born in South Wales, had moved to 
York to study for a solicitor’s post graduate 
course and then had taken a trainee place in 
Leeds, why did you return to Newcastle?
Newcastle University was a great place to study, 
to meet new people and to grow. But there are 
many more interesting and engaging qualities 
– nearness to a beautiful coastline, a world-
class concert venue and art gallery, and a proud 
industrial heritage, which brings with it a great and 
iconic history. There are areas such as Jesmond, 
Ouseburn and Heaton, where grass root and 
independent organisations and businesses thrive 
and learn together. It is easy to be part of the 
community, not just someone based here. There 
is also great quality work here. While I trained in 
Leeds, I started my qualified career in Newcastle, 
and I am proud to have been involved in exciting 
projects with national reach – the land acquisition 
project for the Olympics and the Hays Travel 
acquisition of Thomas Cook’s real estate portfolio, 
the development of the new aircraft hangar and 
offices for Great North Air Ambulance Service and 
the re-opening of Spanish City.  For me, it offers a 
win-win situation.

North East Times’ property writer Chris Dobson caught up again with Rhiannon Griffiths, associate solicitor at Muckle 
LLP, after a first meeting at last year’s Avison Young, Invest Newcastle and Muckle LLP ‘State of the Region’ seminar 
at Newcastle’s Tyneside Cinema

INTERVIEW – RHIANNON GRIFFITHS
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IN ASSOCIATION WITH:

Retaining graduates in Newcastle is a major 
thrust for agencies involved in the economic 
development of the North East. Often 
described as improving the skills gap, when 
it goes wrong it falls into the brain drain 
category. What are your thoughts on this?
Improving the skills gap should be the primary 
focus of those responsible for economic 
development. Without having the skills, people 
cannot contribute effectively to the economy.  
Indent is key, whether it be job apprenticeship 
or technical academic study. I’m very proud 
that Muckle led a consortium of law firms to 
establish the North East Solicitor Apprenticeship 
programme in 2016, creating a university 
fees-free route into the profession. The firm has 
recruited apprentice solicitors every year since it 
began. Importantly, it means that any North East 
school-leavers can train and qualify as a solicitor 
– earning as they are learning. 

In terms of brain drain, the North East 
shouldn’t stop people from going elsewhere to 
learn in global centres like London. What the 
North East needs to do is attract people back so 
that they can bring with them those learned skills 
to help grow businesses and cultural initiatives.

You did say you sympathised with students 
who graduated and stayed thereafter in 
London. Why?
London benefits from the biggest public 
investments in transport and culture in our 
country, but time and accommodation costs 
are very expensive. In Newcastle, I am able 
to afford a large Victorian terrace home within 
walking distance of the city centre and my work, 
on the way to which I can drop my children off 
at school. I would not be so lucky if I lived in 
the South East. I think people are seeing the 
advantage of living and working outside of the 
UK’s capital hub. With the increase of remote 
working and electronic networks, we see in our 
business how the importance of office location 
is reducing. Indeed, being out of region allows 
us to offer major national organisations a more 
workable price for their legal services than our 

competitors in London.  

Working for Muckle LLP, you are within a 
thriving business quarter with outstanding 
office space with in particular, larger floor 
plates. So, two questions in one – what is 
Gallowgate like to work in and what are your 
feelings about the future when you see all 
around you substantial work underway at, 
for example, Newcastle Helix? 
Gallowgate is a great place to work. Key public 
transport links into the city centre are close by 
and we are within walking distance of green 
spaces, a world-class university and a world-
class hospital. You can see throughout the 
day that people are taking advantage of the 
introduction of agile working by firms like Muckle, 
which allows people to meet and work in a more 
modern and collaborative way. It’s great to know 
that with all this growth in the local area that 
Muckle is committed to remaining independent 
and staying here. The firm has recently invested 
in technology that makes agile working a very 
real option, which is not something many law 
firms have truly adopted. It makes us much more 
flexible to meet both our personal and our clients’ 
needs better. 

Stepping aside from law for a moment, if 
you were given responsibility for promoting 
Newcastle and the wider North East 
region as the location to which businesses 
should relocate to, what would be your key 
messages?
Costs, creativity and sustainability – land is 
cheaper here, for businesses and their people; 
we have great universities that can support 
innovative and creative businesses; and we have 
a small footprint, which makes the North East 
easy to do business with. You can move around 
the city on bike without breaking a sweat, you 
can move around the region on public transport 
and with excellent telecommunications links you 
can work globally without creating an adverse 
impact on the environment. It really is a fantastic 
place to live and work.

MUCKLE LLP

www.muckle-llp.com

@MuckleLLP
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ADVERTISING FEATURE – DEVELOPMENT 
RTC North

Jon Symonds, Scaleup North East partner at RTC North, identifies some of the issues SMEs face 
when looking to grow 

BREAKING THE FINANCE BARRIER 

RTC NORTH
www.scaleupnortheast.co.uk
@RTCNorth

i

By working with businesses every 
day, it is clear to me that we have 
an SME sector that is making a 
significant contribution to the 
economy of the region through 

growth and scale.
Growing and, in particular, scaling a business 

is no easy matter. Scaling creates risk, so 
inexperienced business leaders constantly battle 
with the day-to-day challenges this brings.

One of the most common challenges that these 
businesses encounter is cash. Access to finance is 
often required to fund growth or indeed smash 
through that 'glass ceiling plateau' they may have 
hit.

It is not unusual to sit with directors and owners 
of SMEs who cite the lack of finance as holding 
back their expansion plans and preventing them 
from taking full advantage of the opportunities 
that exist in the sectors in which they operate. 

Rarely has there been more opportunity and 
focus by lenders and investors for business leaders 
to obtain the finance they require to take that next 
step. Yet difficulty accessing finance is a constant 
challenge and a recurring reason highlighted by 
business leaders as to why they cannot grow.

I have worked with many SMEs and have found 
barriers to finance often occur because and one of 

the following reasons:
•  Shareholders, owners and/or directors' 

reluctance to give away equity in their business 
or they have a fear of taking on debt. 

•  Shareholders and directors not being aligned in 
their appetite for risk and reward.

•  A significant lack of awareness as to the range 
of funding options available to them. There can 
also be negative perceptions of how they work, 
what the impact is and the requirements on the 
business.

•  A lack of knowledge in revenue, capital and 
other grant-funded schemes offered through 
funders, providers, councils and universities

•  Poor internal process, controls or business 
understanding to give investors or lenders the 
confidence to deal with them –that can become 
very apparent in their applications

•  An inability to afford to pay for specialist 
advisors to assist them in putting an application 
together

•  No tangible assets to offer as security
•  Applications are made for the wrong reasons

Meanwhile, financial institutions and funders 
themselves, and the way in which they evaluate 
applications, along with the inconsistency we see 
in decision-making, can cause further barriers. 
The reluctance to invest from growth funds 
specifically designed to stimulate and grow the 
SME market can be frustrating too.

Growing SMEs, and in particular scaling 
businesses, are critical to the long-term growth 
and economic prosperity of the region. Many of 
these businesses will become the large businesses 
of tomorrow.

At RTC North, the onus is to provide 
businesses with clear and concise information, 
educate business owners and give them the tools, 
information and assistance to make informed 
decisions that ultimately will lead to them growing 
their businesses, creating job opportunities and 
contributing to the region's economy.
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ADVERTISING FEATURE – DEVELOPMENT 
Perspective (North East) Ltd

Nine appointments take the headcount to more than 50 staff at Perspective (North East) Ltd’s 
Newcastle office, as five staff celebrate passing advanced financial planning exams

NEW APPOINTMENTS ADD TO 
EXAM SUCCESSES AT PERSPECTIVE 
(NORTH EAST) LTD

Perspective (North East) Ltd, the 
Newcastle office of national financial 
planning and wealth advisory 
business Perspective Financial 
Group Limited, has continued its 

growth by appointing three new advisers, bringing 
the total number of qualified advisers to 17.

Cecilia Reilly, Richard Hardy and John Sutcliffe 
were all attracted by Perspective’s client-centric 
approach and the opportunities offered by the 
group following its recent major investment from 
CBPE Capital LLP.

Cecilia, who has worked in financial services 
since 2012, relocated from London.

She says: “I’ve joined Perspective’s office in 
Newcastle at an exciting time. 

“There is a great deal of expertise here, and the 
directors go out of their way to pass on their vast 
experience, which directly helps me to provide an 
exceptional service to clients. 

Ron Marrs also joins as compliance manager, 
looking after the Newcastle office, as well as some 
of the group’s 15 other bases throughout the UK. 

Ron is Level 4 Diploma Qualified with more 
than 20 years’ experience working in the wealth 
management industry as both a financial 
adviser and a mortgage adviser. He is also a 
fully experienced S166 complaint investigator, 
resolution manager and investment file reviewer.

Furthermore, Perspective has recently 
appointed Simon Coward, an experienced 
paraplanner, who joins from another firm in the 
region.

Aaron Morris, also a paraplanner, re-joins the 
firm after a career break to go travelling in Asia.

Louise Heppell and Juliette Coplin join the 
administration and marketing teams, respectively.

In addition, the firm is celebrating five 
members of staff passing further professional 
exams at advanced level, having studied through 

Perspective’s highly-rated, in-house, workplace-
based Training Academy. 

Adviser Cecilia Reilly passed her AF5 Financial 
Planning Process and AF8 exams, with fellow 
adviser  Joshua Clark passing his AF1 – Personal 
Tax and Trust Planning.

Paraplanner Michael Gahagan passed his AF5, 
which completes his Advanced Diploma.

Fellow paraplanner Jessica Wright passed 
her AF5 Financial Planning Process exam, with 
paraplanner Simon Coward passing his AF4 
Investment Planning exam. 

These advisers and paraplanners usually study 
for exams over a three to five-year period to gain a 
wide range of qualifications and specialisms. 

Unlike many training academies in this sector, 
Perspective’s is entirely in-house and workplace-
based, meaning staff gain extensive ‘on-the-job’ 
experience under the direct supervision of the 
directors and senior adviser team. 

This is a fundamental part of Perspective’s 
client-centric approach and values.

We congratulate them all.

PERSPECTIVE (NORTH 
EAST) LTD
www.pfgl.co.uk

i
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Nic Palmarini grew up in the picturesque surrounds of the Italian Riviera, with his extensive CV 
charting time across Europe and the US. Now, as director of the Newcastle-based National 
Innovation Centre for Ageing, his journey has taken another geographical turn. Investing his deep 
knowledge and experience in the endeavour, he is helping guide the centre’s progress as it shapes 
greater understanding of new products and services that have the capacity to help people live 
better, longer lives. Here, he speaks to Steven Hugill about supporting the ageing population, the 
importance of data and why the North East feels like a home away from home

The similarities are not immediately 
obvious.

The Italian Riviera, with its 
azure waters and pastel-coloured 
old towns, presents a romanticised 

glimpse of life on the Mediterranean.
Move the compass to North East England, 

where its coastline meets the bracing North Sea, 
and the scene is altogether different.  

Many might struggle to find a comparison 
between the two.

Nic Palmarini, however, isn’t one of them.
For the son of Italian fishing village Finale 

Ligure, which sits between the opulence of Nice 
and the bustling port of Genoa, North East 
England represents comforting familiarity.

“I’m from the seaside and therefore used to 
being on the coast, so when I arrived in Newcastle, 
I felt at home in seconds,” says Nic.

“Of course, the cultural heritage with us 
Europeans is also ingrained. 

“We have a lot in common – the Romans built a 
wall in Newcastle remember!” he laughs.

The region’s seaboard and Emperor Hadrian’s 
eponymous giant structure aside, Nic’s 
acquaintance with the North East was made all the 
more easier by another factor.

Appointed director of the Newcastle Helix-
based National Innovation Centre for Ageing last 
year, he is playing a pivotal role in augmenting the 
city’s – and the wider region’s – position on the 
global map.

Founded in 2014 with a £40 million investment 
from the Government and Newcastle University, 
the ground-breaking endeavour highlights the 
education institution’s place as a trailblazer across 
international research and investigative work.

Harnessing the power of artificial intelligence 
and data, the centre is working to shape greater 

understanding around innovating new products 
and services that have the capacity to improve 
– and extend – lives across the world’s ageing 
population.

Bringing together internationally-renowned 
experts, academia and industry, it also 
incorporates VOICE – an organisation wherein 
citizens contribute their experiences, ideas, 
insights and vision – to help further shape 
research and innovation.

Previous projects include collaboration with 
Cambridge Consultants to support a new concept 
for women experiencing menopausal symptoms, 
and a task alongside Design Network North that 
devised improved public seating for the ageing 
population, which was based on feedback from 
VOICE members.

For Nic, the desire to better understand 
human life and drive palpable change capable of 
facilitating longer, more independent living, is 
a golden thread that runs throughout his entire 
career.

It began in earnest back in his native Italy when, 
as a younger man obliged to carry out military 
service, he worked with the counter-terrorism 
element of the country’s police force.

Based in Milan, he was a member of the 
border protection squad that scrutinised the city’s 
airborne travel.

The experience gave Nic a window into 
countless worlds, encounters he says that continue 
to inform his present-day outlook.

“It was very interesting because it helped me 
understand more about humans,” he says.

“Some of the stories were really sad and 
complex, but it gave me new skills.

“The police and similar services are interfaces 
that help people in what is sometimes a hidden 
world. 

THE JOURNEY OF LIFE

INTERVIEW
Nic Palmarini
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“You do your work and you come home, but 
where are all of the things that you have learned 
that day,” continues Nic, referring to how his 
police role really sparked his desire to support the 
lives of others.

“Can you harness your experience into 
something that helps people?

“My military service allowed me to stand in 
other people’s shoes and become a better human 
being for it,” adds Nic, who studied political 
science at the Università Cattolica del Sacro Cuore 
and is now honoured as a notable alumnus on the 
institution’s website.

After his service drew to a conclusion, Nic 
moved into advertising and communications, 
wherein he rose through the ranks and 
organisations to become a creative director at 
McCann Erickson Interactive in the late 1990s.

Here, Nic helped Telecom Italia gain greater 
leverage as an internet provider in what was then 
still a relatively primitive digital environment.

However, it was when he moved to international 
technology behemoth IBM in the early 2000s 
that Nic’s career really began to arc more closely 
towards his current North East undertaking.

One of his first roles was across customer 
experience, branding, usability and design, which 
explored the development of services with the 
addition of technology.

He later headed a unit that looked at the use 
of technology to help people with special needs, 
which in time grew to encompass the ageing 
population and issues around isolation and 
loneliness.

As director of IBM’s Human Centric Solutions 
operation, Nic oversaw a first-of-its kind project 
that used the Internet of Things to support care 
givers in northern Italy.

He features in a company video, which uses 
the title ‘Solutions for an Ageing Population’, 
to highlight the life of Zita, a resident of the 
South Tyrolean city of Bolzano, who has lost her 
husband.

Using shots of Zita at her sewing machine, 
the production looks at how technology is able 
to stitch together a greater understanding of a 
person’s life by collecting data from everyday 
activities inside their own four walls.

Speaking to camera, Nic talks about the value 
assigned to knowing Zita’s routine – from waking 
up and mealtimes, to abnormalities that could 
infer potential illness – which he says is crucial 
in helping to reduce the burden on the country’s 
social care system.

“It showed how technology can help to be more 
part of society and how the focus is not just on a 
person’s life,” Nic reveals about the project.

“It is about what they need in that stage of life.”
From here, Nic’s work on the role of technology 

– and the growing importance of artificial 
intelligence (AI) alongside the ageing population – 
spread further still.

Taking on the position of global manager of AI 
for healthy ageing, and then AI ethics lead at the 
$250 million MIT-IBM Watson AI Lab in the US, 
his work allowed clients worldwide to accelerate 
changes and improvements to people’s lives.

With such a background, his arrival at the 
National Innovation Centre for Ageing attracted 
obvious excitement – and the feeling was mutual.

“North East people are very friendly, and as 
a population there is a fierce determination to 
develop the region to be as good as – if not better 
than – anywhere in the world,” says Nic.

“There is a real ethical aspect to our work, 
which seems to be a narrative that is embedded in 
the region.”

INTERVIEW
Nic Palmarini
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“North East people are very 
friendly, and as a population 
there is a fierce determination 
to develop the region to be as 
good as – if not better than – 

anywhere in the world.
There is a real ethical aspect to 
our work, which seems to be a 
narrative that is embedded in 

the region”
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NIC PALMARINI
www.nicolapalmarini.persona.co
www.ncl.ac.uk/nica/
@nipalm
@InnovAgeUK
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Operating from The Catalyst building, which, 
when the sun catches its giant, criss-crossing 
golden beams becomes a literal beacon for positive 
change, the National Innovation Centre for Ageing 
forms an integral part of the £350 million Helix 
science and technology quarter.

Reinvigorating land that was formerly a Scottish 
and Newcastle Breweries' bottling plant – and 
before that a colliery – the building, says Nic, 
is akin to an opera house, with its innovation 
creating “different symphonies and a beautiful 
concert for the outside.”

“What we are trying to shape is a life-changing 
model,” says Nic.

“We are heavily grounded in data and our work 
dispels the perception that ageing has nothing to 
do with data.

“We are so holistic in terms of dealing with 
people, their personal issues, and their health and 
transportation needs; we are working with life.

“When you think of ageing, some will think of 
healthcare and non-profit support. 

“But we are trying to ensure there are 
other elements of the narrative and show 
the opportunities that can benefit everyone,” 
continues Nic.

“(The model goes) from life, to data, to personal 
help, and by using VOICE we are able to enable 
businesses, who may not see the ageing population 
as their target, to make them part of the scenario 
too.

“What we are doing has all the makings of a 
renaissance.”

INTERVIEW
Nic Palmarini
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ADVERTISING FEATURE – DEVELOPMENT 
North East Business and Innovation Centre 

Paul McEldon, chief executive of the North East Business and Innovation Centre (BIC), reveals new 
efforts to support socially-focused start-ups in our region

POWERING A QUIET REVOLUTION 

There seems to be something of a 
quiet revolution when it comes to 
social enterprise. Do the facts and 
figures back this up?
Yes, it's big news right now and 

shouldn't be underestimated by the traditional 
business community. The rise of the conscious 
consumer and the possibilities opened up by 
new technologies means the sector is thriving. 
According to a recent report by Social Enterprise 
UK, 100,000 businesses contribute £60 billion to 
the UK economy and employ two million people. 
The sector is outperforming its mainstream 
counterparts in nearly every area of business, 
including turnover growth, job creation and 
innovation.

What exactly is a social enterprise? 
A social enterprise is a company with a core 
mission to benefit and improve society, whether 
that's the environment or community. Unlike 
a charity, it is still a business looking to make a 
profit. Social enterprises are often the ones that 
react to longstanding issues, such as healthcare 
and education, or to find innovative ways to battle 
new problems. 

What's the North East's track record in this area?
We've always been a hotbed for social enterprise. 
The model is best placed to address our industrial 
challenges and resulting societal issues. Social 

enterprises are on our high streets and in our 
neighbourhoods from coffee shops and care 
homes to banks and bus companies. The BIC 
itself is set up this way. We were established 25 
years ago with a mission to inspire a new dawn 
of enterprise and employment in a region still 
reeling from the loss of heavy industries and our 
profits are reinvested into continuing this work. 
Our success at supporting 4000 businesses to start 
up – 75 per cent of which were still trading after 
three years – and creating 7500 jobs demonstrates 
the incredible impact a social enterprise can have 
on a community. 

Do social enterprises need different support to 
other businesses?
Setting up a social enterprise is 80 per cent the 
same as any other business but expert support is 
needed to fill that crucial gap. Social entrepreneurs 
want to change the world but they can't do 
it alone. That's why the North East BIC's just 
launched Innovate for Good, a business incubator 
designed to provide the right environment to 
develop, test and structure ideas. 

Alongside business planning, finance, market 
research and governance, expert coaches and 
experienced social enterprise mentors help 
entrepreneurs to focus on the social aspect of 
business, looking at collective working and action, 
social impact measurement and community 
accountability. This facility will help harness the 
innovative spirit and drive of entrepreneurs who 
have the enthusiasm and passion for making a 
difference. We're giving them the collaborative 
working space, practical tools and specialist 
support they need to maximise their chance of 
success and scale.  We've just welcomed our first 
cohort of 12 businesses who have some really 
innovative ideas about how to tackle issues 
including inequality, poverty, social isolation, 
ill-health, climate change and disability. They'll 
undergo a six month, fully-funded programme 
designed to accelerate and strengthen their plans.

We're looking forward to seeing the impact 
these exciting and dynamic businesses have on the 
North East.  

NORTH EAST BUSINESS 
AND INNOVATION CENTRE
To find out more about 

Innovate for Good partnership 

opportunities or to sign up 

for the next cohort of social 

entrepreneurs, visit:

www.ne-bic.co.uk

i
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Our green and 
pleasant land

ALL CLOTHES: BARBOUR
WWW. BARBOUR.COM
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ADVERTISING FEATURE – LIFESTYLE – Tolent Homes

With Sedgefield in County Durham offering plenty for homeowners, here are our top five highlights of this 
picturesque market town 

FIVE REASONS TO MOVE 
TO SEDGEFIELD 

H
ardwick Hall Hotel 
The four-star rated, award-
winning hotel offers over 50 
luxury bedrooms with quirky-
clever décor and first-class 

traditional service. As one of the most popular 
and unique wedding venues in the North East, 
surrounded by the stunning Hardwick Country 
Park, it's also the host of Hardwick Festival, the 
biggest music festival in the North East. 

G Bolam Foods 
Opened in 1968 by Mr Bolam, this family-run 
business is a unique outfit in the town, offering 
everything under one roof from a delicatessen, 
bakery, fresh fruit and vegetables, fish and fresh 
meat. A major bespoke supplier throughout the 
North East, it selects the finest produce from local 
farms, enabling complete traceability in its beef, 
pork and lamb. There's even a restaurant on-site, 
which is open to the public Monday to Saturday as 
well as running a delivery service to the catering 
trade. 

The Pickled Parsons 
A modern British pub, with award-winning 
accommodation, a relaxing bar environment and a 
restaurant that caters for all. Supporters of British 
farmers and local artisan producers, its menu uses 
the finest seasonal ingredients to create dishes that 
celebrate traditional cooking with a contemporary 
twist. With nine individually decorated rooms 
that can accommodate families and a dog-friendly 

bar serving a mix of craft beers and an extensive 
gin selection, it's a must-see for your next trip to 
Sedgefield! 

Sedgefield Racecourse
One of the country's friendliest racecourses, with 
a reputation for a warm, relaxed atmosphere, 
Sedgefield Racecourse hosts around 20 fixtures a 
year, with the first recorded meeting dating back 
to 1846. The venue provides top-class facilities 
available to all at an affordable cost including 
several restaurants and casual eating options 
and a packed calendar of events. A hidden gem 
for venue hire, with acres of outdoor space and 
flexible indoor suites, it's an ideal venue for 
exhibitions, shows and weddings. 

Hardwick Grange 
Now that you're ready to eat, enjoy a day at the 
races and know where to get your fresh produce 
from, the next question is, where are you going to 
live? 

Hardwick Grange is an exclusive development 
of luxury detached three, four and five-bedroom 
homes, less than a five-minute drive from the town 
centre.  Each of the seven house types on offer 
boasts spacious open plan kitchen/dining/living 
spaces with designer kitchens including integrated 
appliances (some even come with a wine cooler), 
turfed gardens to the front and back and a Hive 
smart heating system.   

TOLENT HOMES
With prices at Hardwick Grange 
starting from under £230,000 
and even more of what matters 
included, plan your visit to 
Hardwick Grange, Sedgefield, 
TS21 3BF.
www.tolenthomes.co.uk
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SPORT – George English

George English was still a toddler when he first tasted the thrills and spills of the speedway track. Almost 60 years 
later he tells Simon Rushworth why he's putting the brakes on his Newcastle Diamonds career

DIAMOND IN THE ROUGH

E
ven before the coronavirus 
outbreak dramatically changed 
the sporting landscape, George 
English was bracing himself for a 
significant step into the unknown. 

Earlier this year an individual synonymous 
with speedway in the North East made the 'gut-
wrenching' decision to step down from his myriad 
roles at Newcastle Diamonds and clear the way for 
new owners and a fresh approach. 

A co-owner for the past 24 years and a director 
since 1990, George has done everything but ride 
a bike during his long and colourful association 
with the Brough Park-based organisation.

However, with the club's 90th anniversary 
celebrations well underway and an ambitious new 
off-track team in place, the 61-year-old sensed an 
opportunity to retire from Newcastle's frontline 
and go back to the future as a Diamonds fan.

"That was the plan," confirms George as he 
continues to assess the wider ramifications of the 
Covid-19 virus on speedway and sport as a whole. 
"This was going to be the first season where I could 
take my mother to the speedway and she could 
actually watch a race.

"For as long as anyone can remember she's been 
working behind the scenes at Brough Park and 
this was going to be the first time in a very long 
time that she was in a position to enjoy a home 
meeting.

"She's 82 now and for decades she was a huge 
driving force behind speedway in Newcastle.

"Who could have predicted that the coronavirus 
would put paid to our best-laid plans?

"You have to go as far back to the 1950s to find 
the last time speedway was halted in its tracks in 
this country.

"These are unprecedented and unpredictable 
times."

It was 1961 when Newcastle Speedway last 
reopened following a post-war layoff: the English 
family celebrated the sport's long-awaited return 
to Tyneside en masse. Mum, dad and two-year-

old George attended that comeback meeting and 
barely missed a single heat during the sport's 
glorious heyday – a period when the Evening 
Chronicle published its best-selling Monday night 
speedway special and a time when the roar of the 
bikes and the familiar smell of fuel and fumes 
attracted thousands of spectators every week.

"My parents, George Snr and Joan, were 
supporters in the 1940s and they went straight 
back as soon as it reopened," adds George. "They 
took me along as a toddler and as a family we've 
been going back ever since.

"The 60s were fabulous for me growing up as a 
kid. There were huge crowds and the atmosphere 
was electric.

"When you're young you tend to latch on to 
one of your heroes - an idol if you like. For most 
people that adulation and that connection wanes 
as they get older.

"It was the opposite for me.
"When Ivan Mauger joined Newcastle in 1963 

he instantly became my favourite. He was with the 
Diamonds for five years and won his first World 
Championship title as a Newcastle rider in 1968.

"He went on to become the greatest of all time 
and I followed him all over the world. I was in 
Poland with him in 1979 when he became the first 
rider to win six world titles.

"That was the pinnacle of his career but I 
watched the highs and the lows and it was often a 
struggle to get to that point.

"He's still the only rider to lift a World 
Championship while representing Newcastle. Ivan 
passed away in 2018 but he was a major part of my 
speedway journey."

George has worked with hundreds of riders 
during a decorated career at the top of his sport 
but a lifetime of highs has been punctuated 
by inevitable lows. He describes almost losing 
25-year-old Lewis Kerr, during a four-team 
tournament in Peterborough, as his 'darkest day' 
and still shudders at the memory five years down 
the line.



97

"Lewis was actually pronounced dead at one 
point following a collision with another rider," 
explains George. "The crash sent him into a fence 
and the impact caused head injuries which kept 
him in an induced coma for several days.

"It affected me for a long, long time. When 
Lewis did come round one of the first things 
that he said to me was that he'd be riding again 
the following year. I told him that even though 
I thought so much of him he wouldn't be riding 
for me. I just couldn't face the prospect of him 
crashing again. 

"It was such an awful experience and, having 
been by his side and watched him recover, the idea 
that he could ride for me again was something I 
simply couldn't contemplate."

Impending danger is what still draws the 
crowds to a sport synonymous with high-speed 
drama and a daredevil mentality. Nevertheless, 
Lewis's 2015 injury remains the exception to the 
rule and, as George explains, it's all about the 
brakes…or lack of them.

"When people realise there are no brakes on a 
speedway bike they immediately think the worst," 
he adds. "Part of the reason that there are so few 
accidents is precisely because there are no brakes.

"Whenever we've done school visits we get four 
children to line up behind each other. We tell them 
to walk and then tell the kid at the front to stop 
suddenly. Of course, you get a concertina effect 
with the three other children walking into the 
back of each other before they've had time to stop. 
That's what would happen if the bikes had brakes. 
Any slight touch on the brake in such a small area 
would cause a pile-up within seconds."

Riding a bike is about the only job George 
hasn't had (he jumped on and straight off again 
during one moment of madness in Sunderland 
during the 1970s) during his near 60-year 
association with speedway. Turnstile operator, 
programme editor, promoter and team manager 
all appear on his varied CV and it's little wonder 
he was approached to reprise his role as the sport's 
major events coordinator in 2020.

Coronavirus permitting, the prestigious 
position requires the full management of four key 
meetings as far afield as Teesside and Somerset 
later this year. The so-called 'shared events' 
guarantee much-needed revenue for clubs across 
the country and George explains: "I run them 

on behalf of the British Speedway Promoters' 
Association (BSPA) and I have to ensure that every 
club receives its fair share of the income.

"It's a job I've done before and a job I'd been 
looking forward to doing again. Coronavirus has 
meant the postponement of all speedway before 
the start of the season but we have to stay positive 
and hope the situation will change."

Positivity appears to be a wholly necessary 
trait in the speedway arena. Dwindling crowds, 
increased competition, a shrinking pool of major 
sponsors and minimal media coverage all add 
up to a challenging environment where survival 
instinct is key.

"When it comes to folding completely, we had 
a couple of very close shaves," concedes George, 
who stepped down as co-owner, director and team 
manager earlier this year. "We went public about it 
once. I remember Ian Murtagh, who wrote about 
speedway for the Chronicle and Journal at the 
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time, telling me that we could only do that once. 
He was absolutely right and fortunately we never 
had to do it again.

"Over the years we've had to rely on the loyal 
support of a hardcore support and one or two 
invaluable sponsors. However, during my time 
with the club two things made a difficult operating 
environment even tougher.

"On the one hand, the emergence of the 
Newcastle Falcons and the Newcastle Eagles 
created an increasingly congested marketplace. 
One team and one sport will always dominate in 
this city and we have always accepted that. 

"For everyone else it means attracting a share 
of a much smaller audience that is open to sports 
other than football.

"The second problem we have faced is the 
emergence of consoles and gaming. More and 
more people never consider attending a live event 
and yet, for me, live is where it's at. It always has 
been and always will be."

George knows better than most the unique 
challenges facing new owner Rob Grant but he 
believes a change in ownership can bring about 
a change in fortunes. At the same time the long-
time face of Newcastle Diamonds deemed it 
necessary to distance himself from the new regime 
and its ambitions for the future.

"During the winter we decided we had to sell 
the club and a new owner came along in the shape 
of Rob," he explains. "Initially, the plan was for me 
to work alongside him and to continue as his team 
manager. 

"However, Rob's got lots of new ideas and I 
respect that. When you've been there for so long 
it can be counter-productive to stay involved. My 
heart said stay but my head said now's the time 
to go - I didn't want to be a potentially negative 
presence at a time when Rob and his team needed 
to stamp their own mark on the club.

"It was important that I stepped aside and 
allowed the new ideas to take hold. Rob needs to 
work things out for himself and he doesn't need 
a chap in his 60s suggesting he does this and he 
does that!

"My various roles with the Diamonds have 
taken a lot out of me over the years and the last 
few years, in particular, have been a real struggle. 
It was just the right time to hand over the reins. 
I'm still there if Rob needs me for any reason at all. 

However, I'm sure he'll be fine and I've wished him 
the very best of luck."

For all his measured reflection, George is 
putting a brave face on severing the ties of a 
lifetime and facing an uncertain future. With the 
dust settled and the season delayed are there any 
lingering regrets?

"I can't deny it felt very strange in the first 
couple of weeks after I left," concedes George. 
"Very strange. If I'm honest it was a gut-wrenching 
decision. It was a really difficult thing to do but I 
haven't had any regrets.

"People keep ringing me up and asking me 
questions about the speedway club. All I can say is 
that it's nothing to do with me anymore. I'm afraid 
that I can't answer those questions for the first 
time in decades.

"I will assist Rob and his staff in any way I can 
but I needed to make it clear that my time was up. 
I couldn't have done it in stages or maintained 
some kind of part-time role. 

"I had to make a clean break; otherwise, it 
would never have happened."

If George, Byker born and bred, will forever be a 
part of the Diamonds' fabric then it's deeply ironic 
that his happiest memories of speedway in the 
North East belong to the early 1970s and a brief 
dalliance with Sunderland.

"I annoy a lot of people when I say this but my 
best times in speedway – apart from growing up 
in the 60s – were when Newcastle was closed," he 
reveals. "It was between 1971 and 1974 and the 
club's licence was taken away and moved to a new 
track in Reading.

"It was felt that there wouldn't be an appetite 
for second division speedway on Tyneside 
so management upped sticks and moved to 
Sunderland. Once again my family was heavily 
involved and it was back then that I did all of the 
jobs under the sun.

"I knew the housing estates across Wearside 
inside out as we delivered leaflets during the 
week and promoted the meetings at the weekend. 
Ultimately, too few people were prepared to come 
through from Newcastle to make the Sunderland 
operation viable.

"It was always a massive struggle but you 
couldn't fault our gang mentality and our 
commitment to the cause. They were the four 
happiest years of my speedway life."

NEWCASTLE DIAMONDS
www.newcastle-speedway.co.uk

SPORT – George English
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NORTH EAST TIMES’ BREAKFAST 
EVENT - North East Times 

North East Times launched its Tech issue at a special breakfast hosted at NBS last month. Attendees enjoyed 
networking and light refreshments, while receiving the latest issue of the magazine. Members of the North East LEP 

Digital Steering Group – who appeared on the cover of the issue – also took part in an informal panel discussion 
about tech opportunities around the Digital for Growth strategy, which launched in October. 
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Richard Dawson looks at the latest books, podcasts, music and television to enjoy in the comfort of your own home

CULTURE IN 

ARTS - Culture in

PODCAST: THE CORONAVIRUS 
NEWSCAST 
Just in case you weren't getting enough 
of the constant barrage of coronavirus-
related news coverage, journalists Adam 
Fleming, Laura Kuenssberg, Fergus Walsh 
and Chris Mason are here to provide 
you with the latest developments as the 
pandemic spreads across the UK. The 
forerunner to this podcast was the highly 
successful Brexitcast, which combined 
key pieces of news coverage with expert 
analysis and comments from some of the top journalists in the country. From dissecting the daily 
press conferences at number 10 to speaking to UK citizens who have been affected, this podcast 
should provide a good overview of where we are in the fight against Covid-19. 

Out now – www.spotify.com

SERIES: THE ENGLISH GAME 
For those of us whose Saturday afternoons 
have been transformed since it was 
announced that Premier League and other 
major European football fixtures have been 
cancelled until further notice, The English 
Game should go some way in easing your 
sorrow. This six-part drama charts the origins 
of the beautiful game and shows how those 
involved in its creation reached across the 
class divide to establish the game as the 
world's most popular sport. The English 
Game is written and executive produced by 
Downton Abbey creator Julian Fellowes and 
produced by 42. It's Victorian-era football, 
what could possibly go wrong? 

Out now – www.netflix.com

BOOK: THINK LIKE A 
MONK – JAY SHETTY 
You've probably seen his 
thought-provoking videos on 
social media, but this month, 
Jay Shetty is releasing a book 
which distils wisdom he learned 
while practising as a monk to 
explain how we can all live a less 
anxious, more meaningful life. 
The host of the 'On Purpose' 
podcast has racked up billions 
of views with over 400 viral 
videos that tackle everything 
from social issues to mental 
health problems. Grappling 
with lessons of the Vedic monk 
tradition, this book transforms 
ancient thinking into advice 
and exercises we can apply to 
reduce stress, improve focus, 
improve relationships, identify 
our hidden abilities, increase 
self-discipline and give the 
gifts we find in ourselves to the 
world.

Out April 14 – www.
harpercollins.co.uk

GAME: FINAL FANTASY VII (REMAKE) 
Another one to pass the time while staying at home, the 
iconic Final Fantasy VII, which gave the title mainstream 
popularity back in 1997, is being remade for release this 
month. Follow the iconic mercenary, Cloud Strife, as he 
navigates a hostile world of elite super soldiers and assassins. 
As part of the Avalanche group, players will do battle 
against the evil, life-draining Shinra megacorporation and 
bring them to justice. Originally published by the Japanese 
games developer Square, this Final Fantasy remake will take 
many people back to their childhoods and is available on 
PlayStation 4. 

Out April 10 – www.game.co.uk
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ARTS - Culture in

BOOK: 
STRANGER 
THAN KINDNESS 
– NICK CAVE 
Nick Cave is and 
always has been the 
essence of cool. The 
singer-songwriter 
has maintained his 
towering influence 
and quality over 
nearly 40 years 
and now opens 
his archives with 
an exclusive set 
of images, lyrics 
and assorted 
memorabilia. 
Stranger Than 
Kindness is a journey in images and words into the creative 
world of a musician and storyteller like no other. It offers 
a window into the creative process of a master craftsman 
and paves the way for an entirely new and intimate meeting 
with the artist, presenting Cave's life, work and inspirations 
in beautiful form. This book asks what shapes our lives and 
makes us who we are.

Out now – www.waterstones.com

ALBUM: THE NEW ABNORMAL – THE STROKES 
This aptly titled new album from The Strokes is the first in seven 
years. It was recorded at Shangri-La Studios in Malibu, California with 
legendary producer Rick Rubin. From the singles released so far, it 
looks as if there's a stripped back feel to this album, allowing Julian 
Casablancas' landmark vocal to come into its own. There's also a 
heavy synthesiser on "At The Door", which really does sound like "a 
cannonball coming through the wall." The New Abnormal explores the 
new world in a typically melancholic way and the artwork is none other 
than Bird on Money by AJean-Michel Basquiat.  

Out now – www.roughtrade.com

FILM: ONWARD 
As a result of the coronavirus pandemic, 
Amazon recently announced that some 
titles which were due to be shown in 
cinemas across the UK will now be 
purchasable on its streaming service. 
One such film is Disney and Pixar's 
Onward, which follows elf brothers Ian 
(Tom Holland) and Barley (Chris Pratt) 
as they get to spend a day with their late 
dad and go on a quest aboard Barley's 
epic van, Guinevere. When the elf's 
mother finds out they are missing, she 
teams up with The Manticore (Octavia 
Spencer) to find them. It's a good option 
for keeping the kids entertained at home.

Out now – www.amazon.co.uk/amazonprime

DVD: FROZEN 2 
The sequel to the most popular animated fantasy film in 
living memory, Frozen 2, has just been released on DVD, 
giving parents another opportunity to find something for 
kids to watch at home. The story finds Queen Elsa grateful 
that her kingdom now accepts her but wondering why she 
was born with such powers. The mystery leads to a journey 
to uncover a buried truth about the past and Elsa ventures 
into an uncharted and mysterious land, where her powers 
will be pushed to their limits. Anna, Olaf, Kristoff and Sven 
come along for the ride in the coveted sequel to a fantasy 
epic that needs no introduction. 

Out now – www.amazon.co.uk
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SAMSUNG Q800T QLED 8K 
SMART TV 

Make the most of your favourite films 
and TV shows with this behemoth 82-
inch smart TV from Samsung. With four 
times the resolution of 4K, this screen 
ushers in a new world of picture quality 
with enhanced colours, texture and skin 
tones. Using an AI technology called 
8K Upscaling, the Q800T deploys 
deep learning algorithms to upgrade 
the picture in real-time, pixel by pixel. 
The detail reproduced onscreen is 
boosted by Quantum HDR 2000, which 
optimises the picture you see whether 
it’s the dark shadows of a horror movie 
or the bright sun-filled scenes of the 
latest sci-fi. 

Despite its slim profile, the Q800T has 
eight dedicated speakers, including 
side-firing and up-firing speakers, 
which create three-dimensional sound 
that places you right at the heart of 
the action. The Adaptive Sound+ and 
Active Voice Amplifier also analyses 
the acoustics in the room and outputs 
dependent on what type of show you 
are watching. 

This 8K TV is compatible with multiple 
voice assistants, from Bixby and Google 
Assistant to Amazon’s Alexa. Mobile 
View allows you to easily connect your 
smartphone and mirror the screen to 
the Q800T, so you can watch your 
favourite show and scroll social media 
at the same time. 

£6999 – out April 14 – www.samsung.
com

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

TECH 

TECHNOLOGY
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FUJIFILM XT4 

Fresh off the back of the iconic XT3, the Fujifilm XT4 
promises to disrupt the mirrorless camera market even 
more than its predecessor. The XT4 has been designed 
to be suitable for both photography and videography 
and as such utilises a CMOS 4 sensor, an X-Processor 
4, a newly developed compact in-body image 
stabilisation (IBIS) system and a new film simulation 
mode called ETERNA Bleach Bypass. Fujifilm says 
this camera can deliver image quality to satisfy 
professional photographers and videographers alike. 
The autofocus is superfast with a burst shooting mode 
of 15 frames per second and the iconic ergonomic 
design and IBIS feature makes the XT4 durable for all 
scenarios. 

£1949 – out mid-April – www.parkcameras.com

IPAD PRO   

The ever-popular iPad Pro returns with a series 
of subtle but impressive upgrades. Apple calls 
it the world’s most advanced mobile display 
with edge-to-edge Liquid Retina, True Tone and 
ProMotion technologies that deliver stunning colour 
reproduction in any lighting scenario. The iPad Pro 
also has an A12Z Bionic chip and an 8-core graphics 
processor that will give most PC laptops a run for 
their money in terms of performance. The ultra-wide 
camera and wide camera combination that was 
introduced on the iPhone 11 Pro returns alongside 
a new LiDAR scanner to unlock experiences that 
aren’t possible on other devices. The all-new Magic 
Keyboard that accompanies this iPad will launch 
later this year. 

£769 – out now – www.apple.com

SAMSUNG GALAXY Z FLIP 

Does anyone remember those flip phones that were at 
the cutting edge of technology in the early 2000s? The 
Motorola Razr V3 is what comes to mind. Well, the new 
Galaxy Z from Samsung brings the flipping concept back 
to the forefront of smartphone innovation. Except this 
time, it’s the glass screen that’s foldable. As the foldable 
tech race gets underway, Samsung is forging ahead, 
and this product has all the makings of one of those 
iconic designs. The Z Flip fits neatly in the palm of your 
hand but then unfolds to reveal a fully immersive 6.7 
inch screen. It also features a tripod-less night camera 
functionality where you can capture stunning photos and 
videos without having to use your hands. 

£1300 – out now – www.samsung.com

TECHNOLOGY
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Ian Lamming brings an air of grace and decorum to the world in a 
Rolls-Royce Wraith

ALL EYES ON 
THE WRAITH

B
e prepared for adulation; be 
prepared for some resentment; be 
prepared to give people a lot of lifts 
and pose for even more selfies.

In a Rolls-Royce it is impossible 
to fly under the radar, avoid provoking a reaction 
or slip by unnoticed; you just can't.

It is equally impossible not to feel good about 
yourself, whether or not you own the car, are 
behind the wheel or in any of the passenger seats. 

They have this effect across the board, among 
the young and the old, the well off and among 
those folk where meeting ends is a continued 
struggle.

So Wraith glides past a school at home time 

and countless teenagers whip out their top-of-
the-range mobiles to snap and video the striking 
coupe, even though few will ever be able to order 
one.

Among the mid-range professionals, friends 
queue to be chauffeured around the block, 
giggling like children at the thrill of the ride.

Wraith floats spectrally wherever it is pointed 
yet has so much substance that it stops the world 
in its tracks.

From the moment the car is unlocked on 
the plip and the illuminated Spirit of Ecstasy 
rises triumphantly from the pantheon radiator 
surround, all is well with life.

Go for the door handle and there is nothing 
there. Move your quizzical gaze forward towards 
the front wing and there is the chrome door 
furniture ready to open the side of this eye-
catching coupe in reverse – so different, so Rolls-
Royce. 

Inside isn't just a brave new world it's a veritable 
galaxy thanks to the fibre-optic crystal headcloth. 
Apparently, it's the constellation seen on a starry 
night above Goodwood, complete with eight 
randomly-triggered shooting stars. It's the perfect 
antidote to a dull day and useful to passengers 
wanting to read by night. 

MOTORS  – Rolls-Royce Wraith
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If you wonder why Rolls-Royce provide this 
spectacle, it's because they can.

To the casual observer the interior is lavish, 
but to an expert eye, for instance a school 
mum who works at an auction house as a 
valuer, it is exquisite. Apparently the embossed 
leather is outstanding, the stitch-work 
delectable, the wood trim exemplary. Attention 
to detail extends to the self-righting wheel 
centres which make sure the Rolls-Royce 
monogram stands proudly upright at all times. 
Obsessional! I love it. 

For a fast-becoming crusty like myself 
the inside is delightfully retro too. There 
is a dashboard display linked to a moniker 
decorated controller for some roles, such as 
satnav. But there are knobs and buttons galore 
for the primary functions, chrome plungers for 
the airvents and gorgeous white-faced clocks 
which could have come from an upmarket 
jeweller.

And that stripe down the side? Well, only 
one dedicated craftsman is entrusted for 
the final aesthetic task – the Rolls-Royce 
coachline. They use a special custom-made, 
4mm-wide brush to create a single fluid line 
that can stretch up to six-metres, painted 
by hand over three hours with unrivalled 
precision. That's what you are paying for!

Comfort levels are off the scale, whether you 
are behind the wheel, riding shotgun or in the 
two rear seats. It's a place to lounge, to travel 
in exclusive comfort, to be transported long 
distances.

But unlike its other siblings, Wraith is the 
first Rolls-Royce in which I'm more than happy 
just to do the driving. Claim to fame? It's the 
most powerful Rolls-Royce they make.

While remaining a very large car, it is just 
so manageable. I'm as happy to take it down 
narrow country lanes as I am along fast 
highways. It never feels over-sized or unwieldy 
and that includes reversing into tight spaces.

The magic carpet ride remains but helm 
responses are much sharper and when the 
mood suits, Wraith can be hustled through 
the bends. Thanks to state of the art air 
suspension it feels sporty and dynamic. Wraith 
even predicts the road ahead using satellite 
communication technology, and selects the 
correct gear from the eight-speed transmission 
for the conditions. How clever is that?

Wraith is an uber-posh GT and has 

the performance to match. The 6.6-litre 
turbocharged V12 develops 601PS and 850 
Nm of torque, enough to hurl almost 2.4 
tonnes of motor into the stratosphere, or a 
least to 60mph in 4.4 seconds and a governed 
top speed of 155mph.

Those very sleek but relatively slim 
headlamps do an amazing job of lighting 
up the road ahead at night as your favourite 
tunes jump the gap from your mobile to the 
incredible 18-speaker Bespoke Audio hi-fi.

Most of the time everyone is just prepared; 
prepared to pose, prerpared to accept the 
adulation; prepared to enjoy the lift of a 
lifetime and prepared to pose for even more 
selfies – and what's wrong with that? 

Absolutely nothing.

ROLLS-ROYCE
www.rolls-royce.com

FACT FILE
Rolls-Royce Wraith
Engine: 6.6-litre turbocharged V12
Power: 601PS
0-60mph:  4.4secs
Top speed: 155mph
Combined MPG: 21.9
Transmission: eight-speed 
automatic
CO2 g/km: 365
Price: £345,000 (incl. options)
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W
hat do you consider to be the 
greatest feat in business and 
why? 
The launch of the Greggs vegan 
sausage roll, a guilty pleasure of 

mine. The way Greggs brought this to market – creating a 
social media storm, causing many meat eaters to descend 
into an apoplectic rage over something as harmless as 
a microfungus-filled pastry – was hilarious. How this 
boosted sales, profile and corporate image was genius. All 
that and a brilliant North East company.

What is the greatest physical feat you've witnessed by an 
individual and why?
I have unfathomable depths of respect and admiration 
for my wife, Deb, for giving birth to our eldest son. After 
52 hours of exhausting labour, Deb eventually delivered 
David to the world, who weighed in at an impressive 

11lb 13oz. All done on nothing more than gas and air. 
It was amazing to witness and I have to admit that I was 
completely shocked that anyone could give birth to what 
was essentially a toddler. David's brothers, Joe and Evan, 
appeared at a relatively modest 10lb 12oz and 10lb 5oz 
over the next few years. 

What about by a group or team?
Again, something quite personal to me. My youngest son 
and I were rescued last year by the RNLI. The team of 
three on the inshore lifeboat worked together as one, with 
well-rehearsed calm, efficiency and effectiveness. They 
were totally in control and rescued us from what was 
quite a perilous situation. I'd never really thought much 
about the RNLI and the fantastic service they provide 
(funded 97 per cent by charitable donations), but now 
have total respect and admiration for the professionalism 
and humanity demonstrated by this amazing organisation 
of volunteers. 

Which demonstration of intelligence/mental strength 
has most impressed you?
I'm very much taken by Greta Thunberg's approach to 
environmental activism. Her simple, thought-provoking 
and extremely effective messages and actions seem to 
have struck a chord with millions to help awareness of 
what she describes as humanity's existential crisis due 
to global warming. The bile and vitriol thrown at her 
from some quarters have further amplified the power of 
the 'Greta Effect'. All from a 17-year-old diagnosed with 
Asberger Syndrome. She's truly inspirational. 

Which act of generosity has inspired you the most and 
why? 
Any act of generosity from someone with very little or 
no resources is always hugely more inspiring to me than 
an act from the rich and famous. I've witnessed many of 
these in my lifetime but anyone with a generous spirit 
who carry out simple acts of benevolence always blows 
me away and makes me more determined to do more 
myself. 

Guy Currey, director of Invest North East England, shares the acts he's been most inspired by 

GREATEST FEATS
INTERVIEW – Guy Currey 

INVEST NORTH EAST ENGLAND
www.investnortheastengland.co.uk
@InvestNEEngland
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