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EXCLUSIVE
AWARDS
EVENT

020
North East Times is offering a range 
of exciting sponsorship packages 
for Impact Awards 2020. 

For sponsorship 
enquiries please contact:
rachael@netimesmagazine.co.uk
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NOV-
2020

We will be launching our 
nomination process in May 
2020 to find those individuals 
who have made an impression 
in – finance, global, regional, 
profile or innovation. 

Three shortlisted nominees 
will be invited to take part in 
an exclusive interview and 
photoshoot in October, which 
will appear in North East 
Times’ November’s issue and 
shared across our digital 
channels.

North East Times will also hold 
an exclusive awards event 
in November where the five 
Impact Award winners will 
be announced, as well as one 
overall Impact Awards winner.
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EDITOR’S WORD 
Welcome

Our popular Tech Issue returns 
for its fifth year to celebrate the 
strengths of our tech and digital 
sector.

Inside, you'll find new profiles 
and advice from some of the most influential and 
promising tech talent based in the North East. 

Our cover story this month features the Digital 
Steering Group that has been created to support the 
delivery of the North East LEP's Digital for Growth 
strategy. 

Though we’re still in the early days of the 
strategy's – and the group's – inception, we ask 
Laura Partridge, Stuart Lynn, Alison Shaw, Herb 

Kim, Deni Chambers, Michelle Rainbow, Pete 
Daykin and Richard Baker how we can best 
maximise opportunities for digital growth and 
investment in the region. 

We also speak to banking expert Craig Iley, 
founder and director at B-North about a career that 
has spanned traditional to challenger banking. And 
we reveal how students at Northumbria University 
are helping SMEs combat cyber-attacks.

Meanwhile, our on topic supplement also 
explores the economic development of County 
Durham in recent years and focuses on some of its 
strengths and opportunities.

I hope that you enjoy this issue.

Welcome to the Tech Issue 

Editor’s Word...

ALISON COWIE
alison@netimesmagazine.co.uk

07961091522

@AlisonNETimes

NET

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

STRATEGIC PARTNER:



9

CREDITS

Credits
CONTACT:
@NETimesmagazine

enquiries@netimesmagazine.co.uk

www.netimesmagazine.co.uk

Photography: All photos taken 
by North East Times staff are 
copyright North East Times 
Magazine Ltd, and are taken 
solely for use in North East 
Times magazine or products 
published by North East Times 
Magazine Ltd. If you wish to 
use or publish a photograph 
taken for North East Times, 
please contact the sales 
department on 0191 246 0212.

Advertising charges: There is 
a £25 charge for every set of 
amendments, following the 
first initial set of amendments, 
which is free of charge for 
adverts designed by North 
East Times Magazine Ltd.

Cancellations: If an advert is 
cancelled by the booker within 
a seven day period prior to our 
print deadline, the advert will 
be charged in full, plus VAT.

Editorial: Editorial must be 
received by the 9th of the 
month or no responsibility 
is accepted for errors. The 
opinions expressed in this issue 
are not necessarily the views 
held by North East Times 
Magazine Ltd. Advertisements: 
Although every care is taken to 
ensure accuracy, the publishers 
regret that they cannot accept 
responsibility for loss or 
damage caused by an error in 
the printing or damage to, loss 
of artwork, transparencies or 
photos. Complaints: Regarding 
advertisements will only be 
considered for up to a week 
after publication. Advertising 
must be received by the 12th of 
the month. No responsibility is 
accepted for errors. 
© 2020 Published by North 
East Times Magazine Ltd.

MANAGING DIRECTOR
Peter Mallon 
T: 07590 064 800
pete@netimesmagazine.co.uk

DIRECTOR
John Duns
T: 07920 152 523
john@netimesmagazine.co.uk

COMMERCIAL DIRECTOR
Martin Stout
T: 07540 597 519
martin@netimesmagazine.co.uk

BUSINESS DEVELOPMENT DIRECTOR
Rachael Laschke
T: 07972 870 595
rachael@netimesmagazine.co.uk

BUSINESS DEVELOPMENT
Matt Pacey
T: 07814 514 774
matt@netimesmagazine.co.uk

Brent Smith
T: 07470 050 610
brent@contactmagazine.co.uk

EDITOR
Alison Cowie
T: 07961 091 522
alison@netimesmagazine.co.uk

BUSINESS JOURNALIST
Steven Hugill
steven@netimesmagazine.co.uk

DIGITAL JOURNALIST
Richard Dawson
richard@netimesmagazine.co.uk

CONTRIBUTORS
Richard Dawson 
Chris Dobson
Simon Rushworth
Ian Lamming

MARKETING MANAGER
Chloe Holmes
T: 07493 555 509
chloe@netimesmagazine.co.uk

HEAD OF DESIGN
Ryan Errington
ryan@netimesmagazine.co.uk

FILMOGRAPHY
Andrew Lowe
andrew@netimesmagazine.co.uk

LEAD PHOTOGRAPHER
Christopher Owens 
T: 07814 028 714
christopher@netimesmagazine.co.uk
www.christopherjamesowens.com

PHOTOGRAPHY
Adam Barnsley
www.adambarnsley.com

ILLUSTRATIONS
P.Y. Mallon
 
HEAD OFFICE
South Northumberland Cricket Club,
Roseworth Terrace, Gosforth, Newcastle upon 
Tyne, NE3 1LU 
T: 0191 246 0212

CIRCULATION:
To confirm our circulation please contact Andrew Dunn, Stephens and George Print Group, 
email: andrew.dunn@stephensandgeorge.co.uk
To amend your mailing address or remove yourself from our mailing list contact 
chloe@netimesmagazine.co.uk

ABOUT:

North East Times provides a voice for those 
who are shaping the North East economy.

The high quality monthly publication combines 
inspiring business and lifestyle content for 
professionals who are working and living in the 
North East.

We look to build on the four-decade history of 
the North East Times title, while embracing the 
latest digital innovations to engage, inform and 
entertain our audience.

By publicising the achievements of the 
individuals, companies and organisations that 
are impacting the local economy, our aim is 
to showcase the North East as a vibrant and 
productive place to work and live.

With our modern approach and established 
legacy, North East Times strives to be the 
number one business publication in the region, 
both on and offline.

All rights reserved. Reproduction, in whole or in part without written permission, is strictly prohibited.



10

CONTENTS

CONTENTS

PAGE 28-29
Marianne Whitfield and Fareeha Usman

PAGE 38-39
Jonathan Grubin, SoPost

PAGE 118
Timandra Harkness

PAGE 60-62
Dr Biju Isaac, North East Business 
Security Centre

PAGE 30-33
Craig Iley, B-North



11

PAGE 100-103
Savannah Marshall

ON TOPIC
Sarah Slaven, Business Durham

PAGE 18: BURNING ISSUE

PAGE 20: APPOINTMENTS

PAGE 22: JOBS

PAGE 22-23: IN THE LIMELIGHT

PAGE 67-81: BUILT ENVIRONMENT

PAGE 95: OUT OF HOURS

PAGE 96-98: FASHION

PAGE 104-105: BUSINESS LUNCH

PAGE 110-111: CULTURE

PAGE 112-113: TECH

PAGE 114-115: MOTORS

 

MORE



12

NEWS
Bulletin

Bold plans to create more than 20,000 jobs by 
supercharging a revival of Teesside’s steelmaking 
heritage have moved forward after a regeneration boss 
secured a deal.

Tees Valley Mayor Ben Houchen has agreed terms 
with Thai steel operator SSI to take over 840 acres of land that once 
housed the firm’s Redcar works.

Mayor Houchen said the deal will trigger the introduction of a 
steelmaking electric arc furnace within three years and the building 
of a new port facility at the Redcar Bulk Terminal, adding it has saved 
90 jobs at the deep-water storage and delivery hub. 

The sprawling former steelworks site has stood dormant since 2015 
following the liquidation of SSI’s UK operation, which caused the loss 
of thousands of jobs.

However, following confirmation of the deal, which will see the 
land and assets on the site transfer to the South Tees Development 
Corporation, Mayor Houchen said the area will finally be able to lay 
its SSI ghosts to rest and create a successful future.

Describing the agreement as being a catalyst for a “new era,” he 
said: “We can now move forward in breathing new life into an area 
that was devastated following the steelworks’ closure. 

“With the potential to create more than 20,000 jobs over the next 
two decades, this really marks the beginning of a new era.

“Those living across Redcar – particularly those in the shadow 
of the steelworks, the former steelworkers, their families and their 
communities – will have been waiting for this day to come.” 

The SSI deal builds on an agreement secured last year that saw 
steel operator Tata transfer 1420 acres – more than half of the 
developable land at the former Redcar works site – to the South Tees 
Development Corporation.

DEVELOPMENT

Steel revival gains pace 
after SSI land deal

BULLETIN

TRANSPORT

North East ‘must benefit’ from high-speed rail decision 
The Government’s decision to press ahead with the first phase of Britain’s high-speed rail network is “great 
news” for the North East – but any subsequent reviews of work must not negatively impact the region, a 
business organisation has warned.

The North East England Chamber of Commerce said Boris Johnson’s approval for HS2 will ensure 
regional companies maintain vital domestic connections.

However, with previous delays meaning work on the Northern section of the line is now not expected to 
be completed until around 2040, Jonathan Walker, the Chamber’s assistant director of policy, said a joined-
up approach is essential.

He said: “We have campaigned for HS2 to be approved and delivered as our members urgently need fast 
and reliable connections to their customers around the region and the rest of the country. 

“The decision to progress this substantial rail project is great news for the North East. 
“Any review of the later phases must be used to ensure HS2, Northern Powerhouse Rail and East Coast 

Mainline are integrated properly, rather than seen as a chance for further delays.”

Agreement for Redcar works site ‘can deliver 
new era’
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TECHNOLOGY

Contract delight
A business disrupting the corporate training 
market has won a second international contract 
with a software firm.

SUB10 has been appointed by North East-
founded Sage to develop its anti-bribery and 
corruption training programme, which will be used 
by 14,000 staff across 24 countries and translated 
into six languages. The agreement builds on 
Gateshead-based SUB10’s previous appointment to 
design and deliver Sage’s code of conduct training 
for global use.

National news 
‘New approach needed’ to 
kickstart growth

Newcastle and Darlington 
have been tipped to make 
strong economic progress 
over the next four years, 
but the picture is gloomier 
for the region as a whole, 
according to a new study.

EY’s latest Regional 
Economic Forecast suggests 
Newcastle and Darlington 
will each enjoy gross value 
added (GVA) growth of 1.7 
per cent up to 2023.

However, EY’s figures 
add the North East’s growth 
trajectory will hit 1.2 per cent 
by 2023, putting the region 
behind the rest of the UK.

Mike Scoular, office 
managing partner for EY’s 
Newcastle base, said: “We 
need a different approach to 
truly ‘level-up’ the economy.”

Warning over Government 
air quality move 

A Sunderland-made car 
remains one of the country’s 
top-selling models, but the 
market is being stymied by 
muddled Government air 
quality plans, an industry 
body has warned.

Nissan’s Qashqai was 
January’s third most 
popular car with 4608 sales, 
according to latest Society 
of Motor Manufacturers and 
Traders (SMMT) figures.

However, SMMT bosses 
said the overall UK new car 
market remains hindered 
by Government “confusion” 
over when to end sales of 
internal combustion engine 
cars.

Call for help to support 
retailers’ progress

Britain’s retail sector 
returned to growth in 
January and can build 
momentum if it gets crucial 
Government support in the 
Budget, an organisation has 
claimed.

The British Retail 
Consortium (BRC) said sales 
increased 0.4 per cent in the 
first month of 2020.

TECHNOLOGY

Growth drive
An immersive technology company helping luxury 
car manufacturers expand their market presence 
has revealed growth plans. Newcastle’s ZeroLight 
aims to strengthen its global reach and talent base 
following a funding boost from Dutch venture 
capitalist and growth financing firm Ponooc.

The business, which works with car companies 
such as Porsche and Lamborghini, was supported 
by law firm Weightmans, which recently took over 
Watson Burton LLP.

ENGINEERING

Office move
A subsea engineer has reaffirmed its commitment 
to the North East after agreeing a deal to switch its 
UK headquarters to an £8.5 million office complex.

Darlington-based DeepOcean is moving into the 
town’s new Feethams House.

The base will act as a hub for DeepOcean’s 
Enshore division, which is pioneering the 
development of technology to harvest subsea 
minerals.

The company also has a maintenance site in 
Blyth.

TECHNOLOGY

Global success
A software firm has secured new contracts worth 
£4 million with three of the world’s largest oil and 
gas operators.

Hebburn-based Asset55 will provide software 
and technical consultancy for construction projects 
covering Asia, North America and the North Sea.

The business has also announced it is expanding 
into The Beam, the flagship Sunderland office 
development based on the city’s former Vaux 
Brewery site.
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LAW

New lease secures Theatre 
Royal’s long-term future
The future of a landmark city playhouse has been 
secured for the next 125 years after bosses signed 
its longest-ever lease agreement.

Officials at Newcastle’s Grade I-listed Theatre 
Royal worked with Samuel Phillips Law to 
negotiate a deal with owner Newcastle City 
Council.

The theatre, which opened in 1837, annually 
hosts in excess of 400 performances that attract 
more than 400,000 people. Chief executive Philip 
Bernays said the lease arrangement provides 
great security for the revered building to continue 
entertaining crowds for many decades to come. 

“I’m very pleased the lease has been completed 
– Samuel Phillips made it a straightforward event,” 

said Philip.
Will Jarvis-Smith, of Newcastle-based Samuel 

Phillips Law’s commercial property team, added: 
“I’m delighted we’ve secured the position of the 
theatre with this new lease, at good commercial 
terms.  

“We are now working on the sub-lease for 
revenue streams.”

MANUFACTURING

HTL Group bought by US 
tools firm
A Cramlington-based manufacturer has been sold 
to a US industrial tools and services company.

HTL Group is now under the stewardship 
of Enerpac Tool Group. Known for providing 
controlled bolting products, HTL’s services extend 
to a rental business and repair and training 
operations, which Enerpac officials said will help 
the New York Stock Exchange-listed business grow 
its portfolio and global offering. 

HOSPITALITY

Law firm supports sisters’ 
gastropub move
A new gastropub has created 20 jobs thanks to a 
successful sister act. Roya Irving and Rosa Talai 
have opened The Owl & Otter, in Burnopfield, 
County Durham.  

A team from law firm Ward Hadaway, led 
by associate Laura Gooddy [pictured centre], 
provided support on matters including the 
property’s acquisition and staff recruitment 
from Tavistock.  

Calendar of events:
March 12, 8.45am-1.30pm
Rural vs Urban Electric 
Transport Innovation Forum
Host: Durham County Cricket 
Club, Emirates Riverside, 
Chester-le-Street, DH3 3QR
Price: Free
www.supernetwork.org.uk

This event will discuss and 
explore the barriers to 
electric transport adoption 
in rural and urban areas. 
Delegates will be given an 
introduction to the North 
East Energy Catalyst and 
an insight into the UK’s zero 
carbon future. An expert 
panel discussion, featuring 
figures such as Zero Carbon 
Futures’ managing director 
Dr Colin Herron, will also take 
place.

March 18, 5pm-7pm
Blame It On The Algorithm - 
Digital Ethics in the AI Age
Host: The Catalyst, Science 
Square, Newcastle, NE4 5TG
Price: Free
www.ncl.ac.uk/nicd

The National Innovation 
Centre for Data and Institute 
of Coding at Newcastle 
University are bringing this 
event to the city for the first 
time. Led by a talk from Dr 
Mhairi Aitken, senior research 
associate in the university’s 
business school, it will also 
feature a panel discussion 
made up of businesspeople 
including Jumping Rivers’ 
chief executive Esther 
Gillespie.
 

March 25, 9am-4pm
NEPIC Digitalisation & Cyber 
Security Conference
Host: Hardwick Hall Hotel, 
Sedgefield, County Durham, 
TS21 2EH
Price: Tickets begin at 
£35 and rise depending 
on membership and 
non-membership of the 
organisation
www.nepic.co.uk

This event, hosted by the 
North East of England 
Process Industry Cluster 
(NEPIC), will explore the 
connected world while 
showcasing best practice 
across digitalisation and 
cyber security. It will 
also feature a number of 
presentations from industry 
figures on areas such as 
supply chain improvement 
and practical applications 
of digital technology on 
manufacturing sites.

NEWS
Deals

DEALS
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The North East’s thriving video games 
industry has been heralded as a 
financial powerhouse.

Latest findings show the sector 
– fuelled by globally-recognised 

developers such as Ubisoft Reflections and Sumo 
Digital – makes the biggest local economic impact 
outside of market frontrunner London.

According to the findings – revealed in The 
Association for UK Interactive Entertainment’s 
(Ukie) Think Global, Create Local report – the 
North East’s gaming landscape contributes £1.90 
of every £1000 of regional gross value added 
(GVA).

Discounting London’s dominance, the figure 
beats the rest of the UK’s regions, surpassing the 
South East’s £1.40 and comfortably outstripping 
the £1 recorded in the West Midlands and 
Scotland.

The analysis also reveals Newcastle’s gaming 
community – ranked the fourth most valuable 
thanks to its GVA valuation of £85.8 million – is 
one of only eight hubs nationwide to contribute 
more than £60 million in GVA.

Furthermore, it highlights the position of 
Sunderland – which houses rapidly-growing 
operators such as Coatsink in its high-tech 
Software Centre – as a respected gaming hotbed, 
showing Wearside developers added £5.3 million 
in GVA.

When combined with the impact of firms 
across the entire North East, the study says the 

region’s gaming industry is responsible for a total 
GVA contribution of £99.9 million.

Stuart Dinsey, chair of the Ukie board, said 
the findings prove just how important the games 
industry is to the local economies of the UK.

He added: “Towns and cities of all sizes share 
in the high productivity jobs, commercial growth 
and cultural contribution that our sector offers. 

“While UK games businesses are successful 
on the global stage, the direct benefits of their 
pioneering creative work are felt across the 
country. 

“The video games industry has an important 
role to play in rebalancing the economy and 
creating skilled careers. 

“We look forward to working with the 
Government and policymakers to bring the jobs 
of the future to local communities.”

According to Ukie’s report, Newcastle joined 
London, Slough and Heathrow, Leamington Spa, 
Crawley and Horsham, Edinburgh, Manchester 
and Guildford as a £60 million-plus GVA hub.

Additional findings in the study, which builds 
on outcomes revealed in the British Film Institute’s 
Screen Business report of late 2018, show more 
than half of all gaming sector development roles 
are based outside London and the South East.

Furthermore, it says 99.5 per cent of UK 
games industry companies are officially small 
and medium-sized businesses, which collectively 
contribute £1.6 billion in GVA.

A new study has highlighted the North East gaming sector’s national economic influence and 
championed the region’s ever-growing reputation as a hotbed for digital innovation

MONTHLY REPORT
The Association for UK Interactive Entertainment

MONTHLY REPORT 
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The North East Automotive Alliance (NEAA) celebrated its third annual industry awards on 
February 21 at Roker Hotel. More than 200 guests, representing many of the region’s major 
automotive companies including Nissan Motor Corporation (UK), Unipres UK and Komatsu UK, 
celebrated outstanding individual talent and the achievements of the North East automotive 
sector. Chief executive at the Society of Motor Manufacturers and Traders (SMMT) Mike Hawes 
delivered the keynote address, while another highlight was the outstanding achievement award 
going to John Barnett, head of global manufacturing and operations at Marelli

NORTH EAST AUTOMOTIVE 
ALLIANCE AWARDS 

KEY EVENT 
North East Automotive Alliance Awards 
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Q
OPINION
Burning Issue

New BP chief executive Bernard Looney recently joined Instagram to engage with 
the public about the company. However, his appearance garnered some scepticism, 
with commentators suggesting such tactics pose a risk to business’ reputations. Is 
it beneficial for bosses to share insight on social media, or could their time be used 
more wisely elsewhere?

BURNING ISSUE

Social media gives businesses the opportunity to develop intimate 
relationships with stakeholders and allows senior leaders to speak 
directly to large audiences. However, leaders should decide which 
platforms to use, as there are numerous ones that each have their 
own tone and user approaches. They should also be aware social 
media can be time consuming and users will be vocal in their 
feedback on how you and your business are performing. High 
quality and effective management of these channels is becoming of 
increasing business importance but get this right and the benefits are 
significant.

Dr David Norris
Associate dean (marketing and recruitment) 

Teesside University Business School

Businesses – no matter how big – are nothing without their 
customers and engaging, consulting with, and responding to 
their needs is paramount. That is – and should be – a key focus 
of employees at every level and certainly of a chief executive. It’s 
refreshing that more are using social media to establish a dialogue 
with audiences. The key for chief executives who do venture into 
the world of social media, however, is to do so with authenticity, 
humility and with their eyes wide open to the opportunities, and 
perils, of getting it right or very wrong.

Louise Bradford
Owner and director

Creo Communications

Looney is a new chief executive, so this will signify his new 
approach. For organisations like BP, where people have already made 
up their minds, pulling back the curtain can help humanise them 
and challenge perceptions. I like seeing the boss out showcasing the 
business and there’s definite value to it, but people will very quickly 
see through an overly corporate approach and disengage. Looney is 
probably just the wrong side of too corporate so far, but if he grows 
into it, he can manage the reputational risks, reach a new audience 
and build deeper relationships with customers.

Arlen Pettitt
Knowledge development manager

North East England Chamber of Commerce

Chief executives are figureheads for their businesses and part of their 
role is to act as an ambassador for the company and, in some cases, 
their industry sector. Used correctly, social media can be an amazing 
tool to reach customers, stakeholders and communities by sharing 
insight into opinions, business activities and philanthropic projects. 
The engagement I get on LinkedIn and Twitter is an important part 
of maintaining my business and community networks. People do 
business with people, so social media is a great way for customers to 
see beyond a brand through content from senior executives.

Bill Scott
Chief executive

Wilton Engineering
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RECRUITMENT

Your monthly guide to the people moving jobs in the region 

APPOINTMENTS 

Paul Lancaster has taken on the role of engagement 
manager at North East tech network Dynamo. In 
his new position, Paul – who is known as a super 
connector across the region’s business community 
– will link firms to tech innovation. Speaking of 
his role, he said: “There is no doubt our tech sector 
is strong, vibrant and growing, but it is under-
appreciated, and I want to help address this.”

Entrepreneur, philanthropist and angel investor 
Sherry Coutu has been named this year’s Newcastle 
University Business School David Goldman Visiting 
Professor of Innovation and Enterprise. Harvard-
educated Sherry – who is originally from Canada 
– takes on the role from digital media entrepreneur 
Herb Kim. In her position, Sherry will work to 
extend the connectivity and interdisciplinarity of 
programmes at the business school and support its 
enduring commitment to pioneering innovation.

The Institute of Directors (IoD) has appointed 
Claire Preston as a North East (South) branch 
ambassador. Claire, director of North Yorkshire 
Education Services, has more than 30 years’ 
experience in executive and operational 
management roles, including time in both UK and 
international education. She said: “I’m looking 
forward to contributing to the IoD’s commitment 
to support businesses facing workforce challenges, 
including the need to address the skills agenda.” 

A brand, design and digital consultancy has 
appointed its first-ever commercial director. David 
Lovenbury has taken on the role at Newcastle-
based JUMP. He is working with company founders 
Lucy Batley and Rob Brown to scale the business 
and explore new markets and geographies. Before 
joining JUMP, David spent nearly three decades in 
the recruitment space with Nigel Wright, BMC and 
Edward Reed, after beginning his career with Hays.

Mixed reality firm Luminous Group has appointed 
Caroline Oswald as its new head of sales. Caroline, 
who has more than a decade of sales experience, 
will support the Ouseburn business’ growth as it 
forges new partnerships and develops technological 
innovations. The company’s solutions include 
traXR, which digitises traditional paper-based 
exercises using augmented and mixed reality and 
helps make work such as food safety audit systems 
more intuitive and efficient.

A housing association has appointed a new 
executive director of resources. Scott Martin has 
taken on the role at Karbon Homes. Beginning his 
career with KPMG, Scott then moved into senior 
housebuilding sector finance and management 
roles, which included time as managing director 
at North East-founded Barratt Homes and group 
finance director at Story Homes. He said: “I’m 
looking forward to making a real positive difference 
for communities.”

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

alison@netimesmagazine.co.uk

i

Paul Lancaster
Engagement manager
Dynamo

Sherry Coutu
David Goldman Visiting 
Professor of Innovation and 
Enterprise
Newcastle University Business 
School 

Claire Preston
Ambassador
Institute of Directors

David Lovenbury 
Commercial director 
JUMP

Caroline Oswald 
Luminous Group
Head of sales

Scott Martin
Executive director of 
resources
Karbon Homes
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If, as the old adage goes, a week is a long time 
in politics, a month must feel like an entire 
season.

Just ask Boris Johnson.
From lifting the handbrake on Britain’s 

formal EU departure, to rubber-stamping HS2 and 
orchestrating a Cabinet cull that turned Number 
10 Downing Street’s famous black door into a 
political turnstile, the four weeks from late January 
to mid-February were nothing if not eventful.

Mr Johnson’s diary was unrelenting, and it 
became further demanding still with the need to 
make a crucial intervention around the future of 
Britain’s 5G mobile network.

Promising users faster and more comprehensive 
internet connectivity, the much-vaunted upgrade 
has long been recognised as a key component in 
fostering new innovation across the UK’s business 
environment by supporting developments around 
the Internet of Things and cloud computing.

But – like much in politics – there was a twist.
In this case, it came in the form of technology 

leviathan Huawei and its apparent links to the 
ruling elite of its native China.

British MPs and their counterparts on the 
other side of the Atlantic Ocean – including US 
President Donald Trump and deputy Mike Pence 
– urged the Prime Minister to block the operator 
on the grounds it poses a significant security risk. 

That Mr Johnson disregarded their call for 
an outright ban says a great deal about a Prime 
Minister keen to stamp his authority on a post-
Brexit landscape.

However, that he approved Huawei’s 
involvement with a number of caveats – which 
include prohibiting the company from supplying 
kit to sensitive parts of the network and barring it 
from areas near military bases and nuclear sites – 
speaks even more of a man caught in a Catch-22 
situation. 

COMMENT  
Huawei

IN THE LIMELIGHT
After authorising Chinese technology conglomerate Huawei’s involvement in building the UK’s 
new 5G mobile network, Prime Minister Boris Johnson found himself caught in the crosshairs of 
domestic policymakers and American President Donald Trump. But could Britain really afford to 
ban Huawei from the process, and was the Prime Minister’s decision instead an acknowledgement 
that a necessary evil is sometimes needed to engender change? Steven Hugill finds out more
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Britain needs faster mobile connections and the 
Prime Minister knows Huawei can help.

It is a point acknowledged by Geoff Burns, head 
of sales at Sunderland-based telecoms operator 
Nice Network.

“While the UK could still technically create 
its own 5G infrastructure without the support of 
Huawei, it would cost the taxpayer tens of billions 
of pounds and would add further delay to the 
rollout of 5G,” says Geoff.

“The UK has already been slow to embrace 5G 
and if we’re to remain competitive on the global 
stage then we can ill-afford to let the rollout of the 
technology hit any more snags.

“We’ve already seen global industries such as 
manufacturing, agriculture and logistics being 
transformed by the introduction of 5G.

“With the added complexities and challenges 
we could face post-Brexit, we must ensure we’re 
competing with the best possible 5G provision – 
Huawei will be central to this,” continues Geoff.

“The telecoms giant has played a huge role 
in shaping the industry, supporting the rollout 
of the UK’s 2G, 3G and 4G mobile network 
development, by supplying antennas, routers and 
switches used by BT and Vodafone to build out 
their mobile networks. 

“Balancing the clear commercial and technical 
advantages of engaging Huawei with security is 
key, and the consensus among industry leaders is 
that this is an appropriate solution.”

The need to find a compromise is reiterated 
by Professor Jason Whalley, from Northumbria 
University’s Business School, who describes the 
UK as being “caught between a rock and a hard 
place.”

Acknowledging that excluding Huawei from 
the 5G rollout would have brought delays to the 
network’s growth, he says the move will present a 
new marketplace dynamic.

“The decision will impact on operators – BT 
has stated that restricting the use of Huawei’s 
equipment in its mobile and fixed networks will 
cost it £500 million over five years,” he says.

“Perhaps more significantly, it effectively means 
the choice of large equipment vendor is now 
reduced to just Ericsson and Nokia. There is no 
equivalent British vendor, and suggestions by the 
Prime Minister that one could be created in the 
next couple of years are far-fetched.  

“There are concerns about Huawei but 
removing it entirely from the country’s 
infrastructure would be costly.

“Removing its equipment would have also 
delayed the rollout of 5G, negatively impacting on 
the development of the Internet of Things and the 
provision of a new generation of mobile services. 

“The Government is betting these potential 
benefits outweigh the costs of its decision, but this 
is something that will only emerge with time.”

Samuel Harrison, managing director of 
Middlesbrough-based animation, augmented 
reality and virtual reality provider Animmersion, 
says Huawei’s inclusion reflects a lack of necessary 
focus on connectivity in previous years.

However, while the Chinese operator’s 
involvement may point to preceding faults, he 
believes 5G’s promise as a growth catalyst is 
abundantly clear, adding it can be “rocket fuel” for 
developments across immersive technology.

“That it seems we may have to engage with 
Huawei for these critical networks demonstrates 
the underinvestment in the UK’s and Europe’s own 
capabilities,” says Samuel, who is also co-founder 
of Animmersion.

“That is disappointing based on the impact 
and importance 5G will have on vast areas of 
commercial and consumer activity.

“5G will underpin the application of next-
generation immersive technologies, which will 
change the ways we use and interact with data.

“Businesses are now starting to understand how 
immersive technology such as virtual reality can 
unlock solutions that can be applied to improve 
their operations, and 5G will be rocket fuel to take 
this to the next level,” continues Samuel.

“With the advent of 5G, more data can be 
transmitted almost instantly, which will allow the 
processing to be handled in the cloud and visuals 
to be streamed directly, rather than relying on 
costly hardware on users’ premises.

“This has the potential to enhance security, 
as visualisations can be streamed, rather than 
sending and storing sensitive data sets for storage 
and processing on users’ machines.

“It also enables businesses to stay at the cutting-
edge as they buy into technology at a service level, 
rather than investing in graphics hardware that 
quickly becomes redundant as the technology 
iterates.”
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ADVERTISING FEATURE – TECH
CityFibre

Jason Legget, city manager for Newcastle at CityFibre, looks at the benefits of full fibre access 
and how the ground-breaking technology is set to make Newcastle one of the best-connected 
places in the world

WHAT IS THE BIG DEAL 
WITH FULL FIBRE? 

Digital connectivity has become such 
a hot topic of late and the fact that 
nearly all major political parties 
have pushed it up their agendas 
in the past year indicated the 

importance of digital connectivity to the economy 
and all sections of the electorate. 

Yet despite headline-grabbing soundbites, few 
seem to fully grasp what full fibre connectivity 
actually means and how it could transform the way 
we live work and play. 

This may be down to the fact just ten per 
cent of UK premises currently benefit from full 
fibre access – a technology that takes fibre optic 
connectivity all the way from the exchange directly 
to the user's property. But in Newcastle, this is 
all about to change thanks to CityFibre's plan to 
invest £50 million in rolling out this future proof 
infrastructure citywide. 

How is full fibre any different? 
Full fibre connections can deliver gigabit-capable 
speeds. That's a dramatic upgrade on what most 
people currently use and makes many tasks easier 
in terms of speeds and data handling. For example, 
the gamers in the household will no longer have to 
wait hours for content to download, and when they 
are playing online, they will experience virtually 
no buffer or lag. It will make the whole process 
virtually seamless. 

What's more, the benefit of full fibre networks is 
that they offer far greater reliability than copper-
based networks and they are cheaper to maintain 
and operate. Once the fibre is in the ground, it's 
in the ground for good and maintenance work 
is drastically reduced – a welcome relief for 
households. 

Full fibre networks are also much smarter than 
the average copper-based system. With a full fibre 
network, there is far greater visibility, while faults 
can be identified and solved in a fraction of the 
time. It means if you rely on your broadband for 
any reason, you will experience far less downtime 

when you upgrade to full fibre. 

It's not just a speed upgrade
Full fibre may allow people to watch Netflix more 
smoothly and with better quality, but full fibre 
networks offer genuinely transformative benefits 
too. 

For example, having a full fibre connection 
could increase the value of people's homes 
–  four per cent on average in the US, according 
to research from Fibre to the Home Council 
America. This isn't surprising, given that further 
local research – a survey of over 3500 broadband 
users by Censuswide – revealed that almost 80 per 
cent of respondents in Newcastle classified reliable 
internet as being very important. A survey by 
Rightmove also found that its customers ranked 
information on broadband connectivity as being 
more important to them than transport links and 
nearby schools when searching for property.

So why is this new technology seen as such a 
breakthrough that both leading political parties 
have started to bang the full fibre drum? It's likely 
because they can see how this technology will help 
to change almost every part of our society. From 
how we work, to the way we receive our medical 
care, right down to the way we interact with others 
– digital connectivity is going to change the way we 
work, rest and play fundamentally. 

And now this transformation is coming to 
Newcastle where CityFibre's network will future-
proof the city's infrastructure for decades to come 
and put it firmly in the top ten per cent of all UK 
cities for connectivity. This is about more than 
just faster internet – this is about underpinning 
technological advances and innovations as we 
delve deeper into the digital age.

By looking at the business benefits alone, you 
can begin to see the scale of the impact this is going 
to have. A study by economic research agency 
Regeneris predicted that full fibre investment 
in 100 towns and cities over a 15-year period 
would generate substantial economic benefits for 
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CITY FIBRE
To find out more, or register your 

interest, visit: 

www.cityfibre.com/gigabit-cities  

i

businesses, in particular SMEs – with up to £2.2 
billion being generated in business productivity. 
The benefits will be felt directly by communities 
across the country, with full fibre helping 
Newcastle, in particular, generate £22 million in 
business productivity, £24 million in innovation 
benefits and £22 million from new business start-
ups. With that kind of upside, you can see why 
political parties are trying to put full fibre at the 
forefront of our national infrastructure upgrade. 

There are also hidden benefits to full fibre 
networks. One of the other big technological 
breakthroughs of 2019 was the launch of the UK's 
5G networks. Promising the fastest mobile data 
speeds yet, you could be forgiven for thinking that 
with a mobile connection, you do not need a fixed-
line connection. However, the truth is full fibre 
networks play an integral role in the deployment of 
5G networks. 

Full fibre connectivity feeds into the mobile base 
stations that make up the patchwork of mobile 
connectivity. These base stations are dotted around 
towns and cities and you've probably seen them on 

tall buildings and masts before. Full fibre helps to 
ensure that these patchwork networks are knitted 
together seamlessly and, depending on the local 
geography, provide essential support in ensuring 
the quality of the 5G service. 

When will I get full fibre?
With a clear mandate from political circles, and 
people increasingly waking up to the potential 
full fibre offers, CityFibre is doing its part with 
its nationwide £4 billion Gigabit City investment 
programme. Since launching the project, CityFibre 
has already mobilised across the UK, with network 
construction underway in 17 cities creating 
thousands of jobs, while Gigabit-speed services 
have gone live in 11 cities with many more to 
come. When we are finished in 2024, Newcastle 
will be one of the best-connected places in the 
world. 

It is an exciting time to be rolling out this 
game-changing technology and we look forward to 
seeing how people and businesses use the platform 
we are creating to flourish and prosper. 
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ADVERTISING FEATURE – DIGITAL 
North East Digital Festival 

This year's North East Digital Festival (May 11-22) will champion everything digital in the region 
by bringing together a series of flagship events. Here, Billy Webber, chief operating officer at 
Sunderland Software City, reveals more 

DIGITAL FESTIVAL RETURNS IN 2020 

The story of the North East's digital 
ecosystem often remains untold 
outside of our region. That's why 
we're bringing back the North East 
Digital Festival in 2020. The festival 

serves as a platform to further amplify the voices 
within the digital ecosystem and to celebrate the 
region's digital activity on a national scale.

The #NEDigiFest platform empowers digital 
stakeholders to collectively share their successes. 
It provides businesses and individuals with an 

opportunity to get involved with the region's 
digital ecosystem through attending or hosting 
relevant events that amplify the story of digital 
activity in the region.

Key festival flagship events for 2020 will include 
Tech Talent, Thinking Digital, the Data for Good 
community launch, The Late Shows, Newcastle 
Startup Week, Dentsu Aegis' TV & Video in the 
Digital Economy event, and the One Region One 
Sector One Statement report launch.

We know that these meaningful events have the 
power to make an impact on the digital ecosystem. 
Events can help tell stories and can create 
tangible benefits by attracting talent, investment, 
collaborations and more activity to the region. 
We've seen entrepreneurs start businesses as a 
result of Newcastle Startup Week, innovation 
projects initiated following attendance at Thinking 
Digital, and larger businesses hiring talent as a 
result of Tech Talent.

So, let's collectively drive and shape the North 
East as a thriving hub for technology. Whether 
you're a business, academic, employee, local 
authority, volunteer or a digital champion – we're 
calling on all stakeholders to get involved by 
raising awareness of meaningful digital activities 
within the North East.

NORTH EAST DIGITAL 
FESTIVAL 2020
The festival's steering group 

consists of representatives 

from Sunderland Software City, 

Dynamo, Dentsu Aegis Network, 

Generator and Digital Union, 

Thinking Digital and Newcastle 

Startup Week. NEDigiFest is 

sponsored by Capita Consulting, 

Invest North East England and W 

North.

For more information, 

contact billy.webber@

sunderlandsoftwarecity.com or 

visit:

www.northeastdigitalfestival.com

i

MORE ABOUT THE FLAGSHIP EVENTS

•  Tech Talent is the North East's biggest tech recruitment fair. Organised by Sunderland Software 
City, Tech Talent raises awareness of jobs and career pathways into the technology sector.

•  Thinking Digital is the region's leading annual tech event focused on the growth of the digital 
ecosystem. Thinking Digital helps audiences explore tech, ideas and the future.

•  The Data For Good event at Newcastle Helix's National Innovation Centre for Data will mark the 
launch of a North East data volunteers community who will work with local charities and their 
data to drive insights, efficiencies and to maximise their social impact.

•  Newcastle Startup Week is the region's biggest festival for business creation. Taking place 
across five days at multiple venues, NSW supports the creation and growth of start-ups and 
scale-ups across the North East.

•  The Late Shows, organised by Tyne & Wear Archives & Museums, is an annual late-night culture 
crawl taking place across Newcastle and Gateshead to celebrate the cities' creative pulse and 
experiences. 

•  The TV & Video in the Digital Economy, event hosted by Dentsu Aegis Network, will invite 
guests speakers from ITV, Think Box, Teads and Sky to talk about the future of AV advertising.
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The impact of technology on the workforce may be huge but it’s your people who are the 
differentiators, says Lyndsey Morrison, founder and director of Newcastle-based event organisers 
The Projects Studio Ltd, ahead of this year’s People Power conference

It’s fair to say that technology has taken 
centre stage in the advancement and the 
success of businesses today with companies 
frequently looking towards new and innovative 
technologies to position themselves ahead of 

their competitors and futureproof their business.  
The likely impact of technology and automation 

on the global workforce is significant, with 
machines expected to take on at least some tasks 
within most job roles and automation estimated to 
boost productivity in the workplace by up to 40 per 
cent, according to a report by Accenture.

However, in this digital world, the role of humans 
in tomorrow’s workforce remains important. In fact, 
it’s likely that the introduction of new technologies, 
increasing automation and digitalisation will 
increase the value of people in a business.

Putting people under the spotlight
It is people who will be responsible for innovation 
– an increasingly critical function in an age of high 
frequency change.

They will lead evolving organisations and 
help them to adapt to changes that technology 
presents, including new opportunities, competition, 
customer behaviour and increasing expectations. 

As more interactions are digitised, human 
interactions with partners and customers will have 
greater value; we will continue to place great value 
on the trust and communication between people.

It will be your people who will be the 
differentiator on many aspects of your company’s 
performance. They will set you apart from the 
competition and, in effect, be the difference 
between good and great.

An organisation is only as strong as the collective 
abilities of those who work there, so just how do 
you create a truly people powered business that is 
ready to compete in tomorrow’s world? 

As an employer, you have a role to play in 
developing a culture of innovation, learning 

and trust, in helping people to continue their 
personal development and in building a happy and 
productive workforce.

Recognising the importance of this challenge has 
led The Projects Studio to organise an event in the 
North East called People Power.

People Power, now in its third year and attended 
by more than 300 people, is a fully CPD accredited 
one-day conference, taking place on June 17 at 
Northumbria University. The event is designed to 
help boost performance across your organisation – 
by placing a thriving and engaged workforce at the 
very heart of your business success.  

Supported by Northumbria University, Westray 
Recruitment Group, Hive HR and nesma, the 
conference is designed for business leaders and 
managers who are committed to investing in and 
developing their people – those businesses who 
recognise that it is their people who hold the key to 
their future success, productivity and profitability.

Maureen Wright, from Westray Recruitment 
Group, which is the headline sponsor of this year’s 
event, says: “We are proud to be supporting this 
year’s People Power – which is providing employers 
in the North East with valuable support and advice 
on how they can really harness the power of their 
people and achieve future success.”

PEOPLE POWERED BUSINESS: 
THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN 
GOOD AND GREAT

ADVERTISING FEATURE – EVENTS 
The Projects Studio Ltd 

THE PROJECTS STUDIO
Tickets for People Power start at 

£35 (+VAT). Discount for multiple 

tickets available.

For more information, or to book 

your place at People Power, visit:  

www.peoplepowerevents.co.uk
0191 580 4005

i
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Marianne Whitfield

When I was approached about becoming involved 
with TechUp Women, I was only too pleased for 
both myself and MSP to give our support. 

The first time I met Fareeha, I knew we were 
going to build a great relationship. We share a love 
of digital and tech and a desire to constantly push 
and develop ourselves and our businesses. 

We also both have a strong commitment to 
championing Northumberland. 

The work Fareeha was already doing with some 
of the most vulnerable women in Northumber-
land – including those who come here as refugees 
and are having to rebuild their lives from scratch 
– was fantastic, and I admired her dedication to 
wanting to help them upskill and increase their own 
prospects. 

We worked closely during the TechUp Women 
programme, and Fareeha’s enthusiasm and desire to 
keep learning was something I loved.

We will continue to work together to promote 
our shared ambitions of championing Northumber-
land and the opportunities that exist within it. 

From its base in Alnwick, MSP is pioneering the 
technology that is revolutionising the global man-
ufacturing industry and we are working with some 
of the biggest names in the world, such as BAE 
Systems, Pratt and Whitney and leading Formula 
One teams.

Fareeha is similarly committed to promoting 
digital skills in Northumberland, often among 
women who have no previous knowledge or skills, 
and the progress she is making in equipping them 
with vital digital capability is fantastic.

People like Fareeha are the game-changers, the 
ones who bring about change, and I look forward to 
seeing how our relationship develops.

Fareeha Usman 

I found out about TechUp Women quite late into 
the application process and actually applied on the 
closing date. 

The fact it was a course where you weren’t forced 
to attend regular sessions was very appealing, and it 
was a great way to learn. 

I was so pleased Marianne was my mentor. 
She is a strong woman, very knowledgeable and 
experienced, but also someone I enjoyed talking 
to and learning from. She was there whenever I 
needed anything.

TechUp Women has been so valuable. I’ve been 
able to apply the skills I have learnt, especially 
in building a user experience, to my funding 
applications. In six months, we have had three 
successful applications. This is amazing for Being 
Woman and the women and wider community who 
attend our programmes. 

Our aim is to work with women from across the 
world from our base in Ashington, empowering 
them with the knowledge, skills and confidence to 
challenge prejudice and discrimination with a focus 
on digital skills that can open up a whole new world 
for them.

Marianne visits us regularly and I know she’s an 
inspiration to the women we work with.

I’m very passionate about improving the 
prospects and ambitions of families across 
Northumberland and want to do so many things to 
change people’s outlook.

Through learning these new digital and tech 
skills, I want others to benefit too. 

Marianne and I share this approach and want to 
promote a positive outlook and show people what 
they can achieve here. 

We will certainly be working together to make 
this kind of change happen. 

INTERVIEW
TechUp Women

Marianne Whitfield, director of development at MSP and TechUp Women mentor, has worked with 
Fareeha Usman, founder of the Being Woman charity, to develop digital skills and experience for 
the benefit of her clients

SUPPORTING ROLE

MSP
www.metsoftpro.com
@msp_ltd

BEING WOMAN
www.being-woman.org.uk

i
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Craig Iley drains the remnants of a 
mid-morning brew, resting his now 
empty Christmas-themed mug on 
a patterned coaster.

Settling back into position on a 
cream sofa, a smile sweeps across his face.

“We were in a coffee shop chatting one 
morning,” he says, as memories of a Spanish 
adventure crystallise.

“I had meant to say that I’d been walking in the 
mountains over the weekend with a couple of guys 
and that it had been raining.

“But, because of the different intonations in the 
language, I proudly announced at the top of my 
voice – in my best Spanish – that I’d been having 
sex with two guys on a mountain. 

“At that point, the whole place fell silent,” he 
laughs, “there were women behind the counter 
dropping cups, the guys with me couldn’t stop 
laughing and neither could my Spanish teacher 
when I asked her what I’d done wrong.”

Embarrassing as it may have been, Craig 
remembers the incident with fondness, since 
it forms part of a miscellany of tales from an 
enjoyable time in Bilbao, the port city at the heart 
of Spain’s fiercely proud Basque Country. 

Multinational operator Santander Group had 
just taken over Alliance & Leicester in late 2008 
and Craig – armed with years of experience that 
included founding a major commercial centre in 
Teesside for the mutual – had been chosen by his 
new employer for a landmark secondment.

The first person to fulfil the role from the 
company’s UK commercial division, he was 
charged with immersing himself in Santander’s 
culture during a four-month spell in 2009, to learn 
lessons that would strengthen the lender’s British 
operations.

It was a significant post and one that 
maintained Anglo-Iberian links between the 

North East and Bilbao.
From 19th century trade deals that swapped 

British coal for Basque minerals to fuel the 
region’s iron and steelmakers, to nomadic former 
Middlesbrough FC forward Fred Pentland’s 
revered management of Athletic Bilbao in the 
early 1930s, the two places have an historical 
connection.

Such bygone eras, however, were far from 
Craig’s mind when he first arrived.

“I was dropped off outside the hotel about 
1.30am,” he recalls.

“My bags were still in Paris, I was in a city I’d 
never been to before, I had no family or friends, I 
couldn’t speak Spanish and it was raining.

“I stood there thinking, ‘what on earth am I 
doing here?’

“But you are more adaptable than you think, 
and people are much more helpful than you 
imagine,” adds Craig, who was born in the front 
bedroom of Middlesbrough’s now demolished 22 
Windsor Street, on Good Friday 1964.

With this positive mindset, Craig – who is a 
qualified banker – began to settle into his new 
surroundings.

Engaging with Santander’s philosophy during 
the working week, he used his weekends to sample 
Bilbao’s – and Spain’s – many attractions.  

“I learned an awful lot on how banking worked 
in another part of the world,” says Craig.

“It was hard work though – you’ve never 
lived until you’ve had someone trying to explain 
complex treasury derivatives to you in Spanish! 

“We have this view of Spain that everything is 
mañana, but they are very hardworking people,” 
continues Craig, who wrote a book about his trip 
– From the Boro to Bilbao – as a memento for his 
children Megan, Joshua and Elizabeth Lily.

“Your day started at 8am, you’d stop for lunch at 
3.30pm and then work anywhere until 8.30pm.

INTERVIEW
Craig Iley

When Craig Iley’s father urged him to take a role in banking to benefit from the attractive working 
hours, little did he know it would lead to a career at the vanguard of financial sector advances. 
After starting behind the counter at TSB, Craig quickly rose through the ranks, taking on 
increasingly larger roles nationally. A key figure in supporting Santander Group’s British expansion, 
Craig then applied his skills to help co-found pioneering Durham-based mobile lender Atom Bank. 
Now spearheading the ground-breaking B-North venture to support small and medium-sized 
businesses, he speaks to Steven Hugill about his career, the importance of challenger banks and 
embracing change

INVESTING IN THE FUTURE
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“I was dropped off outside 
the hotel about 1.30am,” he 

recalls. “My bags were still in 
Paris, I was in a city I’d never 
been to before, I had no family 

or friends, I couldn’t speak 
Spanish and it was raining.

“I stood there thinking, ‘what 
on earth am I doing here?"
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“Outside the office, I went walking and climbing 
with one of my colleagues Antxon and his friends, 
and I’d get on buses to visit places like Pamplona, 
La Rioja, San Sebastien, Santiago de Compostela 
and Madrid – it was fantastic.”

When his Spanish journey drew to a close, 
Craig returned to the UK to begin building 
Santander’s corporate and commercial business 
across the North East and Cumbria. 

Growing from virtually zero to a lending 
book of around £500 million in three years, it 
represented another successful chapter in a career 
kickstarted by some sage paternal advice.

“The expectation when I left school was that 

you would go into ICI, British Steel or work at 
the docks,” says Craig, who lives with wife Sue in 
Marton, near Middlesbrough.

“But my father, who had a very manually 
intensive job at the docks, said to me, ‘get a job in 
the bank, son – they shut at 3pm,’” he adds with a 
smile.

“I started at TSB, in Middlesbrough’s Albert 
Road, where I worked for a lovely bloke called 
Tony Jackson.

“When you look back at your career, there 
are probably four or five days that are pivotal – 
meeting Tony was one of those.”

Quickly identified as a rising star, Craig took 
on various roles, which included managing 
Birmingham credit teams that oversaw nearly a 
third of the country’s lending.

He stayed with the business – which merged 
with Lloyds in the mid-1990s – until 2005, when 
an opportunity arose with Alliance & Leicester.

“The banks had moved into residential 
mortgages in a big way, so the building societies 
decided they wanted to move into commercial 
lending and were recruiting people from the 
banks,” says Craig.

From here came Santander and Bilbao. Yet if 
that came as a surprise, it was nothing on his next 
venture.

Newcastle-born pioneer Anthony Thomson 
– who spearheaded Metro Bank’s launch to 
challenge the established elite – was keen to 
disrupt the market again.

Craig met Anthony and then North East Local 
Enterprise Partnership director Ed Twiddy in 2013 
for lunch at Jesmond Dene House.

It was to prove another pivotal day in Craig’s 
career.

The trio would eventually form part of the 
senior team that devised and launched Durham-
based Atom Bank, the UK’s first digital-only 
lender that operates without any high street 
branches.

“Like meeting Tony Jackson, it was another day 
that changed my life,” remembers Craig.

“We were chatting about banking and after 
we’d had lunch, Anthony leaned over and said, ‘do 
you want to build a bank?’ Ed [now Atom’s chief 
customer officer] and I looked at each other and 

INTERVIEW
Craig Iley
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both went, ‘yeah, alright!’
“Six of us worked together in hotels on 

weekends to thrash out ideas; that was how Atom 
was born,” reveals Craig, who worked as managing 
director of business banking at the financial 
trailblazer.

“Metro proved it was possible to get a UK 
banking licence and Atom proved you could get a 
licence in a regional setting and move completely 
away from the branch-based model because of 
technology.

“It also showed you’ve got to embrace change 
– the digital revolution has nowhere near fulfilled 
its potential yet,” adds Craig, who is now using his 
vast experience to catalyse a new venture.

As founder and director of B-North, he is 
committed to helping provide vital financial 
support to the country’s battalion of small and 
medium-sized companies (SMEs).

Once operational, the challenger bank – which 
hopes to receive its licence and officially launch 
later this year – will provide loans of between 
£500,000 and £5 million up to ten times faster 
than large mainstream organisations.

Working with global fintech leaders, Craig says 
Manchester-based B-North will roll out a network 
of regional pods wherein highly skilled staff will 
closely support businesses expansion goals.

“SMEs create the wealth that the nation is 
built on, employ roughly half of the working 
population, create two-thirds of all jobs and 
are responsible for most of the education and 
innovation,” says Craig.

“But the way we treat businesses is one of the 
most shameful episodes in British banking.

“In 1988, roughly 40 per cent of all bank 
lending was to SMEs – it is close to four per cent 
now.

“The seeds were laid in the 1970s when 
Margaret Thatcher’s Government removed 
exchange controls,” he continues.

“It was the law of unintended consequences, but 
we ended up allowing all the big banks to buy the 
small players, which put a concentration of power 
in the hands of four or five main banks.

“The only way to solve the problem is to build a 
bank that is dedicated to SMEs.”

Craig says B-North’s emergence will also help 

provide a more level playing field for domestic 
growth.

“B-North will move the dial again and prove 
we can build a much more efficient model in a 
regional setting,” says Craig.

“We will bring back more local control – 
through our regional pods – to adapt to regional 
conditions.

“National banks have procedures that apply 
across the country, but we think that’s one area 
where we can move the boundary.

“We talk about a Northern Powerhouse, but 
nobody is going to give us it – we have to build it,” 
continues Craig.

“To get there, you need infrastructure and 
access to public and private sector funding; you 
need your own banks.

“B-North will be part of the solution.
“It is going to take time to build our market 

share, but we have started the journey.”

B-NORTH
www.b-north.co.uk
@BNorthuk
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ADVERTISING FEATURE – FINANCE 
Brewin Dolphin

How Brewin Dolphin is utilising a range of emerging technologies to support its investment advice  

DEMYSTIFYING AI 

Some argue that intelligence is 
just a description of mechanical 
behaviour that we haven't decoded 
(yet). 

The argument runs along these 
lines: If a child were to describe how a thermostat 
works, she might say: 'it feels cold and decides to 
turn on the heating, or it feels warm and so turns 
down the heating.' 

She uses what we call intentional language to 
describe what we know is purely mechanical. The 
thermostat, of course, feels nothing and decides 
nothing. 

So too, with all intelligent behaviour, it only 
looks intelligent because we are so close to it and 
don't properly understand it. 

Step far enough away and throw enough 
analytical power and the patterns and rules will 
emerge, which allows one to perfectly describe 
and predict what we do. 

Whether you subscribe to the idea that 
behaviour can appear intelligent when actually it 

isn't, is central to AI. 
In 1996, Garry Kasparov was then a Chess 

Grandmaster and reigning world champion. He 
was challenged to a six-match tournament against 
an IBM machine called Deep Blue. 

Deep Blue won, just. It used what is known 
as GOFAI (Good Old-Fashioned Artificial 
Intelligence) and is simply massive parallel 
processing and pruning of a search tree to find a 
maximising score. 

As it evaluated each possible branch of game-
play, the moment it found that a particular move 
had a worse outcome than a previously evaluated 
move, it discarded the inferior move from further 
analysis. 

Again there is no real intelligence here; instead, 
there is a vast computation of the possibilities 
available within the rules of chess and an 
algorithm to make the search for an optimal move 
more efficient. 

Once this is understood, there is no mystery to 
Deep Blue. 
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BREWIN DOLPHIN
www.brewin.co.uk
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So what has happened in the 20 or so years 
since that victory of a machine over a person? 

There have been huge leaps forward in 
computational power and miniaturisation, 
there have been great advances made in terms 
of programming feedback, and there has been a 
veritable explosion of freely available data. 

These three things have enabled software 
developers to write code that effectively learns 
from experience and improves its responses based 
on that learning in real-time. Effectively they 
have found a way to simulate providing semantic 
context to programmes.

In 2012, Google software managed to teach 
itself to identify images of cats (as opposed to 
dogs) from observing ten million YouTube stills 
over three days. 

While that sounds impressive, this is a task well 
within reach of a two-year-old human. Just as we 
said the thermostat didn't actually feel or decide 
anything; so too with modern AI. 

In Brewin IT, we've got hands-on experience 

and skills in a number of areas of AI. 
We have, of course, written a few chatbots. 

We've given them a semantic context to know 
about, we've trained them and they're good at 
doing what we've designed them to do. 

Our most recent experiment was to utilise AI 
to understand large sources of text data, such as 
handbooks or policies, and provide fast and easy 
answers to relevant questions. 

The idea is to apply our learning in this space 
to create solutions that help support people with 
their day-to-day work. 

Similarly, by utilising anonymous data captured 
in our AML process, we have built algorithms that 
predict high-risk prospects.

In building these, we exploit a range of tools 
and techniques common within the world of AI. 
These include natural language processing and 
supervised learning for chatbots, and regression 
analyses of various types such as Decision Trees, 
Naive Bayes and Neural Networks on data sets to 
generate algorithms for doing predictive analytics.
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ADVERTISING FEATURE – DEVELOPMENT 
RTC North 

Asks Andrew Esson, Scaleup North East partner at RTC North

IS DIGITAL STILL A FOREIGN 
LANGUAGE FOR BUSINESSES?

Advancements in digital 
technology are transforming 
how we do business. Yet, in 
the North East, there are still 
some companies using what is 

considered to be old or out-dated technology to 
run their operations. 

So the big question is, in a world where 
technology, data, systems and processes are all 
being geared to reduce costs, improve efficiencies, 
further customer transparency, increase revenue, 
further productivity and generate profit; are we 
faced with a digital language barrier? 

Scale Up North East has worked with more than 
450 businesses across the North East region, and 
for those with less than 30 employees, many are 
unlikely to have a full-time, IT person in house. 

Typically, business owners are experts in their 

specific fields, and the world of tech can be an 
intimidating place. Acronyms like AI, VR, ERP 
leave many people feeling bewildered, confused 
and demotivated. People talk about big data and in 
reality, most businesses can't do little data.

As a result, competitors can be quicker to 
respond and valuable opportunities are missed. 

Tech adoption, like anything, requires 
knowledge, understanding and a clear return on 
investment to help assess its value. How can we 
support North East businesses that aren't digitally-
minded to ensure they don't get left behind? Are 
we guilty of making the assumption all business 
owners understand digital? If we are, is it to our 
detriment?

If we look at companies that are not early 
adopters, we need to review what tech these 
businesses currently use, and determine where 
on the digital spectrum they are. We also need to 
understand where there is the need for further 
training and support. 

Encouragingly, there is a growing recognition 
among scaling businesses that the trick is to ignore 
the jargon and focus on the business basics of 
using technology to improve competitiveness, 
productivity, strategic insight and, most 
importantly, profit.  

For many businesses, the first step on this 
journey is to recognise that a robust integrated 
business system, underpinned by accurate data 
and a fully trained team, provides the bedrock on 
which other technology platforms can be built. 

Within the Scaleup North East programme, 
we have supported a number of businesses, 
including Durham Filtration, Bignall Group, 
D-Line, Katmex Seaham and Tanfield Engineering 
Systems, to select and implement new computer 
systems.

If we are going to bridge the gap between early 
adopters and the late majority, we need to translate 
digital jargon and capabilities into something 
every business owner understands. Then, and only 
then, will we build the trust, understanding and 
connections North East businesses need to truly 
flourish and grow.

RTC NORTH 
If you are a scaling business that 

needs support in developing your 

digital strategy, contact Scaleup 

North East on scaleup@rtcnorth.

co.uk, call 0191 516 4400 or visit 

www.scaleupnortheast.co.uk
www.rtcnorth.co.uk
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ADVERTISING FEATURE – LAW
Womble Bond Dickinson

Womble Bond Dickinson's (WBD) expert technology sector team draws on specialist service 
disciplines while adding the understanding of the issues, unique to technology clients, in a rapidly 
evolving sector. 
•  The only full service firm in the region with specialists who focus solely on each of data, 

technology, cyber and intellectual property - vital areas for any technology business of any size. 
•  Key advisers on the two largest PE tech investments in the past two years (on investments into 

NBS and IAM Sold) and advisers on 29 tech transactions over the past three years. 
•  Capabilities range from advising world leaders in software, electronics and communications to 

entrepreneurs building and scaling start-ups.

THE FOCUS IS TECH AT WBD

WOMBLE BOND DICKINSON
WBD is hosting a talk and panel 

discussion on Demographic 

Disruption on March 17, 

4-5.30pm, led by generations 

expert Dr Eliza Filby. The event 

will be held at The Catalyst at 

Newcastle Helix. 

www.womblebonddickinson.
com/uk/demographicdisruption  
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CORPORATE 

Specialists in all kinds of corporate transactions, 
but especially M&A, MBOs, equity investments 
and fundraising and private equity transactions 
involving technology businesses. 

Ben Butler leads WBD's Newcastle 
corporate team and specialises 
in growing and scaling local 
businesses. His experience includes 

advising North East challenger bank Atom Bank 
Plc on its equity fundraisings, totalling in excess 
of £450m. Contact Ben on 0191 279 9842 / ben.
butler@wbd-uk.com

Oliver Rickett supports Ben and 
has a strong focus on working with 
tech and media businesses as well 
as scaling start-ups through WBD's 

Accelerate service line and working with tech 
businesses. Oli advised on the recent investment 
in Biosignatures Limited and the MBO of leading 
digital marketing agency, Mediaworks. He has 
also worked closely with the management team of 
mindfulness app developers Happy Not Perfect. 
Contact Oli on 0191 279 9970 /oliver.rickett@wbd-
uk.com/ @TechLawyerNE

COMMERCIAL, TECHNOLOGY AND DATA

Caroline Churchill specialises in 
software, data and technology. 
The leading data protection and 
cyber security expert in the region., 

Caroline is a regular contributor to Dynamo's cyber 
events and is the "go-to" in the North East for advice 
relating to the internet of things, data and cloud 
solutions. Her previous experience includes roles 
at Hewlett-Packard and Sage. Contact Caroline on 
0191 279 9069 / caroline.churchill@wbd-uk.com

TAX AND EMPLOYEE INCENTIVE 
ARRANGEMENTS

Regularly advising on the tax aspects of corporate 
transactions, WBD's tax team (the only specialist 
tax team in the region) regularly advise on the 
design, establishment and operation of, and 
the associated tax consequences of, employee 
incentive arrangements (including share options 
and other share and cash based investments) – 
crucial for many growing tech businesses looking 
to effectively and efficiently incentivise key 
management.

Jeremy Smith is head of WBD's 
tax team and  is regularly  
supported by Gemma Bourne who 
advises on both EMI approved 
and unapproved share option 
arrangements for businesses at all 
stages of their growth cycle but 
with a particular focus on advising 
early-stage start-ups.

Contact Jeremy on 0191 279 9803 / 
jeremy.smith@wbd-uk.com 
Contact Gemma on 0191 230 8642 / 
gemma.bourne@wbd-uk.com

WBD ACCELERATE 

WBD's solution for early-stage businesses as 
a means for providing them with quality legal 
advice, on a low-cost basis. Making sure the 
'legals' are right from an early stage of a businesses' 
lifetime will save time, costs and future risk. WBD 
Accelerate provides the tools to help a business 
kick start its growth cycle.
For more information, please speak to Oli Rickett 
on 0191 279 9970/ oliver.rickett@wbd-uk.com 
or Stacey Hall on 0191 279 9032/ stacey.hall@
wbd-uk. com.
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What was your first break 
in business? 
I started at a very young 
age and my first break 
came before I’d even 

sat my GCSEs. After making a modest amount 
from a website I’d built for fun, I launched the 
(awfully named) ForFree4U Network, where I 
used commission paid by advertisers to incentivise 
people to sign up with those advertisers through 
me, rather than by going direct. Over the next 
year, I generated a return of about 200x on my 
investment, and I really consider that to be the 
break that led to everything that’s followed in the 
14 years since.

What did you want to be growing up? 
There was a short time when I wanted to be 
an architect, but I’ve always been drawn to 
entrepreneurship. Since I can remember, the idea 
of building something – it didn’t really matter 
what – excited me.

What made you set up your own business? 
SoPost isn’t my first company, and it actually grew 
out of the ashes of an earlier venture. That had 
been a heroic failure, but I was convinced the idea 
behind what we had tried to do was strong – so 
strong that I obsessed over it. I launched SoPost 
because I was convinced by the fundamentals of 
what we’d originally set out to achieve.

What is your company’s mission? 
We’re building the most powerful product 
sampling platform in the world. Specifically with 
a focus on relevance, data and analytics, we’re 
convinced we can be the absolute best at what we 
do. We have a strong first mover advantage and 
we’re the gold standard in our space, but there is 
still so much for us to do.

INTERVIEW  
Jonathan Grubin

10 QUESTIONS
Jonathan Grubin is founder and chief executive of SoPost, one of the UK’s fastest-growing 
technology companies. A serial entrepreneur, he launched SoPost in 2012, and the company’s 
platform now powers the online product sampling for hundreds of brands. His role in the 
business has continued to evolve as the company has grown. Today, he is responsible for setting 
the business’ strategy and product roadmap, as well as developing key partner, customer and 
stakeholder relationships. He’s happiest when finding ways to pair product innovation with 
commercial opportunity
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How do you get the best out of your team? 
I’m lucky to be surrounded by a team of leaders. 
My role is to set our strategy and make sure 
everyone understands the ‘why’ behind the 
‘what.’ It is also to help create a culture where 
people see the impact of their work and how they 
can grow. This is a group effort, but I’ve found 
communication to be key, not just in getting 
the best out of everyone, but in creating an 
environment that we can all be really proud of.

What has been your career highlight? 
I don’t know if this counts as a highlight, and 
it certainly didn’t happen overnight, but when 
I stop and think about it, getting SoPost to 
profitability is probably the thing I’m most proud 
of. It can be really hard to know whether you’re 
doing well or not, particularly as a solo founder 
with no university education, who hasn’t raised 
masses of venture capital. Getting into the black, 
while maintaining our growth and culture, really 
changed the game.

What has been your biggest challenge? 
Building such a strong team has been incredibly 
tough, but also immensely rewarding. I think it’s 
something you need to continually focus on, and 
it’s probably the thing that keeps me up the most 
at night. We are spread across three offices and 
making sure we have the best people and a good 
culture isn’t something that happens without a 
continued focus.

Who or what inspires you? 
My team. So many of them have done 
extraordinary things and I’m constantly blown 
away by the efforts they go to – and the sacrifices 
they make – to build SoPost with me. Some of the 
team have been with me for seven years now and 
seeing how much they’ve grown really does inspire 
me.

What are your company’s short and long-term 
goals? 
As a business, our long-term goal is the same as 

our mission: to build the most powerful product 
sampling platform in the world. There’s a lot more 
to it than that though, and we’re working hard 
to make SoPost an anchor for the North East’s 
tech community. Our short-term goals are a 
combination of efforts that help us plot the path to 
long-term success.

How do you achieve a good work/life balance? 
I travel so much that it’s not unusual for me to be 
away from home for half the month, and I do a 
much better job at carving out space for myself 
than I used to. Having an amazing girlfriend who 
I want to spend my time with certainly helps. She’s 
recently got me into running and cooking, and I’m 
discovering activities like this can help me turn 
off.

SOPOST
www.sopost.com
@groob
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Newcastle-based law firm for 
businesses Muckle LLP has won a 
Legal Practice Management (LPM) 
Practice Excellence Award for 
Innovation, after teaming up with 

the University of Sunderland and Innovate UK to 
develop a new product that automates part of the 
firm's debt recovery process. 

The technology, which was developed in-
house, rapidly speeds up a number of back-office 
elements behind debt recovery; the new system 
can set up a debt 15 times faster than it takes a 
human to perform the same task.

Muckle was the only North East firm shortlisted 
at the LPM awards, judged by peers and industry 
experts, and beat a global law firm to the top spot 
at the award ceremony held in County Hall in 
London.

Judges were particularly impressed by the 'story' 
behind the technology and the law firm's culture 
of embracing innovation – most recently through 
its knowledge transfer partnership agreement with 
the University of Sunderland. This partnership, 
which is supported by Innovate UK, has been a 
key part of developing the award-winning debt 
recovery system, which improves efficiency and 

collection success rates for its clients. 
Julie Parr, director of business improvement 

at Muckle, says: "We're delighted to win and 
be recognised nationally for leading debt 
recovery and legal innovation amidst such tough 
competition from multi-site and global law firms. 

"The recognition of our peers is a fantastic 
endorsement for our broader vision for new 
technologies that will help us to transform a 
number of our legal services.

"With nothing more than an idea and a desire 
to do things differently for the benefit of our 
clients, we have developed something new that 
will take our debt recovery team, which is already 
performing at an industry-leading standard, to the 
next level. 

"We're no longer talking just about human 
intelligence; we're also using artificial intelligence 
to complement our service, giving our debt 
recovery team more time to develop bespoke 
strategies and deliver an even more personal 
service to clients with excellent collection success 
rates."

Working closely with debt recovery manager 
Beverley Oliver, Julie Parr devised the automated 
system, which was subsequently developed by the 
firm's in-house data scientist Allen Roberton. 

Legal 500 UK currently ranks Muckle top in 
the North for debt recovery and the system has 
helped to improve their collection success rate to 
an impressive 91 per cent.

Managing partner Jason Wainwright adds: "I'm 
so proud of Julie and the team for their hard work, 
creative thinking and determination to embrace 
change and continually improve the service our 
clients receive.

"Muckle has always been about breaking the 
mould and challenging traditional methods to 
drive a more efficient service for clients and better 
results for businesses. 

"Innovation is at the heart of everything we do 
and this award recognises just one of a variety of 
projects we're currently developing to continue to 
enhance our legal services."

ADVERTISING FEATURE – LAW
Muckle LLP

A forward-thinking North East-based law firm has beaten global competition to win a national 
award for innovation after developing a game-changing product

MUCKLE LLP WINS NATIONAL 
AWARD FOR LEGAL INNOVATION

MUCKLE LLP
www.muckle-llp.com
@MuckleLLP
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ADVERTISING FEATURE – DEVELOPMENT
Symetri

Symetri operates as a third-party advisor to business and department leaders looking to create a 
robust strategy. Here, sales consultant Laura Chatton reveals how manufacturers can prepare for 
digital transformation in their sector

WELCOME TO DIGITAL 
MANUFACTURING – NICE OF YOU 
TO JOIN US!

The world is becoming an increasingly 
connected place where instant 
gratification and communication 
have become the norm. Devices 
are becoming smarter, data is 

moving to the cloud, and sustainability plays an 
important part in innovation. When you consider 
the projections on the future global population 
– ten billion of us on Earth by 2050 – we are 
facing more demand and more pressure from 
more people, bringing an increased demand on 
sustainable energy and the smarter use of existing 
resources. These constant developments in 
design and manufacturing methods might mean 
more competition, but they can also mean more 
opportunity to lead and disrupt.

Where manufacturing and engineering, or 
'making,' is concerned, the organisations that 
have embraced these changes already, did so 
by reviewing aspects such as the reduction of 
inventory and spares, implementing additive or 
flexible manufacturing where possible, or adding 
automation to their design processes. 

It doesn't stop there; in order to embrace 
leaner processes, transparent communication 
and collaboration are required. Design and 
manufacturing departments need to know more 
about what the other is tasked with, which is why 
many of our clients at Symetri have trained staff 
to become multi-skilled; partially driven by their 
struggle to find the talent needed to implement 
new ideas and technologies. 

By putting training practice into place ahead of 
time, the predicted future skills gaps are reduced. 

So, how do you start your journey to making 
better products, selling more and achieving greater 
profits? You do it with a digital strategy. 

While Industry 4.0 might seem years away from 
your current state and near-impossible to reach, 
Symetri understands the issues that manufacturers 
across the globe are facing. We specialise in 

providing clear-cut, step-by-step solutions to 
empower businesses wanting to embrace digital 
technologies and lead from the front. Taking the 
traditional product lifecycle and introducing more 
agile product development methods, combined 
with thorough business process reviews, has 
resulted in many of the firms we partner with 
becoming market-leaders in their industries. 

With Brexit uncertainty still a hot topic, 
companies are hesitant to shake things up, but 
being open to change and improvement has 
already given many of our clients a head start. 

Take Brush Electrical Machines, for example, 
the world's largest independent manufacturer 
of generators above 20MVA. Collaboration and 
speed of response were the areas that they had 
identified as needing improvement and partnering 
with Symetri has enabled them to secure high-
quality, accurate engineering data access for all 
global users. 

Chris Abbott, chief executive of Brush, reports: 
"Investing in this solution and working together 
with Symetri provides a single, central source from 
which to share the required design data across our 
business. This will enable us to secure even more 
accurate and timely deliveries to our customers."

If you're looking for a fresh pair of eyes and ears 
in your business discussions, contact Symetri. 

SYMETRI
Learn more about how Symetri 

can help your business at: 

https://www.symetri.co.uk/

product-design-lifecycle/ or 

https://www.autodesk.co.uk/

futureofbritishmanufacturing

Alternatively, call 0191 223 3400 

or visit:

www.symetri.co.uk
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One of the first lessons I learned 
was that however confident 
and assured you may be, it’s 
quite possible you are wrong. I 
learned that from myself. When 

I started out, I had an innate sense of being right, 
then a situation arose where I drove through my 
own conviction, against advice from others, and 
I got it wrong, which badly impacted me and 
some of the team around me. I’d still rather take 
a decision than not, but now I’m armed with the 
knowledge it might be wrong and can mitigate.

It’s better to regret something you have done 
than to regret something you haven’t done. In a 
business context, what I mean by that is that I’d 
always advise grabbing an opportunity when it 
presents itself, even if you may not feel 100 per 
cent ready, as you may not get the same chance 
again, and you’d hate to look back and think ‘what 
if…?’

I’d say the key qualities needed to run a successful 
business are tenacity, patience, bravery, 
commitment, empathy and a very strong belief 
in what you are doing. You can get away without 
having all of the above, but if you have them, then 
in my view you’ll have a strong foundation

Think long and hard about whether you 
personally have the necessary skills and 
experience to lead your business to the next level. 
Connect Health is an extremely fast-growing 
business and it fared very well under the guiding 
hand of its founder Professor Andrew Walton, 
but he reached out where he knew he needed to 
bring in other people to help him scale, which 
involved developing technology, infrastructure 
and operational efficiency in patient pathways. 
We have grown even faster since. One example 
is Connect Health’s Intelligent Automation 
programme, which is the integration of ‘virtual 
workers’ into some referral management centre 

processes, namely the registration of patients 
onto clinical systems. We receive more than 1000 
patient referrals each day, and the company has 
a duty to register patients within 48 hours, so 
cutting this time will significantly speed up patient 
access to care.

Never assume there is nothing new to learn. 
There is never a day goes by that I’m not 
surprised, in a good way, especially in the world 
of technology, but I think you have to have 
an open and curious mindset to not let that 
overwhelm you. If you think you know it all, and 
then keep finding you don’t, you’ll be constantly 
disheartened.

I go to my coach for advice from professional/
personal point of view. Having someone you 
trust, but makes you dig deep and find your own 
answers, is extremely liberating. I’d encourage 
networking more widely, maybe joining 
organisations such as Dynamo North East, as 
the connections and advice you receive can be 
invaluable.

It is important to give staff clear goals and 
parameters, trust and empower them, make sure 
they feel accountable – and then get out of their 
way! Almost without fail, your people will know 
best how to get things done. Never forget to say 
thank you and encourage them have a little fun 
along the way.

INTERVIEW  
Graeme Fletcher

WHAT I'VE LEARNT
Graeme Fletcher is the chief information officer at Connect Health, the largest, independent 
provider of integrated community MSK (musculoskeletal) services in the UK, serving more than 
350,000 NHS patients per year. With a background in IT and product engineering, Graeme joined 
the business 18 months ago to drive technology innovation. This has included embracing AI to 
provide ‘virtual workers’ 

CONNECT HEALTH
www.connecthealth.co.uk 
@Connect_Health_
@Fletch12321
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"Having someone you 
trust, but makes you dig 
deep and find your own 

answers, is extremely 
liberating"
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ADVERTISING FEATURE – FINANCE 
Quantify.tax

Uptake of research and development (R&D) funding that North East businesses can claim 
through the tax system has been surprisingly low since it was introduced. Tax specialist Simon 
Briton, who founded Quantify R&D and Quantify.tax, has been helping local companies boost 
their innovation by millions of pounds over the last 15 years. Here are his top five tips to make the 
most of R&D claims  

R&D TAX – IT ISN'T ROCKET SCIENCE

QUANTIFY.TAX 
If you'd like to know more 

about how Quantify can help 

your business manage your 

R&D claims, speak to Simon at 

simon@quantify.tax
www.quantify.tax
Photo © Design Network North/
BurnsRowatt
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1. Claiming R&D tax relief shouldn't be a 
momentous event or a windfall. Plan for it and 
understand what it means to your funding. It is 
always easier to record evidence while it is fresh 
in your mind, rather than months later when 
accounts are put together. 

2. Avoid 'success fees' and assumptions. If you're 
paying a percentage of your claim to an adviser 
on a no-win, no-fee basis, you're missing out on 
that part of your claim. If you move on to a fixed 
fee provider, you keep more of your claim. This is 
the easiest way to get more out of your claim and, 
importantly, keeps you away from sales people 

tempted to inflate your claims for the sake of a 
bigger fee. It just isn't good enough to make claims 
based on guesswork, like 50 per cent of John's 
time, 25 per cent of Jane's time. Quantify.tax offers 
R&D claims from £40 a month. If you're paying 
15 per cent of your claim to an adviser for a claim 
worth £50,000 (the national average), you'd be 
£7000 better off. If they're making it up, what are 
you paying for?

3. Understand what R&D means in your industry. 
For a lot of people, tackling uncertainties is just 
part of the job – but if you're making product or 
process improvements in a way that isn't obvious, 
you could make an R&D claim to unlock extra 
value from that part of your business. R&D doesn't 
have to be rocket science, but equally, there are a 
lot of people pushing claims that know nothing 
about digital, manufacturing, construction, etc. 
Don't get misled into making inflated claims to 
feather the nests of people selling R&D claims. 

4. What is it that you're not getting paid for? A lot 
of businesses have to do 'risk work', or proof of 
concept samples, developing ideas to try to win 
work. Until you get a contract to carry out that 
work, that time is something you can potentially 
claim for, if it involves enough challenge. You can 
claim whether you win the work or not, so it is 
important to have a system to record the work 
involved either way. This is often overlooked when 
claims are put together months after the event. 

5. Build a culture that values innovation. 
Innovation often involves failure and a lot of 
business cultures don't encourage discussion of 
failure or uncertainty. Recognise that you're not 
going to move the business into a better position 
by doing what everyone else does, and some of 
the new stuff will be hard. You'll get it wrong 
sometimes. That's what this innovation incentive 
funding is there to support – to allow you to take 
risks you might not otherwise take.   
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ADVERTISING FEATURE – FINANCE 
UNW

Over the last few years, there has been an online shift in the accounting industry. Cloud 
accounting has transformed the way businesses can access and interpret their financial 
information. One of the cloud systems utilised by a growing number of UNW clients is Xero, an 
online accounting software that is specifically designed to be used by small and medium-sized 
businesses. With more than two million subscribers, it leads the cloud accounting market in the 
UK, Australia and New Zealand. Hazel Smith, accounting services partner at UNW, highlights 
some of the ways the firm's clients have benefitted from using Xero 

STAY CONNECTED TO YOUR 
FINANCES AND YOUR ACCOUNTANT

Access real-time information
By using Xero, business owners 
and managers can access their 
key numbers in one place. The 
Xero dashboard provides users 

with a clear and concise overview of their finances 
such as bank and credit card balances, outstanding 
and overdue invoices, as well as upcoming bills. 
Bank statements are automatically imported to 
Xero meaning our clients benefit from real-time 
reporting, as the numbers they're seeing are always 
an accurate reflection of the current position of 
the business.

Simplified accounting administration
Xero aims to remove the complexities associated 
with traditional accounting administration and 
make it as easy as possible for users, experts 
and non-experts alike, to access key financial 
information. Since transferring their accounting 
systems across to Xero, our clients have found that 
the software enables them to run their accounts 
more efficiently and helps to streamline their 
financial administration, allowing them to run 
their business with more confidence. Users are 
given training from the outset to support them in 
being able to understand and accurately interpret 
the financial information of their business. 

Software that is always up-to-date and compliant
Because Xero is hosted online and accessed 
through the internet, there is nothing to install 
and updates are applied automatically. This 
ensures that our clients are always compliant as 
any regulatory or tax changes (such as Making 
Tax Digital) are updated automatically. This also 
means that our clients are always using the same 
version as we are.

Access to clear financial information on any 
device
As Xero's data is stored securely in the cloud, 
our clients can access it anywhere, on any device, 
allowing them to stay connected to their finances 
on the go. By being able to access data remotely, 
the platform also allows "anytime" communication 
between our clients and us, helping to improve 
collaboration and strengthen the relationship.

UNW
If you would like to learn more 

about Xero and how the software 

can benefit your business, contact 

Hazel on hazelsmith@unw.co.uk 

or 0191 243 6000.

www.unw.co.uk

i
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AT THE FOOTHILLS        OF DIGITAL CHANGE 

"WE HAVE REPRESENTATIVES 
FROM EDUCATION, RESEARCH, 
NEW BUSINESS AND 
ESTABLISHED BUSINESS, AND 
IT IS THIS CROSS-SECTION OF 
EXPERTISE THAT WILL HELP 
BRING THE STRATEGY TO LIFE" 
- LAURA PARTRIDGE

In October 2019, the North East Local Enterprise Partnership announced its eagerly-anticipated Digital 
for Growth strategy, which sets out plans to maximise digital opportunities and investment in the region. 
Its architect is digital programme lead Laura Partridge, who has recruited a steering group of individuals 
to support the delivery of the strategy’s objectives. Alison Cowie met up with the group to find out more 
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AT THE FOOTHILLS        OF DIGITAL CHANGE 

COVER STORY Digital Steering Group

"WE WANT TO HEAR 
FROM AND LEARN FROM 
THE INDIVIDUALS IN THE 

DIGITAL STEERING GROUP 
SO THAT WE CAN MAKE 

SURE WE MAKE THE RIGHT 
INTERVENTIONS AND THE 

RIGHT INVESTMENTS 
AS WE MOVE TOWARDS 

A DIGITALLY-ENABLED 
ECONOMY" 

- RICHARD BAKER 
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When Laura Partridge 
was appointed digital 
programme lead at 
the North East Local 
Enterprise Partnership 

(LEP) in December 2018, she was tasked 
with developing a regionwide strategy 
that would maximise opportunities for 
digital growth and investment.

Given Laura herself concedes that 
"digital is everything", it was a mighty 
undertaking for the former innovation and 
engagement manager at N8 Research 
Partnership (a consortium of eight North-
based research-led universities) who 
relocated to the North East in 2017 to 
work on the Great Exhibition of the North.

For almost a year, Laura researched 
the local digital tech scene and spoke to 
the sector's leading players spanning the 
seven local authority areas the North East 
LEP represents.

In October 2019, Laura launched the 

Digital for Growth strategy to a room of 
business leaders and influencers.

The strategy – which will be led 
by the North East LEP and delivered 
in partnership with businesses and 
organisations across the region – identifies 
four immediate areas of priority. Laura's 
job now is to build a pipeline of activity 
that maximises opportunities and 
addresses challenges in each.

At the strategy launch, it was also 
announced that a Digital Steering Group 
had been formed to help Laura in her 
mission.

The group comprises Stuart Lynn, 
Richard Baker, Pete Daykin, Deni 
Chambers, Michelle Rainbow, Herb 
Kim and Alison Shaw – who will work 
alongside Laura.

Though the steering group is still in its 
early stages, I invited its members to a 
special round-table discussion last month 
to explore the reasons each had joined the 
group while gauging their initial thoughts 
around the strategy's four priority areas.

I began the discussion by asking 
Laura why she felt a steering group was 
necessary.

"THE REALLY 
INTERESTING STUFF 
IS WHERE YOU GET A 
TRADITIONAL BUSINESS 
INTRODUCED TO NEW 
TECHNOLOGY… IT'S 
WHERE YOU GET 
DISRUPTIVE GROWTH, 
AND PLACES SUCH AS 
NICD AND PROTO ARE 
BROKERAGE PIECES TO 
THAT" 
- PETE DAYKIN
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“PEOPLE ARE LOOKING FOR 
EASILY DIGESTIBLE INFORMATION 
ABOUT WHAT [SKILLS] ARE 
AVAILABLE HERE" 
- HERB KIM
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"It was important to bring together 
some of the brightest minds in digital tech 
from around the region," Laura explains. 
"We have representatives from education, 
research, new business and established 
business, and it is this cross-section of 
expertise that will help bring the strategy 
to life."

Stuart Lynn – the former chief 
technology officer at Sage Group who 
founded TechNorthEast and is the visiting 
professor of technology at the University 
of Sunderland – has been appointed chair 
of the steering group. He passionately 
believes the digital tech sector represents 

the best opportunities for the North East 
to prosper and grow. 

Stuart wants to see his home region 
become a hotbed of digital tech and 
creativity.

"What I'd love to see is the creation of 
lots of digital start-ups, more businesses 
growing by using digital technology, 
and the region attracting more digital 
investment," he explains. 

Pete Daykin describes himself as the 
"voice of small business" in the steering 
group. 

The former digital agency owner has 
been making considerable waves as the 
co-founder of Wordnerds, which combines 
cutting-edge AI and linguist techniques to 
understand unstructured text online.

Pete wants to ensure regional SMEs 
benefit from the digital strategy, as well as 
larger, more established businesses. 

He is also hoping he can use his own 
experiences to help encourage more 
collaboration.

"I'm someone who spent years in a 
room with a small number of people 
ploughing a little furrow and it's only over 
the past few years that I've reached out 
and learnt from others where my progress 
has been massively accelerated as a 
result,” says Pete.

Herb Kim came to the North East 
in 2002 and is the mastermind of the 
Thinking Digital and TEDx conferences. 

He has joined the steering group to help 
form a cohesive narrative for the region 
around digital.

"It needs to be evidence-based but 
straightforward so that everyone can 
understand why digital is important," says 
Herb. 

Michelle Rainbow is the skills director 
at the North East LEP and has joined 
the steering group in recognition of the 
crucial role digital plays in her broader 
remit to ensure the local economy has a 
supply of skilled workforce to meet future 
demand.

Speaking about the digital strategy, 
Michelle reflects: "I genuinely think we 
have an opportunity to make some 
societal changes.

"We must make sure everyone in the 
North East knows about the importance 
of digital skills and how it can benefit not 

"WE MUST MAKE SURE 
EVERYONE IN THE NORTH 
EAST KNOWS ABOUT THE 
IMPORTANCE OF DIGITAL 
SKILLS AND HOW IT CAN 
BENEFIT NOT ONLY THEIR 
WORKING LIFE BUT THEIR 
HOME AND SOCIAL LIFE AS 
WELL"  
- MICHELLE RAINBOW 
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only their working life but their home and 
social life as well."  

Alison Shaw, professor of practice for 
success and progression at Newcastle 
University, echoes Michelle's sentiment 
that the digital strategy must "grow social 
justice." She also recognises the LEP as 
having "the convening power to cross 
physical boundaries within the North 
East." 

Alison intends to use her position to 
help foster more sustainable collaboration 
to grow productivity that everyone can 
benefit from.

Deni Chambers is the assistant principal 
at Gateshead College who has more than 
20 years' teaching experience, specialising 
in digital. 

Having built a large network, spanning 
education and tech, she also recognises 
the importance of collaboration. 

“I want to be part of a team that helps 
steer that for the region,” she says. “My 
hope is that [the steering group's work] 
supports our ambition for more and better 
jobs and shows the rest of the world what 
amazing opportunities there are in this 
brilliant region.” 

North East LEP strategy and policy 
director Richard Baker's role on the 
steering group is to ensure the digital 
strategy aligns with the LEP's broader 
Strategic Economic Plan (SEP), which 
aims to create 100,000 more and better 
jobs for the region by 2024. 

"We've identified digital as one of 
our SEP’s four key sectoral areas and 
the digital strategy must draw from 
and inform the LEP's wider work," says 
Richard. 

"We want to hear from, and learn from, 
the individuals in the Digital Steering 
Group so that we can make sure we 
make the right interventions and the 
right investments as we move towards a 
digitally-enabled economy."

Having established the principal 
motivations of the steering group, talk 
moves to the four priority areas identified 
in the Digital for Growth strategy.

According to Laura, the areas have 
been designed so that, "businesses, 
education and third sector organisations 
of all shapes and sizes can see how 
understanding them – and acting upon 

them – will lead to long-term improvement 
to the economy and the citizens of the 
region."

Stuart continues: "When the four areas 
were announced, people said, 'what 
about fintech, what about creative digital, 
what about gaming, etc?' But they're 
all encapsulated in these areas. They 
represent the key enablers that will help 
any businesses in the North East. That's a 
really important point to get across."

DATA
I ask Pete – who worked with Durham 
University and the University of 
Sunderland to develop Wordnerd's SaaS 
platform – where opportunities in this 
priority area lie.

He highlights NICD, the National 
Innovation Centre for Data at Newcastle 
Helix, and PROTO, the emerging 
technology centre in Gateshead, as 
enablers for the North East to establish its 
credentials in data science and analytics 
on a national and global stage. 

"The investment in NICD and PROTO – 
and some of the work being done around 
the Smart Cities agenda and ageing 
– gives us access to markets that other 
people in the country don't have," the 
entrepreneur says. 

But Pete echoes the objective set out 
in the digital strategy that this expertise 
must be accessible for all North East 
businesses to help them grow.  

"The really interesting stuff is 
where you get a traditional business 
introduced to new technology," he says. 
"It's where you get disruptive growth, 
and places such as NICD and PROTO are 
brokerage pieces to that."

Laura adds that the LEP is working 
closely with NICD and other partners on 
how to articulate what they mean for local 
businesses, particularly SMEs.

"If we can demonstrate how we can put 
this power into businesses from different 
sectors, we will have a really good avenue 
to scale that up and out of the North 
East," she says.

"It's all about education," adds Stuart. 
"If people and businesses see how others 
have benefited [from engaging in data 
and emerging technology services], they'll 
want it for themselves. 
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"We need to find the exemplars and 
shout about them from the rooftops."

INFRASTRUCTURE 
AND CONNECTIVITY 
The Digital for Growth Strategy states that 
'we want to ensure that the entire region 
is fully enabled with the best possible 
digital infrastructure and connectivity 
so that no business or community is 
restricted by provision.'

In terms of what that means, Richard 
says, "we need to know where we are and 
where we need to be in terms of future 
digital markets. That will give us a good 
understanding of the interventions we 
need to make."

Richard believes the North East has the 
potential to be a testbed for infrastructure 
and connectivity innovation, while there 
are opportunities to build on global 
connectivity strengths with existing 
facilities, such as the Stellium data centre 
in North Tyneside, which offers superfast 
network connectivity to the US and 
Europe. 

But, as Michelle points out, connectivity 
isn't all about infrastructure.

"It's about making sure local 
communities can access digital too,” she 
says.

“That might be through infrastructure, 
but it might also be through access to 
digital knowledge and learning."

Alison agrees: "We must avoid digital 
exclusion," she says. "Everyone has to be 
involved. No one – no matter where they 
live – should be left behind."

 
DIGITAL COLLABORATION 
AND ENTERPRISE
The group agree with the strategy's 
statement that, 'the North East has a 
strong tech community, which is driven, 
passionate and entrepreneurial.' But 
to realise digital opportunities faster 
and more robustly, a higher density 
of enterprises and boosted culture of 
collaboration are required. 

I ask Herb how collaboration and 
enterprise can be encouraged in the 
North East and he makes the point that a 
decade ago, London wasn't seen as the 
tech hub it is today. 

"When David Cameron and George 
Osborne announced their intension, 
there were endless blogs and videos by 
people laughing at the idea that London 
could become a serious player in the tech 
space," he says. 

Herb explains that London's 
transformation wasn't the result of a 
massive $10 billion cash investment but 
that small amounts of funding were 
used to organise meetings between tech 
companies and non-tech companies 

"WE ARE AT THE FOOTHILLS. THIS 
IS JUST THE START AND WE HAVE A 
LOT OF WORK AHEAD OF US” 
- STUART LYNN
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looking to digitise. 
"It encouraged collaboration and 

London has never looked back," says 
Herb.

The founder of internationally-renowned 
Thinking Digital events, held annually at 
Sage Gateshead, believes lessons can be 
learnt from the example of London, while 
repeating the need for the North East to 
have a narrative to attract talent. 

"A lot of this is around building 
confidence and if we as a group can help 
steer this narrative, the better position we 
will be in," he adds.

Pete continues the debate about how 
we make the North East an attractive base 
for digital entrepreneurs: "The advantage 
we have in the North East [to attract 
talent] is our regional assets. We have 
beautiful coastlines, amazing countryside 
and access to culture. 

"People can come here, settle here 
and start families here – that should be 
celebrated. 

"It's also much cheaper to grow 
business in the North East. And it's 
more stable than London, New York or 
San Francisco. In these places, software 
engineers move jobs every few months. In 
the North East, it's far less frequent. 

"There's a reason why Accenture has 
a bunch of customer-facing people in 
London but the tech work is getting done 
in the North East."

WORKFORCE 
Although four individual priority areas 
are identified in the strategy, everyone in 
the steering group recognises that they 
are inter-related and cross-cutting. This 
is perhaps no more prevalent than in 
Workforce.

"There's a skills piece in everything 
we've talked about; it's all-pervasive," 
Michelle says.

The LEP's skills director explains that 
the term Workforce was deliberately 
chosen to reflect three areas of focus: 
Education (those at school, college or 
university; Business (those in work or 
training) and Society (encompassing the 
wider North East community). 

Each, Michelle says, presents their own 
opportunities and challenges. 

Despite the considerable task stated in 

the Digital for Growth strategy, to ‘build 
an inclusive and resilient labour market 
[and to] make careers in digital attractive 
and possible for all,’ this doesn't seem to 
faze the group.

“By prioritising activity that brings 
together key stakeholders, sharing best 
practice, ideas and even resource, we will 
be able to do this much quicker," says 
Deni. 

“LEARNERS ARE 
ENTHUSIASTIC IF WHAT 
THEY’RE LEARNING IS 
RELEVANT, MEANINGFUL 
AND PRESENTS INHERENT 
OPPORTUNITIES" 
- ALISON SHAW
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Alison adds: "From my experience, 
learners are enthusiastic if what they're 
learning is relevant, meaningful and 
presents inherent opportunities. The only 
way you can do that is at the boundaries 
between the economy and educational 
providers."

Stuart makes the point that people 
must accept their learning doesn't stop 
when they leave formal education. He also 
believes more should be done to align 
STEM graduates from local universities 
to local tech jobs, while encouraging 
students to be more entrepreneurial.

Deni adds: “We need a more focused, 
collaborative approach to teaching and 
skills development, particularly with the 
challenges we face finding and securing 

highly-skilled teachers in digital and 
accessing current high specification 
resources. 

"Employers and industry partners, I 
believe, are the secret to this. Developing 
talent works better when not in isolation.”

Herb also maintains it is essential to 
provide clarity about what skills are 
available in the North East to encourage 
more inward investment. 

"When you're in a city and you want to 
find somewhere to eat, you look at a map 
where all the restaurants are highlighted. 

"There should be something similar 
made with skills. People are looking for 
easily digestible information about what's 
available here." 

I conclude the discussion by asking the 
steering group why people should get 
behind the Digital for Growth strategy.

Stuart reflects: "The North East has 
done really well so far. Along with 
Teesside, we have more than 3000 
digital tech businesses employing 35,000 
employees and generating almost £3 
billion GVA.

"If we can get people behind this 
strategy and pushing in the right direction, 
we can build on this. But we have to be 
courageous and ambitious."

Laura continues: "Sometimes, what ends 
up happening when we talk about the 
North East is that we're seen as a problem 
that needs fixing. I disagree with that. 
We have pockets of absolute brilliancy 
happening here. We need to shine a light 
on that while helping to create more.

"If we get a sense of coalition around 
these objectives as a region, in time, the 
North East will have the confidence to 
define itself for what it is, not what it is 
not."

As for the role of the steering group, 
Alison says: "It's our job to keep telling 
the story and working up the powerful 
elements of the strategy, so that we keep 
people with us."

Stuart concludes: "We are at the 
foothills. This is just the start and we 
have a lot of work ahead of us. But the 
opportunities are there and we have great 
people in this steering group who can 
help drive that."

“DEVELOPING TALENT 
WORKS BETTER WHEN NOT 
IN ISOLATION” 
- DENI CHAMBERS

NORTH EAST LEP
For more information about the 

Digital for Growth strategy visit:

www.northeastlep.co.uk/the-
plan/digital

i



55

ADVERTISING FEATURE – EDUCATION 
Northumberland College 

Northumberland College has announced plans to create a dynamic, state-of-the-art, digital 
academy to address regional skills gaps

COLLEGE TO SUPPORT GROWTH 
IN THE DIGITAL SECTOR WITH NEW 
INVESTMENTS

A 
new digital academy at 
Northumberland College – which 
will be based at the Ashington 
campus – is to be developed as 
part of a wider multi-million-

pound investment programme. 
It will offer high-quality education and training 

in digital software, coding, cybersecurity, virtual 
reality, games, animation and special effects, to 
support digital sector growth in line with the 
North East's key economic priorities.

Nigel Harrett, principal of Northumberland 
College, says: "I am thrilled with the plans for our 
new digital academy at Ashington, which will 
support the development of future digital talent 
in Northumberland and beyond, as well as the 
region's economic growth ambitions.

"Aligned with the UK's industrial and digital 
strategies, this investment will allow students to 
specialise in digital innovation and develop the 
technical skills required for progression into a 
wide range of digital careers."

In addition to the creation of the digital 
academy, there will be a sustained programme of 
improvement to the college's IT infrastructure, 
which includes ensuring digital skills are 
embedded across the whole curriculum over the 
next three years. The North East Local Enterprise 
Partnership (LEP) has identified the digital sector 
as an area of strategic importance with strong 
opportunities for growth. The North East's digital 
community is one of the most productive and 
fastest developing in the UK.

Laura Partridge, digital programme lead at 
the North East LEP, reflects: "Meeting digital 
workforce challenges is at the heart of the North 
East LEP's Digital for Growth strategy so this is a 
welcome announcement from Northumberland 
College.

"The digital sector is one that will help grow the 
regional economy, both now and in the future, so 
it's essential we invest in key infrastructure and 

address skills shortages if we want to capitalise 
on the digitalisation of industry. The new digital 
academy will support the delivery of the North 
East Strategic Economic Plan and make our region 
even more attractive to employers." 

Northumberland College is the largest training 
provider in the county with centres in Ashington, 
Kirkley Hall, Berwick, Blyth, Newcastle and 
Hexham. Last year, it embarked on a multi-
million-pound investment programme, which is 
part of the college group's bold new strategic plan 
to ensure Northumberland College is one of the 
region's leading education and training providers. 

As well as the digital academy, the college's 
Ashington campus will see the construction 
of an industry-standard health ward and a 
dynamic student hub, in addition to extensive 
refurbishments including brand new windows, a 
modern heating system, new boundary fencing 
and refurbished classrooms. 

Student welfare, student experience and skills 
training is the main focus of Northumberland 
College's redevelopment. 

The first phase of the redevelopment 
programme is already underway and the new 
facilities are set to transform the college into a 
more modern, careers and skills-focused centre 
for school leavers and adults in Northumberland.

NORTHUMBERLAND 
COLLEGE
For more information about 

Northumberland College and its 

extensive range of courses, visit 

the next open event or call 01670 

841 200.

www.northumberland.ac.uk
@northlandcoll

i
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ADVERTISING FEATURE – EDUCATION
Gateshead College 

In the next five years, digital will be part of almost every job role – whether you're a healthcare 
professional, a promising athlete, a truck driver or a lawyer. That's why Gateshead College is 
embracing digital tech in all areas of its curriculum

DEVELOPING A DIGITAL-SAVVY 
WORKFORCE

At the heart of Gateshead College's 
commitment to developing the 
future digital workforce is its 
partnership with PROTO. It's 
been six months since the two 

organisations joined forces, providing students 
special access to the facility and its studios. In that 
time, more than 400 college students have visited 
the emerging technology facility; learning from 
their experts and working with new technology 
and immersive experiences.

Rachel Burdis, tech sector lead at Gateshead 
Council, reflects: "It's been fantastic to welcome 
so many students from the college to PROTO 
and what has been really interesting is that the 
majority of these students aren't studying on 

digital and tech courses.
"The college realises that the digital sector is 

not just a sector in its own right; it cuts across 
everything. The workforce of the future needs 
to be digitally savvy and the college understands 
this. The teachers are embedding digital tech in 
all curriculum areas so that their students get 
the skills they need for a successful career and 
employers get the skills they need to grow, develop 
and compete.

Rachel continues: "What's been really exciting 
is that more young women are being introduced 
to PROTO and digital technology through their 
studies, including those looking to pursue a career 
in both healthcare and nursery education. 

"Students recently got to experience British 
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Airways' fully immersive #FlyVR when it 
exhibited at PROTO. The multisensory VR 
experience captured the students' imagination and 
now they're exploring how immersive content can 
be used in healthcare, such as first aid training."

Health and social care students at the college 
have used VR to examine internal organs. They 
were able to virtually and visually compare a set 
of healthy lungs to those from a patient with lung 
disease and also look at the impact that a cardiac 
arrest has on a heart, making their learning more 
immersive and interesting.

Sports science students will also be making the 
most of PROTO's motion capture technology. 
After recording an athlete undertaking a personal 
training session, they will then be able to analyse 
athletic performance, technical expertise and use 
the data to assess potential rehabilitation issues.

Rachel adds: "Digital technology is 
transforming the education sector. The visual 
nature of VR is having a positive impact on the 
way a student recalls facts and key information. By 
bringing the subject matter to life, the students are 
more engaged. 

Councillor Malcolm Brain, cabinet member 
for economy, says: "I'm delighted that PROTO's 
relationship with the college has had such a 
positive impact on their students. Through the 
use of PROTO's digital technology, the college has 
been able to introduce innovative ways to enhance 
their students learning, ensuring that these young 
people are not just job-ready, but ahead of the 
curve. We're committed to making sure everyone 
in Gateshead thrives and partnerships like these 
promise that."

Businesses are already seeing the benefits of the 
college's approach to developing a digital-savvy 
workforce. 

Gateshead Care Call, a telecare alarm and 
response service for older, disabled and vulnerable 
people, has employed a former college healthcare 
student. Jesu Peralta, who made such a positive 
impact during his work placement with the 
organisation that he was offered a job as a Care 
Call assistant. 

Lorinda Russell, manager at Gateshead Care 

Call, says: "When Jesu came to work with us on 
placement he really stood out. He is so positive 
and willing to learn and, because he learned a lot 
about digital tech at college, his ICT skills were so 
good that he was able to help our team to work 
better and more efficiently. 

"Jesu picked things up really quickly and was 
so professional. He was even able to do some 
programming of the units that then went out into 
the community.

"We're very proud that Jesu is now part of our 
team. He is an extremely hard-working individual 
who is using his knowledge and experience in 
healthcare, combined with his digital skills, to 
ensure we give the best service to some of the 
most vulnerable people in Gateshead."

Gateshead Care Call helps residents to remain 
in their own homes by providing a response 
and monitoring service which uses assistive 
technology. Each resident has a telecare system 
they can use for emergencies, help and advice 
to contact a specially trained team of staff. The 
company can also opt to use things like GPS 
tracking and door sensors, fall detectors and 
automated medication dispensers, all of which can 
support people living with dementia and other 
health issues to continue to live as independently 
as possible.

Jesu continues: "Working at Gateshead Care 
Call is so rewarding and it's an excellent fit for me 
and my knowledge of the different health issues 
affecting the service users. I'm really lucky to be 
doing a job I love and to also be using the digital 
skills I've learned. 

"In the future I want to work in adult nursing 
and I know I will continue to change and adapt 
the way I work to embrace new technology as it 
emerges. Digital technology is transforming every 
industry and this includes the health sector."

GATESHEAD COLLEGE 
www.gateshead.ac.uk
@gatesheadcoll

i
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Brendon Hayward is managing 
director and co-founder at 
Osbit. His love for machinery 
began in childhood on the 
family farm, watching machines 
do what they do best. He 
started his career in bespoke 
offshore engineering as a 
design engineer with SMD 
in 2000. In 2002, at Pearson 
Engineering, he designed land 
mine clearance products and 
associated systems, moving 
back into the offshore sector in 
2008 as engineering director 
of Pipecoil and president of 
Pipecoil Inc., USA. In 2010, he 
took the opportunity to co-
found offshore equipment 
supplier Osbit and has been 
managing director since 2015. 
He believes organisational 
growth and technological 
innovation stems from 
engineering a structure and 
culture that empowers people 
to develop and grow

THE LONG GAME

INTERVIEW  
Brendon Hayward
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PAST
When Osbit started, the oil and gas market was 
buoyant. The oil price was much higher in those 
early years, around double what it is now. Offshore 
wind was gaining momentum, presenting 
opportunities to innovate, particularly in terms of 
safety. 

The first technology we introduced was a walk 
to work gangway system for accessing off-shore 
wind turbines – reducing project risk transferring 
staff from installation vessels. 

We also got involved in increasing the operating 
windows of legacy subsea equipment via upgrades. 

Our approach then – and now – is to look at 
the problem from first principles to find the most 
appropriate solution, improving safety. 

The stress in the market caused by the oil price 
drop in 2014 really refocused the industry. The 
shift in mindset on value, cost and risk presented a 
real technological opportunity for us.

 We worked with global offshore technology 
leader Helix Energy Solutions to provide 
revolutionary well intervention solutions to 
increase safety and reduce project risk. 

PRESENT 
We don’t have products and services at Osbit, we 
have technology streams. 

We’re more than a product manufacturer 
– pushing a catalogue or tweaking what we’ve 
already created. And we’re more than a service 
provider – we’re fully immersed in and learn from 
all aspects of every project from design to delivery. 

The result is a library of proven knowledge and 
configurable, modular technology that we use to 
improve safety, reduce operating time and benefit 
the environment. 

It enables us to deliver first of type equipment 
for clients in oil and gas, wind and polymetallic 
nodule recovery, to tight timescales, making more 

possible for our clients who are leading the global 
energy transition.

Things get done because of how you work 
with other people. Our organisation is based on 
a network. That network avoids unnecessary 
corporate hierarchy, facilitating extremely 
fast, effective communication and project-
based teaching and learning throughout the 
organisation.

This allows us to deliver incredible things with 
an increased level of safety and reducing risk.

When problem-solving, it’s never safe to assume 
that someone with age and experience has all the 
understanding and someone younger and less 
experienced doesn’t. The waterfall of knowledge 
assumption is not representative of real life.

We’ve always looked for and recruited amazing 
people with great attitudes and a hunger for 
learning. That’s what we still do. 

FUTURE
The world needs, and is demanding, an energy 
revolution. We are part of driving the ad-
vancements required to facilitate this. We will 
continue to leverage our North East offshore 
supply chain in enabling the delivery of a clean 
energy future. 

There’s been a lot of talk in the energy industry 
about collaboration. To reap the rewards of 
authentic collaboration, we must communicate 
openly, better and faster throughout the supply 
chain. 

We will continue to evolve Osbit Insight, our 
bespoke technical knowledge sharing and learning 
offering. 

Launched in 2019, Osbit Insight has already 
involved Tier One global energy leaders Ørsted, 
Scottish Power Renewables and Vattenfall, sharing 
learning to enable partners throughout the supply 
chain to deliver energy more efficiently.

OSBIT
www.osbit.com
@Osbit
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When Tim Berners-
Lee implemented 
the first successful 
communication between 
a Hypertext Transfer 

Protocol (HTTP) client and server via the 
internet – creating the World Wide Web and 
revolutionising digital communications forever 
– he could never have predicted it would become 
the single most important piece of technology in 
the 21st Century. 

The first two decades of this millennium 
have been defined by the internet and its 
myriad applications for individuals, businesses, 
governments and media. It is difficult to imagine a 
technological development that has had a greater 
impact on human society in the modern era. 

As of January 2020, it is estimated the global 
digital population of internet users stood at 4.54 
billion, encompassing 59 per cent of the world’s 
population. 

The explosion of digital connectivity cannot be 
overstated. 

But as with any piece of technology that changes 
the way we live, there are challenges, as well as 
opportunities, that need to be addressed. While 
the internet has democratised information and 
access to knowledge across the world – creating 
huge advances in productivity and innovation and 
facilitating rapid communication and transfer of 
data – it is also totally anarchic, unplanned and 
decentralised. 

There is nobody responsible for the internet, 
nobody in charge of protecting its users from 
exploitation or criminality, nobody who can pull 
the plug. Security is not built into the system. 

“The internet as you see it now is not properly 
planned, it just evolved,” says Dr Biju Isaac, senior 
lecturer and programme leader for computer 
networks, cybersecurity and digital forensics at 
Northumbria University. 

“People never thought there was going to be 
something called the internet. Security was not 
considered; it was an afterthought.” 

But as businesses become more and more 
reliant on the internet for their day-to-day 
operations, the need for security, or cybersecurity 
as it has come to be known, is greater than ever. 

That’s why Biju and PhD students at the 
university created the Cyber Clinic – a weekly 
club funded by the Institute of Coding – which 
runs ethical hacking and cybersecurity training 
sessions for students.

Identifying the huge demand for cybersecurity 
skills now and in the future, Northumbria 
University is keen to be a supplier.  

Alongside the innovative Cyber Clinic, 
Northumbria has teamed up with Sheffield Hallam 
University and police forces across the North 
East, North West, Yorkshire and the Humber to 
create the North East Business Resilience Centre 
(NEBRC). 

The NEBRC is a collaborative project between 
universities, who have the cybersecurity skills, and 
police, who have the reach and authority, whereby 
students go into local businesses to test their 
networks, identify weaknesses and try to secure 
them. 

The race to secure businesses from cyber threats 
is one that is just beginning in earnest and, as 
Dr Biju tells me, it’s one we also face enormous 
obstacles in winning. 

One of those obstacles is the growing speed 
of wireless communications technology. It’s now 
possible to connect almost any kind of device to a 
network in the blink of an eye. 

“For 5G, the average speed will be five gigabits 
per second – that’s a lot of speed,” Dr Biju clarifies.

“The problem with these high-speed networks, 
even though it’s good for some activities, is that 
now on the network you have these Internet of 
Things (IoT) devices.

INTERVIEW
Dr Biju Isaac

SECURING BUSINESSES 
THROUGH COLLABORATION
Digital connectivity through the internet has brought untold benefits and progress to human 
society. But how do you know if what you’re doing online is safe and secure? Richard Dawson 
speaks to Dr Biju Isaac and his students at Northumbria University about the challenges of 
cybersecurity in the age of 5G, the Internet of Things and General Data Protection Regulation  
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“Some of these devices are just sensors, some 
are CCTV cameras or smart TVs and security is 
not built into them, but they are connected to the 
network. 

“If you position them properly, it is secure, but a 
lot of the time you could get into a network just by 
getting connected to a smart TV.” 

Ryan Milner, one of Dr Biju’s students learning 
in the Cyber Clinic and working in the NEBRC, 
explains there is no provision in something like a 
smart TV to secure it. 

“They’re built for simplicity from a consumer 
point of view, not for security,” he says.

“If it’s easy to use, the manufacturer just kind of 
throws security out of the window.” 

It seems the presence of IoT devices on 
networks makes them much more difficult to 
secure, which is particularly concerning given that 
we’ve only scratched the surface of the capabilities 
of this technology. 

One of the most progressive instances of IoT 
is the driverless car, which combines sensors 
and software to navigate roads autonomously. A 
brilliant example of human ingenuity but a huge 
concern from a cybersecurity point of view. 

Dr Biju explains: “If I can drive close to the car, 
I can get the wireless packets surrounding that car 
because they’re in the air and once I capture them, 
I can do all kinds of attacks on the car.

“Autonomous car technology is not a problem. 
You have artificial intelligence, you have image 
processing and all of the things to do it. But to 
secure that car, I think it is almost impossible,” he 
adds. 

We’ve all seen those movies where people go 
into banks with guns and masks and take huge 
amounts of money out of the safe. It makes for 
great viewing, but the bank robbers of the future 
will be armed with a laptop and some specialist 
knowledge, not a shotgun and a bad attitude. 

Dr Biju talks about some specialist software that 
would allow him to simply go into a bank with 
a packet-capturing programme running on his 
laptop, sit there for 30 minutes and then load what 
was captured into an analysis tool like Wireshark, 
whereupon he could find out the IP addresses, 
MAC addresses and port numbers of all the bank’s 
servers and devices. 

“Next time I visit the bank, I’m visiting as a very 
informed person,” he reveals. 

But a recent development in the world of 
data privacy has changed the incentives for the 
criminally inclined and made the idea of robbing 
a bank much less attractive. That development is 
the General Data Protection Regulations (GDPR), 
brought into effect in May 2018. 

“GDPR has changed the hacking scenario,” says 
Dr Biju. 

“Under the new guidelines, if a business gets 
hacked, that business has 72 hours to declare that 
it’s been hacked. 

“If it doesn’t and obviously, not many 
companies would want to declare that, if the 
company is later found out, it would have to pay 
a fine of €20 million or four per cent of its annual 
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revenue, whichever is a greater amount.”
To be clear, because of GDPR, a hacker 

no longer has to hack into a network and 
extract money. All they have to do is be able to 
demonstrate they have gotten into the network 
in the first place. Once consumer data is 
compromised, GDPR comes into effect.  

Dr Biju adds: “GDPR has incentivised hacking. 
You read about a lot of hacking incidents in the 
newspapers and on social media but what you’re 
reading is probably one per cent.” 

Businesses who have been hacked essentially 
now have three options in respect of GDPR. They 
can declare that they’ve been hacked, do untold 
reputational damage and watch share prices 

plummet. They can fail to declare and be fined 
€20 million or they can pay whatever the hacker’s 
ransom is for them to fix the problem and not say 
anything about it. 

“On a daily basis,” says Dr Biju, “loads of 
companies are paying the hackers but you’d never 
know these stories. They happen behind closed 
doors.” 

A large multi-national company might be 
able to sustain being hacked from a financial 
point of view. And, as student Iqra Haq, from 
Northumbria’s Cyber Clinic, adds, it is also 
much more likely to have an in-house team of 
cybersecurity experts. 

“I worked at Nissan on a placement,” she 
says, “and it had dedicated cybersecurity and 
software teams with people who knew where 
the vulnerabilities were and were able to have 
resources in place.” 

But for almost all of the North East’s 160,000 
SMEs, many of whom do not have any IT let alone 
cybersecurity resources, the choice between a €20 
million fine or hacker’s ransom is an impossible 
one. This is why it’s so important to have initiatives 
like the NEBRC in place.

The NEBRC will be able to go into a business, 
conduct a security assessment of its network 
and do things like penetration testing or ethical 
hacking to try and identify weaknesses and put 
together a business vulnerabilities plan. For 
SMEs, this support will become more and more 
invaluable as the internet becomes ever more 
pervasive in our lives. 

The other crucial function of the NEBRC is 
simply to raise awareness of the importance of 
cybersecurity and get businesses to adopt better 
practices. 

Dr Biju adds: “I think awareness is key. Once a 
person is aware, they want to do something about 
it.” 

So far, we have been unable to keep up with the 
pace of technological advancements. 

Increasingly, it seems we’re also unable to keep 
up with the ever more sophisticated means being 
utilised to commit cybercrimes. 

“It’s a work in progress,” concedes Dr Biju.
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ADVERTISING FEATURE – DEVELOPMENT
New Results 

Meet Nevil Tynemouth and Mike Lever from New Results. With a combined 60 years' experience 
in sales and training, a published book, Sales Success on LinkedIn, and as the first and only North-
East training company to win the coveted British Excellence in Sales and Marketing Award for 
Sales Trainer of the Year, the team at New Results are experts in helping individuals and SMEs/
businesses with their training and professional development objectives. Here the pair reveal more 
about their service

TURNING PROSPECTS INTO 
CLIENTS WITH NEW RESULTS

Who is New Results? 
Nevil: New Results is 
a business focused on 
helping individuals, teams 
and companies identify, 

win and retain more clients and customers. We do 
this by offering a mix of strategy support, speaking, 
consultancy, workshops, coaching, face-to-face 
training and now through our new online courses 
in Networking for Professionals and LinkedIn for 
Professionals.

Who will benefit from your online courses? 
Nevil: Our range of online training courses are 
perfect for individuals looking to improve their 
knowledge base and our licensed training materials 
are ideal for training teams in large professional 
services organisations. In reality, they are for anyone 
who wants to take an effective and professional 
approach to their business development and sales. 

Mike: Whether you're an individual wanting to 
achieve a specific goal or an SME who wishes to 
invest in your employees to aid business growth, we 
want to make sure that anyone who goes through 
our training really understands how they can apply 
it to their job role for immediate impact.

Why online training courses? 
Mike: To create the best learning experience. Our 
courses offer flexibility through being accessible at 
a time that suits the trainee; they can be completed 

in stages on any device. We offer learners a blend 
of interactive and engaging material through video, 
text, surveys, quizzes and downloads. You can also 
combine online courses with one to one coaching; 
one of our customers completed the online courses, 
followed by the training whereby they explored the 
material in greater depth and asked any questions.

Nevil: I have used online courses previously 
and some were painful to use – unfriendly and a 
challenge to finish. We want to give our customers 
a more enjoyable and expert experience; we offer 
emails of support and tips to help users on their 
journey. There is also a discussion forum for each 
course and topic so people can share ideas and ask 
questions to their peers and to our expert team.

How can your courses add value?
Mike: Top talent wants to stay top. According to 
LinkedIn's 2018 Workforce Learning Report, 94 
per cent of employees would stay at a company 
longer if it invested in their careers. Yes, having 
a tennis table and a pizza night is good for some, 
but boosting their career opportunity through 
an increased skillset is a bigger motivator to stay. 
And, if this can be done at a time that suits them, 
then all the better. We've had feedback from FTSE 
companies that have said that they like the fact they 
can buy the content and share it across the company 
through their own Learning Management System 
(LMS). And for our SME clients, they like the fact 
that they can access the content, simply paying for 
the course(s) that's most appropriate at that time for 
each colleague.

NEW RESULTS
Photos: Top: Mike Lever. Left: 

Nevil Tynemouth

For more information about New 

Results online training courses, 

please contact 0800 030 4323 or 

email hello@newresults.co.uk 

www.onlinelearning.newresults.
co.uk/

i
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ADVERTISING FEATURE – EDUCATION
Newcastle College 

Committed to its community and promise to provide education and training for all, Newcastle 
College knows that a 'one size fits all' approach does not apply when it comes to education

CREATING CAREERS AT TYNE 
RIVERSIDE CAFÉ

Newcastle College offers education 
for everyone and works closely 
with employers to ensure that all 
of its programmes can lead to real 
jobs.

Its Learning for Life programmes were 
created to enable young people aged 16-24 and 
living with a disability or learning difficulty to 
progress, prepare for employment and learn to 
live independently. Learners on the programme 
can choose a route that fits their own interests and 
existing skills, with the aim of helping them to 
develop vital life skills, as well as vocational ones.

The Supported Internship is a part of the 
programme designed to offer students with 
varying learning difficulties the opportunity to 
gain work experience before a possible move 
into employment or progression to an Inclusive 
Apprenticeship in Customer Service. 

Many learners on this programme work and 
gain experience in a supportive environment at 
an on-campus café, but the college also works in 
close partnership with a number of employers 
across the North East to deliver opportunities for 
its Learning for Life students.

One of those employers is Tyne Riverside Café, 
based in Prudhoe. Set up in December 2018, it 
is run by café manager Paula Lathan, with the 
support of Chrysalis Training Services and its 
head of learning Victoria Tipling.

Ten learners have been supported through 
internships and traineeships since it opened, 
before moving on to paid employment or other 
opportunities. Steven Clark is the first in the café 
to progress to an Inclusive Apprenticeship with 
Newcastle College.

"Steven is our first intern at the café to progress 
into an apprenticeship," explains Victoria. "That's 
because having maths and English GCSEs have 
always been a requirement for an apprenticeship, 
which a lot of our students don't have. 

"With Newcastle College, we have now been 

NEWCASTLE COLLEGE
www.ncl-coll.ac.uk
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able to develop a new type of apprenticeship. 
This means Steven can continue working here 
while getting the support he needs to achieve 
maths and English."

Victoria continues: "We have another two 
learners at different training venues who we are 
hoping will also progress into an apprenticeship 
with the college next year. 

"It's something that we want to do a lot 
more of and it's really worthwhile because now 
Steven gets an additional year of training but 
with education attached to it. It's not just a job; 
there's progression at the end of it and for Steven 
that's really important. It will all support him in 
looking for paid work in the future."

Like all apprenticeships, this type of training is 
about creating a career path and helping learners 
develop the skills they need for their future. 

For young people who haven't received that 
opportunity elsewhere, the chance to gain 
that independence is invaluable. To the café 
and similar businesses, supporting a diverse 
workforce brings benefits of its own.

"The concept brings a lot of groups from the 
community here," continues Victoria. "We get 
local schools, Alzheimer's groups and people 
with carers coming in. 

"It's known that we train students with 
disabilities here, so people who might often be 
excluded from rural or busy coffee shops are 
comfortable coming here. We've created a safe 
environment and that's important to a lot of 
people."

That safe environment is one of the most 
important things the café can offer, to both its 
customers and supported employees.

"We do have other staff here and we make it 
very clear when we're recruiting that this isn't 
just a catering job," Victoria confirms.

"We explain that you're going to be around 
students with disabilities and helping to train 
them too. We have to make sure we get the right 

fit because it's a unique environment.
"If students leave us after an internship or 

an apprenticeship, we are always here for them 
to come back to and get extra support for 
interviews and things. So if it doesn't go to plan 
once they leave us, we're still here to help them 
out.

"Working with Newcastle College is brilliant. 
The relationship is very much focused on the 
learner and what support they need. If we ever 
have any problems, they get resolved straight 
away."

Paula adds: "The regular visits are important. 
Steven's skills trainer from Newcastle College 
always has dates booked in to visit us, so I know 
if we have questions or issues, she will be coming 
to see us soon. Plus, she's always available on the 
phone or by email."

The college recently celebrated the success 
of its apprenticeship programmes, apprentices 
and employers at the annual Newcastle College 
Apprenticeships Awards. The event, held at 
St James' Park in Newcastle, formed part of 
National Apprenticeship Week celebrations.

Steven was nominated for the Special 
Recognition Award, which recognises 
apprentices who have overcome significant 
challenges or barriers to continue to succeed in 
their apprenticeship. He was named runner-
up in the category while Tyne Riverside 
Café won Apprentice Employer of the Year. 
The nomination praised Paula in particular, 
describing her as a 'dedicated, supportive and 
engaging manager.'

"It was a total shock to win because we had no 
idea we were even nominated!" Paula reflects. 
"We were there to support Steven, so it was a 
lovely surprise."

"Things like that wouldn't happen if it 
weren't for having people like Steven," Victoria 
concludes. "It just opens up so many different 
opportunities."

APPRENTICE SPOTLIGHT: 
STEVEN CLARK

Steven, 20, spent a year on 
a Supported Internship with 
Newcastle College before 
progressing to a part-time 
Inclusive apprenticeship, 
splitting his time between 
college and the café

Tell us about your 
apprenticeship 
I don't have one main role, I 
do a little bit of everything in 
the café and help out. I was 
originally on a Supported 
internship with Newcastle 
College in a hotel but it wasn't 
for me, so I asked if I could 
transfer and I ended up at the 
café. 

Do you enjoy your 
apprenticeship now?
Yes, I love working with 
Paula and speaking to all of 
the customers who come 
in. I would recommend it to 
anyone else who wanted to do 
something similar. 

Has working here helped you?
Yes, definitely! I've got better 
communication skills and better 
time-keeping. I've learned a lot 
and I think I know more about 
working now.

What does the college 
element of the apprenticeship 
involve?
I spend a day every week doing 
English and maths and I also 
spend a day working in a coffee 
shop on campus, The Dancing 
Bean. It's really busy with lots 
of different students, so I think 
that has helped me and I enjoy 
the support I get at college too.
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BUILT ENVIRONMENT - NEWS

GATESHEAD

Financial support aids Bede 
Homes’ £9 million venture                                                                                                        
A housebuilder is pressing ahead with a £9 million development 
after receiving financial support.

Bede Homes has secured funding from wealth management firm 
Tier One Capital’s Property Backed Lending Trust.

Bosses said the finance will allow the Sedgefield-based 
company to push on with work to deliver a 30-home development 
in Gateshead’s Bill Quay, which will feature three and four-bedroom 
detached houses.

Brims Construction, based in Sunderland, has been awarded the 
contract to build the homes. 

The funding boost comes after Bede’s successful sale of all 20 
properties at its Marley Hill site, also in Gateshead.

Managing director Joe Docherty, who joined founding partners 
Richard Buckley, Andrew Burnett and Gavin Cordwell-Smith last 
year, said: “We are delighted Tier One Capital has recognised our 

potential by investing again in our second project.”
The Property Backed Lending Trust is an investment fund listed 

on the London Stock Exchange.
Brendan O’Grady, fund manager, added: “We are proud to 

continue supporting the Bede team.”

NEWCASTLE

Walton Robinson hails success 
after £40 million landmark                                                                                                        
Enduring demand allied to a strong regional presence has helped a 
property business hit a financial milestone.

Newcastle-based Walton Robinson says it has advised on the 
sale and purchase of £40 million worth of investment property over 
the last two years.

Advising on residential property transactions such as Newcastle’s 
55 Degrees North, the company also supported significant activity 
in the region’s houses of multiple occupancy and commercial 
property markets.

Managing director Mark Walton [pictured centre], said: 
“Newcastle and the wider North East remains an attractive 
investment proposition for developers and investors and we have 

established a strong niche to support their entrance and continued 
activity.

“The increasing demand for high-quality homes and student 
accommodation, as well as Grade A offices, is generating inward 
investment and is a positive sign there is confidence in the 
Newcastle market.”

NORTH EAST

Activity rises but annual volumes fall, report reveals
The North East’s property sector enjoyed a flurry of larger 
investment activity towards the end of 2019 – but total annual 
volume fell, new research has shown.

Findings from Newcastle-based property consultancy Lambert 
Smith Hampton revealed nearly £145 million worth of property 

assets were handled during quarter four.
However, despite helping bring the annual total to £506 million, 

the figure was well down on the £861 million recorded in 2018.
The study said Brexit indecision and a lack of stock had thwarted 

investment in the first half of the year.

IN ASSOCIATION WITH:
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The next generation: a career 
in commercial property

What inspired you to want to become a 
Chartered commercial surveyor?
I didn't know I wanted to be a Chartered 
commercial surveyor until three or four years 
into my career. I started out doing a degree in 
Business Studies at Manchester University. I 
took specialist modules in accountancy and 
economics and had plans to make a career 
at one of the big accountancy firms. After 
graduating, I came back home to the North East 
and I secured a job as a residential sales and 
lettings negotiator – initially to earn a wage while 
I applied for accountancy jobs. However, I really 
enjoyed it and worked my way up to branch 
manager. 
During that time, I discovered my passion for 
the property market and wanted to explore this 
further. It led me into a role that has allowed 
me to work across both the residential and 
commercial markets. I'm now working towards 
becoming a Member of the RICS (Royal 

Institution of Chartered Surveyors) as a graduate 
commercial surveyor at youngsRPS.

What is your main take away from your 
unorthodox journey into the industry?
That support is everything. Entering any 
industry a little bit later can be scary, but you 
must embrace the unknown and put yourself 
out there. The North East has a particularly 
significant support network in the business 
community, especially when encouraging 
young talent. I am vice-chairman of the RICS 
Matrics in the North East; a community of young 
professionals that have been integral to my 
professional and personal development. I also 
think that there is a lot of B2B support cross-
sector. 
Attending networking events and seminars 
hosted by other professional firms put me out 
of my comfort zone, but I have met so many 
people. You never know when you require the 
help of someone else, or they require yours, so 
widening your pool of contacts is essential. 

You're studying towards your RICS 
accreditation while working; is that 
challenging? 
It isn't easy but time management is key. 
Whether you go down the traditional degree 
route to attain your industry qualification, or the 
professional route like me, you still need to study 
and practice simultaneously. It's a good habit 
to get into though as it means you're always 
up-to-date with the market, best practice and 
legislation. 

Finally, if you were to give any advice 
to someone about to enter a career in 
commercial property, what would it be?
Put yourself out there. And your contacts are 
invaluable!

Stephanie Dixon, who's based at youngsRPS in Newcastle city centre, didn't set out to be a commercial surveyor but 
as she reveals, sometimes the best careers are the ones you stumble on

ADVERTISING FEATURE – BUILT ENVIRONMENT – YOUNGSRPS 

youngsRPS

Contact Stephanie on stephanie.

dixon@youngsrps.com or call 

0191 261 0300

www.youngsprs.com
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Bravo Glasgow

This good news follows continuing warnings 
about climate change with the latest coming 
from the recent World Economic Forum Annual 
Meeting in Davos-Klosters, Switzerland.

So what is Glasgow doing about this clear 
and present threat to the planet? Last spring, 
Glasgow City Council (GCC) declared a climate 
and ecological emergency in recognition of the 
scientific evidence that says time is running out to 
limit global temperature rises. 

The council regards climate change as 
both an environmental and social justice issue 

that will have the greatest impact on its most 
vulnerable communities. By last autumn, its 
Climate Emergency Working Group returned 61 
recommendations on how the city could achieve 
carbon neutrality.  

In response, the council set a target for 
Glasgow to become carbon neutral by 2030 in 
advance of the Scottish Government’s goal of 
2045 and the UK Government’s aim of 2050. This 
significant step forward is based on the realisation 
that anything after 2030 would be a case of 
shutting that stable door well after the horse has 
bolted.

The council recognises that to achieve carbon 
neutrality it must work with partners in the public, 
private and third sectors, as well as Glasgow’s 
citizens and communities. In an amazing turn of 
speed, the plan on how to become ‘net zero’ will 
be delivered to the council next month.

A substantial amount of work is already 
underway in Glasgow to help meet its basic 
objectives of decarbonising city transport and 
heating systems and greening the city. 

These include existing initiatives and several 
new ones. For example, Scotland’s first Low 
Emission Zone (LEZ) came into effect on 
December 31, 2018. Initially only for local buses, 
this will apply to all vehicles from December, 31 
2022, which will be required to meet specific 
exhaust emission standards. 

The LEZ is already accelerating investment 
in modern buses for Glasgow. All 2000 GCC 
vehicles and plant machinery are to have zero 
emissions by 2030. Through the scale of its 
transport and plant demands, the council is 
seeking to stimulate the overall market for electric 
and hydrogen powered vehicles.  

The GCC will double the number of electric 
vehicle (EV) charging points in Glasgow, develop 
an EV charging hub for electric taxis and pilot 

Keep an eye out for 2030 for that is the year when Glasgow will officially become the most sustainable city in Europe. 
Further, by the same year, the RIBA will have many of its architectural practices operating within its 2030 Climate 
Challenge, writes Chris Dobson

OPINION – CHRIS DOBSON
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the use of street lighting columns as overnight 
charging points.

In its ‘Avenues Project’, a £115 million city 
deal project will transform the urban realm 
of 17 major streets in Glasgow city centre to 
encourage more walking, cycling and economic 
growth. 

Other initiatives will be the introduction of a 
20mph limit on the vast majority of city streets, 
the conversion of 50 hectares of open space 
into wildflower meadows by planting 250,000 
bulbs to promote the city’s biodiversity, and the 
creation of a pioneering digital surface water 
drainage system called the Smart Canal.

This will use sensors and predictive weather 
technology to create an additional 55,000 cubic 
metres of capacity for floodwater in the Forth 
and Clyde Canal. It is estimated this will unlock 
110 hectares of land for investment, regeneration 
and development, paving the way for more than 
3000 new homes. 

Another objective is to become a sustainable 
food city. It envisaged that growing will take 
place in raised beds, planters, community 
gardens, allotments and orchards and 
will become embedded in new housing 
developments across Glasgow. Sites in city 
parks have been identified for community food 
growing.

GCC’s strategy goes on – phasing out all 
single-use plastic by 2022 and becoming 
free of unnecessary plastic by 2030. The city 
also aims to become the world’s first ‘circular 
city’ where businesses minimise waste and 
maximise resources through long lasting design, 
maintenance, repair, reuse, remanufacturing, 
recycling and upcycling. 

If circular principles were applied to Scotland 
as a whole, it is estimated that up to 11 million 
tonnes of CO2 can be cut each year with up to 
£3 billion in savings and value added each year.

As part of a consortium of European cities, 
GCC is working with public, private and higher 
education partners to develop an innovative, 
solar powered energy district in Glasgow 
city centre. Supported by 300kw and 45kw 
batteries, this ‘smart street’ approach will 

also support EV charging and formalise legal 
arrangements for district heating. 

Due to launch this year, areas of Glasgow will 
be identified for community-based solutions to 
decarbonise the energy network. Working with 
residents and businesses, different options will 
be identified for expanding district heating across 
the city, including concessions zones and using 
parks for ground source heating.

Finally Demand Side Management is already 
being piloted in a city primary school. This 
initiative uses responsive technology to shut 
down demand for electricity within the building 
at appropriate times, reducing consumption and 
earning refunds. If successful, the scheme will be 
introduced in all GCC buildings. 

As for the RIBA’s 2030 Climate Challenge, 
Newcastle’s JDDK Architects is one of many 
who have signed up to this ambitious challenge, 
which seeks reductions in energy demand by at 
least 75 per cent, the use of carbon by 50 per 
cent to 70 per cent and water by 40 per cent as 
quickly as possible.

JDDK, in its own 20:20 Sustainability Strategy, 
has been looking at the role its architects can 
play in tackling the climate and biodiversity crisis, 
while designing buildings that are comfortable, 
healthy and meet the needs of its clients. 

This new strategy is organised around three 
key strands, which will guide its work and its 
business the coming years. 

The first is ‘knowledge,’ which is skills and 
experience that JDDK’s technical staff can 
bring to its projects. The other two strands are 
‘business’ – how JDDK will manage its business 
to minimise its own impacts on the environment 
– and ‘leadership’ – how JDDK will collaborate 
with others in its industry to make a positive 
impact beyond its own business.

By seeking to embed the nine principles 
of sustainable design into every project, 
JDDK says it will continue to ensure “our 
staff are empowered to have knowledgeable 
conversations with clients, consultants and 
contractors about sustainable design and 
delivery.” 

Good news all round I say.
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The year for Geographic 
Information Systems

If you are a business, which is spread across 
multiple sites or has an interest in understanding 
or expanding its geographical reach, then chances 
are you should be using Geographic Information 
Systems (GIS). 

GIS has been around for a long time, but we are 
only just beginning to fully realise its applications for 
businesses, particularly those operating in property, 
mining, engineering, logistics, and the environment. 

James Brett, GIS mapping manager at George 
F. White chartered surveyors and property 
consultants, says: “GIS is gaining momentum in 
terms of public awareness as people are starting to 
clock on to the value it can provide.” 

GIS can be understood as a kind of digital 
footprint for documenting and visualising 
information geographically. “The fundamentals of 
GIS are to manipulate, create and analyse spatial 
data”, adds James.

James explains that Google Earth is a form of 
GIS in its simplest form, in that it allows you to add 
markers, lines and shapes, populate tables and 
visualise dense geographic data on a map. 

But the capabilities of Google Earth are 
fairly narrow compared to a GIS platform that’s 
developed specifically to do spatial analyses of 
almost any kind. 

GIS allows you to visualise all of your data with 
geographical context and there are numerous 
reasons why you might want to do this. 

Maybe you are a property investor and you need 
to keep tabs on your portfolio or a supermarket 
targeting demand by using demographic data for 
a new site. You might be a landowner involved 
in a legal dispute over the boundaries of your 
ownership or a leisure operator trying to find a new 
site to build on. You could even be a government 
agency trying to plan new flood defences or a 
mountain rescue service trying to map avalanche 
risk. 

GIS can be applied to make a real impact in 
all of these different scenarios. James adds: “If I 
were to summarise what GIS does brilliantly, it is 
facilitating more educated decision-making.” 

The site finding and property management 
aspects of GIS are where George F. White have a 
real strength, not just regionally but nationally as 
well. 

James explains: “One of the largest projects 
that I’ve worked on was to help a national mining 
company find a new resource of rock to extract 
from the ground. They were looking for some 20 
million tonnes of a particular rock type and we 
used GIS to visualise the relevant geological data 
and omit geographical areas that lie within areas 

Geographic Information Systems (GIS) – it sounds complicated and futuristic but as James Brett, GIS mapping 
manager at George F. White tells Richard Dawson, the technology has been deployed in a diverse range of sectors 
for decades now

ADVERTISING FEATURE – BUILT ENVIRONMENT - GEORGE F. WHITE

"One of the largest projects 
that I’ve worked on was 
to help a national mining 

company find a new 
resource of rock to extract 

from the ground. They 
were looking for some 
20 million tonnes of a 

particular rock type and we 
used GIS to visualise the 
relevant geological data 
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areas that lie within areas 
of outstanding natural 

beauty or national parks, 
essentially places where 

you can’t dig"
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George F. White

www.georgefwhite.co.uk

@GeorgeFWhite

of outstanding natural beauty or national parks, 
essentially places where you can’t dig.

“We were basically identifying which areas of 
land have the best opportunity of ascertaining 
planning permission to extract millions of tonnes 
of rock from.” 

If you are looking for a new site to develop or 
extract resources from, then you need as much 
spatial information about the surrounding area as 
possible before making a decision. 

GIS is also useful in property management for 
those companies who have hundreds/thousands 
of properties across vast distances because it 
allows them to visualise where they are on an 
interactive map and filter the data themselves 
based on things like when lease agreements 
might be up for renewal on the properties. 

James continues: “If you have 200 properties 
in your portfolio, then you want to visualise the 

service charge cost, return on investment, EPC 
ratings which can introduce economy of scale by 
helping you decide which properties to renovate 
based on proximity.”

One of George F. White’s new clients that will 
benefit from this function is Teesside International 
Airport. “The objective with the airport is to take 
the property management portfolio and organise 
it,” James explains. 

“We’re going to be visualising all the tenure 
information, defining clearly all the legal 
boundaries and inputting all the landlord data, the 
tenant data, any legal documents and ultimately 
host and present these layers on an interactive 
map for the client to access.” 

On the national scale, the big players in spatial 
data, from the Land Registry to the Environment 
Agency, are beginning to release more of their 
data to the public which is allowing GIS experts 
to formulate geographic layers to support 
business operations. 

James tells me that the Environment Agency 
have made LiDAR data available for any member 
of the public to download. GIS specialists are 
using LiDAR data to create accurate 3D models 
of the ground to help perform hydraulic modelling 
for flood analysis to figure out where best to 
place a dam or divert a river or build better flood 
defences. 

Given that climate change will increase both 
the frequency and severity of flooding in the UK, 
this function will be incredibly important in the 
future. “I think GIS has a pretty fundamental part 
to play in preventing future flooding,” James 
maintains. 

Although the applications of GIS in the 
property sector are vast, not many firms have a 
dedicated and experienced team or a GIS service 
that they can shout about, which is what sets 
George F. White apart. 

From site finding to hydraulic modelling, GIS 
is facilitating better decision-making in a variety 
of sectors. Chances are there’s a problem in 
your business, which GIS could help solve. If so, 
speak to James at George F. White. 

ADVERTISING FEATURE – BUILT ENVIRONMENT - GEORGE F. WHITE
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Years of graft delivers 
'overnight success'

Now backed by greater corporate clout and 
financial strength – a £2.5 billion turnover business 
developing 11,000 homes this year – Sean Egan's 
goal is to build on the success the development 
and regeneration specialist has enjoyed since he 
joined Gailliford Try Partnerships in 2017. This has 
included delivering private housing through the 
Linden Homes brand, affordable and extra care 
homes for housing associations and the two first 
large scale private rented family housing schemes 
in the region.

The Focus for Sean and his team this year will 
be on the delivery of eight projects that secured 
planning permission towards the end of last year. 

With a gross development value of more than 
£180 million, they will create almost 1200 new 
homes of all tenures, including:  
•  375 mixed-tenure homes in Redcar, in 

partnership with Homes England, Beyond 
Housing and Sigma Capital 

•  A 350 mixed-tenure development in 
Middlesbrough, with Thirteen Group and Sigma

•  A 71-apartment extra care facility with Housing 
21 in Peterlee

•  A 64-apartment scheme in North Tyneside for 
Housing 21

•  An 82-apartment extra care facility for Home 
Group in Gateshead

•  A 67-home scheme for Believe Housing in 
Peterlee

•  56 homes in Washington, half for shared 
ownership through Riverside Group and the 
remainder for sale

•   65 houses and apartments in Newcastle (the 
only one where site work is yet to start)
Such a flying start to the decade gives Sean 

confidence that the business' hybrid model will 
drive significant growth.

"We changed our approach to securing new 
work with the region's housing associations," he 
says. 

"Rather than being a contractor bidding for 
work, we create exciting opportunities driven by 
our own land and development skills.

"We have a more proactive approach to 
sourcing land, for which we devise development 
ideas that meet housing needs and housing 
association criteria. 

"Because we lead projects from design, 
through the planning progress to completion, we 
constantly look for efficiencies that add value and 
quality to developments.

"I believe 95 per cent of what we do with our 
housing assocation partners in the North East will 
be based on this approach and will account for 
roughly half of our work here. The remainder will 
be through Linden Homes properties for sale."

In addition to the sites in Middlesbrough, 
Redcar and Washington, Linden is already active 
in Morpeth, Darlington and Bishop Auckland 
and – through the Gateshead Regeneration 
Partnership – at Birtley, Rowlands Gill and 
Saltwell, with more sites to follow at Windy Nook 
and Felling.

This latter joint venture with Gateshead Council 
and Home Group is part of a £300 million initiative 
to create 2000 homes, of mixed tenure.

Sean Egan has become regional managing director with one of the UK's top five housebuilders. This 'overnight 
success' follows the £1.1 billion acquisition of Galliford Try Partnerships – his former employer – and its Linden 
Homes division by Bovis in January. This created Vistry Group, which includes Bovis Homes, Linden Homes, Vistry 
Partnerships and - in the South of England – Drew Smith. Here, Sean – who heads up Vistry Partnerships North East, 
reveals what this means for the region 

ADVERTISING FEATURE – BUILT ENVIRONMENT - VISTRY GROUP

Vistry Group

www.vistrygroup.co.uk



78

Everything you need for the 
specification, straight from 
the Source

Many of us might marvel at the speed with which 
modern buildings go from concept to being right 
there in front of us on the street.

Things like modular construction, where a 
section of a building is constructed away from 
site and then installed already prefabricated, have 
ushered in a new era of build speeds. 

In 2015, for example, a Chinese construction 
company erected a 57-storey skyscraper in just 
19 days. 

In view of this, it would probably surprise you to 
know that, globally, construction is actually one of 
the least digitised of all the major industries. 

“Hunting, fishing and farming are all, according 
to McKinsey, more digitised than construction – 
which is frightening,” says Robin Cordy [pictured 
above], marketing director at NBS. 

While things like speed have certainly improved 

in the built environment sector, NBS believes that 
if the industry fully embraced digital, the gains in 
productivity, safety, efficiency and quality would be 
transformational. 

Robin continues: “At NBS, we really believe in 
the power of data and connected information to 
make construction better.” 

Looking at ways to organise, catalogue and 
present product data and technical information 
digitally has been at the heart of NBS’ business 
model for a long time. But with the launch of 
NBS Chorus in January 2019 and NBS Source 
in April this year, it feels like the company is really 
capitalising on decades of hard work. 

NBS Source has been created to support 
architects, engineers and anyone involved in the 
selection of products find all of the products – 
windows, doors, bricks, steel etc – that could 
possibly go into a building. For manufacturers, too, 
it’s a major route to market.

Robin explains: “The idea is that NBS Source 
is effectively the single digital platform for all 
construction products.” 

One of the big challenges in bringing this kind 
of platform to market is the lack of standardised 
product information in the industry. That’s why 
NBS led on the introduction of Uniclass 2015, a 
Government-backed scheme to create a common 
language or classification system for construction 
products. 

Uniclass has enabled an Amazon-style platform 
like NBS Source to be delivered, where building 
specifiers can search, filter, compare and drill down 
into the technical details to find the right product 
for a project. 

“We’ve been taking manufacturers’ information 

Building on its legacy of driving digital transformation in the built environment industry, NBS is about to launch new 
platform NBS Source, which will deliver a step-change in how architects, engineers and designers find products and 
how manufacturers list them. Richard Dawson sits down with Robin Cordy, marketing director at NBS, to discuss the 
need for unified product information in the building specification process

ADVERTISING FEATURE – BUILT ENVIRONMENT - NBS
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and providing it to architects for a long time but 
now we’re adding this high-quality, digital and 
structured format that’s going to give you that 
Amazon-type experience to browse and quickly 
find thousands and thousands of products,” 
adds Robin. 

The NBS Source platform couldn’t come at a 
better time for the industry as the whole system 
by which products get selected for construction 
projects is currently under a lot of scrutiny.

More than ever, it’s incumbent on the 
architects and specifiers to make sure they’re 
sourcing the right materials and on the 
construction companies to ensure they follow the 
specification to the letter. 

“The industry in under pressure to improve 
the way that it finds and selects products,” says 
Robin. “There’s industry and regulatory drivers to 
get this sorted.” 

It’s also important for manufacturers big and 
small to keep their information up-to-date and 
the easiest way of doing this is digitally. 

This was very much the sentiment of Dame 
Judith Hackitt [pictured right], who was the first 
keynote speaker at NBS’ recent Construction 
Product Leaders’ Summit. 

Dame Judith highlighted that the way the 
construction industry markets, labels and traces 
its products is not good enough and stressed 
the need for manufacturers to provide proper 
information about their products, how they’re 
being tested and what they can and can’t be 
used for. 

“For us, NBS Source helps them do that”, 
Robin says. “There are other initiatives in the 
industry to try and standardise data but we’re 
in the best position to be able to do it because 
we’ve already got the specification platform and 
Uniclass 2015.” 

The new platform will be fully compatible with 
NBS Chorus, the cloud-based specification tool 
used by architects, engineers and designers 
when they design a building. NBS Source 

will also be available on the web, in the NBS 
specification platform, and in design tools such 
as Autodesk Revit – enabling specifiers to find 
products in the places they need.

Robin reveals that, because it will have a 
website anyone can access, the team are 
expecting people from more than 100 countries 
to use NBS Source, which like Chorus has been 
built in the North East. 

“We reckon there’s about 15,000 construction 
projects a year go through NBS, worth about 
£50 billion,” he says. 

“Since we’ve got all of these projects 
going through NBS, we can report back to 
manufacturers about trends in materials, how 
they’re doing against their competitors and 
whether product demand is going up or down.” 

Being able to provide those market insights 
is going to be crucial as NBS aims to grow its 
manufacturer base from an already impressive 
1100, to ensure that Source becomes a 
one-stop-shop for all product-related building 
specification needs, and is all part of a step-
change in NBS’ growth as it moves to become 
a global information platform, delivered digitally 
from its North East base.

Robin concludes: “We believe that by helping 
the industry to use digital data and platforms 
to connect information better, we can build 
buildings quicker, safer and more efficiently, whilst 
saving money, time and all of those things that 
come of the back of it.” 

NBS

www.thenbs.com/nbs-source

@theNBS
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Viewpoint

Naturally, when in my 20s, pubs were very 
much part of life. These days, however, I have 
not been in a ‘local’ for a long time and would 
struggle to recommend one. Has the ‘local’ 
lost its way?
I think people’s expectations have changed as 
to what makes a ‘local’ and pubs must evolve to 

survive along the way. People’s expectations are 
so much higher – we want a lovely environment to 
spend our hard-earned money and our precious 
time in – and rightly, demand first-rate customer 
service as standard.  

We take a lot of pride in our offering, which 
is cracking pubs with rooms, serving Great 
British classics, having in place excellent cellar 
management and a team of staff who take pride 
in what they do. It’s about listening and being 
responsive to your market, whether that’s making 
sure you can offer a winning barista coffee during 
your daytime trade, catering for your visitors who 
want to eat and drink local products yet have their 
trusted brands available on tap.

You refer to quality and perfect places to 
eat, drink, sleep and explore. Are you in the 
process of re-inventing the ‘local’?
The secret to our success is staying true to our 
values and ethos of what makes the perfect pub 
to eat, drink, sleep and explore from. Who doesn’t 
love a pub? It’s that cosy atmosphere, relaxed 
enough to make you feel at home and not on 
ceremony, it’s an environment where you can have 
your favourite drink, a tasty meal made for you – 
and a place where you get people from all walks of 
life under one roof. Step inside a pub from The Inn 
Collection Group and you immediately feel at home 
and know you’ll be looked after. Yes, we’ll look at 
industry trends, whether that’s serving goblets of 
speciality gins and flavoured tonics, but our offering 
is timeless and traditional with good food and 
service.  

When did all of this start and what is the size 
and location of your portfolio?
The Inn Collection Group evolved from a single 
pub with rooms as The Lindisfarne Inn over 13 
years ago as the brainchild of our chief executive 

A chance meeting between North East Times’ property writer Chris Dobson and Claire Burgess, chief financial officer 
at The Inn Collection Group, set off an interesting discussion about the future of the ‘local’

INTERVIEW – CLAIRE BURGESS
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Keith Liddell. Staying true to its pub with rooms 
philosophy, the group has strategically grown into 
a ten-strong trading estate, with units operating 
in Northumberland, County Durham, Yorkshire 
and, most recently, the Lake District. We’re 
building a new development on the seafront in 
Seaburn, Sunderland, which, alongside a number 
of exciting new acquisitions in the Lakes and 
Yorkshire, accompanies a new strategic direction 
to develop a completely freehold estate as we 
are on target to more than double our portfolio of 
pubs with rooms by 2022. 

Your specialism is both the acquisition and 
management of successful pubs across 
the North of England – what USPs are you 
delivering?
We stay absolutely true to our pubs with rooms 
model. We’re not hotels, we’re not gastropubs or 
boutique hotels. We’re about providing timeless, 
traditional places where you can enjoy good 
food, drink and rooms. The key to our success is 
multi-pronged – yes, it’s identifying units that will 
fit with our model and have in place our criteria 
for success, but fundamentally it’s down to our 
people. We invest heavily in staff training and 
development across all levels of the company.  

Do you believe pubs have an important role 
to play in their neighbourhoods?
Without a shadow of a doubt. Pubs add value 
to communities in so many ways, emotionally 
and physically. They form hubs within our 
communities, they add value to house prices, 
and for home buyers they can make all the 
difference about whether you choose to move 
into a particular area.  All too often villages or 
communities lose shops and post offices, yet 
pubs continue to thrive.  

Pubs offer a warm and secure environment 
where there’s no stigma about going in by 
yourself. Everyone is welcome and there’s always 
a friendly face. They’re a great way to meet new 
people and our staff are encouraged to look 
out for people who are by themselves and take 
time to have a chat. In an age where people 
often don’t know their neighbours, pubs are 

strongholds in cementing community values.  

The age-old complaint about pubs is poor 
service and indifferent food. What steps are 
you taking to counter this?
Quite simply, we create places where we would 
like to eat, drink and stay ourselves – and our 
staff share this vision. It’s all about training 
and helping our staff understand what makes 
great service and not just adequate service. 
We partner with organisations, such as Visit 
Northumberland, and invest in our staff to 
become Northumberland Ambassadors so 
they are equipped with the knowledge about 
attractions in the areas around, not only their 
own inns but our sister inns too. We also look 
after our staff well with good salaries, bonuses, 
friends and family discounts across all our inns, 
subsidised staff meals and more. 

This paints a very positive picture. Do 
you have the financial clout to carry this 
through?
The Inn Collection Group is backed by Alchemy 
partners with new acquisitions funded by the 
private equity group and OakNorth Bank. 

My final question concerns accreditations. 
Are the group’s efforts being recognised 
independently?
We need to get a new trophy shelf! We 
consistently punch above our weight in awards 
and recognitions. 

Currently the UK’s Best Pub Employer of up to 
500 employees in the national Publican Awards, 
we have been shortlisted for a fourth consecutive 
year for the awards, in the same category and 
as best accommodation operator. We have 
won gold in the North East England Tourism 
Awards, were finalists in the recent Great British 
Pub Awards across three categories. All our 
pubs hold AA Diners Awards and Cask Marque 
accreditations for the quality of our beers, while 
our inns are purposefully AA three-star Gold 
standard. Third-party endorsement is fantastic 
and cements our mantra that the local is well and 
truly alive and kicking.

The Inn Collection Group

www.inncollectiongroup.com
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ADVERTISING FEATURE – INNOVATION 
Qrious

When business transformation and customer experience experts Status Digital rebranded as 
Qrious in January 2020, the new name gave a very deliberate nod to their direction of travel

WHAT HAPPENS WHEN 
YOU START WITH WHY? 

QRIOUS 
Qrious.co.uk
@QriousUX

i

A 
portmanteau of the words 
question and curious – like an 
inquisitive child, enthralled with 
the world around them – the 
people at Qrious ask ‘why’ more 

than most. 
The firm, established in 2011, helps ambitious 

businesses to better understand their customers, 
so they can design innovative services and digital 
products that deliver transformative and lasting 
business improvements. 

And asking ‘why’, questioning perceived norms, 
getting under the skin of problems and accepting 
that the answers may not always come easily, are 
part of the firm’s DNA. 

By being continually curious, they’re able 
to provide their customers with the very best 
solutions. 

With the rebrand came an exercise in focusing 
on their own reason for being. 

Roxanne Tuck, business manager, explains: 
“We’ve been doing a lot of work establishing our 
own ‘why’ – distilling down our sense of purpose; 
why we get up, why we exist and why we do what 
we do. 

“Over time, we focused upon a clear statement of 
intent. Essentially, we create ambitious experiences 
that simplify lives and improve the state of the 
world.

Roxanne continues: “Often, businesses make the 
mistake of jumping quickly into problem-solving 

mode when difficult situations arise. Problems can 
feel painful, and there’s a desire to sort them out 
quickly just to make them go away. 

“It’s the natural instinct, but by rushing towards a 
quick fix, the root cause of the problem, more often 
than not, can be missed.”

Increasingly, Qrious are working with 
organisations and individuals that come to them 
with a business-related problem and are looking for 
an innovative solution. 

“For us, it’s not about pre-supposing what the 
answer to a complex business problem is,” says 
Roxanne, “there could be several different solutions. 

“So we’ll work closely with businesses, asking 
why, challenging assumptions and mindsets, test 
theories, develop hypothesis and design processes 
to resolve the issue. 

“We don’t start with tech; we start with 'why'.”
Home Group is one organisation keen to share 

the Qrious ethos, fostering a culture of innovation 
that permeates through its people and customers. 

Kathryn Blight, Qrious programme director, 
says: “We work with companies like Home Group 
who seek to improve customers’ experiences on an 
ongoing basis. 

“We’ve recognised there isn’t always one 
solution or a quick fix, and that our evidence-based 
decisions have led us to provide the best solutions.

“Working together, we’ve talked to their 
customers across the UK, with one of our dedicated 
UX researchers conducting qualitative interviews to 
create user experience maps containing rich, highly 
personal insights into Home Group’s customer 
relationships and their experiences. 

“All of this conversation started with ‘why’.”
Roxanne continues: “One thing we can be sure 

of is that the rapid pace of digital and technological 
change isn’t slowing down, and to stay ahead, 
businesses have to stay relevant, and importantly 
for us, need to be curious about the world. 

“Outside of the obvious business imperative, the 
reasons why a business has a problem aren’t always 
clear at first glance, and that’s what keeps things 
interesting.”  
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Armstrong Watson

Barry Maxey, client technology director at Armstrong Watson, reflects on how the emerging 
Fourth Industrial Revolution - Industry 4.0 - is changing market demands

INDUSTRY 4.0 – WHAT DOES IT 
MEAN FOR YOUR BUSINESS?

ARMSTRONG WATSON 
For help and advice to assist with 

technological change within your 

business, please contact Barry on 

0808 144 5575 or email 

barry.maxey@armstrongwatson.

co.uk

www.armstrongwatson.co.uk
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In the past few years, a Fourth Industrial 
Revolution has emerged, known as Industry 4.0. 

Industry 4.0 takes the emphasis on digital 
technology from recent decades to a whole new 
level, with the help of interconnectivity through 

the Internet of Things (IoT) and access to real-time 
data. It offers a more comprehensive and automated 
approach to business, connecting the physical 
with the digital, and allowing for increased levels 
of collaboration between departments, partners, 
vendors, products and people.

Industry 4.0 empowers business owners to 
better control and understand every aspect of their 
operations, and allows them to leverage instant data 
to boost productivity, improve processes and drive 
growth. 

The technology world is growing and learning 
at a rapid pace, making life for growing businesses 
easier every day, as they are saving time and money 
by doing things like running reports and stock-
taking automatically. This gives your business more 
time to acquire new business or provide excellent 
service to your existing customers, instead of 
manually doing every single task. 

One aspect that is influencing the rate of digital 
transformational change is changing market 
demands. 

The business technology that collectively 
makes up Industry 4.0 has revolutionised the way 
companies operate, by enabling small businesses 
to level the playing field with larger organisations. 
Small businesses use an array of tech, such as 
mobile devices, to develop competitive advantages 
in the economic marketplace, and meet the growing 
market demands placed on them by the modern 
customer. 

The customer of today is much more expectant 
than before, and now assumes that they will be 
able to contact a business at any time, on any 
device, wherever they are. It is also the expectation 
that the level of quality communication and their 
experience with your brand will be the same across 
all of these devices. Having a different experience 
across devices can lead to a bad experience for a 

customer, who expects a certain level of service that 
they have had previously, over the phone, online or 
in person.

This is where the idea of 'omni-channel 
communication' comes from, having the ability as 
a business to connect and communicate with your 
customers and prospects whenever, wherever and 
however they need to. 

To fully adopt an omni-channel approach, a 
business must be able to deliver the same, high-
quality experience across every single customer 
touchpoint. Messaging must be consistent across all 
channels, including on the phone, through social 
media accounts, on the website, on any mobile apps 
and many more.

Today's customers are fickle and impatient. If 
their needs aren't met or even understood quickly, 
there's no instant gratification, and in the over-
populated market we all now operate in, it is easy 
for them to find someone else. 

Understanding customer communication habits 
using the technology developed during the wave 
of Industry 4.0 can help you track your customer 
interactions and turn them into intelligent insights 
so that you can make the most of your customer 
relationships.

In short, when embracing digital transformation, 
SMEs need to safeguard their brand experience 
across all of these different channels. When done 
successfully, an omni-channel approach can lead 
to an increase in customer retention, add value to 
your brand and make your business stand out in 
the crowd.
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Katherine McGleenan, suicide prevention lead for North East and North Cumbria at Cumbria, 
Northumberland, Tyne and Wear NHS Foundation Trust (CNTW), explains the relationship 
between internet use and mental illness and how we can harness the power of social media to 
reinforce positivity

Digital technology, and social media 
in particular, are increasingly 
being mentioned as contributing 
factors to mental health problems, 
self-harm and even suicide. What’s 

more is that young people are disproportionately 
being affected by this. 

There is no doubt that modern communications 
technology has enabled an easier and more 
prolific spread of information, which has had both 
positive and negative outcomes when it comes to 
mental health and wellbeing. 

The National Confidential Enquiry into 
Suicide and Safety in Mental Health (NCISH) has 
routinely collected data on suicide-related internet 
use in mental health patients who have taken 
their own lives since 2011. The data shows that on 
average, there are 65 suicides per year in patients 
known to have used the internet in ways that were 
suicide related. We believe that this figure is likely 
to be an underestimate. 

The NCISH data also shows that the most 
common type of suicide-related internet use was 
searching for information on suicide methods. 
Although patients in this group were more likely 
to be young, they were diverse in terms of both 
age and diagnosis. The group was also more often 
employed and less often living alone.  

Although mental health professionals need 
to be aware that suicide-related internet use is a 
potential risk for all patients, especially, but not 
only, younger age groups, it is also important 
for us all as employers to recognise the need to 
enquire about online behaviour and the potential 
risk to themselves and others. 

On a more positive note, the widespread 
coverage of mental health issues in the media and 
online has helped to reduce some of the stigma. 
Campaigns such as Mental Health Awareness 
Week, #HereForYou, Time To Change and 

#TimeToTalk have had a huge impact and started 
a national conversation about mental wellbeing. 

Although there is some way to go, social media 
has been a valuable tool for sharing these key 
messages and encouraging people to seek help and 
support when needed – something we have driven 
forward at the CNTW Trust.

At the trust, we have a huge library of self-
help resources and information available on 
our website, covering issues such as how to 
be mentally healthy at work, understanding 
anxiety and panic attacks, and how to cope 
with loneliness. This means you can access the 
information you need with the click of a button. 

We also advise people to download the NHS 
App and register their personal information. 
Doing this means that you can quickly identify 
symptoms and access medical advice as and when 
you need it. 

Last month, we supported #TimeToTalk Day 
(February 6) with organisations across the North 
East, encouraging as many people as possible to 
open up about their mental health. Organised 
by Time to Change, Mind and Rethink Mental 

IS SOCIAL MEDIA GETTING IN THE 
WAY OF YOUR MENTAL HEALTH? 
IT’S #TIMETOTALK

ADVERTISING FEATURE – HEALTH
CNTW NHS Trust

"There is no doubt that 
modern communications 

technology has enabled an 
easier and more prolific spread 
of information, which has had 

both positive and negative 
outcomes when it comes to 

mental health and wellbeing" 
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Illness, #TimeToTalk Day was set up to break 
down barriers and get people talking to each other 
about their issues. 

One in four people will experience a mental 
health problem in any given year, so it’s vital that 
we do more to address the affects. Technology 
can play a huge part in this because it makes it 
easier to check in on people, either by sending a 
text or sharing positive messages on social media. 
Emerging technology can play an important role 
too. For example, the Trust last year led on a new 
clinical trial testing whether virtual reality (VR) 
based psychological therapy could help people 
with severe mental health difficulties. VR gives 
patients the opportunity to experience places they 
fear in a virtual environment, allowing them time 
to learn how to manage their emotions better and 
become less anxious around others. 

We are also actively working with both local 
and national partners to help develop, enhance 
and promote the more positive aspects of 
technology and social media, which can support 
mental wellbeing and help in the prevention of 

self-harm and suicide. 
Meanwhile, social media companies must be 

more responsible about the content that is shared 
on their platforms, particularly in relation to the 
tragic cases involving young people accessing 
dangerous materials about suicide online. 

Steps are being taken nationally to ensure better 
regulation of social media platforms, but there is 
still a huge amount of work to be done in making 
the internet a safer place, particularly for young 
people. 

New technologies present challenges, as well 
as opportunities, and the internet and social 
media are no different. As we sign into Facebook, 
Instagram, Twitter, TikTok or Snapchat, we may 
be more connected than we ever have been to 
the world and yet feel increasingly unhappy and 
isolated at the same time. 

At CNTW, we want to make sure that we can 
support organisations to ensure social media is 
used to emphasise and disseminate positivity – a 
place not to retreat from the real world but to help 
engage more with it. 

CUMBRIA, 
NORTHUMBERLAND, TYNE 
AND WEAR NHS 
FOUNDATION TRUST
www.cntw.nhs.uk
@CNTWNHS

NORTH EAST AND NORTH 
CUMBRIA SUICIDE 
PREVENTION NETWORK
england.everylifematters@nhs.
net
www.zerosuicidealliance.com/
training
@StopSuicideNENC
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ADVERTISING FEATURE – MEDIA
Projector 

Phil Lowery, managing director of brand communications agency Projector, discusses how 
maintaining strong brand consistency can help businesses earn consumer trust and come out on 
top

WHY CONSISTENCY IS THE KEY TO 
YOUR BRAND'S SUCCESS

PROJECTOR
If you're interested in finding 

out how Projector can help you 

build a winning brand through 

consistent brand elements, 

contact Phil on: 

phil@yourprojector.com 
www.yourprojector.com
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Picture the scene: you walk into your 
local branch of McDonald's and 
find yourself being greeted by staff 
members in bright orange uniforms. 
The famous golden arches above the 

doors have turned into blue squares. 'I'm lovin' it' 
has become 'I'm likin' it'. 

It would all feel pretty disorientating, wouldn't 
it?

In most cases, consumers want to buy from 
brands they know. And to become known, those 
brands need to remain consistent – the more 
consistent a brand is, the more recognisable it'll 
become and, ultimately, the more people will trust 
it. 

Brand consistency needs to be implemented 
across every channel and every touchpoint, 
whether it's through the power of content such 
as your tone of voice, personality and core brand 
messaging, or through your brand visuals such as 
your logos, graphics and website design. 

As a brand communications agency with more 
than 17 years' experience, we've worked with 
clients across a variety of industries to help them 
develop and maintain consistent brand messaging. 

One great example was our recent collaboration 
with Home Group, the UK's largest housing 
association. The client had recently rebranded and 
asked us to implement their new tone of voice for 
the first time with fresh content across their new 
website. In the early stages of the project, our first 
step was to develop a thorough understanding 
of their brand personality and newly-established 
tone of voice. What would they sound like? How 
would they say it? How would they want their 
audience to perceive them? By answering these 
questions, we were then able to create clear and 
consistent copy across Home Group's website 
in a way that could strengthen their brand's 
positioning and gain their audience's trust.

It's important to remember that brand 
consistency isn't just tone imperative, though. 
If your tone of voice is sparky and friendly but 
your website design is plain and clinical, you put 
your brand at risk of coming across as confusing 

and unpredictable. Every communication 
should be part of the same family, supporting 
and resembling one another at all times. If your 
audience isn't clear on who your brand is and what 
they can expect from it, how can they trust it? 

While that's not to say that all of your 
communications need to be visually identical, 
it does mean that you should always strive for 
some level of visual cohesion, and establish clear 
guidelines for your style, font, colour palette and 
logo spacing. 

Developing that can be challenging, but our 
extensive industry expertise has helped ease that 
burden for many clients, including global brand 
CMP Products. 

Our work with CMP involved working with an 
existing brand, refining and bolstering it to create 
a consistent visual identity. Due to the nature 
of CMP's global business, it was important that 
outputs such as exhibition stands and brochures in 
the UK or Canada, for instance, aligned with those 
in Russia or China. 

This helped to enhance CMP's creative output 
and exposed their target audience to consistent 
communications and a global visual identity that 
successfully breeds familiarity and long-term 
consumer trust.

"Projector quickly nailed 
our tone of voice and did 
a great job in keeping our 

content clear, cohesive 
and, most importantly, 

consistent across our new 
website"

Cath Sheldon, search and content lead 

at Home Group
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"We aim to become an 
extension of the in-house 
finance function for our 

fintech clients, supporting their 
growth at every stage from 
start-up to sell-off, drawing 
on our insights into the local 

market as well as the wider EY 
network"

ADVERTISING FEATURE – FINANCE 
EY

Saskia Hawkins, managed services partner at EY in Newcastle, discusses what attracts fintech 
companies to the North East and how EY can help support them through the life of their business

SUPPORTING OUR FINTECH SECTOR

EY
For more information, please 

contact Saskia Hawkins on 0191 

350 7793 or 07887 844 110 or 

e-mail shawkins3@uk.ey.com 

www.ey.com
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The North East has long-since had a 
reputation of being a great place to 
live and work. It is home to a range of 
digital and fintech businesses, which 
are attracted to the region to access 

the right people with the right skills to do the job.
Not only does the North East benefit from 

significant investment, it is also home to some of 
the UK's leading universities, supplying the fintech 
industry with a high calibre of graduates and 
apprentices. In recognition of the region's talent 
base, EY has built a growing financial services 
business in Newcastle, offering a broad range of 
services to clients across the North East.

However, like many other industries, the region's 
fintech companies face challenges and these can be 
hardest felt by entrepreneurial businesses. 

Here at EY, we work with a significant number 
of fintech businesses that are starting up or looking 
to scale.

The EY Accounting Compliance and Reporting 
team is based in Newcastle and is part of a larger, 
growing managed services delivery centre. We 
focus on providing accounting and reporting 
support on a managed service basis to a range of 
clients across the financial and fintech sectors.

We work with fintech companies in a flexible 
way that allows them to dial up or down the level 
of support, as required. So, rather than these 
businesses directly employing a whole finance team, 
they can access our resources as and when they 
need them, paying only for what they use.

As well as providing a range of accountancy 
services, we also draw on EY's wider experience 
and work with the specialist teams of our UK and 
global network to offer a range of other services 
that any fintech business would need from its 
finance function; from services such as VAT and 
corporation tax advice, through to advice on R&D 
tax relief, boosting cash flow and even planning for 
an IPO.

More recently, we have noticed an increase in 
enquiries about share programmes which, while 
being a complex area, are becoming increasingly 
popular for businesses looking to expand and 
incentivise their teams.

Accessing the right advice can be crucial, as 
it can help enable businesses to make the right 
decisions not only for the 'here and now' but also 
for the longer-term as they scale and grow. 

The team at EY pride ourselves on working 
closely with our clients and, through our managed 
service offerings, we aim to become an extension of 
the in-house finance function. We are well-placed 
to support fintech companies at every stage of their 
growth, from start-up to sell-off, drawing on our 
insights into the local market, as well as the wider 
EY network.
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We all know that sport is good for our physical and mental health, but it can have far more impact 
than that, says Helen Johnson, campaign manager at Made By Sport

Sport may well have played a key role 
in shaping the person you've become. 
Perhaps you had your first taste of 
leadership as the captain of a sports 
team, maybe group sports taught 

you the value of teamwork, or those hours spent 
practising a skill helped you value perseverance and 
hard work. 

At Made By Sport, we know that sport has the 
power to transform young lives. Through sport, 
young people gain vital skills that help them 
succeed at school, at work and in life. They learn 
how to set goals, how to win and how to bounce 
back when they fail. 

Our vision is for all young people to have 
somewhere local where they can play and learn 
from sport. There's lots of work to be done, with 
children from deprived areas 50 per cent less likely 
to participate in sport regularly than those from 
more affluent neighbourhoods.

Made By Sport is a national campaign 
championing the power of sport and raising vital 
funds for grassroots organisations, which are using 
sport to transform young lives. 

The campaign was launched last summer by 
Sir Justin King and the Duke of Sussex, along with 
boxing legends Anthony Joshua and Nicola Adams. 
In the autumn, Made By Sport partnered with the 
BBC to promote the Unsung Hero Award at 2019's 

Sports Personality of the Year and, this year, we 
will be the official campaign for the iconic Great 
North Run, which is celebrating its landmark 40th 
anniversary. 

The Great Run Company shares our passion for 
grassroots sport and is a founding partner of Made 
By Sport. 

More than a million runners have taken part 
in the Great North Run over the years, raising 
hundreds of millions for charitable causes. But, 
despite the route passing sports clubs and initiatives 
in some of the North East's most deprived 
communities, they are often overlooked when 
runners choose a cause to support. 

Over the past decade, we've seen massive cuts 
to funding for youth services and local sports, with 
lots of sports programmes struggling to survive. 
Today these groups need our support more than 
ever.

Cowgate's Sporting Chance, for example, is using 
sport to engage with young people struggling with 
mainstream education and helping them gain the 
qualifications and confidence to enter and succeed 
in the workplace.

Former student Josh Kirby suffered from anxiety 
and depression and left school with poor exam 
results. The Sporting Chance team helped him gain 
qualifications in maths, English and sport, and he 
has now secured a job he really enjoys.

"Sporting Chance gave me the motivation and 
confidence to start learning again and think more 
positively about my future. When I first came here, I 
would never have seen myself in a full-time job, but 
thanks to their support I now have hope," he says. 

Josh's story shows how supporting Made by 
Sport and organisations like Sporting Chance 
makes a real impact on people's lives. 

We're delighted that Sport England is intending 
to match-fund the money we raise at the Great 
North Run, so if you're a business professional who 
recognises the value of sport, join the Made by 
Sport Great North Run team and help us make a 
real difference to sports clubs and charities across 
the North East.  

BETTER FUTURES ARE 
MADE BY SPORT

ADVERTISING FEATURE – SPORT 
Made By Sport 

MADE BY SPORT
To find out more or to apply for 

one of the GNR charity places, 

visit:

www.madebysport.com
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ADVERTISING FEATURE – EDUCATION
Newcastle University 

It's sometimes hard to know where to stand with regards to tech. On the one hand, it's seen as a 
panacea for the modern world's challenges; on the other, it's something to distrust, a malevolent 
force that threatens our privacy. So what shall we believe, asks Karen Elliott, senior lecturer in 
fintech at Newcastle University Business School?

IN TECH WE TRUST?

In recent years we have seen the Cambridge 
Analytica scandal, growing concerns about 
Amazon's power as both retailer and provider 
of web services, and many people still feel raw 
after the banking collapses of 2008.

Events such as these create a wariness of tech 
and specifically the algorithms being used to make 
decisions that impact people in their day-to-day 
lives.

Unintended bias in data and the algorithms that 
analyse that data is a concern. As is the potential 
for surreptitious analysis through semantics. Who 
is checking the machines' behaviour?

Banking is an interesting example. We see the 
rise of the 'challenger banks' with their new ways 
of working, heavily reliant on digital technology, 
but people are wondering 'Who are these new 
banks? How do we know that this new way of 
banking is responsible? Will they last?'

I believe the solution lies in developing a social 
license for tech-heavy operations. 

We're starting to see the rise of corporate digital 
responsibility – think CSR, but in the digital 
space. It's important to build confidence and 
trust in modern systems through governance, 
transparency and rigour.

This introduces the need for human-centric 

considerations alongside advanced technological 
development.

For the last year-and-a-half, I've worked on a 
project called FinTrust. It's led by Aad van Morsel 
from Newcastle University's School of Computing 
along with Kovila Coopamootoo, a computer 
scientist specialising in privacy and security. We're 
working to develop industry standards and social 
licenses to operate in the fintech sector.

The FinTrust research draws on various 
disciplines. Social sciences researchers are 
examining how trust can be measured, how trust 
is gained and lost, and the subsequent implications 
of this. Researchers in psychology and human 
factors consider trust on an individual level. 
Finally, the computing experts are studying bias 
within the algorithms that power AI and ways to 
make them fairer.

FinTrust is one of the key components of 
the North East's strength in fintech. Various 
regional networks are joining with national 
and international schemes, such as the FinTech 
National Network, Fdata, Open Banking, the 
Portugal FinTech House, Georgia Atlanta FinTech 
Academy and IBM.

North East fintech benefits too from 
'boomerang Geordies', who are returning to the 
region with a wealth of experience and insight 
from having worked in some of the world's major 
financial hubs. For example, we've been fortunate 
to have Grant Murray (XE.com) and Kevin Telford 
(ThoughtWorks) support us.

We're recognised as a fintech force with a huge 
range of organisations creating a fintech ecosystem 
– the report FinTech North East Ecosystem report, 
published by Whitecap, is exciting reading. But 
we need to raise the profile of our capabilities 
here and drive more national and international 
connections. Fintech here is burgeoning – we need 
to capitalise on that.

As a region, we're proud of our rich history of 
impact across the world through innovation. It 
seems we're well set to continue that trend in the 
Fintech era.

NEWCASTLE UNIVERSITY 
For more information visit: 

www.ncl.ac.uk/who-we-are/
vision/atom-collaboration/

i



91



92

The recent announcement in 
Parliament on divorce law follows 
commitments to retain the Divorce, 
Dissolution and Separation Bill in 
the Queen's Speech.

Naomi Potter, a collaboratively trained family 
law specialist at the Gordon Brown Law Firm, 
reflects: "I am pleased to hear that Parliament is 
reintroducing law reform on divorce. The current 
rules are outdated and require couples to come 
up with a list of reasons for the divorce in order to 
convince a judge why they should be allowed to go 
their separate ways. 

"You can't blame yourself in the process and 
that means you have to blame your spouse, which 
can create unnecessary conflict and upset. 

"If you don't wish to blame your spouse and 
wish to go ahead with a divorce, you have to be 
separated for at least two years. If your spouse 
won't consent, you have to wait until you have 
been separated five years."   

Naomi highlighted the case of Tini Owens, 
68, who was compelled to remain in a 'loveless' 
marriage after unsuccessfully taking her fight for 
a divorce from her husband of 40 years to the 
Supreme Court. The judgment meant it was up to 
Parliament to change the law.

She adds: "If divorce proceedings aren't 
contested, a divorce can be completed within 
around four to six months. However, if matters are 
more contentious, it can take longer, which can be 
stressful for those involved.

Naomi is an accredited specialist with 
Resolution, a UK-wide group of family justice 
professionals who works to resolve issues in a 
constructive way. She deals with matrimonial 
finance and divorce cases, as well as complex 
family and property matters.

ADVERTISING FEATURE – LAW
Gordon Brown Law Firm 

Family law experts at Gordon Brown Law Firm have welcomed news that Parliament is 
reintroducing law reform on divorce which will help put an end to the 'blame game'

END TO THE BLAME GAME 

GORDON BROWN 
LAW FIRM
www.gblf.co.uk
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MORE YOUNG PEOPLE OPTING FOR 
PRENUPS 

The stigma of consulting a solicitor ahead of 
getting married is disappearing, according to 
Gillian Mitchell, family law specialist at GBLF, 
who is also accredited with Resolution in 
both complex financial provision and private 
child law. 

A prenup is a written contract a couple 
enter into before marriage or a civil 
partnership, designed to set out ownership 
of assets and establish rights over joint and 
sole wealth including property, debt, income 
and inheritance, and how they'd like it to be 
divided if a separation is on the cards.

Gillian has more than 20 years' experience 
in the legal sector and specialises in divorce, 
matrimonial finance and pre and postnuptial 
agreements as well as child law matters. 

"A prenup can avoid the usual forensic 
accounting that is often necessary for 
dealing with and resolving matrimonial 
finance for divorcing couples. It is 
encouraging to see couples feel comfortable 
in talking about money and protecting their 
assets," she says.

"If a relationship ends, a prenup can 
help protect a couple from financial and 
emotional stress. Prenups have considerable 
weight in court and while they might not be 
automatically binding on paper, they can 
sometimes help in a dispute.

"Deciding to sign up to this kind of 
agreement, of course, is a personal decision 
and one that can only be decided upon 
together. I'd always recommend instructing a 
specialist family law solicitor and finalise your 
agreement in advance of the wedding."
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Says Lynne Coventry, director of the Academic Centre of Excellence in Cyber Security 
Research at Northumbria University

Using technology and building 
secure infrastructure to protect 
your company's network, data, 
customers and reputation from 
external threats are important; 

however, technology alone will not fully mitigate 
the risk to an organisation. 

Alarmingly, human error remains the principal 
cause of personal data breaches (PDBs). According 
to figures from the Information Commissioner's 
Office (ICO) obtained by data security solutions 
provider, Egress, 60 per cent of PBDs reported 
between January 1 and June 20, 2019, were the 
result of human slip-ups. These slip-ups are a 
consequence of busy employees trying to maintain 
their productivity and cybersecurity feeling like 
a barrier to this. While many companies have 
invested heavily in technology to stop attackers 
breaking into their organisation, the same level 
of investment has not been made in staff and 
understanding how their behaviours can weaken a 
company's security. 

Attackers now find it easier to metaphorically 
go in the front door via staff, than break in 
through technology. 

Shaping the cybersecurity research landscape
To stop today's advanced attacks we need to 
adopt a people-centric cybersecurity strategy and 
explore how to design security technology and 
policies that support employees in working both 
productively and securely, rather than security 
simply adding to their burden. 

Last year, Northumbria University was one of 
just two universities to be newly recognised as an 
Academic Centre of Excellence in Cyber Security 
Research (ACE-CSR) by the National Cyber 
Security Centre and the Engineering and Physical 
Sciences Research Council. 

The ACEs-CSR scheme is one of a number 
of initiatives outlined in the UK Government's 
£1.9 billion National Cyber Security Strategy 
2016-2021. At Northumbria, our holistic, 

multidisciplinary approach to cybersecurity 
integrates diverse knowledge from specialists 
in technology, human behaviour, business, law 
and design.We believe proactive assessments of 
an organisation's cybersecurity behaviours are 
needed to identify the vulnerabilities that attackers 
may uncover and exploit. Ascertaining the 
human-related root causes after an incident occurs 
is also crucial and an area of analysis, which is 
currently lacking. This means acknowledging how 
employees really work, the underlying reasons 
for not adopting security behaviours, and how we 
can facilitate them to achieve their goals without 
resorting to insecure practices that may result in 
unintended cybersecurity related harms to the 
organisation.

Adopting a behaviour change approach
Companies need to adopt a behaviour change 
approach to cybersecurity – here are five points to 
bear in mind when doing so.

Involve staff in designing policies, procedures, 
and technology and behaviour change 
interventions. Design these around how people 
actually work, and how they maintain productivity 
to reduce the need for workarounds. Create a 
secure culture where everyone in the company, 
regardless of their job title, walks the walk and 
does not just pay lip service to policies. Ensure 
workloads and fatigue are not undermining 
security – high workloads and email overload are 
risk factors. Inattention, poor decisions and the 
need to get the job done at all costs are a cyber 
attacker's way in. Make employees aware of the 
scale of the threat, what they can do about it and 
how their behaviour, no matter how insignificant 
it may seem, will make a difference.

Lastly, make sure that a human aspects analysist 
is part of any incident analysis. Organisations 
are given technical toolkits, but it is important 
to assess the role human behaviour played in the 
incident, as well and how it can be prevented in 
the future. 

CYBERSECURITY: IT'S NOT 
ALL ABOUT THE TECH

ADVERTISING FEATURE –EDUCATION 
Northumbria University 

NORTHUMBRIA UNIVERSITY
To find out more about 

Northumbria University's work in 

cybersecurity and engage with 

its community, please visit:

northumbria.ac.uk/cyber
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FASHION

After a 20-year career working in menswear, David Uddgren-Young established his own clothing store near 
Manchester before relocating to the North East in October, where he has opened Common Ilke in the iconic 

Tynemouth Station. David's ethos is to showcase high-quality vintage clothes alongside complementary new products, 
which stand the test of time

CLOTHES WITH A STORY 
TO TELL

I 
used to buy – and still do – a lot of 
clothes. I always tried to buy good quality 
brands, building up quite a collection 
over the years and making sure I looked 
after them. When I was living in London, 

money was tight and so I started to sell off some 
older bits that I didn't really wear anymore. I made 
some decent money. When I ran out of my own 
clothes, I turned my attention to vintage shops as 
I loved the breadth of garments I could source. 
I got into learning about the history and the 
manufacturing of the garments, especially military. 

I thought of the name Common Ilke while I was 
away on holiday. I was jotting down my ideas 
about the business and thought what am I trying 
to do? Sell garments of a common ilk or type - and 
the name was born. We added the 'e' to the end of 
Ilk as a nod to the older Middle English spelling. 

We curate and sell high-quality menswear. I 
handpick all the vintage pieces from a network of 
sources, mainly concentrating on military, hunting 
and workwear. I'm always looking for the best 
heritage brands. We've also recently added new 
brands to complement the vintage offer and have 
Red Wing, Filson, Sunspel, Le Mont St Michel with 
more planned, and all with the same emphasis on 
high-quality garments and production.

I just love garments and products that are made 
well, where you can see the quality of the fabric 
and zips, the construction and that overall it has 
been made with thought and care. That's why I 
love old military and hunting clothing so much, 
as it was designed and made for a function and 
typically made with the highest quality materials. 
In some cases, the vintage clothes I source look 
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like new even though they might be cracking 
on 80 years. I think it’s also important given the 
amount of throw away fashion, where clothing is 
simply not valued. We only want to sell kit that we 
know our customers appreciate and will take care 
of, as it is not the type that would only be worn as 
a fashion thing and discarded. 

When you are running a small business, you 
need to be able to do everything, from sourcing, 
through to operating a website, the logistics of 
shipping worldwide, marketing, accounting and 
the list goes on. There is no shipping department 
to lean on and no accounts team that you can 
pass all queries over to, this all brings challenges 
for you to effectively run a business to a high 

professional level. I learnt quickly to seek support 
from experts where possible.

Our customers aren't one type. You could know 
your kit and be into the history of a garment, or 
you could just appreciate a well-made item of 
clothing, or you love the thrill of a vintage find.

I believe vintage is still as popular as ever and 
always will be on a global scale. Each piece has 
its own story, a slice of history from whichever 
decade it was made in and is quite often unique. 
What better way to look great and to put two 
fingers up to disposable fashion? 

My go-to outfit would have to be my Red Wing 
Moc toe boots, 1950s French army pleated front 
chinos, vintage blue worker jacket or chore 
jacket, with a tee or sweat top depending on how 
cold it is, typically Sunspel as the quality is off the 
scale. I also love a blue chambray shirt.

COMMON ILKE
www.commonilke.co.uk
@Common_Ilke
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SPORT – Savannah Marshall

The Silent Assassin is making a big noise ahead of her first world title fight on Tyneside. Savannah Marshall speaks 
to Simon Rushworth prior to next month’s Newcastle Arena showdown with Geovana Peres

ROLLING WITH THE PUNCHES

A
t 28, Savannah Marshall has 
already faced more battles than 
most.

In the ring, she’s taken on and 
beaten many of the best boxers in 

the world. 
Beyond the ropes, however, Savannah has been 

forced to fight demons, depression and self-doubt. 
She’s fought for what she believes in and fought 

against the system; she’s rolled with the punches 
on and off the canvas.

It’s little wonder, therefore, that the Hartlepool-
born boxer’s immediate future continues to be 
shaped by an often painful past.

“I already know I don’t want to be doing this 
forever,” reveals Savannah, as she ponders next 
month’s shot at a world title in front of a capacity 
crowd at Newcastle’s Utilita Arena. 

“I’ve had so many injuries and so many 
operations and I want to do other things in my life. 

“At the moment I’d love to go back to university. 
I’m interested in construction and property, and 
I might look at the surveying side of the industry. 
That’s something I’m really drawn towards. 

“The plan is to give myself another couple 
of years as a boxer and then go back to my 
education.”

Finding her way back to the classroom could be 
the easiest journey Savannah has faced in the last 
ten years.

Having achieved 12 GCSEs and a distinction for 
her BTEC National Diploma in Sport, it’s not as if 
the brawn has ever outweighed the brains. 

In fact, a fighter nicknamed The Silent Assassin, 
as a result of her once introverted personality, 
has always been both a deep thinker and a heavy 
puncher. It was her mental state, rather than any 
physical flaw, that undermined the career-defining 
moment that still rankles with Savannah today.

“In 2012, I went to China and won gold in 
the World Championships on my 21st birthday,” 
she explains. “It was the first time that I thought 
to myself ‘I’m alright at this.’ I headed to the 

Olympics ranked as the best middleweight in the 
world and as the first ever female British world 
champion.”

What could possibly go wrong? In Savannah’s 
case, almost everything.

“I got a bye to the quarter-finals in London and 
I only had to win one fight to guarantee a medal,” 
she adds. “Everyone was talking about me as the 
gold medal winner in waiting and that was when I 
started to worry. 

“In the end the pressure got far too much for 
me. I just couldn’t handle it. I reverted back to the 
shy, quiet girl who simply loved to box. I wasn’t 
prepared for the huge crowds or the intense media 
attention. 

“I knew that, in terms of amateur boxing, the 
Olympics was the pinnacle. If you win an Olympic 
title you’re set for life. When it came down to it 
there were thousands of people there watching 
me, and they all knew I’d been tipped to win gold. 
I cracked.

“As soon as I stepped out there I just wanted 
to go home. I didn’t want to box. I didn’t want to 
be there. I lost the quarter-final, left the athletes’ 
village and went straight home to Hartlepool. 

“I remember getting home, going to bed, lying 
there and just thinking ‘thank God that’s over.’ 

“It was only six months down the line when 
it really hit me: I’d thrown away the biggest 
opportunity of my life. I was devastated but I 
thought I might as well keep going. However, 
the next four years were the worst of my boxing 
career.”

Prior to London 2012, Savannah’s fledgling 
career had followed an unstoppable upward 
trajectory. First stepping into the ring aged 11, at 
the Hartlepool Headland Amateur Boxing Club, 
the timid pre-teen had found her calling. 

Savannah might have been bashful, but she 
could always box. In those early years, The 
Silent Assassin moniker fitted like a glove as the 
powerfully built yet painfully shy rookie stealthily 
realised her obvious potential.
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“I used to cycle to training almost every day 
and I couldn’t wait to get down to work,” adds 
Savannah. “I had my first fight when I was 12. I 
just fell in love with being part of that close-knit 
team within the club. 

“Although boxing is a very individual sport you 
feel part of a special community within the gym. 
It was also a competitive environment, which I 
loved. If someone challenged me to complete a 
circuit faster than them then I’d take that on. 

“Could I do as many press-ups as the 
next person? I’d give it a go. I just loved that 
competitive element in the gym – probably more 
than the fights!”

Training was always Savannah’s crutch – her 
go-to escape from the mental pressures affecting 
her physical wellbeing. It was when she lost that 
insatiable appetite for working in the gym that 
Savannah lost her love of boxing.

“After London I decided to stay in the system 
and work towards Rio in 2016,” she explains. 
“I was still being funded. It would have been a 
difficult decision to walk away at that point.

“However, I was constantly injured. I had three 
major operations that kept me out for six months 
at a time. No sooner would I get going again than 
I’d pick up another injury and go back to square 
one. 

“Looking back, I was just training too hard 
and putting too much pressure on my body. I was 
going from tournament to tournament and my 
body – and mind - was breaking down. I went 
through the whole mental health thing. 

“I didn’t realise it at the time, but the Olympic 
experience was hanging over me and weighing 
me down. I don’t think I ever moved on. I kept 
thinking I could have been set for life. My name 
could have been up in lights. But I’d blown it.”

Nevertheless, Savannah stuck at it. The work 
ethic and ethos that had underpinned her teenage 
years kicked in. Ultimately, that trademark 
commitment and determination masked a 
growing sense of anxiety, fear and uncertainty.

“I hid it well,” confesses Savannah. “I’m 
naturally quiet anyway and I think I just retreated 
further and further into my shell. I didn’t know 
what it was back then, but I was suffering from 
severe anxiety and depression. 

“I talk to people a lot more now. But I used to 
get so anxious. I’d make myself physically sick 
before fights. I’d think of any way I could to put 
myself off a fight. I didn’t believe in myself. But I 
stuck at it and qualified for the 2016 Olympics.”

If Rio was supposed to serve as some kind of 
skewed redemption, then Savannah’s sobering 
experience in Brazil only compounded those 
suppressed feelings of frustration, disillusionment 
and rank disappointment. 

Through no fault of her own she became 
embroiled in a wider controversy surrounding 
the judging at a boxing tournament dogged by 
controversy. If she hadn’t already, then Savannah 
reached tipping point.

“I headed to Rio thinking to myself that I’d been 
through so much that I’d go there, pick up a medal 
and walk away,” she recalls. “At this point I’d totally 
fallen out of love with boxing. It was so political. 
I even started to hate training – the aspect of the 
sport I’d always loved the most. 

“Every week I’d travel to the English Institute of 
Sport [EIS] in Sheffield. I wasn’t training with Tim 
[Coulter, coach at Hartlepool Headland] at that 
point because I was in the GB programme and 
that was part of the problem. He has always been 
like a second father to me and I have always loved 
working with him.

“Everything felt like such a slog. I used to head 
down to Sheffield on a Monday, and I’d be driving 
down the A1 thinking ‘I just don’t want to do this.’ 
But I finally got my head right and qualified for 
Rio. 

“I came through the preliminaries and reached 
the quarter-finals, but I ended up losing every 
round and it was at a point when the judges were 
coming in for some serious criticism. 

“It wasn’t a four-round defeat, but I didn’t get 
involved with that even though there was uproar 
around the result. My fight became part of the 
media spotlight focusing on judging in Rio, but I 
stayed out of it. I just thought ‘I’ve had enough of 
this.’”

Weeks later Savannah had her lightbulb 
moment, alone in a car park on the outskirts of 
Wetherby. “I was heading down to the EIS from 
Hartlepool and I just pulled into the services and 
sat there for a minute or two,” she adds.

SPORT – Savannah Marshall
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“I thought there must be more to life than this. 
Boxing felt like a job and I didn’t like anything 
about it anymore. I turned around and went home 
to Hartlepool. I left the GB squad. I was just sick of 
feeling so low.”

That arduous A1 commute was no more but 
Savannah’s life had reached a crossroads. Out of 
the blue an opportunity arose to work with one of 
the world’s greatest fighters and compete on the 
undercard of the decade’s biggest bout.

“A couple of months after I stepped away 
from GB, I got a call from a mutual friend,” adds 
Savannah. “It was at a time when the women’s 
professional game was exploding – a lot of 
women had turned professional, but they needed 
more to make the fights. It struck me as a huge 
opportunity. 

“There was the chance to go to America and 
work out of Floyd Mayweather’s gym in Las Vegas. 
I made my professional debut on the Mayweather/
Conor McGregor card in front of 14,000 people. 
I was part of Floyd Mayweather Promotions – 
otherwise known as The Money Team. 

“About two months before the fight it 
dawned on me that I’d never even trained with a 
professional boxer and that the whole professional 
game was very different to what I’d been used to. 
So I went to work with Peter Fury in Bolton and 
ended up doing my whole camp with him there.”

By now all too familiar with debilitating false 
dawns, Savannah stifled the urge to view that first 
professional fight as a game changer. A natural 
scepticism, born out of so many setbacks, served 
her well.

“After that first professional fight I ended up 
staying in the US for about six months training 
really hard,” explains Savannah. 

“However, there were a lot of broken dreams 
over there. I trained for two or three fights that fell 
through at the last minute. I had no money – I’d 
spent the money I’d made from my debut and 
the only way I would make more was by fighting 
again. 

“I was due to come back home for a wedding 
and when I got back to Hartlepool, I just realised 
it wasn’t worth going back to America. However, I 
learnt a lot about the professional game during my 
time over there. 

“I realised it’s nowhere near as structured as 
amateur boxing and it’s all about people trying 
to make money off you. Maybe I was naïve, but 
I learnt my lessons. I got out of the Mayweather 
Promotions contract and went back to Peter in 
Bolton. I asked if he would train me and he agreed. 
From that point onwards I’ve been working with 
him. It was the best decision I ever made.”

Fast forward to 2020 and Savannah is unbeaten 
in eight professional fights. 

Her ninth, against reigning WBO light 
heavyweight champion Geovana Peres, takes place 
on the Lewis Ritson undercard, in Newcastle, on 
April 4. It’s her biggest bout yet.

“I’ve got a shot at the world title and it’s an 
amazing opportunity,” she beams. “It’s massive. To 
be given the chance to fight for a world title in the 
North East is incredible. 

“I’m fighting the defending champion, so it’s 
not as if the belt is vacant. Peres is coming to 
Newcastle to defend her title and she isn’t going to 
give up that belt easily. But this is my chance. I’m 
ready to show the world what I’m all about.”

Savannah is also keen to show her gratitude 
to Ritson – a boxer she credits with breathing 
new life into a North East boxing scene rich in 
tradition.

“Lewis Ritson is North East boxing,” she adds. 
“All of us are very grateful to Lewis for what he’s 
doing to raise the profile of boxing in the region. 

“He’s opened up doors for the likes of Joe Laws 
and my very good friend April Hunter. Lewis is 
aggressive in the ring and the ultimate professional 
in terms of how he handles himself outside the 
ring.

“I’m proud to be fighting on the same bill as 
him next month.”

SAVANNAH MARSHALL
Savannah is sponsored 
by Utility Alliance in 
Hartlepool, BM Bifolding 
Doors (Middlesbrough) and 
Cameron’s Brewery.

*Tickets for ‘A Night Of 
Championship Boxing’ at 
Newcastle’s Utilita Arena are 
available by calling 0844 
4936666 or visiting: 
www.utilitaarena.co.uk
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A
t the cross-section of the North 
East and North Yorkshire lies 
Middleton Lodge, a Georgian 
country estate set in 200 acres of 
glorious woodland. Comprising 

45 bedrooms, two restaurants, treatment rooms 
and two wedding venues, Middleton Lodge is 
more of an intimate community than a stately 
home. Dating back to 1780, the 16-bedroom main 
house does tick all the boxes in terms of 18th 
century extravagance. 

Driving through the abundant woodland to get 
to the main estate buildings, you can almost touch 
the fresh air, a feeling that suddenly alerts you to 
the fact that you are now entering a place where 
relaxation is the only rationale. 

In terms of dining options, there’s something 
for every occasion at Middleton Lodge. For our 
business lunch, the Coach House made the perfect 
match. From the Mediterranean-inspired garden 
square to the most beautiful floor-to-ceiling 
arched doors, it blends traditional farmhouse with 
modern, upmarket furnishings. 

Step inside and exposed wooden beams hold up 
the ceiling overhead while crumbling plaster work 
creeps down the walls giving a sense of history to 
the place. Soft grey wood panelling separates the 
peeling walls from plush dining tables and chairs. 

Industrial brown shelving units adorned with all 
manner of Edwardian era amenities separate the 
room. 

My colleague and I were warmly welcomed, 
taken through the restaurant and shown some of 
the private dining rooms, which evoked the same 
sense of country pile grandeur as the rest of estate. 

Back in the restaurant and a generous lunch 
menu was awash with dishes created using fresh 
produce grown in the estate’s own walled garden. 

We decided to share a selection of snacks for 
the first course. These were sourdough bread and 
butter (£2), crackling and apple puree (£3.50), hot 
Brindisa chorizo (£5), breaded feta cheese (£3) 
and two shucked seasonal oysters with shallot 
vinegar, tabasco and lemon (£2.90 each).

After amusing ourselves at the lack of grace with 
which we ate our oysters, we got onto the small 
plates. Thin sticks of salty crackling were stood 
upright in a glass ramekin of creamy apple puree 

BUSINESS LUNCH – 
MIDDLETON LODGE ESTATE

BUSINESS LUNCH – Middleton Lodge Estate

A recently renovated Georgian estate, inspired by the Mediterranean and committed to rest and relaxation, 
Middleton Lodge makes a glorious setting for a business lunch. Richard Dawson heads to the south of the region to 

find out more 
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MIDDLETON LODGE ESTATE
www.middletonlodge.co.uk 
@MiddletonLodge

– pure indulgence. The chorizo and breaded feta 
were thoughtfully presented in cast iron serving 
dishes, in keeping with aesthetic of the Coach 
House. Both were also incredibly tasty – the 
chorizo had been sealed so as to keep the paprika 
juices locked in while the feta was complimented 
by a delicious tomato chutney.  

For mains, we ordered 8oz rump steak with 
fries and salad (£25) and at the recommendation 
of our waiter, the fish and chips with tartare sauce, 
crushed peas, pickled shallots and herb garnish 
(£14). 

The way a restaurant serves its steak is always 
a good benchmark of culinary expertise and here 
Middleton Lodge disappoint. The medium-rare 
steak was nicely charred on the outside and warm 
all the way through, without losing that pink and 
tender middle. The flaky fish was served on a bed 
of precision cut chips and complimented by the 
most delicious tartare sauce.  

We were tempted into desserts of sticky toffee 
pudding (£7) and vanilla panna cotta with 
poached Yorkshire rhubarb and toasted almonds 
(£7.50). 

The sticky toffee pudding was light, sweet and 
fresh while the panna cotta was notable for the 
choice of rhubarb – such a dish is traditionally 
matched berries or fruits of the forest. But it 
worked very well and when combined with 
toasted almonds made for a satisfying end to what 
had been a very pleasant meal. 

From start to finish, staff were both congenial 
and at ease, particularly when it came to the 
pacing of the courses. Timing can have a huge 
impact on the dining experience and at Middleton 
Lodge, they got it perfect for a busy Thursday 
afternoon service. We could have sat there all 
afternoon. 

Middleton Lodge will appeal to a wide range of 
tastes and at the very south of the region, could 
make the perfect meeting point for a business 
lunch with a client or colleague from one of the 
other nodes of the Northern Powerhouse. 
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On the edge of Northumberland National Park, Woodhill Hall is a luxurious country house set on a 
private 100-acre estate. This poached lobster recipe comes straight out of their award-winning kitchen, 

which emphasises fine dining and quality produce 

RECIPE OF THE MONTH - Woodhill Hall

Butter poached lobster with peanut 
sauce, heritage carrots, pak choi, 

coconut and lobster foam

Ingredients

1 live North Sea lobster

1 tsp crushed peanuts
1 tsp peanut butter

200ml coconut milk
1 tsp Thai red curry paste

1 tsp Thai fish sauce,
1/2 tsp tomato puree

1/2 tsp dark brown sugar

50g diced onion
50g diced carrot
50g diced celery

50g diced leek
1 clove of garlic

1 bay leaf
1 sprig of thyme

1/2 tsp tomato puree
 Pinch of paprika

Dash of brandy
Splash of white wine

Fish stock
1 tsp of double cream

1 thick slice of orange heritage carrots
1 thick slice of purple heritage carrots

Knob of butter
Vegetable stock

1 pak choi
Knob of butter 

Vegetable stock

Method

Lobster:
• Take one live lobster, pierce the head with a knife to kill quickly
•  Place into a pan of boiling water for one minute, then place into ice cold water not to cook the 

lobster but to free the flesh from the shell 
•  Take the flesh from the shell, gently poach in an emulsion of butter and fish stock for three 

minutes

Peanut Sauce:
•  Combine crushed peanuts, peanut butter, coconut milk, Thai red curry paste, Thai fish sauce, 

tomato puree, dark brown sugar and gently heat in pan until smooth

For the Lobster Foam:
•  Chop up the lobster shell and fry in a touch of olive oil over high heat
•   Add some finely diced onion carrot, celery and leek, clove of garlic, bay leaf, a sprig of thyme, 

1/2 tsp tomato puree and a pinch of paprika then add a dash of brandy and then a good splash 
of white wine

•  Reduce and then just cover with fish stock
•  Simmer for about 25 minutes and pass through a sieve
•  Reduce the stock slightly
•  Add 1 tsp of double cream

Heritage Carrots:
•  Peel the carrots and cut into thick strips
•  Cook in an emulsion of butter and vegetable stock

Pak Choi:
•  Cut the bottom of the Pak Choi off to seperate the leaves.
•   Place into the simmering butter and vegetable stock emulsion for 10 seconds to keep a slight 

crunch

To Serve
•  Place a heap of the peanut sauce into the centre of the plate
•  Add the lobster pieces, heritage carrots and pak choi in alternate layers
• Sprinkle a good pinch of freshly grated coconut over the top
• Foam the lobster stock with a hand blender and spoon over the top

Tip
•  A pinch of lecithin powder added to the stock before foaming helps to hold the foam for 

longer (optional)

WOODHILL HALL
www.woodhillhall.co.uk
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INTERVIEW – The Angel of Corbridge

Dating back to 1569, The Angel of Corbridge has been entertaining locals and welcoming travellers for 450 years. 
Richard Dawson checks in and swaps the hustle and bustle of Newcastle for the tranquillity of Tyne Valley

HOME COMFORTS IN THE HEART 
OF TYNE VALLEY

O
nce the most northerly town in 
the Roman Empire, Corbridge 
has a history that stretches 
far beyond our reach and 
understanding. 

Strategically located in the middle of Hadrian’s 
Wall, the Northumberland village would no 
doubt have acted as a last breath of civilisation 
for Roman legionaries as they prepared for their 
sentry duties, standing watch and defending the 
empire. 

Today, you can still see remnants of this near 
2000-year history, with buildings, ruins and a 
museum of artefacts that date back through the 
ages. With origins going as far back as 1569, The 
Angel Inn is a place with a unique history all its 
own. 

The beating heart of Corbridge, the Angel is 
a quintessential Northumbrian pub, restaurant 
and bed and breakfast that has been welcoming 
travellers for literally hundreds of years. 

Until recently, it was thought the Angel only 
dated back to 1726, when then owners Edward 
and Anne Winship added the sundial and their 
initials above the west door, which you can still 
see today. 

But in 2015, an American soldier from 
California came to Corbridge after having traced 
his ancestry back to a gentleman called William 
Hudespethe who developed the land in 1569. 

Having done it for 450 years, it’s hardly 
surprising the Angel feels at once welcoming, 
homely and friendly as soon as you cross the 
threshold. Few places can so instantly have that 
home away from home feel. 

Arriving on a stormy Friday night, the whole 
place was packed with locals. Happy hour is 
from 5pm until 7pm, and that means traditional 
Northumbrian real ales for just £3. 

Happy hour or not, it’s a glowing indictment 
of any country pub to see it bursting with local 
people for whom a couple of pints in the Angel on 
a Friday night is essential if you have a NE45 post 
code. 

And it’s a very illustrious post code to have. For 
generations, Corbridge has been synonymous with 
the wealth and aspiration of Northumberland, a 
stomping ground for the region’s country set. 

Affluent though it is, the clientele at the Angel 
comes across as nothing but friendly and down-
to-earth. The pursuit of good quality food and 
drink acts here as one of the great levellers.   

Low ceilings, wood panelling, brown leather 
sofas and carpeted throughout, the main bar and 
lounge area is thoroughly traditional and will have 
mass appeal to those looking for an authentic 
market-town meeting place.

There’re also fireplaces, sash windows and all 
the other little touches that give a country pub that 
unmistakable warming atmosphere. The Angel is 
Northumbrian charm personified. 

Our room for the night was the equally 
charming apartment at the end of the house. 

Comprising a kitchenette, bathroom, twin 
bedroom, living room and master bedroom, it 
was a generous space to spend the night. From 
the four-piece sofa to the dining table and chairs, 
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it was also neatly dressed in tartan and replete 
with all of your British home comforts – hot water 
bottles, fitted curtains and a fully-stocked mini 
bar. 

For fans of a good red, there’s a dedicated wine 
rack with a fine selection of bottles, chosen by the 
connoisseurs at the bar. Sat on the pouffe is also a 
book detailing the whole history of the Angel and 
Corbridge, the suppliers used for the food and 
drink offering, and all kinds of useful information 
someone visiting the area would need. 

From our cosy apartment we made our way to 
the barn restaurant, which opens on weekends 
and during busy periods to serve a progressive 
menu of predominantly British cuisine, with some 
interesting takes on country pub classics. 

The barn is tastefully decorated, with an open-
beam roof and walls of exposed stone on one side 
and distressed antique mirrors on the other. 

Feeling ready for a degustation, we opted for 
starters of twice baked bubble and squeak souffle 
with parmesan and Marleycote cream (£7) and 
home smoked duck breast with pickled fennel, 
orange and fig salad (£7.50).

We were off to a good start, particularly with the 
bubble and squeak souffle. Served in a cast iron 
dish, it was light, fluffy and well-seasoned. What 
a good idea to take a dish traditionally made up 
of leftover vegetables and turn it into an indulgent 
souffle. The French would be proud. 

The duck was also thoughtfully presented, sliced 
thinly, served cold and complimented by seared 
orange and fig. 

For mains, I decided to order from the specials 
menu, which had some tasty options, eventually 
plumping for the pan-fried sirloin steak with 
oyster mushrooms, Jerusalem artichoke and truffle 
oil jus (£19). 

For my dinner partner, it was the vegan leek, 
potato, cep and thyme pie with seasonal vegetables 
(£14), which was one of a number of vegetarian 
options.

When the steak arrived, it was incredibly 
aromatic with the truffle oil working its magic 
on the dish and combining well with the oyster 
mushrooms. Precision slices of medium-
cooked sirloin were eagerly consumed with root 
vegetables soaking up the tasty jus. 

The vegan pie was also something of a triumph, 
perfectly seasoned with a rich leek and potato 

filling – all the more impressive given that no 
animals were involved in the making of it. 

No longer having the capacity for a dessert each, 
we again consulted the specials menu and went 
for the glazed lemon tart with vanilla cream (£4). 
Delicate, sugar glazed and paired with caramelised 
fruit, the tart’s acidity was just the right neutraliser 
after such a feed. 

One of the most striking features of the Angel 
is its people – all incredibly passionate about the 
place and personally invested in making sure you 
have a good time. 

As both a gateway to Northumberland and 
UNESCO Hadrian’s Wall, it should be first on 
the list for anyone passing through the historic 
Corbridge.

THE ANGEL OF CORBRIDGE
www.theangelofcorbridge.com
@AngelCorbridge
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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: WE NEED TO TALK ABOUT THE 
BRITISH EMPIRE 
We Brits can often be guilty of glossing over our own 
colonial history. We learn about the horrors of the 
Atlantic slave trade and Nazi Germany at school, but 
very little is taught about our own historical cruelty. 
This new podcast from journalist Afua Hirsch looks 
to blows the lid of our assumptions about the lasting 
legacy of the British Empire. Over the course of six 
interviews, she speaks to key British cultural figures 
like poet Benjamin Zephaniah and broadcaster Anita 
Rani about their complicated relationships with 
colonialism. The recent Windrush scandal gives this 
podcast new prescience and reaffirms that imperialism 
still touches our lives today. 

Out now – www.audible.com

SERIES: OZARK – SEASON 3 
Jason Bateman returns as the financial advisor embroiled in money laundering operations 
with a Mexican drug cartel for the third season of Ozark. Set in the remote geographic 
region of the US to which Missouri, Arkansas, Oklahoma and Southern Kansas belong, Ozark 
follows financier Marty Bryde, his wife Laura Linney and their two children as they become 
entangled with local criminals and race to stay one step ahead of drug bosses and FBI 
officers alike. Season three finds the Brydes fighting harder than ever for control of their 
future, with a new casino up and running and plans to expand their operations. 

Out March 27 – www.netflix.com

BOOK: JOHN BERCOW – 
UNSPEAKABLE 
Order! John Bercow, the former 
Speaker of the House of Commons, 
has wasted no time putting together 
his memoirs and lifting the lid on 
what it was like to be in the hotseat 
during one of the most memorable 
periods in Parliament’s history. In 
this book, he gives his two cents 
on the personalities, characters, 
policies and legislation that have 
defined our political landscape, while 
also weaving in his own personal 
journey from being elected as an MP 
in 1997 to Brexit. One of the most 
recognisable and iconoclastic figures 
in British politics, his autobiography 
is a must read for the politically 
engaged. 

Out now – www.waterstones.com

ALBUM: SUFJAN STEVENS – APORIA 
Singer songwriter Sufjan Stevens is to release a new collaborative album with his stepfather Lowell Brams. 
It is the second time the duo have collaborated and the album, called Aporia, will come out on Asthmatic 
Kitty, the label the two set up together in 1999. Stevens is a multi-instrumentalist and writes music in various 
time signatures, often drawing on spiritual and religious themes. Expect Aporia to be expansive, ambient and 
emotionally charged. Each Stevens album is different from the last and brings in a diverse range of styles such 
as indie, folk, electronica and jazz. It’ll be interesting to see if this tradition continues on Aporia. 

Out March 27 – www.music.sufjan.com
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MUSIC: GATESHEAD 
JAZZ 
Since Sage Gateshead opened 
on the Tyne in 2004, the city’s 
reputation for music, and 
particularly jazz, has gone 
from strength-to-strength. The 
new Gateshead Jazz festival, 
taking place at the Sage 
this month, is the crowning 
stroke of that development. A 
packed-out line-up includes 
artists such as world-
renowned singer-songwriter 
and BBC Radio 2 presenter 
Jamie Cullum, the so-called 
‘Radiohead of British Jazz’ 
GoGo Penguin, and a leading 
light of the new generation of 
US Jazz, multi-instrumentalist 
Theo Croker. There are also 
tonnes of international jazz 
artists performing across the 
three-day event, which really 
showcases the whole melting 
pot of jazz from Afro-beat 
and R&B, to neo-soul and 
electronica. 

STAGE: HERE 
Four seasons, four people from four corners of the world, 
and a teenage girl’s message in the sky. Here is a coming-of-
age story with a difference. A new play by Lindsay Robben, 
Here is about finding sanctuary in the unlikeliest of places. 
It’s about dancing on rooftops, blossom in winter and re-
writing the story of the city as your own. The story follows 
two best friends with a library card, and the power they 
summon through friendship to make something magical. 
As the strange city folds and unfolds around them, Here is 
a story that opens like a book to get lost in. It’s also a case 
study in issues around seeking asylum in the UK.  

March 19 to 28 – www.northernstage.co.uk

FILM: EMMA
One of Jane Austen’s finest 
novels, Emma is the subject 
of a new film adaptation from 
director Autumn de Wilde. The 
comedy-drama film follows Emma 
Woodhouse, a quintessential 
young Georgian aristocrat who 
is spoiled, headstrong and self-
satisfied. With Anya Taylor-Joy 
starring as Emma, this film looks 
to retell the story of genteel 
women in the early 19th century, 
tackling issues of marriage, 
sex, age and social status. 
Emma thinks herself a brilliant 
matchmaker having introduced 
her former governess to another 
man but quickly comes to 
realise the pitfalls of meddling in other people’s lives. For a comedy of 
manners in the best Georgian style, make sure you watch Emma. 

Out now – www.tynesidecinema.co.uk

EXHIBITION: TESSA BUNNEY – OTHERWISE 
UNSEEN 
A little-known exhibition space just off Newcastle’s 
Quayside has a number of interesting photographic 
showings at the moment. The Side Gallery presents the 
best in documentary photography – rich, powerful and 
challenging work engaged with people’s lives and telling 
stories that often get marginalised. One such exhibition is 
Tessa Bunney’s ‘Otherwise Unseen’, which brings together 
25 years of photography and highlights the diversity of 
rural life across the world. From hill farmers near her home 
in North Yorkshire, to Icelandic puffin hunters, Finnish 
ice swimmers and Romanian nomadic shepherds, Tessa’s 
project reveals the dependencies between people, work and 
the land. 

Until April 5 – www.amber-online.com/side-gallery

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

CULTURE OUT 

ARTS - Culture out
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SAMSUNG GALAXY S20  

The race for superiority in the premium 
smartphone market is reaching 
breakneck speed at the moment. It was 
big news when Apple jumped from the 
iPhone 8 to the X, but Samsung has 
gone a step further, jumping from the 
S10 all the way to the S20. In terms 
of technical specifications, the South 
Korean tech giant really has gone all 
out. A 108mp wide angle camera on 
the Ultra model, 8K video recording at 
24 fps, 12gb RAM and a 6.2” Quad HD+ 
Dynamic AMOLED Display – it’s likely 
that the Samsung Galaxy S20 is more 
powerful than your computer. 

Samsung says this is the phone that 
will change photography and deliver a 
whole new world for mobile. If you go 
for the Ultra model, it has a massive 
108mp rear camera that really is unlike 
anything ever seen on a smartphone 
before. That resolution is higher than 
what you’ll get on most SLR cameras. 
What it means is that you’ve got 
millions more pixels at your disposal, 
so if you take a picture, expect sharp, 
focused images right to the corners 
with more detail than you will know 
what to do with. 100x zoom allows 
you to find shots that you never knew 
existed. 

The S20 also has a 5G modem built-
in, which means you can upload and 
download content in an instant and 
enjoy livestreaming, sharing and 
gaming at ‘hyperfast’ speeds. Storage 
is equally impressive, with up to 1.5tb 
potential if you expand with a microSD 
– that’s 750,000 photos.

£799 – out now – www.samsung.com

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

TECH 

TECHNOLOGY
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ROLAND GO:PIANO

The Roland Go:Piano blends classic keyboard 
functionalities with Amazon’s Alexa to make the 
process of learning a new musical instrument that little 
bit easier. Roland’s acclaimed sound engine means you 
can play anywhere in your home and maintain high 
sound quality. Better still, you can operate nearly every 
onboard control using just your voice. This means you 
never have to interrupt the music to change sounds 
or filter through complicated menus with fussy button 
presses. You can also record your performances in 
real-time and play along to your favourite songs – just 
ask Alexa to queue them up for you and play. 

£439 – out now – www.amazon.co.uk

FUJIFILM X100V   

The fifth generation of the X100 series, the Fujifilm 
X100V retains its distinctive retro design but 
moves forward with a serious upgrade in features 
and performance. A newly designed 23mm f2 lens 
provides better resolution and lower distortion to 
ensure every detail is reproduced beautifully. The 
advanced hybrid viewfinder enables quick and easy 
transitions between seeing the world as it is and a 
real-time representation of the image as it’s being 
made. The X100V is also weather resistant and has a 
new tilting rear LCD monitor for an image first user. 
With 4K video at 30 frames per second and many 
other cinematic features, this versatile camera is the 
perfect companion for making memories.  

£1299 – out now – www.parkcameras.com

IFI AUDIO AURORA  

Inspired by Japanese industrial designers and 
architecture, and created in France, this all-in-one music 
system from iFi Audio sounds as good as it looks. In the 
home, the office or the garden, music has never looked 
or sounded so good. Clad in bamboo and elevated 
on a distinctive aluminium frame, the Aurora’s design 
is striking. Crisp, clean lines and a hint of vintage are 
matched by an impressive mix of analogue and digital 
audio technologies. iFi’s new PureEmotion delivers a 
sound that combines purity of tone with high speed and 
dynamic gusto, ensuring the emotive quality of music is 
delivered in full effect. 

£1399 – out now – www.futureshop.co.uk

TECHNOLOGY
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Ian Lamming finds himself on a roll in the new Bentley Mulsanne Speed

MONOLITHIC MAJESTY

F
reak weather conditions are 
plaguing the Earth right now and 
today it’s the turn of the hailstorm.

Bad enough that the Bentley’s 
glorious two-tone paintjob is 

having to endure the indignity of being pelted by 
frozen droplets of rain – now where did I leave 
my man with the two branded brollies? – but after 
attempting and failing to shot-blast the livery, the 
deluge is deposited in the road, at least a couple of 
inches deep.

Now that’s going to make for an interesting ride 
home.

Nothing to worry about really, just slot the 
eye of the needle, except this time the needle 
comprises high, jagged, drystone walls and the 
cotton is a three-tonne monolith. 

And the Kia up my rear? That’s just a cursory 
detail designed to age me prematurely. Just what 
does the driver in the Ceed see that I don’t? 

The road is festooned with icy jewels doing 

their very best to mimic ball bearings, causing the 
front and rear ends to move around alarmingly.

If you bend it, you buy it Mrs, and with a total 
price tag, including lovely options, of more than 
£289,000, good luck with that one. That’ll be your 
first born gone then. 

Risking a quick signal and a dab of the brakes, 
I pull over and she is off to harass and harangue 
another unfortunate while I can relax, at least a 
tad, as the Mulsanne tiptoes home.

Ironic really as this is the ‘Speed’ variant, 
Bentley’s most powerful and quickest four door 
saloon – well, for saloon, read limo – yet I’m 
driving it slower than our Toyota.

Mulsanne is Bentley doing what Bentley does 
best, make highly desirable, stunningly capable 
and ultra-exclusive delights. Mulsanne is top of 
the range. Mulsanne is a true leviathan.

Look at the statistics – 18.3ft long, 7.2ft wide, 
5ft tall and weighing in fully loaded at more than 
three tonnes. So that fills the road somewhat then.

MOTORS  – Bentley Mulsanne Speed
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Shifting monolithic proportions like that 
requires a 6.75 litre twin turbo V8, producing 
530bhp and a staggering 1,100Nm of torque – 
enough grunt to pull the Earth out of orbit and 
closer to the Sun, I would say.

When it’s only pulling itself the oomph will 
fling it to the benchmark 60mph in a sports 
car-like 4.8 seconds and on to a top speed of 
190mph – not that we would ever drive like 
that in this country, your honour.

Driven normally, and not on frozen peas, 
Mulsanne is remarkably manageable – I even 
manage to reverse park it in the street to 
rapturous applause from passers-by impressed 
with my manoeuvring prowess. Ok, the reverse 
camera and beepers help, but they aren’t to 
know and I’m happy to take the plaudits.

I’m also happy to drive this beast on the 
open road where it is staggeringly agile and 
grin-inducingly fun. 

That silky V8 bellows in approval when 
worked a bit harder and its endless reserves of 
power are astounding. 

A divan-like ride becomes sporty and 
computer-controlled at the turn of a knob and 
what is a gargantuan vehicle seems to shrink to 
accommodate more aggressive input from the 

driver – who would have thought it?
All great, but what really sets Mulsanne 

apart is the delectable build quality and 
attention to detail, especially if you opt for 
the ‘Mulliner’ pack. Exquisitely upholstered 
diamond-quilted seats with embossed 
headrests and matching cushions offer drawing 
room levels of comfort and opulence.

In the rear, tablet-style monitors rise 
majestically from the backs of the front seats 
when required, which link via Bluetooth 
to headphones and the £16,000 optional 
infotainment centre. 

Driver gets a knurled gear lever, organ stop 
controls and drilled alloy sport pedals.

The interior is swathed in cow and carbon 
fibre and the fascia resembles that of an aircraft 
cockpit with myriad switches, a touchscreen 
and old-fashioned dials.

It’s a feast, a fusion of old with new. From 
the tip of the distinctive Flying ‘B’ radiator 
mascot to the end of its slightly funereal rump, 
Mulsanne oozes finesse, class and charm.

In weather like this it could have proved to 
be a very expensive toboggan, but if you are 
going to tackle the Cresta run you might as 
well do it in perfect comfort and style.

BENTLEY MULSANNE SPEED 
www.bentleymotors.com

FACT FILE
Bentley Mulsanne Speed 
Engine: 6.75 litre twin turbo V8
Power: 530bhp
0-60mph: 4.8 secs
Top speed: 190mph
Combined MPG: 18.8
Transmission: 8-speed automatic
CO2 g/km: 342
Price: from £289,325 (including 
options)
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NORTH EAST TIMES’ BREAKFAST  
EVENT - North East Times

North East Times launched its Skills Issue at a special breakfast hosted by Gateshead College. Attendees enjoyed 
informal networking and light refreshments, while receiving the latest issue of the magazine. Cover star Mike 

Matthews spoke at the event about his business journey from apprentice tool maker to heading the UK and European 
operations at a global manufacturing business
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W
hat is the greatest physical feat you’ve 
witnessed by an individual and why?
I’m in awe of Claire Lomas. Paralysed from 
the chest down in a horseriding accident, she 
has since taken up motorcycling, skiing, and 

is learning to fly a microlight. She has walked the London Marathon 
route in a robotic suit. Her determination is an inspiration. 

What about by a group or team?
My heroes are the campaigners of Oakland Privacy, in California. 
After a long campaign, they convinced their local authority that if 
technology collects data on citizens, it must be accountable to those 
citizens. Some of those campaigners now sit on the Oakland Privacy 
Advisory Commission, set up to draft laws controlling how the City 
of Oakland can use any new surveillance technology. The local police 
and authorities have to report to the Commission on what data has 
been collected, how it’s been used, and whether they have followed 

the agreed rules. The citizens of Oakland have proved we don’t have 
to accept the loss of our privacy, and that we can – and should – 
demand a say in how technology is used by public bodies. We could 
do with more of that in the UK, where facial recognition and other 
mass surveillance is introduced without public discussion.

Which demonstration of intelligence has most impressed you?
Whoever invented central heating. You’re right, I am nesh as you like. 
But every autumn I say a little inward thank you to everybody who 
got us through the Industrial Revolution to a world where my whole 
house is warm when I get home. It still tickles me that Alan Turing 
predicted in 1950 that, by the year 2000, we’d have machines that 
could think, but he also talked about sending that robot 'child’ out 
to fill the coal scuttle. He could imagine a machine that learns like a 
human child, but he couldn’t imagine a world with central heating.

What do you consider to be the greatest feat in business and why?
I was trying to think of a particularly canny or wise investment in 
something that turned out to be very necessary to modern life. But 
the truth is, we never do know what will turn out to be the next 
big thing, and which will turn out to be a great idea in the wrong 
place and time. So can I just say – everybody who takes a punt on 
something, knowing that it may not work out? We need businesses to 
be willing to take risks, otherwise innovation grinds to a halt. 

Which act of generosity has inspired you the most and why?
Of all the people I know who pour energy and money into good 
causes, I’m going to single out the team who run Debating Matters. 
To call it a national debating competition doesn’t do it justice.
It gets Sixth Formers to tackle real-world issues like compulsory 
vaccinations, climate change and reparations for colonialism, gets a 
panel of adult judges to challenge them, and sets a standard for debate 
that some politicians could learn from. Apart from a tiny, underpaid 
team, everyone involved gives their time for nothing. When we’re 
old and these young people are running the world, we’ll be glad that 
they’ve learned to see all sides of an argument and make their case 
rationally and thoughtfully. Last year’s North East Championship was 
won by Hartlepool Sixth Form College with a debate on populism 
and democracy. 

Timandra Harkness is a freelance writer and presenter, and author of Big Data: does size matter?

GREATEST FEATS
INTERVIEW – Timandra Harkness

TIMANDRA HARKNESS
@timandraharknes
www.timandraharkness.com 
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