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EDITOR’S WORD
Welcome

Editor’s Word...
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ALISON COWIE
alison@netimesmagazine.co.uk
07961091522
@AlisonNETimes

elcome to an edition of
North East Times that the
team and I felt was the only
one we could produce at
this time – The Disrupted
Issue. Our aim was simple; to provide a platform for
individuals, companies and organisations to share
their news and views that sum up the unprecedented
upheaval we're experiencing as a result of the worst
crisis for generations.
Our first thought, though, is for people's health
and our hearts go out to those affected by this cruel
virus, as well as their families, friends and colleagues.
We also join the cacophony of voices that thank
our NHS, as well as the care workers, supermarket
staff, teachers, delivery people and all the other
essential workers who are too numerous to
mention. You are doing a fantastic job, and we are
immeasurably indebted to every one of you.
In the following pages of this issue, you can
read about the different ways local businesses and
organisations are tackling the pandemic alongside
messages from individuals who represent key
workers and local communities.
We fully recognise the enormous financial toll
coronavirus is making on local businesses and
organisations, but we also see how the North East
community is rising to the challenge of COVID-19 in
some ingenious ways. Most businesses successfully
implemented remote working practices immediately
after lockdown. Others have pivoted their entire

operations to help produce much-needed PPE for
the NHS.
The team and I would like to thank all our partners
and advertisers who have supported this issue. We
often say it, but now more than ever, we couldn't do
what we do without you.
Thanks also go to those who have taken part in
interviews and provided expert comments for this
issue. We have tried our very best to make sure all
the information contained in this issue is as timely
as possible up to our print day (April 24). And
to confirm, all our photography is either existing
imagery, has been taken with strict adherence to
social distancing or – as you can see from our cover
story – use the technology that so many of us are now
relying on daily.
It's clear coronavirus will have profound and longlasting ramifications, but North East Times remains
committed to providing a voice for those who are
shaping the region's economy.
Please take care of yourself and others.
Alison
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the North East Times title, while embracing the
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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.
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NEWS
Bulletin

BULLETIN
CONSTRUCTION

Family steel firm secures
council office revamp contract
Finley Structures supports work on Durham
County Council’s new headquarters

A

County Durham steel fabrication firm is supporting
a local authority’s office transformation plan.
Finley Structures has secured a contract to supply
12,000 metres of steel for Durham County Council’s
new headquarters.
The authority is building a smaller base on the city’s Sands car
park as part of wider ambitious plans to rejuvenate the area’s business
community.
By shifting from its existing County Hall base, the council says its
blueprint will free up crucial space to create a 6000-job commercial
district in the Aykley Heads area, which it believes will help deliver a
£400 million economic boost.
Family-run Finley Structures, which is based in Newton Aycliffe,
was appointed to the project by major contractor Kier.
The business will fabricate and erect 12,000 linear metres of steel
for the office development, with the endeavour coming two years

after the company completed major works on Durham’s Riverwalk
scheme.
Julie Raistrick, Finley Structures’ managing director, said: “It’s great
to be back in Durham working on another project on our doorstep; as
a North East firm, we love working on local projects.
“We’re very proud to be leaving our footprint on the huge
developments happening in the city.”
The project also marks a repeat of business between Finley
Structures and Kier, with the firm having previously completed a
330-tonne project for the operator at Bishop Auckland’s Bishop
Barrington School.
Finley Structures operates nationwide across a number of
industrial sectors.
Its portfolio includes a previous project to supply the steel frame
for trainbuilder Hitachi Rail’s £82 million factory in Newton Aycliffe.

MANUFACTURING

Marine engineer celebrates lucrative
global success
A marine engineer has hailed a strong first quarter after securing a
multi-million-pound haul of contracts.
Pipeshield International Limited has picked up 20 projects with
clients across the UK, Europe, USA, Middle East and Asia.
Its deals include orders to make and supply subsea mattress
protection systems – used to safeguard underwater pipelines – for
customers in Azerbaijan, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates.
The company, part of Newton Aycliffe-based Tekmar Group, will
also supply mattresses and lifting frames to clients operating across
the UK, French and US offshore wind markets.
General manager David Blake said: “We look forward to providing
customers with market-leading subsea protection and stabilising
solutions.”
Pipeshield, which operates a manufacturing site at the Port of
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Blyth, was acquired by Tekmar Group in a £6.5 million deal last year.
At the time, bosses said it was a “perfect fit” alongside Tekmar
Group’s existing services, which include its flagship TEKLINK
underwater cable protection system.

COVID-19 news
•L
 ocal authorities across
the north of the region –
Newcastle City Council,
Sunderland City Council,
Northumbria County
Council, South Tyneside
Council and Gateshead
Council – have already paid
out more than £150 million
in business support grants
during the coronavirus
pandemic.

RETAIL

TRANSPORT

Jobs secured

Railway rescue

North East jobs have been secured after an e-bike
retailer saved a shop from closure.
Pure Electric has taken on Halfords’ Cycle
Republic store at the Metrocentre.
Officials say the move has safeguarded six jobs.
The Gateshead store had been earmarked for
closure after Halfords announced a cost-cutting
operational restructure in March.
Pure Electric bosses expect the shop to open
by early summer 2020, subject to COVID-19
lockdown restrictions.

Fifty jobs are expected to be created after an
historic County Durham rail line was saved.
Weardale Railway, which runs from Bishop
Auckland to Stanhope, has been rescued from
administration by The Auckland Project.
The sale was supported by law firm Womble
Bond Dickinson.
Partner Kevin Bell [pictured], who led its team,
said: “Helping clients support the economy, culture
and legacy of the North East is an important
strategic goal for us.”

•D
 urham County Council
has awarded more than
£76 million in business
support grants, with its
final figure expected to hit
just under £95 million.
•N
 issan’s Sunderland
plant is helping deliver
thousands of protective
face visors to frontline
NHS workers treating
coronavirus patients.
•C
 PI has joined a national
drive to identify and
produce effective
vaccines for COVID-19. It
is supporting efforts to
make and formulate novel
vaccine candidates from its
base in Darlington.
•T
 he University of
Sunderland’s Faculty
of Health Sciences and
Wellbeing has provided
COVID-19 testing
equipment to South Tees
Hospitals NHS Foundation
Trust. Teesside University
has sent kit to North Tees
and Hartlepool Hospitals
NHS Foundation Trust to
help scale up COVID-19
testing.

DEVELOPMENT

AWARDS

Innovation project

Royal recognition

An architect has been appointed to develop a
masterplan for a city centre innovation hub.
GSS Architecture is working with Newcastle
University on the multi-million-pound Campus for
Ageing and Vitality.
The site will oversee work on healthy ageing
innovation.
Bosses say it will complement the nearby
Newcastle Helix development – where GSS
delivered The Catalyst building – which includes
the National Innovation Centre for Ageing and
National Innovation Centre for Data.

Seven North East companies have been honoured
with Royal approval for their work.
Wilton-based life science company Absolute
Antibody Ltd, Crafter’s Companion, in Newton
Aycliffe, and North Shields’ D-Line (Europe)
Limited have all received Queen’s Awards for
Enterprise in International Trade. Sedgefield’s
Kromek Group, Seaham-based Prima Cheese
and The WorkCast Corporation, in Houghton-leSpring, also picked up the accolade. Newcastle’s
Shared Interest Society received a Queen’s Award
for Enterprise in Sustainable Development.

•A
 cademics at Northumbria
University have secured
regional support and
funding to develop
technology with the
potential to diagnose
disease – such as COVID-19
– through breath collection.
•M
 HA Tait Walker has
launched an online
COVID-19 support hub
for SMEs and set up
the LinkedIn North East
Business Continuity Group
to offer further guidance.
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NEWS
Deals

DEALS
FINANCE

Financial advisor grows with North
Yorkshire expansion
A mutual’s financial advice subsidiary says it has strengthened its
personal touch after buying a fellow market operator.
Newcastle Financial Advisers Ltd has acquired North Yorkshirebased Carter James Associates.
Bosses at the firm – part of Newcastle Building Society – say the
move will further bolster its commitment to providing face-to-face
advice across the North East, North Yorkshire and Cumbria.
As part of the deal, Amanda Carter, director and financial adviser
at Carter James Associates, which has hundreds of insurance and
mortgage clients, has joined Newcastle Financial Advisers.

Stuart Dodson, managing director of Newcastle Financial
Advisers, said: “Amanda brings valuable experience and knowledge of
the North Yorkshire region.”

EDUCATION

FINANCE

HOSPITALITY

NCFE strengthens offer
with Campaign for
Learning move

Partners’ vow after
Leathers Corporate
Finance buyout

Inn Collection Group
secures new Lakes pub
deal

An education and skills charity has taken
on an independent learning charity to boost
training and knowledge provision.
Newcastle-based NCFE has added
Campaign for Learning to its operations.
David Gallagher, NCFE chief executive,
said: “Campaign for Learning has been a
valuable ally for a number of years. It brings
an energy around learning, particularly
around the widening participation agenda –
something NCFE is keen to explore further.”
Under the terms of the agreement,
Campaign for Learning will retain its brand
identity and independent management of
activities.

The founding partners of a corporate finance
company have vowed to deliver further
“quality, excellence and integrity” after
finalising a buyout.
Abu Ali and Phil Williams have taken
on Newcastle-based Leathers Corporate
Finance. The operator has been renamed
Williams Ali Corporate Finance, with Abu
and Phil complementing the name change
with plans for new city offices.
As part of the deal, Michael Leather will
step down as chairman.
The buyout was supported by HSBC’s
Martin Glaholm and Anthony Evans’ team at
law firm Muckle.

A pub and accommodation operator has
extended its offering with a Lake District
deal.
The Inn Collection Group has bought The
Swan, based in Grasmere. The agreement
extends the Northumberland-headquartered
company’s venue portfolio to 14, with
bosses revealing it remains on target to
double its estate of freehold pubs over the
next two years. Sean Donkin, The Inn
Collection Group’s managing director, said:
“We are absolutely thrilled to have added
this superb venue.” The firm’s sites include
bases in Northumberland, County Durham,
Sunderland and Yorkshire.
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Burning Issue

BURNING ISSUE
What has the impact of the coronavirus outbreak taught you about business resilience
and how do you think it will help strengthen future operations?

Paul Wellstead

John Sayers

Developer
Spectrum Business Park

Managing director
Hodgson Sayers

As employers and employees adapt to the impact of COVID-19,
the importance of flexibility and community has come to the fore.
Together, we are stronger and a robust business community such
as that at Spectrum Business Park and the wider East Durham area
increases resilience and the availability of support. I believe there
will be an evolved view of traditional workspace in the future. Office
facilities will become more agile and flexible to co-exist with an
increase in off-site and homeworking. Our Spectrum 4 office has
recently been let to Believe Housing for this very purpose.

The COVID-19 outbreak has taught me that whatever I knew
about business resilience, it was not enough. This pandemic has
rendered all business resilience models obsolete and thrust us all
into unknown territory. Nobody was prepared. This is a cruel and
unforgiving virus that strikes indiscriminately and thus weakens
the fabric of society of which business is a part. The strength and
resilience comes from the people who cope, adapt and persevere.
Businesses need to use that strength to build a more resilient model,
one that draws on that indomitable community spirit.

Andrew Thompson
Managing director
Mobile Mini UK

Our business has been forced to evolve very quickly – from how we
engage with customers to the way our team works – and changes
that wouldn’t necessarily be considered under normal circumstances
have shown the strength and opportunity within our company.
Leveraging technology to become more responsive and accessible,
while reducing operating costs, means we have the potential to
become more profitable, benefitting both the customer and our
business. By putting our team first, taking on board ideas and
coming together, we have been able to make some fundamental
changes that will enable us to continue to grow.

Colin Bell

Business growth director
North East Local Enterprise Partnership

What has been achieved in the past three weeks would normally
take 12 months. Businesses have pivoted quickly to change working
arrangements, what they offer, their processes and systems, and
all while taking a people-first approach. It is a clear demonstration
of what is possible when an urgent cause – that people are directly
connected with and care about – aligns with collective ingenuity,
resources and energy to achieve incredible results.
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MONTHLY REPORT
COVID-19

MONTHLY REPORT
The coronavirus pandemic has triggered a full-blown global recession that will make 2020
a difficult year for many businesses across the North East. But we should be reminded that
economic crisis is a permanent feature of capitalism and a key driver of innovation. Richard
Dawson looks at some of the North East firms that are innovating to come through this period
stronger than ever

T

i
MONTHLY REPORT
North East Times recognises
that the COVID-19 situation,
responses and impact are ever
changing. This information was
correct at time of print (April
24).
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he coronavirus crisis has rocked
capitalism to its very foundations,
with markets in turmoil, companies
facing insolvency, individuals facing
unemployment and governments
borrowing at breakneck speed to limit the damage
of the above.
The chaos the pandemic has unleashed is not
unique but rather an iteration of a familiar story
that has occurred time-and-time again in the
capitalist world. This economic system is propelled
forward by cycles of innovation that create new
industries and destroy old ones.
The trigger is always different – an energy crisis,
a collapse in the housing market or this time
around, a global public health emergency. But the
boom and bust principle is always the same.
It was the Austrian economist Joseph
Schumpeter who first used the phrase “creative
destruction” to describe the processes of
capitalism. Schumpeter thought that innovation
was the key driver of economic growth and that
businesses driven by innovation in turn would
be able to adapt to new economic conditions and
thrive.
While we have no way of knowing how and
when the economic crisis triggered by coronavirus
will end, it is the ability to innovate which will be
rewarded when it does. Times like these remind us
that innovation is not just a buzzword but rather
a means to safeguarding businesses from the
disruption that is always around the corner.
The North East has a proud heritage of
innovation, having powered the Industrial
Revolution and given the world the lightbulb and
the railways. We have not always been first to
adapt to new economic conditions, but we have
learned from our experiences and today have
more innovative companies adapting to the new
normal than ever before.
Whether it’s music venues streaming digital
concerts, restaurants and retailers adjusting to
home delivery, or manufacturers producing in-

demand supplies for the NHS frontline, the North
East is showing that it will be part of the new
world that emerges.
Companies that have pivoted to tackle the
public health crisis are almost twice as valuable in
economic terms. Not only are they demonstrating
their ability to innovate and drive future growth,
they are also directly involved in eradicating the
thing that has triggered this crisis in the first place
– coronavirus.
Barbour is one of the North East’s most
recognisable brands. The 126-year-old company
has weathered its fair share of crises, consistently
reinventing itself in the face of changing trends
and demands. If Barbour had stuck to just selling
oilskins to mariners, dockers and farmers, it likely
wouldn’t be a household name today.
That the South Tyneside-based company is now
pivoting to produce personal protective equipment
(PPE) is another example of this legacy. Working
closely with the Royal Victoria Infirmary (RVI),
which was the first hospital in the UK to treat
coronavirus patients back in January, Barbour is
moving to large scale production of medical gowns
and scrubs for NHS Trusts across the North East.
Stressing that everyone has a role to play in
the fight against COVID-19, company chairman
Dame Margaret Barbour says: “The factory where
we normally make our classic wax jackets is no
stranger to adaptation.
“During both World Wars, we turned the
factory over to make military garments to assist
the war effort. We are pleased to once again be able
to make a difference and this time, to support the
NHS.”
Another firm using its manufacturing capacity
to help beat the spread of COVID-19 is the Poetic
License distillery in Sunderland. The company,
which normally produces small-batch speciality
gins with flavours like honey-bee blossom and
blackcurrant and ginger, is now producing hand
sanitiser for the NHS and the public.
Using ethanol, which is part of the distilling

process, Poetic License is producing 2000 bottles
of sanitiser, made to World Health Organisation
(WHO) specifications.
“This is about us being able to do something for
the community,” says managing director Jonathan
Graham.
A number of bottles are being donated to the
NHS and are available to buy for £3 for a 100ml
bottle, with a maximum order of four bottles per
customer.
Meanwhile, one of the North East’s most
renowned innovative companies – Sedgefieldbased Kromek – is pivoting to produce crucial
medical equipment to the frontline.
The company, which is known globally for its
flagship D3S detection technology used to identify
terror threats such as ‘dirty bombs’, has plans to
manufacture and supply thousands of ventilators
for UK and international markets.
Dr Arnab Basu, chief executive, hopes that as
many as 2000 of the life-saving machines will be
available within 12 weeks and is working with
Metran Co. Ltd – Japan’s leading ventilator maker
– to make it happen.
“We have been working through the British
Embassy in Japan with substantial help from the
Department of International Trade,” he says. “By
combining our existing manufacturing skills
with Metran’s proven technology, we expect to
manufacture and deliver these robust ventilators
in a rapid manner.”
This is just a snapshot of the many North East
firms that are finding opportunities to provide
products, services and value in this crisis. And
while changes in production at Barbour, Poetic
License and Kromek may be temporary, they
demonstrate an agility and capacity to innovate
that is going to be crucial as we redefine ourselves
in the age of coronavirus.
As businesses battle through this period of
disruption, the Schumpeterian principle of
creative destruction reminds us that this is all a
matter of course.
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RECRUITMENT

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

Sir David Bell
Chair
Karbon Homes

A housing association has appointed a new chair.
Sir David Bell has taken on the role at Gosforthheadquartered Karbon Homes. Vice-chancellor and
chief executive of the University of Sunderland, he
replaces Sebert Cox this month. Sir David brings a
wealth of regional and national experience to the
role, having previously spent six years as permanent
secretary at the Department for Education. He also
formerly served as chief inspector of schools.

Emma Liddle

Department head of
residential conveyancing
Mincoffs Solicitors

Emma Liddle has been promoted to the role of
department head in Newcastle-based Mincoffs
Solicitors’ residential conveyancing team. She takes
over from the retiring Una Coulson, who spent
40 years with the firm. Emma, a Fellow of the
Chartered Legal Executives, has almost 20 years’
conveyancing experience. She joined Mincoffs in
2013 and was promoted to residential conveyancing
team assistant manager in 2016. She is assisted by
solicitor Adrienne Lawson.

James Heathcote
i
APPOINTMENTS
Have you moved job or
appointed someone to your
team? Contact
steven@netimesmagazine.co.uk
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Director – private client
advisory
Lancaster Knox

Specialist tax advisory firm Lancaster Knox has
promoted James Heathcote to the role of director
– private client advisory. James, a Chartered tax
advisor, leads the company’s tax offering to wealthy
clients, family offices and trustees in the UK and
overseas. Bosses at the firm say his promotion
reinforces its ongoing commitment to working with
high-net-worth individuals and families. James is
known for supporting clients across the North East
and Yorkshire.

Dr Arnab Basu

Deputy Lieutenant of County
Durham
Kromek

The chief executive of a technology firm has been
appointed a Deputy Lieutenant of County Durham.
Dr Arnab Basu, boss at NETPark-based Kromek,
will support Her Majesty’s Lord-Lieutenant of
County Durham Sue Snowdon in the role. His
duties will include promoting a good atmosphere
and spirit of co-operation across the region’s
business, voluntary and social sectors. Dr Basu
said: “I am deeply honoured to be appointed to this
prestigious role.”

Jo Anderson
Solicitor
BHP Law

Solicitor Jo Anderson has joined the residential
conveyancing department at BHP Law, based in
Darlington. Her appointment marks a return to
the business, which she first joined in 2014. She
previously specialised in family law, which she says
will help in her new role. She said: “Family law has
given me extra insight into the important role of
property when relationships break down.”

Lee Robins

Policy voice ambassador
Institute of Directors

The Institute of Directors has appointed Lee
Robins as policy voice ambassador. Lee, a director
of Billingham-based industrial technology firm
Tracerco, will lead the organisation’s Policy Voice
programme in the North East (South) area, which
covers Teesside. He will help directors influence
Government ministers and policymakers through
regular events and surveys. Lee leads Tracerco’s
global assurance business.
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COMMENT

The future of business

IN THE LIMELIGHT
With coronavirus redefining society, and having a similarly revisional effect on industry,
Steven Hugill speaks to members of the North East business community about how sectors
and organisations are flexing to combat COVID-19, and how their actions will help steer the
commercial world to success when the pandemic abates

W

hen the Big Brother house first opened its
doors, Britain stepped into a new televisual
world.
The show that spawned reality
programming had a simple premise:
manufactured isolation under the – increasingly loose – guise of
scientific experimentation.
A laboratory for human study and petri dish for short-lived minor
celebrity careers, Big Brother confined contestants to the same four
walls, subjected them to rationed food supplies and voided physical
contact with loved ones.
Shut off from the real world, the protagonists’ everyday lives were
replaced by a new normal.
Some hated their time on the programme, others spoke of lifechanging social and psychological values the show had instilled.
Whatever the experience, lessons were learned.
With Britain – at the time of writing – still under a coronavirus
lockdown, the parallels between Big Brother and our present
environment are strong.
Admittedly, our shopping lists aren’t dependent on succeeding in
tasks, and our access to technology means we can speak to – and see –
family and friends.
But, like Big Brother’s vast cast, we are living through a new normal.
An area where this switch is particularly visible is in the business
world. Owing to the speed of COVID-19’s spread, organisations have
had to act with haste.
Many have altered production methods, with a great number
pivoting to support NHS needs.
The vast majority have also introduced home working, with huge
swathes of businesses using Microsoft Teams and Zoom technology to
maintain communication.
So, what will all this mean for business when the pandemic abates?
Do the new ways of working and the resilience born from combatting
COVID-19 really mean a new normal?
Mike Odysseas, founder and managing director of Stockton-based
Odyssey Systems, thinks so.
His telecommunications business has experienced a spike in
demand, particularly around support for home working.
“There will be far greater attention given to the potential of home
working,” he says.
“Previously, employers may have said there was no need but now
they can see it can help them become more efficient.
“Furthermore, the country’s infrastructure has zero issues with home
working.”
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Mike says the situation could have
positive implications on productivity, with
the increase in virtual meetings providing
additional scope to mitigate environmental
damage.
“For the last 15 to 20 years, there has been
no increase in UK productivity,” says Mike,
who’s 37-strong team began working from
home prior to the coronavirus lockdown.
“This time might help give us an increase
that we have been searching for; we can
become an efficient nation.
“Also, being able to look out of the window
and see a massive reduction in unnecessary
traffic and people doing two-hour commutes
– the world is a better place for that,” he adds.
If the COVID-19 outbreak represents
a possible watershed moment in the way
companies view home working, it will
perhaps mark a more permanent reshaping of
the UK’s retail sector.
With high street staples such as
Debenhams, Laura Ashley, Oasis, Warehouse
and BrightHouse all succumbing to
administration, and Cath Kidston embroiled
in its own insolvency process, an already
difficult trading landscape has been made
even harsher by coronavirus.
For Gateshead-based retail expert Graham
Soult, the situation paints a worrying picture
for the larger players, with the present
lockdown a further financial burden on
reserves already hit hard by fluctuating
consumer spending and rental and tax
outgoings.
However, he says the pandemic may
ultimately prove positive for independent
retailers, with their COVID-19-enforced
innovations attracting great appreciation.
“Operators like Debenham’s, Cath Kidston
and BrightHouse were already teetering
on the brink and coronavirus appears to
have pushed them over the edge,” says
Graham, who is owner and founder of retail

consultancy CannyInsights.com.
“But there are some companies that
have done well; supermarkets have spoken
to customers in plain English and clearly
explained how they can help.
“A lot of independents have also found
new ways to serve customers, whether that’s
through deliveries, moving online or by using
Facebook to communicate.
“It is quite likely some of the measures will
stick in the future,” he continues.
“There is a lot of resilience and a lot of
determination.”
Graham says Sports Direct’s misjudged
attempts to remain open during the
pandemic and Wetherspoon boss Tim
Martin’s advice that staff should take work
at Tesco amid pay delays have also given
the public even greater incentive to support
smaller operators.
“I sense quite a significant change
in dynamic in terms of people wanting
businesses to do the right thing,” he adds.
“It might be that such actions could be
the prompt that people need to turn ethical
shopping into the mainstream.”
If the retail sector has choppy waters
to cross, the region’s entrepreneurial
community, says Jonathan Lamb, stands
ready to ride the storm.
The chief executive of the Entrepreneurs’
Forum says the member organisation’s wealth
of experience and spirit to succeed means
companies and ventures can withstand any
COVID-19 legacy.
“A lot of our members have been through
previous crises, whether that be the oil price
crash in 2014/2015, the last financial crash or
the recession in the early 1990s,” he says.
“Our people can take advantage of this
experience and learn how their peers
managed things like internal communications
and wellness.
To aid members’ progress in the lockdown,

the Entrepreneurs’ Forum set up a support
hub wherein Zoom video meetings have
provided advice on subjects such as cashflow,
leadership and social media.
However, while that venture is helping
its members of today, Jonathan says the
lockdown can also be a trigger for the
businesspeople of tomorrow.
Citing the liquidation of Redcar steelmaker
SSI UK, which proved the catalyst for
numerous start-up companies, Jonathan says
the present stymied environment presents an
opportunity for people to revise their career
paths.
“It’s important at this time that people do
not feel that their options are being closed
down,” he adds.
“There were hundreds of businesses that
started as a result of the closure of SSI UK,
many of which have done very well.
“It is important that we don’t take a bleak
view of the future; 2020 will be a difficult year,
but 2021 can be a brilliant year.
“If you are a great business, a great leader
or a great entrepreneur, you will navigate your
way through this period.”

i
IN THE LIMELIGHT
North East Times recognises that the
COVID-19 situation, responses and impact
are ever changing. This information was
correct at time of print (April 24).

ODYSSEY SYSTEMS
www.odyssey-systems.co.uk
@OdysseySystems

CANNY INSIGHTS
www.cannyinsights.com
@CannyInsights

ENTREPRENEURS' FORUM
www.entrepreneursforum.net
@entforum
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COMMENT – COVID-19
Dame Jackie Daniel

A MESSAGE FROM DAME JACKIE
DANIEL, CHIEF EXECUTIVE OF
NEWCASTLE HOSPITALS TRUST

N

i
NEWCASTLE UPON TYNE
HOSPITALS NHS
FOUNDATION TRUST
nuth.offersofsupportnewcastle@
nhs.net
charity.newcastle-hospitals.nhs.
uk
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ewcastle Hospitals has been caring
for, and healing, patients with
COVID-19 since January.
As one of only five units in the UK
with the specialist team to manage
high consequence infectious diseases, we are very
proud to have led the initial UK response to this
frightening virus by looking after the very first
patients in the UK who tested positive.
I'm pleased to say we were able to discharge those
patients fit and well just a few days later.
That was a historic day, but I’m not sure even
then that we could imagine how dramatically things
would progress over the following few weeks.
Since then, across the Royal Victoria Infirmary,
Freeman Hospital and our community services, our
teams have redesigned and reoriented almost every
one of our services to support our communities in
the North East when they need us most. We have
marshalled every possible resource to strengthen our
response to support the city and the region.
Our first priority is always to keep our patients
and staff safe, and we quickly knew we needed to
create the maximum amount of critical care capacity
so we were fully prepared to deliver lifesaving care to
greatly increased numbers of patients.
Our usual 89 intensive care beds have been
increased to more than 250 in record time, and
numerous wards have been transformed in the
process.
The creation of our NHS Nightingale Hospital
North East is another amazing achievement. Taking
just three weeks to transform an empty building into
a fully operational hospital with 450 beds was only
made possible by the spirit and united efforts of local
businesses working around the clock.
For both staff and patients, access to quick and
reliable testing for the virus has been essential.
Thanks to our dedicated virologists and medical
scientists, our hospital labs were among the first
in the UK to be able to test for COVID-19, and
immediately launched into working seven days
a week to provide a service to all the North East’s
hospitals. This meant we were able to test more
people locally than almost any other part of the UK,

and we have continued to be at the forefront in this
crucial area.
Personal protective equipment has been another
critical challenge as national and international stocks
have been stretched.
I’m delighted to say that once again the North
East has risen to the challenge and responded
magnificently.
Our procurement team has worked around
the clock to source essential equipment and have
been overwhelmed by the lengths local businesses
have gone to help. It has been humbling to see the
generosity and pride that defines the North East
being focused on our NHS.
Due to that, we have been able to keep our stocks
of essential equipment replenished – meaning our
staff can work in safety.
It has been equally humbling to see and hear the
thanks for our team through the ‘Clap for Carers’,
a weekly phenomenon that allows us all a moment
of reflection to appreciate the keyworkers across
the region who are making sure we can travel to
essential work, buy essential food and stay well.
All through this uncertainty and anxiety we
continue to provide the very best care we can for
everyone. Babies are born, mums are supported to
breastfeed, and children come to our Great North
Childrens Hospital for care and treatment.
We’re caring for people with cancer and their
families, supporting people who need dialysis and
treating people who have heart conditions – and
that’s just a tiny snapshot of the services we are
continuing to provide. We’ve moved huge numbers
of outpatient appointments online and onto the
telephone, so we can keep in touch with as many
patients as possible in a safe and socially distanced
way. Together, with everyone playing their part, the
North East will come through these difficult days,
and will no doubt be stronger.
The simple, but vital contribution we can make
with handwashing, social distancing and staying
home really is saving lives.
Thank you for supporting our NHS, from the
bottom of our hearts.
Stay safe.
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INTERVIEW
Jonathan Walker

10 QUESTIONS
Jonathan Walker is assistant director – policy at the North East England Chamber of Commerce.
Here, he reveals how the business organisation has adapted to the coronavirus outbreak and the
measures it has implemented to continue supporting its membership

T

he North East England Chamber
of Commerce is the region’s largest
member organisation, representing
around 3000 businesses. During
this unprecedented time, how are
you supporting your members – and does this
support vary when it comes to SMEs and larger
businesses?
Supporting, connecting and championing our
members is what the Chamber is all about. As
soon as we saw that the coronavirus pandemic
was affecting businesses in our region, we moved
quickly to ensure we were both a reliable source
of up-to-date guidance and a strong voice calling
for the right support to help firms survive this
crisis.
The Chamber announced a £100,000 fund
on March 23. Why was it important to do
this so quickly and how is it supporting local
businesses?
We know that cashflow is one of the biggest
challenges for businesses right now. Thankfully,
the Chamber is in a position to be able to support
members facing difficulties by using this fund
to offer holidays on their membership fees.
The applications we’ve received demonstrate
how serious this situation is, but we’ve also
been pleased to see the solidarity shown by
those companies who are able to maintain their
contribution to the Chamber and support the
rest of the business community.
How has the lockdown impacted you and your
team's ability to deliver your role?
We pride ourselves on being a flexible and agile
employer, and thankfully we had systems in place
to allow a rapid transition to home working.
However, so much of what we do to campaign on
behalf of members relies on personal connections
and face-to-face interaction. Moving to doing
this entirely ‘virtually’ has presented some
challenges, especially when parts of the political
system lag well behind business when it comes
to using new technology, but we’re pleased with
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what we’ve been able to achieve. In the absence
of holding major events and seminars, this crisis
has also forced us to think about how we deliver
content to our members. Again, engagement in
our webinars, online networking and Q&As has
been really positive.
One such webinar has focused on mental health.
Why was it important to address this issue in
particular?
You cannot place too high a value on good
mental health. This crisis is affecting people’s
wellbeing in many ways; from business owners
trying to stay afloat to employees worried
about the future. It is essential that people look
after themselves during what is an incredibly
stressful time for so many of us. Encouraging
people to invest time in their mental wellbeing
is something we believe to be an important
mission.
The Chancellor announced a package of
measures on March 20 to support people, jobs
and businesses. What did you think of the
measures? Where they the right interventions
at that time? Were there any other support
schemes you would have liked to see?
The early interventions addressed many of the
issues that businesses were raising with us, such
as potential redundancies, cashflow issues and
looming tax bills. Inevitably, the speed with
which they were announced meant there were big
gaps in provision. Support for the self-employed
was the most immediate gap. While further
announcements have helped in this regard, there
are many business owners not eligible due to
the way their business operates. We have also
pushed for changes to the Government’s furlough
scheme to protect workers who fell outside the
original payroll cut-off date. Again, this has been
addressed to some extent but there are still many
who will currently miss out. The biggest issues
have been with the Government’s loan scheme.
Quite simply, not enough money has been lent
and it is not reaching firms fast enough.

The size and scale of the measures were intended
to instil confidence in the business community,
as was the Chancellor’s statement that the
Government would do “whatever it takes”. Do
you think this confidence has been achieved?
No schemes were going to be perfect and we
know there will always be some firms that fall
through the cracks. What is important is that the
Government continues to listen to businesses
as the effects of coronavirus grow. The job of
supporting the economy through the pandemic
has only just begun, and it is only by heeding
the feedback of firms that the Government can
enable a sustainable recovery.
Part of the Chamber’s remit is to lobby
Government. Are you still able to fulfil this
during the lockdown?
We place a lot of emphasis on our role in
campaigning for a better business environment.
This enables us to be a strong independent voice
and play a leading role in the British Chambers
of Commerce.
As you mention, the North East England
Chamber of Commerce is part of a wider
network. Have you been speaking to your
colleagues from other regions? And if so, what
insights are they providing?
We speak to colleagues in London daily to
understand the latest political developments and
to provide feedback from businesses in the North
East. This has been crucial in securing changes to
the Government’s support schemes we’ve seen in
recent weeks.
As we head further into this crisis, what ongoing
support measures for business would you like to
see announced by the Government?
Firstly, the Government must get the loan
scheme working and ensure money is reaching
businesses in need, fast. The job retention
scheme also still omits many people who
changed jobs in February and March. This must
be addressed.

How will the COVID-19 outbreak change the
strategy of the Chamber in 2020 and beyond?
As we begin to look at what the economy will need
to recover from the effects of coronavirus, there
i
will undoubtedly be issues that we wouldn’t have
had to think about were it not for the pandemic.
NORTH EAST ENGLAND
However, our overall faith in the untapped
CHAMBER OF COMMERCE
potential of the region’s economy remains strong. www.neechamber.co.uk
While this has been a global issue, efforts to
@NEEChamber
support economic recovery must recognise the
significant regional imbalances that exist in our
country. We will continue to be a proud and vocal
champion of the North East and will campaign for
investment and policy changes that help us build a
stronger economy.
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INTERVIEW
Sabby Gill

WHAT I'VE LEARNT
Newcastle-headquartered Sage is a multinational supplier of business management software and
services to small and medium-sized firms. Formed in 1981, it employs thousands of people who
support millions of customers. Here, Sabby Gill, UK and Ireland managing director, outlines the
company’s response to the coronavirus outbreak

T

his pandemic has really brought to
light how amazing our customers
and colleagues are; loyal to our
values, adaptable, empathetic and
passionate about business. It has

also reiterated that we are very agile and can
react quickly, which was essential for customers
who required immediate clarity and support. We
needed to ensure our colleagues were equipped to
manage our customers’ complex needs, all from
home. I’m pleased and proud to say that within 48
hours we got 3000 colleagues homeworking safely
and equipped to support the millions of people
that need our services in the UK.
We are customer-centric, which allows us to
deploy tools quickly, while drawing on insight
from our wide networks of support. This has
involved working with the Government, trade
bodies and other businesses to work through the
challenges small and medium-sized businesses are
facing together. We have launched a Coronahub
full of straightforward advice and support and
had more than 8000 businesses watching our
webinars on a range of subjects including the
Job Retention Scheme. We also designed and
launched a support tool that allows businesses to
better understand what Government funding is
available to them.
The coronavirus outbreak has highlighted I
need routine more than I realised – I miss the
‘norm’. I think we have all found working from
home comes with its own challenges and there’s
no doubt been some tough days for many of us.
It has also highlighted how my connections are
so important – we are all social beings after all.
For instance, I really miss meeting customers and
partners face-to-face.
I have been able to draw on previous experience
to help navigate the outbreak. This has enabled
me to develop key principles that I and the
organisation in the UK and Ireland live by. They
are:
• Ask ‘will what I’m doing help our customers?’ –
if the answer is no, then our guidance is that we
shouldn’t be doing it right now.
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• Maintain regular hours and create routines
• Set ground rules with the people that share your
space – I print my calendar at the start of the
week and share with my family, so they know
when I am at ‘work’ and ‘home’.
• Schedule breaks – it is so easy to overwork
yourself when working from home. Ideally, get
some exercise too.
• Communicate and stay connected – in these
situations I really don’t think you can overcommunicate.
• Be positive and don't be too hard on yourself
– don’t apologise for kids interrupting your
conference calls, or the need to have a break,
or the fact you may not be available to attend a
meeting as you have to look after your children.
We live by four key values at Sage that focus on
doing the right thing, always starting with the
customer, working together and innovating. I can
honestly say that at the heart of all our activities
– whether this is to support our 3000 UK and
Ireland colleagues, partners or customers – have
been those key values.
The current climate has highlighted that no
matter the size of your business, what sector
you work in, or how many employees you have,
without the right plan your business can halt
overnight. Every business needs to have resilience
planning built into its operations; whether this
is something as simple as ‘if my HR lead is away
from work indefinitely who will do that work?’ I
think it has brought to the fore the importance of
technology too; from family Friday night quizzes
on Microsoft Teams, to collaborating remotely
with your customers and employees, without
technology this pandemic would be a lot more
difficult to adapt to. It is keeping many businesses
alive, many customers engaged and many families
united.
I now fully appreciate the importance of a
‘wellbeing action plan’ for myself and we have
given colleagues free access to the Headspace
wellbeing tool to support their mindfulness.
Additionally, just having a business continuity
plan isn’t enough; this must be regularly
maintained and have simulation sessions.

For our contact centre teams, Contact Centre as a
Cloud Service is a key tool as it allows us to have
no service disruption while maintaining voice
and chat communications with customers while
colleagues work from home. We have always
operated a remote working policy with most of
our colleagues. But the full functionality of some
technology has naturally come to light with more
colleagues using it. Microsoft Teams is a great
secure tool with its chat messenger functionality
and live broadcasts. It’s great for collaboration,
especially with our customers.
From the outset, we wanted to make sure
we navigated our teams through the change
as comfortably as possible. This has meant
communicating clearly and regularly and
making sure colleagues are listened to and feel
connected to the business. We issue daily news
updates summarising the latest coronavirus news,
sharing helpful working from home guides, IT
insights and positive and powerful customer
success stories. We have team ‘gatherings’, such as
Monday morning remote coffee breaks and Friday
afternoon virtual drinks sessions, and also issue
regular manager’s briefing packs.
We talk to our customers all the time to
understand how this is affecting them and
how we can help. We are also carrying out a
weekly sentiment tracker with 500 businesses
to understand what they are thinking and how
they are feeling. This insight is helping us adapt
our support and enabling us to partner with
governments, trade bodies and other businesses
to work through the challenges SMEs are facing
and co-ordinate our response. We also reach out
regularly to our business networks.
Working life will never be the same again for
most businesses. I will appreciate the office
environment more for sure; the interaction, the
buzz, the insight you get from seeing customers
regularly. Personally, I will appreciate those small
moments when you are able to see your family
and friends face-to-face and hug them. You don’t
realise the importance of those small moments,
and how big they really are, until they are taken
away.

i
SAGE
www.sage.com
@sageuk
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ADVERTISING FEATURE – TECH
CityFibre

A TIPPING POINT
Jason Legget, city manager for CityFibre in Newcastle, reflects on the home working legacy of
COVID-19 and having the right digital infrastructure in place to accommodate it

M

alcolm Gladwell's infamous
book, The Tipping Point,
explains and analyses the
concept of that magic moment
when ideas, trends and social
behaviour cross a threshold, tip and spread like
wildfire, ultimately changing people's behaviours,
thinking or even everyday culture.
The current dramatic changes in our own
behaviours, thinking and everyday culture are
certainly not as subtle or nuanced as those set
out by Gladwell. But, these unprecedented and
fundamental changes in our workplace, community
and even how we socialise with our friends and
family, have the same potential to make a lasting
impression on our behaviours.
Even before COVID-19, everyday habits and
working practices were becoming more flexible.
Changes to UK employment law, the rapid
adoption of mobile technologies and reliable
broadband connectivity have meant for many that
the daily commute was already a distant memory.
Analysis from Aviva prior to COVID-191 estimated
that more than four million UK employees worked

from home on a regular basis – a staggering one in
seven.
But COVID-19 has meant the whole nation
has now had to change the way they live their
lives, literally overnight. Working from home has
gone from a flexible option to a necessity and our
lifestyle and the everyday tasks we took for granted
have had to adapt.
The broadband connection is now your lifeline
to your workplace, family and, in some cases, an
essential source for food and supplies.
It is this compulsory shift in the way we are
working, socialising and living our lives that may
well drive a more permanent change in culture,
society and the workplace.
According to Ernst & Young's survey2 of 2000
UK consumers, many of us are increasing usage of
existing digital services:
• 2 9 per cent have used TV streaming services
more often
• 3 0 per cent report an increase in home working
via collaboration applications such as Zoom or
Microsoft Teams
• 3 5 per cent are making more mobile phone calls
And due to COVID-19, many people are trying
digital services for the very first time with:
• 1 8 per cent of consumers trying video calling such
as Zoom or Skype
• Nine per cent trying online shopping
•N
 ine per cent watching catch-up TV for the first
time
So what could these changes mean for us all and
could they become a more permanent feature going
forward?
For working from home to truly work, it relies
on one thing – technology.
From being able to connect to your
organisation's servers to having the right software
to take part in video conferences with colleagues, a
reliable and high-speed internet connection is not
just nice to have for home workers, it is a necessity.
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Modern working is data intensive and for too many
people their home broadband isn't fast or reliable
enough to make working from home a more
permanent choice.
So why are so many people still frustrated by
their broadband connection in this era of 'fibre'?
One of the reasons might be that most of the UK
is still supported by legacy copper networks, some
dating back to the Victorian era.
While some internet services are promoted
as being the fastest available, a true, full-fibre
connection really is the fastest possible. These
connections are often referred to as Fibre-to-theCabinet connections and it is something people
should look out for when choosing their next
package – although access is currently sitting at
around 11 per cent in the UK.
But things are changing. As part of the drive to

level up the country's infrastructure, the rollout of
full fibre has gathered pace. Rapidly establishing
itself as the third digital infrastructure platform in
the country, CityFibre's Gigabit City programme
is currently mobilising across the UK and aims
to reach up to eight million premises. More
specifically in Newcastle, CityFibre is investing £50 i
million in bringing this gigabit-capable connectivity
CITYFIBRE
to practically every home and business.
1. www.aviva.com/newsroom/
Working from home isn't just something that
only a select few can make the most of. The whole news-releases/2019/09/top-tenuk-regions-for-home-workerscountry has had to make changes to their work
revealed/
life, with some finding it easier than others, but the
2. www.ey.com/en_uk/
reality is more and more people might choose to
news/2020/04/coronaviruscarry on working this way if deemed appropriate. prompts-marked-shift-in-ukWith no stressful commute resulting in better use households-digital-habits-eyof time, there are clear benefits for many. Who
study-finds
knows, it may even be a tipping point for you.
www.cityfibre.com
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ADVERTISING FEATURE – LAW
Sintons Law

MAKING LEGAL DOCUMENTS
IN LOCKDOWN
Making a will and Lasting Power of Attorney (LPA) is seeing a surge in popularity amid the global
COVID-19 pandemic. Here, Paul Nickalls, head of wills, trusts and estates at Sintons, discusses how
the law firm is making it possible for clients to continue to make such vital documents despite
social distancing and 'stay at home' rule

A

s the COVID-19 pandemic
continues to sweep the world,
with every day bringing rising
numbers of new diagnoses – and,
tragically, numbers of fatalities
– there has been a surge in the levels of people
looking to get their personal affairs in order.

i
SINTONS
Sintons has worked closely
with the Newcastle upon Tyne
Hospitals NHS Foundation Trust
for a number of years. Now, more
than ever, we truly value the
hard work of the NHS. Sintons
has always been proud to offer
all members of staff in the Trust
discount on the preparation of
a will and we will continue to do
so in these unprecedented times.
We would strongly encourage
staff working in the Newcastle
upon Tyne NHS Hospitals to
contact us – we will be as flexible
as possible to ensure your needs
are met.
www.sintons.co.uk
@SintonsLaw
info@sintons.co.uk
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By making a will or Lasting Power of Attorney
(LPA), growing numbers of people across the
country are making provision for their loved ones,
giving them certainty and peace of mind that their
wishes will be carried out in their absence.
Ian Bond, chair of the Law Society's Wills and
Equity Committee, recently reported that the
number of clients wishing to complete wills and
LPAs is up by 30 per cent – but with the country
in lockdown, the challenge was how to enable
people to safely and legally draw up such crucial
documents.
Having been inundated with enquiries from
new clients wishing to make a will or LPA, or
existing clients who wanted to update them,
Sintons has responded with new ways of working
that enable us to deliver the service our clients
need, with the legal excellence for which we are
renowned.
Our award-winning team of experts remain
on hand to assist. To keep our staff and clients
as safe as possible, the majority of the team is
now working remotely, but we have introduced
numerous measures to ensure that disruption to
client service is kept to an absolute minimum.

We have designed packs specifically for clients
who want to make a will or LPA – or both at a
discounted price – but, due to COVID-19, are
unable to leave their home. For details of this free
pack, please email us at info@sintons.co.uk.
Of course, we can also take instructions over
the telephone or by videoconferences, such as
Skype or Zoom.
As well as advising on the contents of your
will and LPA, we can provide guidance on how
the documents should be correctly signed and
witnessed. As the country has been in lockdown
since March 23, with gatherings of more than two
people (excluding those in the same household)
banned and the strict instruction being to 'stay
at home', this is clearly at odds with the law
regarding the signing of a will.
Under the Wills Act 1837, a will must be signed
by the testator in the presence of two or more
witnesses who are present at the same time. For
many clients, especially the elderly and those with
underlying medical conditions, asking them to
sign a document in the presence of two or more
people will be of great concern.
The Sintons team can offer clear, practical
guidance on how your legal documents should
be signed. We are keen to ensure that our clients
remain safe, but at the same time, we can provide
you with the reassurance you need that your affairs
are in order.
All our legal advisors are members of
professional bodies such as Solicitors for the
Elderly and STEP. These bodies, which liaise
with the Law Society and the Ministry of Justice,
regularly provide lawyers with advice and
guidance on the signing of wills and LPAs in light
of the ever-changing COVID-19 situation.
The team at Sintons are, therefore, monitoring
the position carefully to ensure that our clients are
given the most accurate and up-to-date advice.
Please speak to us for any advice or guidance you
need.

ADVERTISING FEATURE – EDUCATION
Gateshead College

THE COVID-19 EFFECT:
AGILE WORKING AND THE FUTURE
WORKFORCE
Chris Toon, deputy principal at Gateshead College, explains how the college has responded to
the coronavirus and how its teachers and thousands of students and apprentices have adjusted –
meeting the challenges head-on to ensure disruption to learning is minimised

B

efore the COVID-19 outbreak,
agile working was one of our key
priorities for 2020. We were already
working with companies such as
Brewin Dolphin and Virgin Money
to create more autonomy within our teaching
programmes, giving teachers more freedom in
how they choose to engage with students, with
virtual learning becoming a main focus.
The Government's announcement that schools
and colleges would close due to coronavirus on
March 20 accelerated this.
Overnight, we went from a situation where
some departments were using virtual technology
to teach and share knowledge on certain courses
to all teachers across all departments providing
a 100 per cent virtual learning environment to
students.
The response from both teachers and
students has been incredible. Virtual teaching
classrooms have become the norm and the level
of engagement from students compared to prelockdown measures has remained the same. I
expected a bit of a 'snow day' effect but we've not
yet seen this happen.
We have seen some exceptionally creative ways
to ensure our students' learning experience is
maintained as much as possible.
These include everything from interactive
instrumental masterclasses and online vocal
coaching to dance and sports challenges and
hands-on hair and beauty tasks.
For some subjects, online learning has been
a smooth transition but for others, we've had to
think outside the box. Engineering, for example,
is a very practical subject and a large element of
the teaching is based on real-life demonstrations
and experimentations. Our curriculum leader for
engineering has worked around this by taking
lots of equipment home and setting up a microelectronics lab in his bedroom, which forms a big

part of the virtual lessons he provides. It's great
to see teachers using their initiative to overcome
perhaps the biggest challenge they've faced in
their careers so far.
We're now using technology on a daily basis
to engage with students. Before this pandemic,
most teachers had tried remote learning but
now they're hosting Google Meets and virtual
classrooms Monday to Friday, as well as using a
raft of collaboration tools such as Slack and Teams
to engage with colleagues, students and parents
alike. Virtual etiquette is now something we are
all familiar with as we're practising it day in, day
out.
Our students have adapted seamlessly to
the virtual teaching methods, and are eager to
learn and achieve the qualifications they need to
succeed. The current crisis has brought forward
the art of true independent learning that most
young people only really experience when they
walk into their first job or go to university.
This experience is equipping them with the
skills they need. We're preparing them for their
future careers, including developing resilience
and instilling the right attitude and work ethic.
From a teaching perspective, the lockdown
has demonstrated our agility in meeting the
educational needs of students and I really do
believe this experience will have a long-lasting
impact on how we deliver skills in the future.
When our campuses re-open again, face-toface learning will, of course, resume but there will
be more impetus on opportunities where students
can learn remotely or attend lessons virtually.
COVID-19 has changed the transaction of
teaching but it's shown us that we are wellplaced, and well-versed, in meeting the needs
of our students and apprentices in whatever
environment is necessary. And we will continue to
adapt to provide the best standard of training and
education that we can.

i
GATESHEAD COLLEGE
www.gateshead.ac.uk
@gatesheadcoll

29

COVER STORY

A
REGION
REDEFINED:
HOW THE NORTH EAST IS ADAPTING TO THE GREATEST GLOBAL CHALLENGE FOR GENERATIONS
As coronavirus has torn across the globe – cruelly impacting on lives and livelihoods – individuals,
businesses and organisations in North East England have scrambled to make sense of the
upheaval. The team here at North East Times were no different, and it was via video conferencing
that we decided to address COVID-19’s game-changing impact through four key business pillars –
leadership, operations, communication and people – by identifying regional influencers who could
speak on each with authority and compassion. Thank you to Adrian Waddell, chief executive of
NE1; Frans Calje, chief executive of PD Ports; Sarah Waddington, of Astute.Work PR, marketing
and management consultancy; and Michael Brodie, chief executive of NHS Business Authority
Services, for taking the time to share their advice and experiences with North East Times. We
hope they offer insight, inspiration and comfort as the region redefines itself and takes its first
tentative steps in the recovery from the worse economic and health crisis we've ever experienced
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BATTEN DOWN THE HATCHES
For more than a decade, Business Improvement District company NE1 has played a leading
role in developing Newcastle city centre into a vibrant and diverse destination with something
for everyone to enjoy either during the day, the early evening or at night. But the onslaught
of the coronavirus pandemic has left Newcastle – alongside cities around the world – on
its knees. Here, former Army Lieutenant Colonel and NE1 chief executive, Adrian Waddell,
describes to Alison Cowie the fight he, NE1 and Newcastle face in the weeks, months and
years ahead
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Adrian Waddell

Adrian Waddell has had what is best described as an eclectic
career. He spent 25 years in the Army – with active service
in Northern Ireland, the Falklands and Afghanistan – before
swapping the rifle for the paintbrush to complete a fine arts
degree at Newcastle University.
Adrian intended to become a full-time painter after
graduating and set up his own art business in preparation.
But when the 2008 financial crisis hit and, with a family to
support, the ex-lieutenant colonel decided a more reliable
source of income should be secured.

This came when he successfully applied for the position
of operations manager at NE1 – the newly-formed Business
Improvement District (BID) company for Newcastle.
NE1, which was established in 2009, is part of a global
network of BIDs that are business-led and business-funded
companies seeking to improve a defined commercial area.
Adrian spent almost a decade in charge of NE1's
operations before being appointed chief executive in 2018.
NE1's most prominent project has been Alive after Five.
The scheme, now in its tenth year, has helped to create an
early evening economy in Newcastle, which Adrian describes
as having "completely transformed the way the city operates
and feels."
It is estimated since launch that Alive after Five has
brought over £800 million into the city and has helped create
a food and beverage sector that boasts more restaurants per
capita than any other UK city outside London.
Adrian also maintains the scheme has helped attract
major residential investment into the city, such as Hadrian's
Tower by The High Street Group – the 27-storey luxury
accommodation currently under construction – and Newby's
proposed Quayside West development on a derelict site
next to Newcastle's Utilita Arena, which includes up to 1200
residential units.
"Alive after Five created an early evening economy that
didn't exist before," says Adrian. "It created an early evening
vibrancy, and people now want to live in the city so they can
be part of that without the travel."
NE1, meanwhile, has supplemented its Alive after Five
with several other high profile projects such as Screen
on the Green, Restaurant Week, the Motor Show and the
establishment of Newcastle Marina – all intended to bring
more visitors into the city – whether locals or those from
further afield.
As Newcastle's BID has grown in prominence and stature,
it has been able to work on bigger and more ambitious
projects.
It partnered with Newcastle City Council and Network
Rail to secure £25 million of funding for the Central Station
development, as well as £3.2 million of investment from
the National Lottery Heritage Fund, the city council and
property owners to redevelop the Bigg Market.
"It's taken the thick end of six years to get the Bigg Market
project off the ground but we're now seeing a pipeline of
over £70 million of private development into the previously
underperforming area of the city," Adrian reveals.
NE1 has also been concentrating on reviving the fortunes
of the city's retailers and has gathered a consortium
comprising the council, business owners and international
retail specialists to develop a strategy to make the city a more
popular destination for shoppers.
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Interventions being looked at include the possible
permanent pedestrianisation of Blackett Street and the revamp
of Northumberland Street's access roads including Ridley
Place, Northumberland Road and Saville Row.
Adrian continues: "Many years ago, Northumberland
Street was considered one of the most valuable streets outside
London in terms of retail properties, but that simply isn't the
case anymore.
"There needs to be investment so that we can ambitiously
rebuild that notion of quality. We want to be able to compete
nationally and internationally for the best stores and the best
brands and create an environment that supports and nurtures
our independents."
All of NE1's activity has undoubtedly helped Newcastle's
endeavour to become one of the most popular city destinations
in Europe. That was, of course, until the lifeblood of the city
was effectively severed on March 23.
With coronavirus sweeping the globe – already wreaking
havoc in Italy and Spain – the UK Government announced
that all non-essential shops, libraries, gyms, bars and
restaurants should close.
Newcastle – alongside all of the nation's cities – became a
virtual ghost town overnight with only a few outlets remaining
open for the public to buy food and medicine while adhering
to strict social distancing rules.
NE1 implemented a homeworking policy for its small team
who turned their attention to supporting their businesses,
which rewarded the organisation with an 88 per cent approval
rating in 2018 – at the time, the highest vote of any BID in the
UK. "We've had to refocus on the really important, practical
support that businesses and our partners need," says Adrian.
"Most important has been making sure that businesses know
where to find the information about Government support and
how to access it."
Adrian reveals that team members have been speaking
to businesses directly over the phone as well as sharing
information via email and through social media channels. NE1
also recently held its first webinar, focused on the coronavirus
Job Retention Scheme, with expert advice from Robert
Gibson, senior partner at Samuel Phillips Law Firm.
While Adrian says the Government's initial announcements
exceeded his expectations, as the weeks roll on, he predicts
further investment will be needed to kick-start the UK
economy.
The chief executive recently wrote to Chancellor Rishi
Sunak highlighting the issues that are adversely affecting SMEs
in Newcastle and elsewhere. And it was also announced that
£10,000 from NE1’s Geordie Jackpot was being donated to
Cash for Kids to help Newcastle families who are struggling
during the coronavirus crisis.
At a regional level, Adrian believes steps will soon be taken
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to develop a multi-partner plan to welcome people back to
Newcastle city centre and elsewhere, post coronavirus.
"We already know most of the challenges, but we'll soon
be able to start planning with certainty about how to address
them and with whom,” he says. “The only thing we're
struggling with, at present, is the ‘when’ as we don't yet know
how long the lockdown will go on for.
"But I think there'll be plenty of ideas and it'll be exciting,”
Adrian continues. “There's lots of moving parts to this and I
know local businesses want to be part of the solution."
Despite the massive upheaval and calamitous economic
predictions – most stark being the Office for Budget
Responsibility that estimates UK GDP will shrink by 35 per
cent in the second quarter of 2020 – Adrian remains positive
about Newcastle's future.
"I'm definitely optimistic," the chief executive says. "If you
look at the city's strengths – its retail, leisure and hospitality
core, diverse cultural offering, a leading NHS hospital trust,
two globally recognised universities, NUFC and the events
held at St James' Park, the strong tech sector, the development
around Newcastle Helix and the exciting residential
investments coming into the city and its surrounding areas –
Newcastle is in a really good place.
He continues: "As a major UK and European city, we can
generate our own gravity to a large extent. We're also getting
much better at working collaboratively, which will be crucial as
the city recovers."
Adrian predicts that, as the lockdown restrictions relax, the
city's professional services businesses will bounce back the
quickest, with more support needed for the leisure, hospitality
and retail community. He also sees a greater trend towards
buying local and in creating shorter, more robust supply
chains.
"As a BID company," Adrian's continues, " NE1 will do its
level best to make sure there's a lot of promotion, news and
activity around Newcastle's re-emergence."
Perhaps Adrian's unorthodox past in the Armed Forces
and as an artist has equipped him well with the required skills
in seeking creative solutions to fight this unprecedented and
unpredictable battle.

i
NE1
NE1 has joined forces with BIDs in Sunderlan, Durham
and across the UK to support the national #RaiseTheBar
campaign to persuade Government to extend its
coronavirus rescue package for retail, hospitality and
leisure businesses.
www.newcastlene1ltd.com
@NE1BID

Adrian Waddell
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MESSAGES WITH A NEW MEANING
Strong communication is a fundamental pillar in any organisation’s success. But as
the coronavirus pandemic continues to impact professional operations, with remote
working and video calling dramatically revising the commercial landscape, are we
now at a communications crossroads? Steven Hugill speaks to management, PR and
marketing agency owner Sarah Waddington about the value of meaningful messaging
in unprecedented times, the benefits of technology in boosting business agility and
why COVID-19 has triggered a watershed moment in the way we interact

'For the things we have to learn before we can do them, we
learn by doing them.'
Defining what today could be referred to as studying
experientially, Greek philosopher Aristotle pinpointed way
back in 350 BCE the significance of acquiring virtues to aid
our future being.
Essentially, we become something by doing something;
we practice skills that help us become better individuals.
As the continuing COVID-19 outbreak skews our
traditional business landscape, we are all, as Aristotle
theorised, learning experientially.
With technology – perhaps now more than ever
– operating as a vital gateway to the continuation of
professional and personal connections, we are collectively
acquiring and practicing new skills.
We have adapted to video calls; we are making decisions
and striking agreements without physical contact; we are
conducting conference meetings with colleagues’ faces
spread across a computer screen, rather than around a
boardroom table.
The old normality is over; welcome to a new normality.
This transition, says Sarah Waddington, managing
director of management consultancy, PR and marketing
agency Astute.Work, will lead to definitive change around
communication in the workplace.
“Coronavirus, in terms of organisational behaviour, has
disrupted everything so significantly that there really will
not be a way back to what the old normal was,” she says.
“We are seeing people work remotely, with more agile
working patterns, and how they are getting the hang of
technology to help them do that.
“The new normal will be for organisations to think about
the outcomes, rather than the output.”
Sarah, who was the first North East communications
practitioner to achieve Chartered status, says it will
be imperative for companies to revise strategies after
coronavirus.
Highlighting the agility her own business possesses

as a virtual agency, she says firms must acknowledge
technology’s crucial role in creating malleable working
arrangements that are capable of retaining existing levels of
client service.
“It will be interesting to see if organisations come out the
other side of coronavirus and see remote working as being
more efficient and that flexible employment patterns work
for them,” says Sarah.
“We are kind of conditioned to think that working hours
are between 9am and 5pm – but at Astute.Work we have
always had a very different model.
“Good management means making sure teams are able
to shift with massive changes and that they are happy and
safe too.
“It is about living to work, rather than working to live,”
continues Sarah, who is a past president of the Chartered
Institute of Public Relations.
“We have people who have childcare commitments, or
elderly parents they need to care for, or who have things
in their working week that they need to adapt their hours
around.
“All of this is wrapped around making sure our clients get
the highest standard of service, which is on time and within
budget – and it works.”
That provision, says Sarah, includes ensuring partners
are comfortable with their new coronavirus-prompted
working environment and that they are able to benefit from
technology – and thereby experientially learn fresh working
habits – to maintain strong communication links.
“For us, it’s business as usual,” she says, “and we are
helping clients acclimatise quickly.
“We’ve been able to provide practical help, but also ask
things like if they’ve got rotas in place and what technology
– WhatsApp, Microsoft Teams and Zoom, for example, – are
they using to help themselves communicate?
“It all helps to keep teams together and make sure
the technology side and human side of the impact of
coronavirus are covered.”
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Another fundamental element of Astute.Work’s support
is its collaboration with the North East Local Enterprise
Partnership (LEP), which aids the latter’s overarching
mission to nurture growth and subsequent economic success
and job creation.
Sarah’s agency is helping tune businesses into advice
channels across the LEP’s North East Growth Hub, which
includes a dedicated COVID-19 toolkit.
Featuring help on issues such as financial backing and
home working, the resource also provides direction on
caring for staff, suppliers and customers, and gives access to
official Government guidance.
Astute.Work has also used its expertise to assist the LEP
in rolling out the North East COVID-19 Economic Response
Group.
Launched as a communicative vehicle to mitigate the
impact of coronavirus by maintaining strong economic
leadership, the multi-party endeavour additionally includes
the Confederation of British Industry (CBI) and the North of
Tyne and North East Combined Authorities.
Providing a unified voice, the group offers reassurance for
businesses while lobbying Government for necessary support
measures to steer companies, and the region’s economy,
through present-day difficulties to plan for long-term
recovery.
“Every business facing a challenge in its life cycle, not least
in a global pandemic, needs reassurance,” says Sarah, who is
founder and editor of the #FuturePRoof books that highlight
public relations’ role as a vital management function.
“Sometimes it can be difficult for them to know where to
turn and the North East Growth Hub has been quick to act
by signposting to help and guidance.
“Every single Government announcement and measure
has been quickly updated, and business connectors are
working flat-out to make sure companies that need one-toone support are getting it.
“The LEP recognised that one organisation was not going
to find a solution to this crisis, so worked with CBI and the
combined authorities to create a five-point plan.
“The response group has one collective voice to help
bring the North East back to pre-coronavirus GDP and
employment levels, build business resilience and get the
region ready for recovery.
“It is a fantastic reflection of the region as a whole; the
North East is incredibly robust and generous in spirit. You
will always find people helping others here.”
However, while such clear communication networks are
making a tangible difference across the region’s business
environment, Sarah says there remain lessons to be learned
for some national operators.
She points to Wetherspoon pub boss Tim Martin and
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Newcastle United owner Mike Ashley, who both attracted
headlines in the days immediately after the UK went into
coronavirus lockdown.
The former sent out a grainy video message encouraging
staff to take jobs at Tesco if they were anxious over wages
while his bars stand idle, while the latter was forced into a
public apology after misguided attempts to maintain trading
across his Sports Direct and Evan’s Cycles stores when many
other retailers were forced to close.
“An absolutely key element is how companies are
supporting their workforces and communicating that
support to them,” says Sarah, who was previously awarded
CIPR’s Sir Stephen Tallents Medal for exceptional
achievement in public relations.
“In a situation such as this, you cannot do enough of that –

Sarah Waddington

your staff are ambassadors for your business.
“We have already seen the impact on brands that haven’t
supported their workforce, such as Wetherspoons.
“People recognise we are in the grip of a global pandemic and
that it’s not acceptable to treat staff in such a way; customers will
vote with their feet in the future.
“Sports Direct’s approach to put profits above people has really
damaged the brand too,” continues Sarah, whose CV includes an
ambassadorial role with the Institute of Directors.
“Mike Ashley’s apology will not mitigate what has been done.
“Instead, people are embracing the brands that are recognising
the situation around coronavirus and which are doing everything
they can to keep staff safe.
“The food suppliers and supermarkets, for example, are the

ones people will remember for keeping the fabric of society
together.
“Good leaders immediately take stock of the situation.
“They look at the different options and make quick, assertive
decisions based on the evidence they have to best protect their
employees.
“The ones that live by their values will create a lifetime of social
capital.”

i
SARAH WADDINGTON
www.astute.work
@Mrs_Wadds
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NAVIGATING A PATH TOWARDS
FUTURE SUCCESS
With the coronavirus pandemic bringing
sections of society to a standstill and
leaving the business world severely
hamstrung, Teesport is playing a crucial
role in ensuring essential services across
Britain continue. Operated by PD Ports,
the site is managing deliveries of valuable
cargo such as food and medicine that
are providing stability in a fluctuating
environment. Steven Hugill speaks to
PD Ports’ chief executive Frans Calje
about the measures the base has taken
to remain safe and operational amid
the COVID-19 outbreak, its workers’
tremendous spirit and why he believes
the site can become the second largest
port in the UK
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When Chris Rea penned his track Steel River, its lyrics read
like a diary entry lamenting the plight of a former love.
Mourning the demise of heavy industry across Teesside,
the song charted the loss of the shipbuilders and the
bridgebuilders that had afforded the region international
acclaim.
It remembered Second World War Nazi raids, when the
area’s productive iron and steel plants gained Luftwaffe
attention, and the sad irony of how the River Tees’ cleaner
waters – the consequence of business dissolution – had
heralded the arrival of salmon.
“Ten thousand bombers hit the steel river,” recalled the lad
from Middlesbrough.
“She survived but now she’s gone forever; her burning
heart is just a memory,” he sang.
But it isn’t.
While the landscape has undoubtedly altered, the channel
remains a crucial industrial artery.
Teesside’s renowned chemical processing sector, the
emergence of Sirius Minerals’ potash mining development
and the ever-growing offshore energy industry are all
nourished by their proximity to the river.
At the heart of all of this sits Teesport.
The Northern gateway for global shippers, the site serves
markets including Scandinavia, the Baltics, Russia, Belgium
and Japan.
Handling 28 million tonnes of cargo every year, the base
also acts as the Statutory Harbour Authority for the River
Tees, managing traffic and ensuring safety on the waterway.
It is, in short, a substantial player in Teesside’s – and the
wider North East’s – standing worldwide.
Such significance, however, has become even greater in
recent weeks.
As the coronavirus outbreak delivers unprecedented
uncertainty to business and everyday life, Teesport is safely
anchored amid the flux.
With all maritime sector employees identified by the
Government as key workers in the fight against COVID-19,
Teesport is able to continue operations.
Managing deliveries of food, medicine, fuel and
chemicals, as well as metals, agricultural feeds and forestry
products, it is no exaggeration to say the site – overseen by
Middlesbrough-headquartered national operator PD Ports –
is keeping the country moving.
“It is a bit of a paradoxical situation,” says PD Ports’ chief
executive Frans Calje, when asked about the impact of
COVID-19 on operations.
“If I look down on what is happening on the river, I see it
is business as usual yet there is clearly a large concern around
coronavirus.
“But we are doing what we’ve always done; we are making
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sure we keep Britain moving,” he continues.
“That is important because everything that you could
possibly imagine you need in your daily life will, in some
shape or form, have come through a port.
“A lot of chemicals come in and out, which are turned
into polymers and plastics to make personal protective
equipment, hand sanitisers or food wrapping,” adds Frans,
who joined PD Ports in 2008 as key projects director.
“The lamps we use, our phones, the tyres our cars run on
and the chairs we sit on; 95 per cent of what we do in Britain
comes through our ports.”
Integral to Teesport’s continued operations during
the coronavirus pandemic are the measures bosses have
implemented to maintain a sense of routine amid the
restrictions.
Its Business Continuity Management team meets daily,
using guidance from the Government and Public Health
England to minimise any potential impact on employees,
customers and visitors.
This has already led to the introduction of steps such
as staff – who are able – working from home and social
distancing requirements for those carrying out essential
on-site duties.
Further actions involve the issuing of pre-visit
questionnaires, a requirement for all ships to submit a
Declaration of Health Statement prior to arrival, and
the enforcement of a motion that all site inductions and
paperwork are completed before arrival.
“There is strong resilience in our business to keep the
river flowing,” says Frans, who took over as chief executive
in 2017.
“We were very well prepared – our business continuity
protocol has worked exceptionally.
“None of us have gone through a global pandemic before
and we are taking responsibility and ensuring the river keeps
trading for the benefit of all users of Teesport.
“People are working from home where they can, but we
still have engineers, pilots and the harbour masters’ office
who have to be at their stations because that is where it all
happens in terms of keeping the river and terminals going.
“They can do their jobs because of the social measures we
have in place,” continues Dutch-born Frans, who started his
career at the Port of Rotterdam.
“We haven’t missed a beat.
“The real heroes are the people who are at the frontline of
the NHS, but our workers are doing an absolutely amazing
job too.”
The responsibility Frans highlights hasn’t come by chance,
nor is it a coincidence of coronavirus.
Today’s sprawling port site – with its vast container
terminals, dedicated rail links and Teesport Commerce Park,
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which houses firms such as ship repairer A&P and portable
building supplier Mobile Mini – is markedly different from
base’s infancy in early October 1963.
Back then, Tees Dock officially opened with its No.1 Quay
comprising just two cranes, a warehouse, office block and
maintenance department.
In the present day, the site carries an altogether different
complexion, with more than £1 billion invested directly and
indirectly over the last decade to support advancements
across operations such as transport networks, logistics and
IT.
A previous £50 million quay reconstruction project means
Teesport can accommodate vessels carrying as much as
70,000 tonnes of cargo and load goods at any level of tide.
Furthermore, significant investments to facilitate the
movement of bulk cargoes provides the site with greater
agility to flex with customers’ ever-changing requirements
when moving goods such as aggregates, forest products and
chemicals, with this nimbleness supported by advanced
storage solutions and rail connections.
In addition, its giant container platform has enjoyed
year-on-year volume growth thanks to a phased £120 million
investment in infrastructure and equipment, while its £3
million intermodal rail terminal, established in 2014, offers
crucial links for importers and exporters.
Moving freight between Felixstowe and Southampton
in the south, the terminal also operates more daily services
to Scotland than any other port – running more than 25 a
week in total – with the latter timetabled to complement
the arrival of P&O Ferries’ vessels that link the region with
Zeebrugge and Rotterdam.
The system means Teesport’s rail services are anticipated
to grow by as much as 50 per cent over the next ten years.
Yet while such investments mean the environment has
altered markedly, the spirit of the Teesside stevedores and
river masters that shaped the port’s formative years endures.
It was present when the first Datsun cars arrived in the
1960s, it was on show when the Tees Dock Steel Export
Terminal and a second quay – the latter commemorated by a
visit from the Queen – opened in the 1970s.
It was there when the one millionth Nissan vehicle passed
through the port, when helicopters were despatched to the
Falkland Islands and when second-hand ambulances were
exported to Cuba.
It was there when PD Ports took full control of Teesport
in the mid-1990s and there when the site became the hub for
Redcar-based SSI UK’s international steel deliveries.
“There is a real ‘roll up our sleeves and get this done’
mentality here,” says Frans.
“All of the people down on the river are doing exactly that.
“The response to the coronavirus outbreak has been

incredibly supportive and breathtakingly positive – it really
tells you a lot about the people we employ.
“[When SSI went into liquidation] we could just have
wallowed and sat down, but we didn’t, we got on with it.
“When I’m down on the terminals, there is a very strong
sense of belonging, a duty of care and responsibility.
“Everyone understands what we are doing and why we are
doing it.”
It is this culture, says Frans, that leaves the port perfectly
positioned for growth when the COVID-19 outbreak abates
and operations – and everyday life – regain a sense of
normality.
For Frans, the will of Teesport’s team, allied to the
impact of its quay, container and rail investments –
and opportunities such as Sirius Minerals’ polyhalite
development that will export fertiliser from a River Tees
harbour – means he is able to think about success across
future decades.
“The business revolves around its people and we treat
people the way we would want to be treated on any day of the
year outside such a crisis,” says Frans, who took on the chief
executive role from David Robinson.
“We have nurtured a culture here where we delegate
responsibility downwards.
“That creates accountability and what we get back are
people that feel part of the business,” continues Frans.
“It makes my job a lot easier and means I can think about
the strategy and where the business is going in the longterm.
“While you’re in the middle of a pandemic, it’s very
difficult to see the light at the end of the tunnel.
“But you quickly recognise that somewhere down the line
this is going to come to an end.
“With some of the opportunities on the horizon, such as
offshore energy, Sirius Minerals and our growing container
business, we can make Teesport the second largest port in
Britain.
“I refuse to sit in the doldrums.”

i
PD PORTS
www.pdports.co.uk
@PDPorts
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STEPPING UP IN OUR TIME OF NEED
The NHS Business Services Authority (NHSBSA) provides a range of support services
to staff and users of the NHS, and so maintaining 'business as usual' during these
unprecedented times has been crucial. But, as Alison Cowie found out when she
talked to CEO Michael Brodie two weeks after the lockdown was announced, the
organisation that has hitherto been characterised for its efficient and technologically
savvy silent running has been finding its voice – with major reverberations for NHS
trusts, frontline workers, patients, the Government and the public
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"WE HAVE THE MOST FANTASTIC STAFF
WHO ARE ABSOLUTELY DEDICATED
TO SUPPORTING THEIR FRIENDS AND
COLLEAGUES ON THE FRONT LINE. THEY
SEE WHAT THE DOCTORS AND NURSES ARE
DOING EVERY DAY AND THEY WANT TO BE
PART OF THE FIGHTBACK"
The Newcastle-headquartered NHS Business Services
Authority (NHSBSA) is described as an arm's length body
of the Department of Health and Social Care. It provides
a range of critical central services for NHS organisations,
contractors, patients and the public, such as NHS
prescription services, NHS Pensions, NHS Jobs and Help
with Health Costs.
Statistics – 10,000 payments totalling £1 billion to
community pharmacies each month, three million members
of the NHS pension scheme and more than a billion
prescription items processed annually, among them – show
the staggering impact NHSBSA has on NHS staff and its
users. But, as an organisation, it maintains a relatively low
profile.
Michael Brodie was appointed CEO in September 2019.
He came to the role from Public Health England but,
having previously worked at NHSBSA for more than seven
years, latterly as its finance director, he was acutely aware
of the power of the NHSBSA – which, like all healthcare
organisations, has been considerably tested over the past few
months.
As coronavirus has taken hold across the world, Michael
– who is in regular contact with Public Health England
and the Government – describes three priorities for the
authority: to maintain the health, safety and wellbeing of its
3000 nationwide staff, to ensure its vital services continue
uninterrupted, and to identify and deliver capabilities in the
immediate fight against the pandemic.
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In addressing the first of these three priorities, Michael
explains that wherever possible, NHSBSA employees are now
working from home. This has ensured that those who must
come into the office are kept to an absolute minimum and
for whom strict social distancing measures have been put in
place.
"From day one [of the lockdown], I asked our most senior
clinician to join our leadership team to ensure that every
decision we make is using the best possible medical advice,"
the chief executive continues.
But an organisation that prides itself on its award-winning
staff wellbeing strategy, safety goes beyond physical health.
As well as continuing its regular staff welfare services
– where staff can receive ongoing confidential support –
Michael reveals the organisation is working with NHSX (the
unit driving the digital transformation of health and social
care), NHS England, NHS Digital and NHS Improvement
(which oversee the nation's 400+ hospital trusts) to make a
range of additional mental health support services available
for the whole NHS – including those in the Business Services
Authority.
"In the meantime, I've been reiterating to all our staff that
these are difficult times, people need to be gentle, and that it's
ok not to be ok," Michael adds.
For the second priority, Michael is well aware of the
devastating ramifications should any of its services falter
while the NHS and associated healthcare organisations work
flat out to combat coronavirus.
"If we couldn't pay our doctors and nurses, make pension
payments, or maintain cashflow for our dentists and
pharmacists, it would be catastrophic," he says.
The CEO maintains that well-rehearsed business
continuity and escalation plans have been identified and
actioned, and are performing exceptionally well.
"We have prioritised resources to maintain key services
and staff levels, which are operating the same as before the
outbreak," Michael explains.
"I've also spoken to all of our key suppliers – including
international corporates and smaller companies – and they
have provided assurances that, as a blue light service and part
of the NHS, they will give us priority.
With 'business as usual' holding up well, Michael and the
NHSBSA team have begun using its specialised skills and
capabilities to support national healthcare systems as they
combat coronavirus.
Much of this effort harnesses the technical expertise the
authority has built up through the digitalisation of many of
its services.
For example, NHSBSA worked with NHSX and NHS
Digital at the very start of the lockdown to identify and
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contact a million people a day via text message who required
extra shielding measures. NHSBSA tech engineers were
also involved in setting up the first Nightingale Hospital in
London.
The authority's systems relating to NHS workers are also
being utilised for direct communications, key worker testing,
and status checking while NHSBSA has also fast-tracked a
new service on the NHS Jobs website to make the movement
of staff between different hospital trusts much easier.
Meanwhile, tech experts within the authority have been
asked to develop and stand up digital services relating to the
identification of supply shortages for PPE and drugs (known
as the National Supply Disruption Response), as well as
services for the nation's diagnostic industry and potential
NHS volunteers network, which could be called upon at any
time.
NHSBSA call centre staff have also supported Public
Health England to run its dedicated coronavirus helpline
which, at its peak, was receiving 5000 calls a day. And an
extra £300 million of advance payments have been made
available to community pharmacists to help them cope with
the increased demand, with digital services also being used
to identify and push out more electronic repeat prescriptions
to reduce footfall to primary care services.
It is an impressive rota of activity, delivered in a
remarkably short amount of time, and Michael is hopeful the
digital transformation of the authority will continue to make
a considerable impact in the weeks, months and years ahead.
"I've spent years in the health and care system listening to
people talk evangelically about the importance of digital, but
since I've been back at the NHSBSA, I've seen some brilliant
delivery and not just words.”
He continues: "If there's something positive to come out of
the coronavirus, it's that the traditional boundaries between
NHS organisations have disappeared and people have
coalesced around a project or service with a shared sense of
purpose."
While NHSBSA's CEO concedes that the pendulum will
swing back a bit, "we can't all work at the pace everyone has
been these last few weeks," he says, the trick will be stopping
it swinging back too far.
"It will be up to us as leaders in the healthcare system
to ensure that this kind of cross-organisational working
continues," the CEO says.
Michael and his team are on the verge of publishing
its new three-year strategy, which sets out the authority's
objective to be a 'catalyst for better health'.
Further digitalisation of its services will be critical to this,
as will harnessing the growing data and insight potential.
"We generate vast amounts of data, which present a

lot of opportunities [in healthcare development]," says
Michael. "But our first duty is of course to protect patients'
information and make sure data is available only in large
enough datasets so that individuals' information can't be
accessed or imputed."
Raising the NHSBSA's profile is another critical driver
for Michael – who describes it as strange seeing his former
Public Health England colleagues on the television each day
as part of the Downing Street Briefings.
The CEO wants to continue to showcase the work of
NHSBSA and build on recent site visits from the health
secretary Matt Hancock, NHSX CEO Michael Gould and the
chief executive of Public Health England Duncan Selbie –
once travel restrictions have been lifted.
"When I was being interviewed for the chief executive
role, I remember the chair, Silla Maizey, saying it would be
great if the NHSBSA could be at health and care's 'top table',
Michael recalls. "I believe, coronavirus has landed us at that
top table and my job now is to make sure we stay there – not
for a vanity reason but because the things we do are critical
to how the NHS operates for the benefits of patients and the
taxpayer."
Its CEO undoubtedly appreciates the herculean effort
by the NHSBSA to fulfil its three priorities amid extreme
adversity.
"We have the most fantastic staff who are absolutely
dedicated to supporting their friends and colleagues on the
front line. They see what the doctors and nurses are doing
every day and they want to be part of the fightback."
Michael ends the interview with a touch of humility: "I
hope I haven't come across as boastful and of course with
recognition for the extent of the tragedy unfolding; it's just
that I'm so proud of the team and what they have achieved."
With what he has detailed, such pride in his team is
richly deserved. We can only hope that NHSBSA's efforts
are recognised – alongside those of other NHS colleagues
– as the dust settles on the greatest healthcare crisis in
generations.

i
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ADVERTISING FEATURE – EDUCATION
Education Partnership North East

COLLEGE GROUP DISCOVERS
NEW AND INNOVATIVE WAYS OF
WORKING THROUGH THE COVID-19
CRISIS
When it was announced that schools, colleges and universities would close on March 20,
Education Partnership North East immediately implemented an extensive pre-planned strategy
so that it could continue supporting existing students, prospective students, key workers and the
wider community

F

ollowing the Government's school
and college closure announcement
to prevent the spread of COVID-19,
Education Partnership North East has
ensured two of its college campuses
have remained open for vulnerable students
and children of key workers, and staff across the
college group have worked tirelessly behind-thescenes to move all operations online, share best
practice and discover new and innovative ways of
working.
Education Partnership North East – a dynamic
college group which includes Sunderland College,
Hartlepool Sixth Form and Northumberland
College – had already been preparing for the
Government announcement to close schools and
colleges with its proactive COVID-19 action group
planning extensively for this eventuality.

learning to its student community of more than
21,000 young people and adults, its staff have
quickly adapted to virtual working and the college
group continues to support the local community
during this challenging time.
Staff are embracing new technology and are
uploading learning activities to online learning
platforms such as Moodle, Canvas, Microsoft
Teams and Google Classroom. This has allowed
students to continue their learning and will
enable them to progress to the next stage of their
educational journey.
Adapting to individual learner needs, staff have
also printed a range of paper-based resources for
students – such as those with special educational
needs and disabilities and those with high needs
– to provide a blended approach to learning or to
overcome economic home factors.
Taking care of students' wellbeing
With a strong focus on students' wellbeing, the
Intensive Support team, which works across the
whole college group, has been offering continued
support to vulnerable students and providing
virtual counselling sessions, mediation and
advice to the student community. Expert support
staff have also been on-hand via Live Chat every
weekday to answer queries and offer advice on a
wide range of health and wellbeing issues affecting
their students.

Continuing the education
The college group has been able to provide remote
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Welcoming prospective students
The college group is enabling prospective students
to continue to plan their future by transforming
its planned on-site college open events to virtual
open events using Live Chat and replacing face-toface interviews for new applicants with telephone
or Skype interviews.
During the virtual open events, visitors can

connect with staff to find out about the extensive
range of courses, from further education to higher
education and distance learning to professional
qualifications. They can also get advice on careers,
funding, learning support and enrichment from
specialist support staff, and remotely explore the
college's facilities with a virtual tour.
Supporting key workers and the wider
community
The college group has donated hundreds of
items of essential PPE equipment to frontline
staff at local NHS organisations. Sunderland
College donated face masks, protective eyewear,
coveralls and protective gloves to a local hospital
trust and Hartlepool Sixth Form donated safety
glasses, gloves, aprons and hand sanitiser to
local GP surgeries. To date, the 3D printer in
the engineering department at Northumberland
College has been printing continuously for 168
hours to produce PPE face shields for frontline
workers.
Students have also been making a positive
impact with former Sunderland College health
and social care student, 22-year-old Stacy
Humphrey, preparing to join the A&E department
at South Tyneside District Hospital just days after
completing her nursing degree at the University of
Sunderland.
In addition, the college has produced engaging
posts across its social media channels to provide
updates on announcements and new remote
college processes, plus positive messages with
useful advice to keep students motivated, help
them adapt to remote studying and to support
their health and wellbeing.
Meanwhile, at Northumberland College, staff
have moved away from their families and into
student accommodation to ensure the animals are
well looked after. They are living in self-isolation at
Kirkley Hall Zoo for three months to care for the
150 species of birds, reptiles and mammals.
Ellen Thinnesen, chief executive of Education
Partnership North East, whose previous career
was as a qualified nurse working across various
NHS trusts, says:
"As soon as we were informed of the college
closure announcement, the college group was
in a strong position to move to remote working

to ensure continued high levels of student
participation and engagement.
"There have been excellent examples of creative
practices for remote working across the college
group over the last few weeks and our staff are
using new technology to its full potential and have
found new and more effective ways of working.
"Our strong culture and professional values
ensure that students are at the heart of everything
we do. I'm extremely proud of the dedication
and commitment of our staff to continue to offer
an exceptional student learning experience and
the vital service that many staff are providing
to vulnerable young people and children of key
workers on and off site.
"As a college group, we remain strong and
positive and, despite the challenges, we have
seen this as an opportunity to reflect, review and
innovate."
Throughout these unprecedented times,
Education Partnership North East is continuing to
adapt, innovate and transform lives, while making
a positive difference to the communities that it
serves.

i
EDUCATION PARTNERSHIP
NORTH EAST
Photos: (top) chief executive
Ellen Thinnesen – bottom, right
– in a virtual meeting. (Left)
Hartlepool Sixth Form chemistry
teacher, James Donkin, who
has over 22.2K subscribers
worldwide to his YouTube
channel and whose innovative
teaching methods have earned
him a nomination for the Times
Educational Supplement FE
Teacher of the Year award. www.
educationpartnershipne.ac.uk
@EPNorthEast
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ADVERTISING FEATURE – LAW
Womble Bond Dickinson

NAVIGATING CORONAVIRUS
The COVID-19 outbreak has caused unprecedented disruption across the world and every
business has been affected. Here, managing associate Jonny Gribben outlines some of the activity
that Womble Bond Dickinson has been involved with in the North East's manufacturing sector,
which employs 126,000 people – 10.7 per cent of the region's workforce – and produces an output
of £8 billion – 15.2 per cent of the region's total – according to the latest figures from Make UK.
But the themes are similar across other sectors up and down the UK

G
i
WOMBLE BOND DICKINSON
For more information on how
WBD is supporting businesses,
contact Jonny on 0191 279 9482,
jonathan.gribben@wbd-uk.com
or visit:
www.womblebonddickinson.com/
uk/covid19
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enerally, the immediate priorities
for businesses in the wake of
the pandemic were to assimilate
the guidance published by the
Government and to understand
if and to what extent the support measures
introduced were available to them. Due to the
magnitude of the situation, these initiatives were
designed at speed and scale and were refined often
as the situation rapidly developed.
In partnership with trade associations and
clusters, such as the North East Automotive
Alliance, the team at Womble Bond Dickinson
provided briefings and webinars on topics
including the Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme
to help companies get to grips with the new,
evolving landscape.
One of the primary concerns for manufacturers
has been whether they can remain open for
business safely. Our sector-focused approach
has given us the knowledge to deliver tailored

support to clients in key local industries such
as chemicals and automotive. We have given
guidance on the practical steps that employers
can take to provide a safe working environment
in the context of COVID-19, the applicable risk
assessment processes and the approach being
taken by the Health and Safety Executive. We
have also participated in industry forums where
companies have shared their approaches to the
issues that they are encountering, for the benefit of
their industries as a whole.
Companies in the manufacturing sector
have shown an impressive ability to adapt their
operations, including to produce personal
protective equipment and ventilators for the NHS.
We have been advising clients about the regulatory
implications of these changes. It will be interesting
to see whether this adaptability leads to any
further, longer-term changes. For example, some
companies have suffered due to an over-reliance
on one or two suppliers and it may be that this
experience results in greater supply chain diversity.
At the time of writing, the Government has just
announced the extension of the UK lockdown
for at least another three weeks. However, restart
planning is already well underway as businesses
work to ensure that they can return to normal – or
their 'new normal' – as quickly as possible at the
appropriate time.
In the future, there will be further challenges
to navigate. Some disputes have been put on
hold in the midst of the pandemic that may be
advanced in due course, such as in relation to
non-performance of contracts and attempts to
rely on force majeure clauses. There will also be
more opportunities to secure new business and to
harness the efficiencies that companies have been
driven into finding in this extraordinary operating
environment. We look forward to continuing
our work with businesses and trade associations
to deal with these issues and move forward
successfully.

IN ASSOCIATION WITH:

BUILT
ENVIRONMENT
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WASHINGTON

Howarth Litchfield supports
plans for church extension
An architectural practice is supporting plans to renovate a Victorian
church.
Howarth Litchfield is providing a range of services to aid a
proposed single-storey extension at St George’s Anglican Church,
in Fatfield, Washington.
Acting as architect and interior and principle designer, the
Durham-based company is supporting the church’s impending
planning application, which will seek to create features such as a
new entrance and function room.
Officials say the changes will enable the church to provide a
wider range of services and help with the hosting of small events

design reflects a modest yet modern extension that complements

and occasions.

the lineage of the existing building.”

They also say it will be more accessible to both Reverend Nick
Barr-Hamilton, who is disabled, and the wider community.
Neil Turner, director at Howarth Litchfield, said: “The current

Reverend Barr-Hamilton added: “This is an exciting time for us,
and we can’t wait to provide a better environment for our church
family and the many people our volunteers work so hard to serve.”

NEWCASTLE

The Catalyst honoured with
outstanding rating
A flagship city centre innovation hub has received a top industry
accolade.
The Catalyst, on the Newcastle Helix development, has been
rated as outstanding by BREEAM.
Bosses say the award means The Catalyst is the first North East
commercial office building to be awarded the certification.
BREEAM is an internationally recognised standard for
sustainability, which ranks factors such as energy, water, material

building shows our commitment to climate change and progressive

use and innovation across the construction process to give a final

architecture.”

rating.
Simon Rennison-Rae, associate at the Newcastle studio of
GSS Architecture, which helped deliver The Catalyst, said: “This

The Catalyst includes the National Innovation Centre for Ageing,
the National Innovation Centre for Data and the National Institute for
Health Research Innovation Observatory.

NORTH EAST

Builder supports next generation in £1 million scheme
A housebuilder is playing its part in a £1 million charity programme

physical and mental health issues, and community arts and

focused on nurturing Britain’s younger population.

education projects.

Persimmon Homes Durham is supporting the firm’s national
Building Futures scheme, which is backing community groups
working with under-18s.
The company has pledged to make donations from £1000
to £100,000 to grassroots sports groups, charities dealing with
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A total of 128 grants worth £1000 each will be awarded across
Persimmon’s 32 regional businesses.
Building Futures is delivered through the Persimmon Charitable
Foundation, in partnership with the British Olympic Association.

A DVER TISING FE ATU RE – BU ILT E NV IRO NME NT – ADP

'Business as usual' for ADP
As homeworking becomes the norm for many of us, international architectural practice ADP – which has an office in
Newcastle – has been able to tap into an already well-established remote working set-up and ethos
Homeworking, distancing teams and staff; the

For the past year, ADP associate Natalie

concept of connectivity has taken on a new level

Stylianou has been leading design team

of significance in these unsettling times. We're

meetings and BIM coordination workshops for

more connected than ever – electronically – but

a London independent schools project from

less so physically, working remotely from home

Cyprus. Meetings are held via Skype and using

offices to carry on our business as best as we

screen sharing, which has proven to be a very

can. For the team at ADP, it's made us very

powerful tool. She's also on hand to undertake

grateful indeed.

regular site visits at the University of Cyprus in

As a business, ADP staff are distributed
across the UK, and internationally, with studios
in Delhi and Cyprus as well as London, Oxford,

Nicosia, helping develop project briefs emerging
from ADP's new masterplan.
Natalie reflects: "Our virtual desktop interface

Sherborne, Birmingham, Manchester, Edinburgh

made working remotely easier than I ever

and Newcastle.

thought it would be. I dare say that online

This growing network encouraged the practice

meetings and workshops can sometimes

down the route of centralised IT systems some

be more efficient than face-to-face ones.

five years ago, testing virtual desktop technology

Communication, collaboration and engagement

to the limit, by delivering BIM Level 2 capabilities

make everything possible."

from any ADP machine, anywhere and anytime.
For a small business, this virtual connectivity

More recently, three UK studios are
collaborating on the delivery of multiple, batched

has created fantastic opportunities to

Priority Schools projects in the West Midlands.

collaborate.

Each project has a dedicated associate director
who is based in either London, Birmingham and
Manchester.
Sharing the work across multiple studios
has ensured the right skills and resources are
available to each team, while being overseen
centrally by a project director.
Meanwhile, the Edinburgh and Newcastle
studios have been working together on an
opportunity for a luxury hotel in Kiev. Now
formally appointed, the Newcastle team will be
working with Ukrainian architectural practice
ARS-Longa on the detailed design and delivery.
It's an exciting and challenging opportunity
for the team, converting plans for a residential
development into a five-star hotel for an
international brand.
Newcastle director Amrit Naru says: "Working
internationally has given us a great opportunity
to build on our hotel expertise. This is a truly
international collaboration, both in terms of our
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client and the consultant team. It's allowed us to
blend our expertise with local insight to give the
scheme real cultural depth."
Commissions have been coming in closer to
home too, with a recent appointment at Durham
University signifying a commitment to an ongoing
programme of refurbishment work, focused on
the historic site of the peninsula.

"Our virtual desktop
interface made working
remotely easier than I
ever thought it would
be. I dare say that online
meetings and workshops
can sometimes be more
efficient than face-to-face
ones. Communication,
collaboration and
engagement make
everything possible"

The university's objective is to 'deliver

all parties involved throughout the process.

ADP

sustainable investment in their non-residential

Designers, contractors, sub-contractors,

Photos (left) Natalie Stylianou,

accommodation, creating an attractive, world-

suppliers and manufacturers, will be working

(top) Amit Naru, (above) London

class environment for students, academics and

alongside the universities' own teams to deliver

independent school Durston House

researchers'.

a flexible programme of activity that is flexible,

has been designed by ADP and

The investment will remedy maintenance
issues and be delivered in the spirit of the North
Eastern Universities Purchasing Consortium
(NEUPC) Framework.
This means collaborative working with

which can react to the changing needs of the
organisation and estate.
The view from the window might be slightly

Corde – ADP’s own company
providing a full design package,

different, but the teamwork and ethos remain the

including engineering design.

same.

www.adp-architecture.com
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O PINION – CHRIS D O BS O N

A tale of three cities
The North East has three cities, one on the River Tyne and two on the River Wear, writes Chris Dobson
Newcastle, Sunderland and Durham are known
the world over for differing reasons.
Historically, Newcastle is associated with many

This would include creating a seamless
pedestrian area, from the bottom of

industrial inventions. Sunderland was at the heart

Northumberland Street through to the Monument,

of shipbuilding. Durham has its classic Norman

by restricting motor vehicle access at all times.

cathedral, an immense, breathtaking structure.
What unites them is their commitment to largescale development.
At Durham, existing and short-term projects

The council wants to reinvigorate
Northumberland Street and its side streets and
has longer term plans to declutter and reorganise
the area, while creating more places for people to

include the mixed-use Milburngate scheme, the

dwell and enjoy over an extended day, outside of

redevelopment of Aykley Heads, a new county

normal shopping times.

council headquarters and the Riverwalk leisure/
student accommodation scheme.
With Durham University completing two

To support the main shopping areas, a number
of other changes have been put forward.
These include changes to servicing and delivery

developments totalling £71 million, with a further

times on Clayton Street, Nelson Street, Grey

£200 million of work in progress, the overall scale

Street and Grainger Street, to ensure consistency

is staggering.

across the city.

With a slightly different approach, Newcastle

Finally, there are plans to open up access

City Council’s cabinet has agreed a range of

to the Central Station. By giving the station a

measures that will support communities and

360-degree face, it will open up to the wider area,

enhance the environment. It will also increase

including the Stephenson Quarter.

its capacity to cut carbon by investing in new

The new plans come after the council’s cabinet

infrastructure so the city can be carbon neutral

signed off a revised development framework that

by 2030.

gives developers guidance on investing in the

Proposed changes include the way space

Forth Yards area, based south west of the station.

within the city is used along with plans for more

The city’s council can be rightly proud of its

green areas, pavement cafes and opportunities

approach to redevelopment. The prime example

for new events and activities to take place.

has to be its Grade II-listed Civic Centre, opened

This investment will help to address the
economic and environmental challenges that
Newcastle, along with many other cities, is facing.
As the city council says, it has a plan “to

by Norway’s King Olaf in 1968.
Now radically redeveloped to attract other
occupants, such as Her Majesty’s Courts and
Tribunals Service, ten floors in the main part of the

make the city centre better than ever”, with new

Civic Centre have also been remodelled, allowing

business districts, new jobs, new homes and new

more staff to move in as efficiencies have led to

connections.

the closure of satellite offices.

How can this be achieved? The answer is
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safer area for people on foot.

As Councillor Nick Forbes, city council

through a number of changes that are aimed at

leader, said at the recent opening of The Arches

creating a safer, cleaner and more attractive city

reception area: “some councils have abandoned

centre, notably the main shopping areas.

city centre locations for out-of-town offices, we

In detail, the plans for the Blackett Street area

took the decision to stay and invest in one of our

are to create a welcoming environment for people

biggest assets, creating a new Civic quarter. This

where the main priority would be the creation of a

is safeguarding and attracting new jobs, keeping

IN ASSOCIATION WITH:

the city centre vibrant and attractive while
generating new income for frontline services. It
was a bold decision but proven to be the right
one.”
Last, but by no means least, come proposals
for Sunderland, which has ambitious goals; by
2030 the resident population of the city centre
will double, from around 2500 to 5000, and the
number of people employed in the city centre will
increase by 50 per cent, from 12,000 to 18,000.
Riverside Sunderland is one of four quarters
being developed as part of the wider city centre.
It is the result of careful analysis, intelligence
gathering and engagement with investors and
developers, and it has been inspired by the
example of other medium-sized cities in the UK
and Europe.
Achieving the targets outlined above will boost
the daytime population of the city centre and
drive up footfall and expenditure by residents,
workers and visitors. This will make the city
centre a busier and more enjoyable place,
helping shops, restaurants, cultural and leisure
attractions to thrive.
This is a moment of opportunity for
Sunderland. A wave of investment in the city

the whole city centre in the next ten to 20 years

centre is creating a new climate of confidence

by focusing on four urban quarters – Riverside

and optimism.

Sunderland, The Bridges, Holmeside and

Riverside Sunderland will give the people
of Sunderland the city centre they want and

Sunniside.
Riverside Sunderland, which includes the site

deserve – an attractive and dynamic place where

of the former Vaux Brewery and spans the River

people will choose to live, work, study and

Wear, will attract people, jobs and investment,

spend their leisure time.

with benefits for the whole of the city. The

The project will drive economic growth and
set new standards for sustainable development,
promoting health and wellbeing and social
inclusion.
It will provide quality jobs and great homes
for the people of Sunderland, and help to attract
skilled workers, students and visitors.
This new urban quarter will be a key
component of the city’s efforts to regenerate

Bridges and the immediate surrounding streets
form the city’s prime retail pitch.
Holmeside is a mixed-use area, which
includes pubs and bars, independent shops,
Sunderland College’s City Campus and the Park
Lane public transport hub.
Sunniside is an attractive area, originally laid
out in the early 19th Century, which has begun
to draw creative and cultural businesses.
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A DVER T ISING FE ATU RE – BU ILT E NV IRO NME NT – N AY L O R S G AVI N B L AC K

Communication,
relationships and a positive
outlook – adapting to
COVID-19
As the world adapts to COVID-19, those working in the commercial property sector face a unique set of challenges
as they try to maintain some form of normality and support businesses through the pandemic. Newcastle-based
Naylors Gavin Black is no different but is adapting on a day-to-day basis to continue in its delivery of commercial
property services, amid one of the most challenging environments for generations
The changing workplace

Many transactions paused – but not all

was the case for many businesses, the Naylors

industrial units is a mainstay of Naylors Gavin

Gavin Black team transitioned to home working,

Black, the pandemic has almost brought the world

quickly adapting to the new routine.

of commercial agency to a standstill.

Once lockdown came into force in mid-March, as

For several years, the firm has enabled staff to

is a physical inspection, in the first instance to

in place to facilitate the various requirements

enable prospective purchasers or tenants to

of its agents, building surveyors and property

inspect, but thereafter for building surveys and

management team. While these measures have

contractor visits. However, under the new regime

undoubtedly put the company in good stead to

the inability for these physical inspections to take

help transition to full-scale homeworking, the

place has put the brakes on deals – which is not

depth of the current situation could never have

good news for anyone.

Across the firm, daily activities are centred on

space is in short supply and thanks largely to online

as the team works towards achieving a balanced

shopping, the UK logistics sector is now more

solution that caters for the immense pressures

important than ever. So much so, that despite all

both sides are experiencing.

of the challenges, Naylors Gavin Black has just

staff in establishing strong personal relationships

0191 232 7030
@NaylorsGB

agreed the sale of a 13,000 sq ft warehouse as a
direct result of current market conditions.

is now standing Naylors Gavin Black in good

Longer-term, the company expects to see

stead. It will be integral to getting through the

greater demand for logistics premises as more

next few months and ultimately emerging all the

people rely on online shopping. The global

stronger.

pandemic has awoken manufacturers to significant

Communication with colleagues and clients via

risks to ready flow of goods from their 'offshore'

video call can never be as effective as physically

supply chains abroad and our further prediction

sitting in the same room, but the company has

is greater 'onshoring' in the coming years, which

identified benefits.

ensures that manufacturers have greater control

The valuable time saved by not travelling to
meetings is significant and the benefit to the
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One sector where occupier demand remains
strong is the industrial market. Quality warehouse

maintaining good landlord and tenant relations

The many years that have been invested by the

www.naylorsgavinblack.co.uk

A vital component of every property transaction

work from home, putting the required technology

been foreseen.

Naylors Gavin Black

While the sale and letting of offices, shops and

and certainty of ready supply at any point in time.
Thankfully, for many years, those working within

environment of this trend on a global scale cannot

the agency world have understood the importance

be underestimated.

of good communications and Naylors Gavin

Black continues to stay in regular dialogue with
their contemporaries to try and keep transactions
moving forward.
If deals are difficult to progress for occupiers of
commercial property, for investors, it is an even
bigger challenge. In the main, the company is
seeing that investors are watching the market and
unlikely to resurface until there's some form of
stabilisation. There are those sitting on cash and
hoping to see distressed opportunities, but at the
time of writing, there have been few opportunities
in this regard. Investors, in particular, will be
looking at their exposure to risky high street retail
and leisure sectors at present.
Furthermore, the investment market is
underpinned by bank lending and in the current
climate assets of all sizes have become far more
difficult to value – especially if you can't arrange an
inspection!
Restrictions hold back building projects

As soon as it became apparent that a lockdown

compliance with the empty property provisions.

scenario was likely, Naylors Gavin Black's building

Reducing costs is a key focus across the portfolio

surveyors worked hard to complete as many site

to assist their tenants and clients, avoiding

inspections as possible before lockdown policies

unnecessary costs while the uncertainty continues.

were put in place.
Thanks to this foresight, when the restrictions

Understandably, the company is dealing with
requests from tenants for rent holidays, while

came into force the team has been able to

assessing the impact of new Government support

transition to desk-based work, albeit they are

guidelines. In turn, there is a need to update

now finding that many building materials are not

landlords on a daily basis and provide regular

available and in most cases workforces are not

income schedules.

permitted onto site.
Currently, site visits are not allowed unless there

The facilities management helpdesk for tenants
continues as normal, with the office phone

is an emergency scenario and any projects which

transferred to mobile phones and reporting of

were already underway have been reassessed from

issues via email.

a health and safety point of view.
The company has reviewed projects with clients
to determine whether they are time-critical and

From an accounts point of view, Naylors Gavin
Black is focused on keeping money moving –
getting money in and money back out again is vital.

in most cases, they have been placed on hold to
avoid any contractual issues arising.

Embracing change

While for now strong communication and client
Ensuring buildings are safe and compliant

relationships are helping Naylors Gavin Black

The property management team are making

continue to provide essential services, the

good use of their established relationships with

company is yet to see the long-term effects of the

the tenants who occupy the 140+ properties in

pandemic on the commercial property market and

their management portfolio to ensure buildings are

the companies with which it works. But as a team,

compliant and all running as they should be.

the company will continue to navigate its way

Meanwhile, Naylors Gavin Black is working with
insurers to log the now empty buildings to ensure

through the challenges with a positive outlook and
embrace a new way of working.
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INT ER VIEW – CAT RIO NA L ING W O O D

Viewpoint
Constructing Excellence in the North East is a regional business support organisation dedicated to improving industry
performance. Here, its CEO, Catriona Lingwood, describes the immediate impact coronavirus has had on the local
construction sector and why a focus on innovation and collaboration could limit long-term loses
times. We're working from home – as most of
those in our industry that can do, are doing,
too. We've had to adapt to online meetings and
have discovered Zoom, which will revolutionise
meetings in the future. We’re also looking at new
ways to engage our members via webinars and
we’re working with partner organisations on new
offerings.
Constructing Excellence is a platform that

encourages industry improvement through
innovation and collaboration. How is this
manifesting itself in the current climate?

CENE is updating our members with best and
most current industry advice, which comes mainly
from the Construction Leadership Council (CLC),
Construction Industry Council (CIC) and a variety
of Government Departments, including BEIS
(Department for Business, Energy and Industrial
Strategy). The current pandemic is forcing the
industry to think differently and, by default,
innovative ways to meet and move projects
forward will become more commonplace. I'm
already seeing people and companies pulling
together collaboratively during this difficult time to
share best practice and make donations of suitable
PPE to the NHS.
What is the most pressing challenges for the

North East construction industry and what is
CENE advice around this?

At the moment, it's all about surviving the current
situation while maintaining credible capability so
we can be ready to respond to any emergency
and essential works required. Once restrictions
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Firstly, how is the team at Constructing

are lifted, we need to respond quickly and

how are you adapting your operations to the

at bouncing back but we must take this time to

The team is doing well during these unprecedented

contractors, consultants and sub-contractors

Excellence in the North East (CENE) and

effectively. Historically, the industry has been good

COVID-19 outbreak?

make sure we're ready. Our plea is that clients,

IN ASSOCIATION WITH:

take a pragmatic approach to damages and

Many construction sites in the North East closed

loss claims they are all suffering. One area of the

after the lockdown was announced but the letter

sector shouldn't be made to carry the burden.

from The Rt Hon Alok Sharma MP, Secretary of

We can't get tied up in litigation as no one wins.

State for Business, Energy & Industrial Strategy

If the industry is reasonable with one another,

[to the UK’s construction sector] did not make

we will all come through this healthier and with

it clear as to what was deemed essential

stronger bonds.

working. Even other Government ministers and
the Mayor of London were not in agreement! A

Construction is often a sector that suffers

list of essential work was produced but there

What is your outlook at the moment?

'life-critical', including works on hospitals such

disproportionately during times of crisis.

was still confusion. I believe essential to mean,

A construction industry survey (March 22-26,

as the NHS Nightingale Hospital in London and

2020) reported 46 per cent of companies

others such hospitals around the UK. Also utility

would struggle to maintain a viable business if

providers that provide an essential services, such

the market remains depressed for more than

as heating in homes, must continue to support

three months. So it appears that, in the short

their customers and communities. We’re now a

and medium-term, there could be a substantial

few weeks into lockdown and it looks as though

impact on the sector. Job losses, business

more sites will be able to reopen soon as long as

closures and severe loss of capacity are all strong

they’re able to put PHE SAGE (Scientific Advisory

possibilities. But the long-term impact will most

Group for Emergencies) working practices in

likely be the emergence of improved working

place.

practices and patterns. There will be more focus
on innovation and collaborative working – and
so the North East's instinct for innovation and
finding a way in challenging environments could
pay dividends for the sector.

G4C is a CE initiative that champions the

younger generation working in contraction.
How will they play their part in ensuring the
recovery of the industry?

I believe that the young talent in our industry –
The Government announced a number of

who are championed by our Generation4Change

ones are most prevalent to the construction

forward new ideas, ways of working and true

measures to support businesses. Which

(G4C) – will accelerate change by bringing

sector and what more support would you

innovation.

All Government schemes will play a part in

Do you think this pandemic will change

like to see?

helping the sector navigate the next two
months while longer term support around

construction forever?

It will immediately change and challenge

existing campaigns such as no or low VAT

hierarchies and many norms of working with

on refurbishments, housing land incentives,

virtual meetings, virtual inspections and more

investment in skills proliferation would be

offsite manufacturing becoming the norm. It will

welcomed. Furloughing is important and I hope

also improve collaborative behaviours and reduce

companies take advantage of it to ensure we can

elitism and favouritism, while the increased use of

retain our expertise and people once the country

technologies will help improve and spawn higher

starts to recover.

levels of innovation. Hopefully, it will be realised
that people are the sector's biggest asset and

There was a lot of conflicting interpretations

how we treat them during this crisis will be

after the lockdown announcement – with

hard to retain and furlough staff, and clients that

continuing to operate. What was the

and sub-contractors to shut down sites with no

about what work was considered essential

remembered. Those companies that are working

a lot of construction projects initially

are working collaboratively with their contractors

experience in the North East?

penalties and pay them for works completed.

Constructing Excellence
in the North East
www.cene.org.uk
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COMMENT – COVID-19
Kim McGuinness

A MESSAGE FROM KIM
MCGUINNESS, NORTHUMBRIA
POLICE AND CRIME COMMISSIONER

H

ome is where the heart is. There’s
no place like it.
But as much as we love it, we’re
now all facing a global health
crisis, which means we need to
stay there to save lives.
It sounds a simple ask, but we’re finding it’s
not easy. I hope by the time this is published, the
situation has improved greatly, but right now it’s
hugely important to stay home to counter the
spread of this destructive virus.
Over the last few weeks, I’ve heard first-hand
the pressure COVID-19 is causing to so many
of our vital local charities. They face difficulty
in terms of funding and ability to deliver their
services and that could have a huge impact on
our most vulnerable.
That’s why I decided to create a £200,000
Coronavirus Response Fund.
This was made available to help local voluntary
organisations adapt and continue their vital
work.
It is there to sustain crucial community
projects – helping those in need and supporting
the work of Northumbria Police – and, just as
importantly, it is there to help make sure these
organisations are still with us on the other side.
One group of people for whom COVID-19 is
a day-to-day struggle is those suffering domestic
abuse.
Sadly, for many, lockdown makes them more
vulnerable and trapped than ever. So I want to
urge anyone suffering to seek help.
Please don’t feel like you have to wait until the
coronavirus crisis passes to seek help – you don’t.
We have fantastic support organisations
throughout the North East who we are working
closely with and who can fully support you. And,
as always, if you are at immediate risk, please call
999.
If you are in danger because of the call, key
in 55. And look out and listen for friends and
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neighbours in need.
An anonymous call to Crimestoppers or
the police could rescue someone from a living
nightmare.
There is more than one way, at this time of
heightened community spirit, to support and
care for one another.
Another group similarly impacted is children,
who are suffering without school and the support
and stability it brings.
School can be a place to escape from abuse
and neglect at home. Youth provision has never
been more needed, but lockdown constraints are
making it even harder to reach those who need
to be reached.
It’s a similar story for our rural communities,
who often feel isolated at the best of times, and,
of course, healthcare is often miles away for
many rural areas that have older, more vulnerable
populations.
I also know of teachers worried about the gap
in provisions for rural pupils, and members of
the LGBT+ community being forced to live in
family homes where their sexuality isn’t welcome.
These are all great concerns and it is at times
like these that we’re grateful for the technology
that, for those who have access, can literally be a
lifesaver.
With all this in mind, it is of little surprise that
we have been inundated with applications from
such worthwhile and innovative projects run by
people wanting to help those in need, and we will
be allocating funding in the coming weeks.
I really hope that together we can make a
positive difference, in some small way, to the
lives of many who are suffering.
This leads me onto another group of people
who are making a positive difference.
It’s not an easy time for our police officers and
staff on the frontline and I’m incredibly proud of
them all.
They have risen to this challenge, are working

round-the-clock and yet for many their own
home life has become filled with worry and
disruption. They can’t choose to work from home
and keep their family safe. They know the risks
but with true commitment to their job, duty calls
and they respond.
These, along with NHS and frontline

healthcare workers and the other key workers
getting us through every day, are truly
remarkable people.
So, to everyone doing their bit, from our
frontline heroes to our dedicated volunteers and
to everyone in between staying at home to save
lives, thank you.

i
KIM MCGUINNESS
www.northumbria-pcc.gov.uk
@NorthumbriaPCC
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ADVERTISING FEATURE – DEVELOPMENT
RTC North

BLUE SKIES AHEAD
Craig Huntingdon, scaleup partner at RTC North, looks at how an axiom in aviation can be used
for any business to find opportunities within these times of disruption

i
RTC NORTH
Scaleup North East is delivered
by RTC North and supports
the delivery of the North East
Strategic Economic Plan.
Designed for ambitious and
growing SMEs, the programme
has been designed to help
business leaders learn from the
best of their peers, increase
productivity and performance,
and invest in transformational
activity – resulting in scaleup
businesses that grow faster
and more sustainably than ever
before. For more information
about Scaleup North East, visit
www.scaleupnortheast.co.uk
www.rtcnorth.co.uk
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I

n such unprecedented times, the focus for the
vast majority of businesses is on survival, and
that often requires every available resource.
For many others, however, once contingency
plans are in place, short-term cash flow
secured, and costs minimised, opportunities exist
for those able to broaden their focus. These may
not be immediately available but will allow the
business to recover faster, grow stronger, increase
resilience and reduce exposure post-COVID-19.
Contingency planning needs to be robust yet
dynamic. Having confidence in plans to adapt as
required will help owners find the spare capacity
necessary to adopt a positive mindset and focus
on opportunities.
Some of the most effective contingency plans
are based around the aviation axiom, 'aviate,
navigate, communicate'. As crises in that sector
are literally a matter of life or death, plans are
built using years of critically appraising risk with
complete transparency.

Aviate reminds us that despite dealing with a
critical issue, the business still needs to operate
while navigation refers to changing course to deal
with the issues faced. It's unlikely that anybody
will maintain 'business as usual' in these times,
and survival will only be possible by the successful
development and implementation of an updated
strategy.
Communication is about strong leadership,
which is based on setting a clear destination
and motivating people to get you there. A
significant change in strategy will need clear and
concise communication, something even more
challenging when people are working remotely.
Beyond crisis management – when businesses
have been steadied or hibernated – leaders
should, where possible, assign time to identify
what opportunities are available to them. Finding
these in the status quo is never easy but they exist
in abundance during periods of upheaval and
uncertainty.
I was the trading director at Aldi during the
2008 financial crisis, a company that captured
and maximised opportunities that presented
themselves during the prevailing conditions.
It was achieved by having the agility in quickly
understanding the dynamics of the situation and
delivering a proposition to the market that was
relevant, concise and easily communicated.
Any retailer could have taken a similar
approach but very few did, including most of the
discounters. Some failed to aviate and lost large
numbers of customers as they focused solely on
saving cash by diluting their offers. Others failed
to navigate by trying to maintain business as
usual at a time when customers were demanding
something different. Meanwhile, others did adopt
potentially successful approaches but failed to
communicate them to their customers at a time
when advertising budgets were being slashed.
Scaleup North East supports business owners to
navigate business challenges to scale successfully.
Right now, this process starts by stabilising
businesses in challenging times and then helping
owners identify real opportunities and developing
plans to seize them.

ADVERTISING FEATURE – EDUCATION

Newcastle University

STRENGTH IN OUR COMMUNITIES
Jane Robinson, Newcastle University's Dean of Engagement and Place, explains why the civic role
of universities has never been more important

C

ovid-19 is changing the world
forever. While many of us are
following the advice to stay
indoors - to save lives and protect
the NHS - outside we are losing
loved ones, children are missing out on their
education, businesses are failing and public
services are struggling to survive. The collective
sense of loss we are all going to experience at the
end of this will be overwhelming.
At the same time we are seeing amazing
examples of real courage, selflessness, generosity
and community as our key workers risk their
lives every day to keep the country moving and
individuals like Cpt Tom Moore go above and
beyond to help others.
One thing that has really struck me about
this experience is the incredibly strong sense
of community that has emerged. Our village,
Wylam, has always had a good sense of
community – it’s one of the things that we love
about the place – but Covid-19 has taken things
to another level, with organised groups and local
businesses all coming together to support the
most vulnerable and to look out for one another.
And in my own area of Higher Education,
colleagues and students alike have shown
resilience, camaraderie and creativity in the face
of adversity.
And despite the immense personal and
professional challenges we have faced in the last
three weeks, this crisis has also highlighted to
me how important universities’ civic role is and
that our connections with our place, partners and
local communities have never been so important.
I have had the honour of being responsible
for co-ordinating the Covid-19 Civic Response
project. Working with our colleagues at
Northumbria University, Newcastle City Council
and the Newcastle Hospitals NHS Trust, we are
working together to combat the impacts of the
virus locally, nationally and globally.
From contributing to the discovery of new
drugs to combat Covid-19 and the development

of rapid diagnostics, to supplying specialist
equipment and accommodation to support the
NHS, together we are playing an important role
in the fight against coronavirus.
At the same time, more than 100 of our senior
clinical academics working at consultant level,
and PhD students who are clinically qualified,
have dropped their ‘day’ jobs and are now
providing frontline care.
And at the beginning of April, almost 300 of
our medical students graduated early in a virtual
celebration and are now out on the front line,
supporting patients at a time when the NHS
needs them most.
We are moving at a pace that I don’t think
anyone would have thought possible just a few
weeks ago, innovating and collaborating in
new ways with our partners and making a real
difference to meet the immediate crisis we are all
dealing with.
And although we are still very much in the eye
of the storm, we are now rightly beginning to ask
the question about what the world will look like
post-Covid-19.
Universities will need to play a key role in
supporting the development of plans for a postCovid-19 world, addressing what will no doubt
be significant economic and social challenges.
Understanding our place, our communities
and working closely with our partners is at
the heart of what we do as a University and in
Newcastle we are working on a regional Covid-19
response with our Local Enterprise Partnership,
Mayoral Authority, Local Authorities and
Businesses.
The newly-formed Civic University Network,
of which Newcastle University is a key partner,
will also provide an important focus for
developing and sharing best practice.
In the challenging and uncertain times that lie
ahead, it’s clear that the civic role of universities
will be more important than ever in helping our
communities not only survive, but thrive in a
brave new world.

i
NEWCASTLE UNIVERSITY
To find out more about
Newcastle University’s response
to COVID-19, visit:
www.ncl.ac.uk/who-we-are/
coronavirus/
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ADVERTISING FEATURE – MEDIA
Projector

GET BRAND FIT DURING THIS CRISIS
Phil Lowery, owner of Projector Brand Communications, discusses how brands can adjust their
strategy through the COVID-19 pandemic and prepare for a new normal
your communication output and rethink your
key messages where possible. Anticipate your
audience's new needs and address them one by
one. Your brand will also need to adapt to the
increase in online activity and decrease in out-ofhome presence. Ask yourself: are the platforms
you normally use still relevant? If the answer is no,
then it's time for a change. Remember, your goal is
to remain as relevant and relatable as possible to fit
in with the new 2020 plan, whatever it takes.

O
i
PROJECTOR
If you're interested in finding
out how Projector can help you
build your brand, contact Phil on:

n Monday, March 23, Prime
Minister Boris Johnson
addressed 27.1 million people to
label the coronavirus pandemic a
'moment of national emergency',
delivering the draconian instruction for the nation
to stay at home whenever possible.
Since that moment, coronavirus has forced us
into an entirely new way of living with almost no
area of society left unscathed. Digital meetings,
online workouts, virtual school lessons and even
live-streamed weddings have become our new
reality – along with the comeback of banana
bread, apparently.
But as the country slowly begins to move out
of the initial 'shock and adjustment' phase and a
lifestyle of social distancing, self-quarantining and
remote working becomes the new norm, what can
you do to make your brand fit?

phil@yourprojector.com
www.yourprojector.com
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Adapt or be trapped: As with all roads to recovery,
the first step is acceptance. Brands need to begin
by acknowledging that the world we're living in
is different and, therefore, they must also move
differently to stay relevant. Change the tone in

Put values over value: During most brand
workshops, we aim to uncover a true set of values.
At the heart of this, we borrow from Simon Sinek's
well-documented doctrine and ask, 'Why are
you in business?' Asking someone why they're in
business is often met with a wry smile: 'to make
money', comes the reply. But profit is the result of
a well run business, not why the business exists.
So we help clients look deeper and harder at the
question so that they understand why they exist
and what their brand means to people. Knowing
why you're in business and the values you believe
in really helps connect with an audience. And
sticking to that and what you're good at will
get you through this crisis. By overly focusing
on profit or publicity, or pivoting too much,
brands put themselves at risk of being seen as
opportunistic. So, stand by your values – your
relationships will be all the stronger for it.
Plan for a post-COVID-19 world: If the 2008
credit crunch taught us anything, it's that nothing
lasts forever. We must also plan for life beyond
the crisis. While this pandemic will eventually
wane and life will return to some level of preMarch normality, we can expect some new-found
consumer behaviours to stick around for the long
term. While it's still too early to say precisely how
life will look once the banana bread runs out,
there will inevitably be a new normal. This is what
businesses need to start planning for now. Where
might future opportunities lie? How can you come
out of hibernation ready to go? How will you
talk to new customers and remain connected to
existing ones?

ADVERTISING FEATURE – LAW
Muckle LLP

MUCKLE LAUNCHES FREE COVID-19
HELPDESK FOR BUSINESSES
North East commercial law firm Muckle LLP has launched a new helpdesk, which enables
businesses and organisations to speak to a team of lawyers for pointers on legal concerns arising
from the coronavirus crisis

M

uckle LLP's COVID-19 Business
Helpdesk is a free service that
has been created to back up the
Newcastle-based independent
law firm's existing online hub
and give businesses and organisations an extra
helping hand following the outbreak.
Calls and emails to the helpdesk will be picked
up by dedicated lawyers who will personally help
guide people through the myriad of information
available online, or connect them to specialist
advice if needed.
Through its existing online hub, the firm
has also produced a series of articles, podcasts,
webinars and Q&A guides, which explain how
businesses and organisations can respond to all
kinds of coronavirus related legal challenges.
Jason Wainwright, managing partner at Muckle,
says: "It is fantastic to see how everyone in the
business community is pulling together and
trying to help each other during the crisis, but
there is so much information that is changing all
the time and it is confusing for businesses and
organisations.
"After launching a COVID-19 support hub
on our website a few weeks ago, which received
a lot of traffic, we created our helpdesk to guide
companies to material and resources that are most
helpful for their situation. It's a step further than
our online hub because it is a personal service
with free access directly to our lawyers.
Jason continues: "Every business and
organisation is different and having someone
knowledgeable available to listen and respond to
queries over the phone, on email or face to face
through Skype, can save people valuable time and
give them confidence that they are following the
right guidance.

"We won't be able to answer every query there
and then. Some are going to be more complex
and require detailed advice, maybe from an
accountant, a tax adviser or one of our specialist
legal teams, but even in these cases, we can point
people in the right direction.
"We don't want any business or organisation to
feel lost because of coronavirus. There is a wealth
of free support available that our COVID-19
Business Helpdesk can put people in touch with
and that's a great starting point."

i
MUCKLE LLP
Photo: Solicitor Tom Justice,
working from home on the
Muckle LLP's COVID-19 Business
Helpdesk.
Businesses and organisations
can contact the helpdesk
on 0191 211 7773 or email
covid19businesshelpdesk@
muckle-llp.com
www.muckle-llp.com
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ADVERTISING FEATURE – TECH
Sunderland Software City

SUPPORTING THE NORTH EAST
TECH SECTOR AMID COVID-19
Jamie Hardesty, newly appointed head of communications and stakeholder engagement at
Sunderland Software City (SSC), shares insights into evolving North East tech sector support
during the coronavirus pandemic

S

ix weeks ago, I started a new role
with Sunderland Software City. I'd
long admired the organisation for
its role in enabling the growth of the
North East's tech sector – especially
in supporting early-stage businesses – so to be
asked to join the team was a no-brainer for me.
It's been a strange time to begin a new job, given
the changes to working patterns and priorities.
Luckily, I've joined a team full of passionate people
who have been both welcoming and are driven to
bring value to the sector.

Let's be honest, it is a uniquely testing time
for our region's tech sector. Whether you're a
digital service provider or a potential high growth
startup with a product to sell, the needs of both
clients and customers have rapidly shifted from
the status quo of the pre COVID-19 world. People
are acting cautiously and rightly so, given the
level of uncertainty reigning supreme. Who isn't
worried about cash flow or sales or securing new
84

customers?
While our team would be the first to admit
we don't have all of the answers, we have been
working quickly to try new things as, like
everyone else, we simply can't do what we do in
the same way anymore.
We've had to innovate our delivery service,
whether in helping new businesses get off the
ground or in the digital skills initiatives that we
run, and we're still learning what the best ways of
virtual working are.
First and foremost, we've been listening.
We want our region's tech companies to know
that they absolutely aren't alone. Given the
disruption to business as usual, we've been hosting
regular virtual drop-ins with companies and
entrepreneurs in the region.
There are more than 3000 digital tech
businesses in the North East ecosystem, each with
their pain points and shifting focuses. While we've
been dealing with a lot of signposting requests and
bespoke asks, we've also been recording responses
in a live data management dashboard. We hope
that this will help to inform interventions needed
to protect the sector moving forward.
While we're lucky that we live in an age where
we're able to harness the most high-tech response
to a pandemic in human history, the power of
good conversation remains vitally important.
Many companies which we've interacted with so
far have simply acknowledged how cathartic it is
to be able to air concerns.
I'd therefore encourage any tech company in the
region to drop in with us.
We're also working closely with the
Government to ensure the region's voice is heard,
based on the anonymised data we're analysing. As
chair of the UK Tech Cluster Group, we're working
with other regional clusters to help shape the most
effective means of sector support.
Our business support service remains in full
swing too, with sessions taking place via video
calls and virtual whitewall technology. Founders

can interact with our team and shape both new
and revised business plans.
Whether companies are looking for help with
marketing strategy and customer engagement,
market research and intelligence or are scoping
out specifications for a new tech platform, we're
still talking to enterprising people looking to bring
exciting new businesses to life.
Our partners at the North East Fund and
Muckle LLP are working with us to host remote
sessions for founders too, meaning companies
looking for legal and financial advice can still
access such expertise.
We've also extended a COVID-19 digital
adoption support offering, meaning we've been
on-hand to help more traditional businesses
embrace digital technology to alleviate disruptions
to their workflows.
In our work with the charity sector for instance,
we're finding that many organisations simply
need recommendations on which digital tools to
consider embracing. This has been a challenge
many North East tech SMEs have got involved in
too.
While threats to the tech sector are well
documented, and indeed rightly so, it is essential
to reiterate that opportunity does exist too. Tech
is an enabler, a problem-solver and an efficiency
driver. Conditions are ripe for the innovations of
North East tech companies to enter new markets
and play a role in making businesses more efficient
as we're all forced to think differently.
I've been impressed to see our friends at
Wordnerds, a Gateshead-based SaaS business
specialising in AI and social linguistics, using their
technology on behalf of customers to listen to and
provide insight on COVID-related stories.
Similarly, I'm excited to see Middlesbrough's
Annimersion launch immersive meeting spaces,
as they bid to overcome public health challenges
and provide a new way for businesses to showcase
products.
It's also been a real pleasure for us at SSC to
work with Coatsink, a Sunderland video game
developer, on a 'design a video game character'
competition with families at home on lockdown.
The North East digital tech sector grew by 45
per cent between 2013 and 2018. It's a sector that

has been on the up and played a key role in the
region's business success in the past decade.
I'd be remiss to suggest that the sector will come
out of this unscathed or that a positive mindset
will simply see us through; the reality is that we are
in a crisis and being an entrepreneur is difficult.
It always has been and it's even more so amid a
pandemic.
However, North East tech has resilient strengths
that can and should be leaned on right now. We
have a close-knit tech community where credible
mentors and businesses actively help each other.
We have venture capital companies with money
to invest and we have organisations dedicated
to strengthening and supporting the sector. I'd
encourage anyone in the region who is struggling
and in need of support to reach out to us and
we can help move forward together. Let's keep
talking; you aren’t alone.

i
SUNDERLAND SOFTWARE
CITY
www.sunderlandsoftwarecity.com
@SunSoftCity
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ADVERTISING FEATURE – EDUCATION
Newcastle College

NEWCASTLE COLLEGE –
ADAPTING TO A PANDEMIC
For a city centre college that has invested heavily in providing hands-on environments for its
students, the challenge for staff has been to maintain standards of learning during the COVID-19
lockdown – with some inventive results

B

ased in the centre of Newcastle's
diverse west end community
and part of college group NCG,
Newcastle College provides
education for everyone, from school
leavers and apprentices to adults and degree
students.
But as the Government response to the
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coronavirus pandemic became stricter and the
prospect of school and college closures grew
increasingly likely, leaders at the college were
tasked with preparing for an inevitable move to
remote learning. The biggest question was, how
could the hands-on experience that Newcastle
College is known for, be translated online?
"I imagine it was definitely a challenge for
every education provider, in a number of ways,"
says principal Tony Lewin. "That face-to-face
relationship, being in a setting which is fit for
purpose and learning alongside your peers, is all
part of the value of education.
"Our biggest challenge was moving our
vocational subjects online. Our facilities, the
hands-on aspect of the training we offer and our
engagement with employers and with industry are
really significant parts of our courses."
Those parts of the college's offering are
significant and the college has invested heavily in
providing industry-standard training facilities.
Students benefit from learning in environments
that reflect the real-working situations of the
industry they're training for, whether that's in a
simulated hospital ward, a hair and beauty salon,
or a building filled with real railway tracks and
overhead lines.
The high standard of these environments is
demonstrated by the college's recent donation of
PPE to the NHS and local healthcare providers.
Hundreds of masks, aprons, clinical wipes and
gloves, usually used in the college's Health
and Social Care department, Rail and Civil
Engineering Academy and Automotive Academy,
have been donated to the RVI hospital, Daft as a
Brush Cancer Patient Care and Allied Healthcare
in Newcastle in response to the ongoing PPE
shortage during the fight against COVID-19.
While academic subjects like English and maths
can be taught remotely more easily, it has taken
more innovative methods to teach hands-on
subjects such as construction, aviation or hair
and beauty. One beauty lecturer has gone to great

lengths to ensure that her students are not missing
out, creating her own YouTube channel where she
simulates classroom lessons and posts resources
out to students in advance to enable them to
complete their assignments.
"I am really impressed with how well our
students and colleagues have adapted to the
change," Tony continues. "Just a few short weeks
ago, we couldn't have imagined we would be in
this position, but here we are.
"The speed with which we have moved to this
new way of operating is a credit to the flexibility
and ingenuity of all my colleagues across the
organisation.
"Teachers have been working really hard to
find effective ways to teach remotely and they've
been really creative with their solutions. Of course,
there has been a lot of video conference lessons
and we are lucky that we can keep up that face-toface interaction wherever we can. I'm seeing new
ideas all of the time and it's fantastic.
"Our students are really engaged, which is all
we can ask of them right now. Just like everybody
else, they're experiencing a lot of stress and
uncertainty and we've made it clear to them that
their health and wellbeing is their priority.
"Our priority is ensuring that no student is at
a disadvantage when this is over and that they're
prepared for a return to college, whenever that
may happen. So it's brilliant to see that they're
engaged in this way of learning and want to
prepare for their next steps."
It is not just lessons that have been moved
online, the vital services that students receive
when attending college have too – something that
Tony thinks proves just how valuable colleges are
to communities.
Tony continues: "We do still have a duty of care
for our students and of course, we also have to
ensure that our vulnerable students are still able to
access support.
"Being able to safeguard our students while
they're not on campus is an ongoing challenge,
but a vital one. Our support teams are working
really hard to provide all of our support services
remotely to students and to keep in touch with
those students who need that support on an
ongoing basis.

"This situation is unprecedented and hopefully
won't occur again in our lifetime, but it has
highlighted which roles and sectors are providing
essential services.
"We have always known that a college is a safe
place for a lot of people and that it provides much
more than education. It is not all about exam
results or statistics, but it is a place that offers
support and a safe environment where young
people can not only learn practical skills, but all
of the softer and social skills that they need to
succeed and thrive in the real world.
"That human interaction is really important
and while we've proven that we can adapt to a
new way of learning, I'm really looking forward to
welcoming our students back onto campus."

i
NEWCASTLE COLLEGE
www.newcastlecollege.co.uk
@NCLCollege
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ADVERTISING FEATURE – FINANCE
Armstrong Watson

SCALING UP DURING THE
CORONAVIRUS OUTBREAK
In February, Armstrong Watson supported the directors of cloud and network solutions business
Atlas Cloud in raising equity investment of £2 million from the Northern Venture Capital Trust
Funds, managed by Mercia. The world has changed dramatically since then so Chris McCourt,
corporate finance partner at Armstrong Watson, arranged a video call with Pete Watson, chief
executive of Atlas Cloud, to see how things are progressing

A

lot has changed since we
completed the investment in
February; how has it been
going?
We very quickly decided to
close our office and get everyone working from
home due to the coronavirus outbreak. At Atlas
Cloud, we provide managed IT solutions to
our customers that give their staff the ability to
access whatever IT tools they need to do their
job on any device from anywhere, so we were
able to make that change to our working practice
seamlessly – with no impact to the support we
provide our customers.

What challenges should businesses be thinking
about with a newly remote workforce?
Typically, we have seen businesses go through two
phases. The first phase is panic. They're asking us
how they comply with social distancing rules to
keep their people safe while also allowing as many
as possible to work from home. Once businesses
have implemented a solution, they start to
encounter the second phase –practicalities. They
are asking how best to manage productivity, and
questions about data security. We think there is a
logical third phase that some businesses will reach
where they start to question what the future of
work looks like – is there a need for big expensive
offices if we have found ways to deliver answers to
the questions in phase two?

i
ARMSTRONG WATSON
If you would like to understand
in more detail your options for
investment in your business, then
contact Chris at chris.mccourt@
armstrongwatson.co.uk
www.armstrongwatson.co.uk
@ArmstrongWatson

88

The events of March have been very disruptive to
most businesses. Has it affected Atlas Cloud?
The circumstance is actually providing some
opportunities for us. Our mantra is 'IT for
the modern workplace' and businesses have
been forced to think differently about what the
workplace is and, therefore, how they need to
deliver their IT solutions. The coronavirus is
accelerating the conversations we are having with
many businesses – they are coming to us wanting
remote working solutions for the staff immediately.
That has created significant technology challenges
but our tech team is working round the clock to
deliver these. We have customers that are going
live daily, often within a week.

Have your plans changed since the outbreak
began?
Not really. Mercia has been really supportive
since the outbreak advising if there are things
we could be doing differently. They have been in
regular contact outside of board meetings too
and we are building a great relationship.

Has the investment Armstrong Watson helped
you raise allowed you to capitalise on the
situation?
Absolutely. We've been able to react to changes
in the market very quickly. We had profile from
doing the deal and had working capital to be able
to accelerate the investment we needed to scale up
quickly to support our customers.
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TEES VALLEY
Our new section dedicated to the Tees Valley with news and independent features from
the businesses and organisations based in Teesside, Hartlepool and Darlington.
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EDUCATION

College commits to future
with new job plan
A Tees Valley education institution has pledged to continue
producing the “most employable, work-ready students in the North
East” after unveiling job creation plans.
Middlesbrough College is recruiting 50 staff as it prepares to
welcome its largest-ever student numbers in September’s new
academic year.
The roles include lecturing posts across a number of subjects, as
well as building services, back office and catering positions.
Zoe Lewis, principal and chief executive at the college – which is

She said: “Welcoming new staff will mean we can continue to

the only one in Tees Valley chosen by the Department for Education

deliver first-class standards of teaching and learning – helping us

to pilot its new vocational T Levels qualifications – said the move

to produce the most employable, work-ready students in the North

will “look after the future”.

East.”

FINANCE

Councils deliver covid-19
cash support
Tees Valley councils have paid out more than £60 million in
emergency Government grants to support firms during the
coronavirus outbreak.
The cash is being used to help small businesses, retail,
hospitality and leisure sector operators navigate the impact of
COVID-19.
Stockton Council says it has processed in excess of 1500
payments worth £18.1 million, with Darlington Borough Council
helping more than 1600 businesses with £16 million.
In Middlesbrough, the figure stands above £13 million, while

more than £7 million.

TECHNOLOGY

LOGISTICS

A technology firm has launched a venture it says will boost business

A family-run haulage, plant hire and aggregates company is

interaction while reducing carbon emissions.

strengthening operations to meet rising demand caused by the

Virtual venture ‘will aid
digital revolution’
Animmersion UK has developed the Virtual Interactive Events
service.
Bosses say it allows operators to create custom virtual meeting
spaces, exhibition stands and showrooms, which reduce the need
for physical travel to events.
Managing director Samuel Harrison said: “This is an exciting
digital revolution that very much supports the new ways we will all
be working and communicating.”
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Hartlepool and Redcar and Cleveland councils have each paid out

Lockdown delivers huge rise
in skip demand
coronavirus lockdown.
Scott Bros is investing in wash plant facilities – which convert
construction waste and rubble into aggregates – to build stock
levels amid greater clamour for materials such as sharp sand.
The operator, based in Billingham, near Stockton, says it has
also experienced a rise in requests for skips, thanks to people
performing more domestic tasks in the shutdown.
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INT ER VIEW – BEN HO U CHE N

No stopping the
momentum
The enduring coronavirus pandemic may be causing
unprecedented business uncertainty, but it hasn’t stifled
the ambitions of Tees Valley Mayor Ben Houchen. The
man charged with bringing fresh prosperity to the region
says his growth plans remain firmly on track, with fresh
announcements in the pipeline. Steven Hugill finds out
more
“Houchen! The man with the Midas touch strikes gold!”
When Coventry City’s Keith Houchen wrote his name into FA Cup
folklore, BBC commentator John Motson ensured his inscription
carried an extra lustre.
The Middlesbrough-born attacker’s diving header in the
competition’s 1987 final was a career-defining moment and remains
an iconic image of the cup’s long and colourful history.
Now, more than three decades on, Keith’s nephew Ben – himself
a rugby union player of England youth recognition – is aiming to
leave a similarly lasting legacy.
Having substituted the pitch for politics, the Tees Valley Mayor is
focused on bringing fresh investment and job creation to the region.
The coronavirus outbreak may have delivered new inertia to a
business community still weary from Britain’s protracted EU divorce,
but the Mayor says his growth blueprint remains on track.
Indeed, such is the positivity around discussions with investors
that he still expects to make substantial announcements about two
of his blue-ribbon endeavours – the former SSI UK steelworks site
and Teesside International Airport – in the coming months.
The ex-SSI UK base, a rusting monument to the firm’s painfully
fleeting revival of the Redcar blast furnace, has stood hollow since
October 2015 when the business collapsed into liquidation.
However, having secured multi-million-pound Government
backing to support his South Tees Development Corporation’s
(STDC) vision around transforming the sprawling site, Mayor
Houchen says the area stands ready for a renaissance.
With STDC having wrested control of 840 acres of land from SSI
UK’s Thai parent company earlier this year – on top of more than
1000 acres it bought from Tata Steel – Mayor Houchen says the
picture is becoming increasingly upbeat.
Factor in plans to develop an electric arc furnace to rekindle the
region’s steelmaking heritage and Mayor Houchen, a former solicitor
at law firms in Stockton and Middlesbrough, says his strategy is
primed to deliver a “huge confidence boost”.
“I think in the next three to four months we will be making some
significant announcements around the SSI UK site,” he says.
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“We are speaking to three different investors – three international
steelmakers – about bringing the industry back.
“Until the steelworks are pulled down, they will remain a millstone
around the necks of the people who live in Redcar.
“But, if we can come out in the next few months and announce
steelmaking is coming back, that will be a huge confidence boost.
“We are getting ready to kick on again with the same purpose we

IN ASSOCIATION WITH:

was quick to make good on his promise.
After appointing Stobart Group as the
site’s operator, Mayor Houchen subsequently
announced a raft of new flights, with sunshine
breaks complementing a portfolio of domestic
services headlined by the return of a London link
to the airport.
He has also overseen the start of work on a

BEN HOUCHEN
www.benhouchen.com
@BenHouchen
*Due to the coronavirus outbreak,
the next Tees Valley Mayoral

£200 million logistics and manufacturing park at

Election, originally scheduled for

the base, which he says has the capacity to deliver

May this year, will now take place

more than 4000 jobs.

in 2021

“The airport will see flights again once we are
out of lockdown; it will not suffer,” he says.
“We are speaking to investors – these are
people who are still very keen to do deals with us
to bring jobs and investment to the site.
“We are in a fantastic position,” continues Mayor
Houchen, who grew up in Ingleby Barwick, near
Yarm.
“The expansion space for the logistics and
manufacturing park makes the airport much more
sustainable long-term, and we have fantastic
partners in KLM and Eastern Airways too.”
However, while he remains focused on the
future, Mayor Houchen is equally conscious of the
fact that tomorrow’s achievements will only come
by ensuring the successes of today.
To that end, he worked with Tees Valley
Combined Authority and Stockton’s Lemon
Business Solutions to establish the Tees Valley
Business Support Line.
Signposting organisations to relevant guidance
amid the coronavirus pandemic, the service is now
running as a 24-hour, seven-day operation after
attracting more than 1000 firms in its first week
alone.
“Many businesses are continuing to keep
moving forwards and doing what they can,” says
Mayor Houchen, “but many need someone they
can call for support.
“We had Brexit uncertainty, but coronavirus has
brought a whole new level of uncertainty and it is
had before the crisis; coronavirus will not stop our

vital organisations access a single point of truth,”

momentum,” he continues.

he adds.

Mayor Houchen’s positivity is mirrored when he
talks about Teesside International Airport.
Returning the transport hub to public ownership
was a central cog in his 2017 election campaign
wheel and the Northumbria University law graduate

“We are making sure our businesses can
bounce back on the other side of coronavirus
because there will be large opportunities for them
to seize from the uptick in the economy.
“This is an area that is moving forwards.”
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ADVERTISING FEATURE – MEDIA
Drummond Central

DON'T FOLLOW THE HERD
Managing director of creative marketing agency Drummond Central and elected council member
of The IPA, Dan Appleby, warns brands about falling into a historic marketing trap as we head into
a global economic recession

R

emember when we lived in
'precedented' times? It's hard to
fathom just how quickly all of our
lives have been disrupted. At a time
of such uncertainty, one thing seems
pretty sure, the UK and other leading economies
are headed towards a deep recession. And while it
is true that we will not have experienced anything
quite like the pandemic-induced recession that is
coming, we do have evidence from the past that
shows us how to respond in times of economic
downturn. We also know that a recovery will come,
and it's vital that brands plan for how they can
emerge stronger and quicker.

"Cutting marketing spend
has been proven to be a
high-risk strategy, likely to
lead to a significant fall in
market share"

i
DRUMMOND CENTRAL
Drummond Central is a creative
agency that helps like-minded
businesses solve their problems
and realise their ambitions.
The IPA (Institute of Practitioners
in Advertising) is widely
recognised as the world's most
influential professional body for
practitioners in advertising and
marketing communications.
drummondcentral.co.uk
letstalk@drummondcentral.co.uk
@drummondcentral
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Right now, many businesses are cutting their
marketing and advertising budgets and it's perhaps
inevitable that marketing investment will reduce
even further in the coming months. But unless
companies are saving cash to simply survive,
cutting marketing spend has been proven to be a
high-risk strategy, likely to lead to a significant fall
in market share. This isn't a subjective opinion;
it's based on nearly 100 years of robust evidence
gathered from every economic downturn from
the Great Depression of the 1920s to the Global
Financial Crisis of 2008 when the strongest brands
recovered nine times faster.
Rather than retreating, skilled marketers and
ambitious businesses are planning brand-building
activity which history shows is more likely to
see them grow their market share. Brands who
continue to invest in their share of voice (SOV)
when others reduce their marketing spend
will emerge healthier and stronger. Indeed, the
brands which recover the quickest and emerge
the strongest will be the bold few who invest

and achieve an Excess Share of Voice (ESOV) by
maintaining or even increasing their investment in
marketing.
Drawing from established marketing theory, here
are some principles on how brands should approach
marketing in a recession:
Don't panic and reduce your investment in
marketing. Defend your share of voice, unless the
short-term survival of the business depends on it.
Resist the pressure to switch marketing spend
from brand solely to online, sales activation and
promotional tactics – it makes little sense to do so,
even in the short term. Those activities do not lead
to long-term profitability and customers, in many
cases are not reluctant to buy, they are unable to buy.
Take advantage of cheaper media. It will build your
share of voice to drive growth in recovery.
Be creative. Create things that get noticed;
otherwise, you're wasting a budget you fought hard
to protect.
Measure what matters. Work hard to understand
and optimise what is driving growth and profits.
Last click attribution models and number of
impressions do not equal profit.
Not everyone will heed this advice or be able to
act on it. That’s precisely why it will happen again.
This is when marketers have to stand up and be
counted. Now more than ever, those brands who
understand that marketing is an investment, will
perform better than those who treat marketing as
a disposable cost. You may have to work hard to
convince owners, finance directors, boards and
shareholders that this is the right approach. But
this is not a high-risk, or brave strategy. History
has shown us that now, the sensible decision is
to hold your nerve, be ambitious, and when your
competitors are cutting back and going quiet, be
disruptive, get noticed and make yourself heard. To
do anything else is risky business.

95

INTERVIEW – Holli Keeble and Abigail Pogson

CREATIVITY IN THE AGE
OF LOCKDOWN
Arts and cultural venues, by definition, exist on the basis of mass gatherings of people. But the coronavirus pandemic
has made this part of life too dangerous for the time being and many operators are struggling as a result. Richard
Dawson speaks to Holli Keeble of Tyneside Cinema and Abigail Pogson, of Sage Gateshead, about the impact of the
virus and finds that this resilient industry is finding new ways to entertain

M

any organisations across the
North East exist to bring
people together, none more
so than the art galleries,
museums, theatres, cinemas,
music venues, comedy clubs and auditoriums that
make us listen, laugh and love.
The modus operandi for creative companies like
these is mass gatherings of people – something
that, since March 23, has been banned right across
the UK. As such, arts and cultural organisations
are among the worst affected by the coronavirus
pandemic.
The ease with which the virus can spread from
person to person has meant that spaces, which are
typically teeming with film-lovers and gig-goers,
were among the first to close back in March and
could well be the last to re-open when social
distancing measures are eased.
Where it may be possible to implement some
form of social distancing in schools, offices and
shops to prevent people from being concentrated
in one space, it could be a longer road back for
those cinemas, theatres, music venues and other
places that typically host hundreds of people at a
time.
Businesses of all shapes and sizes are feeling the
pinch at the minute. But it's particularly tough for
those whose primary source of income is derived
from welcoming visitors on a day-to-day basis.
Sage Gateshead and Tyneside Cinema are two of
the region's most treasured creative cultural assets,
not just because they bring us the latest films and
music from around the world but because they are
embedded in the community.
Both have warned of the challenges they face in
securing their future. The Tyneside launched the
#myTynesideCinema appeal, following the sudden
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impact of having to close its doors and the Sage
launched its Coronavirus Resilience Fund, after
revealing that more than 50 per cent of its revenue
had already disappeared.
The two most pressing problems for these
iconic Tyneside institutions are how to cover their
costs in the short-term and how to prepare and

and we will be opening another one. We have
also advanced payments to our routinely
funded organisations and relaxed some funding
conditions for projects already on the go."
When combined with the crowdfunding
campaigns underway at both venues, this Arts
Council England support should help to keep

plan for what is an, as yet, undefined period of
being unable to trade.
A new £160 million Emergency Response
Package from Arts Council England should be
able to help and indeed, both Abigail Pogson,
managing director of Sage Gateshead and Holli
Keeble, chief executive of Tyneside Cinema, are
hoping to access the scheme.
Jane Tarr, northern director at Arts Council
England, says: "Our number one priority is to
do everything we can to help individuals and
cultural organisations to stay afloat so they can use
their creativity to benefit people's lives once our
communities begin to recover from this situation.
"We have therefore initiated £160 million of
emergency investment into the arts and cultures
sector. Two of these funds have now launched,

Sage Gateshead and Tyneside Cinema solvent
in the short-term. But the long-term picture is
complicated by the fact that nobody knows how
long the coronavirus lockdown will last.
Without being able to see a route back to
market, both Holli and Abigail are still unsure
about the future of their venues.
Abigail says: "The key question is how long this
is going to go on. No organisation, even a large
organisation, would struggle to last six months
without access to their core market."
Holli adds: "There are so many variables but
I think no matter how long the lockdown goes
on for, we need to assume that the impact of this
crisis is going to last for many years not many
months, and that's what we need to start preparing
for."
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Despite the gloomy outlook, both bosses are
optimistic that their venues will have the resilience
and agility to be able to get through this.
"I keep describing myself as being in triage
mode but that's starting to shift now as we scan
a longer term horizon," says Holli. "We need to
reimagine what Tyneside Cinema is, what role will
we play and what value will we bring?
"I don't think there's a scenario where we just
put the lights back on and resume normal trade.
But cinemas have always thrived in recessions."
Sage Gateshead and Tyneside Cinema are in a
relatively strong position going into this crisis and
can draw on some cash reserves as well as raising
funds from their vast community of supporters
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and industry bodies like Arts Council England.
But many of the smaller operators, freelancers
and self-employed, who make up such a key part
of the ecology of the creative industries, do not
have such resources.
Abigail explains: "Our sector is held up by
freelancers. Most artists that I know are freelance,
it's how they operate, they're self-employed and
you can't have organisations like us if you haven't
got self-employed people working in the sector."
The great and many freelance artists, musicians
and filmmakers but also project managers,
engineers and technicians – without whom there
would be no art – will hopefully benefit from the
Government's Self-employment Income Support

Scheme. But it remains the case that many will be
severely impacted by this punishing situation.
Holli adds: "In the creative industries, sector
freelancers and sole traders make up such a
significant amount of the workforce. Supporting
them through this is essential for the long-term
sustainability of the sector."
It is also this group of creative minds that will
help us understand this crisis and reflect on the
profound social changes that will no doubt be
ushered in as a result of all of this. To paraphrase
the esteemed art historian Ernst Gombrich:
'There really is no such thing as art. There are only
artists.'
"There is a social crisis at play here and that

means that arts and culture will never have been
more important," Holli continues. "That's why we
need to look after those artists and filmmakers
that will see and interpret this odd world from a
philosophical, political standpoint in ways that we,
who run venues, just can't."
One of the most heartening aspects of the
current situation is how creative industries are
taking advantage of the opportunities that exist
with digital entertainment to not only stay in
touch with society, but to widen and democratise
access to culture in ways that haven't been seen
before.
You only have to look at the One World:
Together At Home livestreamed benefit concert
to see a resilient industry that is not content to
simply sit and wait for better days.
Organised by the World Health Organisation
(WHO) and Lady Gaga, the eight-hour, free digital
concert featured performances from The Rolling
Stones, Paul McCartney, Elton John and Billie
Eilish, raising $127 million in the process.
It's an extraordinary example of a trend – which
is also evident in the North East – where venues
like Sage and Tyneside Cinema are looking at
how they can use digital to connect with the
community.
Abigail says: "I have been struck by how much
creativity, ideas and content people have produced
and made available very freely through this
period.
"One of the things we've done, which has been
really popular, is we've linked up with 25 other
concert halls across Europe and at 7pm every
evening, we broadcast the same gig on Facebook
Live.
"The first one was from Stockholm and we had
50,000 people tune in."
While coronavirus has reduced freedom of
movement across the world, it has not reduced
the human desire to be entertained – a desire that
unites all people in all places.
It may be a long time before we sit side-by-side
in the theatres, cinemas and music halls, which
bring so much joy to so many. But the enormous
social value that such venues deliver will continue
in one form or another, as we have seen already
with the great variety of productions made freely
available online.

TYNESIDE CINEMA
www.tynesidecinema.co.uk
SAGE GATESHEAD
www.sagegateshead.com
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SPORT – Paul Blake

LONGING FOR EAGLES TO TAKE
FLIGHT AGAIN
Sport across the North East is in limbo as the suspension of mass gatherings looks set to last long into the summer.
Simon Rushworth catches up with Paul Blake, managing director of Newcastle Eagles, to find out how the region’s
most successful sporting organisation is adapting to an uncertain future

T

his week, like every week, Paul
Blake is unlocking the doors to
the Eagles Community Arena
and embarking upon what has
become an eerily familiar tour of a
mothballed base bereft of activity.
Where there was once a constant stream of
busy staff and beaming visitors, nobody has been
in or out of a venue without purpose for weeks. A
focal point for the local community lies helplessly
dormant.
And, just two months after a capacity crowd
roared Great Britain to a nail-biting victory
against Germany in front of a global audience,
that bristling atmosphere and a rocking full house
has given way to unnerving silence and a sense of
utter emptiness.
“From a Newcastle Eagles basketball club
perspective I’ve been furloughed,” explains the
club’s managing director and co-owner. “However,
I’m allowed to give the venue a weekly onceover due to the fact that I’m a volunteer with the
Newcastle Eagles Foundation.
“I’ve just had a delivery of limescale treatment
for the pipes, so that should keep me busy for a
while.”
At least until the next call to the bank or another
round of crisis talks with fellow British Basketball
League bosses. For Paul, the new normal is a
constant reappraisal of his club’s finances and of
the Foundation’s dwindling income stream.
May should have been the month Newcastle
Eagles followed up on their BBL Trophy triumph
with a trip to London’s O2 Arena and a second
final appearance of the season. Instead, Paul’s
overseas players have long since returned home
and his staff have been sidelined for six weeks.
“There was no movement on any of the
Government initiatives for weeks,” he adds. “It was
hugely frustrating having to wait until the fourth
week of April before we could even register for the
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coronavirus furlough scheme.
“We’ve furloughed everybody on both sides
– the club and the Foundation. We don’t have
anything going on business-wise.
“Everyone was hoping that the job retention
scheme payments would come through before
the end of April. Otherwise, it was going to create
some sizeable problems.
“But it’s a big system and a new system and it
didn’t come as a surprise that there was very little
movement early on. I can only imagine how tough
it was to get things off the ground.”
Furloughing aside, Paul made the difficult
decision to apply for a bank loan. No stranger to
loans and overdrafts during his two-decade tenure
at the helm of Newcastle Eagles, a necessary step
was, nevertheless, tempered by a reluctance to
accumulate additional debt.
“The loan scheme relies on the banks, but that
process was incredibly slow too,” he explains.
“I first got in touch with our bank in the third
week of March and it was the third week of April
before I was able to speak to anyone.
“But we’re not alone and at least things are
moving now.”
In keeping with the Eagles’ proactive approach
on and off the court, Paul is leaving no stone
unturned in his bid to keep British basketball’s
most successful organisation in business during
the coronavirus crisis.
Far from burying his head in the sand, the
former BBL chairman is doing everything in his
power to ensure top-flight sport returns to the
Eagles Community Arena later this year.
“We’re looking at whether the Foundation can
benefit from the charity scheme,” adds Paul.
“The Sport England fund is great, but it doesn’t
really apply to professional clubs and foundations.
“As far as the Small Business Grant scheme is
concerned, neither of our organisations can apply
for that.
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NEWCASTLE EAGLES
www.newcastle-eagles.com
@NewcastleEagle
To support the Newcastle
Eagles Foundation and
purchase season tickets
in advance, visit the club’s
website for more information.

102

“I don’t want to be overly negative, and I know
we’re in the same boat as a lot of people, but our
situation hasn’t improved in real terms. We have to
be realistic about that.
“We haven’t reached a point where we are in a
‘no way back’ situation…yet.”
And the grim reality for sport organisations
across the region is that many could reach that
desperate point of no return whether or not
Government support offers a period of short-term
respite.
Within days of the BBL announcing that the
Championship season had been postponed
indefinitely, Paul and wife Sam, chief executive
of the Eagles Community Foundation, faced the
toughest challenge of their careers.
With no time to celebrate a record-breaking
seventh Trophy win in Glasgow on March 15,
attention turned to salvaging the future of a
famous name and its state-of-the-art home.
“We’d only just celebrated the first anniversary
of the Eagles Community Arena being opened
to the public and successfully hosted GB’s
international against Germany,” recalls Paul.
“We were gearing up for the traditionally hectic
final two months of the season knowing that we
were looking secure off the court and we had a
team capable of winning silverware on it.
“Within the space of a few days our world was
turned upside down, but before we were forced to
furlough our staff everyone put in one final effort
to try and put something positive in place for the
future.”
Honesty, it was decided, was the best
policy. Paul penned an emotional open letter
to supporters outlining the severity of an
unprecedented situation and made it clear, in no
uncertain terms, that Newcastle Eagles’ future was
on the line.
“I had to think very carefully about how I
worded that letter for all sorts of reasons,” he
admits. “It wasn’t an easy thing to do at all. But I
wanted to call on the basketball community to do
whatever they could to help us through this.
“People are coming together and doing
whatever they can.”
Setting the tone, the Eagles redistributed
catering stock to local food banks and the club
continues to surprise NHS staff and community

groups by delivering boxes of sweets and snacks
that would otherwise have been sold on match
nights.
Former players have been checking in to live
video streams – offering a timely reminder of the
key contribution Newcastle has made to the North
East’s sporting landscape since 1996.
And although Paul appreciates the positive
effect of pure nostalgia, he craves a return to
normality and the chance to plan for the future.
“Health comes first for everyone in this
situation,” he insists. “Hopefully we’ve passed the
peak of this virus and we can begin to find a way
back to how things were. But we can’t move too
soon, and we can’t plan ahead.
“It will be interesting to get our heads around
what a return to normality really is.
“Firstly, we don’t know how long that will take,”
continues Paul.
“Secondly, if and when we are in a position to
open our doors again, we have no idea what the
public’s perception will be in terms of how safe
they feel it will be to attend large scale events again.
“That’s a genuine fear for everyone involved in
the entertainment industry.
“Our supporters have been fantastic,” he says.
“Many fans and long-term friends of the club
are, quite rightly, being careful about their money
right now. They should be.
“However, those who can afford to buy their
2020/21 season tickets early have done so and for
that we’re extremely grateful. It’s an invaluable
income stream.
“As far as games are concerned, playing matches
behind closed doors to finish the season isn’t really
an option for the BBL; it’s of no real use,” adds
Paul.
“We don’t have big TV deals and guaranteed
audiences like football does. There are ways
that we could try to monetise our fixtures by
broadcasting them more widely but, without a
fixed timeline, it’s just another unknown.
“We need the tap turning back on, but until then
we can’t make any firm plans or predictions.
“It is 100 per cent about the health and
wellbeing of the country right now, and I’m like
everyone else in terms of hoping that the trend
is towards a lessening of COVID-19 cases and a
gradual return to life as we knew it.”

INTERVIEW – Chris Jewitt

SAFEGUARDING THE NORTH
EAST'S CULINARY RENAISSANCE
The food and drink sector is in many ways the 'Cinderella' of the North East economy – generating vast employment
opportunities and enriching the cultural dynamism of the region, without really getting the recognition it deserves.
Richard Dawson speaks to Chris Jewitt, of Food and Drink North East, to discuss why we need to safeguard a scene
that has been decades in the making from the ravages of coronavirus

S

omething fascinating has been
happening in the North East food
and drink scene in recent years.
There's been a surge of artisan
producers, independent cafes and
restaurants, deeply individual in their offering
yet united by a commitment to quality and
provenance.
The region has two Michelin-starred
institutions, The Raby Hunt and House of Tides,
and a growing number of outstanding restaurants
listed in the coveted Michelin Guide. We also have
an enviable number of internationally recognised
craft breweries from Wylam to Anarchy, Tyne
Bank and Almasty.
At the same time, we have several heritage
producers, whose brands are household names
like Fentimans, Phileas Fogg, Ringtons, Newcastle
Brown Ale and Primula Cheese. Not to mention
the nation's favourite, Greggs.
We have dozens of markets scattered across
the region giving residents and visitors a chance
to sample the very best breads, cheeses, pastries,
sauces, sweets and meat products – all made here
in the North East.
This rich, diverse ecosystem, where there's
room for the independent food entrepreneurs and
the large corporate food brands, was not built in a
day. Equally, it will not disappear under the weight
of challenges unleashed on the sector as a result of
the coronavirus pandemic.
But the challenges are massive, and it is true
that many food and drink firms will not re-open
their doors after closing in March. Already, we
have seen food chains that were marginal coming
into this crisis, like Carluccios and Chiquito, go
into administration. This is likely just the tip of the
iceberg.
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Scores of small-scale producers and operators,
of which there are many in the North East, will
also struggle to survive an extended period of
being unable to trade.
Indeed, a recent survey to measure the impact
of this by new trade organisation Food and Drink
North East (FADNE), found that 74 per cent of
businesses would not survive for longer than three
months, with only eight per cent saying they could
survive six months.
Of the 148 businesses who responded, the
average loss was estimated at £204,000, equating
to £30 million in lost turnover overall. Seventy-six
per cent said they expected the pandemic to put
up to five jobs at risk.
FADNE was set up by international and fair
trade specialist Chris Jewitt to bridge the gap
between North East food chains and artisan
independents, creating a unified voice and strategy
for the sector.
"It's a project I started working on three years
ago," says Chris, who I speak to ahead of the
launch of the FADNE Virtual Market – a trade
resilience initiative that has taken on new levels
of importance as the coronavirus pandemic
intensifies.
"It was a post-mortem of other trade initiatives
that had failed," he continues. "We created FADNE
to provide sector-specific, specialist advice and
prove to people that we've got the influence to
ensure they get what they need at a regional or
national level."
Chris wants to use FADNE as a vehicle for
many different industry aspirations. Among
them are, getting the food and drink sector onto
the local industrial strategy, maximising the
potential for GVA in the region, advocating for
iconic local producers, tackling food poverty
and public health, supporting firms through the
coronavirus pandemic and doing all of the above
in a sustainable way.
It is estimated that the North East's food and
drink sector accounts for only 1.8 per cent of GVA
to the regional economy whereas in Yorkshire &
Humberside and the North West, it makes up 11.2

per cent and 10.7 per cent, respectively.
"There's an incredible opportunity here when
it comes to food and drink and it isn't just an
industry or sector, it's permanent," Chris adds.
"We want to leverage the muscle of business to
have a transformative impact and grow food and
drink to ten per cent of GVA by 2025."
The permanence of our food and drink scene
is under threat at the moment, as the coronavirus
lockdown has taken away many businesses' main
route to market. That is why FADNE is launching
the Local Heroes Virtual Market to ensure firms
can still reach their customers.
"But the virtual food market is not a sticking
plaster," Chris clarifies. "It's a campaign to ensure
immediate route-to-market for producers, but it
will also give us a platform that will outlast the
crisis."
He continues: "This all comes back to trade
resilience. A lot of these businesses rely on two
or three markets per month, for example. If they
don't trade, they don't get paid. It's as simple as
that. We, therefore, need to do something dynamic
ourselves to make sure people survive."
The virtual market will not only support
businesses struggling because of the coronavirus.
It will also help individuals through a 15 per cent
community premium on every box of produce
sold.
Chris continues: "It's charitable, the customer
won't even notice it because it's built into the cost
of the box and it will enable us to get food to the
vulnerable, NHS workers and others in need."
A fully green logistics operation will support
the market in association with Z-Move, which
provides zero emissions smart delivery.
The North East has approximately 7500 food
and drinks manufacturing companies and 1600
independent retailers, which support, directly and
indirectly, 826,000 jobs across the sector.
But more than that, food and drink is one of
our most basic human needs. As the region fights
to retain its newly-found status as a gastronomic
destination, we should keep that fact at the
forefront of our minds.

CHRIS JEWITT
Food and Drink North East
www.fadne.org
@FoodandDrinkNE
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TECH
Richard Dawson reveals what’s new and improved with the world of gadgets and technology

APPLE IPHONE SE
Apple has upgraded its affordable
handset, the iPhone SE, utilising the
design specification of the iPhone 8
and harnessing the capabilities of the
A13 Bionic chip, which powers the
iPhone 11. At £419, it's more than half
the price of the flagship model, but
with the A13 installed, it should be likefor-like in terms of performance. Users
can play the latest games, launch apps,
explore new ways to work and play
with augmented reality, all at a very
attractive price point. The SE's battery
life is also impressive, with wireless
charging compatibility and 13 hours of
video streaming on a single charge. It's
been built for iOS 13 and beyond, which
means Dark Mode, Siri Shortcuts and
features that haven't been invented yet.
The SE's camera is impressive with
portrait mode on both front and rear
cameras as well as depth control, which
allows you to blur the background as
much or as little as you like – before or
after taking the photo. With six portrait
lighting modes to choose from such
as natural light, contour and stage
light mono, users can adjust lighting
intensity to get the best out of their
subjects.
4K video is incorporated and benefits
from the QuickTake functionality that
allows users to instantly start recording
video just by holding the shutter
button. Touch ID, water resistance, true
tone display, haptic touch, stereo audio
recording and audio sharing all come as
standard.
£419 – out now – www.apple.com/uk
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MONTBLANC MB 01 HEADPHONES
Known for its watches, fragrances and pens, Montblanc
is stepping into the high-end gadget market with
these smart headphones. Combining elegance and
functionality, the MB 01s are made from aluminium,
silicone and leather, with a stunning ergonomic design
and weighing just 280g. Active noise cancelling in any
environment is paired up with Google Assistant to
make these cans a great travel companion. Each pair
has a battery life of up to 20 hours, is fully foldable and
has been fitted with bespoke acoustics to provide an
immersive sound experience for those long journeys
around the world.
£525 – out now – www.montblanc.com

ROLAND GO:LIVECAST
At a time when many of us will be watching more
livestreamed content than ever before, Roland has
brought out a new piece of hardware that allows
any user to achieve superior production from their
smartphones. A compact device with inputs for two
smartphones and a dedicated application create
a fully-featured streaming studio that lets users
mix sound, display titles, play media, trigger sound
effects and engage with others. Whether it's a music
performance, cookery programme, make-up tutorial or
gaming stream, the Go:Livecast has a plug-in and play
set-up to take smartphone streaming to the next level.
£219 – out now – www.roland.com

SONY XH95 4K HDR LED TV
Sony's flagship full array HDR 4K TVs are now available
across Europe, employing the finest picture and sound
technologies for a compelling viewing experience. At
£1199 for the 49-inch model, it's not a bad price for one
of the best-in-class televisions on the market right now.
Sony's Picture Processor X1 Ultimate delivers clear and
precise picture quality while the Sound-from-Picture
Reality technology gives users the feeling that sound
is coming directly from the screen. A new optimisation
feature also reproduces picture and sound quality to
reflect the user environment, automatically adjusting
brightness to the light of the room and detecting objects
that can absorb and reflect sound, fine-tuning the
acoustics in real time.
From £1199 – out now – www.sony.co.uk
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MOTORS – Toyota GR Supra Pro

SUPRA SETS ITS
OWN TREND
Ian Lamming bumps
heads with an old friend –
Toyota’s brand new Supra
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S

o what’s trending? What’s trendy?
What’s what?
Well? Toyota doesn’t care and
neither do I.
If you follow the latest trend,
strive to be always on-trend and pride yourself
on being trendy, then chances are your motoring
experience is going to be as dull as ditch water.
That’s because the current trend, or as the
auto industry calls it, ‘a once-in-a-hundred-years
revolution’, is towards technological innovations
such as electric power, autonomous driving and
artificial intelligence.
So, most modern cars are high-tech modes of
transport with the emphasis on safety, efficiency
and ecology.
That’s why they are so easy to drive, require
the bare minimum input from the driver – who
is virtually a passenger nowadays – and tend to
be devoid of personality and the old fun factor of
yesteryear.
Toyota is bucking that trend and the new Supra
is the antithesis of society’s modern obsession.
This has been a deliberate attempt by the
manufacturer to try and retain some semblance of
spirit, individuality and character in a new car –
and that diktat has come from the very top.

Toyota’s president Akio Toyoda loves to drive
– he spent countless hours bazzing an old Supra
around the Nürburgring circuit in Germany to
become a ‘Master Driver’.
He fully admits the Supra is like an old friend
and holds a special place in his heart.
Even when Toyota had no plans to make a new
Supra, just like a lot of other diehard fans around
the world, he secretly wanted to make it happen.
He got his way and guess where the fifth
generation was conceived and born? That’s right,
the Nürburgring Nordschleife, and the result is a
complete hoot to drive.
Toyota bosses also insisted on visiting
enthusiasts’ clubs around the world to talk to
owners of previous Supras, asking them for their
bare minimum requirements. Strange, they didn’t
visit me, and I always loved the old Supra. I had a
black one once, which I called the Batmobile.
The answer always came back that the Supra
had to be a straight-six turbo with a front engine/
rear-wheel drive configuration – and I would go
along with that.
Once that had been established, it was a case of
handing the project over for the ‘GR’ treatment;
that stands for Toyota’s Gazoo Racing division,
the umbrella organisation for the firm’s global

motorsports programme.
They’re none too shabby; in the space of a
year they achieved top level success in winning
the Le Mans 24 Hours in the FIA World
Endurance Championship, the manufacturers’
championship in the FIA World Rally
Championship and the 2019 Dakar Rally.
Engineers and designers strive to develop
people through participation in motorsport,
create fans through the excitement of
motorsport and apply the knowledge gained
from motorsport to make cars even better and
fun to drive on the road. What a great ethos.
Rose tinted glasses firmly in place, there is
certainly no disappointment in the way the
new Supra looks.
Runway-long bonnet, compact body and
double-bubble roof get the juices flowing,
while the rear boasts muscular rear wings and
an arcing integrated spoiler. Add gargantuan
19-inch alloys and the perfect aesthetic is
complete.
Open the door, slip in a left leg, then
stumble, bang your head on the low roofline,
before dropping unceremoniously down into
leather bucket seats, catching your coccyx on
the way.
Yes, the Supra is low-slung and snug but,
like most things in life, it’s worth the pain.
Fire up the straight six and all is forgotten
and forgiven as it burbles menacingly in the
background. For the brave of heart there
is even launch control, enabling full power
take-offs from standstill while maintaining
maximum traction – so that’s how you hit
62mph in just 4.3 seconds.
All that clout – 335BHP to be precise,
pulling minimal weight – means Toyota has
had to take care with other aspects of the
Supra.
As a result, structural rigidity is high,
staggeringly so, even greater than the Lexus
LFA hypercar, the centre of gravity is lower
than the GT86 coupe and weight distribution
is the ideal 50:50 front/rear.
The result is a car which is gloriously poised,
and the driver can feel everything that is going
on beneath its tyres.
Balance, grip and ride are astounding, and
this is done without sacrificing any comfort.
The steering is just so positive that you feel
you are part of the car itself and the brakes are
immensely powerful and controlled.

The relationship between engine, automatic
gearbox and chassis is sublime.
Mr Toyoda is absolutely right – this is a
driver’s car and it is immense fun.
Inside the two-seater cabin, the headup display, meters and paddle shifts all sit
perfectly in line with the driver. There are
additional switches on the three-spoke leatherbound steering wheel, which is shapely and
great to grip.
The 8.8-inch high-definition driver’s
instrument display features a 3D-effect
tachometer and shift indicator in the centre,
a digital speed read-out to the left and
infotainment and navigation information to
the right.
The air conditioning control panel sits
proud of the console and an 8.8-inch central
multimedia display is mounted above the
console, operated by touchscreen or rotary
controller. In total, the cabin is a delight.
There are those who might, of course, prefer
the badge of the BMW Z4 to that of a Toyota,
thinking it may come with more kudos. But
really? These people do not appreciate the cult
status the Supra holds among the sub-culture,
which follows drifting and the Fast and
Furious genre.
So thank heavens, I say, for Toyota, a
manufacturer that appreciates there is more to
the journey than simply reaching the end.
If that’s not on trend, then I’m happy to be
untrendy and I’ll have much more fun along
the way.

FACT FILE
Toyota GR Supra Pro
Engine: 3.0 petrol turbocharged
Power: 335BHP
0-62mph: 4.3secs
Top speed: 155mph (limited)
Combined: 34.5MPG
Transmission: eight-speed
automatic
CO2 g/km: 170
Price: £54,000

TOYOTA
www.toyota.co.uk
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COMMENT – COVID-19 – Andy Preston

A MESSAGE FROM ANDY
PRESTON, MAYOR OF
MIDDLESBROUGH

ANDY PRESTON
@Tees_Issues
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W

e – the whole world
– are at the beginning
of two crises: a life-or
death-health crisis and
an economic crisis.
Even though these crises are global, it's down
to local people and politicians to make sure we
have a safe and prosperous future.
Middlesbrough Council responded incredibly

quickly to news that this virus was spreading fast.
Within days we'd created action plans, helplines
and distribution centres to make sure vulnerable
people could get food, medicine and any other
support they need.
For economic survival, Middlesbrough
showed the way by handing out grant aid to
businesses – issuing millions of pounds worth of
aid before the Government money to fund this
had arrived.
Our economy is important but lives are much
more valuable.
When we realised that we were going to
be more COVID-19 infected than almost
everywhere else we closed our parks. This hasn't
been a popular decision – either with local
politicians or national Government. I've had to
go on national television and defend our defiance
of national government direction to open the
parks – that was tough. But closing them was
right.
As I write this, Middlesbrough is, including
all London boroughs, the tenth most COVID-19
infected place in the entire country so our public
parks will remain closed until we're sure we can
open them safely.
Getting fresh air for physical and mental wellbeing is important. Thankfully, Middlesbrough's
got many alternative green spaces that don't
encourage people to gather, socialise and loiter in
the way that public parks do.
We are in a crisis that isn't going away soon. In
Middlesbrough, we're fighting hard to preserve
lives and jobs.
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