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EDITOR’S WORD 
Welcome

Welcome to the health and 
life sciences issue, the 
third edition the team has 
produced remotely from 
our respective homes. It's 

been a challenging period for us all, but I couldn't 
be prouder of the dedication and hard work that's 
been shown.

Coronavirus continues to wreak havoc across 
the world and our hearts go out to everyone whose 
health, livelihoods and families have been affected 
by this cruel pandemic. Again, we thank all the key 
workers and frontline staff who continue to work 
tirelessly to support us through these extremely 
difficult times.

As we start to take our first tentative steps out of 
lockdown, the full extent of the economic damage 
caused by coronavirus is revealing itself on an 
almost daily basis. Every sector has been negatively 
affected by this pandemic and the recovery effort 

promises to be epic as we adjust to the 'new normal'.
At North East Times, we decided to produce a 

health and life sciences issue to highlight some of 
the incredible work currently taking place across 
the North East. 

In the following pages you'll find stories of 
extraordinary resilience, compassionate health 
workers and demonstrations of breathtakingly 
brilliant life science and engineering – all being 
delivered in this region.

Thank you to everyone who has taken time away 
from their vital work and families to speak to us for 
this issue. 

Thanks also go to our partners and advertisers 
who continue to support us and enables North East 
Times to share inspiring news, views and profiles.

I hope you enjoy the issue.

The Disrupted Issue 

Editor’s Word...

ALISON COWIE
alison@netimesmagazine.co.uk

07961091522

@AlisonNETimes

NET

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

STRATEGIC PARTNER:
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NEWS
Bulletin

More than 200 jobs will be created after developers 
behind the world’s largest offshore wind farm 
confirmed plans to build a North East support base.

Equinor and SSE Renewables will create an 
operations and maintenance site for the Dogger 

Bank development at the Port of Tyne.
Bosses say the North Sea wind farm, earmarked to start producing 

energy in 2023, will have capacity to provide power for more than 
four-and-a-half million UK homes.

According to their plans, the “multi-million-pound maintenance 
base” – which will be built by Equinor – will include office space and 
a warehouse.

Recruitment is expected to start in early 2022.
Hailing the announcement, Matt Beeton, Port of Tyne chief 

executive, described Equinor and SSE Renewables’ trust in the site as 
a “very important milestone”.

He said: “We’re very excited to make this base a success and we’re 
looking forward to playing our part in the world’s largest offshore 
wind farm.

“This is extremely important for the wider region in terms of local 
supply chain and employment opportunities.

“We recently launched the Tyne 2050 plan with a vision to become 
one of the most environmentally sustainable ports in the UK by 2030.

“Offshore wind is a key component of that strategy and this 
announcement is a huge step towards developing a cleaner future for 
the port, the region and for industry in the North East.”

Work to build the wind farm, led by SSE Renewables, began in 
January.

The development is expected to operate for more than 25 years, 
with its construction due to be completed in three phases.

ENERGY

New wind farm base to 
deliver hundreds of jobs

BULLETIN

TRANSPORT

Airport secures ‘fantastic coup’ after 
landing aviation firm deal
A global aviation operator has switched to a North East airport in a 
move bosses say could deliver at least 20 new jobs.

Willis Asset Management has agreed a deal to lease hanger space at 
Teesside International Airport. 

The company says it will use the units to maintain, store and 
disassemble a wide variety of commercial aircraft, with as many as 20 
“highly-skilled engineering and management jobs” potentially being 
created.

However, they added further posts could follow should the 
business expand its presence at the airport, which was previously 
returned to public ownership by Tees Valley Mayor Ben Houchen.

Describing Willis’ arrival as a “fantastic coup”, Mayor Houchen said 
the operator had been impressed by his plans for the airport, which 
include new flights and a logistics and manufacturing park that could 

potentially lead to as many as 4400 new jobs.
He added: “This will act as a catalyst for even more success and 

shows we’re getting noticed by leading businesses on an international 
scale.”

Port of Tyne chosen as site for Dogger Bank 
operational site
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INNOVATION

Lumen potential
An office development designed to foster fresh 
innovation could create more than 1000 jobs when 
at full capacity, bosses say.

The Lumen is now open for business at 
Newcastle Helix.

Officials say it has already attracted significant 
interest from UK and overseas firms.

Councillor Ged Bell, cabinet member for 
employment and culture at Newcastle City 
Council, said: “This building will play a crucial role 
in the future of our economy.”

COVID-19 news

•  An historic manufacturing 
firm is making thousands 
of NHS gowns to support 
the fight against COVID-19. 
Sunderland-based 
Speedings, established 
nearly 200 years ago, says 
it can produce 1700 items 
a day.

•  Newcastle-based shipping 
and marine insurer North 
P&I Club is supporting local 
and international charities 
that are helping seafarers 
during the pandemic. It 
has ringfenced £40,000 
of its North 150 Fund 
for maritime charities, 
including the Sailors’ 
Society.

•  Gateshead’s Advantex 
Network Solutions is 
ramping up support to help 
businesses safely begin 
exiting the coronavirus 
lockdown. It has created a 
COVID-19 taskforce to deal 
with demand for apparatus 
such as thermal imaging 
and social distancing 
camera solutions.

•  Newcastle Building Society 
has donated £3000 to 
help Tynedale Hospice At 
Home’s volunteer driver 
team stay on the road 
during the pandemic. 
The grant came from 
the mutual’s Community 
Fund at the Community 
Foundation.

•  A family-owned car 
dealership group has 
seconded its main 
distribution centre into 
a makeshift protective 
equipment manufacturing 
hub. Wingrove Motor 
Company’s Cramlington 
Nelson Industrial Estate 
site is being used to make 
medical gowns.

•  The Entrepreneurs’ Forum 
has hailed members’ 
pivoting efforts during 
the emergency. Jonathan 
Lamb, chief executive, said: 
“Members have proven 
the North East is home 
to many innovative and 
creative businesses.”

HEALTH

Research boost
Newcastle upon Tyne Hospitals NHS Foundation 
Trust has been selected to host a new regional 
Patient Recruitment Centre.

Based at the Campus for Ageing and Vitality, 
officials say the facility – part of a £7 million 
Government investment – will allow patients 
to take part in late-phase commercial clinical 
research. The studies will allow participants to 
access potentially cutting-edge new treatments 
before they are widely available. 

CONSTRUCTION

Contract delight
A Gateshead-based contractor has secured 
contracts worth £38 million.

Tolent says it will build more than 260 properties 
for clients including Gentoo, Centaura Homes, 
Bernicia, Chapter Homes and The Joseph Rowntree 
Trust. The successes come after the business led 
a regionwide team to create Sunderland’s NHS 
Nightingale Hospital. The 460-bed temporary 
medical base, built to provide care for patients 
suffering with coronavirus, was delivered in a little 
more than three weeks

TECHNOLOGY

Synergi expansion
A tech firm is creating new jobs after forging ahead 
with a fresh venture.

Synergi says its new managed IT service will add 
up to 15 staff to its existing 35-strong team.

Bosses at the Gateshead company say the 
endeavour follows increased demand, with the 
firm’s provision including proactive security 
monitoring and disaster recovery services.

Peter Joynson, Synergi chief executive, said: 
“This is the next logical step in our business plan.”

©
 G

ra
em

e P
ea

co
ck

 P
ho

to
gr

ap
hy



12

TECHNOLOGY

ART Health Solutions 
boosted by £200,000 
support
A data insights firm helping companies 
shape staff wellbeing and performance has 
hailed its potential after accessing £200,000 
support.

ART Health Solutions says the cash, 
secured from the Coronavirus Business 
Interruption Loan Scheme, will set a 
platform for success when COVID-19’s 
impact abates. The Gateshead business’ 
funding bid was supported by accountancy 
and advisory firm MHA Tait Walker.

Phillip Bell, ART’s chief operations officer, 
said: “This offsets any COVID-19 induced 
cashflow concerns and will allow us to 
continue our growth in 2020 and beyond.”

ENGINEERING

Engineer hails potential after fellow 
Tees firm acquisition
An engineering firm has completed an acquisition it says will help 
position Teesside “as one of the UK’s leading industry hubs”.

Avenium Engineering has taken on fellow Middlesbrough 
company S R Engineering.

Avenium provides parts for the global oil and gas, petrochemical 
and processing sectors, with S R Engineering supplying products for 
heavy industry use.

The acquisition was supported by David Wilson, corporate finance 
director at Clive Owen LLP.

Greg Hynes, Avenium’s managing director [pictured right], said: 

“I’m confident the growth of both organisations will help cement 
Teesside’s reputation as one of the UK’s leading industry hubs. 

“I’d like to say a huge thanks to David and Clive Owen.”
Legal services were provided by TBI and Jacksons Law.

ENGINEERING

PX Group expands with 
NRG Well Management 
stake
An energy and industrial solutions firm has 
secured a deal it says will strengthen future 
operations.

PX Group has acquired a majority stake 
in NRG Well Management, which provides 
oil and gas sector engineering and project 
management support.

Geoff Holmes, chief executive at Stockton-
headquartered PX Group, said: “NRG is not 
only sizeable and reputable, but the company 
has significant potential for growth with 
its wide range of operator clients across 
the North Sea. “It is known worldwide 
for quality and consistency in delivery, 
something we pride ourselves on.”

HEALTH

Youth Sport Nutrition 
feeling fit after 
investment
A sports nutrition business aims to bolster 
turnover following a £50,000 investment.

Youth Sport Nutrition, founded by ex-
Newcastle United strength and conditioning 
coaches Lou Matera and Ben Jefferson, has 
been supported by NEL Fund Managers.

The duo say the cash – accessed from 
the North East Small Loan Fund Supported 
By The European Regional Development 
Fund – will help it extend its Pro-Teen shake 
range. 

Launched in 2017, Lou and Ben say Pro-
Teen is the world’s first fortified recovery 
shake that is specifically developed for young 
athletes with selective diets.

NEWS
Deals

DEALS



13



14

‘It’s not goodbye, it’s see you later’, reads 
the homemade sign in a charity shop’s 
window.

The message might be rudimentary in 
creation – letters are printed on separate 

A4 sheets – but it is layered with meaning.
A reflection of the sheltering observed by 

millions to weather the COVID-19 storm, it 
equally strikes a defiant tone about a future society 
– and country – being reunited again.

However, if you look a little closer, another 
picture emerges.

Beyond the sign’s sun-faded curling edges, the 
store stands in silence, its wares, like many other 
retailers, untouched for weeks and blanketed by a 
film of dust.

The shop, like so much of the UK, is in a state of 
suspension.

When the Government unfurled its coronavirus 
lockdown strategy, the country’s economy entered 
an immediate stasis.

While the UK might now be gaining a 
modicum of vigour – at the time of going to 
print, outdoor markets, car showrooms and non-
essential retailers had Government approval to 
reopen in June – the financial landscape remains 
extremely perilous.

Indeed, Chancellor Rishi Sunak has admitted it 
is “very likely” the UK is already in a “significant 
recession”.

Nowhere was his warning more emphasised 
than in an Office for National Statistics (ONS) 
report, which showed the UK economy – during 
the first quarter of 2020 – had contracted at its 
sharpest rate since the global financial crisis.

According to its figures, UK gross domestic 
product dropped two per cent between January 
and March.

The period marked the beginning of the 
country’s response to the COVID-19 outbreak, 
with widespread retail and hospitality closures 
supplemented by pauses across the manufacturing 
and construction sectors.

Such action, say the ONS’ findings, saw 
the services sector, which includes hotels and 
restaurants, endure a record 1.9 per cent drop in 
output.

Production and construction were down 2.1 
per cent and 2.6 per cent, respectively.

So, with such figures, and economists 
predicting an even larger slump in the current 
quarter, what action must be taken to help the 
pendulum begin swinging back towards growth?

The answer, says Andrew Moorby, managing 
partner at accountancy firm MHA Tait Walker, 
will come from a concerted Government approach 
that addresses key issues such as financial support.

“If people have confidence that trade will start 
again, that they will have jobs and their businesses 
can survive the recession shock, then they feel 
more confident and they will spend and invest, 
both of which are essential for future growth,” says 
Andrew.

“Businesses must have access to cash to fund 
their working capital once they become active 
again. 

“The Government needs to ensure the 
Coronavirus Business Interruption Loan Scheme 
is made easier to access and that businesses know 
they will have access after the lockdown has ended 
and trade has started again.”

Highlighting the likelihood of many firms 
carrying increased debt after the outbreak, 
Andrew says Downing Street should consider 
targeted tax reliefs or grants to help firms boost 
productivity.

He also says the situation demands much-
needed clarity around key uncertainties such as 
the UK’s departure from the EU. 

“Risks exist from factors such as Brexit, 
exchange rate fluctuations and interest rate 
increases,” says Andrew, “so information flows 
and targeted support could be used to mitigate 
these.”

For Ian McElroy, chief executive at Newcastle-
based wealth and investment management firm 

With new figures showing the coronavirus pandemic has pushed the UK into a fiscal tailspin 
not experienced since the global financial crisis, the Government has admitted it is very likely 
the country will endure a significant recession this year. Here, Steven Hugill looks at COVID-19’s 
bruising impact and asks what measures are needed to help nurture the UK’s economy and 
business environment back to health

MONTHLY  REPORT
COVID-19

MONTHLY REPORT

MONTHLY REPORT
North East Times recognises 
that the COVID-19 situation, 
responses and impact are ever 
changing. This information was 
correct at the time of print (May 
27)

i
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Tier One Capital, the situation requires caution 
as the UK takes a “long march back to ‘normal’ 
human behaviour”.

“As we near the midway point of 2020, it 
remains difficult to predict what the rest of this 
year and beyond might have in store,” he says.

“For now at least, equities have found some 
kind of equilibrium, with a consensus forming 
that economic damage caused by the pandemic 
has been offset by monetary and fiscal stimulus. 

“I remain cautious with so much uncertainty 
out there and it remains to be seen how 
unemployment affects consumer-led economies 
like the UK and US.

“Current conditions do give us an opportunity 
to re-balance our portfolios to take on more risk 
and we are in the process of moving our tactical 
position from neutral to the upper limit of our 
risk parameters.

“But we remain patient and are happy to make 
moves at our own pace. 

“Our analogy is that we remain in the middle 
lane of the motorway, moving through a tunnel, 
but are ready to manoeuvre into the fast lane 

when we see light.”
However the return to post-coronavirus 

normality ensues, Andrew, whose company has 
offices in Gosforth, Morpeth, Thornaby and 
Durham City, says businesses have an integral 
part to play by embracing operational changes 
triggered by COVID-19.

Praising the Government’s furlough scheme for 
being “brilliant at preventing redundancies”, he 
says it is imperative organisations begin finding 
ways to safely return staff to work, even if it means 
adopting new practices.

He adds: “The Government has gone much 
further than many of us would have expected 
(but) we cannot expect this support to be totally 
open ended, nor can we expect to simply go back 
to how it was. 

“All of us have a responsibility to get the 
economy going while ensuring we look after and 
protect each other.

“This will take effort, teamwork, compromise 
and an acceptance of change. 

“We all have a part to play in making it 
happen.”



16

Q
OPINION
Burning Issue

The UK’s health and life science sector has historically been driven by the ‘Golden 
Triangle’ of London, Oxford and Cambridge. But with North East companies and 
organisations increasingly proving their prowess as innovators on the national and 
global stage, are we seeing a closing of the geographical divide?

BURNING ISSUE

Progress happened when the North East put facilities in place to 
commercialise the fantastic blue-sky research done here in the 
region, rather than watching it disappear over the horizon to make 
money elsewhere. We had research in the universities and large-
scale manufacturing capability, but not the crucial part in between. 
Three things changed; NETPark, CPI and the National Biologics 
Manufacturing Centre. All three were gamechangers in establishing 
the North East’s capability. The future is bright, with new 
companies that are growing and expanding, and complementing 
and collaborating – not necessarily competing with – the ‘Golden 
Triangle’.

Rachel Anderson
Assistant director – policy (Tees Valley and energy)

North East England Chamber of Commerce

In the last decade, our health and life sciences sector has seen 
significant growth – delivering high-value jobs with real economic 
and social value. In national policy, the focus is on London, Oxford 
and Cambridge, but the North East has two internationally-
renowned science parks and the UK’s largest research active public 
health system. It also has world-leading academic expertise, a strong 
innovation eco-system and the ability to translate research into 
commercial opportunities. These assets are recognised by leading 
industry figures – like Professor Sir John Bell, the Government’s 
Life Sciences Champion – as creating one of the best life sciences 
environments in the world.

Katherine Forbes
Health and life sciences programme lead 
North East Local Enterprise Partnership

The region has prowess in multiple areas: ageing and innovative 
healthcare workforce development, where my own university 
excels, are just two. Unlocking the full potential requires more-
equitable research and development investment and more regional 
job opportunities for our excellent graduates. The award of our 
new cross-sector £9 million NIHR Applied Research Collaboration 
(ARC) may be one positive signal.  This is one of 15 funded 
nationally to drive innovation in health and care. Seven are in the 
‘Golden Triangle’, but adjustment for population density shows 
equitable investment in our region – perhaps one of the signs local 
innovation is closing the geographical divide.       

Professor Dianne Ford
Pro vice-chancellor, Faculty of Health and Life Sciences

Northumbria University

The life sciences sector in this region has huge potential. We’re 
seeing some fantastic collaborative work, across the public and 
private sector, to help facilitate the growth of the North-East’s bio-
economy. Our new £22.3 million National Horizons Centre is one 
such example. Together with CPI, and supported by the Tees Valley 
Combined Authority, we’re creating a national cluster of excellence 
for the biosciences at Darlington’s Central Park. Working with 
businesses from multinationals to SMEs and start-ups, we’re doing 
ground-breaking research destined to make a huge impact in areas 
ranging from cancer treatment to sustainable food alternatives.

Professor Stephen Cummings
Dean of the School of Health and Life Sciences

Teesside University
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RECRUITMENT

Your monthly guide to the people moving jobs in the region 

APPOINTMENTS 

Sophie Moore has returned to her native North East 
to join Newcastle-based law firm Sintons’ elderly 
and vulnerable client team. The solicitor advocate, 
who was previously with a leading London operator, 
is supporting the growth of Sintons’ elderly 
and vulnerable client provision. A specialist in 
Court of Protection matters, Sophie’s remit also 
includes supporting professional deputies on the 
management of compensation awards on behalf of 
individuals with life-changing injuries. 

Matt Boyle has taken over as chairman at the North 
East Automotive Alliance. The former boss at 
electric vehicle firm Sevcon succeeds Steve Marsh, 
who has moved to a new role with Nissan North 
America Inc. Matt said: “The challenges the sector 
and the country face now need big ideas and great 
organisations to see them through,” said Matt, who 
was previously awarded an OBE for services to 
engineering and skills.

Gosforth-based lender Virgin Money has appointed 
David Bennett as its new chairman. David, who 
had held the title of deputy chairman since October 
2015, replaces the retiring Jim Pettigrew. Speaking 
about his new role, David, a former Alliance 
& Leicester group chief executive, said he was 
delighted to have taken on the position with the 
bank. He added: “I look forward to working with 
the board and executive team as we continue on our 
exciting journey.” 

IT company Atlas Cloud has appointed Nigel 
Redwood as non-executive chairman. The 
former Nasstar chief executive will support the 
Newcastle-headquartered company’s long-term 
growth plan, which was recently bolstered by a £2 
million investment. Nigel said: “Atlas Cloud is at an 
extremely exciting time in its story that resonates 
strongly with my own industry experience.” His 
arrival follows that of chief financial officer Michael 
Conn, who joined the company in late 2019.

A regional chemical processing sector body has 
made a new appointment. The North East Process 
Industry Cluster (NEPIC) has welcomed Joanne 
Fryett as business development director. Joanne, 
who has spent more than 25 years’ working in 
the region, will oversee NEPIC’s membership 
engagement and growth activity. She said: “I am 
thrilled to be joining at a time that calls for us all to 
stand together and support one other.”

Newcastle-based search marketing agency Evolved 
Search has welcomed Sinead Halliwell as its 
new head of people. She will lead on shaping the 
organisation’s people strategy, talent attraction and 
retention initiatives, and overall HR procedures. 
Sinead, who was previously a senior people advisor 
in the HR department for global menswear retailer 
END, said: “I’m delighted to be taking a step into 
such a pivotal role. It’s an exciting time to join the 
agency.”

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

steven@netimesmagazine.co.uk

i

Sophie Moore
Solicitor
Sintons

Matt Boyle
Chairman
North East Automotive 
Alliance

David Bennett
Chairman
Virgin Money

Nigel Redwood
Non-executive chairman
Atlas Cloud

Joanne Fryett 
Business development director 
NEPIC

Sinead Halliwell
Head of People
Evolved Search
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Innovation is a word that gets thrown about 
in business circles but for good reason – it is 
what drives economies forward and lays the 
foundations for future growth. 

At a time when most economists are 
forecasting a v-shaped recovery to this crisis, that 
GVA-generating, innovation pipeline has never 
been more important. 

Many have argued that part of the reason it 
took so long for the economy to recover from the 
last recession in 2008 was because we stopped 
investing in innovation. As corporate debt levels 
rose and budget deficits increased, we became 
more risk averse, unwilling to put shrinking piles 
of cash into innovative projects where returns 
were not always guaranteed. 

The innovation edge of our local economies 
became one of the casualties of the financial 
crisis and this has been attributed to the lower 
productivity and sluggish growth we saw over 
much of the last decade. 

One of the more encouraging features of this 
crisis is that there is a clear desire to support 
innovative, high-growth, early-stage businesses 
this time around. 

In the North East, there have been numerous 
initiatives rolled out in recent years to try and 
support start-ups and the innovation side of the 
business landscape.

One of the best examples is Northern 
Accelerator, a collaboration between Newcastle, 
Durham, Sunderland and Northumbria 
universities to drive a step change in the 
commercialisation of academic research and 
strengthen the region’s knowledge economy. 

Professor Roy Sandbach, the former director 
of the National Innovation Centre for Ageing,  
is chair of the accelerator’s strategic advisory 

board and describes its inception as being “a 
response to the issue that there weren’t enough 
academic research businesses coming out of our 
universities.” 

Turning more academic research into a 
businesses – commonly known as university 
spins-outs – has been Northern Accelerator’s 
primary purpose.

“We are trying to get academically-based ideas, 
inventions, products and services to a point 
where an investor say, “yes, that’s investable,” says 
Professor Sandbach.

“It’s been unbelievably successful. We took 
the spin-out numbers from two to nearly 20 over 
three years and are now third only to Oxford and 
Cambridge.” 

Another organisation that has played a key 
role in driving forward innovation in the North 
East is venture capital investment fund, Northstar 
Ventures. 

Northstar’s investment director for life sciences 
and biotech businesses is Alex Buchan. 

He says: “We’ve been based in the North East 
for 15 years and we were set up to help invest in 
new technology businesses at a time when the 
region is transitioning from old industries into 
more modern types of businesses such as data, 
biotech and life sciences.

“We invest in companies with innovation at 
their core.” 

Some of the most innovative business prospects 
in the region at the moment are in life sciences, 
where you have university spin-outs like Atelerix, 
Magnitude Biosciences, Changing Health and 
AMLo Biosciences, which are genuinely world-
leading in what they do. 

“The life sciences eco-system in the North East 
is very strong,” Alex adds. 

COMMENT
Innovation funding

This crisis has highlighted the importance of having a knowledge economy and why it’s essential 
to protect and nurture our pipeline of innovative businesses through this period. Richard Dawson 
speaks to Professor Roy Sandbach of Northern Accelerator and Alex Buchan of Northstar 
Ventures about the work going on in the North East to support our pioneering start-ups

IN THE LIMELIGHT
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It is hoped that this pool of high-growth, 
knowledge-intensive start-ups will establish 
themselves into scalable companies that can 
generate millions of pounds and create thousands 
of jobs for the local economy.  

Professor Sandbach adds: “In the North East, 
we don’t have enough billion dollar businesses – 
it’s one of our biggest problems.

“If you don’t create these, then you never get a 
chance to change the way a region like ours looks 
from the point of view of its total revenue.” 

The coronavirus pandemic is definitely a bump 
in the road for start-ups, particularly those that are 
pre-revenue, pre-profit and at a capital intensive 
stage of development.  

That’s why Crowdcube founder Darren 
Westlake launched the Save Our Start-ups 
campaign to petition Government to provide an 
equity based liquidity package to support those 
at risk. 

The Government responded with the Future 
Fund – a £250 million matched funding scheme of 
convertible loans available to businesses who have 
raised at least £250,000 in equity from third-party 
investors in previous funding rounds.

Undoubtedly there will be a lot of well-
established start-ups that find this scheme very 
helpful but in the North East, many could be 
locked out due to the high bar set in terms of 
eligibility.  

Companies must have raised £250,000 from 
third-party investors historically to be eligible for 
the Future Fund,” Professor Sandbach exaplains. 
“There are a lot of spin-outs [in the North East] 
where that’s not the case yet. In addition, the total 
amount a start-up is asking for has to be matched 
by private investors.”

As a convertible loan, the Future Fund is also 

not part of the Enterprise Investment Scheme 
(EIS), which means it could be more difficult to 
find private and angel investors willing to make 
the match.   

With these criteria, start-ups in the earliest 
stages of development, perhaps just six or 12 
months down the line, will for the most part be 
unable to access the Future Fund. 

But organisations like Northstar Ventures and 
Northern Accelerator should help ensure that 
early-stage businesses in the North East can still 
access finance and do not fall through the cracks. 
In a rapidly changing world, that’s incredibly 
important. 
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What was your first break 
in business?
I was very fortunate 
that my PhD and 
subsequent post-doctoral 

fellow positions were part-funded by industry, 
and so very early on I was exposed to the 
commercial world. My PhD supervisor was quite 
entrepreneurial, which was very unusual at the 
time and he was really keen to spin-out a company 
from the university. When he did, he offered me a 
position as R&D manager and, after that, I didn't 
want to return to academia. It's the best decision I 
ever made.

What did you want to be growing up?
I grew up in a small mining village in Central 
Scotland, on a council estate which had high 
unemployment and poverty. Going to university 
was such a massive aspiration for me that I never 
thought much beyond that. My career is based on 
my belief that there's nothing I can't achieve if I 
put my mind to it.

What attracted you to your current roles? 
I love a challenge and I love learning new things. 
I am a scientist at heart but I enjoy the business 
side of things too. I was, and still am, a part-time 
business development manager at Newcastle 
University and when they gave me the opportunity 
to be CEO for AMLo Biosciences – a spin-out for 
Newcastle University – I jumped at the chance. I 
had worked closely with the other two academic 
founders since the technology was conceived so 
it was fantastic to be able to drive the product 
development forward. 

What is AMLo Biosciences' mission?
Patients are at the heart of everything we do. We 
recognised early on that in a large number of 
cancer indications there is no accurate way to 
determine the risk of disease progression or spread 
at an individual patient level. This is incredibly 
stressful for patients. For example, in the case of 
melanoma, a patient may be told that their cancer 
is 'low risk' as they only have a one-in-20 chance 
of recurrence or spread. Our tests aim to provide 
more accurate information. Our mission is to 
improve patient outcomes but another benefit is 
that we can save healthcare providers a significant 
amount of money by letting them manage the 
genuinely low risk patients more appropriately. 

How do you get the best out of your team?
I'm very fortunate that the AMLo team is still 
quite small and we all know each other very well. 
We have the same motivation and ethos about why 
we are doing this. One advantage of being such a 
small team is that we all have to pitch in to do a 
bit of everything so there is a real camaraderie in 
everything we do. It also lets people try different 
roles within the company and discover skills or 
aptitudes they may not have otherwise.

What has been your career highlight?
It isn't easy to single one out. I started out 

INTERVIEW
Dr Marie Labus

Dr Marie Labus, who has a BSc (hons) in Biochemistry (Immunology) and a PhD in Molecular 
Biology, has spent her career leading research, product development and managing spin-outs 
in the life sciences sector. She currently splits her time between AMLo Biosciences – a spin-out 
dedicated to developing a prognostic test for early-stage melanomas, where she is CEO – and 
Newcastle University, where she is business development manager in the medical faculty

10 QUESTIONS
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developing vaccines for farmed fish and it 
was a great day when a vaccine I'd developed 
was licenced for use in the real world. To see 
something I'd made, single-handedly in a 
university lab, being mass-produced and used to 
vaccine millions of salmon all around the world 
was humbling.  It was also my first experience of 
technology transfer and patents and it gave me a 
real hunger to learn more.

What has been your biggest challenge?
Managing an SME is a huge challenge, especially 
in healthcare, as you are literally burning cash 
while you try to get your product into the 
marketplace. I'm very used to doing things on a 
shoestring and finding more creative ways to make 
the cash stretch. Every day is different and I have 
to adapt to whatever is thrown at me.

Who or what inspires you?
I'm inspired by women who have been successful 
in male-dominated industries. Management teams 
in the life sciences sector, for example, still lack 
female representation. Someone I admire is Lady 
Hale, who is the only woman to be appointed 
president of The Supreme Court in the UK. She is 
an inspiration as she's fought her way to the top in 
an almost exclusively male environment, without 
losing her integrity.  

What are your company's short and long-term 
goals?
In the short-term, we want to get our first product, 
AMBLor, to market to help improve outcomes 

for melanoma patients. Longer term, we want to 
expand the product range into other cancers. As a 
company, we also want to grow in the North East. 
Too many people think you have to be based down 
south to be successful, we want to help the North 
East expand its life sciences ecosystem, create jobs 
and grow the local economy.

How do you achieve a good work/life balance?
It is a challenge. As I split my time between AMLo 
and Newcastle University, it's very easy to find 
I am doing two full-time jobs rather than two 
part-time ones. I'm lucky I have a black labrador 
who needs a lot of walking so she forces me to 
step away from the keyboard and get outside. I've 
often solved some of my most challenging work 
problems on these walks, which is a bonus. 

AMLO BIOSCIENCE
m.labus@amlo-biosciences.com
www.amlo-biosciences.com
@marie_labus
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"Our mission is to improve 
patient outcomes but another 

benefit is that we can save 
healthcare providers a 

significant amount of money 
by letting them manage the 
genuinely low risk patients 

more appropriately"
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One of the first and most 
important lessons I learned in 
my career was courtesy of my 
first boss when I qualified as a 
pharmacist. After an emotional 

self-questioning of my abilities, he told me that 
when we make a mistake, it isn’t the mistake 
itself that’s important, it’s about how we handle 
the mistake we’ve made. This resonated with me 
deeply and has since impacted everything I do.

We are all human and we will all make mistakes, 
but the important thing is to be honest, do all we 
can to make it right and, most importantly, learn 
from it. A mistake is a chance for reflection and a 
chance to grow, whether this be in business or any 
other aspect of our lives. 

I am still learning and developing my skills at 
having a more operational lead capacity, but 
this is something I am becoming more familiar 
with as lead pharmacist. As well as being honest 
and upfront about mistakes or mis-steps, to 
successfully run any kind of operation I believe 
you need to understand all aspects of the said 
operation; nothing should be ‘someone else’s 
job’. If you know all aspects of what is required at 
every step of the way, you are not only in a perfect 
position to run it well, and to delegate tasks, but 
you will have the oversight to notice if things aren’t 
going right and why. 

Having more of a leading role was something 
that drew me to apply for CHoICE at Sunderland. 
The prospect of being able to innovate and create 
impact is something I have always wanted out 
of my career. However, beginning a new role is 
always a nerve-racking experience, even without a 
public health pandemic, so the feeling of starting 
with CHoICE at the trust was a mixture of 
excitement and nervous apprehension. 

INTERVIEW 
Emma Boxer

WHAT I'VE LEARNT
Emma Boxer is the new lead pharmacist of the CHoICE outpatient pharmacy department at 
Sunderland Royal Hospital. In her short time as a pharmacist, she has undertaken research, made 
more than 400 dementia friends as a dementia champion, and been nominated for multiple 
national awards. She began her career as a community pharmacist, but is now moving into 
hospital to take on a more leading role
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From day one I have loved every minute of 
joining the team. The staff around me have 
been nothing but supportive and it has been a 
fantastic opportunity to be part of the effort to 
keep patients safe during this time. The trust and 
CHoICE have also been fantastic at adapting to the 
situation, which has made transitioning into the 
role at this time easier, whether it be organising 
home delivery services, having ring when ready 
procedures put in place or even just keeping 
patients updated and informed. The preparedness 
of the trust, CHoICE and the staff has kept an 
organised calm among the pandemic panic. 

It is an interesting time to be in healthcare. It is 
a career I’ve always known I wanted to be a part 
of. It has surprised me from day one how different 
every role is and the amazing work that everyone 
in the healthcare sector does every day. 

My role has changed in major ways since moving 
from my original post in community to CHoICE 
at Sunderland Royal, which has highlighted 
how versatile we must be within the profession. 
All aspects of the sector are challenging, just in 
different ways. In particular, I am enjoying how 
clinical the role is here and how varied the work is 
day-to-day. 

I am lucky that Sunderland Hospital and CHoICE 
have a whole host of talented and knowledgeable 
staff who I can turn to for help for any issue 
that may arise. In particular, our dispensary 
manager and superintendent pharmacist are vastly 
experienced and have been vital in helping me 
adjust to my new role. Overall, from my limited 
experience so far, I believe the secret to being 
successful is loving what you do. When your 
work is your passion, it can only bring about good 
things. 

EMMA BOXER
Emmaboxer123@me.com

CHOICE
www.choicesunderland.co.uk

i

"When we make a 
mistake, it isn’t the 
mistake itself that’s 

important, it’s about how 
we handle the mistake 

we’ve made"
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ADVERTISING FEATURE – LIFE SCIENCES  
The Biosphere

LIFE SCIENCE SECTOR POISED FOR 
GROWTH IN THE NORTH EAST
Last year saw the completion of a new purpose-built laboratory facility on Newcastle Helix, with 
13 dynamic life science businesses now calling it home. The life sciences sector is in the limelight 
like never before, with some of our region's best talent and minds coming together to help with 
the UK and global effort against COVID-19. As we look toward the recovery of our economy, our 
region's strengths in life sciences look to play a more critical role

A 
place to innovate, grow and 
improve lives. 

The Biosphere is a high-
quality building dedicated to the 
commercialisation of life sciences 

and is part of the city's commitment to growing the 
sector. 

This award-winning building is changing the 
shape of the sector, creating jobs, supporting 
graduate retention, and raising the profile of 
Newcastle as a hotspot for life sciences. 

The building has also been capturing the 
attention of international clusters with a life 
sciences delegation from Cuba and the British 
Deputy High Commissioner Chennai, India visiting 
the facility late last year. Invest Newcastle was also 
part of a delegation promoting the UK's life science 
sector at BioJapan, Asia's premier partnering event 
for the global biotechnology industry – putting 
Newcastle's strengths in front of global investors.

Some of the first companies to move into The 
Biosphere were Iksuda Therapeutics, NorthGene, 
Jiahua, MDNA Life Sciences, ExplantLab, 
Alcyomics, Atelerix, NewChem, BiBerChem 
and Demuris. They were joined late last year by 

Biosignatures and Cognassist.
Dr David Bramwell, chief technical officer at 

Biosignatures, says: "We chose The Biosphere due 
to the great laboratory facilities, central location 
and high concentration of local biosciences 
organisations, which bring opportunities for 
investment and collaboration. Having grown up in 
the North East, I also know that there is a large pool 
of high-quality individuals graduating at numerous 
excellent universities, which makes the area perfect 
for developing a stable business."

More recently, Newcells Biotech accelerated 
its move into the facility and managed to fully 
equip and commission its operations even during 
the restrictions imposed by COVID-19. The 
company occupies 500m2 of laboratories and 
offices, choosing the location because of its high-
quality facilities, central location which is ideal for 
customer and staff access, and co-location to world 
class biomedical institutions.

Newcells Biotech develops in vitro, cell based 
assays for drug discovery and development.

Dr Mike Nicholds, chief executive officer at 
Newcells Biotech, says: “We are delighted to have 
moved into the Biosphere, which for us has come 
at an ideal time. As we all come to terms with 
the extraordinary and rapidly changing global 
situation caused by COVID-19, the high-quality 
laboratories and exceptional office space available 
at the Biosphere, allows our staff to continue 
working safely, while adhering to social distancing 
guidelines. 

“The new laboratory facilities will also help us to 
continue to innovate, grow our business and join 
the scores other life sciences companies that form 
part of the Newcastle Helix cluster.” 

The Biosphere provides the much-needed 
infrastructure and business support that growing 
life science businesses, ambitious entrepreneurs and 
academics need to commercialise their products 
and new discoveries.  
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THE BIOSPHERE
If you are a life science business 

looking for a new home, email 

hello@thebiospherenewcastle.

co.uk or call 0191 580 6150

www.thebiospherenewcastle.co.uk
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An ecosystem of support 
It's been a busy 12 months for The Biosphere and 
for the tenants that call it home. Since moving in, 
Northgene has doubled the size of its office space; 
MedTech company ExplantLab has secured nearly 
£250,000 in funding from Innovate UK to further 
its research into the impact of genetics on implants; 
and Atelerix closed a third round of funding of 
£600,000 to build additional capability to capitalise 
upon the unique set of features of its technology, 
to transport therapeutic cells in the fast-growing 
cell therapy market. Funding is essential to support 
early-stage ideas and to take research forward. 

Meanwhile, the building has also catalysed the 
creation of new events, meet-ups and accelerator 
programmes, not only to support tenants but 
to act as a physical centre-point for the regional 
bioscience economy. This 'cluster effect' is helping to 
grab the attention of new and growing businesses, 
supply chains and investors – particularly as the life 
sciences community becomes more connected.  

These include co-hosting a business pitching 
event with BioNow, giving tenants the opportunity 
to pitch ideas and hear about the latest technologies 
and innovations available from some of the leading 
companies in the North. 

The Biosphere will continue to deliver a series 
of themed business events that are relevant for 
individuals working in the sector to gain useful 
insights and advice. 

Schemes like the Northern Accelerator are also 
supporting the commercialisation of research 
within our regional universities, with a significant 
proportion of this expected to be in the biosciences 
sectors. The Biosphere is positioning itself as the 
obvious new home for these businesses as they spin 
out of academic institutions. 

What's next? 
Invest Newcastle promotes Newcastle and 
Gateshead as a place for businesses to locate 
and grow and the team has been looking at the 
challenges, opportunities, and possible trends for 
a post-COVID-19 economy. It is promising that 
predicted trends for sector growth align with our 
region's strengths in life science, AI, big data, and 
tech. 

The life science sector has been at the forefront of 
the fight against COVID-19, supporting the rapid 
development of a potential vaccine, research, testing 

and diagnostics to support the treatment of the 
disease – some of which is being delivered in the 
North East.

Matt Bratton, senior investment manager at 
Invest Newcastle, says:  "The Biosphere filled a 
historic gap in the supply of commercial laboratory 
space in Newcastle. The purpose-built facility 
introduced clear grow-on space for early-stage 
businesses and university spin-outs, but also 
provides a flexible option for more established 
companies. 

"The Biosphere's physical infrastructure and 
support services will be a key component in 
growing the local life sciences economy – and it 
acts a signal of confidence for the region. Many of 
our existing regional capabilities in diagnostics and 
testing have proven valuable during the COVID-19 
pandemic, and we see companies at various stages 
of the pathway to adoption here in Newcastle. With 
an increase in Government funding to support 
new innovations and research, we will start to see 
more life science spin-outs, as they develop new 
products and services across a broad range of areas. 
The Biosphere stands ready to offer these company 
a home."

The spirit of innovation is really alive in 
Newcastle, and the range and quality of the 
biosciences happening in The Biosphere will play a 
vital role in further enhancing our global reputation 
as a hotspot for life sciences. 

The Biosphere has secured significant funding 
through the European Regional Development 
Fund (ERDF) as part of the European Structural 
and Investment Funds Growth Programme 2014-
2020 and the Government's Local Growth Deal 
through the North East LEP. Both funds help local 
areas stimulate their economic development by 
investing in projects which will support innovation, 
businesses, create jobs and local community 
regenerations.
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When Tony Blair opened 
the NETPark Research 
Institute in July 2004, it 
was far from a routine 
press call.

Returning to his then Sedgefield parliamentary 
constituency as Prime Minister, his visit marked 
a crucial early chapter in a journey to create a 
thriving County Durham science, technology and 
engineering hub that would make a statement on 
the global stage.

Today, NETPark – managed by Business 
Durham, the economic development arm of 
Durham County Council – is a globally-recognised 

research and development hub, where firms 
crystallise cutting-edge findings and collaborate 
with world-class businesses, universities and 
entrepreneurs to accelerate the commercialisation 
of ground-breaking research and development.  

Indeed, a recent report from national 
organisation the Campaign for Science and 
Engineering highlighted NETPark and Business 
Durham as an excellent example of local leadership.

The site – whose tenants provide hundreds 
of jobs – is the UK’s only science park with two 
Government-supported national Catapult centres.

The High Value Manufacturing Catapult 
catalyses fresh growth across the sector, with 
the North East Satellite Applications Centre of 
Excellence working with the UK and European 
Space Agencies to help companies progress.

NETPark also houses the CPI-run formulation, 
printable electronics and healthcare photonics 
national innovation centres, which are intertwined 
with Government strategy.

Furthermore, its £7.6 million Explorer buildings 
– backed by multi-million-pound support from the 
North East Local Enterprise Partnership (NELEP) – 
provide advanced clean room, laboratory and office 
space for growing UK operators.

However, the site gained further repute recently 
when a number of occupiers pivoted to combat the 
coronavirus pandemic.

ReViral, known for work on a treatment for 
Respiratory Syncytial Virus that affects children 
and the elderly, has set up a not-for-profit 
business called Collaborative Company Against 
Coronavirus, CIC.

Working with a world-leading anti-viral team 
at the University of Leuven, in Belgium, the newly 
formed company says its work could identify 
effective inhibitors of coronavirus and other strains 
of the illness within two years. 

REPROCELL Europe, which works in stem cell 
and 3D cell culture research, joined a consortium 
with partners in North America and Europe to 
develop a vaccine for the virus.

ADVERTISING FEATURE - DEVELOPMENT
Business Durham

As a renowned hotbed for cutting-edge innovation across the science, technology and 
engineering sectors, NETPark’s status recently swelled further when several of its tenants 
pivoted to help battle the coronavirus pandemic. Here, Steven Hugill speaks to Business Durham 
managing director Sarah Slaven about the site’s thriving reputation and why it is primed to grow 
again

BLAZING A TRAIL OF INNOVATION
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Graphene Composites worked on graphene ink 
for face masks and personal protective equipment 
to kill the virus.

Kromek, the AIM-listed Durham University 
technology spin-out whose detectors are used 
worldwide to identify terror threats, revealed 
plans to make thousands of ventilators for UK 
and international markets and develop a mobile 
pathogen detection system.

Championing the responses, Sarah Slaven, 
Business Durham managing director, says the firms’ 
actions provide just a snapshot into NETPark’s 
eminence.

“NETPark is a thriving community where 
businesses work collaboratively and enhance 
innovative solutions,” she says.

“Many of the companies on NETPark have 
adapted and used their knowledge and experience 
to tackle the challenges COVID-19 has brought.”

The companies’ responses, says Sarah, have also 
helped highlight NETPark to prospective occupiers. 

The addition to the park earlier in the year of 
Nightingale sleep aid developer Kunasan, the recent 
arrival of Magnitude Biosciences, which carries out 
pre-clinical assay services for age related conditions 
and drug development, and a collaboration between 
tenants Quality Hospital Solutions and PragmatIC, 
all demonstrate the strength of the scientific 
community at NETPark.

“The cluster here is fantastic,” says Sarah.
“Our tenants range from the likes of Kromek, 

which has its own facility, through to innovative 
start-ups in the Incubator.

“The presence of CPI and the Catapult centres 
provide a link to the latest Government policy and 
highlight NETPark to a national audience.

“Kunasan could have gone anywhere,” continues 
Sarah, “but it says a lot about NETPark that founder 
Paul Mawson chose to base the business here.

“Magnitude Biosciences is ready to take its next 
step and moving here will enable it to increase its 
operational capacity.

Sarah adds: “Andrew Turner, of Quality Hospital 
Solutions, was introduced to printable electronics 
firm PragmatIC by NETPark manager Janet Todd 
after developing a new and more efficient way of 
transporting medical specimen samples.

“PragmatIC was able to help with the technology 
he needed.”

The progressive environment Sarah refers to 

is reiterated by previously-announced plans to 
develop an additional 26 acres of land at NETPark.

Access roads and infrastructure have already 
been created, and Sarah says extending the site 
will further strengthen the local economy, skills 
base and the park’s standing as a scientific and 
technological nurturing ground.

“We have great space, we are always looking 
to improve, and the expansion will help that by 
delivering larger units for both new investors and 
growing companies already here,” says Sarah.

“It is important we bring high-quality jobs here, 
but it’s equally important we retain talent too.

“A lot of talented students come to the region’s 
universities and it is essential for the future success 
of the region that we keep them, their skills and 
their businesses here in County Durham.

“The investment in NETPark’s expansion 
shows Durham County Council and NELEP are 
committed to the ongoing development of the 
science park,” adds Sarah.

“There are 32 innovative companies already 
based on the park providing more than 550 highly-
skilled jobs, but the scope for further growth is 
immense; there is great potential going forward.”

BUSINESS DURHAM
www.businessdurham.co.uk
@_BusinessDurham

NETPARK
www.northeasttechnologypark.com
@NETParkUK
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As a youngster born into an Army family, 
Jonathan O’Halloran divided his formative years 
between Britain and Germany. A keen footballer, 
he dreamed of life as a professional, but when 
the scouts failed to come knocking, he found 
a new career goal in science. Fascinated by 
genetics and struck by the ravaging effects of 
viruses and plagues on the global population, 
he became driven to deliver a step-change 
in disease testing and treatment. Now, as 
Newcastle-based QuantuMDx Group, the firm 
he co-founded in 2008, rolls out apparatus 
capable of providing millions of coronavirus 
tests every week, he speaks to Steven 
Hugill about its game-changing 
technology, his business 
journey and why the North 
East is the perfect place 
to grow a company

Germany’s footballing 
pantheon has yet to reserve a 
spot for Paderborn.

The Westphalian 
cathedral city may date 
back more than 1200 years, 
but its achievements on the 
country’s soccer pitches aren’t 
quite so historic.

Though SC Paderborn 07 – 
formed from a merger in the 1980s 
– dines among lavish contemporaries 
at Germany’s top table, it remains slim 
pickings on the global stage.

The club might not yet have made an 
international impression, but someone with first-hand 
experience of the city’s footballing journey is leaving an indelible 
mark on the world.

Prior to co-founding Newcastle-based life science company 
QuantuMDx Group, Jonathan O’Halloran was enmeshed within 
Paderborn’s soccer fraternity.

Taken to Germany by his father’s British Army commitments, 
a pre-teen Jonathan – known as Jono by those closest to him – 
supplemented kickabouts among friends with more structured 
matches through the club. 

A left winger with a striker’s instinct, he was – to tweak football 
commentator parlance – a Jono-On-The-Spot figure, always in the 
right place at the right time to help his side’s attacks.

Like a lot of youngsters, he harboured dreams of playing 
professionally, but when they failed to materialise, Jonathan found a 
new career outlet.

Instead of being a totemic figure on the pitch, he is now at the 
vanguard of next generation healthcare technology, which is leading 
the charge to transform disease detection and treatment.

At a time when the world’s medical services are battling against the 
coronavirus pandemic, Jonathan is, to return to that football phrase 
again, Jono-On-The-Spot.

Already known for work alongside Bill and Melinda Gates’ 
foundation to improve tuberculosis detection and treatment, and 
the development of a panel test to prevent the spread of sexually 

transmitted infections, QuantuMDx recently launched a 
coronavirus test for laboratory use.

Working with manufacturing partner 
Biofortuna Limited, QuantuMDx – 

operating out of the Lugano Building, 
on Newcastle’s Melbourne Street 

– says the test is able to deliver 
results in little more than an 

hour.
It has scaled up production 

capability to an initial two 
million tests a week, with 
capacity to slide that figure 
up to three million.

The test, known as a 
SARS-CoV-2 assay, has been 

developed using advanced 
bioinformatics, with its 

accuracy validated by use of 90 
pre-extracted residual samples from 

Newcastle upon Tyne Hospitals NHS 
Foundation Trust.

Shown to be clinically equivalent to the 
comparator assay presently used in NHS hospitals, 

QuantuMDx is now translating the test and a respiratory 
panel on to its landmark Q-POC platform.

A cost-effective, portable and battery-operated molecular 
diagnostic tool, Q-POC can analyse patient DNA samples in – 
depending on the complexity of a test – as little as ten to 30 minutes.

Such expediency and portability mean QuantuMDx’s coronavirus 
tests could potentially be analysed in as little as 15 minutes in 
hospitals, pharmacies, care homes, schools or immigration zones.

For governments around the world, the development stands quite 
literally as a life-changing intervention in their efforts to ramp up 
contact tracing of COVID-19.

With potential for use in airports to quickly test travellers, it could 
also help the global sporting landscape emerge from its coronavirus 
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shutdown.
“With Q-POC, people doing the contact testing can put it in 

their backpack, go and swab people, test them and get a result 
immediately,” says chief executive Jonathan.

“That is an obvious game-changer.
“In airports, if someone comes through and they’ve got a fever 

then they can be quickly tested.
“It could be used in sporting environments and by the big 

banks and supermarkets, which want staff back safely but quickly,” 
continues Jonathan, who reveals the company is now looking at 
honing its strategy again to deliver early testing for flu and SARS.

“We’ve got a device the world needs; it is a silver lining to a large 
global cloud.”

Yet it could all have been so much different.
As a youngster, it was football, rather 

than genetics, that piqued Brightonian 
Jonathan’s interest.

The son of a Liverpool FC-
supporting mother and a father 
whose family followed the 
fortunes of Millwall, he was 
always destined to fall for its 
charms.

But when he returned to 
the UK from Germany, the 
landscape began to shift.

“I was in a bit of an Army 
bubble in Germany; I grew 
up on lots of different bases 
and remember playing lots of 
football,” recalls Jonathan.

“We moved back when I was 
13 and I began at a private school in 
Lewes, east Sussex.

“That was a bit of a culture shock; I went 
from an Army school to somewhere that was very 
prim and proper and even made us do homework!

“When I was 16 or 17, I realised my dreams of professional football 
were not destined to succeed and that I needed to do something else,” 
continues Jonathan, sipping tea from a Liverpool FC mug.

“I was colour-blind, dyslexic and tone deaf, so I quickly found the 
arts were not for me, and instead I clicked with science.

“I remember a teacher showing us an experiment one day and I got 
it immediately – I was quicker than all of the smarter kids in the class 
to understand genetics.

“From that point on, I knew what I wanted to do.
“I looked at all of the universities for a straight genetics degree, 

but not of them did one, so instead I studied molecular genetics with 
biotechnology at Sussex University.”

His academic journey continued when he was accepted into 
the esteemed Harvard University to study how mutations in DNA 
sequencing cause disease.

If his school science lesson prompted an interest in genetics, 
Jonathan’s time on the other side of the Atlantic truly crystallised his 
career path.

“I benefited from an amazing education over there, but it became 
pretty obvious when I started writing my thesis that the academic life 
wasn’t for me,” he says.

“At that time, I was reading a lot of books on epidemiology and 
about how viruses and plagues can wreak havoc globally.

“I realised pretty early on that we needed to improve work on 
human diagnostics.

“So I applied for jobs in laboratories and got one at 
Nuffield Health, in Tunbridge Wells,” continues 

Jonathan.
“That gave me exposure to a lot of 
pathology disciplines, and I got to 

play with a lot of devices.
“After about four years in, I 

thought, ‘I could build one of 
these’.” 

And that is exactly what 
he did.

QuantuMDx began life 
not in a high-tech, modern 
laboratory, but in Jonathan’s 

Sussex garage.
Now backed by medical 

entrepreneur Elaine 
Warburton, who helped 

Jonathan co-found the venture, he 
began laying the research foundations 

that would set the business on its trail to 
present-day success.

It was also around this time that the company 
secured a grant from the Cape Biotech Trust, which saw 

Jonathan relocate to the southernmost tip of Africa.
The move – albeit for a transitory period – would prove to be 

another seminal moment in Jonathan’s professional life and the 
evolution of QuantuMDx.

“While I was getting the data in my makeshift laboratory, Elaine 
– who is now a non-executive director – was raising money for the 
business on the back of that data,” he recalls.

“We received funding from Cape Biotech Trust and part of the deal 
was that we had to move to South Africa’s Tygerberg Hospital for two 
years – so I packed up the garage and went.

“We were based right next to the World Health Organisation’s 
tuberculosis laboratory.
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“On my coffee breaks I was having discussions with its scientists 
about tuberculosis.

“I couldn’t get my head around the disease. It was killing millions 
of people every year, so I started learning about genetic mutations 
that were stopping treatments from working.”

When changes to funding requirements forced Jonathan and 
Elaine to return to the UK earlier than planned, the duo found a 
home in the North East.

Eminent geneticist Professor Sir John Burn – who is now 
QuantuMDx vice-chairman and whose CV lists time at London’s 
Great Ormond Street Hospital – offered the fledgling business initial 
space at Newcastle’s International Centre for Life. 

Providing the company with a much-needed base, the residence – 
close to like-minded operators and an ever-flowing stream of highly-
skilled university graduates – provided crucial momentum, which 
QuantuMDx has more than maintained from its Lugano Building 
site.

“The quality of students and the catchment area we have is 
quite large,” says Jonathan, who now counts more than 70 staff on 
QuantuMDx’s books.

“People from the North East want to stay here; they don’t want to 
go off to Oxford or Cambridge, and that is such a huge benefit for us.

“Furthermore, every time we put a call out to the universities for 
support, they all say ‘yes, we can help, we’ve got a group doing that’.

“We have really meshed ourselves into the local life sciences sector.
“Speaking as a soft southerner,” he laughs, “Brighton is supposed to 

be this wonderful city, but it is nothing compared to Newcastle.”
This strong ecosystem and interest in QuantuMDx’s ever-evolving 

revolutionary technology, leaves Jonathan in no doubt where his 
business is headed.

“I always had a vision where this company would be,” he says.
“If we get the execution right, we are starting the commercial 

growth on a path towards becoming a unicorn [the term used to 
describe a privately-owned start-up company valued at more than $1 
billion].

“We have evolved our strategy for coronavirus; we have honed it 
and we are now doing it.

“We are poised for rapid growth; it is going to be a very exciting 
time for us over the next 18 months.

“We are going to be a different company again.”
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Anxiety, stress and significant 
changes to family life and daily 
routine - the triggers for disruptive 
sleep have come thick and fast 
during the coronavirus outbreak. 

Coupled with the widespread cancellation 
of face-to-face GP consultations, those of us 
experiencing sleepless nights and drowsy days are 
facing the perfect storm. 

Step forward Tyneside-based Sleepstation and 
an innovative approach to treating sleep disorders 
compounded by the COVID-19 crisis.

"We are actively trying to become part of the 
solution rather than waiting for someone to give 
us instructions," explains Alison Gardiner, founder 
and CEO of Sleepstation. 

"NHS staff and key workers can now access our 
support team for free. And we've also written to 
GPs to tell them about some of the changes we've 
made."

As an NHS-approved web-based service, 
Sleepstation played a pivotal role in providing a 
medication-free based alternative to achieving 
better sleep prior to the coronavirus outbreak. 

However, the cancellation of all non-essential 
face-to-face medical consultations required a shift 
in focus and an upgrade to a more streamlined 
service capable of meeting the increasing demands 
of a society in flux.

"Doctors can now make an informed decision 
without seeing the patient in the first place and that 
will improve efficiency all round," explains Alison. 

Given its focus on user-friendly technology and a 
commitment to building a team of industry experts 
offering fact-based advice, Sleepstation was always 
positioned to make a positive difference during a 
period of crisis.

"Sleep is a massive public health issue," adds 
Alison. "The solution for insomnia has been 
available for more than 30 years. However, there 
are fewer than ten specialist sleep centres in the 
UK, even though 30 per cent of the population is 
affected by sleep problems."

Alison, who studied psychology at Northumbria 

University, hatched the idea of Sleepstation after 
chancing upon a comment on classified ads 
website Gumtree. A doctor had reached out to the 
local community seeking to build an app around 
essential tremors and one key conversation led to 
another.

"I loved the idea and I said we'd build the app 
for him for free," recalls Alison. "During the 
development he mentioned that his wife was a sleep 
doctor. We were already trying to persuade people 
to change their behaviour in all kinds of ways, so 
why couldn't we do it with sleep?"

Sleepstation was launched in June 2012 and its 
first pilot service was commissioned by the NHS 
later that year. Fast forward to 2020 and more than 
30 members of staff operate out of the organisation's 
Newcastle and North Tyneside offices.

"Our service has always been underpinned by a 
good mix of health expertise and technology know-
how," adds Alison. "In 2015 the NHS introduced 
the first version of their digital health apps library 
and we were listed there. We were part of the team 
advising the NHS how to make these products safe 
and I sat on the Public Health England steering 
group for digital health strategy.

"We work with a range of commissioners, 
offering free access for civil servants and key 
workers, as well as NHS patients. Our service is also 
included in many employee wellbeing packages, so 
we'd encourage anyone struggling to sleep to check 
with their employer to see if Sleepstation is available 
to them."

ADVERTISING FEATURE – TECH
Sleepstation

Increased anxiety is leading to a sharp increase in the cases of disrupted sleep during the 
coronavirus crisis. Simon Rushworth talked to Alison Gardiner, founder and CEO of Sleepstation, 
and discovered how the innovative North East-based service is playing a leading role during 
lockdown

GET YOUR SLEEP BACK ON TRACK

SLEEPSTATION
For more information on 

Sleepstation and how its web-

based service can help those 

affected by sleep problems, visit 

www.sleepstation.org.uk
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PAST
When I first started working in public relations, 
we were in the era of the blockbuster drugs 
being launched. Many of these drugs we take 
for granted now, but when Lipitor, the first-
ever statin, launched it was big news. Nearly 
all our work revolved around media relations. 
Healthcare editors on the nationals and women's 
magazines lapped it up, and if there was a photo 
opportunity, you were guaranteed coverage. I have 
had photographers stand on the roof of a fertility 
clinic to get a shot of the hundredth child born 
through IVF. I also had Margi Clarke, a hilarious 
actress, dressed as Marilyn Monroe on Marble 
Arch, to launch the Good HRT Guide. I nearly 
made the top slot of every news channel with the 

launch of a treatment for Motor Neurone Disease 
– only to be beaten by Alan Shearer signing for 
Newcastle United for £15 million.

PRESENT 
Today, marketing communications is entirely 
different. Media relations do still matter but 
getting good coverage is much harder. The 
nationals have their agendas and there is so much 
aggregated content that the real story can get 
lost. It also only creates awareness of a product 
but that one touchpoint is not enough to drive 
people into action. Instead, we need to consider 
how we engage and create an on going dialogue 
with customers, as the decision-making process 

After 20 years' experience 
in global healthcare 
communications, Karen 
Winterhalter returned to 
her native North East ten 
years ago to establish Onyx 
Health – a specialist marketing 
communications agency 
that works with life sciences, 
pharmaceutical and medical 
technology companies. Here, 
the managing director reflects 
on changing healthcare 
communication strategies 

THE LONG GAME

INTERVIEW  
Karen Winterhalter 
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in healthcare often takes so much longer. As many 
of our clients are life science SME companies who 
are disrupting the market, we usually recommend 
a regional media approach combined with 
excellent social media content, which helps drive 
website SEO to get them noticed. It is interesting 
to see how the impact of COVID-19 has seen 
LinkedIn become a trusted source of information 
and a great way to connect with potential 
customers.

FUTURE
A significant amount of our work involves 
medical education at congresses. Pre-COVID-19, 
we were already working towards digitalising 
these activities, as we saw a decline in delegates 
attendance from the main EU countries and the 
US. As people continue to question the need to 
travel, we must think differently about how we 
connect with healthcare professionals (HCPs). It 
is highly unlikely company representatives will be 
able to enjoy the on-site access to HCP they had 
before COVID-19, so marketing communications 
will shift to remote engagement. This is simply not 
about putting existing materials on a website. We 
need to think about the problem we are trying to 
solve for the HCP, how we create a dialogue and 
provide them with excellent customer experience. 
This experience may be in a virtual setting or a 
different type of platform to a website, as you want 
them to continually come back to your content.

ONYX HEALTH
www.onyxhealth.com
@OnyxHealth
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TIMELINE

2007-2009: 
EMEA chair of healthcare, 

Burson Marsteller

1995-1999: 
Account director/
associate director, 

Ketchum

1991-1993: 
Public relations manager, 

Serono Laboratories

1999-2003: 
European director of 

healthcare, Weber 
Shandwick

1993-1995: 
Account manager, 

Sante Communications

2010: 
Managing director, 

Onyx Health
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An established partnership 
between Newcastle University 
and The Newcastle upon Tyne 
Hospitals NHS Foundation 
Trust (Newcastle Hospitals 

Trust), the Newcastle Joint Research Office 
(NJRO) has a strong track record of developing 
and implementing world-class research – from 
experimental ideas, through lab testing to trialling 
and delivering treatments. And it's all focused on 
the best possible outcome for patients.

Angela Topping, head of the NJRO, reflects: 
"For all the science, discovery, and commercial 
aspects of our work, we never forget that people 
are at the heart of what we do – first and foremost, 
our work is about patients."

Since it was formed in 2006, the NJRO has 
coordinated the participation of more than 
100,000 people in a wide range of research studies 
and trials. In 2018-2019 alone, 277 new studies 
were opened, contributing to around 500 clinical 
trials per year coordinated by the office.

Studies range from single-site observational 
trials right through to multi-centre international 
clinical trials looking at new drugs, devices and 
diagnostic tests, which have the potential to make 
vast differences to peoples' lives.

But unsurprisingly, priorities in recent weeks 
have turned to the fight against COVID-19. 

The importance of collaboration
The NJRO currently has 13 COVID-19-related 
projects running, including running part of 
the Oxford search for an effective vaccine. 
Other projects include drug discovery and trial, 
psychological impacts of the uncertainty we all 
face, and the impact of COVID-19 on children 
and expectant mothers.

In an area as nuanced and regulated as clinical 
research, setting up projects is normally a lengthy, 
intricate process but the rapid, widespread and 
hard-hitting onset of COVID-19 has established a 
new pace of project approval, while also ensuring 
that trials and studies are safe and ethical.

Angela explains: "A single process has been 
established to allow the chief medical officer to 
prioritise those COVID-19 studies that hold the 
most potential. We also have excellent teams 
within the NJRO who provide oversight of 
regulatory requirements for clinical research, so 
we know what we're setting up is safe.

"But the dedication and collaboration of 
hundreds of people have been the key to getting 
this amount of work set up and underway so 
quickly."

The importance of collaboration in research 
was highlighted in the January 2020 Academy 
of Medical Sciences report 'Transforming health 
through innovation: Integrating the NHS and 
Academia'. This report included the NJRO as a 
case study for streamlining research through joint 
research and development offices.

With attention drawn naturally to vaccine trials 
and other COVID-19 responses, a big piece of 
work at the start of the pandemic response was to 
ensure a safe pause of ongoing studies, which were 
either unrelated to COVID-19 or where the study 
did not impact on a patient's ongoing treatment.

Implemented in March 2020, pausing 
work safely required close working with key 
stakeholders including clinicians, commercial 
sponsors and major research funders including 
the National Institute for Health Research. In 
May 2020, Newcastle Hospitals Trust moved to a 

ADVERTISING FEATURE – EDUCATION
Newcastle University

For more than ten years, the Newcastle Joint Research Office has delivered world-class research 
to improve patient care and health outcomes. Now, it is also playing a pivotal part of the COVID-19 
response

JOINING FORCES TO 
TACKLE COVID-19
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'Restart, Reset and Recovery' phase of all activities 
including the review of all paused studies, where 
close collaborative working is essential as the trust 
moves towards a 'new normal' with research being 
embedded in the fabric of patient care.

The COVID-19 pandemic has, perhaps, helped 
to build a level of trust and interest in the opinion 
of research scientists and clinicians at a national 
level. And it seems to have raised the profile of 
clinical research and its potential impact on our 
lives. 

Bench to bedside
While most people know and expect universities 
such as Newcastle to undertake research, a 
significant volume of research is also undertaken 
by Newcastle Hospitals Trust.

"Research, innovation and discovering new 
knowledge is a fundamental part of the trust's 
strategy and we're in a great place to do it,” says 
Angela.

"We all want to enable as many patients as 
possible to take part in and benefit from cutting-
edge clinical research right here in the North 
East. It would be fantastic if we got to a point 
where every patient who comes into contact with 
the trust was offered the chance to be involved, 
to support continuous improvement of care and 
treatment now and in the future.

"The breadth and depth of what we achieve 
between the trust and university complements 
other research activity including the creativity 
and innovation of small and medium-sized 
enterprises at The Biosphere in Newcastle Helix; 
the region's strength in pharmaceuticals; and 
exciting developments at the university around 
drug discovery and biomedical engineering. All of 
these provide lots of opportunities for patients to 
be part of world-class research.

"We're about to start a new round of work to 
raise the profile and interest further, to ensure 
university and trust staff are mindful and aware of 
the importance of research, both on the work they 
do and on the lives of patients."

Our greatest strength
When you meet anybody connected to the NJRO, 
their dedication to patients is inextricable from 
their commitment and connection to our region.

"Our greatest strength is our patients," says 

consultant neurologist Dr Grainne Gorman. "It's 
the generosity of their time, of their ideas…they 
help change policy and practice in medicine."

Consultant urological surgeon Dr Chris 
Harding agrees. "Our patients' enthusiasm 
for research is fantastic. They come with a 
tremendous sense of altruism and really want to 
help fellow sufferers.

"Another great thing about Newcastle is that 
there is such a concentration of global experts in 
various disciplines."

Angela explains: "Our region is synonymous 
with world-changing discovery and innovation. 
And with kindness, generosity and selflessness, 
I'm really proud that this history and these values 
are being extended through the work of the team 
at the NJRO."

More opportunities for clinical research will 
come following April's announcement that 
Newcastle has been made one of only eight 
Academic Health Science Centres in the UK. And 
in May, Newcastle Hospitals Trust was one of five 
across England chosen to host a new regional 
Patient Recruitment Centre, part of a £7 million 
Government investment that will help people 
across the region take part in important late-phase 
commercial clinical research

In the words of Dr Michael Wright, consultant 
in clinical genetics and deputy medical director 
for Newcastle Hospitals Trust: "Research is already 
a key component of what we do in Newcastle 
Hospitals - to make that even stronger we need 
to create more opportunities for both staff and 
patients to take part. We also need to build more 
partnerships locally, nationally and internationally, 
to make research here even more successful."

NEWCASTLE UNIVERSITY 
For more information about the 

Newcastle Joint Research Office, 

visit: 

www.newcastlejro.com
@NuTHResearch
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It is appropriate that I'm speaking to Dr John 
Unsworth on International Nurses Day (May 
12) in a year that has not only been designated 
by the World Health Organisation as the Year 
of the Nurse and Midwife, but where nurses 

across the globe are battling the devastating 
coronavirus pandemic. 

Dr Unsworth – who prefers to be known as 
John – has dedicated his 37-year career to nursing 
in a variety of practice, management, education, 
research and advocacy roles. 

He is currently an associate professor at the 
University of Sunderland – where he trains and 
inspires existing and trainee nurses in clinical 
simulation and patient safety, law and ethics, and 
infection prevention and control – and is chair 
of The Queen's Nursing Institute, a 133-year-old 
national charity that provides grants, professional 
development, policy and research for community 
nurses, employers, policymakers and educators.

At present, John – who was awarded a National 
Teaching Fellow in 2013 and made a Principal 
Fellow of the Higher Education Academy in 2015 
– balances his daily responsibilities with those of 
a clinical contact caseworker for Public Health 
England, a role he was assigned when he answered 
the call for former NHS workers to return to 
practice amid the current pandemic.

John knew he wanted to be a nurse from the 
age of 13 and, at 17, began his training at what was 
then the Sunderland School of Nursing. 

After qualifying, John spent two years working 
on a ward at Sunderland Royal Infirmary before 
moving north of the Tyne to take up his first 
district nursing post – in turn fulfilling his dream 
to work in the community.

"During my training, I did a week's placement 
in the community and, after that, I knew my career 
ambitions lay in district nursing," he recalls. 

As a district nurse for Northumbria Healthcare 
NHS Foundation Trust, John covered an area from 
Cramlington to the Scottish borders and across to 
Cumbria – caring for patients in their homes.

His aptitude and dedication were recognised 

and he was promoted to nurse director.
The move into NHS management presented 

new responsibilities and challenges but John never 
lost sight of his core principles.

"I've always stayed true to my values as a nurse," 
says John, who would attend all his management 
meetings in his nurses uniform. "As a manager, 
you walk a tightrope between doing the hands-
on stuff and managing effectively, but it was 
important for me to continue to go out to practice 
with staff. 

"I'd never go into homes expecting to be 
introduced as the nurse director. To the patients, I 
was 'John, the nurse'."

Being a nurse director did, however, enable 
John to action workforce change at the trust, 
which focused on reducing unnecessary trips to 
hospitals for patients. 

"Elderly patients often lose a degree of 
independence when they're hospitalised and can 
become increasingly frail,” says John. “Putting the 
current pandemic aside, if you can avoid hospital 
admission and care for people just as well in the 
home, it's better for them.

"It's not about denying people hospital access," 
he continues. "It's about providing the most 
appropriate care in the most appropriate place." 

In the mid-1990s, John took a lecturer 
practitioner position and for the next ten years, 
balancing teaching with his NHS nursing. In 2007, 
he then made the permanent move into academia 
when he took on the role of director of nursing 
programmes at Northumbria University. 

INTERVIEW
Dr John Unsworth

Sunderland-born Dr John Unsworth has dedicated his life to nursing practice, education, 
management, research and advocacy. On International Nurses Day, he talked to Alison Cowie 
about his career and a profession currently rising to the challenges of the greatest healthcare 
crisis for more than 100 years

NURSES’ GUIDING LIGHT

"It's about providing the 
most appropriate care 

in the most appropriate 
place"
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At Northumbria, John was able to address 
some of the issues he felt had developed in nurse 
training over the years.

"When I trained as a nurse, I learnt about 
procedures, diseases, drugs, anatomy and 
physiology. But in around 2000, training began to 
move away from that and more towards teaching 
compassion and communication skills.

"Being a nurse – especially in the community – 
is all about decision making. A study by one of my 
colleagues found district nurses make 800 safety-

critical decisions a day. Having compassion is, of 
course, important, but it’s vital to have the medical 
acumen to be able to assess risk and make those 
critical decisions for patients."

John spent eight years at Northumbria 
University before moving to the Higher Education 
Academy, an organisation that supports the 
development of higher education, where he 
became head of academic development. 

During his teaching career, John has worked 
with nurses and medical educators in Thailand, 
Hungary, Ghana and China, where he’s found 
remarkable similarities country-to-country. 

"You go anywhere in the world and see exactly 
the same issues, just at different stages," he says. 

John moved to the University of Sunderland 
in July 2017, taking up the position of head of 
learning and teaching enhancement. 

He played a pivotal role in the successful bid to 
establish the School of Medicine at the university 
– which welcomed its first cohort in September 
2019 – and is particularly proud that it encourages 
students from a range of backgrounds.

"A lot of students who enter our health 
programmes haven't followed the traditional 
entry path. They may have done night classes to 
get the required qualifications, for example,” John 
explains.

"We're helping to open these courses up to 
people who may have never considered attending 
medical school – or even university – before.

"For me, that’s is really important because I was 
the first person in my family to get a degree."

The coronavirus crisis, of course, has massively 
impacted the educational provision at the 
university and John and the team have moved to 
online teaching.

"It's been successful, and that's a testament to 
the staff and students who have collaborated to 
make it work,” says John. 

"We're currently preparing for the new 
academic year, which will have some face-to-
face, socially distanced teaching and some online 
teaching. 

“Our mindsets have changed around digital 
teaching and there's probably no going back now. 
Ultimately, things will change for the better."

John is also focused on how the crisis is 

INTERVIEW
Dr John Unsworth
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impacting frontline nurses.
Across the world, they have been at the 

forefront in containing the spread of COVID-19, 
and some have paid the ultimate price for their 
service. At the time of writing, there have been 181 
deaths of NHS workers connected to COVID-19 
[reported to NHS England], but the actual figure 
could be higher. 

John – who now spends his evenings and 
weekends working for Public Health England – is 
hugely proud of how the nursing profession has 
responded to the crisis. 

"This is the biggest pandemic in more than 100 
years in terms of scale and impact, and nurses 
have been put front and centre of it. 

"I'm exceptionally proud of all my colleagues 
who are working day and night to care for 
patients."

John describes the levels of PPE for nurses as 
"woefully inadequate" and the result has put them 
at risk. He is also mindful of the lasting emotional 
impact the pandemic will have on beleaguered 
NHS staff. 

"They're having to make really difficult 
decisions in exceptional circumstances. Usually, 
when somebody is reaching the end of their life, 
their family is with them. This hasn't been possible 
and it's had a huge impact on the people caring 
for them. Those workers are going to need a lot of 
psychological support."

John is hoping that the attention nurses is 
receiving amid this crisis will lead to long-term 
changes to a profession that’s often overlooked. 

"We're facing a massive workforce crisis in 
nursing," John explains. "There are nine million 
nursing vacancies around the world, of which 
more than 40,000 are in England. We need to get 
the messaging right about what opportunities 
there are and what skills are needed."

Being chair of The Queen's Nursing Institute 
provides the ideal platform for John to advocate 
for such changes.

"I get to meet senior civil servants and health 
ministers and I must use these opportunities to 
influence policy in the right way," he says.

In mid-March, it was announced that John 
had been invited as part of an elite group of 
global nursing leaders to attend the prestigious 

International Council of Nurses (ICN) 
programme, designed for those who are in a 
position to influence policy at a national and 
international level.

While the pandemic has delayed the start of the 
programme, John recognises the opportunity it 
presents.

"The mentoring aspect, in particular, is going 
to be great, and hopefully, when the programme 
can start, I can learn more about how to influence 
policy effectively."

While it seems this dedicated practitioner, 
academic, researcher and advocate prefers to be 
known as 'John, the nurse', there's no denying 
he has the knowledge, position and drive to help 
shape the future of nursing for the better.  

THE UNIVERSITY OF 
SUNDERLAND 
www.sunderland.ac.uk
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Collate lost pensions arrangements
Are you aware of all your existing 
pension pots? The average size of 
a 'forgotten pension pot', which 
may have come from that job you 

had for a short time a while ago, is estimated to 
be £13,000. This could make a real difference 
to your overall pension savings when you reach 
retirement.

You are now able to track down a pension 
scheme's contact details by using the 'Pension 
Tracing Service,' which is a free Government 
service on the following address: https://www.gov.
uk/find-pension-contact-details

State pension
In 2016, the UK Government introduced the 
new single-tier state pension. Under the previous 
system, it was difficult to understand what you 
may have been entitled to until you reached your 
state retirement age. The new system is designed 
to make this far simpler.

The new State Pension is based on your 
National Insurance record, requiring an 
individual to have 35 qualifying years to be 
eligible to receive the full amount. A qualifying 
year can include years where you have been in 
full or part-time employment, self-employment 
or where an individual has received National 
Insurance credits, given to those who have 
caring responsibilities (i.e. those receiving Child 
Benefit). 

The State Pension could form a valuable part of 
your retirement income, so understanding your 
entitlement is essential but many individuals are 
unaware of how much they may be eligible to 
receive as their State Pension, or at what age they 
will qualify for it. For further information on how 
much you could stand to receive and at what date 
it could become payable, visit: https://www.gov.
uk/check-state-pension

ADVERTISING FEATURE – FINANCE
Perspective (North East) Ltd

Over the last two months, the team at Perspective (North East) Ltd has adapted to remote 
working and is continuing to proactively advise clients on a range of  financial issues. With this in 
mind, group managing director Ian Wilkinson shares seven steps you should be doing now to get 
your basic financial planning in order

SEVEN THINGS YOU 
SHOULD BE DOING
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Update pension beneficiary form (expression of 
wishes)
In order to specify who you want to inherit your 
pension after your death you need to have an 
Expression of Wish in place, and if any of your 
pensions pre-date your current relationship then 
you may want to review this to ensure they are 
up-to-date.

The best chance of ensuring your beneficiaries 
are able to retain the tax advantageous pension 
wrapper in the form of a beneficiaries' pension, 
is to list them specifically on your Expression of 
Wish form and check the death benefit options of 
your existing arrangement.

You should contact your pension providers to 
find out your current nomination and to obtain 
the relevant forms as soon as possible.

Review old insurance policies
Do you know what you are actually covered for 
and whether this is sufficient for your needs? 
Insurance may also need updating following 
changes in your personal and financial situation 
and/or following certain life events, including 
a new job or changing to self-employment. You 
may have sold your business and be considering 
retirement, marriage or divorce and the arrival of 
children or grandchildren.

As you review these policies, you should also 
check if your life assurance policies are held in 
trust. Ensuring these policies are written under 
trust will mean that when the funds are paid out, 
they do not automatically form part of your estate 
or your beneficiary's estate on your death.

Consider new insurance policies
Putting a basic level of protection in place is 
probably more affordable than you think, and 
you could buy certain life insurance for just a few 
pounds a month.

Given the recent COVID-19 pandemic, now 
could be the time to consider your ongoing 
protection needs for you and your family.

Consider making gifts
Now might be a time that someone close to you 
needs some financial support. Each individual is 
able to make an outright gift of £3000 per annum, 
which is immediately exempt from their estate 
for Inheritance Tax (IHT) purposes. In addition, 
once the current year's allowance has been 
maximised, you are able to utilise the previous 
year's unused allowance, meaning the first gift 
could amount to £6000, which is immediately 
exempt from IHT.

Where you have the disposable income to do 
so, gifts out of income could also be immediately 
exempt from IHT provided the gifts are from 
disposable income, the intention is to establish 
a regular pattern of gifting and, they do not 
adversely impact on your standard of living.

Concerns have been raised about the potential 
longevity of these valuable reliefs with several 
influential reviews calling for wholesale change to 
the IHT regime. With asset valuations potentially 
lower, if you feel that you are in a position to do 
so, now may be an opportune time to make those 
gifts.

Charitable donations
You may be making donations to a charity close 
to your heart at this time or raising funds yourself 
following the inspiring efforts of Captain Tom 
Moore for NHS Charities Together and others. 
If you are a UK tax payer, when you make these 
donations, you are usually able to elect to apply 
Gift Aid to these contributions meaning the 
charity you are donating to receives an extra 25 
per cent, at no cost to you.

In addition, if you pay tax above the basic rate, 
you can claim the difference between the rate you 
pay and basic rate on your gross donation (i.e. 
the donation amount after gift aid is applied). You 
should therefore remember to make a note of the 
donations you make so that you can apply for 
the additional relief on completion of your self-
assessment tax return.

PERSPECTIVE (NORTH EAST) 
LTD
If you would like help with any 

aspect of your financial planning 

or have a question, contact the 

Perspective team.

0191 217 3340
www.pfgl.co.uk
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Frontline NHS services have come 
under tremendous pressure during 
the past few weeks as coronavirus 
swept the UK, leaving tens of 
thousands of people seeking urgent 

medical care having contracted the deadly disease.  
The pandemic has brought individual 

challenges to each of the main groups of 
healthcare providers – NHS trusts have been at 
the forefront of the efforts to tackle COVID-19, 
with hospitals and their teams providing 
outstanding urgent care to people, despite the 
well-documented controversies of a lack of PPE 
and provision and testing for staff. 

In support of the efforts of hospital teams, 
many GP practices and local medical centres 
have taken on additional roles after NHS England 
commissioned extra capacity for the treatment 
of patients, not only to support the treatment of 
COVID-19 but also to help the NHS deliver other 
urgent operations and cancer treatments. 

Many dental surgeries have faced a different 
kind of challenge, with a decline in business as a 
result of social distancing seeing many practices 

turning to business support measures, including 
the Government's Job Retention Scheme. 

The specialist healthcare team at Sintons has 
been advising senior figures from across the 
healthcare spectrum, supporting them in dealing 
with the unprecedented current situation and 
enabling them to take the major decisions that 
are frequently required in such a fast-changing 
environment. 

Sintons' healthcare team – which is regularly 
hailed as one of the UK's leading specialist 
advisors to the sector by the independent Legal 
500 and Chambers legal guides – is the long-
standing legal advisor to several NHS trusts across 
the UK. The team has played a vital role in helping 
them to achieve stability behind the scenes, 
supporting the smooth running of the trusts to 
enable them to concentrate on their frontline 
healthcare provision. 

Amanda Maskery, head of NHS healthcare at 
Sintons and one of the leading specialist healthcare 
lawyers in the UK, says: "Our healthcare clients 
and their fantastic staff are rightly being hailed as 
the heroes of the COVID-19 crisis. The way they 
have responded to the huge pressure of soaring 
diagnoses of this deadly illness, while having 
to deal with the additional challenges of lack of 
resource and equipment, has been phenomenal. 
We have never been more proud of our NHS and 
everyone working in healthcare. 

"As a leading specialist advisor to the sector, 
we have worked with NHS trusts, GPs and other 
providers for many years, and our in-depth 
understanding of the continually-changing NHS 
landscape enables us to give valuable insight and 
clear advice to these organisations, even in the 
most urgent of situations. 

"We are delighted to continue to support them 
through these difficult and uncertain times, and 
will be with our clients every step of the way as 
they negotiate their way through the pandemic 
and come out of the other side." 

ADVERTISING FEATURE – LAW
Sintons 

NHS trusts, GPs, dentists and other healthcare organisations are being helped through the 
COVID-19 pandemic by nationally acclaimed advisors at law firm Sintons

SUPPORTING HEALTHCARE IN 
UNPRECEDENTED TIMES 

SINTONS
www.sintons.co.uk
@SintonsLaw
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The 'new normal' is a popular phrase 
at the moment but the only problem 
is nobody actually knows what it 
looks like, so trying to prepare for 
the unknown will be problematic 

for most businesses. Having said that, there is no 
reason why you shouldn't take steps to prepare for 
the future, and looking at what those steps should 
be will set you in the right direction.

Most businesses will be effectively starting 
from scratch as they emerge from the lockdown, 
whether they have been trading for decades or just 
a couple of years. What was normal before won't 
be normal going forward, so having an open mind 
about what you want your business to achieve and 
look like will give you some direction at the outset.

If there is one thing we can take from the 
lockdown period, it is how important it is having 
access to cash. Utilising a cash flow forecast 
is a helpful tool to monitor your income and 
outgoings as you start trading again, as well as 
helping you to keep track of any payments that 
have been deferred due to the lockdown. Using 
a weekly cashflow forecast will help you spot any 
potential cash holes, and regularly updating it will 
ensure that you know what your cash position is 
likely to be. 

If you have prepared a short-term 'emergence' 
cashflow, you can then start to look at more 
medium and longer-term projections, using 
different scenarios to ensure that your forecasts 
reflect different levels of turnover. Remember 
that if you are looking at staggered customer 
needs, this will likely impact on your anticipated 
turnover and having different scenarios planned 
out will help you to identify any additional finance 
requirements or what costs need to be reduced 
with each option. Using these projections can then 
help you with your decision-making.

With cash so much in the spotlight, this will 
provide business owners with an opportunity 
to review operations to determine whether the 
business is operating at its most efficient. The 
lockdown may have also identified areas of 

weakness or strength, which may result in the 
strategic objectives being adjusted. Acquisitions 
and/or disposals can help build resilience if 
planned correctly.

If your business has been profitable for a 
number of years, it can be hard to accept that it 
may be loss-making for a period, but if you have 
seen reduced turnover from the lockdown while 
maintaining fixed costs (even if you have deferred 
some repayments), there will be an impact on your 
profit margins. 

It is also important to remember that you 
can only draw dividends if you have sufficient 
equitable reserves. 

In summary, while the end of the lockdown will 
be welcome news for many North East businesses, 
the emergence of the 'new normal' will provide 
challenges for many. However, taking time to 
reflect on how your business can survive – and 
thrive – as we start to learn what that means will 
prove beneficial. 

ADVERTISING FEATURE – FINANCE
Armstrong Watson

While the UK starts to reopen for business, a quick recovery seems unlikely. Here, Mark Ranson, 
restructuring, recovery and insolvency partner at Armstrong Watson, suggests what North East 
businesses should be doing now to prepare for an uncertain future 

THE ROAD TO RECOVERY

ARMSTRONG WATSON
To discuss how Armstrong 

Watson can help you navigate 

your business through the 

COVID-19 pandemic, contact:

mark.ranson@armstrongwatson.
co.uk
www.armstrongwatson.co.uk
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I know I'm not unique when I say that I can't 
wait for life to be a little more normal. But 
while coronavirus is here, I've been given 
a very special opportunity to work on the 
frontline. 

At first, it was daunting and I was scared – less 
than two years ago I was helping women into 
dresses at occasionwear store Coast, and now 
I'm helping to save lives in the middle of a global 
pandemic.

I'd describe my time working in critical care 
as a huge privilege. I'm so grateful that my job is 
to help people and care for them in their time of 
need. It's definitely where I'm meant to be. And, 
as far as nursing training goes, this is possibly the 
best introduction anyone could have; it's a massive 
learning experience. I'm taking away so much 
from the amazing nurses on Ward 6 and critical 
care at the QE; they are all superheroes and I'm 
constantly in awe.

I always knew I wanted to work in nursing. My 
mum, Lesley, was a nurse for more than 35 years 
until she retired in 2012 and she inspired me so 
much. But changing career at this stage of my 
life was massive for me. I'm 37 now and I didn't 
know where to start or how I would get onto a 
nursing degree. In 2018, I went to a jobs fair at the 
QE, where mum had worked as a women's health 
nurse and, luckily, I had enough experience to 
apply to become a rehab assistant in the physio 
department. I was successful and had been doing 
that job full-time for just over a year before being 
redeployed in March to the COVID-19 wards. 

While working at the QE, I contacted 
Northumbria University to find out how I could 
get onto its nursing degree, and that's how I found 
out about the Access to Higher Education Health 
Diploma at Gateshead College. It's a one-year 
programme that I started in September 2019 and it 
prepares you for university. The course is complex 
and studying while working full-time and bringing 

ADVERTISING FEATURE – EDUCATION 
Gateshead College 

Just 18 months ago, mum-of-two Sophie Graham quit her retail job of nine years to realise a 
lifelong dream of becoming a nurse. She secured an assistant role at the Queen Elizabeth Hospital 
in Gateshead, supporting the physio team and soon afterwards started an Access to HE Health 
course at Gateshead College. Now she's been redeployed to the frontline where she's working 
in critical care on the coronavirus wards. Sophie is just one example of the many students 
and trainees across the country who have stepped up to care for people. Here, she shares her 
experience

STEPPING UP TO THE FRONTLINE
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up a young family has been intense to say the least. 
My teacher, Emma, has been amazing throughout 
and when the lockdown started, she switched to 
online teaching and support, helping us to finish 
our studies remotely. I have absolutely loved going 
to college and I've made friends for life – many of 
us keep in touch and are sharing our experiences 
of working on the frontline right now. 

What none of us could have foreseen was just 
how soon we'd be putting the knowledge and 
everything we'd learned at college into practice. 
The 'humans against disease' module I studied, 
specifically, has really helped me to understand 
the decisions being made and treatments for 
coronavirus patients. At work, I'm learning so 
much too. Infection control is obviously very 
important and, being a critical care nursing 
assistant, I've had some of the best training and 
experience using PPE. 

I'm also experiencing how infection control 
impacts working practices. We've no circulated air 
or air conditioning on the wards and along with 
full PPE kit – scrubs, overalls, two pairs of gloves, 
hair net, visor and mask – our 13-and-a-half hour 
shifts are hot and tiring. We take a personal break 
every three hours and that's our opportunity 
to eat, drink and use the bathroom. It takes 15 
minutes to put on and take off all of the protective 
wear, so those breaks need to be used carefully 
before you're back in the controlled atmosphere 
on the ward. 

The long shifts are nothing new for me. I work 
the same three-days as I did as a rehab assistant 
before being redeployed. Only now, rather than 
supporting patients as they are discharged, I'm 
helping to care for critically ill patients who have 
coronavirus. I'm responsible for taking patients' 
blood pressure and temperature, repositioning 
our intubated patients and supporting nurses 
with anything they need, such as keeping their 
equipment stocked up. 

The experience I'm getting, along with my 
learning on the Access course, will give me a 
great advantage when I start my nursing science 
degree at Northumbria this September. It's taken 
a lot of hard work to get where I am now, and I 
know there's still more to come, but being on the 
frontline has made me more certain than ever that 
nursing is where I belong. I feel fortunate to have 
this opportunity to follow in my mum's footsteps 
and fulfil a lifelong ambition to care for others. 

For anyone considering a change of career, I 
would definitely recommend the course I did at 
Gateshead College. While returning to education 
was a big step for me, I was made to feel very 
at ease. Despite there being a mix of people of 
different ages, backgrounds and circumstances, 
we all had one thing in common – we want to 
help people. We got on so well; I enjoyed every 
single minute. Above all else, the Access to HE 
qualification is my key to starting university and 
I'm a step closer to becoming a qualified nurse.

GATESHEAD COLLEGE
www.gateshead.ac.uk
@gatesheadcoll
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BUILT 
ENVIRONMENTThe world's largest fashion houses, 

such as Hermes, Burberry and 
Gucci, are not the first names that 
spring to mind when you think 
about health and life sciences. 

However, the industry has pulled together in these 
unprecedented times to create PPE for hospitals 
around the globe. 

Hurdles to overcome included sourcing the 
correct medical grade materials and following 
clear guidelines to ensure the resulting PPE fit the 
functional needs and manufacturing guidelines. 
But the infrastructure these companies have 
in place allows them to produce appropriate 
garments from start to finish.

In the UK, a group of smaller London-based 
designers started the Emergency Designer 
Network (EDN). This takes on board volunteers 
who are either skilled sewers or manufacturers 
and relies on donations from its GoFundMe 
page to purchase NHS-certified fabrics, webbing, 
thread and so on. 

Although the garments they make are hospital 
approved, most are not Government approved, so 
they cannot be used to replace Government PPE. 
The garments can, however, still be used by staff or 
carers to offer a lower level of protection, or even 
as an undergarment layer. 

Many of the brands are taking their efforts a 
step further by collaborating with universities by 
funding their research into the causes of possible 
cures for the virus. The University of Oxford, for 
example, has received funding from Burberry to 
support its research into a single-dose vaccine, 
and Humanitas University, a private university in 
Italy dedicated to medical sciences, has received 
funding from Dolce & Gabbana to support its 
research surrounding the cause of the virus. 

It is not just the high-end brands collaborating 
with universities, though. Sportswear brand Nike 
has teamed up with Oregon Health & Science 
University in Portland to create prototypes of 
footwear that can be used in hospitals. 

Although it's unlikely that these fashion brands 
will overtake the actual constituents of the health 
and life sciences sectors, the pandemic may 
encourage more collaboration in the future. 

One of the ways which this collaboration 
between health and fashion might merge could 
include the long-term development of 'smart 
clothing', which aims to incorporate the weaving 
of digital components into fabrics so that the 
clothing can monitor an individual's heart, blood 
pressure, body temperature and other vital signs. 

One of the main advantages of being able to 
increase the area of an individual's body being 
monitored is that it provides a richer recording 
of biometric data, and some experts believe 
that it even has the capability to replace bedside 
monitoring in hospitals completely.

So although hospitals and patients don't need 
a designer logo stitched on their bedding or 
clothing, experts in advanced materials could 
benefit from the advice and inventory of the textile 
specialists. 

ADVERTISING FEATURE – FINANCE 
Vertem

Ekra Mir, investment associate at Vertem, looks at how the fashion industry is helping to produce 
PPE for the health and life science sectors and asks if this could encourage more collaboration in 
the future 

HOW THE GLOBAL LUXURY MARKET 
IS RESPONDING TO COVID-19

VERTEM
www.vertem.co.uk
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BUILT ENVIRONMENT - NEWS

NORTHUMBERLAND

Tantallon Homes’ affordable 
pledge in new development                                                               
A housebuilder has vowed to help new buyers get on to the 
property ladder in a new development.

Tantallon Homes has secured planning approval for a 58-home 
estate in Longframlington, Northumberland.

Bosses say the scheme will include 34 starter and family 
properties, which are “accessible and affordable for local people”. 

The landowner had originally received permission to develop 17 
executive homes on the site, known as Fairfields.

However, Tantallon revised the plans to include two and three-
bedroom starter and family houses, alongside 24 luxury properties. 

It hopes to begin work before the end of the year.
Craig McClen, Tantallon director, said: “By including starter 

and family homes, we think this better serves the community of 
Longframlington and gives options to young people and first-time 
buyers who want to stay in the village.”

Tantallon was supported with the site acquisition by senior 
associate Catherine Davies, of law firm Sintons, who also dealt with 
the Section 106 planning agreement. 

Planning consultants Pegasus Group and architect Nicholson 
Nairn also worked on the project.

REDCAR

Architect supports new school 
built in former MP’s honour                                                                  
An architectural practice is working on a new school in memory of a 
town’s influential MP.

Howarth Litchfield is lead designer on Redcar’s new Mo Mowlam 
Academy.

Part of the Government’s Priority School Building Programme, 
the academy will be operated by the Horizons Specialist Academy 
Trust.

Presently catering for up to 70 pupils with social, emotional and 
mental health needs from a site in Grangetown, bosses say the 
new school will increase capacity to 100 students.

Keith Handy, director at Durham-based Howarth Litchfield and 
lead architect on the team, said: “We are very much looking forward 

to working on such a prestigious school.”
As Redcar’s Labour MP, Mo Mowlam served as Northern 

Ireland Secretary and played an important role in the Good Friday 
Agreement. She died in 2005, aged 55.

NEWCASTLE

Newby modifies plans for £250 million Quayside West scheme
A developer has revised a blueprint for its Newcastle’s Quayside 
West project. 

Newby has worked with DPP Planning and FaulknerBrowns 
Architects to respond to planners’ requirements for the 15-acre 
plot.

The site, on Skinnerburn Road, has lain dormant for 20 years.
Bosses say the development – described as an urban village 

– will bring an investment of up to £250 million to Newcastle and 
support more than 500 jobs during its ten-year construction phase.

The revised plans include cutting the number of dwellings from 
1500 to 1100.

Simon Hepden, of Newby, said: “Quayside West is a very special 
opportunity to do something amazing in the heart of Newcastle.”

IN ASSOCIATION WITH:
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Life sciences – nurturing 
a new kind of property 
management

Stepping into the world of life sciences as a 
property professional has proved to be a very 
interesting and exciting challenge for my team, 
and our experience tells us that the wider 
property sector has much to learn from this 
emerging field.

Since the launch of The Biosphere at 
Newcastle Helix in July 2019, our role as 
managing and leasing agent has helped the 
building reach 50 per cent occupancy within nine 
months, and is expected to exceed 60 per cent 
this summer.  

This level of occupation is considerably 
ahead of expectations and represents a very 
encouraging start in the development of a 
recognised life sciences cluster in Newcastle.

The Biosphere's development follows close 
collaboration between Newcastle Council and 
Newcastle University. The university continues 
to successfully nurture numerous commercial 
ventures, which previously had little in the way 
of growing room, effectively filling the university's 
limited incubator space and potentially stunting 
growth.

As managing agent, the team at Naylors Gavin 
Black has witnessed first-hand how life science 
practitioners view the property they occupy as 
an important part of the infrastructure required 
for their business to function effectively. What is 
required is essentially a menu of wider business 
support and advisory services, far removed from 
the concept of just simple bricks and mortar.

As property professionals, once we embrace 
this different viewpoint, we can transition very 
quickly from the traditional landlord and tenant 
relationship to one that assists in a more 
meaningful way. We focus on our customers' 
needs to help facilitate their growth and 

prosperity, as well as managing the day-to-day 
running of the property they occupy. 

For example, I am currently in discussions 
around the sourcing of capital to help businesses 
in The Biosphere grow. This includes initiatives 
such as the Northern Accelerator Project and 
the four combined North East universities 
collaborating to provide support for spin-out 
businesses.

We are also engaged in discussions with 
sector specialists to provide the occupiers with 
advice on business plans, legal support, HR and 
marketing. While all of this is very sector specific, 
it does challenge the conventional thinking of the 
role of a managing agent and equally what it is 
that an occupier really wants and needs when 
taking space in a building.

Turning back to conventional commercial 
property, the office sector has seen some 
dramatic changes in recent years with the growth 
of co-working operators, such as WeWork, 
showing a new way to serve the needs of modern 
office users with greater flexibility and innovation. 

The effects of the COVID-19 pandemic will 
now expedite changes in the office sector so 
that conventional office buildings can better 
accommodate the evolving needs of occupiers. 
Many people have adapted well to home working 
and, therefore, the need to be office-based 
is going to come under increasing scrutiny, 
as companies look for greater flexibility and 
adaptability. 

How we use the workplace is going to change 
in the months ahead. Landlords need to take a 
proactive approach and work closely with their 
managing agent to start reviewing these issues 
now. Addressing the needs of the occupier is the 
first step on this path.

Angus White, managing partner of Naylors Gavin Black, reflects on what the life sciences sector has taught him since 
the firm's appointment on The Biosphere at Newcastle's Helix

ADVERTISING FEATURE – BUILT ENVIRONMENT – NAYLORS GAVIN BLACK 

Naylors Gavin Black

For more information 

contact Angus on angus@

naylorsgavinblack.co.uk

www.naylorsgavinblack.co.uk

@NaylorsGB
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Life after COVID-19

Pandemics aren't new, but they're rare, and rarely 
have we had such insight into the workings of the 
NHS as we deal with the current coronavirus crisis. 
As a nation, we've watched medical staff at work in 
hospitals while responsive environments are rapidly 
built in challenging circumstances.

In local communities, we've witnessed the 
'social care challenge' of managing frail elderly 
people in residential care, or those with learning 
difficulties requiring specialist support. 

There have been many notable challenges, 
according to ADP's health sector director Chris 
Thornton.

"Hospital trusts reacted to the pandemic in 
several ways," he explains. "Many were able to 
refocus teams on strategic projects, ensuring long-
term plans weren't derailed, while areas flagged for 
refurbishment were released to create space for 
COVID-19 patients.

"Hospitals that had previously cut space 
standards found it harder to adjust. There simply 

wasn't the room to add in critical dividers to 
minimise cross-contamination. 

Meanwhile, those hospital trusts that had taken 
a more flexible approach to space found it easier 
to adapt, turning multi-bed wards into single-bed 
areas. Health Building Notes came into their own 
and it was an interesting realisation for teams 
planning on the ground."

So, while construction stuttered in almost every 
other sector during lockdown, in healthcare it 
remained 'healthy'. 

For the ADP team, work on key projects for 
Guy's and St Thomas' NHS Foundation Trust in 
London has continued at pace. A contractor has 
now been appointed to deliver the first stages 
of a hybrid facility, co-locating departments from 
the Evelina London Children's Hospital on the St 
Thomas’ Hospital campus (or site) and research 
teams from King's College London in the heart of a 
health campus, enhancing services and facilitating 
larger, strategic projects.

The team was also involved in another 
specialist COVID-19 scheme, exploring the design 
of temporary step-down facilities for patients 
discharged from hospital and not yet ready to 
return home.

Chris explains: "As our understanding of the 
virus is evolving, demand for this new type of facility 
is emerging. "COVID-19 patients have uniquely 
challenging, complex issues, and a recovery 
period unlike any virus we've experienced before. 
Complete recovery is a long process, potentially 
six to 12 months for some patients, and requires 
specialist continuing care."

Unlike the Nightingale Hospitals, such as those 
established in Sunderland and at the ExCeL in 
London, these patients are ambulatory and so 
the spaces need to allow for safe, independent 
movement and rehabilitation. 

Other considerations include:
•  The need for higher staff/patient ratios, and 

facilities such as bathrooms and showers, 

How the pandemic could change our approach to healthcare design 

ADVERTISING FEATURE – BUILT ENVIRONMENT – ADP
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which are not needed in intensive care 
Nightingale units.

•  Integrating continuing care services for 
planned onward recovery at home or in care. 

•  Complexities of patients with ongoing 
conditions and treatments such as renal, 
oncology and mental health issues.

Beyond the immediate crisis, what does this 
mean for our health sector? More funding, adjusted 
priorities and perhaps a change of thinking about 
what makes a good healthcare environment?

Looking through the lens of an architect, the 
ADP team has several recommendations.

Focus on flexibility: Hospitals with the ability to 
flex bed spaces – male-to-female or speciality-to-
speciality – are inherently fitter for purpose when 
priorities change. Considering this within the whole-
life value/cost of a project could lead to greater 
efficiency in the longer term.

Re-evaluate the scale and purpose of 
emergency departments: The recent drop in 
attendance raises concerns about patients 'staying 
away' when early diagnosis and treatment could 
save lives. Reduced participation in high-risk 
activities undoubtedly had an impact, but in the 
longer term, the pandemic could accelerate 
a rethink of emergency care design, and be 
supported by a reallocation of funding to provide 
focused, specialist and integrated community 
health solutions. 

Integrate health and social care facilities 
within town-centre regeneration: Much of the 
groundwork here is already done – the gap in 
services was evident, but funding was challenging 
without a meeting of civic, NHS, community, and 
commercial minds.

For example, ADP is currently on site at 
Gloucester Quays, a local authority-funded 
mixed-use community health development. The 
three-storey building relocates two health centres 
that combines GP surgeries with a pharmacy, 
office space and ground-floor parking. The 
project is one of several regeneration schemes 
helping to transform Gloucester, and will support 
18,000 patients in the city with a growing range of 

healthcare needs.
Bringing health to the high street through the 

delivery of linked services, such as orthodontics 
and health education, widens access to health 
services in local communities – particularly for 
patients below the poverty line.

Further opportunities include the integration of 
health and wellbeing facilities such as leisure and 
community centres, to enrich and complement the 
healthcare environment.

Amrit Naru, studio director at ADP Newcastle, 
reflects: "Over the last 20 years, the North East 
has seen the development of some of the best 
healthcare buildings in the country. Providing 
satellite facilities and services – physically 
and virtually – in the heart of our communities 
ensures every patient has access to the foremost 
healthcare and technologies."

Raise the bar for elderly care: Care homes 
should be centres of excellence, and not just meet 
minimum standards. Repurposing buildings with 
strong links to the community and surrounding 
landscape can significantly improve resident 
wellbeing.

In Dundee, ADP is working with private 
developer Consensus Capital, converting a former 
hospital into a 70-bed residential facility catering 
for elderly, elderly care and specialist dementia 
patients. Particular care has been paid to the 
layout, providing protective spaces both internally 
and externally within a beautiful, mature setting.

Chris concludes: "ADP's approach to healthcare 
has always been patient-focused with a holistic 
approach to wellbeing. In the rapid timeline of 
COVID-19, the need for capacity has trumped 
thoughts around patient and staff environments. 
With long-term recovery periods, the need for 
agility and flexibility in delivering diverse, complex 
clinical services comes to the fore. We must focus 
on building users now, more so than ever."

ADP

Photos: Left: The Core Building, 

incorporating a new Children’s 

Day Services Facility, Guy’s and 

St Thomas’ Hospitals Trust, 

London.

Above: Mixed-use development 

at Gloucester Quayside.

www.adp-architecture.com
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Corona bites                                                

At the time of writing, it is impossible to say when 
all this will end. Coronavirus is rampaging around 
the world with dire warnings matched by some 
amelioration such as the re-opening of Wuhan in 
China's Hubei province. 

One other aspect of the Springboard research 
which caught my eye was the increase in footfall 
when the sun came out. So if coronavirus remains 
a threat will those presently locked down decide 
a walk in the park is worth the risk? As I write, 
more cars are driving passed as well as walkers 
and cyclists. 

Step out of line in Italy shoppers, leisure 
seekers or others breaching lockdown face a 
fine of around 400 euros up to 5000 euros plus a 
criminal record. 

Google has analysed mobility trends across 
Italy and the UK during a period of the pandemic. 
Though now some time ago, between weeks in 
February and March the figures are intriguing. 
Broadly speaking, they are very similar. Travel by 
bus and train in Lombardy was down by 89 per 
cent and in Tyne & Wear down by 74 per cent. 

However, the graphs have a very obvious 
difference. The baseline between increases and 
decreases suggests an ambivalence to what was 
happening in Tyne & Wear whereas there were 
almost immediate falls in activity in Lombardy. This 
suggests lockdown in Italy had immediate results 
whereas the British version has been somewhat 
casual. 

What has been the impact on our economy? 
George Harrington, consultant with Hatch 
Regeneris, the economic development 
consultancy, says the real impact of a crisis 
reflects the composition of local economies and 
communities. 

"De-industrialisation, the recession of the early 
90s, the 2008 financial crises and the ensuing 
austerity agenda all affected different places in 

different ways. While the news headlines focus 
on national issues, we need to remember that 
economic shocks have local consequences and 
that the solutions needed for recovery will be 
different too," he says.

"As the enormity of the economic challenges 
presented by COVID-19 grow, there has been 
no shortage of news reports and think pieces 
devoted to the global economic ramifications. 
But there has been less focus on how its socio-
economic effects might be felt locally across the 
country."

With this in mind, Hatch Regeneris has 
developed an Interactive Dashboard that tries to 
identify exposure to the socio-economic effects of 
the coronavirus pandemic across England's 343 
local authorities. It draws on a range of economic, 
social and health indicators. 

"Our aim is to stimulate discussion and provide 
a snapshot of individual local authorities to help 
decision makers identify where the virus might 
have the greatest impact on our economy," 
explains George. 

"As policymakers rightly respond to the 
immediate health challenges presented by 
COVID-19, there is a need to prepare for what lies 
ahead. The dashboard has been designed to help 
support that process."

The initial thrust is focused on four key areas – 
those urban locations prone to economic impacts, 
areas surrounding airports that have acute levels 
of employment exposure, areas with a larger base 
of SMEs and rural areas faced with physical and 
digital isolation.

George adds: "As centres of culture, 
hospitality and retail, cities are unsurprisingly 
disproportionately affected by the crisis. This 
is particularly the case in Inner London, with 
boroughs' such as Kensington & Chelsea showing 
as much as 45 per cent of people in jobs unable 

The statistics from Springboard, the retail intelligence experts, published at the start of summer showed footfall crash 
by 75.1 per cent in one week followed by an 81.4 per cent jump off the cliff the following week. Clearly, the retail lights 
have been switched off writes Chris Dobson

OPINION – CHRIS DOBSON
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to trade as a result of the coronavirus.
"The local authorities which are home to 

England's largest five airports are rated as 'most 
exposed' in jobs terms. The disruption to the 
UK's two largest airports is having a dramatic 
local impact: half of Crawley's (Gatwick Airport) 
and 38 per cent of Hillingdon's (Heathrow 
Airport) employment is in sectors most directly 
impacted by coronavirus.

George continues: "Coastal locations such 
as those in the North East have a greater 
prevalence of small hospitality and visitor 
economy businesses which are particularly at 
risk. These locations also have too few higher 
paying, more secure jobs to counter-balance 
the local impact on the low paid in precarious 
employment.

"Finally and again relevant to the North East 
are the rural areas which face physical and 
digital isolation. Residents in more remote places 
are more likely to lack the digital skills needed 
to access support online, and struggle to get 
a reliably good internet connection needed to 
work effectively from home. Physical isolation 
may mean lower rates of COVID-19 infection, 
but remoteness from essential services such as 
health and food shopping are not easily bridged 
by digital connectivity in rural areas.

"There are undoubtedly many more messages 
and insights in the data. For example, it does not 
reflect the wider supply-chain and labour market 
effects that will shape recovery. And, neither 
have we begun to look at fiscal impacts on local 
government."

To conclude, I have checked on the benefits 
for us all stemming from vastly reduced 
car journeys and the endless over-flying of 
European/North American flights which presently 
have almost ceased. Is the resulting night-time 
clarity an illusion? Dan Pye, an astronomer at 

Kielder Observatory, says, "the skies have been 
spectacularly clear and air pollution is definitely a 
factor which gives us rainy and less transparent 
skies." 

He adds: "Transparency of the skies is much 
better when there are less turbulent gases being 
pumped into the atmosphere, and of course 
much fewer particles from pollutants". 

So Covid-19 is a highly dangerous plague but 
if it changes life and work-styles for our mutual 
benefit, this pandemic may have a use after all.
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Viewpoint

Tell me a bit about your career and what 
attracted you to GSS?
I spent a year at GSS while studying architecture 
and when I qualified in 2001, I successfully applied 
for a role at the Midlands office. I worked my 
way up and, in 2009, I was asked to run the new 
Harrogate office, which we opened on the back of 
projects and relationships we'd developed in the 
North East. Our work and relationships continued 
to grow in the North East and so four years ago, 
we opened an office at Newcastle's Hoult's Yard. 
I now divide my week between Harrogate and 
Newcastle. 

How has the practice developed in the 19 
years you've been there, and how would you 
describe its ethos?
GSS has been around for more than 140 years 
and was originally established in the Midlands area. 
The practice was fairly conservative until the 1980s 
when it started doing more work in the education 
sector. During my time at GSS, the practice has 
expanded nationally. It consolidated its two offices 
in the Midlands and has opened offices in Milton 
Keynes, Harrogate and Newcastle. 

Our primary strength is our staff. They're at the 
heart of everything we do and without the team 
we've built up across the regions, our practice 
would be nothing at all. 

The practice was recently appointed to 
develop the site masterplan for the Campus 
for Ageing and Vitality (CAV), a new build, 
mixed-use urban development located in the 
centre of Newcastle. What can you tell me 
about the project?
It is the redevelopment of the former General 
Hospital site on Westgate Road in Newcastle. 
Newcastle University recently purchased the land 

As the UK went under lockdown, it was announced that GSSArchitecture (GSS) had been appointed by Newcastle 
University to develop the site masterplan for the Campus for Ageing and Vitality – a new mixed-use development on 
the former Newcastle General Hospital site in the city's west end. Here, project partner Jonathan Hunter reflects on 
the task ahead

INTERVIEW – JONATHAN HUNTER 
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and already has a presence there with research 
and academic buildings. We've been asked 
to develop a masterplan, key to which will be 
implementing ways to make people's later life 
experience more enjoyable in terms of their 
health, wealth and wellbeing. We live in a society 
where most of us can expect to be living much 
longer. 

This development will provide an internationally 
renowned test bed for innovation, implementation 
and evaluation of new technologies and lifestyle 
approaches for the older person. It is about 
learning from best practice around the world 
and building on those to drive forward innovative 
ideas. The vision is to place Newcastle and the 
North of Tyne region at the forefront of UK and 
international innovation in healthy ageing.

Apart from Newcastle University, which 
other partners are involved? 
There are several partners involved, including 
Newcastle University, Newcastle City Council, 
Newcastle upon Tyne NHS Foundation Trust 
and Cumbria Northumberland Tyne and Wear 
NHS Foundation Trust. The CAV site will be a 
collaboration between partners and crucial will be 
aligning the strategic aims and objectives.

Previous plans to develop the former 
Newcastle General site have not come to 
fruition. How will GSS ensure the same fate 
doesn't befall this masterplan too?
I think what’s different is the collaborative 
approach behind this scheme. The project has 
the potential to deliver real benefits for the local 
community and GSS has approached similar 
projects through extensive consultation and 
stakeholder engagement – and we'll use the 
same process here. 

We'll take the time to understand the 
needs of all the interested parties – whether 
that's the partners or the local community. 
Inevitably, we'll find issues that are not aligned 
and this will require further levels of dialogue 
and consultation so that the parties can come 
together and understand how to make best of 
the opportunities that are on the site. 

You're obviously at a very early stage of the 
process. Can you give any indication about 

What the final site will look like?
There's still a lot of dialogue, discussion and 
consultation to be had on this but I think it's fair 
to say it'll be a mixed-use site, which will include 
some form of multi-generational residential, 
research and commercial development, as well 
as health care provision.

GSS delivered the flagship building at 
Newcastle's Helix to house the National 
Innovation Centre for Ageing (NICA) and the 
National Innovation Centre for Data (NICD). 
What was the design process behind The 
Catalyst?
The Catalyst was an interesting project from the 
outset. We had two national innovation centres 
that were to occupy the single building, which, on 
the face of it, had different requirements. The first 
thing GSS had to do was understand how the 
building needed to operate. 

That meant testing and challenging how the 
innovation centres wanted to operate. Another 
important aspect was making it a 'wow' building, 
which captured people's imagination. As a 
Government funded project delivered outside of 
the capital, it really needed to make a statement 
and fly the flag for the Northern Powerhouse and 
the Northern agenda. 

How will The Catalyst inform the CAV site?
We must leverage the connections, contacts and 
relationships we built through the development 
of The Catalyst. The National Innovation Centre 
for Ageing and VOICE (a large network of UK-
based and international citizens who provide 
public insights to support innovations in ageing) 
will be key contributors to developing a detailed 
brief for the CAV site. We are currently engaging 
with NICA’s director Nic Palmarini, for example, 
to understand different types of technology that 
could be used at the CAV site.

What are the next steps for the CAV?
We will continue to develop our initial thoughts 
and options around how the site might break 
down into its various usages. This will involve 
substantial consultation and engagement with 
all stakeholders but the plan is to get to a point 
where an outline planning application can be 
submitted.

GSSArchitecture

www.gssarchitecture.com
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The recent completion of several 
Nightingale hospitals across the 
UK has shown both the significant 
challenges and successes of such 
rapid large-scale developments. 

Images on social media went viral as we watched 
the extraordinary conversion of the ExCel 
Exhibition Centre in London to a 4000-bed 
hospital spanning 20 acres in just nine days. We 
owe a massive debt of gratitude to the teams of 
NHS staff, builders and soldiers drafted in to 
assist with the physical construction activities but 
let us also spare a thought for the architects and 
engineers at BDP who worked around the clock 
under great pressure to prepare the designs. 

Key to the success of the project was the 
adoption of Modern Methods of Construction 
(MMCs), an initiative designed to drag the 
construction sector into the modern age by 
using modern materials, technologies and 
manufacturing processes to drive efficiencies and 
improve quality.  

One example was the mass manufacture of 
component systems in a factory off-site, which 
were assembled on-site to create uniform patient 
bays as quickly as possible. 

History has shown us that in times of adversity 
– when cost is no longer the limiting factor – we 
see great innovations, from computers and jet 
engines through to blood banks and full scale 
production of penicillin. Now I cannot declare 
that the COVID-19 pandemic will change the 
construction sector forever but it has given a 
glimpse of what is possible when financial barriers 
are removed and new technologies are allowed to 
flourish. 

With construction sites across the UK 
interrupted by temporary closures, re-opening 
processes and subsequent social distancing on-site 
regulations, it is inevitable that clients will consider 
new approaches in an attempt to mitigate those 
delays. All of which could mean the acceleration 
and widespread adoption of MMCs. 

So what does it mean for the pharmaceutical 

and life sciences sector? One positive economic 
side effect of the COVID-19 pandemic has been an 
increase in investment for biotech, pharmaceutical 
and other life science-related businesses. This is a 
time of significant growth.  

Design and construction is currently 
underway for the UK's first dedicated Vaccines 
Manufacturing Innovation Centre (VMIC) in 
Oxford, which is expected to open by summer 
2021 following an initial Government investment 
of £77 million being increased to £93 million to 
bring forward construction works and increase the 
chances of a COVID-19 vaccine being produced in 
record time.  Newcastle's own Helix development 
– originally conceived as the UK's largest centre 
for life sciences outside of London – has been a 
great success with The Core and The Biosphere 
already home to some highly innovative life 
sciences companies, and looking like prime real 
estate for others in the future.  

Last year also saw the opening of the National 
Horizons Centre, a £22 million biological research, 
teaching and training facility on the Teesside 
University campus intended to address the growth 
needs of emerging bio-based industries. As MMCs 
become commonplace within the construction 
industry, the time to deliver new buildings to 
house research labs, manufacturing plants and 
offices will be greatly reduced. Buildings will not 
only be constructed more quickly on site but also 
to higher standards, with greater environmental 
efficiencies and by using less carbon in the process.  

The momentum that starts with initial 
investment can now be carried all the way 
through to the completion of a new building; the 
technologies now available to improve how we use 
and maintain these new buildings are genuinely 
game-changing.

The current situation with COVID-19 is 
unprecedented and is providing significant 
challenges for a number of sectors, but with 
key developments in the construction and life 
sciences sectors, these challenges can be met with 
something positive. 

ADVERTISING FEATURE – LAW
Womble Bond Dickinson

LAYING THE FOUNDATIONS 
FOR GROWTH

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

i

Ian Atkinson, partner at Womble Bond Dickinson, reflects on how the construction industry 
supports the pharmaceutical and life sciences sector and how it has been impacted by COVID-19
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There's no doubt about it: sooner or 
later we will encounter a new normal. 
We will finally start to see friends, 
family and fully-stocked supermarket 
shelves (and those sourdough starters 

will be put in the bin). 
In business, the new normal may still seem a long 

way off for some. For others, it may come quicker, 
but all brands have one thing in common: they need 
to start planning for it now. 

Everyone is in a different position so it's 
impossible to create a specific plan or a timeline, 
but we can outline the next steps for your brand as 
a roadmap of sorts, with three things that should be 
on your radar now.

Look for the signals
The good news is that there will be a point when 
you can get back into sales mode – but you need 
to time it right. That time will depend entirely on 
your industry and the specific service or goods 
you deliver. However, think now about what that 
signal might look like so you're ready to go. Initially, 
try to identify what would indicate a return to 
a 'normal' pattern in your business. Our clients' 
signals vary massively – from the number of tins 
of paint ordered, to the Government easing social 
distancing legislation for our luxury hotel brand, 
they have all identified their marker. Map out a 
plan with objective goals and let it drive your re-
awakening communications strategy.

Reshape your plan
Now you know when you're getting back on 
the path, you have to reshape your plan. Pre-
coronavirus, you had a strategy for your brand: a 
new product, a different market or a refreshed look 
and feel. The objectives for doing this might not 
have changed, but the strategy to get there will be 
different. Start with your positioning. Have recent 
events moved you up or down the value system? 
Has your category changed? Has quarantine 
unearthed a virtual option that consumers would 
never previously have contemplated? Did clients 

think of your category or services as hard to 
justify while now they don't? Do you now exist 
in a category where we are now comfortable 
using online solutions as a result of quarantine? 
Considering these questions and adapting your 
plan might help to deliver those same objectives by 
taking a new path.

Get creative
The coronavirus crisis has paused every economy 
in the world, but that's not to say savvy brands 
can't bounce back bolder and smarter. Earlier in 
the series, I mentioned that getting creative when 
adapting your communications didn't mean 'award-
winning clever', and that was fine then. But now, 
while everyone is at a standing start and coming 
back at once, I believe that creativity is critical. 
Being creative on your communications output to 
help you stand out in the crowd will be essential. 
And try applying creative thinking to other areas 
within your business, too. Currently, we're working 
at boardroom level with a range of clients helping to 
give a different perspective to the current challenges 
and supporting them to develop a strategic solution 
as well as the communications output, applying 
creativity to all stages of the process so they're ready 
to go.

Nobody knows precisely what lies ahead but we 
can be sure of this: those who fail to prepare must 
surely be prepared to fail. If you need some help or 
want to talk through your plans, let me know and 
our team will be happy to help.

ADVERTISING FEATURE – MEDIA
Projector 

Phil Lowery, managing director at Projector Brand Communications, discusses how brands can 
create a plan for the new normal in the final part of his COVID-19 series 

A BRAND ROADMAP TO 
THE NEW NORMAL 

PROJECTOR
For more information contact 

Phil on phil@yourprojector.com

www.yourprojector.com
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As recent weeks have shown, the 
COVID-19 pandemic is proving 
to be so much more than just a 
physical health issue; it's one that 
is adding mounting pressure to 

the economy too, and businesses at large.
Add to that the growing mental health concerns 

facing business leaders and their employees, it's 
created a seismic shock across all industries. 

What's inspiring, however, is the way businesses 
are adapting and responding with remarkable 
resolve, empathy and resilience, to navigate the 
ever-changing landscape we find ourselves in. 

As businesses look to protect their finances, one 
ongoing challenge has been around furloughing 
staff. How long should employees be furloughed, 
and which members of staff should be retained 
in the business? This has led to some employees 
questioning 'why me?'

A common sense approach, balanced 
justification, and open and consistent 
communication continue to play a vital role in 
responding to these challenges and aiding overall 
decision-making. But with the impact of the 
pandemic affecting each of us in different ways, 
another concern has been around the mental 
health of employees. There has never been a 

more critical time to reach out to others. Open 
and honest conversations between managers and 
employees are going a long way to help businesses 
protect both their current and future workforce. 

Finding new routines, adjusting expectations 
and changing focus to outputs rather than inputs 
has also been critical to business leadership. With 
kids in tow and home schooling to contend with, 
the nine-to-five working day is no longer wholly 
achievable, and people are requiring flexibility and 
support in adapting to the 'new normal'. 

Self-care will continue to be a priority for all 
but with so many business owners navigating new 
roles and responsibilities, it's critical they don't 
forget to put their own oxygen masks on first. 

Taking time to reflect and reassess has never 
been more important, which is why so many 
people are taking advantage of the external 
support networks available in the region. It's an 
area that we, at Scaleup North East, are proud to 
be playing our part in. 

Despite the challenges we all face, there are 
opportunities out there. Instead of allowing 
companies to hibernate through this time, many 
individuals are using this period to work on their 
business; adapting, diversifying, planning and 
planting the seeds today that will become the 
green shoots of tomorrow.  

This includes scenario planning and forecasting, 
looking at new market opportunities, and 
preparing ways to transition staff back into the 
workforce. 

One thing is for sure; despite the challenging 
times ahead, we are finding new ways to adapt. 
As a region famed for its resilience, creativity and 
grit, we might – at times – feel we are alone, but as 
a business community, we have never been more 
together.

ADVERTISING FEATURE – DEVELOPMENT 
RTC North 

Scaleup North East partner Angelina Bell looks at how business leaders are protecting people and 
profits during COVID-19 and explains how Scaleup North can help

A COMMON SENSE APPROACH

RTC NORTH
RTC North delivers Scaleup 

North East in partnership with 

the North East Local Enterprise 

Partnership (LEP) and North 

East Growth Hub. Supporting 

the delivery of the North East 

Strategic Economic Plan, Scaleup 

North East is part-funded by the 

European Regional Development 

Fund (ERDF). 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.

If you are a business owner and 

are struggling to navigate the 

current challenges or would 

simply like more support, please 

contact the Scaleup North East 

team. 

www.scaleupnortheast.co.uk

i



65

Sunderland College works in 
partnership with employers across 
the health and life science sector to 
support students in preparing for a 
successful future career and provide 

this specialist industry with a skilled workforce. 
 Students studying a science A-Level, BTEC 

Applied Science or health and social care course, 
undertake a variety of placements to experience 
the world of work, from short placements 
(between 15 hours and 37 hours) to industry 
placements, which involve 315 hours of real work 
experience per academic year with an employer.  

Forty-two science and health students at 
the college have successfully completed CDF 
(Capital Investment Fund) placements. This 
Department for Education work experience pilot 
was introduced to prepare for the work-based 
element of the new T-Level qualifications, which 
include a substantial industry placement. The pilot 
has enabled the college to extend its employer 
engagement to source additional placements for 
its students and pilot longer placements within 
existing courses. 

Students studying a science A-Level or a BTEC 
Applied Science course at the college take part 
in placements, which are tailored to their career 
ambitions. The students, who gain experience 
in a range of settings, including GP surgeries, 
laboratories and pharmacies, are often provided 
with opportunities for further development by 
their employer such as additional qualifications or 
part-time employment. 

As part of their qualification, health and 
social care students dedicate one day a week 
to placements. They gain 100 hours of work 
experience throughout the academic year in 
settings such as local schools including SEND 
providers, nurseries, care homes and local 
charities focusing on mental health and special 
needs. 

Eighteen-year-old Lorna Dixon, from 
Southwick, is a second year Level 3 Health 
and Social Care student. In her first year, she 
undertook a placement at Portland Academy, a 
special academy school in Sunderland, which 

she found rewarding. In her second year, her 
placement at Willow Brook, an independent care 
home setting for the over 55s in Washington, was 
part of an intergenerational project. 

Lorna, who also works as a part-time carer 
alongside her studies, says: “I enjoyed my 
placement at Portland Academy so much that 
I have re-considered my original career path of 
becoming a midwife, to working with those who 
have mental health issues and special needs. 

“Placements are important for students as it 
gives you a taste of a future career in a professional 
environment and you can find out whether or 
not you like it. It also gives you an idea of what 
working life is like and the expectations and 
standards in the workplace.” 

Fiona McBrayne is the college’s dedicated 
placement officer for health and social care 
students. She says: “Placements are vital to our 
students’ development and progression. For a 
vocational course such as health and social care, 
placements are just as important as classroom 
learning. It provides our students with first-hand 
experience of working in the sector. 

"Our students learn the core value and skills 
that are required for a successful career in the 
industry and they also find out about the different 
job roles and variety of career paths that this 
dynamic sector can offer them.” 

ADVERTISING FEATURE – EDUCATION
Sunderland College 

Sunderland College is proud of its placement programme, which provides the health and life 
science industry with a skilled workforce for the future 

PRIDE OF PLACE 

SUNDERLAND COLLEGE
For more information about 

courses at Sunderland College, or 

if you are an employer interested 

in offering a young person a 

placement, visit: 

www.sunderlandcollege.ac.uk   
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To be an inventor is to belong to a 
rather exclusive club.

This, however, is a society where 
inquisitiveness and originality 
carry far greater currency than any 

subscription fee.
Andrew Turner has been an affiliate for years. 
Ever since he was a young boy, his mind has 

whirred with curiosity.
From deconstructing toys to fashioning a pulley 

system with string on his bedroom curtains, he 
was motivated by a desire to understand the very 
workings of the environment around him.

“I’ve always been inquisitive,” he says.
“Every invention has got people at its heart 

and even when I was young, I knew my Nanna 
struggled for mobility when she was trying to get 
in and out of the bath, so I was thinking about 
how I could make it better for her.

“There were times too when my parents were 
struggling with something and I’d try and come up 
with solutions.

“It’s unbelievable sometimes where my ideas 
come from,” continues Andrew.

“I might see a new kind of door hinge and think 
to myself, ‘I’ll have a look at that later to see how it 
works because it might help me in the future’.

“I try to build up a wealth of information I can 
tap into when needed.” 

Andrew’s entry into the inventors’ club, 
however, wasn’t immediate.

Before he embarked upon a career that 
has produced numerous next generation 
developments across healthcare and the wider 
manufacturing and utilities sectors, he worked in 
a factory.

Beginning at Newton Aycliffe car parts maker 
Gestamp Tallent, Andrew took on an electrical 
and mechanical engineering apprenticeship with 
the firm.

He later became a senior manufacturing 
engineer, which led to significant prototype and 
development work that provided a perfect insight 
into taking ideas from blueprint to production.

That experience has today translated itself into 
Andrew Turner Inventions and a raft of patented 
and pending projects, many of which has initially 
been developed in his garden shed.

Andrew has worked with clients such as 
Northumbrian Water on projects including the 
low-cost semi-submersible Torpedo device, 
which maps underground wastewater pipework 
positions. 

Technology giant Microsoft is now directly 
assisting with Andrew’s idea to hunt out potential 
blockages and areas that need attention. 

He is also developing a smart down pipe – 
which reduces flooding risk by remotely managing 
homes’ reserves while promoting rainwater 
harvesting – and supporting one of Northumbrian 
Water’s strategic partners by designing a pipe 
laying trailer that allows operatives to lay and cut 
coiled mains water pipework more safely.

INTERVIEW 
Andrew Turner

Andrew Turner has always had a curious mind. As a youngster, he was fascinated by how things 
worked and, just as importantly, how they could be improved. After cutting his teeth on a car 
parts maker’s factory floor, he rose through the ranks gaining valuable manufacturing, design and 
prototype development experience that ultimately allowed him to unleash his true inventor spirit. 
Here, he speaks to Steven Hugill about his businesses – Andrew Turner Inventions and Quality 
Hospital Solutions – and impressing Prime Minister Boris Johnson with a new creation that could 
save the NHS £250 million a year

INVENTING FROM THE HEART
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Elsewhere, the company’s portfolio includes 
the Abidot, which employs lasers to guide welders 
when fashioning parts together.

But it’s not just utilities and heavy industry 
where Andrew – who recently worked with a large 
UK kitchen maker to increase its productivity and 
improve quality – has carved a niche.

He also heads the multi award-winning Quality 
Hospital Solutions, which, again, carries a host of 
patented innovations.

A joint venture alongside City Hospitals 
Sunderland NHS Foundation Trust and a design 
and manufacture company, it is also supported by 

the Academic Health and Science Network and 
industry-leading technology partners.

A funnel for innovation, it works closely with 
industry professionals to understand the sector’s 
needs, with its business model feeding revenue 
back into the NHS.

Previous creations include a nebuliser mask 
regulator to ensure correct oxygen flow, and the 
Beverage Trolley, a catering unit that guarantees 
patients receive hot drinks safely and at a suitable 
temperature. 

All have made perceptibly positive and cost-
effective differences to the provision of healthcare 
and, in the process, strengthened Quality Hospital 
Solutions’ reputation.

That status, however, is primed to increase 
again after the company, based at Sedgefield 
innovation hothouse NETPark, launched 
SamplePod.

The revolutionary venture could, says Andrew, 
save the NHS as much as £250 million every year 
by reducing internal process costs and re-working, 
triggering in the process a major carbon footprint 
reduction. 

Traditionally, pathology specimens are placed 
into several single-use plastic bags – and marked 
up with equally unrecyclable paperwork – before 
being sent to laboratories. 

Not only wasting hundreds of tonnes of plastic 
nationally each year, and costing unnecessary 
extra labour, Andrew says the process is further 
afflicted by transit damage and product time to 
process yield.

With SamplePod, however, he says such 
inefficiencies are removed, with the device’s 
reusable specimen collection pallet capable of 
holding the full spectrum of sample tubes and 
containers.

Furthermore, Andrew has partnered with 
PragmatIC, itself a fellow NETPark firm, 
to introduce track and trace technology to 
SamplePod’s pallets.

Using ultra-low-radio frequency identification, 
every sample receives a unique digital identity, in 
addition to the current barcode, which allows real-
time monitoring of a test’s journey, from its initial 
derivation to examination.

Set for trial with a large regional pathology 
laboratory, which could see SamplePod used in an 
initial 1600 GP surgeries before being rolled out 

INTERVIEW 
Andrew Turner
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ANDREW TURNER
www.andrewturnerinventions.com

www.qualityhospitalsolutions.co.uk

SAMPLEPOD
www.samplepod.co.uk

i

nationally, the apparatus has also attracted interest 
from organisations that include a US healthcare 
company.

“A hospital can get rid of five tonnes of plastic 
from one pathology laboratory alone every year,” 
he says.

“When you have people sealing up bags, they 
have to be opened at the other end and discarded 
through strict medical waste guidelines; that is 
extremely expensive and wasteful.

“SamplePod also keeps tests upright, whereas 
at present they can move around and be damaged, 
and, crucially, it makes everything live.

“If you don’t process samples in a certain time, 
they become unreliable and have to be taken 
again.

“But, if you know a sample’s time is running 
out, thanks to the tracking technology, it can be 
prioritised automatically.”

With such medical and economic potential, 
perhaps it was inevitable the noises made by 
Andrew’s invention would filter into the corridors 
of political power. 

When Boris Johnson’s cabinet decamped to 
Sunderland on January 31 to mark Britain’s EU 
divorce, the Prime Minister was able to gain first-
hand insight into SamplePod.

Andrew says: “Roger O’Brien, the director 
of the University of Sunderland’s Institute for 
Automotive and Manufacturing Advanced 
Practice, invited a few companies he thought were 
related to the Government’s sustainability goals.

“I talked Boris through the invention, and he 
was genuinely interested.

“I even shared a joke with him,” reveals Andrew.
“I’d printed out a picture of a red double decker 

bus and written on the side that I’m going to save 
the NHS £250 million a year with this invention.”

The visit also allowed Andrew – who met 
cabinet ministers before they sat at the National 
Glass Centre in Sunderland – to push his desire 
for greater awareness of innovation across the 
North East’s health, energy and water industries.

“I want there to be a louder voice about what 
we’re doing in the House of Commons,” he says. 

“We can use innovation and skills from one 
industry into others. If we start to understand 
what’s going on overall, we can become more 
effective.

“One senior minister told me they get lots of 

ideas, but that many don’t get to the right places.
“If we had a system to funnel the best ones from 

the region and start sharing knowledge across 
multiple sectors, that would put us in a great 
position.

“On one particular project, the water industry 
visited the NHS and vice versa – the outcome was 
excellent.”

Andrew’s desire for such a support mechanism 
stems from his own journey.

Quality Hospital Solutions is galvanised by 
investment from Bill Scott, chief executive at 
Teesside’s Wilton Engineering, and David Frame, 
boss at Sunderland technology company Asset55. 

“Bill and David have proven success in growing 
businesses,” says Andrew.  

“I speak to them frequently and they bring the 
discipline and structure needed to support the 
business.”

More importantly, Andrew has full 
commitment, vision and drive from South 
Tyneside and Sunderland NHS Foundation Trust 
chief executive Ken Bremner and its HR director 
Kath Griffin.

“They shared the vision to set such a company 
up,” says Andrew, “and continue to support the 
running of the venture. 

“You need people like Ken and Kath supporting 
you at the top level.”

Furthermore, Northumbrian Water chief 
information officer Nigel Watson – who praises 
Andrew’s “great ability to solve seemingly 
intractable problems with fresh thinking” – and 
head of innovation Angela MacOscar, also 
recognise his ability.

“I have a great network of people around me; 
you cannot do this alone,” adds Andrew. 

“Nigel and Angela are influencing huge changes 
in the water industry, and it’s great to work closely 
with them, bringing more innovation to real 
industry problems.

“All of the staff are great to work with too.”
Andrew concludes: “What I’m doing gives me 

complete job satisfaction – I sometimes forget it 
is work!

“One day, I’ll be walking around and be able to 
see the impact of what I’ve done. 

“I wouldn’t necessarily have ever gotten that 
chance working in a factory, but I am lucky to 
have served a strong apprenticeship in one.”
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Nobody expected COVID-19 or the 
impact it has had on business. 

After an intense period of fire-
fighting and protectionist action, 
all businesses are now considering 

what the future may hold, regardless of sector, and 
are grappling with the many unknowns in this 
environment.

Muckle LLP's managing partner Jason 
Wainwright recently said that to manage these 
circumstances, it is better mentally to focus on 
what you can control, rather than what you can't.

Indeed, focusing on what you know can really 
help with decision making. All businesses in 
their strategic considerations will be looking at 
how lockdown has changed how they work and 
what they can or can't do following Government 
restrictions and guidance. 

Technology is vital
Whether you work in a business that can operate 
remotely, a start-up or a huge global operation, 
there is no disputing that technology and our 
adoption of it has accelerated during this period.

We are all reflecting and approaching things 
differently, in a world where we are unlikely to be 
able to congregate in quite the same way as we did 
pre-lockdown for some time. 

Twitter has said that its staff don't need to go 
back to their office. Cambridge University will be 
running online-only courses from September until 
summer 2021. Employers are recruiting, inducting 
and onboarding online and the consumer sector is 
looking to re-engage with customers safely. 

The pressure on the technology industry to 
accommodate our new normal will only increase 
as will the requirement for greater security and 
privacy.

North East tech hub
Thankfully, the North East is already recognised 
as a hub for technology business with a strong 
tech economy growing regionally and key projects 
and Government initiatives operating from the 
area. As people re-evaluate the way they work and 
where they live, the North East will likely become 
more appealing to both businesses and workers.

I recently spoke to Billy Webber, chief operating 
officer at Sunderland Software City, who shared a 
level of optimism for technology innovation. 

"Over the past couple of months, we've been 
working closely with both digital and non-digital 
companies alike to help relieve pressures caused 
by the pandemic," says Billy. 

"While challenges and uncertainty have of 
course reigned supreme, we are seeing areas of 
opportunity too.

"One clear trend we've seen is that companies 
which can support digital adoption in other 
sectors are witnessing an acceleration of demand 
for their services.

"Granted digital adoption is not the answer 
to every challenge faced in every sector, yet 
well-executed digital adoption can provide 
both immediate relief in the short-term for 
businesses as well, as transform functionality and 
performance in the long-term.

Billy concludes: "As we explore new ways of 
working, demand for innovation is only expected 
to continue and will play an important role in 
the recovery phase for the economy as a whole. 
Certainly, this is where our excellent North East 
tech companies can shine."

ADVERTISING FEATURE – LAW
Muckle LLP

As businesses look for the green shoots of recovery, Alex Craig – partner and head of Muckle 
LLP's commercial team – caught up with Sunderland Software City's Billy Webber on what the 
region's tech sector can expect

TIME FOR A RETHINK?

MUCKLE LLP
www.muckle-llp.com
@MuckleLLP

i
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IN ASSOCIATION WITH:

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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TEES VALLEY - NEWS

LOGISTICS

‘Milestone moment’ as 
Amazon opens 1000-job 
fulfilment centre                                                         
The opening of an online retailer’s 1000-job delivery hub will be a 
“catalyst for further growth” in a Tees Valley town,a local counciller 
says.
Amazon’s new Darlington fulfilment centre is now processing 
thousands of customer orders after officially beginning operations.

Based on the town’s eastern edge, next to the A66, Amazon 
bosses say the warehouse has created roles across a number 
of positions, which include order pickers, engineers, operations 
managers, and HR and IT staff.

Hailing the opening of the centre, which uses advanced robotic 
technology to help process orders, Councillor Heather Scott, leader 
of Darlington Borough Council, said: “This is a milestone moment 

for Darlington. 
“An investment on this scale in Darlington is reflective of our 

wider economic goals for the town and we’re confident this new 
site can be a catalyst for further growth.”

TRANSPORT

Mayor backs new Tees link 
with £24 million support                                                          
Tees Valley Mayor Ben Houchen has called on the Government to 
fulfil a funding promise after he pledged £24 million to create a “truly 
transformational” river crossing.

Mayor Houchen says ministers must “remain committed to 
levelling up our region” by backing up previous support for a new 
River Tees bridge.

The project includes a two-lane northern viaduct, an extra 
southbound lane and a widening of the A66 between Teesside Park 
and the viaduct.

Mayor Houchen said: “A new crossing is vital. We will 
attract more investment and create more jobs if we have better 
connectivity.” 

TECHNOLOGY

Carbon reveals ambitions 
after Glam Holdings deal                                                          
A data management company says it is pressing ahead with 
pioneering work following a merger. 

Middlesbrough-based Carbon has been acquired by Glam 
Holdings from Havas-owned Clicksco.

Officials say the move has created a new artificial intelligence 
and data platform for publishers under the Carbon brand, which is 
expected to launch in July.

Pete Danks, Carbon chief executive, said: “Merging the two 
platforms allowed us to solve problems for publishers in a way 
nobody else can legitimately point to right now.”

ENGINEERING

Engineer bolsters work with 
£500,000 investment                                                         
A family-run heavy engineer has spent £500,000 on equipment to 
help deliver its strong order book.

Tees Components has bought a new horizontal boring mill.
Officials at the firm, based in Skelton, near Saltburn, east 

Cleveland, say the machinery doubles its boring capacity and 
will be integral to work across the defence and power generation 
sectors.

Sharon Lane, managing director, said: “With this investment 
we are demonstrating we have the capabilities and can be highly 
adaptable to meet customers’ needs.”

IN ASSOCIATION WITH:
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Building for 
the future

Middlesbrough courses through Geoff Hogg’s veins like the River 
Tees runs through the heart of the town’s commercial environment. 

Winding around its northern edges after tracking more than 80 
miles eastwards from the North Pennines, the historic trading artery 
was a crucial conduit during the boom periods of shipbuilding and 
bridge making, and the true heydays of iron and steel production.

Though those eras are now bygone, the waterway remains a 
major contributor to the business landscape and economy, thanks 
to Teesport’s position as a global trade magnet and accompanying 
waterside firms’ use of the route to maintain market links.

Someone else making their own contribution to Middlesbrough’s 
– and the wider Tees Valley’s – commercial environment is Geoff, 
with his impact coming from another channel; regeneration.

As founder and director of Cleveland Property Investments, 
he is overseeing the creation of Middlesbrough’s £55 million Tees 
Advanced Manufacturing Park, alongside Middlesbrough Council 
and Tees Valley Combined Authority (TVCA).

An 11-hectare development based on the former Newport 
Ironworks – and set right beside the River Tees’ flowing waters 
– the estate boasts high-quality space for growing advanced 
manufacturing companies.

Built using hundreds of tonnes of steel from British Steel’s nearby 
Lackenby base, it will, says Geoff, provide much-needed facilities 
for like-minded businesses to drive forward Tees Valley’s economy 
and deliver highly-skilled and well-paid jobs.

Funded by £12.5 million from Middlesbrough Council, £7.65 
million from TVCA and £2.3 million from the SSI Taskforce – set 
up to catalyse regeneration work after the closure of Redcar’s SSI 
UK steelworks – the venture is also backed by substantial private 
investment.

And, says Geoff, it is proving extremely popular, with as much 
as 70 per cent of space in the park’s 180,000sq ft first phase now 
going through the legal process towards completion and handover.

Such has been the extent of interest – despite the coronavirus 

outbreak – that Geoff reveals bosses are now looking at designs for 
the park’s second phase, which will cover 100,000sq ft.

“The lettings are going really well; we have quite a lot of deals 
in the offing,” says Geoff, whose commitment to local labour 
means a high percentage of Tees Valley construction workers have 
supported the site’s creation.

“We have tenants and have also agreed three or four deals while 
the coronavirus pandemic has been going on. 

“There is a lack of industrial space across the UK, but particularly 
a massive shortage of advanced manufacturing units.

“This development is filling that demand and bringing good 
quality, highly-paid jobs to the area too.

He continues: “The old Newport Ironworks site hadn’t been 
developed for 60 or 70 years; people had been put off about the 
prospect of what they might find there.

“But, because of the partnership we have with the council and 
TVCA, we worked through it all. 

“We got a business plan together, drove it forward and have 
achieved what we set out to do.” 

Using the example of car parts maker Nifco UK, which swapped 
an old factory on Stockton’s Yarm Road for a purpose-built facility 
on Eaglescliffe’s Durham Lane – which it subsequently extended 
with another plant – Geoff says it is imperative that firms have space 
to flourish.

“Before Nifco went to Eaglescliffe, it was in a smaller unit,” he 
says.

“But when it moved, it grew into a huge, fantastic business 
because it had the correct environment.

“If you give companies the buildings that enable them to grow, 
you are giving them a platform to expand.

“That is what we are doing, and we want to get these companies 

As a proud Middlesborian, a desire to see the town and 
wider Tees Valley succeed is embedded within Geoff 
Hogg’s DNA. Overseeing the development of the £55 
million Tees Advanced Manufacturing Park, he is leading 
efforts to create fresh jobs and investment by unlocking 
the potential of former ironworks land. Here, he tells 
Steven Hugill about the park’s promise and why the 
recent launch of another venture – Chaloner Group – 
leaves his local area primed for a further economic boost

INTERVIEW – GEOFF HOGG
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CHALONER GROUP

www.chalonergroup.co.uk

@chalonergroup

TEES ADVANCED 
MANUFACTURING PARK

www.teesamp.co.uk

@TeesAmp

into Tees Advanced Manufacturing Park.”
As well as nourishing firms’ desire to grow 

and succeed, Geoff says the development is 
also playing a crucial role in the area’s overall 
resurgence.

Spearheaded by Tees Valley Mayor Ben 
Houchen’s commitment to reviving Teesside 
International Airport and transforming the former 
SSI UK site into a thriving business hub, the 
renaissance to which Geoff alludes also includes 
a £250 million project driven by Middlesbrough 
Mayor Andy Preston to create a 2000-job digital 
campus in the town.

“There is massive momentum in the Tees 
Valley,” says Geoff.

“I’m born and bred in Middlesbrough and have 
never known development and momentum like we 
currently have. 

“Ben and Andy are really pushing hard to deliver 
for the Tees Valley and for Middlesbrough, and 
people are buying into their vision.”

Geoff, of course, is adding his contribution too, 
and his role is primed to increase further thanks 
to the recent launch of Chaloner Group, which 
will oversee projects nationally across residential, 
industrial and office schemes.

However, Geoff says it will nurture Teesside too, 
saying it could bring tens of millions of pounds of 
fresh investment to the area.

He says: “We are in negotiations at the moment, 

which will bring circa £80 million investment into 
the Tees Valley – we are close to agreeing them.

“I’m excited that we are branching out; my 
passion is Middlesbrough and the Tees Valley but 
there are options further afield too and we cannot 
pass them up.

“We are looking to go into different markets; 
we have an offer out on a project in Newcastle 
city centre and another in Leeds, which has been 
accepted but hasn’t completed.

“There is lots in the pipeline,” adds Geoff.
“If all of the offers we have put in are 

accepted, there is probably ten years’ work in the 
development pipeline.”

IN ASSOCIATION WITH:
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FOOD AND DRINK – Indie series 

If you flip the term 'too big to fail' on its head, you get 'too small to succeed'. That's how it's supposed to go in a 
recession – the big companies find ways to weather the storm and the independents, start-ups and SMEs struggle 
to keep afloat. In the food and drink sector though, it's starting to look the other way around. The casual dining 
market, which was under pressure going into this crisis, has already seen high-profile casualties like Carluccio's 

collapse, and many other chains seem to be teetering. Increasingly, customers want something different from their 
dining experiences and are flouting uniform chains in favour of diverse independents. This pattern is good news 

for independent business owners in the North East, who have seen the communities they serve support them in this 
challenging period. Here, Richard Dawson speaks to a few such operators to see what the future means for them

SUPPORT LOCAL 

Nick Birss, Laneway and Co 
www.facebook.com/lanewaycoffeeco/

The owner of Laneway and Co set up an online store selling 
speciality coffee and merchandise, which has been eagerly snapped 
up by customers

How has your business been affected by the coronavirus pandemic?
Like many other businesses in the hospitality sector, we were 
unfortunately forced to close following the Government 
announcement on March 23. This is totally unprecedented, no one 
has experienced anything like this, so how businesses will be affected 
going forward will be anyone's guess. Luckily, we were eligible for the 

small business grant scheme, which has taken a large weight from our 
shoulders and means we can effectively mothball the cafe without any 
major looming financial concerns.

What have been the main challenges you've faced? 
We were in a fairly good position before this. Our main challenge was 
managing the downturn in trade, widening of social distancing prior 
to lockdown and implementing added hygiene precautions around 
an already busy little cafe. At the moment it seems like the bigger 
the business the harder they are being hit, and people in Newcastle 
especially seem to be rallying around their favourite independents, 
which is fantastic to see.

Have you diversified or changed your operations to enable you to 
continue trading? 
As soon as we got a hint that there might be a forced closure or at 
least restrictions on trade, I started to build up a web store. Then, 
when the nation went into lockdown, we were able to start trading, 
selling bags of coffee and merchandise from our website. It has been 
doing well and covers most of our ongoing costs. We had a lot of 
coffee in the cafe, so I have been able to bag that up and sell it online 
to minimise waste.

Are you taking advantage of any of the Government's support 
schemes? What additional support would you like to see?
We were eligible for the £10,000 small business grant, which has given 
us vital cashflow and has taken a large weight from our shoulders for 
now. All of our staff are on the Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme, 
which means after lockdown we will still have our amazing team. 

What is your long-term outlook for the business?
At the moment, I am confident that the business will still be healthy 
after the lockdown. We were lucky enough to be eligible for some 
fantastic funding options from the Government, which drastically 
improved our long-term outlook. We were planning on opening 
another site just prior to lockdown, so this will still hopefully 
go ahead with further expansion just on the horizon. Hopefully, 
everybody will be clamouring for a good coffee after this.
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Joe Meagher, Flat Caps Coffee
www.flatcapscoffee.com

The ever-popular Flat Caps Coffee owner went 
digital during lockdown and his online shop been 
inundated with orders for coffee and tea

How has your business been affected by the 
coronavirus pandemic?
As with all hospitality businesses, we've had to 
close Flat Caps Coffee shop to our customers. 
We had considered opening for takeaway only as 
we have the set up to place a coffee machine at 
the front door but we decided against this. I was 
concerned with managing social distancing in 
the queues and whether the perception would be 
that we were trying to bend the rules and taking 
unnecessary risks with our customer's health. 

What have been the main challenges you've 
faced?
Cashflow is the main challenge. Flat Caps is ten 
years old this year, so being more established has 
meant we were lucky to have enough reserves 
to pay the staff on time as it took a while for the 
support to come through. We also wanted to 
make sure that our suppliers were paid in full for 
outstanding invoices, so that we weren't passing 
on the burden to them, and I'm very pleased to say 
we managed to do that.

Have you diversified or changed your operations 
to enable you to continue trading?
We've set up an online store to sell coffee beans 
roasted in the UK, as well as from international 
coffee roasters, and this is proving very popular. 
I've also taken the opportunity to look into past 
projects that I'd parked due to the coffee shop 
demanding so much of my time. I've organised 
our house tea blend to be made and manufactured 
in plastic-free, biodegradable tea bags, which once 
made, we'll sell online in tins and as our house tea 
in Flat Caps once we've reopened. 

But the thing I'm most excited about is 
exploring roasting my own coffee. I've invested 
in a small sample roaster to learn about roasting 
techniques and discover unique coffees from 
around the world and I hope to grow this so one 
day I can sell my roasted coffee online and at Flat 
Caps.

Are you taking advantage of any of the 
Government's support schemes? What additional 
support would you like to see?
We received the small business grant, which 
eventually helped with the cashflow. My main 
concern for future support is how we can 
transition from being closed to fully operational 
again. I'm assuming there will be an in-between 
stage and the safety of staff and customers will 
remain paramount. I feel fortunate that Flat Caps 
is such a large open space as it will mean we can 
have social distancing a lot easier than some of 
the smaller independents. They've got some real 
challenges ahead on how they'll protect everyone. 
We're going to need support and advice to get 
through this.

What is your long-term outlook for the business?
I feel incredibly positive about the long-term 
prospects. We're ready for the challenges that 
lay ahead of us and we're open to being flexible 
and can adapt to the needs that we may not yet 
have established are required. We may be the 
oldest speciality coffee shop in Newcastle but 
we're young enough to still have the energy and 
enthusiasm to do what's needed. I've always felt 
that has been one of our strong points and I think 
it will help us through this recovery period.

"We may be the oldest speciality coffee shop in 
Newcastle but we're young enough to still have the 

energy and enthusiasm to do what's needed" 
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Amber Lowe and Joe Millar, Proven Goods Co
www.facebook.com/provengoodsco/

Amber Lowe – who along with Joe Millar owns 
Proven Goods Co – has had to pause operations 
at the luxury doughnut business, but their 18,000 
strong Instagram following remains keen as ever 
to see them back baking

How has your business been affected by the 
coronavirus pandemic? 
We've had to completely close up at the bakery 
since the announcement at the end of March. 
We had been operating as takeaway only for the 
week or so up until lockdown, but once the stay 
home message was made clear, we felt the safest 

thing to do for our customers and staff was not to 
encourage any unnecessary journeys to the bakery. 
We are for now treading water until it seems like 
the right, and if possible, safest time to reopen – 
albeit in a different way.

What have been the main challenges you've 
faced?
The main challenge we faced was trying to decide 
early on whether to continue operating during 
the lockdown but with deliveries or collections or 
sitting tight and doing our best to wait it out. It 
was a challenge realising the safest thing to do was 
stop for a little while - we've spent the last three 
years growing the business, so accepting that we 
needed to stop was surreal at first. We didn't want 
to disappoint our community of customers and 
regulars. But the risks of working among each 
other, staff travelling to and from the bakery, and 
difficulties with the availability of ingredients 
made it clear that temporarily closing was the best 
thing to do.

Have you diversified or changed your operations 
to enable you to continue trading?
We didn't change our operations to trade during 
lockdown, for the reasons discussed. But we've 
used the time to try and plan the best way to 
continue operating safely and successfully once it's 
safer to reopen.

Are you taking advantage of any of the 
Government's support schemes? What additional 
support would you like to see?
We were lucky to qualify for the Small Business 
Grant Fund and have used the furlough scheme 
for our staff. We would like to see more support 
for new starters, as the extended deadline still 
leaves a lot of people cut off from the scheme.

What is your long-term outlook for the business? 
We've had to make some changes to some plans 
we had for the next 18 months of the business 
and shelve them for the time being. Instead, 
we're going to continue to operate from our 
kitchen space, concentrating on developing our 
collection service, hopefully adding more options 
for delivery and a larger online presence with 
a website.  Essentially, we're going to refine our 
current offer for the time being and pause the 
longer-term plan until we can understand the 'new 
normal'.

FOOD AND DRINK – Indie series 
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Andy Hook, Blackfriars, Hinnies and Dobson 
and Parnell 
www.dobsonandparnell.co.uk

The managing director of Hooked-on Group, 
which owns and operates Blackfriars, Hinnies 
and Dobson and Parnell, has launched a weekend 
takeaway delivery service that has been popular 
with those pining for fine dining cuisine   

How has your business been affected by the 
coronavirus pandemic? 
The Hooked-on Group operates full-service 
restaurants, which we have had to close 
completely. 

What have been the main challenges you've 
faced?
In simple terms, closing our doors was a pretty 
straightforward process. There was a timing 
dilemma and we had a pile of perishables to 
give away. But otherwise, all restaurants in the 
UK were faced with the same order and the staff 
understood the issues. The real challenge has been 
keeping abreast of the continually-updated advice 
and guidance, as well as the details of managing 
furloughed workers and the Coronavirus Job 
Retention Scheme. We're trying to understand 
how and when we might reopen and what that 
means for us, our staff and our loyal customers.

Have you diversified or changed your operations 
to enable you to continue trading?
Both Blackfriars and Hinnies enjoyed a brief foray 
into takeaways around Mothering Sunday, which 
was quickly aborted so we could better assess the 
risks. We have since restarted with the expectation 
that takeaways will form a permanent part of our 
offer for the foreseeable future. 

Are you taking advantage of any of the 
Government's support schemes? What additional 
support would you like to see? 
All three restaurants have applied for grants 
in addition to business rates relief and the 
aforementioned furlough scheme. When we 
are allowed to reopen, it is likely our capacities 
will be significantly reduced, as will our market 
share, while we grapple with the complexities of 
new health and safety guidance and ensuring our 
staff and guests remain safe. If the Government 
wants to avoid the collapse of much of the UK 

hospitality/tourism industry, which supports 
66,000 workers in the North East alone, then it 
will need to provide support by way of additional 
grants, a gradual reduction in Coronavirus Job 
Retention Scheme support and tax cuts, such as a 
reduction in VAT to five per cent. In addition, rent 
payments remain one of our biggest challenges. 
The Government must provide some much-
needed leadership with regard to the stalemate 
between landlords who say they can't afford to 
forgo their rent and tenants who simply have no 
money to pay it.

What is your long-term outlook for the business?
Restaurants will need to create entirely new 
revenue streams if they are to remain viable. If an 
element of our loyal customer base decides to stay 
at home, we'll need to think of ways we can bring 
our offer to them whether by food boxes, Zoom 
tutorials or takeaways. We will do everything we 
can to ensure the safety of our customers who do 
venture to dine with us, but will also make it fun 
and exciting.

FOOD AND DRINK – Indie series 

"We will do everything we can to ensure the safety of 
our customers who do venture to dine with us, but will 

also make it fun and exciting"
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INTERVIEW – Narbi Price

The creative industries have been utterly disrupted in recent months, with theatres and venues closed and many 
artists, filmmakers and musicians out of work. But there is reason to be hopeful, though, as this dynamic and 

innovative sector looks to carve out a new place for itself. Richard Dawson speaks to critically acclaimed North East 
artist, Narbi Price to see where he fits in

THE HIGHEST FORM OF HOPE

I
t was the German painter Gerhard Richter 
who once said, "art is the highest form of 
hope" and we could do with a bit of that 
right now. 

Art is a complex and often fragile 
ecosystem held together by a diverse mix of actors 
who are all feeling the pressure right now. As a 
sector that operates predominantly in enclosed 
spaces and on the basis of mass gatherings of 
people, the road back to normality for the creative 
industries is surely one of the longest. 

As the coronavirus pandemic refuses to loosen 
its grip on the world, the thing that is holding the 
creative industries together is a shared belief in 
what Richter said back in 1982; hope. 

There is reason to be hopeful. Last month, we 
spoke to Tyneside Cinema and Sage Gateshead 
about the myriad challenges they face in 
safeguarding their futures and found that despite 
the odds, both are feeling optimistic. 

That theme of optimism continues this month 
as we speak to North East artist Narbi Price. 

Born in Hartlepool, Narbi recently completed a 
PhD in Fine Art at Newcastle University and has 
garnered widespread acclaim for his 2018 series, 
The Ashington Paintings. 

Taking influence from the 'Pitmen Painters' or 
Ashington Group, Narbi's paintings document 
his experiences of walking the streets of what was 
once considered the world's largest coal-mining 
village. 

One of the big themes in those paintings was 
the idea of changed landscapes and this also 
permeates his most recent series. 

Explaining the inspiration behind his new 
paintings, Narbi says: "Recently, I noticed a lot of 
people posting pictures of public benches that had 
been wrapped in danger tape. 

"I'm doing a series on those because they are 
emblematic of the lockdown. 

"Theyre bizarre to see these functional objects 
that no longer have that function. The way they've 
been wrapped up is also interesting because you 

can see some of the workers have really gone 
to town and weaved the tape all around the 
bench and some have just taken the path of least 
resistance and put one strip across." 

After lockdown measures were announced, 
local authorities taped up all public areas to 
discourage people from breaking the social 
distancing rules. It's an unusual subject matter for 
a painter but one that instantly takes you back to 
what it was like to live through that period. 

Narbi would typically visit a site in person 
before painting it but given the lockdown 
restrictions, he decided to bring his friends into 
the creative process, giving them instructions 
on the benches that were suitable and how to 
compose photographs from which he could paint. 

"People have started sending me stuff from 
all over the place," he says. "There's a picture of 
three benches in London that are put together in 
a kind of conversational way, there's outdoor gym 
equipment with tape on and even a swing set has 
been taped, which is quite melancholic." 

Narbi normally works on large wooden 
boards in his studio at Newcastle's Commercial 
Union House. When the pandemic hit, he recalls 
frantically picking up paint brushes, canvas and 
other materials so he could continue to work from 
home. 

"It's been a huge adjustment," he says. "The 
works I'm now making are smaller and on A4, 
which is contingent to the domestic setting." 

Often when we think about an artist at work, 
we imagine it to be this erratic and spontaneous 
process, a creative frenzy that could strike at any 
moment, day or night. 

But Narbi assures me that while this 
romanticised view of art-making makes good 
television and sells magazines, it isn't that 
tempestuous for him.

"At the end of the day, it's a job and you have 
to go to work," he reveals. "I think of the idea of 
inspiration is tied into this romanticised version of 
art. If you waited for inspiration to come calling, 
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you might be waiting around for some time." 
This approach is informed by a quote from 

American photo-realist painter Chuck Close, who 
said, "inspiration is for amateurs – the rest of us 
just show up and get to work." 

It also re-emphasises the importance of having 
a good routine when working independently, 
something all of us are grappling with in our 
makeshift home offices across the region. 

Periods of art history have often come into 
existence due to grand societal changes, where old 
ways of thinking and doing are replaced by new 
ones. One theory on the birth of the Renaissance 
in 15th century Europe, for example, claims that 
it was the turmoil and the upheaval of the Black 
Death in the 14th century that caused a new era 
to emerge. 

So does Narbi think this latest pandemic will 
trigger a new era for art? 

"I think there's going to be a wave of work that's 
been made in response to it, perhaps work made 
about it," he posits. "But I think the Artist Support 
Pledge has the potential to have a real effect on the 
market and the whole gallery system."  

Set up by British artist Matthew Burrows, the 
Artist Support Pledge started as an Instagram 
hashtag to support the many artists who found 
themselves without work due to the pandemic. 

The concept is for each artist to post images of 
their work on Instagram, which they are willing 
to sell for no more than £200 each. Once they 
have made £1000, they pledge to spend £200 on 
another artist's work. 

What started as a creative idea to support 
fellow artists has exploded online, with more than 
170,000 posts generating an estimated £20 million 
for artists across the world. 

Narbi reflects: "It's really democratised and 
levelled out the whole process. Having a lower 
price point opens up art-buying for people 
who perhaps haven't bought work before or felt 
intimidated by the gallery environment. 

"The range and profile of artists who are 
participating runs the whole gamut from Sunday 
painters up to top-level professional artists. How 
that will affect the gallery system is going to be 
interesting once the doors reopen." 

The Artist Support Pledge is also a story of 
artists supporting each other – an organic, grass-
roots solution to a problem that for many artists 

has not been solved by Government schemes. 
"Most artists have portfolio careers," says Narbi. 

"There's no norm for income, it's a piecemeal thing 
and a lot of them have fallen through the gaps. 

"The Government's self-employment support, 
for example, misses a lot of people out, myself 
included, because you need to have more than 
50 per cent of your income derived from self-
employment over the last three years. Because I 
was doing a funded PhD in that time, I was cut out 
of that. 

"That's why the Artist Support Pledge has really 
helped a lot of people in the current climate. It's 
DIY punk rock." 

Only time will tell whether we are entering a 
new period of history and it is only through art 
that we will be able to come to terms with what 
has changed. Knowing that art is going to be 
supported by something as sustainable and self-
perpetuating as the Artist Support Pledge should 
reassure us that there's going to be a place for 
artists in the post-COVID-19 world. 

NARBI PRICE 
www.narbiprice.co.uk
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Ian Lamming straightens 
his cravat, crooks his little 

finger and gains the best 
vantage point for a view of 

a very British supercar

FORM AND 
BEAUTY 

I
f a picture paints a thousand words then 
this could be a very short write-up – just 
look at Aston Martin's newest Vantage.

Enough said? Well, if you do press me 
to share this quintessentially British sports 

car, then I will, pausing only to pop in a monocle 
and slip into a pair of tan brogues.

Staring across the car park, squinting through 
the standard-fit halo glare, the job is done. Vantage 
is one of three new models launched recently and 
its sheer vibrancy is an indication of the direction 
of travel for Aston Martin.

With looks and proportions like this, there 
is little need to actually drive the car, but I will, 
because that's my job. A hairdryer could power it, 
I wouldn't care, because this thing is a sculpture, 
a blessed work of art, to be placed lovingly on a 
plinth, in a glass case or on a manicured lawn, to 
be viewed and appreciated for its form and beauty.

As Aston Martins go, it is radical; the 
signature grille lowered to almost the ground 
in a contemporary twist that has shocked and 
delighted in equal measure. From the front it 
is daisy-cutting low, a smile wide and booty 

curvaceous.
Side on it is sculpted with huge wheels and 

next to no overhangs and from the rear, possibly 
it's most attractive angle, it has swoopy LEDs 
across the beams, a veritable wave of light that 
accentuates the pronounced flick in its tail.

Inside is a statement of intent too. It says 'we 
have been around some time and boast great 
heritage but we are serious contenders ready to 
challenge all-comers in the future'.

So the boardroom corporate quality of leather 

MOTORS  – Aston Martin Vantage 
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and hand stitching, the easy-to-use buttons, 
which line the transmission tunnel and the 
Aston Martin moniker that winks from 
steering wheel hub and seats sit happily with 
hi-tech infotainment and the ability to change 
the dynamics from a switch on the steering 
wheel.

There is no hairdryer under the bonnet, 
of course. Instead, there is a rasping 4.0 
twin-turbo V8, a veritable power factory 
manufacturing 503hp and 685Nm of torque. 
It spews forth in a relentless surge of muscle, 
passing through an eight-speed ZF box, 
hurling Vantage to 62mph in just 3.6 seconds 
and on to a top speed of 195mph.

Yet its electronic differential makes it 
a breeze to pilot around town and more 
enjoyable on the track.

The aforementioned switch on the chunky, 
squarish steering wheel changes modes from 
sport, to sport+, to track, hinting at this car's 
raison d'etre. You could quite easily leave it in 
sport, the + adds more aggressive throttle and 
gearshift responses and heightens the sound. 
Surprisingly, track knocks the throttle back to 
sport to give the driver more control. 

Similarly, the suspension can be tailored to 
mood and conditions. Whichever setting is 
chosen leaves the driver feeling empowered 
and in control. For the track, where they 

are being encouraged to go, owners can also 
specify high performance ceramic brakes and 
wailing tailpipes.

Thirty years ago the factory was little more 
than a cottage industry producing a couple of 
cars a week, the rainwater pouring through the 
leaky roof and covering the nuts and bolts in 
the process.

Since then it has changed hands a few times 
and, when it was grasped by current CEO 
Andy Palmer in 2014, it developed a 21st 
century vision to put it on the front row of the 
grid, as well as the London Stock Market.

Special projects include the Vanquish, 
Speedster and Shooting-brake, the classic DB4 
GT and DB5 Bond car (which comes complete 
with bulletproof glass and ejector seat, no 
doubt, for those obsessed with 007).

The rejuvenated brand even extends to a £4 
million submarine for your super-yacht, the 
AM37 speedboat and luxury Aston Martin 
apartments in Miami.

Vantage is luxury lifestyle personified; 
for Aston Martin, a relatively flamboyant 
embodiment of an exciting vision. It's no 
longer prepared to be the well-tailored but 
plain suit of the pack, the bowler hat and brolly 
of the gentlemen's club. Emboldened, it is now 
wearing a new shiny suit and is shouting its 
intentions to the world.

ASTON MARTIN VANTAGE 
www.astonmartin.com

FACT FILE
Aston Martin Vantage
Engine: 4.0 twin-turbo litre V8
Power: 503PS
0-62mph: 3.6 secs
Top speed: 195mph
Combined MPG: 27.4
Transmission: eight-speed ZF auto
CO2 g/km: 236
Price: £120,900
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SPORT – GiveToLocal 

Grassroots sport has played a vital role in improving the physical and 
mental health of the nation for centuries. As coronavirus continues to 

curtail all group activities, Simon Rushworth caught up with the North 
East organisation seeking to safeguard the future of community clubs 

nationwide

WORKING FOR THE 
COMMON GOOD

A
ccording to Fabulous 
(Fab) Flournoy, the 
former coach of 
Newcastle Eagles who 
is now embedded 

with NBA champions Toronto Raptors 
in Canada, the galvanising power of 
grassroots sport cannot be overestimated.

"It's the one thing that's common to 
everyone who's played sport," explains the 
most successful coach in the history of 
British basketball. "From children playing 
together in the park to groups of friends 
catching up every week and all the way 
through to elite athletes – everyone has 
experienced grassroots sport in some way, 
shape or form.

"Everyone has to start somewhere. And 
that starting place will be at grassroots 
level – with a school or community club – 
where inspirational volunteer coaches go 
out of their way to ensure it's an engaging 
experience for everyone."

Fab didn't hesitate when asked to 
support Tyneside-based grassroots sport 
service GiveToLocal and its innovative 
#InspiredToGive campaign. He joined 
former Newcastle United and England 
forward Les Ferdinand, Durham and 
England cricketers Steve Harmison and 
Mark Wood, Newcastle Thunder director 
of rugby Denis Betts and many more in 
backing an initiative aimed at bringing 
together local communities by supporting 
grassroots sport and small businesses.

With the COVID-19 pandemic 
threatening to curtail the key contribution 
of community sport for weeks to come, 
Fab and his peers understand the pressing 

need to safeguard a staple of society that 
continues to impact positively on the 
physical and mental health of a nation.

And GiveToLocal's mission to put £10 
million into grassroots sport annually 
could hardly be better timed for teams 
facing an increasingly uncertain future.

"What we do isn't just about supporting 
our sports teams," says Neil Gardiner, 
co-founder and CEO of the North Shields-
based organisation.

"It's about supporting our local 
communities by bringing clubs, people 
and businesses together.

"That's at the heart of the 
#InspiredToGive campaign.

"As a result of the COVID-19 outbreak, 
we have invested in our incentivised giving 
platform and made it even more inclusive.

"It is now possible for supporters of the 
clubs we work with to invite businesses to 
join the GiveToLocal community.

"Those businesses can use the platform 
to sell vouchers for future products and 
services and secure valuable cash during a 
period of enforced closure."

GiveToLocal's #InspiredToGive 
campaign quickly caught the attention of 
recurring payments partner GoCardless.

"This is a difficult time for everyone," 
adds Pat Phelan, chief customer officer at 
GoCardless.

"However, we have been watching 
GiveToLocal's response to the coronavirus 
crisis with interest.

"The #InspiredToGive campaign can 
make a real difference at a time when 
community sport is facing a unique 
challenge.
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"GiveToLocal has pivoted so positively in the 
circumstances that we decided to let our own staff 
know about the great work they're doing across 
the UK.

"We spoke to Neil about featuring the 
organisation in an internal GoCardless 
campaign designed to remind our staff of the key 
contribution that they continue to make.

"GiveToLocal was the first organisation to 
feature in our #CustomerSpotlight campaign and 
we're extremely proud to call them partners."

If Neil's vision is to secure sustainable funding 
for grassroots sports clubs across the country – 
more than 40,000 teams across ten different sports 
have already signed up with GiveToLocal – then 
he also sees an opportunity for corporate partners 
to join a growing community of like-minded 
businesses promoting positive change.

The ambitious service provider has appointed 
David Broom as its new corporate relationship 
manager with a view to growing a network of 
national influencers perfectly positioned to make a 

lasting impact.
"The intention has always been to bring about 

positive change in terms of how community sports 
clubs are supported," adds Neil.

"We can achieve that by working alongside 
governing bodies, local individuals, SMEs, 
regional businesses and national or international 
organisations, with the focus on bringing value to 
the proposition for all parties involved.

"Our service is already rolling out to hundreds 
of thousands of individuals – players, parents, 
coaches and volunteers – and tens of thousands 
of SMEs.

"The plan is for more than 1000 corporate 
partners to come on board during the next 
12 months and that is why we have chosen to 
appoint David to head up a key role within the 
organisation. 

"The opportunities presented by such a wide 
user-base mean that GiveToLocal can be a great 
way for people – individuals or businesses – to 
support their local community and feel the benefit 
themselves. Their focus could be B2B, B2C or 
a mix of both. We have a flexible approach to 
facilitating partners."

Neil plans to add ten employees to 
GiveToLocal's North East-headquartered 
operation and expand its network of regional 
representatives across the UK with a further 70 
new appointments.

Roles will be split between club engagement, 
partner engagement and corporate engagement.

And David, who joins GiveToLocal from 
Moy Materials, where he managed a team of 
16 as director of UK sales for the Irish building 
materials firm, says: "I'm so excited to get started 
with Neil and the team.

"I coach a grassroots football team and I have 
four kids who would be sat around the house 
playing on their iPads all day if it wasn't for the 
opportunity to play sport within the community.

"I've always played grassroots sport and when 
I first became aware of GiveToLocal and their 
sustainable funding model I was immediately 
struck by what a positive difference it can make.

"I'm here to encourage corporate partners 
across the UK to align themselves with something 
that's capable of making a real difference to those 
communities hit hardest by the coronavirus crisis."

Communities like Ashington. Home to 
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GIVETOLOCAL
Photos: Former Newcastle 
Eagles coach Fab Flournoy 
(page 85), Durham and 
England cricketers Steve 
Harmison and Mark Wood 
(page 87) and Thunder 
Director of Rugby Denis Betts 
(page 86) are all supporting 
the #InspiredToGive 
campaign.
To discuss corporate 
partnership opportunities 
with GiveToLocal email David 
Broom at david@givetolocal.
com
www.givetolocal.com

SPORT – GiveToLocal 

both Steve Harmison and Mark Wood, the 
Northumberland town has a reputation for 
nurturing grassroots talent and developing future 
international athletes. However, the spring of 2020 
will be remembered as a time when Ashington's 
thriving community of local sports clubs and 
small businesses faced its toughest challenge in 
living memory.

"If there is one positive to come out of the 
coronavirus crisis it is seeing communities come 
together to support each other," says GiveToLocal 
supporter and former England Test bowler Steve.

"I grew up playing grassroots sport in a town 
where local clubs and businesses are at the heart of 
the community.

"Now is the time to support sport, business and 
the people who make a difference to our everyday 
lives."

Les Ferdinand echoes that sentiment. During 
a celebrated spell at St James's Park, the popular 
Londoner played a starring role as a member of 
Kevin Keegan's so-called Entertainers. However, 
long before he was tormenting Premier League 
defences, 'Sir Les' learnt his trade in the grassroots 
game and witnessed first-hand the synergy 
between community sport and local business.

"It's very difficult to put a price on what that 
relationship means," adds Queens Park Rangers' 
director of football. 

"When you think about the various 
organisations and enterprises that support football 
clubs at a local level, it's mind-boggling. 

"It would be very, very difficult for those clubs 
to survive without the support of the business 
community. It's a little bit of give-and-take. 

"The clubs benefit from much-needed revenue 
and the businesses can build on a positive 
relationship with sport. It's a fantastic example of 
the community working for the common good. 

"That's why I loved my time in grassroots and 
non-league football. It brings together so many 
people from different backgrounds and they're 
working towards a common goal. That sense of 
community underpins everything. GiveToLocal 
gets that."

If Neil and his ambitious team are determined 
to extend their reach across the UK – partnership 
agreements with county Football Associations as 
far afield as Kent, Cambridgeshire, Staffordshire 
and Somerset underpin an organisation fast 

gaining a national reputation – then they will 
never lose sight of their North East roots.

"It's our home and it always will be," he adds. 
"We have a special bond with the people of the 
North East and that sense of communities coming 
together during the coronavirus pandemic is 
particularly strong across our region.

"We've already been blown away by the response 
of the business community on our doorstep. From 
what we have seen so far I'm convinced we can 
count on the support of corporate partners across 
the North East – and we will reciprocate that 
support in any way we can."

Medintu is one of many local businesses keen 
to explore the mutual benefit of partnering with 
GiveToLocal. The Sunderland-based health 
and wellbeing platform agreed to support the 
#InspiredToGive campaign last month and CEO 
Reddy Sanikommu says: "It has never been more 
important to work with like-minded organisations 
looking to improve mental and physical health.

"That's why I was keen to talk to Neil.
"GiveToLocal is aligned to our own approach 

to the coronavirus crisis insofar as we see this as 
a time to support local communities and do what 
we can to help people negotiate a challenging 
period. 

"Lets' face it – the business world is not talking 
business now. It is focusing on what it can give 
back and how it can help. 

"Both Medintu and GiveToLocal understand 
that. We share the same principles and we're 
excited about how we can work together to 
promote the work we do and make a difference to 
communities across the UK."
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MACBOOK PRO 

Still one of the most desirable laptops 
to get your hands on, the Apple 
MacBook Pro has been updated for 
2020, with a renewed focus on all 
the things that attracted users to 
them in the first place – performance, 
portability, advanced graphics, fast 
storage and eye-catching design. 
Dubbed by the Silicon Valley giant as 
a 'portable powerhouse', the new base 
model MacBook Pro is loaded with an 
eigth generation quad-core processor, 
turbo-boosted up to 3.9 GHz, 8gb of 
RAM and 256gb SSD storage. Weighing 
just 1.4 kilos, this is the first time 
you can say that a notebook can do 
everything from photography and video 
editing to coding, audio production and 
gaming. 

Ever since Apple introduced its 
Retina Display, its products have been 
synonymous with eye-opening graphics 
performance. The new MacBook Pro 
builds on that legacy, utilising a tenth 
generation Intel processor and powerful 
new Iris Plus graphics to deliver visual 
performance that is 80 per cent 
faster than the previous version. LED 
backlighting and True Tone technology 
also mean that colours are reproduced 
in harmony with the colour temperature 
of the light around you. 

The new Pro features a new Magic 
Keyboard and Touch Bar, making the 
typing and navigation experience 
smoother and more responsive than 
ever. A refined scissor mechanism with 
1mm of travel makes typing emails, 
word documents and messages cleaner 
and more comfortable. 

£1299 – out now – www.apple.com

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

TECH 

TECHNOLOGY
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POLYMEGA 

For those pining for a trip down memory lane to 
play classic PlayStation, Saturn, Genesis and NES 
games, the Polymega console is a one-stop-shop 
for unleashing your nostalgia. The world's first HD 
modular games console, the Polymega incorporates 
30 systems into one body and has more than 9000 
playable games. It's been a 30-year project, but the 
result is truly impressive. With this console you can 
play any number of classic game cartridges and CD-
based titles, from Streetfighter II to Sonic Jam and 
Gran Turismo. The console comes with a universal 
wireless controller, from which you can explore 
decades-old games without the clutter and sub-par 
video quality of decades-old hardware. 

£499 – out July 5 – www.amazon.co.uk

SONOS ARC 

The American audio experts at Sonos have a growing 
reputation for creating products that have genuinely 
first-class sound quality. The new Arc sound bar is an 
attempt to put that record to work for TV and home 
cinemas. For anyone who has had the problem of not 
being able to hear dialogue while watching something, 
this sound bar is for you. Featuring eleven high-
performance drivers for crisp highs, dynamic midranges 
and surprising bass, the Sonos Arc has been carefully 
tuned to emphasise the human voice, so you never miss 
a word. Google Assistant and Amazon Alexa are built 
in, allowing you to stream music, radio and podcasts 
without lifting a finger. 

£799 – out June 10 – www.sonos.com

NEBULA MARS 2 

Home cinema projectors are usually either portable 
but with poor sound and video quality or fixed and 
functionally good on both. The Mars 2 from Nebula 
eliminates the trade-off, guaranteeing 720p HD visuals 
at a screen size of up to 150 inches. It has good quality 
speakers and four hours of battery life, so you can play 
your favourite films all the way through without needing 
external speakers or a power cable. The Mars 2 also has 
an Android smart system built in, providing easy access 
to YouTube, BBC iPlayer and other streaming services. It's 
perfect for outdoor adventures and camping trips, which 
we will be taking a lot of in the months ahead. 

£599 – out now – www.currys.co.uk
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W
hat do you consider to be the 
greatest feat in business and 
why? 
There are three paradigm shifts 
which have most dramatically 

moved the commercial world forward. First and second, 
the industrial and the digital revolutions, but the third 
is possibly the one most overlooked yet most significant 
step change; the transport revolution and the widespread 
use of rail for the movement of goods and people. This 
process transformed Europe and the UK as industrial 
powerhouses and linked people and cities as never before. 

What is the greatest physical feat you’ve witnessed by an 
individual and why?

Not someone I have met, but when I was in India, I read 
about the incredible story of Dashrath Manjhi, who was 
a labourer from Bihar state in India. Apparently, his 
wife died as a result of injuries sustained from a fall. The 
village was so isolated, and she had limited local access 
to medical help as the nearest doctor was 34 miles away. 
Manjhi was determined to improve access to the rest of 
the world for the villagers. So, using only a hammer and 
some chisels, and by working in evenings and overnight, 
he managed to cut a path of more than 100 metres 
through the mountain. This marathon task took him 22 
years. I think when we consider the resolve and tenacity of 
such human endeavour, it is completely staggering. 

What about by a group or team?
The most incredible turnaround in footballing fortunes 
in my view was not Leicester City winning the Premier 
League, but the escapology performed by St Mirren 
avoiding relegation from the Scottish Championship in 
2017. They were bottom of the league for virtually the 
entire year but after the manager brought in ten new 
players in the January transfer window, they crawled their 
way back to ensure survival. They won the league the 
following season.

Which demonstration of intelligence/mental strength 
has most impressed you?
In terms of dogged determination combined with 
enormous intellectual rigour and drive, it has to be Alfred 
Wegener. A meteorologist from Germany, he spent years 
enduring arduous travel to polar regions to research 
his theory of continental drift. This was rubbished 
by mainstream geological experts for years but today 
underpins our understanding of plate tectonics and the 
slowly changing shape of the world. 

Which act of generosity has inspired you the most and 
why? 
The name Henrietta Lacks will be unfamiliar to most 
people, but she should be more well-known for her 
unwitting act of generosity to humanity. She was an 
African-American woman whose cervical cancer cells 
were the source of the HeLa cell line, which was the first 
immortalized human cell line. This cell line reproduces 
indefinitely and was the basis for many life-saving 
medications, including the first polio vaccine.  

GREATEST FEATS

INTERVIEW – Dr Gerry Morrow
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Dr Gerry Morrow is medical director at Wallsend-based Clarity Informatics. The company is known for providing 
healthcare appraisal and medical best practice solutions for GPs, hospital doctors and nurses that improve clinical 

standards and patient safety
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